
        
            
                
            
        

    
Kate Educates Jacob

Book Two

Kate Granger


Copyright © 2025 Kate Granger

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Kate Educates Jacob

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Kate Granger

Books By This Author


Kate Educates Jacob

Kate Granger


Chapter One

A Return To Granger Hall

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View

I blinked, smiled, then raised an arm and checked my wedding band, loving how the two rings set beautifully together, side by side. I rolled onto my side, saw Jacob grinning widely, and laughed.

“It’s our first day as a married couple, Jacob. How do you feel?”

“Different.”

“In what way, sweetheart?”

“I feel a greater sense of belonging to you, and as though Alicia is properly joined into that.”

“Karl is working on changing Alicia’s surname and getting the full adoption documents approved. He says it’s an easier process now that we’re married.”

“A lot of things will become easier now, Kate.”

I casually rolled over in our bed and lay on my front, twisting my head sideways to stare at Jacob.

You’re so beautiful.

I reached out and curled my fingers around his, enjoying the solid feel of a gold band on his wedding finger. I was slightly confused and waited, but I had to ask with no explanation forthcoming from my husband.

“What gets easier now we’re married, Jacob?”

“Our mental health because we’re locked into a long-term future. Everyone knows we’re committed, so explaining our relationship isn’t a chore. Having the same surname also helps; some difficult people will take me more seriously.”

“It’s a shame some people are asshats.”

I couldn’t have been happier with my husband’s answer. I felt the same way, as though some invisible, indelible connection was made between us when the priest announced we were husband and wife.

It wasn’t a matter of ownership in a negative sense, and I thought Jacob’s description of us belonging together also applied wholly to me.

“What time is our helicopter arriving, Kate?”

“Liftoff is at 10 a.m. A visit to Granger Hall will be a welcome break for everyone, and it’ll be nice to show Alicia around the family estate properly.”

“She won’t enjoy being separated from Sierra.”

“Granger Hall equine master has a full program arranged for her. There is a new foal for Alicia to name and own, and then there are half a dozen horses she can ride under his tutelage. Trust me, Jacob, she’ll fall asleep at the dining table every night.”

“That will be good for her. Who else is coming?”

“Hannah and Claude. I invited Isabelle, but she’s busy tonight and promised to drive over tomorrow.”

I knew Jacob was worried about visiting Granger Hall because the security arrangements there were more challenging to control. A Walk In The Clouds was a compound, whereas Dad’s family home sprawled over miles with open borders.

Craig was still on Jacob’s mind, but that was a problem for Claude because we needed to live life and enjoy time together while we could.

“What about your Dad? Will he join us?”

“He wants to reflect on his life while staying in Carrie’s cabin, which is empty because she moved in with your Mom.”

“Okay, what about Carrie? Is she coming?”

“She wants to join us, but your Mom isn’t sure about taking her to Granger Hall, so they may not be passengers on our flight today.”

“What’s Mom’s problem?”

“I’m guessing it’s because she’s serious about my sister and isn’t sure about taking her to your family home.”

“It’s her family home more than ours, Jacob.”

“That’s not my discussion to have, sweetheart.”

He stared at me, frowning like I was missing a hidden meaning. I nudged him playfully with my elbow, then suddenly realized what he was getting at, and my eyes widened because the penny dropped.

“You can’t be serious, Jacob?”

“I’m surmising, but yeah… I think your Mom’s reluctance is connected to you and Claire.”

“Hold on a minute… I encouraged Mom to hook up with Tiffany if she so wished.”

“That wasn’t about love, Kate. Your mother disciplined Tiffany, and yeah, they had sex, but it wasn’t romantic. Carrie is different.”

“Fuck Jacob. I have no issues with Mom having a lesbian-loving relationship. If she’s happy, even Dad would give her a thumbs up now he’s gone.”

“Did you tell Catherine that, Kate?”

“No, but I shouldn’t need to.”

A light tap at the bedroom door disrupted what was becoming a very confusing conversation. I thought hard, processing what might have gone wrong, and realized my mother and Carrie had been scarce recently, but I assumed that was out of their need for privacy.

“Come in.”

“It’s me, Kate. Hi Jacob.”

“Alicia, my god, you’re ready to go?”

“I didn’t want to be late.”

She was fully dressed in jeans, a lemon blouse, and a lightweight chocolate-colored jumper. Her rucksack looked heavy, and the cabin-sized suitcase she wheeled behind bulged alarmingly. She looked cute and so much like a tiny worldwide traveler that I had to leap out of bed and crush her in my arms.

“I love you so much, Alicia.”

“That’s good because I may have overstepped my boundaries this morning.”

“How so, honey?”

“I called Karl to complain about how long it’s taking for my name to be changed.”

“Oh, and what did he say?”

“That he could only take instructions from you. It’s the law, apparently. I also asked him about it yesterday, and he said the same thing, insisting he couldn’t discuss anything with me. He probably thinks I’m nagging him.”

“You did nothing wrong, baby girl. I’ll ask Karl to keep you in the loop about all legal matters relating to your name and adoption.”

“Is that all it takes, Kate?”

“Yeah, honey. Lawyers must be super careful about these things. Why are you so impatient, though?”

She slumped her tiny shoulders, dropped the rucksack on our bedroom floor, and slouched over to our bed, plopping herself down heavily, sulking.

“You and Jacob belong together, and I’m great about that.”

“But you feel left out?”

“I know I have no right, but I feel a bit left out while you share a name, and I don’t.”

I wanted to laugh but couldn’t because this problem had meaning to her, and that was important. I waved a reassuring arm wide and gave her a serious look.

“Go right ahead and use your new name now, Alicia.”

“Am I allowed to?”

“Of course.”

She perked up immediately and hugged me so tightly I was surprised by the strength of her feelings. When she was done with me, our daughter clambered onto the bed, clutching Jacob. While they hugged, I said a small prayer of thanks that we’d started wearing pajamas to ensure we were always appropriately dressed in case Alicia crawled into our bed.

She glanced at Jacob, and I saw a slightly mischievous expression.

“Who will care for Sierra while we’re gone, Jacob?”

“We have grooms to do all of that.”

“I know, but she’s dear to me, and I’ll worry if I don’t know who’s taking responsibility.”

“Umm… awkward question, sweetheart, but Sierra is still my horse, right?”

“I’m afraid not. She’s community property.”

“You mean Sierra belongs to everyone?”

“No, Jacob, yours and my community property.”

“Oh, I see… we have community property now?”

“We do.”

Alicia could win Jacob’s heart with a smile, eyebrow flutter, and kiss on his cheek. He’d already lost Sierra but hadn’t realized yet and clung to the vain belief that a share of the beautiful filly was still his.

I caught their attention with a wave while heading to the bedroom door, wearing my sweats.

“I’m visiting my Mom briefly. I’ll join you in half an hour for breakfast.”

“Okay, darling. I’ll look after our daughter and clarify the legal definitions for owning community property.”

“Bye, Alicia.”

“Bye, Mom. I’ll look after Dad.”

I stopped dead in my tracks and felt my heart pump like steel pistons on a steam train. My head went fuzzy, and I choked, feeling tears welling. I turned to face Alicia, stunned into silence, seeing the same expression pained on Jacob’s face.

“Sorry… what did you call me, Alicia?”

“I called you Mom. Is it okay?”

Jacob had already gathered her in his arms when I leaped onto the bed, hugging my daughter. I cried and saw my husband was close to tears while Alicia sobbed for reasons I couldn’t fathom.

“Are you okay, Alicia?”

“Yeah. I wanted to call you Mom yesterday, but after those discussions with Karl, I wasn’t sure if I was allowed.”

“Why-ever not?”

“Because I didn’t share your surname until just now.”

I hugged her for five minutes because I’d yearned to be Alicia’s mother. Henry had told us that after five years of living in an orphanage, the little girl had grieved for her parents and was ready to move on but that it might take time for us to bond.

“You felt like my daughter when we walked towards Jacob together yesterday, honey. You’ve made me very happy.”

“I feel safe and loved by you both, and I want to be your daughter.”

“Karl will fix it, honey, and in the meantime, you can use your new surname and call us Mom and Dad all day long.”

She stared at Jacob, smiling, seeking his consent, but need not because Alicia had captured my husband’s heart long ago.

“Is that okay by you too, Dad?”

“It’s more than okay, daughter dearest. You still can’t have Sierra, though.”

“She, Cosmo, and Luna are already mine, Dad. Mom knows it, but if you want to share, I can do that for you since you rescued me.”

“Let’s never mention that again.”

I left father and daughter alone to enjoy a moment of love, feeling proud of the man I married and lifted to the heavens for my ascension into motherhood. I felt like a mother who just acquired a daughter who acknowledged and wanted me.

On the way to my mother’s cabin, I messaged Karl.

Please keep Alicia in the loop regarding her adoption and name change. Start a WhatsApp group or something, and also email her updates.

Thank you, Kate. That’s all I needed. She fretted about this yesterday, then again this morning, and I wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t want to disturb you.

Don’t worry about disturbing me in the future when Jacob or Alicia are involved. Just call right away.

Understood.

Karl had been right to withhold information from Alicia, but he’d slightly missed the mark when it came to understanding the needs of a child her age. With that problem fixed, I needed to do the same for a mother who was miserable.

A fifteen-minute walk through the thicket to a cabin Mom had made her own was relaxing, giving me time to absorb the tumultuous developments of the morning.

Mom wore skin-tight running pants and stretched off when I arrived at her Cabin. She saw me, smiled, and we hugged.

“Have you been for a run?”

“Carrie has enthused me, so I joined her. I’m turning over a new leaf.”

“That’s good, in which case, why aren’t you coming to Granger Hall?”

“Oh.”

“Yeah… oh, Mom. What’s going on?”

I caught her completely off guard, but there wasn’t much time to discuss if I wanted to shower, have breakfast with my husband and daughter, and then be on time for the helicopter. She shook her head, then a light bulb came on, and her eyes lit up.

“Hah… I knew Jacob wanted to say something to me about this a few days ago when he asked if we’d come to Granger Hall.”

“He says Simon is staying in Carrie’s cabin thinking through his next move, so I assume she’s moved in with you?”

“Yes, and I know you are fine with that, but Granger Hall is somewhat different.”

“Different, how?”

“It was Daddy’s and my home. Granger Hall is where we brought you and Claire home from the hospital. We raised you there.”

“Carrie has been to Granger Hall. You and she met there.”

“I know, but our relationship feels like a betrayal, Kate.”

“Oh, Mom. To coin Jacob’s phrase… that’s total bollocks.”

“How is it?”

“Do you love Carrie?”

“Yes.”

“Then one hundred percent, Daddy would be happy for you to enjoy life now he’s gone. He always wanted the best for his family.”

“What about you, though, Kate? Granger Hall is yours now.”

“Oh, come on, Mom, this isn’t fair. You can’t possibly be saying that I’m the problem.”

“No… no, you aren’t. It’s all me.”

She held both hands up as though taking responsibility and flopped down on the wooden step, looking confused and upset. Whatever had bothered Mom remained well hidden, probably suppressed because of our wedding. I sat beside her, placing a hand on my mother’s knee, staring at the distant, glorious mountains and blue-green forests.

“I’m supposed to mourn Richard, and I’m not doing that. Instead, I’m shacked up with a new lover. I’m the worst grieving widow in history.”

“No, you aren’t, Mom.”

“I’m having a great time, Kate. Life has never been better.”

“How so?”

“I love Jacob as a son-in-law and enjoy working with him. I love how you’ve developed as a woman, mother, and top-class executive. I love Alicia and how I have been able to help the orphanage.”

“And you love Carrie?”

“Yes, and now your father is forgotten. It’s like he never existed.”

“Do you still think about him, Mom?”

“Yes, and sometimes I cry at the feeling of loss, but I think that’s more to ease my guilt.”

“Why would you feel guilty?”

I saw tears well in her eyes, and Mom’s fingers trembled while she leaned sideways into my shoulder, finally sobbing heartily.

“I feel guilty because I wouldn’t swap this life for another one with him as it was.”

“It wouldn’t be how it was if he were still alive. Everything would be how it is now, but Daddy would be part of it.”

“Nothing would be like this, Kate. Life is only like this because of you and Jacob. There is a new Granger dynasty on the march, and I like it very much.”

“Granger-Singleton.”

“Yes, of course. I thought that was a lovely touch, by the way. Bravo, Kate.”

I worried because Mom’s logic led to a place where the memory of her and my father’s lives together was being diminished in her mind. There was no easy solution or silver bullet that might make her dreadful thoughts expire, but I had to try assuaging my mother’s pain.

“There is no way to know for certain how things might have turned out, Mom, but Dad’s life and work with you created the backbone of what we have and where we all are today.”

“Do you honestly believe that, Kate?”

“Of course. Daddy and you worked hard to establish our family. Who knows what might have happened between you and Carrie had he still been alive? You’re bisexual, and he must have known that.”

“He did know about my sexuality, yes.”

“He would probably have joined in, Mom. You three might have had a lot of fun.”

“Don’t you feel that’s disgusting, Kate?”

“No… none of it is. I don’t see anything wrong with you being a lesbian in love or that Carrie is much younger. Honestly, Mom, you’re catastrophizing and being downright disheartening.”

“I think I’m being a despicable slut, Kate.”

I hugged my Mom while she trembled amid a tsunami of negativity, weeping like a child who’d lost their parent. I hadn’t realized how traumatized she was by Dad’s passing and the events that had ensued since.

“Dad would be proud of you and all of us, Mom. You’ve got this wrong and totally misunderstood him.”

She calmed down a bit, glanced at me, and then nodded. I was making progress, but she wasn’t entirely out of the woods.

“Okay, Kate. I need to figure things out. Perhaps a trip to Granger Hall settles that. Daddy is still there, in a manner of speaking.”

“Yes, he is, but Mom, you mustn’t allow these matters to fester. It’s not my place to judge how you live life, but if I did, I would say you and I had a better relationship now than ever. Dad brought us together.”

“He did, darling, that’s true.”

I led Mom into her cabin, handing over care to Carrie, who was shocked to see Catherine had been crying with heavily swollen eyes. Mom kissed and thanked me in a whisper while holding her girlfriend’s hand.

Carrie, always bubbly, shrugged, looking mystified.

“What’s happened, you guys?”

“We’re visiting Granger Hall, Carrie.”

“That’s great. I wanted to chat things through with the equine master. He has a few tips for the best shoes for our horses up here.”

Mom looked much happier, and I hoped at least she knew that I stood firmly by her side. I left her and my sister-in-law, looking forward to visiting Granger Hall and resting a few ghosts.

Back at the main house, I ran short of time, so I leaped into the shower while Alicia and Jacob organized breakfast with Lizzie. My husband wanted to know what happened, but I hated lateness in others and wasn’t about to be tardy for the helicopter ride.

When I emerged from our bedroom, everyone else had gathered around our family cafe, dressed and carrying luggage, ready to join the aircraft at our landing pad. There was no time to eat or grab coffee, so I resigned myself to waiting until we reached Granger Hall.

I approached the others, kissing and shaking hands, pleased to be among friends, still buoyed from our wedding day. I glanced frequently at my husband and daughter, exchanging smiles that felt like the best gifts ever. Alicia eased past the others, making her way over to me.

“Here Mom. I got you these.”

When Alicia held out a croissant wrapped in tissue and a coffee to go, my heart melted. My mother noticed a new title uttered by a loving daughter, as did Hannah and Carrie, all three beaming, happy for me.

Alicia sat between us on the aircraft, holding Jacob and my hands tightly, looking excited about going on a trip. I felt the same thrill and saw a glowing, happier expression slowly return to my mother’s face.

Butterflies trembled in my stomach when the pilot lifted off, swept around in a wide arc, then headed away from A Walk In The Clouds. Alicia gripped my hand more tightly, and it felt good to wink and glance confidently, easing her fears.

The flight took us over mountains, hills, and expansive deciduous and pine forests. It was a new, fresh start for all, with a big family group of diverse characters and plenty of opportunities for fun.

When we skimmed over patchy grass ranchland, and I saw horses dotted below, I knew Granger Hall was close, and the excitement of visiting my childhood home zoomed into sharp focus. Nothing would ever replace A Walk In The Clouds as my first home, but it would be nice to spend a few days, perhaps a week, living in Daddy’s shadow again.

When we landed, it was as though nothing had changed, and familiar house staff welcomed us with handshakes and hugs before they emptied a truck that brought our luggage from the aircraft. I followed Jacob to his office while Mom veered towards the front door to check on the inner workings of her home.

The others went to unpack, except Alicia and Carrie.

“Do you mind if I visit the stables with Carrie, Mom?”

“Of course not, sweetheart. No riding without a hat, though, and please be careful.”

“I promise.”

Jacob and I worked through a pile of paperwork and signed off a bunch of requisitions that had waited a few days during the wedding. I caught up with Gunther on the phone regarding matters about GD. When I was done, my eyes felt heavy, and my husband noticed.

“How is GD, Kate?”

“Gunther’s getting on fine, but he needs more time and focus with Hannah. Next year’s marketing plan isn’t agreed upon, so I’ll ask her to call him after dinner. What about everything here?”

“It looks like your new offices will be finished ahead of time. Our estate overheads are down to where Catherine thought they should be, and everything here seems fine.”

“Granger Hall is finally easy to manage?”

“We have good people, Kate.”

“You and Mom worked hard as well.”

“Yeah, but the few rotten apples who left made life easier for everyone.”

I sat on Jacob’s lap in my father’s old chair, relaxing for the first time that day. I knew he was concerned about my mother but wouldn’t ask about our conversation until I volunteered to share it.

“Mom’s making herself feel guilty. It’s a combination of how she feels about your sister and the happiness of her new life compared with my father, their life together, and his recent passing.”

“Richard’s death isn’t that recent.”

“It is in the mind of a woman married for three decades. To her, it seems like yesterday.”

“Ahh, okay, that sounds painful, Kate.”

“Mom will be fine, but please keep an eye on her for the next few days because it will be challenging.”

“That’s easily done.”

A blood-curdling scream wrestled me rudely from spending a loving moment with my husband. Jacob almost leaped out of his skin, hauling me to my feet before he sprinted to the door.

I followed, terrified because it was apparent something awful had happened. In the gravel parking lot, a woman lay on the floor with her head covered in blood, scrabbling around in the stones, trying to crawl. The scream came from Anna, a maid at the house who’d come across the unfortunate woman.

Jacob was there like a shot, reeling in horror when he saw who the injured woman was.

“It’s Carrie, Kate. She’s badly hurt.”

“What the fuck do you mean? It can’t be Carrie; she’s covered in blood. Why woul-.”

“I promise you, it’s her. Call an ambulance quickly.”

When I took to my phone, Claude was already inbound, sprinting across the parking lot like a lion chasing down prey. He slid along the gravel until he landed beside Jacob, who checked his sister’s body for puncture wounds while she choked sickeningly on more blood.

When Jacob turned Carrie over, manipulating her arms and legs into a recovery position, I saw blood pour from her mouth before two choking words she uttered terrorized me.

“Find Alicia.”


Chapter Two

The Sum Of All Fears

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View

“Carrie, speak to me, please.”

“Jacob?”

“It’s me. You’re going to be fine, sis, I promise you.”

“I feel sick. My head hurts.”

“I know. Be brave. Help is on its way.”

“Am I talking funny?”

“You always talk funny, sweetheart.”

Jacob lay on the floor with his face inches from his sister’s. I feared the worst, but Jacob knew better and reassured Carrie, gently stroking her hair and kissing her bloodied face. Her body twitched sickeningly, Carrie’s voice was badly slurred, and she seemed to be losing consciousness, making me more concerned for her life.

“I won’t lie to you, sis… it will feel sore for a few days, and you lost a tooth, but I promise you’ll be okay.”

“Will I survive this, Jacob? Am I going to die?”

“No honey, but you must stay awake for me, okay.”

“Alicia?”

“I’m going to fetch her now. Who took her, sis?”

“A man. He hit me… then kicked my head when I held on to her.”

“Do you know him?”

“No.”

“Okay. I’m leaving you with Claude, but I’ll be back soon. Please stay awake for me. Can you do that?”

“Yes… please be careful, Jacob.”

“I will, sweetheart. I’ll be back in no time.”

When Jacob kissed his sister, he sprung onto his feet while Claude lay down and tended to Carrie. He looked at me calmly, then nodded towards my truck. I tried to follow but was paralyzed and rooted to the spot.

My husband turned, shouted my name, then ran back, gripped my wrist, and hauled me along with him.

“Don’t worry, Kate. Everything is going to be fine.”

“Someone has taken Alicia.”

“We’ll catch them. Get in the truck, please.”

“Jacob!!!”

I screamed and panicked. My husband picked me up, cradling me carefully into the truck. When he leaped in beside me and started the engine, I was relieved when I saw the killer, who was always there, ready to pounce.

“What’s happened, Jacob?”

“We’re going to get our daughter.”

“Okay. How do we find her?”

“Take my phone and open an app called Life365. Select Alicia’s icon and hold the phone screen so I can see where she is.”

“You’re tracking our daughter?”

“I’m tracking everyone, Kate.”

“Okay… umm, that’s good then… let’s go and get her.”

He drove the truck past its limit, slamming through the gears manually using paddle shifters.

We reached a track junction, and Jacob stopped to check where Alicia’s tracker was. He glanced at me casually, expectant of a response.

“Did you find her, please, sweetheart?”

“Here, look… it’s a red ping near where you found Claude.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

He was frighteningly calm but still reassuring me. I couldn't believe the poise of the man under pressure. As he drove, tapping the steering wheel, Jacob glanced at me reassuringly.

“I promise you everything will be fine, Kate.”

“What about Carrie?”

“Lots of blood, and she’s in pain. She’ll need an orthodontist and will have severe concussion.”

“But she’ll be okay?”

“I promise you Kate… Carrie will be fine.”

“You wouldn’t lie to mollify me?”

“I wouldn’t lie to you, period, Kate.”

“I know.”

He glanced at the tiny red ping on his phone screen, looked ahead, and then gunned the accelerator. My truck took off like a frightened rabbit, snaking its back end in the gravel.

Jacob suddenly skewed off the road, removing a row of wooden fencing and denting the hood with a large pole that snapped and flew up. It cracked the windscreen on its way earthbound, but it didn’t matter because the truck could be fixed, Alicia might not.

Fear gripped me, but Jacob seemed as cool as a cucumber, terrifying me even more.

“What will you do?”

“Get our daughter back.”

“What if she’s gone, Jacob?”

“Is Alicia still moving on the map?”

“Yes.”

“Then we’ll be with her soon, Kate. They can only move as quickly as she lets them.”

“She’s moving very slowly.”

“Alicia is clever, and she's doing that deliberately, as I taught her.”

“What do you mean you taught her?”

“Just the basics about what to do in situations like this.”

“Thank God you did that, Jacob.”

He drove like a maniac, weaving around small copses and barreling down narrow trails at a frightening pace, then slewing around corners at the end.

The back panels of my truck were battered off trees, fence poles, and high-sided mud banks, but Jacob kept going until we saw two people in the distance, one smaller, a child being dragged up a grassy hill.

I recognized the man immediately.

“Craig has her, Jacob.”

“I fucking knew it.”

“Oh god, Jacob, please don’t freak out. I need both of you back safely.”

He turned and grinned at me lovingly and with a supreme warrior’s confidence that told me to stop worrying. Jacob was in a different mode, clinging to me, ensuring I was okay. It was the only thing preventing him from going full-on psycho.

“The only person who needs to be afraid is Craig.”

“Be careful, Jacob.”

“You focus on reaching Alicia while I take Craig down.”

Jacob slid the truck sideways, yanking my handbrake hard. Craig had stopped, thrown Alicia to the floor, and was preparing for an onslaught.

My husband exited the truck almost before it stopped, running toward Alicia until Craig intercepted him, waving a pistol and snarling like a rabid dog.

“Back the fuck off, Jacob. I’ll shoot to kill… you know it.”

“Not happening. I’ve come for my daughter. Walk away now.”

“She isn’t your daughter. Alicia belongs with her real family.”

“Yeah, that’s me and Kate.”

Jacob looked at Alicia, smiled, and held out a hand, beckoning her.

“Come here, please, Alicia. Come to Daddy.”

Alicia moved towards Jacob, but Craig blocked and pushed her back to the floor. I edged around them in a wide circle, getting closer to our daughter while Jacob held her kidnapper’s attention.

“You aren’t her Dad. Fuck off, Jacob.”

“Stop swearing and remember you’re her uncle. You’ve scared Alicia half to death. Let her come with me, and you can leave with nothing further said.”

“Jacob, let it go. Let Alicia go forever. I need her.”

“I told you, Craig… that's not happening.”

They circled each other, looking for a weakness or the moment one could take the other down. I was afraid, but Jacob’s demeanor made me feel confident. Craig held the pistol menacingly but seemed reluctant to use it right away.

“She’s just an orphan to you.”

“Alicia is my daughter. We share a surname, and I'll die for her. The question is, will you?”

Jacob eyeballed Alicia calmly while Craig closed in as though preparing to take him down. Physically, the two men seemed well-matched, but one was far more desperate to win than the other. It was the difference between a loving father and a man with nobody he cared for.

Jacob grinned at our daughter and pointed towards me.

“Go to Mom, Alicia. Don’t worry about Uncle Craig. He’s not feeling well. He won’t hurt you.”

“Dad, I’m scared.”

“Go to your Mom, sweetheart. I promise you, this will all be okay.”

Craig stepped in front of Alicia, screaming and gesticulating wildly.

“You’re not her dad, Jacob. My brother was.”

“I’m sure he'd be proud of you right now.”

“You don't know what you're talking about.”

When Alicia ran for me, Craig reached out to grab her. I ran to her, gathering the frightened girl in my arms, trying to dodge Craig. He swung a fist wildly, landing a sharp blow on the side of my head that knocked me back.

When I fell, Alicia was still in my arms, and I rolled on top to protect her as Craig grabbed my arm, lining up a kick to my face.

That's when Jacob pounced. Craig saw him coming and turned his attention to a terrifying man intent on killing him. My husband sprang like a tiger descending on its prey, eliciting a terrified scream from his enemy as he plowed into and grappled with him.

Jacob gripped Craig’s wrist to prevent him from using the pistol, even as a club. He swung a punch, and I heard a satisfying crunch of nasal cartilage, with more screams. Jacob grabbed the pistol from the floor, removed its magazine, and cocked the weapon, ejecting a bullet before throwing everything into nearby bushes.

Craig ran in, attempting to get close to Jacob, but my husband grabbed both his shoulders, throwing a solid headbutt to the face; a second blow collapsed Craig’s nose completely.

“That’s for hitting my sister.”

Craig ran at Jacob again, and this time, my husband stepped aside, slamming a punch in the other man’s face. Alicia’s uncle looked in bad shape, staggering backward like a drunk.

“Back off, Craig.”

“I’m not leaving without Alicia.”

“Then you’re not leaving here at all, buddy.”

I felt terrified Jacob might kill Alicia’s uncle but worse, that the other man might somehow gain the upper hand.

“I can take you, Jacob.”

“Maybe… we’ll see, but if you do, you’ll be so far gone that Kate will easily take you down if Claude isn’t here by then.”

“You know what I did in Afghanistan, Jacob. Leave now, save your wife.”

“I know what you did. Cowards like you gave everyone a bad name.”

Craig moved swiftly, getting inside Jacob’s fists and slamming three punches into my husband’s torso. I felt each punch, shielding Alicia from having to watch the fight.

Jacob fell back, and Craig smashed a heel into his back before kicking the side of his face. Jacob was down but not out, springing to his feet, ready to go again.

“Just let her go, Jacob.”

“Never. I’ll die first.”

“Then you’ll die.”

When he fell back, with fists slamming into his face repeatedly until it was a bloody mess, my hatred for Craig flowed more quickly than I imagined it could and far more than I wanted it to.

Jacob had pinned him to the floor with one knee pressed down on his chest while Craig was semi-conscious, choking and spitting blood. My husband glanced at me and our daughter, looked down at his victim, and stopped beating him, slapping Craig on the face instead.

“It’s your lucky day, Craig, but this is your final warning to stay away.”

“Fuck off.”

Three trucks appeared behind us, one with Claude and Hannah; the other two carried every hand available.

My husband swaggered across to me and Alicia, smiling while Claude took Craig in hand, snapping on handcuffs. Jacob stood before Alicia and me, gently brushing her cheek.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?”

“I was frightened, Dad.”

“You still did what I taught you, baby. I’m very proud of that.”

Alicia held his hand while I clutched his swollen face between both palms, kissing him regardless of the blood.

“I told you our daughter would be fine, Kate.”

“You did indeed, sweetheart. Why didn’t you shoot when you had the chance?”

“I couldn’t kill Uncle Craig, honey.”

It all made sense. Jacob could have killed Craig with a single shot or his bare hands. He wouldn’t do it in front of our daughter and probably wouldn’t kill at all unless he had to. I felt incredibly proud of the man, my husband, and our knight protector.

As we walked to my battered truck with Alicia in the middle, holding both our hands, I looked down at the girl who stared at my husband, then me, and I knew she had us forever in her heart. 

“Did Uncle Craig say anything to you, sweetheart?”

“Only that I was worth a lot of money.”

At the house, Carrie was tended to by the paramedics. Jacob held her hand while she lay on a stretcher, consoling but teasing as siblings do.

“Once the dental work is done, you’ll be prettier than before, sis.”

“If I weren’t in so much pain, I’d slap you, Jacob.”

Cleaned up, she didn’t look so bad, but stitches in her head were required, and Carrie’s concussion needed hospitalization. My Mom climbed into the back of the ambulance, and I waved goodbye to the woman who saved my daughter by raising the alarm.

I beckoned Hannah over, pressing Alicia’s hand into my friend’s.

“I need you to stay with Hannah, please, darling.”

“Where are you going, Mom?”

“Daddy and I need to talk with Uncle Craig to straighten this out and ensure it doesn’t happen again.”

“Will he come back?”

“No, sweetheart. Uncle Craig won’t return.”

“Good.”

I took Jacob’s hand, waiting until Hannah led our daughter inside the house before speaking. He knew we needed to fix the problem.

“Have the police been called, Jacob?”

“No. I thought we’d deal with it ourselves.”

“We must, Jacob. With his contacts, he’d be cut loose in hours.”

“The people he worked for would probably have him killed inside prison before he could talk about the shitty things he’s done, Kate.”

“We don’t want that either. He is still Alicia’s kin.”

I stared at Craig, who leaned heavily against my battered truck. His face was bashed up pretty severely, and he was drenched in blood, but he’d recovered to the extent a conversation was possible.

“Why did you do this?”

“You wouldn’t understand, Kate.”

“Try us.”

He cupped and rubbed his chin, twisting his jaw painfully. He looked at Jacob with the respect of a foe, which sickened me, given the magnitude of what he’d done.

“Do you care about Alicia at all?”

“I have no empathy for anyone. That makes me perfect for the work I do… well, did.”

“You’re vile, Craig.”

“I have kept a lot of people safe and don’t need to justify myself to either of you.”

“Except your own family. You didn’t keep Alicia safe.”

“I don’t expect you to understand. He does, though.”

Craig waved a hand at my husband, grinning as though some boys club existed in his pea brain and that Jacob was part of it.

“Jacob is nothing like you.”

“No… well, I guess that’s true. I would have used the pistol.”

“You’re lucky he didn’t.”

“I’m not afraid of dying, Kate.”

“What was worth dying for today?”

“Money.”

“Do you mean a ransom?”

“Nope. My brother and sister cashed in part of their equity years before they died. It was around the time Alicia was born. They struggled financially after that.”

“What happened to the money?”

“Fucking fools stashed it all in a trust fund for Alicia to be released when she was twenty-one.”

“And they made you a trustee?”

“I’m the sole trustee and don’t even have to tell her about the money.  The only proviso is that if I deem Alicia needs help badly enough, I can approve a release of any amount with her counter signature.”

“Are you saying Alicia has wealth?”

“Ten million bucks plus interest.”

“And you let her live in an orphanage?”

“Yeah… like I said. I feel no empathy. She seemed fine with the folks running the home, so no harm done, as far as I’m concerned. I probably did her a favor.”

“Fuck… I wish you were dead.”

“Then you wouldn’t know about the money, nor would Alicia. The lawyers won’t tell anyone.”

“So you were going to steal the money, Craig?”

“Alicia doesn’t need it. After a year, I’d have dropped her off with you once I’d siphoned the trust fund.”

“You’re an animal.”

“I don’t care what you think of me, Kate.”

“But you would have let that little girl grow up not knowing how her parents struggled and provided for her?”

“They’re fucking dead… who cares?”

“Alicia will care once she knows what her parents did for her. It’s life-affirming to know you are loved by the people most dear to you.”

I felt rage and saw Jacob was similarly afflicted. Claude heard everything, and I believed that if I’d asked him and my husband to bury Craig alive, they would have done it.

“Ten million bucks is what you want?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll wire you our money outside the country. You’ll visit the lawyers with Jacob and have Alicia’s trust fund released to her with my husband and me as executors.”

“Seriously?”

“The lawyers will explain to my daughter what her biological parents’ did for her. She will have that moment.”

“Will you buy me out?”

“Buy you out of Alicia’s life? Yes, but only because she shouldn’t know what you did, and that money belongs to her.”

“You could call the police, Kate.”

“You might be released by the vile bastards who employ you and come back.”

“I’d probably be murdered. I’m sure Jacob told you that. It would look like a prison brawl, but a shiv rammed in my kidneys would end your problem.”

“You’re Alicia’s uncle and the only DNA connection to her parents.”

“You two are way too sentimental.”

“It’s good for you that we are.”

He looked at my husband, stretching his hand like a quick shake might resolve some boyish high jinks. Jacob sneered at him, rearing up, and I felt a smug satisfaction that Craig shrunk back.

“Are you taking Kate’s deal?”

“Of course, Jacob. I’d be stupid not to.”

“When we’re done, get out of the US, or I’ll hunt you down.”

“You aren’t a killer, Jacob.”

“I’m not a murderer. If I think Alicia isn’t safe, I’ll kill you in a heartbeat, then hold her hand and go for ice cream while your body is still warm.”

Claude laughed and wagged a finger at Craig.

“My brother will do this for sure. I think you know that. Look into his eyes.”

Three deadly men stood together almost in a huddle. I knew one had a stone for a heart, but the other two were diamonds among men. Craig studied my husband, then sniggered.

“Yeah… I can see he would do it. I’ll take the deal.”


Chapter Three

Greed Corrupts

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View

Craig agreed to leave peacefully and reconvene with our lawyers in the morning. Karl was woken up and set to work on matters pertaining to our adoption of Alicia and the necessary assurances that Alicia’s uncle would agree to relinquish any claim over her.

Kate went into incisive action mode, planning our next moves and insisting we get to the hospital, considering Carrie the next most critical priority. The doctor briefed me while a nurse attended my wife and daughter, judging whether one had a concussion and how far the other was traumatized.

I returned to my family with news.

“Three cracked ribs, a very severe concussion, twelve stitches in two facial wounds, and Carrie lost a tooth.”

“That’s awful, Jacob. Will she be okay? Can we see her?”

“She’s sedated Kate. The doctor said we should visit her tomorrow.”

“Okay. Let’s go home.”

“What about the two of you?”

“I have a mild concussion, and Alicia’s shaken up.”

We left the hospital, climbing into Claude’s truck. I didn’t want to think about the state of Kate’s birthday gift, but her truck wasn’t something my wife would care about at a moment like this. While my girls cuddled and slept in the back seats, I watched my friend, who looked shaken.

Claude had been ready to kill Craig and dispose of the body in a shallow grave had I agreed. His eyes expressed the same deadliness Alicia’s uncle had. I was glad Craig was alive because one day, Alicia might have a use for the uncle who abandoned and betrayed her. At least now, it would be my daughter’s choice. 

Our friend and protector dropped us off at the front door of Granger Hall, and Kate showed Alicia around our apartment while I asked the chef to make a light meal. When I sat, exhausted, on a chair in our bedroom, Alicia noticed me and crawled into my lap. Kate sat opposite, smiling comfortingly.

“What’s the matter, Dad?”

“I was frightened, sweetheart. That’s never happened to me before.”

“Is it because of me?”

“You’re a great treasure, Alicia. I was terrified of losing you.”

“You saved me, and everything is fine.”

“We got a bit lucky, though. I’d rather not rely on good fortune regarding your well-being.”

“How did you find me?”

I gulped and glanced at Kate, who nodded, indicating that I should be honest. If I confessed, it might be seen as a breach of trust, and even at her young age, my confession would tip off Alicia to the fact I might always be watching over her, perhaps too intrusively.

“I put trackers in your phone, shoes, and clothes.”

“Do you mean like in a spy movie?”

“Yes. I’m sorry. I should have asked first.”

“No… you kept me safe, Dad. Have others got trackers?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

“Mom, Catherine, Carrie, Cosmo, Luna, and the horses.”

“Our pets?”

“They are part of our family, after all. I imagine if someone stole them, we’d be upset.”

“What about you, Jacob… sorry, Dad? Shouldn’t you be tracked as well? Where would we be without you.”

I saw tears welling in Alicia’s eyes and could only imagine the turmoil in the small child’s innocent thoughts. It was a good point, made well, and I chose then and there.

“I’ll give Claude access and sew trackers into my garments.”

Kate looked pleased, reaching for me, holding Alicia’s hand in her spare. We had a loving, secure peace with a beautiful view into the starry night. I felt part of a family, loved by two, in love with one while loving both girls in my life.

“You should explain to Alicia why Craig took her, Jacob.”

“Shouldn’t you do that, Kate?”

“I’d like you to do it, please.”

Nothing between Kate and I had changed regarding our relationship dynamic, but I sensed she was molding me with a purpose, which felt good. She encouraged me to spend as much time as possible with Alicia, basking in her innocent love.

“Tell me, Dad, what’s going on?”

“It’s about your birth parents, sweetheart. They worked hard and created an enormous fund of money to take care of you if anything happened.”

“They did that for me?”

“Yeah. You were loved by them absolutely and now, the same way by us.”

“I don’t understand. Why did I end up in an orphanage if they left money?”

“Nobody except Uncle Craig knew about your fund or their wishes.”

“Oh… oh my.”

She cried in my arms, and part of me felt guilty for causing that, but Kate was right, and I knew in the coming days Alicia would realize the depth of love her deceased parents had. It was vital for her to know her Mom and dad cared for her in every event, except the deceit of an uncle devoid of emotions or morals.

“They never wanted an orphanage for you if the worst happened.”

“And it did happen.”

“Yes.”

“And Uncle Craig left me to rot.”

“There is no point judging or hating him, Alicia. Craig means nothing to you; he’s no longer a threat.”

“Is he going to jail?”

“No. Kate found a better way to ensure he doesn’t trouble you again. He’s leaving for good.”

“Did you give him the money my parents left behind?”

“No. We found another way to deal with him.”

She thought hard, regarding both of us with a cautious, almost cynical eye. I saw a future leader, a version of her parents, hopefully with something of Kate and me mixed in. In any event, I felt pride and love for a daughter I was blessed with.

“You paid him yourselves, right?”

“Yes.”

Alicia glanced at Kate, then me, staring with maturity and seriousness I’d never seen in a child of her age. With her arms wrapped around my neck, she kissed my cheek, slipped out of my lap, and did the same to my wife.

“I can’t let you do that, Mom.”

“You have no choice, sweetheart.”

“Use my money instead, please.”

“I already did. The money comes from our family fortune; consider it an advance on your inheritance from Jacob and me. The money left by your parents won’t be touched, and I shan’t negotiate with you or anyone else on the matter.”

“But it’s wrong. You should give the money my parents left.”

“No, sweetheart. This is mine and Jacob’s way of thanking them for the gift of us having you. Somewhere in the Universe, I hope they can see and approve of the three of us.”

“Oh, they would, for sure.”

She hugged Kate tightly and kissed her repeatedly. If ever a moment bound Alicia to us for life, this was it. We’d all been to hell and returned slightly scathed but were stronger for it. When she was done, I was next to be showered with affection until my daughter considered it was time to move on because she looked tired.

“Can I leave now, please, Kate? I’m tired and want to enjoy my new bed.”

“Of course, sweetheart, Daddy can tuck you in.”

“Thank you.”

I cradled my daughter, dropping her at the room next door, secured inside our apartment. I left her to shower and dress for bed, promising to return in twenty minutes to tuck her in.

Back in our bedroom, Kate was all business, disconnecting from a call as I walked through the door. She kissed me, tossing the phone aside and wrapping me in her arms.

“I must make love to you tonight, Jacob.”

“Why especially so tonight?”

“What sort of a lady would I be if I failed to give my knight protector a fair portion of my pussy and fuck him wildly after such an adventure.”

“You’re supposed to be a respectable married woman now, Kate.”

“It’s a good job I married my knight then, or tonight would be awkward.”

“Shall we shower first?”

“I’m not sure, Jacob. Honestly, I like the bruises and battle scars. I’d fuck you right now because I’m bursting with pride and love.”

“I only did what was right.”

“That’s the whole point, husband. You have no idea how hard it is for some people to do what’s right, and it just comes naturally to you. I’m so lucky.”

“Me too, Kate. I know you are making me a better man, teaching and molding, especially now with Alicia.”

“I learn from you as much as I teach, Jacob. Do not doubt that.”

Kate undressed me carefully, caressing the bruises raised on my ribs and back where I’d been punched or fell. I did the same to her, gently stroking the bruise on her head where my wife was struck.

She massaged my cock, gripped it hard, then led me to the shower, where Kate lathered a sponge with my favorite lemon and mandarin soap. She bathed me as though anointing a god, covering every part of my body with the shower water turned off aside a tiny stream to keep lathering the sponge.

When I was covered with soap, Kate turned on the water flow, rinsing me with warmth and her loving caress. She turned off the water again, set down her sponge, and kneeled before me.

“What are y-.”

“Shhh. I feel compelled to express my love, Jacob. Words cannot convey how much I adore you or how proud I am.”

“You are all the reason I need, Kate. I love to serve you.”

“And I love to serve you as well, Jacob.”

She held up a finger, so I knew there was no further discussion. My cock was rigid because Kate had that effect on me, driving from feelings of love but also the fact my Mistress and wife had the severe hots for me and made that blatantly obvious.

She peeled back my foreskin and licked my cock head, sucking hard immediately, feeding my gnarly shaft down her throat, choking. When she needed a breath, I watched my wife slip two fingers inside her pussy, swirling them around before staring up.

“Pull your ass cheeks apart, please, Jacob.”

“Umm… err, okay.”

I did as asked, knowing she would finger fuck my back passage, something I enjoyed more than I cared to admit. I gripped my ass cheeks, spreading them wide apart while Kate sucked my cock in the noisiest, slurping, and most disgustingly craven way she could. Her throat gripped hard, massaging my shaft while I pulled my ass cheeks apart with both hands, using clawing fingers and relaxing my sphincter when she rubbed the anal whorl.

When Kate’s two fingers slipped past my anal seal, I felt a twinge of pain followed by ecstasy and delight as she reached deep inside my back passage up to the fullest extent of her two fingers.

Her lips gripped my shaft tightly, and one hand pressed hard on my perineum, sliding up and down while the other fucked my rectum at roughly the same pace.

She knew I wouldn’t last long with a finger banging inside and out, both massaging a semen-filled prostate that chugged like the engines on a massive tugboat. When I orgasmed, Kate swallowed every drop of my hot semen down her throat, whimpering and moaning like a noble woman tending to her gladiator the night after victory.

Kate washed me again, then turned off the water flow, drying me before using aloe vera, orange-scented body butter, rubbing it carefully into every inch of my body.

“Aloe Vera is for healing, and the orange compliments your soap.”

“Do you enjoy washing me, Kate?”

“Yes. I love worshiping you, husband.”

“But ours is a female-led relationship.”

“We’re a wife-led marriage these days, but it amounts to the same thing. If you weren’t worth worshipping, you wouldn’t be valuable enough to lead.”

“That’s a bit cryptic, Kate.”

“It’s very profound, Jacob. It means that my leadership of our marriage is worthy of your investment only for as long as you are happy and fulfilled. Ours is a circle of interdependence, with love and positivity.”

“Is this a reward?”

“No. You are so much more than that, Jacob. I don’t reward you. I’m showing you my gratitude for your loyalty and commitment.”

“This is why I submit to you, Kate. It doesn’t feel like I’m giving away my dignity.”

“Neither should you, ever, to anyone.”

She bathed, frequently giggling, taking her time for an audience of one while I watched, enjoying every curve, blemish, and movement of her glorious body. I had a confession to make when I wrapped my beloved wife in a towel.

“Every time I look at your stomach, I think about my seed inside you and the embryo growing that belongs to both of us.”

“That’s good, Jacob. I want you to feel like that. Our babies should feel like the result of a spiritual union. Now, shouldn’t you tuck our other baby into her bed?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Oh, one final thing… I’ve arranged for Karl to be collected by helicopter from A Walk In The Clouds tomorrow early morning. Your father and Isabelle are joining him.”

“Thank you.”

Alicia was awake, playing with one of many giant cuddly bears we’d set around her bedroom for a homely feel.

“I like these bears.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“Some of my friends say it’s girlish and that I should grow up.”

After drawing the duvet up around Alicia’s neck, I sat on the side of her bed. She smiled at me and seemed calm, which worried me, knowing what I did about the delayed effects and onset of PTSD.

“Shall I tell you what I think of that?”

“Go on, Dad.”

“No matter how old a woman gets, a cuddly bear-hugging girl is always hidden inside her.”

“Does Mom have cuddly bears?”

“Where do you think these came from? She has many more that you can visit tomorrow.”

When a hand shook me, and I looked up, squinting, then focusing my eyes, I saw Kate grinning down and realized I’d fallen asleep. Alicia purred like a kitten with an arm flung over me. I felt cold, protected from a chilly draft by my pajamas and a lightweight dressing gown.

Kate lent me a hand, helping me up as carefully as possible to avoid waking our child, and I groaned, clutching my back.

“Are the aches and pains of battle kicking in now, husband?”

“Adrenaline masks the pain when it happens.”

“I’ll rub some oil in.”

When Kate straddled my back, I smelled her pussy and knew she was aroused, having waited for ages while I tucked our daughter comfortably into her slumber. She massaged my back, thumbing essential oil laced with menthol and a deep heat into weary muscles, getting under the shoulder blades, leaving no spot uncared for.

I rolled over, lifting my wife with powerful hands that firmly but gently raised her from the waist. She stared down at my stiff cock, gripped it at the base, and grinned at me.

“Put me on it, please, Jacob.”

“It’s my honor, darling.”

My wife planted her feet on the bed and guided my cock deep inside her drenched, aromatic pussy hole while I lowered her. When she bottomed out on my cock, all I saw was a wife who loved me with all of her heart.

Kate fucked me to a place where dreams are made. When I came inside her, she cuddled me to sleep before I barely felt her slip away to the toilet. I woke when she returned later and didn’t realize my wife had checked on Alicia, reporting that all was well.

“I want you in good form tomorrow, husband. Please get to sleep now.”

She stroked my chest and stomach while kissing my cheek, humming a beautiful tune until I fell asleep again.

By morning, when I woke slowly, excepting for a few aches and pains, I felt rejuvenated, energized by Kate and the love of a ten-year-old girl who seemed to revere me. I sat with Catherine, Kate, and Alicia in our dining room, watching my wife help my daughter explore the vast breakfast buffet. Both girls in my life grinned and waved.

Catherine chuckled at me, almost choking on a mouthful of coffee.

“That’ll teach you, mother. Why are you laughing at me?”

“Do you understand why Alicia studies you so intently, Jacob?“

“She’s a curious child?”

“No, dear. Alicia watches you because she’s learning about how real men should behave.”

“Oh, you mean like a role model?”

“Much more than that, Jacob. When Alicia selects her boyfriends, you are the yardstick by which they will be measured.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Not for the boys, but yes, it is a good thing for her. I can’t imagine a better role model than you for any child.”

At the end of breakfast, Catherine took Alicia. Claude insisted that a member of our growing security team escort them to the stables while we drove into town. Karl had secured additional counsel and offices at the local Lyle and Silvester law firm, where we had separate meeting rooms for two equally important events.

“Shall we go over it once more, Jacob?”

“Yes, please.”

“We’ll meet with Karl and his supporting team thrashing out the agreements with Craig for him to take our money and fuck off.”

“I’ve got that, Kate. Then we’ll meet Alicia’s Trust Fund lawyers with Craig, get that ball rolling for him to resign from the trustee board, approve us to take over, then send him to sign for his cash.”

“Then we transfer our money to escrow, and once all agreements are notarized, Craig leaves, and then our lawyers transfer his cash from their client account.”

“And Craig leaves?”

“Yes, Jacob… then this sad affair is over.”

It was a stressful day for everyone, with boilerplate agreements being redrafted, then amended repeatedly by a team of lawyers who wrote clauses in, struck others out, and replaced them with yet more.

When one meeting concluded, and the payment was structured with conditions agreed upon, we moved to another room where the lawyers acting for Alicia’s trust fund sat patiently waiting. I smelled a rat no sooner than we sat down, and I was certain Kate had also spotted it. Craig seemed keen to move on, but the fund’s head lawyer wanted clarification.

“We see no reason to change the board of trustees, Mrs Granger-Singleton.”

“I prefer Kate since lawyers charge by time. Let’s use as little of it as possible. Where are the documents for the board of trustee’s resignation.”

“Okay, Kate, it is… I’m not sure you are listening to me. I told you, we see no reason to change the board of trustees.”

“That’s you and Craig, right?”

“Yes.”

“But Craig didn’t know that? He thought his custodianship was as sole signatory, right?”

“I’m not sure that matters, Kate.”

He sneered in such an arrogant way that it pleased me because I loved watching Kate scythe total bastards off at their knees. He’d signed his death warrant, and I was going to enjoy watching the executioner weigh him, lay a noose around his neck, and drop the wanker through a trap door.

“You’re legally obligated to conduct audits on the trust fund, right?”

“And we have done that, Kate.”

“Without once visiting Alicia?”

“That’s not our role.”

“As the executors, perhaps not, but you were a trustee.”

“What’s your point, Kate?”

“Your job is to conduct due diligence. Craig confirmed Alicia was doing well every year out of the five since her parents died.”

“Yes, that’s good enough for us.”

“Craig hasn’t visited the US for those five years.”

“Okay. What’s your point?”

“He wasn’t in the country, so every time he confirmed Alicia was fine, he committed fraud.”

“That’s evident, and we should sack Craig, but it doesn’t affect the trust otherwise.”

“He’s guilty of mismanaging the trust. Alicia was committed to an orphanage, and you didn’t know. He can be sued, as can you.”

His eyes popped out on stalks as the lawyer saw the threat to his cash, law license, and livelihood.

“Craig’s responsible, not us.”

“That would be true if you weren’t a board trustee, something you told Craig that you weren’t. I assume being on the board meant all sorts of expenses and charges could be extracted from the capital sum?”

“That is usual, yes.”

“And yet every year for five years of those fees being charged, your company confirmed it had verified that the trust fund beneficiary was well and being looked after to a state commensurate with her means.”

“Ahhh.”

“Yeah! How did you rack up all those costs without knowing your beneficiary lived in an orphanage?”

He looked like a stuffed pig being pumped up the ass by a high-pressure hose. The lawyer’s fat pink cheeks expanded, and he frowned like a village idiot watching the fairground arrive in reverse. I loved every moment, wishing we could have filmed the scene for posterity and future entertainment.

“Now look he-.”

“No, you’ve said enough. You’ll relinquish the trust immediately and add back all fees you stole with annual compound interest. I estimate that somewhere near fifteen million dollars will be transferred today.”

“And if I don’t agree?”

“I’ll invite the press to these offices and make a criminal complaint pointing the finger at you and Craig.”

He conferred with his partners and looked in an absolute rage when turning back to Kate. He struggled to speak, choking on the words, but my wife never gave him a chance to respond.

“Before you accept my offer, there are a couple more conditions I want you to understand.”

“Go ahead.”

“You’ll sign agreements today making a charitable donation of five hundred thousand dollars to the orphanage where Alicia stayed. Then, you’ll refer all lawyers on the board of trustees, namely you, to the bar association.”

“Fuck off, Kate. That will ruin me… I mean us… no, fuck off, no way.”

She rose from her chair, slammed a fist on the table, and leaned forward. He shrunk back, and to be honest, I would have too because of a demon-possessed Kate who looked willing to cut his head off.

“You knowingly fucked over a child for money. You’re a greedy bastard in need of being taught a lesson. Either you take responsibility and retire, or your whole company goes down the fucking u-bend. Oh… and please, have no doubt that I’ll do it in a heartbeat.”

He scrutinized Kate, hoping to find a chink in her armor or a slight tell that she was bluffing. I felt so smug and proud I could have out-strutted a thousand roosters.

“I’ll do it, but I need assurances you won’t go public if I do as you say.”

“You can have those assurances once my final condition is met.”

“What is it?”

“You and Craig will write letters of apology to Alicia, explaining what you did, how that affected her, and how sorry you are.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Do I look like I’m joking? Now… you should get writing because until Alicia gets those letters and approves what Jacob and I are planning, you don’t get off the hook, and Craig won’t be paid.”  

It felt better than beating Craig to death. Kate had hung, drawn, and quartered the guilty parties in a far more satisfying way, rubbing their nose in the pile of shit they’d created. I felt elated, surreptitiously swinging my hand across to my wife, gripping her fingers and squeezing.

She glanced down at me, grinning.

“We did well, Jacob.”

“Yes, Kate, we did.” 


Chapter Four

Throwing Out The Trash

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View

The rest of our day was spent dealing with details pertaining to legal agreements while firming up our plan to close everything, ridding Craig of our lives. As soon as the legal documents were concluded, we agreed on a signing meeting in the late evening before collecting Alicia and traveling to the hospital.

Carrie looked forlorn when she finally woke up. The orthodontist took molds of her missing tooth and put a rush on the plug that would replace it, but her face looked sore, and she was groggy, slurring badly from a severe concussion.

On entering her room, Alicia ran to Carrie, hugging and kissing the woman who quite possibly saved her from an abduction. The injured woman looked bereft, sobbing almost immediately our daughter landed heavily on her bed.

“I’m so sorry about what happened to you, Alicia. I couldn’t stop him.”

“You saved me, Aunt Carrie. I love you, and I’m sorry you got hurt.”

Jacob’s sister kissed our daughter on her head while frowning, crying, and grimacing. Her emotions were uncontrollable, and the sorrowful woman was easy to read despite yellowing and black bruising all over her face, heavy swelling of the cheeks, a split lip, and a deformed jawline. I guessed Carrie was disconcerted from the sedation that was gradually wearing off.

Carrie held her ribs painfully, breathing in short gasps, reaching for her brothers’ fingers.

“When can I go home, Jacob?”

“Would you prefer convalescing at Granger Hall or A Walk In The Clouds?”

“I want to go back to the UK, please.”

“Oh.”

I was surprised and studied my sister-in-law. Beneath her injuries, I saw a flicker of shame, and I figured her mental recovery would take longer than the physical healing. I stepped closer to Carrie’s bed, gripped her hand, and smiled.

“You can’t leave your home because of an asshole, sister.”

“I let you all down, Kate.”

“You didn’t let anyone down. You saved Alicia, and our family will be less happy without you if you leave.”

“I can’t help myself. I feel awful and as though I’m to blame.”

“I don’t think you’re being fair to yourself or us, Carrie.”

“I failed so awfully.”

“You and Jacob rescued our daughter. Because of that, Alicia now knows her parents provided well for her. Craig will be gone forever from today, and a bad lawyer is in the process of handing in his notice. It’s a good day aside from what happened to you and Alicia.”

She stared up at me, and I wanted to cry, so severe were her injuries. I was surprised a full recovery was possible, but as the doctor said, human bodies have an enormous capacity for healing. She clenched my fingers while wringing the life out of my husband’s.

“Can I see Craig, please, Kate?”

“Umm… are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“I need to tell him what an awful thing he did to both of us.”

“Okay. I’ll make that happen.”

Jacob nodded before I left to make a phone call. There was no way I would act on any idea regarding his sister without my husband’s consent.

My husband. That sounds so good.

I love that man.

Outside Carrie’s hospital room, I flicked my phone open, ready to call Isabelle to make arrangements. Alicia had followed me outside and was tugging my arm.

“Can I see Craig as well?”

“Oh, I don’t know if that’s a good idea, sweetheart.”

“I can handle it, Kate, please. I also want to tell him how bad he made me feel.”

I stared at her, saw absolute determination, and knew it would be far worse in the long term, regardless of the outcome, if I refused her request.

“I promise I won’t show him my tears or anger, Mom.”

“I have an idea that might give you some closure and ensure Craig never returns. It means you saying some things you might not fully understand. Would you like to hear me out?”

“Yes, please.”

I explained my plan while we sat on chairs opposite Carrie’s room door. Alicia got excited, grinning while kicking her legs under the chair back and forth. The confident girl I’d first met in a walnut grove was returning, and she liked my idea.

“Have you understood everything, Alicia?”

“Yes, Mom, let’s do it.”

“Okay, sweetheart. Let me make a call, then we’ll go inside and carry on visiting with Carrie.”

“I don’t want her to leave.”

I kneeled so we could eye one another, holding both of my daughter’s hands.

“We all feel sorry for ourselves sometimes, Alicia. Quite rightly, because of a severe trauma, Carrie is licking her wounds, and we must support her.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“Yes, sweetheart. Get Carrie back on her feet when the doctor says it’s safe. The more time she spends in the woods or stables, the sooner she’ll return to her old self.”

“Can I ask the doctor when that might be?”

“Of course, darling.”

She was more like a tiny, growing woman than the child who was left behind after the tragedy of her parents. As my daughter wandered the corridor to visit the ward office, I felt confident Carrie would stay with us once some tender, loving family care was applied.

My call was answered immediately by a comfortingly confident Isabelle.

“Hi Kate, how is Carrie?”

“She’s fine, Isabelle. Would you speak to Karl and liaise with Craig and the trust fund lawyers? Tell them Jacob and I are too busy at the hospital to get away, so if they want their money and agreements signed, the meeting must take place here.”

“What about timings? You’re currently scheduled for 8 p.m. this evening.”

“Four hours from now is fine. Send them a map pin, and I’m sure they’ll be here. Is everything ready?”

“Karl needs two more hours, and then he’ll be there.”

“Can you come as well, please, Isabelle?”

“Okay, will do. Do you have a minute, please, Kate… there is something I must discuss with you.”

“Yep, what is it?”

“Your schedule for GD says you’re going to Germany the day after tomorrow to meet RuhrMetall, the people who build our tanks in Europe.”

“Okay, let me think that through for a minute.”

I paced the corridor, balancing my family’s needs with the business’s. The meeting wasn’t simply with our partner. The German Defence Minister would attend, and we had the opportunity to discuss our future program.

“What’s Gunther saying?”

“He’s capable of presenting, but he said your presence is vital because you’re the boss, and a Minister expects to see nobody less than that.”

“Okay. Please book a private jet to Germany for my family, you, Tiffany, and Hannah. Once the meeting is done, you all stay and do the wash-up, traveling home commercial business class while we get back here earlier. Sorry to say, Carrie is more important right now.”

“That’s why everyone loves you and Jacob, Kate.”

I opened Carrie’s room door and saw Alicia had already slipped back in while I’d called Isabelle. My daughter was cradled in the injured woman’s arms, and I had to confess both already looked better for it. When my mother arrived, kissing her girlfriend gently on sore lips, our family was slowly gluing itself back together, warming my heart.

When the doctor came by, she winked at Alicia, grinning like co-conspirators before checking over Carrie.

“I hear you’re having a meeting in here?”

“Yes, if that’s okay?”

“I heard it’s with the man who attacked Miss Singleton.”

“It is.”

“Should I notify security, Mrs Granger-Singeton?”

“No, we have a guy who should arrive soon, and there’s also my husband. I doubt we’ll have problems.”

“Ahh… I saw your guy at the front desk. Tall, black, gorgeous, and with a heavy French accent.”

“That’s Claude.”

She grinned cutely, blushing slightly while walking around Carrie, checking her vital sign check sheet at the end of the bed.

“Is Claude attached?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“The nice ones always are, right?”

Even Carrie laughed, immediately regretting the soreness that resulted. I held Jacob’s hand while the doctor blushed, and she accidentally glanced at my husband, then at his wedding band. When she finished her examination, the doctor smiled at me.

“I’ll let Claude know he can come down here and join you.”

“Thank you.”

When she left, another round of giggles circulated in Carrie’s room, silenced by the injured woman.

“You can’t blame her. If I weren’t a lesbian, I would too.”

Humor lifted everyone’s spirits, but most of all, I was pleased to see Carrie look happier with her girlfriend, niece, and brother sitting on her bed holding hands or cuddling her. Jacob stood up, strolled behind me, and cuddled, wrapping my midriff with powerful arms while covering our growing baby with his broad, warm, gentle palms.

“We’re a real family, Jacob. At times like this, you notice how much we’ve all changed.”

“Yes, sweetheart, and it’s a family that will get bigger soon.” 

“Okay, yes… and with everything considered, we should prepare for the coming challenge in under an hour. It’s a real family reunion with a few surprises in store for Uncle Craig.”

“I don’t think our daughter thinks of him that way anymore, Kate.”

Carrie’s room was large enough to have a few more comfortable chairs brought in. Carrie was joined on the bed by Alicia and my mother. Isabelle and Karl arrived early with marked-up documents for signature, and Jacob stood menacingly with Claude outside the door, waiting with me.

Craig arrived with the somber lawyer who looked close to grief. I could see by the man’s face that he was hurting. Undoubtedly, his partners in the law firm would insist he foot the bill for the greed that led to the abandonment of a child in an orphanage.

“We weren’t properly introduced yesterday, Kate. I’m William.”

He offered me a hand, presenting a moral dilemma. I stared at his palm, then at his face.

“I can’t do it, sorry. Not after what you did.”

“Okay… well, I brought my apology letter.”

He looked awkward, ashamed, and perhaps mildly irked, but humility cushioned his behavior because he finally understood the reality of his negligence. He handed the apology letter to me, but I shook my head firmly.

“Alicia is inside; you can hand it directly to her.”

His jaw dropped, as did Craig’s. For all Alicia’s Uncle’s black-ops expertise and regardless of his countless killings, many undoubtedly in cold blood, the man was terrified of the coming confrontation.

“I trust you brought yours, Craig?”

He nodded sullenly, tapping his jacket pocket.

“Come and meet our family.”

Including Isabelle and Karl, the two men walked into a room with eight of my family and friends. It was intimidating for William, especially when he saw the two victims of his greed sitting on a hospital bed, one beaten badly, the other looking suitably vulnerable.

Excellent Oscar-winning performance, Alicia.

You can do this.

Craig seemed less bothered about his victims, immediately handing his apology letter to Alicia, mumbling a very insincere sorry for good measure.

With letters handed out and Alicia already reading hers, Craig shrugged his shoulders and pointed at the documents laid out on a table. I pointed at Carrie, and he looked, almost immediately averting his eyes in shame.

“You hurt me badly.”

“You got in my way, Carrie.”

“So it’s my fault that you beat me?”

“In a roundabout way. I’m sorry it happened to you, nothing personal.”

“You’re a monster.”

“Quite possibly.”

“Well… you certainly aren’t a hero because they don’t beat innocent people before abducting children for money.” 

He cackled uncomfortably, visibly shaken by what Carrie said. Craig probably thought himself a hero of our nation, doing the dirty deeds dirtier politicians had him do behind a screen of legality and respectability.

Craig shrugged finally at Carrie, closing the book as far as he was concerned before turning to me.

“Shall we sign everything off, Kate? There seems little point in my hanging around.”

“Once Alicia is happy, yes.”

He glanced at his niece, raising an eyebrow expectantly.

“Alicia?”

“Yes, Craig?”

“No more Uncle Craig then?”

“You aren’t my family anymore.”

“Are you happy with the apology letter?”

“Have you seen what you did to my aunt?”

“I’ve apologized to her and can do no more than that. She’s not your real aunt, by the way; sorry to burst that bubble.”

“This is my family, Craig, and you aren’t part of it now or ever. I’ll tell everyone about what you did to me, my family in the future, and yours if you ever have one, and I know where to find them, but for sure, everyone will know about what you did, including newspapers and TV.”

“Non-Disclosure Agreements are being signed, Alicia. You can’t say a word.”

“I never agreed to sign them, and my name isn’t included in your deal. I’m making a police complaint about you today.”

He looked horrified, but I had carefully crafted every part of the agreement to exclude gagging Alicia in any way. She’d played out our plan beautifully, and Craig’s head almost fell off as his neck snapped toward me.

“You double-crossed me, Kate.”

“Not at all. The money is ready to go, and our agreements are all in place. We’ll gladly sign your Non-Disclosure Agreements as promised, but Alicia isn’t a party to them.”

“What about Alicia signing as well? I demand you add her now.”

“She’s not bound by any of this. You asked for assurances from us, completely forgetting the child who got hurt. Take the deal or leave now with nothing and the police chasing you anyway.”

“You said the deal would be done if Alicia were happy.”

I glanced at Alicia, who nodded. Craig saw that and blew a fuse completely.

“You sign off the deal, Kate, then she calls the police. Is that it?”

“Something like that. I figure you’ll have a few hours head start, and with your contacts, you’ll get clear. The choice is yours, Craig, leave with money or without. I’m fairly confident William’s company will turn over control of Alicia’s trust fund to me once the police have you in custody.”

William was horrified and signed all of the documents provided quickly, begging me to do the same. He turned to Alicia and suddenly became very officious.

“I’ve committed no actual crime. Can we agree and settle everything now?“

“If you make a charitable donation to the orphanage, yes.”

“I already gave away half a million dollars in this agreement.”

“Yes, but now you want my silence, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then you should speak to my grandmother. She runs the charity that funds our orphanage. You can come to an arrangement. My Mom thinks you should mow the orphanage lawn, clean the kitchens, and volunteer to help out, but it’s up to you if you’d rather make a financial donation.”

He was stunned, as was my mother, hearing for the first time herself being referred to as a grandmother. William looked beseechingly at her, then Karl, the only person in the room who might understand him professionally speaking. The only thing on William’s mind was extracting himself from litigation and heading into retirement by the skin of his teeth.

“I’ll discuss it with your grandmother. Is there somewhere we can go, Karl?”

“Let’s go next door. Catherine, will you join me with William, please?”

“My pleasure.”

While I signed Craig’s documents, he was a seething wreck, overcome by emotion and anger, shaking like a leaf. He scrawled a signature using a hospital biro because I wasn’t letting him touch my Mont Blanc. When he was done, a snarling vice with a sneering face let loose his final diatribe.

“This isn’t the end.”

Jacob stepped in front of Craig, eyeballing the man he’d already bested from inches away.

“It had better be for your sake.”

When he left the room, undoubtedly, Craig would run, obtain new identity papers, and get out of the country. I saw a tear in Alicia’s eye, knowing that regardless of how awful her Uncle had been, he was still the only living relative connecting to her beloved birth parents.

“Will he ever return, Kate?”

“No, sweetheart. He’s angry and ashamed. Craig will stamp his feet around for a bit, then realize he has nothing to gain from taking a risk. You’ve seen the last of him.”

I felt terrible lying to her because I wasn’t sure how stupid or angry Craig was. A young girl and my sister-in-law needed to know they were safe, so I figured I’d done the right thing on balance.


Chapter Five

Belonging

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point of View

“I wanted to kill him, Claude.”

“I know, brother, but he wasn’t worth it, and anyway, you and Kate outfoxed and boxed Craig in a way he’ll never forget. Such a total wanker he was.”

I swigged my beer and thought about what my friend said. The word wanker meant so much more in England than in the USA. It was one of the good things I had imported. Hell, I even had a Frenchman saying it.

“He was a coward, Claude.”

“How many times did you see that happen on deployment, Jacob? The weak prey on the vulnerable every time, but this was a good day because justice was served up, my friend.”

“Yes. Alicia made me very proud to be her father.”

“You and Kate were awesome brother.”

“Yes. I was proud of my wife, too. She’s like a force of nature.”

We rested amongst a stack of fresh hay at the Granger Hall stables, having cracked open a couple of ice-cold beers. Claude was piqued and highly agitated by the prospect of combat, giving rise to heated blood and a desire to kill that eventually went unquenched. I felt the same way, having closed in on Craig with part of me hoping he might take a wrong step so I could apply the neck-breaking choke hold I’d repeatedly practiced in my mind.

We both watched Alicia finish riding lessons for the day, leaving no chance of anyone coming close. After she groomed the horse and finished with our equine master, we dropped her at Granger Hall. I needed guy company for a moment, so Claude ran inside the house, carrying a couple of ice-cold beers back.  

“I know we don’t discuss it, but did you kill many, Jacob?”

“Too many, brother. I lost count, but sometimes I see them in my dreams and wonder what would have happened had they lived. Did I snuff out a life worth living? Probably, yes, and I’m sorry for that, but it was us or them.”

“That’s all I can say. I sleep poorly some nights, too.”

“I never enjoyed killing like some soldiers did, Claude, but I would have made an exception this time for Craig.”

“Yep, me too, buddy.”

“We could bury him on the estate, and nobody would ever find him.”

“Kate would know you did it, Jacob.”

“Yep, just like this beer I’m enjoying, even if I didn’t tell her about it.”

“Will she mind?”

“Nope, not in the slightest, but I like being honest in all things with Kate, and I said I wouldn’t drink while she’s pregnant, so I’ll come clean later.”

We tapped our bottles together, laughed, and rolled out of a dreadful mood like soldiers do when they share humor. With a final swig, I emptied the bottle and shook Craig off my skin, like the suds on my beer that had poured over the rim on opening, gone, lost, and forgotten.

But I knew if he came back causing more trouble, I’d kill him.

“Jacob?”

“We’re over here, Kate.”

“Ahh, I see, hiding in the hay with a gorgeous Frenchman. You’ve become a cliche, Jacob.”

“Claude is just leaving, sweetheart. He’s cooking a chicken casserole for Hannah this evening.”

“She’s a lucky girl.”

Claude left, and Kate wriggled into my arms. She looked up at me and smiled while I set the empty bottle aside, kissing me immediately afterward.

“I’d rather you didn’t stop drinking, Jacob, but it’s up to you.”

“I wanted to show my solidarity.”

“You never need to do that, honey. I want you to be happy. If hanging out with Claude, enjoying a beer is what you want to do, then I also want that.”

“I feel out of sorts, Kate.”

She shifted slightly in my arms, staring up with wide eyes full of love and her Jacob scanning x-ray vision. She pursed her lips sideways, regarded me like the open book I wanted to be, and then nodded knowingly.

“You wanted to kill Craig?”

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t do it, Jacob, and that was a good thing. Don’t overthink this situation and throw around a whole bunch of what-ifs. It’s over and done with, and you prevailed.”

“We prevailed.”

“Okay, but the intellectual evisceration of a couple of asshats was easy; you beat the crap out of Craig, and for that, I felt proud.”

I heard a helicopter pass overhead and looked inquiringly at Kate. She seemed gleeful and hunkered closer to me, wrapping both arms around my waist and pulling me tighter.

“Is that what I think it is, Kate?”

“Yes, but we need Carrie, Claire, and your dad.”

“Your Mom as well.”

“Shall we go to the hospital and do it right away?”

“I’d love to.”

We had one truck and my car. Kate’s truck was in the repair shop, rescued by an insurance loss adjuster who wanted to write it off and pay for a new one. I told him he’d be wasting his time explaining to my wife that the repair was uneconomical, but since she was the registered owner, he insisted on calling her.

I remembered the conversation between Kate and the loss adjuster as we returned to the house.

“I’m writing the truck off, Mrs. Granger-Singleton.”

“No, you’re not.”

“It would cost as much to repair as replace.”

“My husband bought me that truck. I don’t care how much it costs to repair; that’s the only truck I want… ever!”

“Umm… okay. I’ll see what I can do.”

I chuckled, and Kate looked at me as though an explanation were needed.

“I’m remembering about you talking to the loss adjustor.”

“I’m having my truck back, Jacob. It’s not negotiable.”

I ushered Claire and my father off the helicopter while Kate collected her mother and Alicia.

At the hospital, when we stepped into my sister’s room, her face lit up, more so when Alicia was first to leap carefully into her arms, hugging a woman who was almost her aunt but forever a best friend and protector.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you all. It’s such a lovely surprise.”

“Sorry, sis, we’re not here for you.”

“Ahh, Alicia then?”

“Yes.”

Our daughter looked confused, staring from one face to another, slightly apprehensively. I felt nervously excited, almost sizzling with anticipation as my heart rate soared and dopamine flooded my body.

Kate looked the same, emotionally embroiled in the moment, almost crying, crouching until she reached eye level with Alicia.

“What’s wrong, Mom?”

“Nothing sweetheart. We have a gift for you.”

I handed Alicia the small rectangular box that was delivered on the same helicopter as Claire and my father arrived on. She stared at it, then at me, and down again, baffled, and I realized my daughter was largely unaccustomed to receiving gifts. She glanced around at everyone again, then looked at Kate and me.

I saw Alicia’s bottom lip tremble with worry. Her emotions ran high, so Carrie held her close, releasing my daughter only when needed.

The room was silent, but an invisible force crackled in the air like static electricity dancing before lightning struck. I felt this was a momentous moment in my life.

“Can I open it now, please, Mom?”

“Of course, sweetheart. It’s why we came here.”

She carefully slipped off the plain brown wrapping paper and opened a gold-embossed, blue leather-bound A4 portfolio folder inside, reading the contents of a document. Alicia gasped, clasped a hand over her mouth, fell backward, and sobbed heartily, staring at Kate and me.

“Is it real?”

“Yes, baby, it’s real.”

“Am I legally your daughter?”

“Yes, Alicia.”

She set down her adoption papers and shot off the bed like a bullet, grabbing both Kate and me around the midriff, pulling us together with arms spread wide, using powerful clawing fingers. She buried her face between us, screaming and weeping loudly, struggling to breathe, choking from overfueled emotions, and mixing her words incoherently. I placed my hand over Alicia’s, choking up. Kate’s hand covered mine, and I shed a tear, rejoicing in the moment I legally became a father.

Alicia stared up in disbelief, with tears streaking her face. She turned around and gazed upon her family, who all smiled with love for the mighty little girl nobody could resist. Kate stooped down and whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Now you are related to everyone in this room for eternity, Alicia.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes, sweetheart. The people in this room are your family. They love you, would die for you, and will always be there for you. You aren’t ever going to be alone.”

“I have a family?”

“Lots of family.”

Catherine grinned, kneeled, and cupped my daughter’s chin in her palm while the little girl clung to Kate and me.

“You’re my first granddaughter, Alicia. May I have a hug, please?”

Alicia wrapped her arms around Catherine’s neck, who hugged her like a bear might, and I saw the pleasure of motherhood writ large on her face. Claire, then my dad, all got a hug until finally, our daughter clambered back onto Carrie’s bed, staring into her face.

“You’re my aunt now.”

“I’m overjoyed, Alicia.”

“Do you have other nieces or nephews, Aunt Carrie?”

“You’re the first and, therefore, my current favorite.”

“Will you stay with us to get to know me better?”

“Oh… you’re too sharp, little one.”

My sister was caught out, and her face was a picture of comedy, then joy. She hugged Alicia, and I felt happy that another problem was solved. Carrie would stay with us, at least for the foreseeable future and hopefully beyond.

We spent an hour visiting with my much-improved sister. Love and family seemed an excellent remedy for her mental scars, even as the physical ones were healing faster. I pointed to my watch, suggesting it was time to leave before darkness set in and driving back became tiresome. Kate and Alicia belted up in the back, cuddling closely and falling asleep as a mother and daughter coiled together in love, while I drove carefully with three family members on board, including one slowly growing inside my wife.

At Granger Hall, Alicia took her adoption papers, kissed everyone goodnight, and scampered off to bed in high spirits. The week had been a roller coaster ride of emotional energy with a wedding, reception, kidnap, and adoption achieved and revealed.

“I’m not surprised she’s so tired, Jacob.”

“Me neither.”

“Shall we have an early night, sweetheart?”

“Yes, please.”

I loved showering with Kate because warmth and steam with lather and relaxed nakedness was a potent combination. When we kissed passionately under a monsoon as husband and wife, I thanked my lucky stars for the universe delivering me to her.

When she gripped my cock, peeling back the foreskin, cupping, and rubbing my glans with the palm of her free hand, I rose to the full stallion she loved, wanting her.

“Knowing you have my baby growing inside you turns me on so much, Kate.”

“Let’s get dried off, and you can show me how much, darling.”


Chapter Six

Soothing The Warrior Spirit

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point of View

Jacob fucked me with immense love and intensity, vigorously expelling an ocean of semen deep inside my pussy. While making love, my husband’s emotions felt raw, and his mood was elevated and somewhat animalistic. He was on the edge of a dark precipice, plainly evident by how his powerful feelings ripped through a toiling expression while a fire burned in his eyes.

I held him tightly, enjoying the involuntary twitching of my husband’s enormous cock deep inside my pussy. I knew how to relax and position myself to fuck Jacob’s nine-and-a-half-inch long shaft without it hurting, so his relentless and vigorous pumping of my throbbing hole didn’t cause me a problem, but his demeanor did.

After we’d both cum, I spooned into him, pulling my husband into the curves of my body, pressing my swelling breasts into his back while humming a lullaby. He fell asleep a little restlessly for my liking, but all seemed well until it wasn’t.

“Jacob?”

“Jacob… where are you?”

Instinctively, my arms thrashed around and searched the bedsheet, hunting down my lover, but he wasn’t in our bed. I threw on a bathrobe, noting that his was gone, but our apartment front door was locked with the key still inside.

He’s here somewhere.

I systematically searched the apartment, eventually spotting dim light from our dungeon. When I appeared at the door, Jacob was inside, kneeling, thrashing his back using a flogger. I saw welts but no blood and watched from inside, having silently closed the door.

He needs to lock this door… Alicia, Jesus, what if she found him, saw this… oh my god.

He moaned words that I tuned in to.

“Calm!”

“Calm!”

“Fucking calm down, Jacob!”

I shuffled across the wooden floor barefoot, ensuring he heard me. When I got close, Jacob dropped the flogger with a rattle on the floor, slumped both shoulders and descended into emotional chaos.

I sat in front of my husband and hauled him into my arms. He sobbed and choked in the most pitiful way. I rocked him back and forth, eventually manipulating him into lying down with his head cradled in my lotus position crossed legs.

“Talk to me, please, Jacob.”

“I feel pent-up aggression.”

“Shall we run it off in the morning?”

“I can’t rest, Kate. I feel warlike.”

“Did these last few days awaken those feelings, Jacob?”

“Yes.”

“Do you feel angry?”

“No. I feel like the eve before battle and can’t shake it.”

“Flogging yourself won’t work, honey, because there is no power exchange. Someone else must discipline you for that to work.”

“Can you do it for me, Kate, please?”

“I can’t hurt you, Jacob. I’ve changed because of your love. I still want to dominate, and love that we have a wife-led marriage, but I can’t inflict pain on you.”

“Why not?”

“I love you too much, Jacob.”

“But I need it, sweetheart.”

“What do you need?”

“Fuck, I don’t know.”

He looked resigned to his pain, which is not where I wanted my husband to be. I thought of every technique possible to relieve him, but they all started with a thrashing that I may have been remiss in giving him.

“Have I gone too lightly on your maintenance spankings, Jacob?”

“I feel as though you have, yes.”

“The problem is, you have no weakness or poor behavior to correct, honey.”

“Can’t we do it as fun?”

“Yes… but I won’t enjoy it very much.”

“Okay, let’s forget that then.”

Jacob genuinely would forgo the thing he needed most, a damn good thrashing, just because I felt uncomfortable going at him as hard as he needed. I realized I was being selfish because what my husband needed wasn’t titillation. He craved the opportunity to rage against the warrior deep inside, calm that aspect of his personality, and persuade his soul to return to slumber.

“A riding crop hurts a great deal, Jacob. Do you remember from the time in my apartment when I bent you over the sofa and gave you ten strokes?”

“Yes, please do it. Whip me until the welts rise, and I bleed.”

“Those were not very hard strokes, honey. I could go a lot harder.”

“As hard as possible, please, Kate. Beat the demons out of me.”

“Oh Jesus, Jacob… I don’t know.”

“Please, Kate.”

His eyes begged me, and I saw in his expression a deep need that I clearly understood. I had to do it if only to give Jacob some peace from the torment of having woken the demons inside him. It was that savage man who saved us all from a monster, but now the lid was open, my husband couldn’t force him back inside.

“Bend over the barrel and wait for me.”

“Yes, Kate.”

He looked gorgeous, wrapped around a half barrel with two hands gripping handles embedded in the floor while his feet were slipped into rope loops similarly secured by metal U bolts.

“Don’t move.”

“I won’t.”

I dressed for the occasion, wearing a leather skirt with matching skin-tight, button-up corset and full-arm sleeves. I donned a leather biker cap and wore thigh-length black leather fuck me boots with six-inch heels.

When I returned to our dungeon, Jacob was precisely where I had asked him to be, forcing his cheeks high, proudly begging to be thrashed.

My first stroke elicited a blood-curdling, enraged scream, and I was glad for the soundproofing of our playroom. I dare not look at his injury, wiping a tear from my eye, waiting for his awful, pained whimpering to subside.

When I stooped and lifted his head, Jacob grinned at me with a much more relaxed look.

“That felt fucking good.”

“You’ll get six and no more, Jacob. It’s going too far.”

“Please make them good and honest ones, Kate.”

“I shall, sweetheart.”

I inspected his red welted injury that bled slightly. When I scraped the back of a nail gently along its darkening red track, it was as though I drew a live wire across Jacob’s tender skin, causing him to tremble all over and clench his ass cheeks tightly.

I thrashed him again, hearing the whip scythe swiftly through the air before it struck his soft flesh, and he jerked, screaming again, but this time, with far less anguish. As the pain dissipated, Jacob sighed with relief, almost chuckling joyfully, more so when I scraped both welts with my fingernails, eliciting more pain.

By the third stroke, he was no longer in the room because powerful hormones had flooded Jacob’s body, especially dopamine, and my husband had drifted to a place where he could negotiate peace with his demons.

The fourth stroke made Jacob smile, and his eyes glazed as he floated into a deep meditation. His body relaxed, and his soul was saved.

The fifth stroke was a relief for me, and once he recovered from its delicious torment, I lay on my lover’s back, enjoying his warmth and a much-improved demeanor.

“How do you feel now, Jacob?”

“Unbelievable. My demons are vanquished.”

“No, sweetheart, they are sleeping and will rise again when needed. Do not fear the warrior inside you, my love. You are a man who must rage against adversity because it is your nature and to our advantage.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

I lay on top of my husband, wrapped around the barrel, until I heard his light purring, a sign that mild snoring would follow. When I gently gripped his wrists, Jacob woke immediately, grinned at me, and rose before kneeling.

“I want to worship you, Kate.”

“As I do you, sweetheart.”

“But I want you to know how much I love you.”

“Lie back, Jacob, please.”

He lay on the wooden floor, and I straddled his face with one heel placed close to each ear. He stared up my skirt at a swollen pussy, leaking my arousal onto sticky thighs. I unzipped, slid down, and stepped out of my skirt carefully, lest an errant heel shaft clip my beloved.

“I won’t dominate you in life, Jacob.”

“Why not?”

“It is unnecessary. You accept my leadership of our relationship, and we fit together seamlessly. I don’t mind domination in our sex lives, but aside from maintenance spanking to help us both focus, what more is required?”

“I guess I’m overreacting, Kate.”

“I don’t think so. You needed a pressure release, which we can do more often. The power exchange will be our focus on exploring BDSM and kinks, but there shall be no cruelty because I can’t be that person.”

“I understand, Kate.”

He ran his hands up both my calves, stroking gently until he reached my knees, which he tried to buckle, giggling like a kid when my legs gave way.

“May I?”

“Of course, darling. Any time you want it, my pussy is available for you.”

I danced tantalizingly, with my pussy poised over his lips, twisting my hips slowly, descending until he must be able to smell my arousal and the semen he’d deposited deep inside me earlier in the night. I became aroused, teasing Jacob, slipping the buttons on my corset, and releasing my breasts until the only things I wore were high-heeled boots and my leather arm sleeves.

He cupped my ass cheeks in powerful palms, gripping with his fingers, and pulled my drenched pussy onto his lips, where his tongue slid up and down my creamy furrow, pausing only for Jacob’s lips to clench around my clitoris, sucking hard while thrashing the tip gently.

I came hard, squirting unicorn pee in his mouth, deluging the man I loved, anointing the warrior now at slumber. When I crawled off Jacob’s face and got onto my hands and knees, arching my back, I pointed my engorged slit high for him to fuck.

He became my lover rather than the warrior that had fucked me with so much vim and vigor. I enjoyed the reaming as his enormous cock pounded me, filling my pussy, stretching her wide while I clenched tightly on and off until his seed filled me.

When he slumped onto the floor, grinning inanely at me like the kid who just got all his Christmasses at once, I spilled Jacob’s seed on the wooden floor. I stood, smiled at him, and pointed to the mess.

“I’ll see you back in our bed once that mess is cleaned.”


Chapter Seven

Life, Love and Tragedy

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

The fog of pleasant dreams held me in a cradle of love. I dreamed of Kate, Alicia, and, oddly, my horse, Sierra, who I still couldn’t proficiently ride. There were picnics, days out, mountain biking, and all manner of fun.

I saw Kate wearing a flowing white cotton dress with embroidered hem around her ankles. Her lemon blouse was almost obscured by three, no four children of varying ages who cuddled her, with Alicia being the oldest.

“Wake up, Jacob, it’s time to go for a run.”

“Mmm, five more minutes, please, Kate. You look so beautiful.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

“The kids look great as well.”

“Kids? You’re dreaming, babe, and will miss the fun if you sleep in.”

I sat bolt upright, mystified by Kate’s comment, while the dream and its almost vivid reality dissolved into a locked-up memory to which I was denied full access. I rubbed crusty sleepiness out of my eyes and stretched weary muscles, immediately feeling the deep tissue aching of my well-spanked ass.

I felt calm and had slept well.

“I feel much better, Kate.”

“I’m glad, honey. Do you want to run with us?”

“Us?”

“Alicia is joining our run today.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. She has proper running gear, shoes, even a cap to keep her long hair under control.”

“Jesus, Kate, how did I miss her buying all of that?”

“You had other things to do, Jacob… we both did. Now it’s time to start building a family and forging some new traditions. Alicia needs Mom and Dad to be her running partners.”

“I need our daughter as well, Kate. She makes me happy to be alive.”

“Let’s go.”

I sprang out of bed, feeling invigorated. Kate had thrashed my misery into oblivion, and as I watched her dress, I grinned, knowing my baby was growing inside her.  When we met Alicia in our living room, I hugged her, enjoying that she was trying out my favorite past time, running.

I inspected her training gear, approving almost everything. She looked cute, like a mini version of Kate.

“Wear cotton socks, Alicia. You’ll avoid blisters far more easily.”

“Okay, Dad.”

She ran off to her bedroom, returning two minutes later with a change of socks. We tread lightly downstairs because the sun was only rising. A light frost had touched the grass, leaving a beautiful whiteness on the tips and across the windscreens of nearby parked cars.

After we stretched off, I chose a three-mile circuit, setting off slowly, letting Kate and Alicia run together, a couple of paces behind me.

“Could I bring Cosmo and Luna tomorrow, Dad?”

“Let’s see how you feel, sweetheart. Three miles is a good distance for your first run, but it will feel sore by tomorrow morning. Are you riding today?”

“I’m riding every day. I can’t wait to get home, though I miss our horse.”

I had to agree with Alicia’s sentiment. A Walk In The Clouds felt more like home to me as well. My heart was already embedded in that place, its woodlands, the canyon walls, and even in the people we’d left there. Lizzie was more of a friend than a housekeeper; Karl and Isabelle would return there today and be missed at Granger Hall.

And then there was Henry, a man for all seasons. Artisanal walnut liquor maker, a friend to the orphanage, and something of a player from reports I’d heard.

On a long uphill firebreak, we ran three abreast, and my heart swelled with pride when I watched Alicia dig in, pumping her arms like pistons in sync with her stride. I knew then that with everything she’d suffered, the child would one day become an incredible woman.

When we crossed an imaginary line in Granger Hall gravel parking lot together, I felt exhilarated and as though recent unpleasantness was firmly in the rearview mirror. Alicia went inside to shower right away, wanting to get to the stables and help feed and groom the horses, while I walked up to a small grassy knoll with Kate, and we sat down to watch the sunrise.

“When can we go home, Kate?”

She looked surprised, then resigned to the same truth as I was, reaching her fingers across the grass to grip mine. 

“This isn’t our home, is it?”

“My home is wherever you and Alicia are, but honestly, this doesn’t feel like home anymore. Don’t get me wrong, Granger Hall is a wonderful place, bu-.”

“We got married at A Walk In The Clouds, Jacob. We met our daughter there as well. It has a magic for us.”

“Yeah. It’s my forever home, sweetheart.”

“Okay. Why don’t we wait until Carrie is discharged from the hospital, then go home? Mom wants to care for her at Granger Hall until she’s well; then, they will both join us.”

“I think that’s perfect.”

“What about your father?”

“Dad wants to check in with my Mom, but I don’t know when.”

“That’s nice. A reconciliation, perhaps?”

“He asked to meet me after breakfast this morning in my office. I have some stuff to go over with Tiffany after that, but how about you, Alicia, and I have lunch later on our rooftop patio?”

“That would be nice, Jacob. I’ll arrange with the chef.”

In the shower, Kate soaped up a natural sponge into a mass of luxuriant lather and bathed me lovingly. She was better at it than I was, applying a more gentle touch and caring diligence about my cleanliness. Afterward, she had me lie on the bed, where she applied healing aloe vera and Vitamin E oil creams to the welts on my backside.

“Do you feel better for the thrashing, sweetheart?”

“I feel one hundred percent now, Kate. I wasn’t sure what to do when the itch came. I wanted to kill Craig so badly; it was a blood lust.”

“You’ll let go now and tell me if that trouble returns, okay, Jacob?”

“Yes, I will.”

My father didn’t show up for breakfast, which I took as a bad sign. When I trotted down the corridor to my office, I saw him waiting in Catherine’s chair. He nodded grimly at me, and my heart sank.

“What happened to mum?”

“Attempted suicide, son. It happened sometime after midnight. Fuck knows how she got her hands on a razor blade.”

“Is she okay?”

“No, but she will be. Your mother has been fully sectioned for her own protection. There are some things we should discuss, Jacob.”

“Shall we travel to see her?”

“I will go alone, son. You and Carrie stay here and carry on with your lives. As terrible as she has been, when sober and lucid, your mother always wanted what was best for you all. She never understood your sister’s desire for other women, which led to her ignorance and stupidity.”

“I don’t get it, Dad. Why did she try to kill herself?”

“I got a call from the psychiatrist a few hours ago. He says she can’t live with the guilt of Sarah’s suicide. She’s also never recovered from you leaving and the horrors of your military career.”

“What do you mean?”

“Every night when you were deployed, your mother kneeled at the bedside and prayed for you to be safely returned. She cried herself to sleep night after night until ill health set in. Mum’s been spiraling out of control for years, son, bouncing from one situation she handled badly to another.”

“What about you and her?”

“It’s over, Jacob. I can’t suffer any longer. I’m not telling Carrie about this because she needs to recover. I want to visit you all again, perhaps in a few months, because I’d like to get to know my granddaughter.

“Okay, Dad. It’s really none of my business, and honestly, I feel a bit irritated about the whole situation.”

“In what way? Spill the beans, son; there’s no point in leaving anything unsaid.”

“When parents inflict themselves on their children as you and Mum have, it’s shameful. I’m not falling out, and I’ll always love Mum and you, but we had it rough as kids, Sarah and Carrie, far more than me.”

“I know Jacob, and I am sorry. Parents are supposed to provide stability.”

“Yes, and after Sarah killed herself, both of you should have known Mum had a massive problem, but instead, Carrie got a dose of her bigotry, and you failed to act until she ran away. I won’t have this toxic behavior around Alicia, Dad.”

“I get it, Jacob. You’re a good man, and in Kate, you have a great wife.”

“We love Alicia.”

“I know. There is something special about her.”

“She’s triumphing over adversity all her life since losing both parents.”

“I guess you might say you’ve done the same despite yours.”

We talked a while longer, but there wasn’t much to say. Dad and I had very little recent history in common aside from our living through the same emotional hurricane that Mum frequently spun up. Perhaps the lack of common ground between him and me was partly my fault, having walked away from parents who fought in front of their kids, something I vowed never to do to mine.

Our childhood family home was a battleground of lifestyle choices and differing opinions where my sisters hid from a constant bombardment and criticism wherever they could find comfort, often in my bedroom cuddling together, all three siblings on a bed, two of them crying.

On our apartment terrace, Alicia crawled onto my lap, yawning and sleepy, while Kate arranged lunch with the Chef.

“Did you ride yet?”

“No, we had to muck out shorthanded. I’ve got a couple of hours lunch, then hacking lessons with the master and Claire.”

“Aunt Claire.”

“She’s a bit weird but nice.”

With her in my lap, I could have stayed on the patio forever. She gazed up at me with the wisdom of a woman.

“Are you happy, Dad?”

“Wherever you and Mom are, I’m good. We were talking about going home in a few days.”

“I miss our own home.”

“You miss Sierra.”

“Yes, but I feel closer to what’s important in my life at A Walk In The Clouds.”

“Me too, honey.”

She was talking about her parent’s gravesite, a place we were overdue to visit. Alicia never said that, and I was learning that she would frequently withhold asking for things to avoid putting anyone out.

“We should visit your mother and father.”

“I know, but didn’t want to ask.”

“You must. We owe respect, and I forgot about them for a while.”

“I feel like I’m forgetting them as well, Dad.”

“Alicia, whatever you do, wherever you go, your parents, Kate, and I will always be nearby, and I guarantee everyone will forever be proud of you.”

She wrapped her arms around me, placing her head on my chest where the pressure of recent days and an early morning run forced her into a deep sleep. I lifted my daughter and carried her to bed, wrapping the duvet around her beautiful innocence.

When Kate arrived with a tray of mixed sandwiches, coffee, water, and a soda, she grinned knowingly.

“Sleeping?”

“Yeah. I’ll wake her in an hour; she can eat then and get down to the stables.”

“She did well on this morning’s run, digging in on the hills.”

I stood up and joined my wife on a rattan sofa where she had our lunch set out. I rifled my fingers through her long hair, enjoying a moment of peace after the madness of one crisis after another.

“We must schedule a time to visit her parent’s grave, Kate.”

“How about this weekend, we’ll take a picnic and lay it out up there, near their resting place. We should also agree on regular visits with Alicia.”

“I have an idea to make things better for her at home as well. I’ll keep it as a surprise.”

Kate poured our coffee and handed me a plate of my favorite sandwiches, bacon, lettuce, and tomato, with our chef’s Caesar salad dressing. She sat back on our rattan sofa, leaning as close to me as she could get without sitting on my lap.

I stared out across the vast, beautiful Granger estate but knew it wasn’t my home, This is a place built by Richard and Catherine, great as a business and second home, but not the love I had elsewhere. The midday sun felt warm, and I couldn’t be happier thinking about going home.

“How did it go with your father?”

“Some truths were shared, but overall, he’s fine. He’ll leave here once Carrie is discharged from hospital.”

“What about him and your Mom?”

“He cares about her and won’t file for divorce until she’s well again, but it’s over between them, and I’d rather not get involved.”

“It’s probably for the best.”

“I learned something important, Kate.”

“Are you willing to share?”

“Dad suffered terribly for years, and in a way, my mother did as well. Her mental illness, the excess alcohol, and decades of toxic behavior caused a collapse that she finally recognized.”

“Is that what you learned?”

“No. I learned that when you have children, the most important thing is that you stand up for them until your dying breath.”

“I know you’ll do that, Jacob.”

“We both will, Kate.”


Chapter Eight

Dirty Tricks

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

We had an odd few days with little structure but lots of work and some household chores that felt like a grind. Nothing was getting done for days until, suddenly, everything was achieved all at once, and relief consumed me.

We discussed the week as I stood in our Granger Hall apartment packing clothes and personal items with Jacob while Alicia did the same down the hall in her bedroom.

“Carrie spent a few hours in the stables today, but she won’t ride properly for weeks, Jacob.”

“You won’t be able to tell her that. Carrie was always headstrong when we were kids. She’ll be Catherine’s nightmare.”

“Yes… as long as she’s not ours, Jacob. We have our hands full with a trip to Germany that can no longer be delayed. I do not mean to be uncharitable, but we’re in danger of being consumed by everyone else. Something I admire about your sister is her resilience.”

“You’re not being harsh, Kate. Everyone has a place here and at A Walk In The Clouds. They have the means to travel between them. It’s best to let everyone settle at their pace.”

My husband flopped onto the bed, and I dove on top, straddling his waist. I was about to grind my pussy into Jacob’s semi-erect cock when Alicia flew through the door, screaming and laughing excitedly, diving onto my back. I grinned at my husband knowingly and with the irony that any couple with young children around understood at times like these. 

“When are we leaving for home, Mom?”

“You’re in a rush, baby.”

“I have no friends my age here. It feels lonely at times.”

I rolled out of our sandwich and looked up, surprised by Alicia’s revelation. It hadn’t occurred to me how much her social life would be impacted by living at Granger Hall, a self-contained estate miles from anyone her age.

“We’ll go home tomorrow, but then, we have Germany. Gunther is there now, and I’ve delayed us because of recent events, but I must go.”

“Can I stay behind, please?”

I felt surprised and disappointed but tried not to show that. Alicia was a child with social needs, and I couldn’t expect to dictate how she spent her time, especially when it meant putting work first. 

“Okay. Daddy will have to stay with you.”

“Thank you, Mom.

She rolled off the bed and hit the floor running, happy as a kid in a sweetshop. I stared at Jacob and saw in his eyes what I felt.

“We haven’t been apart since the first night we made love, Jacob.”

“I know, sweetheart, but we agreed that Alicia cannot be left with a sitter, regardless of who that is, and she certainly won’t want to stay here with your Mom.”

“And she made it abundantly clear that she doesn’t want to go to Germany.”

“How long will you be away, Kate?”

“Two nights and three days.”

“It’s not long.”

I felt a little left out because Alicia seemed okay to be without me as long as she could see her friends and have Jacob nearby. I wondered if I was sufficiently available as a parent, less loved because I was cold and distant, or perhaps I hadn’t the chemistry with her that Jacob did.

“Stop dwelling on nothing, Kate.”

“I can’t help wondering if I’m not giving enough of myself.”

“Alicia is a hardy child, sweetheart, and let’s face it, everything she’s experiencing is as new to her as it is for us.”

“Sorry… I felt unwanted.”

“Speaking of that, we kind of talked about me getting more tongue time on your pussy.”

“I know, and I’m sorry I haven’t made you eat me out, but I haven’t felt the right moment.”

“Please just remember, I need it, Kate.”

“I promise you’ll get plenty soon enough, Jacob.”

Jacob had eluded to a desperate desire he had to go down on me. I got the spiritual context of cunnilingus, but my husband was passionately drawn to kneel before me to lick my pussy like nobody I’d known. His eyes burned with desire when he described the need to feed from my dripping wet hole, so I promised to force-feed him my pussy, including in outdoor scenarios where he would provide cleaning service, especially after he fucked me.

The next day, Alicia’s disinterest in me weighed heavily on my mind while I held several conference video calls feeling glum. I arranged to meet Gunther and the others in Germany, finalizing details and bringing myself up to speed on last-minute negotiating points.

When we boarded the helicopter, Alicia sat in my lap, bringing the joy of motherhood back to the forefront of my mind.

“I’m going to miss you, Mom.”

“It’s only a few days.”

“Yeah, but I want to go with you… it’s just that I miss my friends. I need to play sometimes.”

“I know that sweetheart, but why are you explaining this to me?”

“I think I was selfish last night. I know how it feels to be abandoned, and I did that to you. I’m really sorry. I never meant it to seem like that.”

“You didn’t abandon me, Alicia. I don’t want to be away from you or Jacob, but I must.”

“I changed my mind if that’s okay, and we’re coming with you. It was wrong of me to put my friends ahead of you, and I can wait a few days.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to, please.”

My heart soared, although I couldn’t figure out why such a small matter meant so much to me. Jacob grinned and shrugged from his seat facing me, so I figured he hadn’t persuaded our daughter’s change of mind. As I settled back with Alicia cradled in my arms, I felt completely at ease with the world, staring down at the forests and hills, thanking my good fortune to have such a great family.

At my request, Lizzie had arranged a gathering of Alicia’s friends, and by the time we reached home, the house was full of screaming girls and boys. All was not lost on her social time, and I was pleased she’d compromised but more joyful that she wanted to be near me.

I spent a few minutes meeting Alicia’s friends, and then, while Jacob took over, I left to use our home office, where I could call Gunther for an update.

“It’s a complete fucking disaster, Kate.”

“Why?”

“Our tank exhibition team got drunk last night and totally messed up today’s demonstration at the Munster Training Ground in front of the customer and all competitors.”

“You’re joking?”

“Kate… German people are not famous for comedy. I’m not joking, I promise.”

“How the hell did this happen?”

“They went downtown for a casual dinner last night. A bunch of German Army servicemen were in the same restaurant, and a few beers later, everyone got drunk and danced in the streets, urinating in shop doorways until the Polizei turned up and arrested them.”

“The police arrested GD’s tank demonstration team?”

“Yes.”

“Oh fuck! That’s not good.”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Umm… I leave first thing in the morning, but tonight, I’ll have a new team assembled and sent to you.”

“What shall I do with the guys already here?”

“Anyone who was drunk or arrested should be sent home and let HR deal with them.”

“I’d like to fire their assess, Kate.”

“No problem, but do it through HR. Make sure you get arrest reports and any other evidence. Is anyone without sin?”

“No, they were all drunk and arrested.”

“We can’t have staff driving seventy-tonne tanks while under the influence of alcohol, Gunther. Issue an apology to the authority and plead for another chance.”

“The Ministery wants to speak with you. I’m surprised they didn’t call you already.”

“I’ve not been available for most of the day, packing, flying, and now enjoying some free time with my family.”

I heard a noise behind me and turned around, seeing Jacob waving to catch my attention. If he listened to the whole conversation, my husband might have had an idea, so I beckoned him over.

“I think Jacob has something to say here, Gunther.”

“Hi, Jacob.”

“Hi buddy, don’t issue that apology just yet. Tell the authority you want to conduct an investigation. Keep our team there, ask them to undergo voluntary toxicology tests immediately, then put them in a hotel, and let me take over when I arrive.”

“Why?”

“Don’t you find it odd that our entire demonstration team gets howling drunk the night before a crucial trial in front of the client on a multi-billion dollar program?”

“Well… yes.”

“Have you known a demonstration team to get arrested this way before, Gunther?”

“No, never. Do you suspect foul play?”

“It’s worth investigating before we fold our cards and face the music. Hurry and get those guys tested or at least collect their urine because you won’t have a lot of time before any drugs they may have been slipped leave their system.”

“They aren’t accusing anyone of wrongdoing, Jacob.”

“They might not realize what’s happened.”

I reeled backward on my chair and felt sick. If foul play was at hand, I missed its prospect, and so did Guther. I saw a fearful expression on my CEO’s face as he shut down the call, leaving me with nothing but questions and no answers.

I spun around on my chair, facing my husband.

“What the fuck Jacob?”

“I’m not saying this is the definite cause of what happened, Kate, but I’m sure dirty tricks go on in contracts such as this.”

“How do you know?”

“Soldiers can be bought off. A bunch of military personnel were out drinking late midweek and right in the restaurant where our people were enjoying dinner. Suddenly there’s a party going on, and now we’re fucked on a massive contract.”

“What are you saying?”

“Soldiers are on parade every morning. Why get drunk on a Tuesday night when they have an early morning call?”

“Foul play it is then, Jacob. You’ve made a good case.”

“I’m speculating, but if pushed for a yes or no, I’ll call bullshit on those soldiers just happening to be out last night. I’ll call my friend, who is a German Military Policeman, and ask him to get down to Munster and talk to his pals who got drunk with our people.”

“You’re suggesting a massive scale of corruption here, Jacob.”

“I’m just saying we should investigate before closing the book on this contract and our people.”

“For sure, sweetheart. I feel awful I missed it.”

I instructed Hannah and Isabelle to get another demonstration team to Germany within hours. Regardless of who was at fault for the drunkenness, our in-country team were tarnished by bad optics, and decisive change was needed.

After a few more calls, when I reached our bed, Jacob lay deliciously naked and had already showered. Alicia was asleep, and we were safe with a locked door. I soaked in a bath, meditating and using extended breathing exercises to soothe my stress.

In our room, I dried, eyeing my husband, his gorgeous body, and a delightful, semi-solid cock.

”How is Alicia, Jacob?”

“She’s fine. Now her socialization with friends has been enjoyed; our little girl is back to her normal happy, well-balanced self.”

“I hadn’t realized how important it was for her.”

“There is no manual for raising kids, Kate.”

I dropped my bathrobe, stepped onto the bed, and walked carefully up Jacob’s body with a foot on either side. He stared lasciviously at my swollen pussy lips when I straddled his face. I slid both hands down into my crotch and used my fingers with thumbs to peel aside my creamy labia, presenting a solid, pink pearl for my husband to drool over.

“Are you feeling hungry, Jacob?”

“I missed dessert.”

“I doubt you’ll miss my creamy treat from this range.”

I squatted slowly, allowing my cunt and ass to open up like a blooming flower as I descended into a crouched position. My body was stressed, but I felt horny and wanted to be licked until squirting, as requested by my husband.

I loved the moment when Jacob wrapped powerful arms around my thighs, more so when he pulled me forward, then down, making sure his warm tongue first slid gently across my freshly laundered anal whorl.

He licked around my sphincter, and I reached down, gripping both ass cheeks before prising my hole wider open so he could dabble inside my back passage, something he did with gusto and noisy lewd moaning.

“Service your queen properly, please, Jacob.”

“I am yours to command, my lady.”

While I closed my eyes and relaxed, Jacob licked deep inside my rectum, painting the soft tissue walls with his saliva, stimulating the intense nerve cluster an inch inside me. I clawed my taboo hole wider open, desperate for deeper service, while Jacob’s arms held me steady. When he was done licking inside me, my boyfriend flattened his tongue and collected the copious lady cream that had dribbled and flooded my asshole, perineum, and finally, the pussy, which was his main event.

I helped him access me, prising my engorged labia wide apart, enjoying how he sucked my clitoris like a baby pacifier, deliberately making sloppy sounds to pique my arousal. Jacob’s cunnilingus technique had improved and evolved quickly, now easily as proficient as any girl on whose lips I had sat.

I leaked pussy juices into my husband’s mouth, pretending I was nurturing him with a wife’s ambrosia while rocking gently back and forth, making sure his tongue serviced the whole swath of my swollen pink, throbbing labia.

Jacob whimpered, almost like he desperately needed a pussy feed to satisfy his primal hunger, and I noticed a desperate quality to the way his tongue stripped sweet nectar from my drenched lips.

My husband swallowed, then gently sucked before chewing the base of my clitoris between tightly clenched lips. He thrashed his tongue across her tip with a featherlike softness, and I squirted small jets of ambrosia into his mouth, hitting his tongue or the back of Jacob’s throat.

My orgasm felt intense, perfectly tuned to pumping out my unicorn pee, giving my husband what he craved most. I saw fierce satisfaction on Jacob’s face as I watched the most incredible show.

I stared down, watching my ejaculate anoint my husband, knowing he was loving every moment of my disgraceful orgasm. As agreed, Jacob showed me a clean tongue and empty mouth when he had consumed all I had, and I ground out the last of my orgasm, pressing hard on his face, riding like a champion jockey.

When I rolled off him, Jacob cuddled me desperately, and I felt a delightful submissive need for me.

“Was that nice, Jacob?”

“Perfect, thank you. You have no idea.”

“Actually, I think I do. Would you like me to reciprocate?”

“Yes, please.”


Chapter Nine

Fighting Fire With Fire

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View

I bagged the seat beside Alicia on a Gulfstream G650 private jet Isabelle had chartered at short notice. Sitting with my daughter on her first flight was a huge thrill. Her squeal of delight when the massive turbines powered us down the runway was only surpassed by her giggles when the aircraft raised its nose and launched into the air.

She watched the ground disappear below us, shaking her head in disbelief.

“I still don’t understand how it works, Dad.”

“Air is sucked into the front of the engine using a fan. From there, the air is compressed, fuel mixes with it, the mixture ignites, and shoots out the back of the engine, creating thrust.”

“Okay… got it.”

Kate rolled her eyes at my simple explanation of something so complex, but Alicia didn’t need a science lesson, and I was at the limit of my knowledge. Once we enjoyed a snack and coffee, the crew quickly made beds in slide-out compartments, which Alicia asked us to keep open because she felt nervous.

As I lay with Kate, dressed in pajamas, Alicia dangled her hand across the aisle, gripping my fingers with hers.

“How did you get your medals, Dad?”

“Where did you see them?”

“In old photographs that Mom is helping me stick in my album. I put you two on the same page as my birth parents.”

“Which medal did you want to know about?”

“All of them, please.”

“Most are campaign medals, where we helped people.”

I didn’t mention specifics and wouldn’t want to discuss the Victoria Cross Medal because that trawled too heavily on truly awful memories. I drew on more pleasant recollections where peace was kept or conflict avoided.

I was relieved when her fingers slipped from mine, and Alicia fell asleep because mostly, my medals related to the worst of times, perhaps not for me, but for others who were killed, hurt, or lost loved ones.

I rolled toward Kate, who looked thoughtful.

“She’ll want to know details about your military career and be increasingly curious. It’s only natural; she looks up to you, Jacob. I told you before that you are Alicia’s reference point for understanding what makes a good man.”

“I can’t tell her the details of war, Kate; it’s all too terrible.”

“Teaching a child that war is awful when she might one day run a defense company isn’t bad, Jacob.”

“It runs counter-intuitive to the GD business model.”

“Peace through mutually assured destruction is the only model we seem able to adopt. Maybe the future of GD is in a different direction; aerospace, space, and communications are all alternate choices we can make.”

I fell asleep in my wife’s arms, woken seven hours later by a cabin crew offering us breakfast in bed. Alicia dove into our bed, crumbling muffins and croissants everywhere, helping herself to my coffee, much to Kate’s chagrin.

“Alicia, drinking coffee is like you eating blue Smarties.”

“It’s better than inhaling glue, Mom.”

“Who is doing that?”

“Some kids at school.”

The way Kate shook her head, I knew it wasn’t the end of the matter. Sometime next week, the school would get an anonymous tip-off, but only because my wife wouldn’t endanger our daughter, either by allowing her close to people using drugs or by making her a snitch.

After showering, dressing, and perking myself up with more coffee, I messaged a friend who might help using onboard Wifi. After we landed, I needed to meet Andreas, leaving Kate to fight her fires alone.

“If I don’t hear from you, all I have are the toxicology reports, Jacob. That isn’t enough evidence to challenge a contract award decision.”

“There will be four runners in the decision, right Kate?”

“Yes, but I’m guessing it came down to a choice between three. GD was out the moment that trial was messed up.”

“I’ll get what we need, Kate. Someone is guilty of foul play.”

“Can you make the press conference before 9 p.m., Jacob? After that, it’s a done deal, and we’re definitely out.”

“That’s in three hours. Yes, no problem.”

“Good luck.”

Kate didn’t seem hopeful, and I knew it was a long shot, but my positivity would at least keep her in the best possible frame of mind should the unthinkable happen and my wife issue an apology to the German government.

Hannah and Gunther had arranged a meeting room at the local Intercontinental Hotel. The German Defence Minister would be there to announce the contract award for a main battle tank that we had undoubtedly lost.

Gunther and Hannah had lobbied hard, but there was no talking the Ministry around and no way to point the finger at foul play without evidence. Our team tested positive for use of ecstasy, and although the drug’s half-life was up to nine hours, it was still easily detectable.

Drunk, drugged, and disorderly on the eve of their most crucial equipment demonstration - no fucking way!

Andreas collected me from the private jet terminal in a Mercedes Benz G Wagon offroad military vehicle. I laughed at him when my old friend from deployments in Afghanistan gave me a bear hug, lifting me off my feet.

“The Landrover is much better, Andy.”

“Jacob, Jacob, Jacob… the Landrover is a beast, ugly and crude. My G-Wagon is a much more elegant machine that won’t break down every five hundred miles.”

We shook hands, slammed our shoulders together, and hugged some more until I realized we needed to get going.

“Let me introduce my wife and daughter.”

Andreas looked smart, dressed in his full parade uniform. He tapped his heels together and bowed when shaking Kate and Alicia’s hand, his custom when meeting ladies. My daughter thought it wonderful, but my wife was too focused on rescuing our situation to be flattered, smiling politely and kissing me before almost sprinting to a nearby limo.

Andreas looked at me with some sadness. 

“These are difficult times for you, Jacob. Everyone is gossiping that GD is out.”

“I smell a rat, old friend.”

“Me too, but these guys who went out drinking in the same restaurant as your people - they are intractable. I can’t get anything out of them.”

“Can I try?”

“Of course, but we were never there, my friend, and if it goes wrong, making matters worse than they already are, I was especially never there. I’m too close to my pension date.”

“Understood, mate.”

I hopped into his passenger’s seat, and Andreas hit the gas, turning on his Military Police siren and flashing blue lights.

“Are you allowed to do that, Andreas?”

“Allowed… not allowed… who cares? We’re not in the city, so fuck the police.”

“You are the police, Andreas.”

‘I’m not the real police, Jacob - you know that.”

It was a half-hour drive to the tank training area barracks, with another ten-minute delay while we were processed at the guardroom getting access credentials. Andreas had arranged to meet the soldiers who had been drinking with our people at the training wing, which was ironic because that was where the demonstration tanks were parked.

Andreas parked his G-Wagon on a parade square, and we walked the rest of the way. Several torches picked us out as we approached the massive Dutch barn, deliberately flashing in our faces. The soldiers looked suspicious and uncomfortable, almost as much as a contractor accompanied by a Military Police Major did.

There were eight guys, all looking surly, more so when they recognized Andreas’ Military Police band around his arm.

“Guys, this is Jacob. He’s from GD and wants to talk.”

“How do you know him, Major?”

“He’s ex-British military and a good friend. We served together, good times and bad.”

They nodded politely, and a couple shook hands, a better start than I’d expected. I noticed their epaulet rank flash and focused on the leaders, who were both corporals. They expected trouble and knew a fair bit of it might come their way if what they’d done was discovered, but I needed to play it cool, win their trust, and hopefully get a result.

One of the corporals tried casual, friendly banter, stepping out of the shade and offering a handshake and smile.

“Where did you serve, Jacob?”

“Afghanistan, Iraq, some other places… that’s where I met Andreas.”

“Were you also Military Police?”

“Royal Marines.”

“A Bootneck?”

“That’s right.”

I waited for them to make the first move in discussing the elephant in our Dutch Barn, hoping to open up an opportunity to prise the issue wide open while seeming to have been invited to do so. I didn’t wait long before the corporal lost his nerve.

“Your people were drunk, Jacob. We happened to be in the same restaurant.”

“Yes, they were drunk to the extent that everyone will get fired and maybe never work in the industry again.”

“Seriously? Fuck, that’s a bit harsh.”

“Yeah, GD lost a contract worth billions of euros. This incident might become a diplomatic row between the U.S. and Germany as well because our guys all took ecstasy. They might even go to prison.”

“How the fuck do you know they took drugs, Jacob?”

He panicked, obviously unaware that this incident would attract any investigation by our company. They were naive and foolish, caught in a much deeper deceit than any could fathom. The corporal knew he’d fucked up big time.

“Random drug testing is GD company policy, guys… you must understand that we needed to know why this happened. Our people all tested positive for using ecstasy, got arrested, were released, then drove a tank while under the influence of drugs, and now they are totally fucked.”

“Yeah okay… I can see that looks bad.”

The soldiers were scared. Even the guys most filled with bravado could see that the few thousand euros they’d each pocketed wasn’t worth the trouble they’d caused some innocent contractors. 

The other corporal took the reins, desperate to find a compromise that might undo what they had done. 

“They were good guys, Jacob. They just got out of order through drinking too much.”

“And then taking ecstasy, fella, that’s the real problem here. I mean… where did they get it from, or perhaps the fuckers brought it with them from the U.S. intending to party.”

“Can’t this be undone?”

“Do you mean, can the GD team untake the drugs, not be arrested, and not fuck up the demonstration, Corporal?”

“Obviously not.”

He looked devastated, and I saw his bottom lip wobble from the emotional drain of realizing the consequences of their actions.

“Fuck Jacob. I feel sick.”

“Me too.”

I’d laid it on thick enough and was entirely satisfied that the soldiers gathered around me had been paid off to drug the GD team. The consequences had snowballed and gotten entirely out of control. I needed them to confess, so I pulled out the card ace hidden up my sleeve.

“It’s a shame for you guys as well.”

“Why’s that Jacob?”

“Which is the best tank here?”

“Yours, by a long way.”

He pointed at the GD tank under a tarp, and the others nodded, agreeing.

The two Corporals saw my point quickly, and fear turned to terror. Being responsible for manipulating the outcome of a defense contract that resulted in them and their comrades receiving inferior gear was another level fucked up.

“Oh fuck! We… I mean… oh god, what the fuck did we do.”

“Yeah. Fortunately-.”

He was in an emotional meltdown, holding his head, marching around the barn as though some salvation may be hidden between the four competing tanks.

“Fortunately, what, Jacob? For fuck’s sake, don’t play games.”

“Fortunately for you, young fella, I came here tonight to find a way out of this total fucking mess for everyone… well, almost everyone.”

“Who loses out?”

“The company who paid you to slip our people a drug that might have killed them.”

“We fucked up. It was supposed to be a bit of fun and a nice earner. We didn’t know they would go crazy and get arrested.”

“It was fun for you until it wasn’t anymore… and I’ll bet it isn’t right now.”

“No, it’s not funny, and we’re sorry.”

“Okay… you must tell Andreas who did this. Who paid you off?”

“And then what?”

“I’m asking you to trust me.”

“Will we get fucked for this, Jacob?”

“Nobody will ever know who you are. I promise.”

They glanced at Andreas, who raised an eyebrow. Trusting Military Police was unnatural for any soldier, but they knew choices were limited.

”Can we trust him, Major?”

“I trust Jacob with my life.”

‘And you, Major… can we trust you?“

“Do you have any other choice, corporal?”

“Fuck it… Scythian Armor approached us last week. They paid us to slip the GD team drugs. We didn’t even know what they were. We video-recorded the whole thing in case something bad happened to us.”

“Did they give you the drugs?”

“Yes. We recorded everything on video… their cash envelope payment, handing over drugs… everything.”

He handed me a thumb drive, which I pocketed. Adrenaline coursed through my veins because I knew, with this evidence, we had a chance to influence the decision about to be made. 

“That’s all I need, thanks guys.”

We ran to Andreas’ truck with the information needed to rescue our bid. I messaged Kate to delay her meeting with the Minister.

Do you have what we need, Jacob?

I have enough, but you’ll need to stretch it pretty thin.

How thin?

Very thin. We can’t expose the soldiers. I promised.

Okay. Well done.

I faced Andreas, half thrilled but also terrified by the potential consequences of this whole debacle. What seemed like shits and giggles for a bunch of soldiers quickly became a chasm of destruction.

“Brother, I am with you on this.”

“I’m glad, Andreas, because you are about to meet the German Defence Minister.”

“Aww fuck!”

He wouldn’t blue light into the city, knowing full well the real police would stop our vehicle. That being said, Andreas’ driving skills and unrestricted Autobahn speed regulations meant we arrived at the hotel with ten minutes to spare before the minister’s scheduled announcement.

We sprinted inside the Intercontinental Hotel, heading for the business suite and a meeting room Kate had reserved. When I burst through the door, my wife, Gunther, Isabelle, and Hannah looked shocked and relieved.

The minister seemed less impressed and wholly mystified about why one of his Majors was standing in the room wearing a full parade uniform.

“My husband is always on time, Minister… please meet Jacob.”

I shook hands with the Minister, who looked irritated beyond belief. His hand gripped mine harder than necessary, but I didn’t react. He was a consummate politician, determined to avoid bad press, so the man about to leave sat down to hear Kate out.

“I see no reason why your husband being here makes a difference. GD performed badly on the trials, and even if we exclude your staff’s regrettable behavior and arrests, the journey has ended for you, Miss Granger.”

“Mrs Granger-Singleton. I was recently married to Jacob, as I already mentioned.”

“Okay… I’d love to stay and chat with you and your husband, Mrs Granger-Singleton, and maybe share wedding day photographs, but I have to announce the final contract award.”

“Is it too late for you to rerun the trial program?”

“Why would I? GD failed. It doesn’t matter why; the competitive tender is over.”

“Our people were drugged.”

He shook his head in utter disbelief, sneering and chortling like a fool who thought he held all the boss cards.

“Oh… now, that’s an outrageous accusation. You’re wasting my time.”

Kate stared at me, and the German Minister’s eyes followed hers to me. He looked uncertain, angry, and worried, most likely because of bad publicity and potential damage to his political advancement.

My wife slid a pile of toxicology reports confirming our people had ingested ecstasy. He laughed and pushed them back.

“Cheap tricks to win a contract, Kate. You really are desperate.”

“GD needs to win this contract in the same way the other three bidders must, or jobs will be lost here and in the U.S., but I’m not as desperate as to mislead you, and I know we deserve to win. Isn’t that true, Jacob?

The Minister flinched and half turned, sneering at me with utter disdain. I smiled inwardly, knowing full well that Kate was slowly turning the screws, but the Minister hadn’t seen it coming yet. I nodded at my old friend and compadre.

“Andreas here can confirm what I’m about to tell you… he’s your Military Police Major, by the way.”

“I know who Major Lohaus is, thank you. Spit it out then, Jacob… what revelation do you have for me?”

“Tonight, I spoke to your soldiers who were paid to slip our people ecstasy.”

“Fuck off! Sorry… pardon my language, but you can’t be serious, Jacob.”

He stared at Andreas, hoping that his own Major might deny my accusation, but my friend nodded cooly with a face as white as snow. The Minister panicked, knowing as I did that his resignation would eventually be sought after months of investigation.

He spun around to confront Kate, but his mouth couldn’t form the words.

“They’ll make you fall on your sword, Minister.”

“Even if what Jacob asserts is true, Kate… I’m not involved.”

“They’ll blame it on your poor leadership and a few bad apples that should never have been able to do this. You’ll be sacked or asked politely to step down.”

“Are you threatening me, Kate?”

I slid my phone onto the table and nodded at it, opening the audio file library and pointing to one. Kate leaned over my phone, read the details, and grinned at me.

“It’s a damning audio file, Kate.”

“Thank you, Jacob.”

The minister blinked and frowned, refusing to look at my phone. His eyes darted around the room while he processed the situation, making him look more anxious. He was unaccustomed to losing control of a meeting to this extent.

“I’ll ask you again, Kate. Are you-.”

“If I were threatening you, minister, I’d probably say that the audio file on that phone will be played to the world’s press while you announce your contract. What you hear will horrify you.”

The Minister stood and eyeballed his Military Policeman, who was stood to attention. He sighed and frowned, desperate not to ask a question but finding no way out. He knew Andreas because everyone in the military did. My friend had been there the day we dragged bodies out of a mine shaft and was known to be the dogged investigating officer who tracked down the murderers who put them there. 

“Is Jacob’s accusation true, Major Lohaus?”

“Yes, sir. Our soldiers confessed to their crimes just the way Jacob described. They were paid to drug the GD team. I didn’t know we were recording them, though.”

Andreas shot me an angry look, but that didn’t matter because Kate and I had risked everything, and there was still more to play for.

“Who paid our soldiers, Major Lohaus?”

“Scythian Armor. Sir. As well as the evidence on that phone, our soldiers also handed Jacob a thumb drive with a video recording of the company handing over the drugs and cash payment to our soldiers.”

“Oh fucking hell… what a mess.”

The Minister sat down like a sack of potatoes, wincing like a man who’d just lost his shirt on the spin of a roulette wheel. Kate waited until he composed himself. When he looked across the table at my wife, his demeanor changed completely.

“Kate… we need a solution.”

“Tell the world you are rerunning the trial because of skewed data from sensors on the tanks.”

“Really? You don’t simply want the decision reversed and GD to win this contract?”

“That would mean I blackmailed you.”

“Technically… yes, but I have no cards to play.”

“GD will win this competition if we have the best tank.”

“Everyone knows you already do. I was disappointed in your company’s performance. Now, it is clear that wasn’t GD’s fault.”

“Rerun the trials Minister. Leave the soldiers alone; don’t sanction Scythian Armor, and this all goes away.”

“Scythian Armor broke the law, and so did our soldiers. Someone must pay.”

“And if this scandal comes out, your contract reverts to square one, taking another two years until a decision is made. A flurry of sackings, lawsuits, countersuits will ensue, and the only people who win-.”

“Are the tabloids and lawyers, Kate.”

“Precisely Minister. We haven’t even got on to the diplomatic fallout between our countries.”

“Oh holy Christ, Kate… let’s not go there.”

“My thoughts exactly. Why expose any of this? Rerun the trials and award the contract to the most worthy manufacturer. Scythian Armor won’t contest… they might even win.”

“They aren’t the winner now, Kate.”

“Don’t tell me who is.”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

You could have heard a pin drop in that room as the Minister gulped, considering his options. In the end, he reached over the table and shook my wife’s hand.

“Thank you, Kate, you too, Jacob.”

“Smile, minister; it’s a good day because you avoided buying the second-best tank.”

“Yes, that is true.”

“Next time Jacob and I visit, shall I bring photographs of our wedding?”

“That was churlish of me… I’m sorry.”

“Me too.”

He left, and we all looked at each other, wanting to cheer but unwilling to risk anyone hearing. Major Andreas Lohaus tapped me on the shoulder, looking very upset.

“You never said anything about recording those soldiers, Jacob.”

I tapped the audio file on my phone. Immediately, Kate, Alicia, and my voice were heard singing along to a song. Andreas was gobsmacked, but Kate and our team fell about laughing.

“But Kate said-.”

“Kate said, what you hear will horrify you.”

“Yes.”

“Are you not horrified, Andreas?”

He smiled, then laughed heartily, hugging me again.

“I forgive you, Jacob.”


Chapter Ten

Enjoying Our Victory

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

At our Hotel, Alicia flopped onto her bed and crashed out to sleep, still fully clothed. After unpacking her luggage, I woke my daughter and helped her undress while she yawned constantly before I tucked her in. My heart bounced excitedly when she kissed my cheek, and I felt joyous.

I sat in a nearby comfortable chair and watched her sleep for five minutes before Jacob crept in and gathered me in his arms, locking the interconnecting door between Alicia’s room and ours after laying me gently on our bed.

“She’s really excited, Jacob.”

“So am I. Today was an awesome thrill in every way: traveling and arriving here, having the meetings in secrecy, and then… boom, Kate shoots and scores. I feel so alive.”

“Do you think allowing Alicia to sit in on a meeting with the minister was a mistake?”

“Not at all. Our daughter will remember watching you win that battle forever.”

“Tomorrow morning, we have a meeting with Gunther and the others. After that, we can go home. I’d like you to explain to Alicia what you did to win the day, though, please.”

“I don’t understand, Kate.”

‘Alicia saw what happened in the minister’s meeting, but that wasn’t what saved the day, Jacob.”

“Okay.”

He sounded reluctant, although I saw Jacob was excited, possibly agitated; something about his demeanor worried me, so I strolled to the bar, fixed him a Bloody Mary, and brought it back to where he lay on our bed.

“Alcohol, Kate?”

“I’d rather you did. As I said before, your submission is not a subjugation. I appreciate your solidarity, but please calm down and talk to me right now.”

“What’s the matter?”

“I might ask you the same. Your mood is elevated.”

“I felt every emotion possible today, Kate.”

I slipped on a negligee while Jacob sipped his favorite cocktail, trying to relax. He looked highly strung and excited, and I reckoned it was because of the high stakes that had driven our lives for the last couple of days.

When I sat on the bed with my back bolstered behind by a couple of fluffy pillows, Jacob wriggled back into me until I could wrap both legs around him.

I massaged his neck, rolling solid muscle between my fingers and thumbs. He rolled his head, moaning delightfully as I thumbed knots hard until they dissolved, and he felt more at ease.

“Why don’t you tell me what got you excited, Jacob, please.”

“I love working with you. Today was fucking awesome.”

“It’s a highly unusual thing for a husband to say, sweetheart. Most married couples who work together aren’t always happy.”

“I mean it, Kate. Look at what we accomplished in twenty-four hours by thinking on our feet. It’s like soldiering in so many ways.”

“You got a thrill out of it, Jacob?”

“I got my thrill out of helping you.”

“I love working with you too, sweetheart.”

He placed a half glass of Bloody Mary on a nightstand and relaxed back into me. His head lay gently on my breasts, rising rhythmically on my deep breaths. I felt we were one as Jacob stroked my thighs, calves, and feet as though reacquainting himself with their shape and texture.

“I feel your warmth, Jacob.”

“I feel your love.”

“Are you saying you’d like more of these excursions… more work at GD as a couple, getting into the thick of things.”

“Not full-time perhaps, because we have Gunther, Hannah, and other good people, but you must admit… today was a good day and great fun. Having Alicia with us makes it doubly so. She loved watching you in action.”

“It was fun and also crucial that we won, Jacob. Let’s talk more in the coming days, but I agree, you and I work well together as a team.”

“I can easily manage Granger Hall and the estate, Kate. I won’t let anything slip.”

“I don’t think anyone could ever accuse you of that. But Jacob, you must realize something from today that was very important.”

“What’s that?”

“You saved the company, not me, sweetheart. When everyone else was packing up and waving the white flag, you stood tall, told our people to wait out, and came up with a solution. All I did was deliver it. This was all you, not me, and I want Alicia to understand that.”

“It was mostly good fortune and great contacts.”

“That’s how it works, Jacob. Your contacts are your friends and will always be there for you, good times and bad. This is why you survived the war and thrived as a Royal Marine… it’s your instincts and ability to get buy-in to your leadership.”

“I love following you, Kate.”

“We’re leading each other, honey. If you want to do more at GD, I’m fine with us doing that. Your instincts are enough to follow, but I want credit given where it is due. You did this, not me.”

“Okay, Kate, I’ll speak with Alicia tomorrow.”

“We’ll do it together, baby. I feel this is such an important matter. Alicia won’t appreciate how to lead if she thinks it’s all just a magic trick. She must understand what happened here, why, and how we succeeded together.”

“You feel strongly about this.”

“Jacob, I’ve always been proud of you, but today you excelled. If you can’t see how and why, I’m unsure how to explain it.”

“I prefer to be discrete. When it comes to us, I want to follow you, and I don’t care what anyone thinks about that. Running around, shouting out how great I am to anyone who will listen is contrary to the man I am.”

“I understand that entirely, Jacob, but it’s also important that credit is given where it is due. Are we clear, sweetheart?”

“Yes, Kate… sorry.”

“You are my hero, Jacob, and I want people to know that and the reason why.”

“You inspire me, Kate. I want to be a better man and make you proud every day.”

Jacob rolled over with his face planted softly in my breasts until he gently crawled higher, kissing me with lips so perfect and tingly that my heart cried out for him. My husband ignited my soul anytime he was nearby. I sizzled uncontrollably, reveling in the fact I was carrying his baby for us.

His tongue felt excited, fizzling against mine, and I pressed a hand against his chest, feeling an instant upward tick on his heartbeat.

“You’re on a massive high, Jacob. Can I help with that?”

“Watching you in action turns me on, Kate.”

“You’d better do something about that then, sweetheart.”

He slipped out of his sweats while I quickly pulled off my negligee. I noticed his immense, solid cock, slapping against both thighs as he tossed clothes aside and winced. I desperately wanted to impale myself on his long, thick cock more than anything in the world. When Jacob firmly parted my legs wide open, staring at my pussy as though she were a glass of water in the desert and he was a thirsty man, I felt a tickle deep inside my womb.

“You’re aroused, Kate. I can smell your gorgeous aroma. I fucking love it!”

“I’m turned on because I’m Jacob Granger-Singleton’s wife. What girl wouldn’t be a creamy mess between the legs if she saw you naked with that enormous cock or enjoying the awesome man you are.”

He loved receiving my love and was welcome to as much of that as my heart could muster. There wasn’t an insecure bone in Jacob’s body, but his longing for me was off the scale, and being worthy of him made me proud of myself. My husband could have me anywhere and at any time he wanted. His gentle, kind, strong heart deserved the best I could give.

When Jacob lay down between my legs, wrapping both arms around my thighs, he pulled my ass cheeks out of a seated position and down, so he could easily dine. My pussy lips trembled on his hot breath and with dripping anticipation of his tongue.

I stared down between my legs at his appetizer and felt her beg me to beg him for some tongue. My swollen labia looked and felt sticky, and I bit my lip, frowning like a sleazy, wanton slut when I grinned at Jacob, who involuntarily licked his lips while both nostrils flared.

He fingered my hole, pulling both puffy labia apart before inserting two digits inside my hole, hooking them forward, searching for the rough tissues of my g-spot.

“May I taste, please?”

“Of course, Kate.”

He looked surprised by my lewd request, but the sleazy act of circling his fingers deep inside my cunt soon admonished that, replacing his expression with one of wonder when Jacob removed his digits and sniffed the sweet, translucent nectar coating them.

I watched him, enjoying how entranced he was by the sight and smell of my sex.

When Jacob carefully fed me his fingers, I licked them slowly, carefully stripping off that sweet veneer he greatly treasured so he could watch. My pussy juices tasted musky, somewhat sweet, but also salty, and with a metallic taint, I really enjoyed. My heart rate rose slightly as my mind lost itself in a tawdry mist where images of Jacob’s gorgeous body roamed salaciously. 

While I watched Jacob insert both fingers past my swollen, dripping labia, returning them inside my hole, my digits inadvertently rifled lovingly through his hair. He circled around just inside my hole, then scooped more nectar and withdrew again, drawing sticky tendrils of my shame between his fingertip and my pussy lip.

Each suspended gossamer of my love weighed heavily, bowing in the middle until its stringy, sticky thread snapped, and my pussy retrieved it, or his fingers won more cream.

When Jacob pulled hard on his bottom lip, I gawked at his pornographic show and felt more tickles in my belly overlap, becoming a full-blown flutter. He licked a heavy layer of my cream off his fingers, swallowing with a heavenly I’ve been blessed expression.

“Do I taste good?”

“You always taste better than honey, Kate.”

“Do I taste different now I’m pregnant?”

“Yes, more pungent but no less enjoyable. I’m getting salty hints with metallic.”

“I’m not a wine Jacob.”

“Oh, but you are to me, Kate. I could drink you all day long.”

“You’ve become so fucking naughty, Jacob… I absolutely love it.”

I giggled while he went down on me, licking and cleaning every inch of my swollen, puffy, trembling labia. Jacob sucked my pink petals into his mouth, rinsing, swilling, then swallowing while moaning before releasing slowly while stripping off my layers of love.

He clenched his lips hard at the base of my swollen pink nub that throbbed when he flicked its tip with an accomplished tongue. When he sucked on her, blood flooded my swollen clitoris until she felt the size of a Jacob pacifier.

Jacob clawed desperately, opening my fuck hole wide before burying his tongue deep inside my pussy, searching, scooping out more creamy treats, and swallowing like I was a department store on Christmas Eve, and he desperately needed something. I watched him work diligently on my cunt, exclusively focused on my pleasure as he licked up and down my splayed wide open pussy lips while stroking my stomach.

I knew he was soothing our baby, an embryo that was as real a child to Jacob as any could be. When he pulled my clitoris from side to side in a creamy entangled mess with his flattened tongue, I came hard, screaming, grunting, and pressing my hole hard against his mouth, squirting love juice for his pleasure and my orgasmic relief.

He puckered his lips and sucked hard on my peehole, helping me empty the glands and bladder that fed him the juice of life he loved so dearly. I squirted in tiny, powerful jets like a child’s water gun, pumping nectar on his tongue and at the back of Jacob’s throat.

He moaned, carefree in ecstasy, almost crying when I trembled like an earthquake, holding my ass cheeks high off the bed while he followed my pussy through an immense orgasm, never letting a drop of joy spill with his lips clamped fast and true to mine.

I eyeballed him when he crawled up to my face. I was a queen being serviced by my knight, and that thought extended my orgasm while Jacob pressed a massive, bloated glans past my swollen pussy lips before sliding his cock deep inside me.

I gasped; my eyes widened as my hole was stretched wide open by his massive gnarly cock, and I clenched back lovingly on my knight’s great sword. I felt his bloated urethra dragging along the soft tissue walls of my pussy, so I wrapped my arms around his neck and both legs around his waist, hauling my husband deep inside.

“Welcome home, Jacob. Please cum inside.”

“I worship you, Kate.”

“Let my pussy do the praying right now, sweetheart. I want to milk your cock and empty every warm drop of semen out of you.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

“You have nothing to thank me for, Jacob. I’m just glad you lied on your CV, or I don’t know how the fuck I would have got into your pants.”

Jacob fucked me with sincere, wanton desperation, constantly conveying his deep love and respect through smoldering eyes that never averted their gaze from mine. He smiled, raised himself, and looked down while pumping my hole with his thick, fat cock, enjoying the excellent work he did. One hand and arm held Jacob aloft while he fucked me with such a steady rhythm and perfect stroke I blinked wildly, moaning lasciviously as he enjoyed my ecstatic pleasure from his effort.

Jacob rolled me onto all fours and fucked me doggy style, spreading my legs wide while leaning back so he could take me more deeply, pressing his enormous, solid glans against my cervix, holding it there while rocking gently, easing the pressure on and off while love reverberated throughout my pink cathedral.

I gripped the bedsheets and tore them off the mattress, biting down hard on the exquisite high thread count cotton, stifling my rapturous and repeated screaming because I didn’t want our daughter to wake up.

I secretly enjoyed Jacob’s sexual dominion over me, something I might never tell him, but when he rolled me onto my back again, I was pleased because nothing gripped my heart more profoundly than watching my husband’s face when he emptied his seed in my belly.

He pounded me with ferocity like a two-ton grizzly bear thumping the ground with his paws while chasing down prey. My body ascended as I pushed back onto his cock, loving the spirituality that Mother Nature provides in the form of a good man pounding his shaft deep inside his woman.

The slap, slap, slap of Jacob’s pussy cream-covered balls off my thighs forced my orgasm notches higher until every tawdry synapse in my head exploded.

“I’m your woman for eternity, Jacob.”

“I’m cumming, Kate.”

“Good, empty it all inside me, sweetheart.”

“I’m your knight, Kate.”

“I know, honey. Fuck me hard and enjoy your woman.”

I relaxed into a meditative state, feeling Jacob’s semen flood me like an ocean of hot cream filling my reproductive organs with his goodness and love. He grunted, and for a moment, my all-dominant woman gave way to the primal man, filling me with his precious seed.

He rolled over, chuckling, hugging himself while his orgasm shimmered to its end. 

“Oh fuck, Kate.”

“Do you feel better, darling? Like an itch was scratched.”

“Yes, Kate… I’m so sorry about being twitchy earlier.”

“For what, Jacob? Being a man? I love you for that and want you always to be the best you can be.”

My gorgeous caveman lay back, stretching himself in that moment of sheer bliss my pussy gave him. My belly was full of Jacob’s cum, as it had been for months. I was the lucky one, getting to carry our child around for nine months, but without him, my life was meaningless.

He poured away the drink I made, returning from the small bar area with two glasses of sparkling water, iced and garnished with a slice of lemon.

“Watching you dealing with business problems is so exciting, Kate.”

“Watching you being a husband and father is far more interesting to me. So many wonderful things in our lives were made by you, sweet husband.”

He rolled sideways on the bed, studying me carefully, grinning, staring at his glass before offering a toast to me and sipping his drink. When Jacob settled down, I probed gently.

“Tell me what you want, Jacob.”

“More of the same as we’ve had these past months, Kate. Shopping, corporate intrigue, managing the Granger Estate, being with you, Alicia, our family, and friends. I’m content in life, but I really got a kick when you slaughtered that supplier who groped Isabelle and how you dealt with the minister today.”

“Do you accept we did that together and that today was more you than me?”

“Yes, I do.”

“And you want to do all this while living at a Walk In The Clouds?”

“Yes. I want us to plant roots there.”

“We will Jacob… I promise. The problem with GD is how to expand. We are already one of the top five global defense companies. Where do we go next?”

“I don’t know, Kate, but I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

Jacob moved me around until the duvet covered us, and he hauled me gently into his big spoon. I loved how we prevailed in rescuing our German contract bid, but I wasn’t so sure more of the same was the right way to go.

When I thought Jacob was asleep, I snuck out of bed and showered, enjoying the heat of powerful jets as they massaged and cleaned me. As I soaped myself, my husband joined me, taking my sponge to help bathe me, soothing, loving, and caressing my body.

To bed, I wore one of Jacob’s freshly pressed collared shirts and plain white cotton panties while he slipped into a new pajama set I’d bought for him at the hotel store. He looked cute, and I wanted us to make love again, but a light tapping on our connected room door drew my attention.

“Can I sleep with you and Dad, Mom?”

“Of course, darling.”

Alicia slept between us and felt like a hot water bottle through the night, causing me to wake up and kick off the duvet several times. I watched her restful face for ten minutes while she slept and considered the challenges in helping her on life’s journey.

One comforting fact about Alicia that gave me confidence was her clarity on where she was going.

Our job is to help you get there, little daughter.


Chapter Eleven

Moulding The Future

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View

We reached A Walk In The Clouds feeling fully refreshed, having slept on the flight back from Germany, then dozed on a helicopter ride from the airport. It was morning when we arrived home, and I needed to run and then get to the gym for a much-needed blowout.

Kate opted to join me in the former while we let Alicia rest before a full day with Henry, her tutor. I felt burdened with a weighty idea I mulled, yet excited about its potential.

Kate knew something was buzzing in my head.

An early morning frost felt slippery on the grass, so we diverted to a main trail through the woods outside our property boundary fenceline. I carried bear mace on a webbing belt, and Kate laughed, pointing.

“You never stop protecting.”

“It’s my job and pleasure, Kate. The chances of meeting an aggressive bear out on our morning run are slim, but I feel better carrying something that might help in case we do.”

“Any wise bear would run from you, Jacob.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

“What for honey?”

“For loving me so absolutely and letting me be the man I want to be.”

“Oh, Jacob… you are such a man who deserves nothing less. You fight for me, our daughter, and our unborn child. You fight for people unable to help themselves and always without thought for any reward. I’m a lucky woman.”

“I feel lucky, too.”

“I know you appreciate me, Jacob. I can’t imagine a day without you in it.”

A female-led relationship could easily have been something entirely different, but our souls were entwined most exquisitely, and our love was based on respect. We were aligned. There was no other way to describe our relationship as a fact using a single word.

The sun rose beautifully into an azure sky, splitting the tree canopy, but it would take hours for the frost and icy chill to vanish. I enjoyed the colder months because they reminded me of the mountains and snow I loved dearly, reminding me of many good times in the army.

Kate and I were very well-tuned into each other. She knew I had something on my mind but wouldn’t ask until I mentioned it or she felt the matter grated too harshly on me.

“I’m thinking about GD Kate.”

“Our company, Jacob?”

“Your company, sweetheart.”

“GD is our company, but never mind that… what about it?”

“Were you serious about considering a possible expansion?”

“Yes. You seem to have an idea about that already.”

“It’s a possible lead more than anything. It might be nothing.”

“Come on then, Jacob, spit it out?”

Kate slowed down, then stopped and took my hand, smiling. It was a beautiful morning, and aside from time spent in our bedroom together, we were alone for the first time in ages. Her walking pace was brisk, but I wasn’t sure why we’d stopped at all. She picked up on my curious look.

“I like holding your hand, and it’s easier to talk and make eye contact while walking rather than running, Jacob.”

“I like it too, honey. Perhaps we should go for walks and hold hands more often?”

“I think so, maybe after dinner. Alicia might join us… now, will you tell me about your idea?”

“Do you know we’ve been invited to a veterans dinner in the town?”

“Of course. You are the guest of honor.”

“I am… along with a Medal of Honor winner named Ella Bourne.”

“She lives nearby and runs Bourne Aviation… ah… I see, ping, my lightbulb just flickered to life.”

“I did a quick internet search on her. Ella took over her family company in the middle of a crisis. I don’t know anything more than that, but she recently won a major corporate battle and took over Bourne Aviation’s closest competitor.”

“She’s also engaged to the owner of LSE Aviation, a guy called Daniel. I think I know where you are going with this.”

“They are in a three-way relationship with Tiffany.”

“Holy fuck, Jacob… how do you know this?”

“Tiffany came to see me and explained their situation just in case there might be a conflict of interest. The thing is, I knew about it anyway, but because her relationship was private and discrete, I never mentioned it to you, her, or anyone else.”

I winced because Kate knew the implications of what I’d said. It was a spiteful world, and with the turbulence of recent months, I wasn’t taking any more chances.

“Are you surveilling our staff, Jacob?”

“Not intrusively or by using bugs, trackers, and recording devices.”

“So, how do you know about Tiffany and her friends?”

“I have three people permanently searching social media, trawling for anyone saying things they shouldn’t about you, Alicia, or GD. It’s all information in the public domain. I’ve also had some people followed, which is how I know Tiffany shared a hotel room with Ella and Daniel.”

“Are you using Claude to do this surveillance, Jacob?”

“No, he’s unaware. I’m using a private contractor, and there is no video, photo, or audio. My spy doesn’t go beyond public areas, so she knows Tiffany went into the same suite as Ella and her boyfriend, but not what happened.”

“She?”

“Women fit into public areas more easily than most guys. It’s not unusual.”

“What’s your point here, Jacob?”

“Tiffany might be the best way to mention that we are interested in Bourne Aviation. Next week’s dinner is an opportunity to have that discussion.”

“Yes. It’s a good plan to ask Tiffany to act as an honest broker. Ambushing Ella and Daniel at a benefit dinner wouldn’t be fair.”

“Bad optics, too.”

“Will you let me know how it goes, Jacob?”

“What do you mean?”

I was shocked, having thought my idea was a simple pass to Kate. She grinned and shot me a curious look. I immediately knew she was pushing me forward, expecting my enthusiasm to continue.

“You can’t seriously expect me to negotiate this kind of a deal.”

“I expect you to speak to Tiffany and raise the matter at the dinner next week, Jacob. I expect an army of lawyers, accountants, and assorted bean counters to help us negotiate and structure a deal.”

“And you’ll make the final decision?”

“We’ll do that together, Jacob.”

“What if we differ in opinion?”

“We’ll do what we always do, sweetheart… compromise until we agree. You want this journey, yes?”

“Yes. I want us to build something great for our kids and theirs, too.”

“Then let’s do it.”

Kate dragged me into the bushes, wrapping her arms around my neck. When she gazed into my eyes, it felt like a lover’s audit where she took care to understand how I felt. It was always the same when my wife did this. I felt loved, inspired, and cared for. She kissed me, transferring her intense warmth onto my cold lips, and I soared, ascendant in a way only she could invoke.

Her tongue gently sought mine, and we kissed until my cock got hard, pressing against my shorts awkwardly. Kate giggled and slid her hand down my stomach into my shorts, rubbing the outline of my shaft until she gripped it firmly.

“It’s too cold for me to slip off my shorts and bend over, Jacob, but I’d love to wank you off all over one of these bushes if that’s okay.”

“Jesus, Kate, how could I refuse an offer like that?”

She gripped my cock tighter while pulling my shorts low enough to release me fully. My balls felt cold and shriveled like elephant skin, but that same chill was invigorating on my shaft and cock head, especially when Kate began wanking me off while gazing lovingly into my eyes.

My cock was solid, thrumming excitedly like Kate’s vibrator. In my mind, I saw myself sucking the pink latex cock before sliding it deep inside my wife, making sure the clit tickling prongs were firmly pressed on either side of her pleasure nub.

She moved around my body, leaning into my back while reaching around with one hand, wanking my shaft using short, sharp jerks, gripping the base tightly.

I moaned, spread my feet wider apart, and stared down, enjoying watching the steam rise when cold air wrapped up my glans, chilling the warm coating of pre-cum lathering its surface.

“What are you thinking about, Jacob?”

“I only ever think about you when it comes to sex, Kate.”

“Specifics, please?”

“I’m sliding a dildo in and out of your creamy hole, fucking you until you cum. Then I’m licking your pussy until you beg me to stop.”

‘Ohh, that’s fucking naughty, Jacob. Will you fuck that hole afterward?”

“If you’ll allow it, Kate… I’d love to.”

“I have a surprise for you, honey. I found a company we can visit where they will make a mold of your giant cock, then turn it into a latex vibrator. That’s going to be the only dildo fucking me soon.”

“Really, Kate?”

“Yup. I’m having a Jacob cock if you’ll agree to model for it.”

“Of course I will.”

The idea of Kate fucking herself with a latex cock molded from my real one blew my mind, and I closed my eyes, imagining her lying on the bed with her ass lifted high while she fucked herself using my latex clone.

She wanked me harder but always smoothly, rhythmically, and very lovingly. There was little doubt that I was loved and that our sex lives were completely natural when Kate leaned over my shoulder, watching her handiwork, giggling, and kissing my ear while emptying my balls.

Kate had a way of milking my cock dry, making sure to draw out every drop of semen by vigorous jerks, then slower strokes until my whole body convulsed in pleasure up to a threshold of pain, where she stopped immediately.

“Plenty of protein for the lucky girl shrub, Jacob.”

“How do you know it’s a girl shrub?”

“Because it’s covered in your semen, and that’s how I prefer seeing it.”

We ran back home while my thoughts were of Kate’s new vibrator and how much she might use it before and after fucking me. I felt curious and asked.

“Will you use this vibrator a lot, Kate?”

“When you are away, for sure, probably a couple of times a day at least to replace when we usually make love. Other than that, I’ll let you decide, honey.”

“Do they make buttplugs as well?”

“For both of us… yes. I wanted to discuss that when we visit the company I mentioned.”

“Oh… I see.”

Kate had asked if she might fit me with a buttplug sometime because she desperately wanted to feel whether it would vibrate through my cock inside her pussy or have any effect on us while we made love. I was up for it, but we hadn’t had time to explore.

Before we showered, my refractory period was over, and my cock got stiff again. I sat on our bed and hauled Kate on top until she smothered her swollen creamy pussy lips over my cock like a velvet hood, warming and comforting.

I slid her tight, damp pussy up and down my gnarly cock, kissing her deeply to convey my love before slipping my lips around a red, chewy nipple that I licked until she was solid. When I closed my eyes and clenched my lips around the base of her nipple, suckling on it, I felt safe and protected. I imagined our baby was born, and I took a share of Kate’s mothering cream. She’d said it would be sweet, and in my mind, it was also plentiful, nourishing me.

“You’re imagining breastfeeding again, aren’t you, Jacob?”

“How did you know?”

“I want the same thing. I can’t wait to feed our baby, then you.”

When Kate bottomed out on my pubis with my cock impaled deep inside her, she rocked back and forth, grinding her swollen clitoris into my wiry pubic hair. When she orgasmed, my wife arched her back steeply while I held on, allowing her long hair to drape low, touching my knees.

Kate ground every muscle, crushing my cock until I joined her orgasm while I tweaked her nipples as she screamed joyously.

Kate’s head slumped forward as she sought refuge in me, kissing my neck while she rested, coming down off a cloud of climactic bliss.

A polite knock at the door had my wife slide quickly off my cock, running for the toilet. I wrapped a towel around my waist and answered, seeing my daughter.

“Hi, Dad. Do you both have time for breakfast before Henry gets here?”

“Give us ten minutes, please, honey. We’ll meet you at Lizzie’s.”

Alicia seemed mildly irritated, but I wouldn’t address that while semi-naked. I joined Kate in the shower, where we bathed one another before I got out before she did to dress and meet my daughter, buying a little more time for my wife.

I slid into the kitchen stool beside Alicia while she went over a few penciled notes in her book. I marveled at her attention to detail as I peered over a handwritten account of our last few days.

“What task did Henry set you?”

“He said notetaking was an important communication tool, reminding me of important points. He said I should learn to take notes without giving away anything secret.”

“And he asked you to record your time away?”

“Not the work-related things you and Mom did, just everything else.”

“I can see that your notes are all about work, though.”

“I’m very interested in what you and Mom do.”

Alicia was a constant revelation to me, and I was sure more would come from our breakfast together. Her irritation when knocking on our bedroom door was evident, and I suspected it was linked to the long traveling hours we had put in. Kate joined us, and our daughter’s mood lifted.

I took a couple of pancakes and the coffee Lizzie offered, grinning when the seductive aroma of a small green bean lifted me.

“Are you saying what’s bothered you this morning, young lady?”

“You ran without me, then I thought you’d both missed breakfast.”

“We wanted you to rest, honey.”

“Isn’t that my choice to make, Dad?”

She wasn’t sassy and had made a fair point. I hadn’t considered her perspective, so I spent a few minutes doing that while Kate chuckled.

“What’s funny, Mom?”

“Jacob thought he was doing you a good turn, sweetheart. Letting you rest before a whole day of study seemed sensible to me, too.”

“Okay, sorry. I didn’t understand.”

“That’s fine. Alicia, but why are you so cranky about it?”

“I wanted to run with you. I want to become a runner and take it up as my sport.”

“Okay… and what about breakfast? What’s stirred you up over that?”

Alicia looked sad and struggled for the words, so I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and forked over another pancake from my plate to hers. She stared up at me, then looked at Kate.

“I don’t like eating on my own, Mom. I never ate alone at the orphanage, and a big deal of us being together was made at every meal. We all sat and ate together. It was fun, and I felt a bit lonely.”

“In which case, we’ll do the same at home, Alicia. You are absolutely right; meal times should be sacred, and I let that slip. I’m sorry, honey.”

“I’m sorry, too, Mom.”

Her short statement, an unintentional rebuke, had a considerable impact. We’d become complacent about mealtimes, mostly snacking when time permitted. Kate nodded to Lizzie, then at Alicia.

“Can you build a week’s menu for the three of us, please, Lizzie? Alicia can help you choose the meals. We’ll have breakfast at 8 a.m., lunch at 1 p.m., and then dinner at 6. Is that okay, everyone?”

We all agreed, and Alicia seemed happy again, taking my hand and squeezing it tightly while she looked excited. 

“Will you coach me, Dad?”

“Really?”

“I can’t think of anyone better.”

“I would love to, but we’ll have to take some advice on training load and running gear. Girls’ bones grow faster than boys’ at your age, causing joint problems if we aren’t careful.”

“I’m already reading running blogs.”

“Okay, shall we discuss this at dinner?”

“Awesome Dad. You’re the best.”

When Alicia skipped across the wooden floor to the front door where she would meet Henry, I already missed her presence. The erstwhile orphan, now my daughter, was the second girl in a year who had lit up my life.

When I glanced at Kate, she laughed.

“That girl has you wrapped around her little finger, Jacob.”

“I know, and I don’t care.”

“You’re just lucky she doesn’t have a malicious or manipulative bone in her body.

I made my excuses, kissed Kate, and left, wanting to meet Tiffany. I’d messaged her, and she asked if I could visit her at the stables, where she was finishing up after a ride. I wandered into the stables, immediately attracting Sierra’s attention. There was no way to explain to a horse that I was in a hurry, especially when she so lovingly snorted, tossed her head, and wilfully stamped her hooves.

“I believe she misses you when you’re gone, Jacob.”

“I’m fortunate to have so many wonderful girls in my life.”

Tiffany seemed pensive, joining me to stroke Sierra. She looked at me, slightly worried.

“What’s the matter, Tiffany?”

“Am I in trouble, Jacob?”

“Jesus… no. Oh my god, Tiffany, come on… you and me, we’re friends now.”

“That big fuck up in Germany has got everyone rattled. We’re expecting fallout.”

“Well, pass the message, please. Nobody catches any blame for Germany because we were hit by saboteurs. The tank contract award will be announced in a couple of weeks, and we’re in with a good chance.”

“Thank god, Jacob. It would have been a terrible way to lose out. If it’s not about Germany, then why did you want to speak with me?”

I walked away from Sierra, wanting to make my way back to the house for a conference call with Catherine, so I drew Tiffany with me.

“I need a favor, and please feel free to say no because it involves friends of yours.”

“Okay, that’s intriguing.”

“Kate and I feel the best way to deal with the problems thrown up by Germany and GD generally is to diversify. We were considering targeting the buyout of an aviation company.”

It took a second for the light to flash in her eyes, and I was relieved that Tiffany looked positive because I was stepping over work boundaries.

“You want me to talk to Ella and Daniel?”

“Yes, please. There is a dinner next week, attended by both of them, Kate and me. It’s an ideal opportunity to introduce ourselves and talk to them after the event formalities conclude.”

“But, you’d rather I mention it early and plant a seed?”

“If you can do that without compromising your friendship, Tiffany. Yes, please.”

“I’d do anything for you, Jacob. You saved me from utter humiliation.”

“We agreed not to mention that again.”

“You asked me not to, but I never agreed. Your friendship means a great deal to me, and I’m eternally grateful for that night and many more since.”


Chapter Twelve

Jacob's Secret Surprise

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View

“What do you think, Mom?”

“Your plan to buy into aviation is the best way to secure GD’s long-term future, Kate, but there is a lot of risk in doing that and a great deal of work to consider. It’s the kind of play daddy would make.”

“That’s not definitive, Mom. I want your opinion. Please don’t sit on the fence.”

“Okay, that’s fair. My only caution is to remind you, and Jacob when I see him, that you guys are planning to have more kids. You have a delightful daughter already and another baby on the way. Do you want to spend all of your time working?”

“Nope. That’s definitely not in the plan.”

“What are you thinking about then? How will you balance work and life?”

“Jacob and I have discussed selling some GD shares, bringing in a strong management team alongside Gunther and Hannah, and continuing to work the most difficult problems ourselves but only from a leadership perspective.”

“It sounds very hands-off, Kate. I think you are deceiving yourself. I’m not convinced you’ll stay out of the office.”

“We can reduce workplace errors and incentivize the whole company by offering an employee stock ownership program to all staff.”

“What percentage of the company would you and Jacob still control?”

“Fifty-one percent for now, but half of our dividends would fund your charitable foundation and several family trust funds, including Claire and Alicia.”

Mom carefully cut another slice off her breakfast croissant using a serrated blade, washing it down with tea, something Jacob had introduced her to. I marveled at how crumb-free everywhere was; even her plate managed to hide or avoid the tiny, inevitable golden flakes of butter-baked heaven everyone else seemed to acquire on their clothes and every surface around them except the plate.

“You’ve got everything figured out, Kate… why are you asking me for advice?”

“Because I don’t know if this is the right move.”

“Are you growing GD because you don’t want to sell it off?”

“I want a future for our kids, and I believe GD could be that.”

“Is this Alicia related at all?”

“Of course. There is no doubt she’s bright, but deciding whether Alicia would want to or even could run GD is still two or more decades off.”

“But you don’t want to deny her the opportunity when that time comes?”

“Exactly, Mom.”

“Then it’s a no-brainer. You must take the leap… after having a good look, of course.”

Lizzie’s bar had become a friendly nexus in our house and the current meeting place for Mom and me while I picked over Jacob and my plans to expand GD. Carrie was obstinate, as my mother was finding out, her lover having forced their early departure from the Granger Estate to A Walk In The Clouds before the doctor had fully signed off.

I had missed having an occasional private chat with Mom because the tempo of our lives ran so hot recently. My mother was preoccupied with her girlfriend and supporting Jacob with our Granger Estate, whereas I was busy with GD, a new husband, and my daughter.

“What about your new office complex at Granger Hall?”

“I’ll employ a strategy department there to oversee each company division, working with the CEOs.”

“You’ve got it all worked out, Kate, and I see no flaws in the plan. You and Jacob are like bastions, facing the world together. Even Daddy and I were not as closely aligned as you and he are.”

“He’ll be pleased we’re doing this, Mom. Jacob has a knack for problem-solving, whether fixing a bike or saving a multi-billion dollar contract.”

“Where is he now, sweetheart? And why are you wearing hiking gear?”

“Jacob has a surprise for Alicia and me.”

They picked that moment to arrive from their respective bedrooms, joining Mom and me after a round of hugs between father and daughter. Alicia pointed at Jacob’s back.

“Am I carrying the rucksack, Dad?”

“Do you want to?”

“Yes, please.”

I tapped Jacob on the shoulder, enjoying his kiss, even though we’d slept together all night and only been parted since we’d dressed an hour ago.

“Where are we going, Jacob?”

“It’s a surprise.”

“Why do we need a rucksack?”

“That’s a surprise, too.”

“Everything is a surprise today… are you giving anything away, husband?”

“You’ll have to wait.”

He laughed, then led us outside, where a brand new Can-Am four-seater, side-by-side ATV, waited. It glinted menacingly in matt black and gray with knobbly off-road tires spread wide apart and an aggressive silhouette.

Alicia danced for joy and yelled Shotgun, leaping into the passenger’s seat while Jacob slid in beside her, starting the engine with a roar.

“It’s a Maverick, Kate.”

“How appropriate for my husband, and how cool is that?”

“We can explore our land.”

“I can’t wait. Will you be hauling this by cargo net to Granger Hall every week when we commute there to work?”

“Do you think we could?”

He looked serious until I squinted, suspicious he’d turned my sarcasm around and aimed it back at me. When Jacob smiled and then laughed, I slapped his arm playfully.

“There you go, Kate, we’ll make a sarcastic Brit out of you yet.”

“I think I’m already there, sweetheart. A few more episodes of Blackadder, and I’ll be entirely transformed.”

I grinned at the pair of adventurers, who might have been preparing to cross the Mohave Desert, judging by their expressions and attention to every dial and switch around the steering wheel. My place was in the back, by choice, because how could I prevent such an incredible father and daughter from bonding?

Jacob floored the gas pedal, revving the engine like a racing car, sending grit in a wide arc when he spun the Maverick around in the parking lot, aiming it like a weapon at our security post. Fortunately, the security barrier was up, and we skimmed past waving guards, heading immediately left out of the gate onto one of our many woodland trails.

Jacob handled the ATV expertly, slamming into corners and drifting around wide bends while Alicia and I clung to roll bars and grab handles. She screamed excitedly, and I worried about both of them, physically and for their sanity.

When he stopped for a break at Chester’s Point, where we married, I sat on a log with my husband, staring out over the wilderness while Alicia pretended to drive.  

“Where did you learn to drive these vehicles, Jacob?”

“In Afghanistan, we used them mostly for reconnaissance, but sometimes to deliver resupply so long as the area was confirmed safe.”

“Why so limited?”

“They have no armor. On that subject, be aware that Ella Bourne, who we’ll meet at dinner next week, lost her leg in a roadside bomb in Afghanistan.”

I held his hand, and we watched the world go by, two lovers in perfect sync. I watched Alicia and felt happy that she was growing in our protection, helped by the spirit of a husband and father with greatness in his heart.

“This is a lovely surprise, Jacob.”

“This isn’t my surprise, Kate. That’s in the rucksack.”

“Oh my… what have you in store?”

“There’s only one way to find out… let’s get going.”

I was utterly mystified when Jacob took us off the beaten track, driving a couple of miles at a snail’s pace through thick forest with branches snapping on the ATV frame and leaves with other debris covering us inside.

“It’s very steep here, Jacob. Is this a mountain view we’re visiting?”

“Kind of.”

He said no more, and we rumbled on slowly until he turned left onto a broader trail, easily big enough for a pick-up truck to navigate. We continued ascending steeply until Jacob parked in an odd, open clearing that seemed to appear instantly.

A beautiful log cabin stood in front of us. It was bigger than I thought anything could be so high up, and as we approached the front door, it occurred to me that the place was brand new.

Alicia spun around in the clearing, scanning near and far in every direction.

“I’ve been here before, right, Dad?”

“Yes, but you approached it from another direction… a much more dangerous route. I had this track cut through the woods to build this cabin.”

“It’s the hut I ran away to.”

“Yes. That hut you stayed in is still here, but it’s a log store on the side of the main building now.”

She burst out crying and ran into Jacob’s arms, beckoning me across for a hug, pulling me in tightly when I arrived. Her overwhelming emotions gripped mine, and I also cried, kissing my husband, a scant reward for his incredible love and thoughtfulness.

On the door was a triangular sign with names carved on each thin wooden edge.

Alicia Kate Jacob

“That’s so beautiful, Dad. I love it.”

“The cabin has power, running water, hot and cold, and all the amenities we need. If we want to escape to a change of scene, it’s our closest hideaway.”

“How long did it take to build?”

“I had contractors up here the day after you ran away, and they finished yesterday. Here are your keys. We each have a set.”

Once Alicia opened the door, we trooped in, and I was stunned by the luxurious design. The main room was twice the size of a squash court, incorporating a well-equipped kitchen, sofas for at least twelve people, and a dining area of similar size.

I went to the kitchen and saw Sub Zero fridges and a freezer with a Wolf cooker nearby. Highly polished wooden slab counters formed the main work surfaces, along with beautiful mahogany cabinetry.

“Who did this kitchen, Jacob?”

“A local contractor - Chance Bill Kitchens and Bathrooms.”

“It’s like a second home.”

“It only has one bedroom, though, Kate.”

“Where?”

He led us into another, similarly sized room with bunk beds to sleep twenty arranged perfectly in rows. Alicia gasped, clasping her hand across her mouth, and I stared around the room, incredulous. Each bed had a brand new duvet, fluffy pillows, and a footlocker stacked two high at the end of the beds.

The views from panoramic windows around the room were spectacular, with at least ten meters of flat ground at the same level as the room before sturdy fencing prevented a trip down the route Alicia had once crawled up.  

“I worked with an architect and had Alicia in mind.”

“She doesn’t need this many beds, dear?”

“I was thinking about her friends, and then I thought perhaps the orphanage could use the cabin as well for when they want to take children hiking or give them a nice break.”

I choked up while Alicia just clung to her father, squeaking excitedly. We strolled back into the living room, enjoying similar views from expansive windows. When our daughter went exploring the room, I wrapped my husband in my arms, kissing him soundly.

“You’ve thought of everything, Jacob.”

“Six private shower cubicles in male and female designations. Separate toilets, underfloor heating, and a massive log burner, Kate.”

“Are you pleased with yourself, husband?”

“Are you pleased with me, Kate? You are my inspiration, after all.”

My heart melted because having a husband constantly trying his best for his family was more important than anything to me. I hugged Jacob, crying tears of joy into his fleece jacket.

“I couldn’t be prouder. This is the most incredible surprise, Jacob.”

“The surprise is in Alicia’s rucksack, sweetheart.”

Our daughter heard Jacob and sat down with the rucksack between her legs. She unbuckled the top flap, releasing its drawcord, opening the storage area-wide. An A4 leather file folder inside was a surprise, as were dozens of wooden picture frames.

Jacob and I kneeled beside our daughter when she opened the leather file, and I twisted a smile when I saw what he’d done, then choked and cried, as did Alicia.

She held on to Jacob tightly, sobbing her heart out, continually thanking him. He also shed a tear, her gratitude being all the thanks my husband needed.

“Pictures of me with my birth parents.”

“They are the ones you ran away with, plus a few more I discovered.”

“How did you do it, Dad?”

“I took your originals to a camera shop in town and had them scanned in high definition, then printed out on glossy paper. You have a thumb drive in your bedroom with digital versions by now. Lizzie put it there after we left.”

“Are there pictures of you and Mom in here as well?”

“Yes, sweetheart, and there are spare frames for all the pictures you will take in the future. As you can see, there is wall space for hundreds.”

“Are there any more surprises, Dad?”

“I have another couple of holdall bags strapped down in the Maverick ATV cargo box with pajamas, bathrobes, towels, food, and anything else we will need for all three of us.”

“Are we staying here tonight?”

“If you both want to. I thought a couple of days at least. I can rustle up steak and French fries while you and Mom start arranging those pictures on the walls.”

“Dad, I can’t believe you did this.”

“You deserve it, Alicia, and I think we do too.”

I stood and wandered around the cabin while Jacob and Alicia returned to the ATV, collecting our gear. The cabin was large for what it was, almost similar in size to the ones our family stayed at near A Walk In The Clouds.

I stood on decking outside, admiring the extensive country views, enjoying yet another Jacob victory, burning with pride. In the distance, I saw our A Walk In The Clouds, which seemed a world away. We were five to seven miles from our home, and it felt so refreshing and chillier at this altitude, with an entirely different perspective over our land and on our lives.

I headed inside, feeling a slight shiver, joining Alicia, who sat cross-legged on the wooden plank floor, carefully leafing through photographs, matching them to frames. When sunset approached, Jacob wrapped fleece blankets around us until he fetched wood and started a fire that warmed everyone up.

“What do you think, Mom? These two photographs should go side by side on the big wall. It’s me standing between both my sets of parents. I love these two pictures so much.”

I cuddled her, loving the girl who so enriched our lives. Alicia made a place in her heart for Jacob and me after so much sorrow while still loving her birth parents, and that spoke overwhelmingly to her immense good character.

“I’m very proud of you, Alicia.”

“I’m very proud you are my living Mom and Dad.”


Chapter Thirteen

A Night Under The Stars

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View

I felt happy about our log cabin in the woods. It wasn’t nearly the scale of A Walk In The Clouds, but it was a slice of heaven high in the mountains and a special place for Alicia to celebrate her family.

It was possible to get snowed in, but unlikely as long as we had an ATV up here, which we did in a lock-up I was yet to show Kate.

I wandered outside close to ten p.m., enjoying a full moon and big sky, untainted by city light pollution. A chill in the air and mountain silhouettes in all directions spoke to my deepest masculine instincts as a Royal Marine and adventurer.

I saw Kate close the cabin door and skip over to me, grinning, leaping into my arms, and twirling when she arrived.

“I checked… Alicia is sleeping soundly.”

“That’s good.”

“Jacob, she loves this place you built, and so do I. It’s like a secret kingdom, and what you did with her photos makes you a god among men.”

“We’re in a fantasy realm, high up in the mountains.”

“It’s so warm inside the cabin now the log burner has had time to heat the place.”

“We must always enjoy our life, especially with the children, Kate.”

“We will, sweetheart, don’t worry. Speaking of which, Tiffany messaged me because she couldn’t reach your phone.”

“I switched it off. Sorry.”

“That’s fine, Jacob. As long as one of us is contactable in an emergency, it’s not a problem.”

Kate leaned back into me, and I encircled her midriff, letting her get an angle to stare at the stars. A thought occurred to me, so I straightened my wife up and ran to the cabin, returning with two thick, large blankets, one of which I spread on the clearing floor.

“You’ve thought of everything, Jacob.”

“I imagined the four of us lying out here at night watching the stars. Alicia can join in tomorrow.”

“She’ll love that.”

I pulled the second blanket over us, cuddling close to Kate, warming her. The view of the night sky was immense, giving perspective on how small we were, and I pondered recent events, wondering how important they and we were.

“What did Tiffany want?”

“She spoke with Ella Bourne, who suggests a meeting, perhaps at the Veterans dinner night and afterward. Interestingly, Ella told Tiffany to let us know that Daniel is involved and he may have a financier from Germany willing to help us buy them out.”

“That’s a good sign.”

“She’s not playing games, which is important.”

“Playing games?”

“Often, CEOs in this situation will try creating a massive bidding war between buyers. I suspect her boyfriend, Daniel, is involved, and if so, expect LSE Aviation to be the top company as an umbrella over Bourne and their other recent acquisition, Narvona.”

“Ella is acting in good faith, then?”

“At the moment she is, yes. I’ve only heard good things about her and Daniel. They will have a fair selling price in mind, and we need to audit and align with that.”

“That means it will be a huge deal?”

“Yeah, tens of billions, if not more than a hundred billion dollars, if LSE is also available. We won’t be able to own it outright, Jacob.”

“That’s a blow.”

“Not really. We’ll put our money in and have a good slice of the equity, use the banks to finance the bulk of it, and we’ll run the company backed by a board crammed with investor representatives, mostly lawyers.”

“How much will we own, Kate?”

“Maybe forty percent maximum. It’s quite normal, Jacob. People will assume we own the company as they do with others, but as with most corporations this size, we’ll be the property of financial institutions and shareholders.”

“Will they fuck us around?”

“No. They will probably want to choose the Chief Finance Officer and assign lawyers and auditors, but this is how these deals are done unless we want to leverage massive debt in our name.”

“No thanks.”

“Me neither.”

I rested, feeling nervous that we could lose everything but excited about growing GD and taking on the market.

“Is there any risk of us losing everything, Kate?”

“Not a chance. Our property, savings, and private investments are ringfenced, but we need to leverage GD to get our investment cash.”

“Does that mean we could lose GD?”

“In an extreme collapse of everything, yes.”

“Fuck.”

When Kate rolled on top of me under the blanket, I realized why she’d worn a thick bathrobe.

“You’re naked underneath this robe, my wife.”

“I thought we might fool around, my husband.”

“I’m worried I pushed too hard on growing the company, Kate. I’m really sorry.”

Kate stared down at me with such elegant beauty and a gentle, resonating love that I felt moved almost to a spiritual extent. I knew I had utterly romanticized our first meeting, the courting that ensued, and our love, but it felt beautiful to be entirely immersed in a woman who was all mine, as I was hers.

Having lay down, straightening both her legs inside mine, I felt all of Kate’s naked flesh leaning on me, activating my oxytocin flow as I was increasingly turned on.

“You need to stop worrying about this potential deal, Jacob. You were right to point out GD’s weaknesses. We must grow our company for all the reasons you said, and Bourne might be a way to do that. We’ll make a decision together with all the best information possible.”

“Are you sure about this, Kate?”

“I’m sure I want you to stop second-guessing yourself until we decide.”

“Okay.”

Kate had decided, and it was clear that now was the time I should drop the subject.

“Can you get naked, please, Jacob? I don’t believe Alicia will wake up, and I really need to fuck you.”

I rolled Kate over in a heartbeat and stood while she was wrapped tightly in the blanket. I silhouetted myself against the moon for effect, undressed slowly, enjoying how I felt about myself while she watched, giggling, wearing an excited expression.

“You’re teasing me, Jacob.”

“I am.”

“I love being teased by you.”

“I love you, Kate.”

“I know. That makes me smile daily, husband… knowing you love me and that I can spend time with you.”

My cock was already hard by the time I stepped out of my underwear. Kate bit her bottom lip, grinning from ear to ear, frowning and leering at me disgracefully, when she saw my shaft swaying like a pendulum, bouncing gently off each thigh. When she drew the blanket aside and opened her legs wide, I gasped, checked once more to make sure the cabin was quiet, and, seeing it was, I kneeled down before my prize.

Kate’s pussy glistened in the moonlight, and I caught the tiniest hint of her pussy through my nose.

“You’re pussy is very wet.”

“You’ve been very Jacob today, which turns me on.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. I get turned on so much by your character, how you look, how you treat me, Alicia, and others. When you touch or hold me, and we kiss, I feel so aroused. I could easily jump you several times a day.”

I wet my finger and reached down, parting Kate’s swollen pussy lips. Her deliciously creamy clitoris half protruded from the protective pouch it hid in, so I thumbed it, rolling the semi-hard pink nub counter-clockwise, enjoying her moans, the lewd expression she wore, and a furrowed brow with more lip pulling than any man could ignore.

Kate raised her ass cheeks, presenting a beautiful slit for me to finger fuck, but I couldn’t resist an opportunity to taste my girlfriend, so instead, I gently pulled both her thighs over my shoulders, cradled her back in my arms, and lifted my wife onto my face while I stood up.

“Oh wow, Jacob. You have such power.”

“So do you, Kate.”

She pressed down on my head with both palms, wriggling until comfortable and her pussy lips were splayed wide open by the pressure on my mouth. Kate dripped hormones onto my tongue and down my throat, gagging me with the thick coating that flowed liberally. She was already moaning like a pleasured whore long before I licked and sucked the fleshy labia she fed me.

I circled around, giving her a full three-sixty view, enjoying being my lady’s throne, cupping her ass cheeks while she leaned back, let her hair cascade beautifully, and stared up at the stars. My body shimmered, and I felt lost in a decadent mist, aroused to the extent I lost my senses and was completely immersed in Kate.

My wife ground her creamy pussy into my face, and I shifted slightly until her clitoris slipped between my lips. I sucked, she let rip a muffled scream with a hand clasped over her mouth, and a rolling orgasm shuddered through her while she stared up to the heavens.

I drank her orgasm, enjoying my control over a wife I would love beyond the end of time. Kate was mine, and I could pleasure my woman because she willed it. I was so lifted by her explanation of why she got turned on, proud that I could be that loyal, sexy man for her.

“Let me down, Jacob. I need your cock inside me. Lie down, please.”

“With pleasure, darling.”

I lay on the floor, loving how Kate shivered uncontrollably while whimpering because of me, not the chilly breeze. She kicked aside the blanket that had covered us and stepped over my body, planting a foot on either side. Her pussy looked incredible, almost like I stared at the gates to heaven.

“You are so beautiful, Kate.”

“So are you… fucking man, mountain, all beefy gorgeous lover guy. I’m practically quivering inside right now.”

“You really are enjoying this moment.”

“Jacob, you have no idea how much I treasure you.”

“I think I do, and I appreciate that so much about you.”

She stared lovingly and squatted slowly, parting her legs wide open, showing me the most magnificent pussy while gripping my cock and holding it steady. Kate was so desperate to take me she couldn’t tease, sliding my cock deep inside her pussy.

“There is something spiritual about being so deep inside you, Kate.”

“I feel the same way, Jacob, but my orgasm starts with you in the center of my heart. That sense of you, us, and the slightest touch turns me on and sends me wild.”

Kate ground her clitoris onto my pubic bone, gasping, shuddering, and then moaning loudly when she reached a perfect rocking motion while always eyeballing me. She squeezed her velvet sheath hard, crushing my cock while I kneaded her breasts, rolling both juicy pink nipples between forefingers and thumbs.

When I shot my semen deep inside my beloved wife, she smiled with deep satisfaction etched on her expression. Kate quickly reached for her bathrobe and pulled out clean panties, sliding her pussy off my cock before slipping into her underwear.

“You love to sleep with my semen inside you, Kate. That’s something I have noticed a lot.”

“I am taking a part of you inside me that is mine to keep and have the pleasure of knowing I’m carrying it in me well after you have slid your cock out, Jacob. I also love the feeling that I am being bred by you.”

“But you are already pregnant.”

“I’m still being inseminated by you, taking millions of your sperm into my womb that have only one purpose…to find my egg, fertilize it, and get me pregnant. They don’t know I already am.”

“Is it wrong of me to say that I enjoy the feeling that I am claiming you as mine by planting my seed deep inside you?”

“No, Jacob, it’s not wrong. I’d be disappointed if you didn’t feel that way.”

Kate pulled the blanket over us and snuggled close into me, placing her head gently on my chest. I watched the stars for a while and fell asleep, feeling at peace with the world and at one with my wife.

I slept soundly, woken by dawn’s bright sunrise, and I roused Kate so we could return to the cabin before Alicia noticed we were missing.

I opened the door, wrapped in a blanket, and saw immediately that we were too late.

“I made you both coffee and was about to bring it out.”

“You’re awake, sweetheart.”

“Yeah, Dad. Awake and very hungry for your famous pancakes. I lit the fire as well.”

I glanced at the wood burner, then at our coffee, reminding myself we were dealing with a young girl who was years ahead of her non-orphaned peers, having grown up amid severe tragedy and the challenges that matured her quickly.

“I’ll make pancakes, toast, and eggs then.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

Kate scarpered to the bathroom while I started breakfast, enjoying a damn good coffee made by my daughter. Alicia sat on a kitchen stool, grinning at me.

“I don’t mind that you and Mom went stargazing without me because I was tired.”

“We’ll do it again tonight if you like.”

“I would. It might be nice to watch a movie as well. What do you have planned for the day, Dad?”

“Hiking to the peak at the back of our cabin. I estimate two hours to summit, roughly the same walking back down.”

“I can’t wait.”


Chapter Fourteen

Adult Fun

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

“Why do you call it Alicia’s cabin, Mom?”

“Because Daddy built it for you, honey.”

“He built it for all of us. Our three names are on the door.”

“He did build it with all of us in mind, even the orphanage, but he especially did it for you.”

“I don’t understand why. I’m not ungrateful, but it seems like a big gift.”

“Your new father builds things for people he loves, Alicia. He wants you to enjoy the cabin now, and in the future, so you’ll always remember him. When you are a woman, you’ll realize how wonderful such a man who creates and builds is. He wants to climb mountains, soar with eagles, and do battle with monsters to win our love.”

“I do love him.”

“Me too, sweetheart.”

We walked away from Alicia’s cabin somewhat reluctantly in the end, climbing into the ATV that Jacob and our daughter had loaded while I tidied inside. I watched him admire the cabin for a full minute before leaving, knowing we’d return soon. 

The three days we spent at Alicia’s cabin were heaven-sent and excellent bonding for our family. Hiking, star-gazing, cooking, cleaning the cabin, and decorating the walls with our daughter’s photographs gave me insights into her behavior, family history, and what generally made her tick.

She also studied us with an experienced eye far beyond her years, asking searching yet polite questions.

But I wanted to fuck my husband ever since that first night under a starry sky. I couldn’t, so when I returned to A Walk In The Clouds, feeling horny after unloading, cleaning down the ATV, and showering, I dragged Jacob to our basement dungeon, locking the door behind us.

“I bought us something new, Jacob.”

“It looks like scaffolding on a wooden board.”

“It’s to restrain you in a fixed position while I fuck your monster cock.”

“Thank you, Mistress.”

He grinned, and I saw the sparkle in his eyes that Jacob always had before playtime.

It had been some time since I restrained Jacob, and doing that to a man while achieving a good position in which to fuck him wasn’t easy. My extendable scaffolding system was firmly fixed to a wooden board and had cushioned and fur-lined wrist and ankle clamps that I could extend, retract, and manipulate into various positions.

I led Jacob to a nearby solid brick wall where I’d installed a massive stainless steel ring in the wall. When I handcuffed him there, my husband smiled; when I eased a leather hood over his head, blinkering him, zipping up the mouth, he whimpered slightly, already enjoying our power exchange.

“Don’t speak Jacob. Be a good boy.”

I strolled around him, inspecting my husband’s physical condition. His arm and leg hairs stood on end, and goosebumps shimmered where a chill air wafted. He was tense, so I rolled his shoulder muscles between my fingers and thumbs, easing off excess anxiety while squeezing out knots.

“Can you breathe? Nod or shake your head.”

Jacob nodded, and I heard him slow his breathing while posture and body language relaxed. I slipped his jeans and underwear off, folding and then placing them on a nearby chair. He tensed when I carefully slid a pair of scissors under the back of his t-shirt, feeling the cold steel on his spine.

“Relax, honey. Give up control, and trust me.”

He nodded again, coughing lightly into the hood, able to speak if he wished or needed to but choosing to obey my order not to. I sliced up the t-shirt, removing each arm’s seams, allowing the cotton garment to fall to the floor.

“You’re a wonderful man. Stay here while I change into something appropriate.”

I left him alone for half an hour while I changed into an open-crotch, skin-tight leather catsuit. I watched Jacob from my changing area ten meters away, pleased that he had entered a breathing meditation. He relaxed further and seemed almost asleep standing up when I returned. I kneeled before him and poked my tongue into the wrinkled tip of his flaccid cock.

When I ran my fingers up and down his legs while sucking Jacob’s cock, he quickly got harder, more so when I gripped his shaft in one fist, pumping it hard. After five minutes of vigorous strokes, Jacob’s knees gave way, and he reeled, moaning heavily because his orgasm was nearing.

I slowed my fisting of his cock as his orgasm approached, edging Jacob tantalizingly while his body tensed and every muscle bulged. I stopped and sucked his glans, wrapping my tongue underneath before holding the stiff iron rod vertically and running my tongue along a bloated urethra. I licked, then nibbled his wrinkled ballsacks before sucking and gently biting the side of his cock back up, devouring a salty, creamy pre-cum treat that coated his glans.

When I stopped wanking and sucking his cock, Jacob whined delightfully, right on the edge of bliss, desperate to cum, whimpering like a puppy that needed my attention.

“I’m edging you, honey. I want you to shout stop whenever you feel yourself tipping over the edge into an orgasm. Nod if you understand or say Yes, Mistress Kate.”

“Yes, Mistress Kate.”

He nodded for good measure while I kneeled behind him, prising open Jacob’s ass cheeks. I licked a finger and rolled it around his anal whorl, massaging gently, depositing plenty of saliva on the outside, going back with more that I pressed inside his back passage.

“Is that nice?”

“Yes, Mistress Kate.”

It was vital for me to take control, giving him the power exchange Jacob needed after weeks of only maintenance spankings to satisfy his need to submit to me. I slid a thin, well-lubricated anal prostate massage toy deep inside his back passage, knowing by the delightful sigh he let go of that my choice of an anal plug around half an inch thick and six inches long was perfect for reaching his spot.

“Grip onto this and don’t lose it because you’ll need it buried deep inside you when I allow you to cum. I want every drop decanted deep inside my pussy, Jacob, on my command.”

“Yes, Mistress Kate.”

I sucked Jacob’s cock again, wanking him slowly at first, then faster to bring him nicely back to the boil. When his salty pre-cum leaked like lava over the rim of a volcano, and his cock twitched, I paused, rubbing his perineum to activate the prostate.

“Stop.”

“Good boy, Jacob. I love that you are so disciplined and care that much to save all of your semen for me.”

I continued wanking him slowly, licking off any teardrops of pre-cum that leaked from the slit on his cock head.

“Stop.”

“Good boy.”

His cock throbbed and twitched gently as a warning to me that his urethra was stuffed full of his semen. I undid Jacob’s handcuffs and led him to our floor scaffolding apparatus.

“I’ll help you lie down, then clamp you in.”

“Yes, Mistress Kate.

I lay him on the hard wooden base, clamping both wrists out wide as though he were pinned to a crucifix. The extendable poles and clamps for his ankles were easy to manipulate, splaying Jacob’s legs wide apart and high, opening his anus and cock for my pleasure.

I leaned down, checked his anal plug was fully inserted, and tapped it a few times, eliciting moans of delight before removing the hood and smiling at my beloved.

“Can you move at all, Jacob?”

“Not even slightly.”

“Good boy. I’m going to start by sitting on your mouth where I want your best tongue technique provided. When I’m done there, I’ll fuck your cock, and I want you to squeeze hard on the butt plug just before filling me with your cum.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

“Thank you, husband. Give me five minutes because I need to pee.”

“Umm, Kate.”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

I’d fallen out of my dominatrix character but had never believed in an absolute format for domination or submission, preferring that love, fun, and mutual respect signpost our way.

“Must you go for a pee?”

“I’m near bursting point, honey.”

“Couldn’t I help you with that?”

I was rooted to the spot, staring at him, mesmerized by his question. I frowned, played it back in my mind to ensure I’d correctly understood, and then stared enquiringly at Jacob.

“You want me to pee on you?”

“In my mouth, mostly, please, Kate.”

“Are you serious?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Umm, It’s just that, err… I never did that before.”

“Does it appeal to you?”

I eyeballed him, imagining how I’d look squatting over my husband with a stream of my pee soaking him, aiming some into his mouth, and watching him drink it. When I answered him, my voice was a whisper because I couldn’t believe what I was saying.

“Not in your mouth, Jacob.”

“Will you pee all over me, then?”

“Yes. I’d love to.”

His eyes lit up, as did my soul. Pee play was something I’d never done before, it being too far over a taboo line for me to countenance. Jacob was on fire with his cock completely solid, and I struggled to hold my bladder when I straddled his body, using both hands to open my pussy so I could direct the stream onto him.

When I let go, my pee squirted like a powerful jet from a fire hose, bathing his cock in golden nectar before I aimed higher, drawing a line upward to his chin, soaking every inch of his torso. He looked exalted, enjoying that his power was taken entirely by me.

I felt an orgasm shudder through me, and every decadent thought I’d ever had concentrated down to this pure moment of glorified sex. He was a god among men, desperate for my love, affirmation, and punishment. I felt all-powerful, but only because Jacob wanted me to be.

I saw the raw man in his soul and understood why he was so compelled.

“Are you enjoying the naughtiness of crossing a taboo line, Jacob?”

“It makes me feel super close to you, Kate. I’m enjoying something that's come from inside your body.”

“Don’t drink any though, please honey… I can’t let you do that.”

“I won’t.”

My stream of golden pee seemed never-ending, and Jacob grunted satisfactorily as I bathed him in my nectar, squatting closer to his chest, making sure to anoint my true love. When I stood, completely relieved, he seemed just as satisfied.

“My bladder is empty, sweetheart.”

“Did you enjoy that, Kate?”

“I really did. It felt so fucking empowering.”

“Yeah, well… I went to a very different place as well.”

“A good place?”

“An amazing place. I felt so close to you, Kate.”

I wiped my pussy with a tissue, symbolically tossing that onto Jacob’s chest for good measure. I left him momentarily, filled a bucket with warm water, and carefully poured it, soaking my husband to clean off the pungent urine he was dripping onto the floor.

When Jacob was clean, I slid my pussy between his legs into a scissor fucking position, taking his cock balls deep inside my soaking wet pussy hole. I watched him carefully, seeing only love and absolute relaxation writ large on his face. My husband was happy, and so was I, having utterly dominated and branded him as mine.

I gripped one leg, licking and kissing his ankle while resting on the other as though riding a Y-shape sideways. I ground my clitoris into his groin, enjoying the depth his cock reached in what felt like a perfect dovetail joint.

His cock pressed harder than usual against my cervix, something I enjoyed, including the often day-long aching I felt afterward. I couldn’t believe I had pissed all over my husband.

I closed my eyes, feeling a deep, thrilling shame, playing the whole scene over while rocking my way to an immense orgasm.

Jacob groaned loudly, then roared, filling me with semen. His creaming inside me felt extra intense when his cock slammed against the side walls of my pussy like a steel rod, spitting hot semen against my cervix.

“Every time you fuck me, I imagine being impregnated.”

“I feel the same way, Kate. You pissing on me felt incredible, like your most precious body fluids were anointing me.”

“I’m fucking ashamed, Jacob, and I want you in the shower so I can scrub you down right away.”

“I loved it.”

I removed the anal plug from Jacob, laughing when he sighed, part in joy but also feeling relieved. I stripped off my catsuit once my husband was released from his restraints. When I dragged him into the dungeon shower wet room and cleaned him all over with a soap bar and sponge, I felt better about my depravity.

“I can’t believe I did it, Jacob.”

“I can’t believe we didn’t do it sooner.”

“Really? You’re getting so fucking naughty.”

“Something toxic inside me was released in that moment, Kate. I really loved it.”

“What do you mean by toxic, sweetheart?”

“At times over the past few days, I felt angry.”

“Why?”

“Because I can’t stop thinking about work and GD. That’s made me angry with myself. In the dungeon, I released that pressure.”

“We’ll play here more often, Jacob.”

“I need more power exchange, Kate… I’ve studied it, and that soothes me.”

“Do you realize that enjoying being spanked, restrained, and dominated in the bedroom doesn’t make you a sub in the description many use? It just means you enjoy those kinks.”

“But I am submissive, right?”

“Only to me, Jacob. To anyone else, you are a kind-hearted soul until they cross you, at which point you’ll fuck them up. That means you aren’t a submissive.”

“Then why am I driven to submit that way with you?”

“Because you love me.”

“There must be more to it than that, Kate.”

“You are chivalrous to the extent that we would be better placed in a time more than a thousand years ago, Jacob. You want a loving queen who will worship you. The respect you show me is a submission of sorts; we’ve never quarreled over a meaningless point, and you have never stood in my way, coerced, or maltreated me. You don’t play power games or manipulate… what more could I ask, husband?”

“Am I a sub?”

“Why pigeonhole yourself, Jacob? You like being urinated on by me. It’s probably best not to overthink it beyond how you described the act and what it meant to you.”

“I felt closer to you and more deserving of your love.” 

“You are the worthiest man I ever met, and I’m proud to be your queen.”

“What about power exchanges, Kate? At the right moment, I almost feel like I’m enjoying a deep-rooted meditation. Dawn approaches for me every time we finish a session.”

“We can achieve that in a fun environment down here or elsewhere, Jacob.”

“And my spankings?”

“We don’t need to change anything unless you want to.”

“I love going over your knee, Kate. I’m releasing control to you, and that feels good.”

“I love it too, honey.”


Chapter Fifteen

A Watery Grave

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View

My father had flown our nest, bound for the U.K., principally visiting my mother to check her health, but I doubted we’d see him again for a few months. His stay with us highlighted our differences rather than brought us closer together, leaving me feeling an unnecessary gap.

Carrie and Catherine flew into A Walk In The Clouds late evening the day prior, a cause for celebration over coffee and late-night pancakes. I felt happy to have my sister nearby and resolved to make a more significant effort with my Dad the next time we met.

Today, I was on collection duty, fetching an army of Alicia’s friends to spend the day and night at our home. It would be a day of Daddy-do, Honey-do, friend and family catch-ups.

I couldn’t be happier.

I lazed in bed, glowing in the aftermath of Kate caring for my morning wood. After she had fucked me, my wife comically left twenty bucks on my nightstand, grinned at me, then darted off to shower and dress while I relaxed.

When she returned, Kate slipped the cash back into her purse, laughing.

“I have early calls with Gunther, then Hannah, but I’ll join you in the afternoon.”

“What are the meetings about?”

“We’re discussing our proposed merger with the Bourne Aviation group.”

“Do you need me to join in, Kate?”

“We have lawyers at the meeting as well. Would you like to join?”

“I’d rather pull out my toenails, to be honest.”

“You mean, you’d rather escort a gang of ten-year-old girls around than spend three hours on conference calls?”

“They are quite funny. It’s like watching little women in training. Alicia has nice friends.”

“Don’t let them anywhere near my dressing room, please.”

“They already have plans, and I’ve booked an ATV company to come and help entertain everyone. After that, I expect the TV to get a hammering.”

She paused and stared quizzically at me while gathering and pinning back her hair, talking through lips clenched around clasps. I sat on the bed, admiring my wife’s sexy body, amazed at how alluring she made simple jeans and a white t-shirt tucked in at the front.

“Is that really what you’ll do all day, Jacob?”

“The ATV company has six vehicles for the kids, and the owner has experience on the trails around here, so I can hang around at the back. It should be great fun.”

“You’ve organized this well, Jacob.”

“I think it’s good for Alicia’s character development.”

I rolled out of bed and stretched my arms toward the ceiling, enjoying Kate’s wide eyes as she drank my physique in. Given half the chance, I would have coaxed her back to bed, but she was determined to keep a disciplined schedule, even on the weekend.

“Spending the day as Alicia’s taxi driver and companion would only be better if you were there, Kate.”

“You’d better get showered and dressed then; she’s waiting at Lizzie’s cafe and looks ready to go.”

Kate was a stickler, and that worried me a little because she frequently put herself under pressure for others. I didn’t need to worry about the technical aspects of our ongoing merger discussions because my wife wanted me to explore the offices, engineering bays, and factory spaces we hoped to acquire.

“Daniel is arranging your all-access passes that should be available first thing Monday morning.”

“Are you coming with me on these location inspections?”

“I thought not, actually, Jacob. It would be better if we separated and caught up every day. I’ll deal with lawyers and accountants; you audit projects and meet key people.”

“Sounds good to me.”

I was impatient and halfway through the bathroom door, dragging a towel and bathrobe with me. It seemed rude when I stopped to think about it, and Kate had noticed.

“Are you hurrying to escape me, or is there something else I should worry about, sweetheart?”

“Sorry, Kate. I’m itching to sit down with Alicia, have breakfast, and spend the day with her.”

“She has you twisted around her little finger. You know that, right?”

“I don’t care.”

“I know you don’t, which makes it amusing. It’s just as well she isn’t the sort of girl to take advantage of a doting father.”

“I wouldn’t be so amenable if she were, Kate.”

“I know that too.”

By the time I showered and dressed casually in jeans, a collared outdoors shirt, and a light fleece, Kate had already disappeared from Lizzie’s, along with a napkin-wrapped breakfast of croissants and coffee. As I strode toward my daughter, who sat waiting at the breakfast bar, I noticed she looked impatient and smiled to myself.

“You’re getting into your Mom’s habit of always being early to meetings.”

“I thought girls were meant to be late, Dad.”

“Have you ever been late?”

“No.”

“Neither has your Mom, and anyway… I’m on time… well, almost. Shall we eat and go?”

“Yes, please.”

I’d become partial to Lizzie’s overnight-soaked rolled oats in maple syrup, golden sultanas, chia seeds, Greek yogurt, and milk. Our housekeeper added sliced strawberries and a handful of blueberries to my jam jar serving, slid that and a double espresso across the table, and I was set.

Alicia curled a downward smile and looked at the sludgy-style breakfast with disdain.

“I prefer toast, Dad.”

“If you want to train hard, ride Sierra daily, run and do all those high energy consumption activities you enjoy, you’ll need slow-release energy. Oats give you that.”

Alicia stared at her toast, glanced at me, and then at Lizzie, pushing her plate of hot buttered toast back across the counter.

“May I ple-.”

“Of course you may, Alicia, and I think your Dad’s advice is right.”

“It always is, Lizzie.”

My daughter rolled her eyes mockingly, then leaped off her kitchen stool to hug me before returning to her new oaty breakfast.

“Thank you for everything, Dad.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I know it will be tedious for you today.”

“Quite the opposite, Alicia.”

“Really?”

“I find you as fascinating as you do me. I’ll have lots of fun today.”

We collected the orphanage kids in two vehicles, dropping everyone at our home before Alicia and I went to fetch outliers.

When we collected Charlotte from her home, my first impression was poor. She looked like trouble. The girl was a couple of years older than Alicia, sassy, make-up-conscious, and more unkind and snippy with the others than I thought was reasonable.

She bossed the other kids constantly, something I didn’t like, so I kept a weather eye on her.

Upon returning home, I rounded everyone up, digging them out from Alicia’s bedroom, Lizzie’s cafe, or outside, where some explored the nearby woods. They chattered constantly, asking questions I couldn’t answer, and I felt relieved when handing them over to the ATV company guide.

The machines he brought on a low loader trailer hooked to his RAM 2500 pickup were almost new, low-powered, and suitable for children. The group leader’s safety briefing was excellent, and I was pleased that a dozen kids listened intently. After half an hour of familiarization training inside our compound, helmet fitting, and wet weather adjustment for light rain that had started, we set off into the woods with two kids buddying on each ATV.

Judging from dark clouds overhead and a sultry feeling in the air, I knew the rain would get heavier but had no idea how bad it would be. The kid’s waterproof jackets were soaked through when we reached our agreed halfway turnaround point. They were covered in mud, but importantly, everyone thought it hilarious, even starting mud fights when we stopped to rest and eat soggy sandwiches.

The rain intensity increased, quickly becoming a deluge. It persisted, pouring through the forest canopy until thick mud accumulated in the deep tire tread of every ATV, causing our vehicles to slide forward and sideways. Everyone engaged their four-wheel drive, locked the differentials, and slowed down to prevent the trail from becoming churned and rutted for the last vehicle coming through it… mine.

As we traversed a steep incline a hundred meters below a bloated river, our guide raised his hand to stop the convoy, pointing to a large hollow on the trail in front.

“It’s deeper than it looks, so follow my lead. Does everyone understand?”

They all nodded, but I had a bad feeling about Charlotte, who had Alicia on the back of her ATV. When most of the group steered around the hollow as instructed, our little madam twisted the throttle and barrelled right into the deep water at full speed.

I heard the ATV stall, watched it beach midway across the deep pool, and saw the two girls sinking. I reacted quickly, pulled up beside the hollow in my much larger ATV, and ran into the water, wading up to my chest, rescuing both girls, carrying one to safety in each arm.

My mistake was going back in to rescue the ATV.

Wood splintered ominously, and a thunderous crash above us preceded a raging torrent that spilled from a burst river bank. Its first wave ambushed me. The water took the fastest route downhill, gathering momentum until it lifted my heavy vehicle, capsizing it on top of me.

I was trapped under three hundred kilos of dead weight in a hollow where the water was rising fast. The storm’s noise muffled my shouts for help, but Alicia saw what happened and ran to fetch our ATV guide.

Charlotte stared at me, frozen in terror, until I yelled at her.

“Move away from the water’s edge. Get yourself clear.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Just move away, please, Charlotte.”

“Okay.”

Her arrogance was gone, and the frightened girl staggered away in the same direction Alicia had run in.

I strained to shift the vehicle, but it wouldn’t budge, having trapped me under its front fender. My ATV faced downhill, and water flowed over it from the back. Most of my chest was already submerged, and I was sinking below the surface fast.

A fabric pull tab attached to the winch hook flapped agonizingly close to my fingers. I reached out to grasp it, missed, then tried again, straining painfully. With each attempt, I stretched further, chasing the tab, my only chance of freedom, into an overwhelming torrent of water.

Breathing became a chore, partly because of the water constantly splashing over my face but mainly because the weight of the ATV compressed my lungs.

Fuck! Please don’t let me die in front of my daughter.

For her sake, if not mine.

I glanced up and saw the ATV guide hopping from one foot to another in front of the pool. He was panicking because he couldn’t reach me. The hollow was almost entirely inundated and in the path of a raging new river, rapidly flowing downhill over the top of me, far too deep for him to venture in.

They can’t get near me.

I knew that by the time the feeder river emptied, I would be dead, so I wriggled into the mud underneath, gaining a few extra millimeters until my fingertips barely touched the fabric pull tab.

I craned my neck above the water level, breathing deeply before another wave engulfed me. I wriggled desperately, levering myself for a final push to escape my watery grave. My curled fingertips gripped the fabric loop at full stretch, and I pulled it hard. Muddy water blurred my vision as I forced my head above its surface, breathing desperately before collapsing back, exhausted, holding my breath.

I peeled the steel cable wire off its winch reel an inch at a time. When my arm reached its full extension, I slid a palm back down the cable to the drum rollers, gripping and pulling until enough slack was released.

The only possible anchor point was a thin tree behind me. It was around four inches in diameter. I almost dislocated my shoulder reaching out, feeding the cable hook around the tree and back. I stretched, twisting my shoulder, elbow, and wrist joints painfully, latching the hook onto its cable to form a closed loop around the tree trunk. 

I bobbed my face above the water and saw Alicia screaming in utter horror a few meters away. She looked terrified, but there was nothing anyone could do to reach me without venturing into mortal danger.

The water covered my face again, and I knew drowning and death would follow soon.

I forced my knee into a rubber-coated toggle switch housing. The manufacturer designed their safety guards to prevent accidental activation, which made the mechanism suitable only for finger and thumb operations.

I struggled to activate the winch, striking it uselessly with a knee. The storm intensified, and a nearby gully overflowed, diverting more water toward me.

I had one last throw of the dice.

I contorted my body, twisting to engage the switch with a knee from a different angle, straining against the vehicle's weight and the ferocity of water slamming into it. My lungs were bursting, and my head thumped like someone had pounded both temples with steel mallets, but a vision of Alicia watching the whole scene drove me on.

I was blinded by mud and saw the worst days of my life pass in front of my eyes. I was hunting people in caves, living off cold rations for fear of lighting fuel cookers while sniping the enemy, killing one after another. I hated what I saw, but it invoked the beast inside me, and I felt superhuman strength surge through every muscle and sinew.

I slammed a knee repeatedly and painfully into the switch housing until the winch activated, reeling the steel cable tight. The winch motor strained against its load, and I felt the ATV’s weight shift slightly. It wasn’t enough to free me before the safety cutout activated, and the vehicle rested its total weight back on my chest.

I struck the switch hard again. The cable tensed, but the ATV didn’t move, and the safety cutout was activated, shutting the winch down. I was running out of time, air, and energy. My body ached, and I coughed as water choked me.

I hit the switch again, arching and straining every sinew and muscle fiber to lever my strength and mass against the vehicle. The cable went taut, and the chassis shuddered as the winch struggled to lift it, scraping my torso.

A massive wave flowed through the hollow, increasing pressure against the vehicle and me underneath it, forcing any remaining air from my lungs. When I thought my situation was hopeless, the wave washed backward, lifting the ATV a few centimeters.

It was enough to give me a chance. With a reduced load, the winch dragged the cable an inch, two, three, and then it jammed completely.

I used both hands, desperately scooping dirt from underneath my body, making the escape gap bigger. Suddenly, my elbows were free, and I dragged myself backward and upwards, forcing my head above the water, gasping to breathe, sucking in life while choking and spitting.

I crawled out of a watery grave to higher ground, rolling onto my back, gasping for air. The natural hollow that almost became my life’s final overture overflowed. I lay still, resting and breathing deeply to recover while torrential rain washed mud and debris from my soaking clothes and body.

Alicia dove on top of me, screaming hysterically, sobbing like a baby, kissing my cheeks and neck. The ATV guide was white-faced, so I offered him a thumbs-up and grinned weakly. When I stood up and lifted my daughter, I smiled, not wishing to traumatize her further.

“I’m fine, Alicia.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Honestly, sweetheart. This is all part of the adventure.”

Our journey home was slow and sad, with Alicia attached to me like a barnacle. I was relieved when we pulled into the car park at home.

Once Lizzie knew what had happened, she fetched Kate, and twelve muddy, soaked-through girls were marched off for showers, fresh clothes, and something warm to eat. I helped the ATV guide load up his vehicles and hugged him when he burst into tears. The poor man couldn’t stop apologizing, but he had done nothing wrong.

We were victims of bad luck.

I headed for our bedroom to shower. When I closed the door and leaned against it, my turbulent emotions finally ran amok.

Fuck! That could have gone badly.

I undressed and staggered to the wet room, turning on our rainshower and enjoying cascading hot water onto my goosebumps and freezing cold skin.  With my knees raised, I sat in the corner between a slate wall and glass partition, face-planting. I cried about the danger my daughter might have been in had the riverbank burst seconds earlier.

The room filled with steam, so I didn’t notice a naked shadow approach. When I saw Kate’s calming face emerge through the mist, I felt comforted and rubbed my eyes. She cupped my chin and stared proudly at me.

“You saved Charlotte and Alicia’s lives, Jacob. Thirty seconds more, and they would have been hit by the flood instead of you.”

“How do you know?”

“The ATV guide called me to check on you. He told me the whole story. The girls told me as well. Reports of your bear-like strength and heroics will be around town now.”

“I’m so sorry, Kate.”

“The girls are all fine, Jacob. Lizzie is ordering them pizza and serving hot chocolate. They are watching an action movie already telling legendary stories about your rescue of two distressed damsels.”

“I fucked up Kate. It was a dangerous route to take.”

“Not according to the ATV guide. He’s been up and down that trail hundreds of times without any problems. The river got blocked by trees and debris. It was an absolutely freak incident.”

“I shouldn’t have taken them.”

“You must, Jacob, or they will grow up melting in the rain. It’s good for kids to get wet and cold and play in the mud.”

I shook my head, then noticed my wife’s beauty, always my favorite distraction. She crouched low, kneeled, and waited for me to open my arms before cradling herself in my lap.

“You saved Alicia’s life, Jacob. As I understand it, the whole incident was caused by Charlotte.”

“We shouldn’t say that, Kate. It might traumatize the girl.”

“I spoke with her already and explained a few facts of life. She seems fine now.”

“I’m sure.”

As I held her close, I felt Kate trembling and knew she was putting on a brave front for my sake. For sure, she didn’t blame me for what happened, but my wife wasn’t as worry-free as she let on.

After a few minutes, Kate uncoiled herself from my arms, kneeled, and spread my knees apart, making sure I got a great view of her pussy. When satisfied, I’d had a sufficient eyeful; my wife climbed into my lap, gripping the base of my cock tightly.

Kate kissed me like an angel, with soft, yielding lips and an excited, electrifying tongue that sought out mine. She wanked my shaft gently, peeling back my foreskin as far as it would reach, squeezing life and sexual energy into me and the day’s anxiety out.

When she lifted her ass high, aiming my cock head into her slit, Kate gazed lovingly down while I sucked on one, then the other solid red nipple, enjoying the comforting feeling that gave me. She gasped and cupped my head, hauling me onto her breast as though feeding me.

When Kate slid her pussy onto my rigid cock, she felt warm, tight, and comfortable inside, squeezing my stiff shaft gently as though welcoming me home with a loving hug.

When my cock bottomed out deep inside Kate’s tight pussy, she was at eye level, grinning confidently, wrapping both her arms around my neck.

“Can you set this incident aside and carry on as normal?”

“Yes, but I won’t allow Alicia to get on an ATV with Charlotte again.”

“I think that’s the only takeaway lesson here, Jacob.”

She rocked back and forth gently, forcing my cock in and out of her pussy by no more than an inch, almost massaging my glans with her powerful, tight sheath. I felt Kate’s pelvic power squeeze hard on my gnarly shaft, milking me.

Her clitoris ground into my pelvic bone, and she moaned lasciviously, but I saw in my wife’s eyes that this lovemaking was for my benefit, not hers. Kate would not orgasm but was determined I should.

She pressed down on my shoulders and used her powerful quadriceps to power a trembling pussy up and down my cock until an inevitable, overwhelming emotional orgasm exploded deep inside me, engulfing my senses and washing away all trauma.

I shuddered, and my entire body tensed, expending emotions that left my head buzzing with delight and muscles exhausted. My cock jerked as I decanted my seed deep inside Kate, reigniting the spiritual connection we had.

She was my goddess, smiling lovingly while milking my most precious seed deep inside her.

Kate slumped onto me, wrapping her arms tightly around my body, squeezing the air from my lungs as a bear might. The water ran hot for at least ten minutes while my wife held me close, pumping life and love back into my weary body.

When the water flow suddenly ran tepid, Kate smiled at me.

“Shall we join the kids for pizza and a movie? Alicia wants her hero nearby.”

“I’m hardly that.”

“Jacob, please don’t vex me. I like that we can live in a world where men can be their daughter’s heroes.”

“I’m sorry, Kate.”

“Alicia loves you and enjoys spending her time with you, husband. Take what you can before she isn’t here so much.”

I toweled myself, then dressed and left Kate to dry her hair. When I rejoined my daughter and her friends, Charlotte approached me looking sheepish.

“May I speak to you privately, Mr. Granger-Singleton?”

“Of course, Charlotte.”

I led her to Lizzie’s Bar, probably the only place not affected by the screams and mass hysteria of eleven other girls and a John Wick movie I wasn’t sure they should be watching.

“I caused the problem today, and I’m sorry.”

“Kate spoke to you?”

“She said I might have killed myself, or Alicia, maybe even you.”

“Okay. Consider the incident as ancient history, Charlotte.”

I grinned at her, holding no malice and more concerned that she might dwell on the incident, causing post-traumatic consequences. She’d learned a lesson and needed to move on.

“I wanted to apologize and tell you I learned a lesson today.”

“Okay… shall we forget about it now?”

“I’d like that, Mr Granger-Singleton.”

“Then it is forgotten.”

When I offered her my hand, Charlotte shook, then dropped it, leaping into a hug. She sobbed and stared up at me. I saw a frightened girl and knew whatever Kate had said would save her from future heartache.

“Shall we watch this movie?”

“Yes, please.”


Chapter Sixteen

Rehabilitation Excursion

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View

I dangled comfortably.

“When I said you should get back into the saddle quickly, this isn’t quite what I meant, Jacob.”

“We rode here on an ATV. That has a saddle.”

“Yes indeed, and now it seems I’m in the saddle.”

“I doubt our plan would work if we swapped places, Kate.”

“Your plan… that you didn’t mention in detail before we left our home.”

“It’s a good plan, Kate. Can we agree on that?”

“It’s a plan with potential for greatness, Jacob.”

The storm that had endangered my daughter’s and husband’s lives passed quickly and spectacularly through the night. When strolling around our soggy forest walk the following day, we were met with gorgeous azure skies and a bright sun that warmed enough for t-shirts by lunchtime.

I’d coerced my husband into an ATV ride with me, thinking that would be an excellent way to dispel any lasting bad memories of the previous day. Jacob had slept fine, and I was probably worrying about nothing, but I needed to do something to help or at least feel like I was.

My husband dropped Alicia’s friends off through several shuttle runs while I prepared for our excursion, noticing the crowd around Lizzie’s Cafe dwindling. Jacob asked if we could have some extra-curricular fun, to which I’d agreed, albeit I didn’t ask for details, but I still packed spare panties and a lightweight paddle just in case.

He had a plan.

Now, here I was, dangling.

“Are you comfortable, Kate?”

“Cradled in a sex swing at Chester’s point?”

“It’s the place where we tied the knot, sweetheart. I can’t think of anywhere better for my semen to dribble onto the grass from your pussy. This is already hallowed ground.”

“What if someone comes along the trail?”

“Only you and I will cum here this afternoon, sweetheart.”

“You are so deliciously naughty, Jacob.”

I grinned, shifting my naked ass cheeks in the swing, making the three mesh straps comfortable before the coming onslaught of Jacob’s cock fucking me.

He’d wrestled the ATV through damp, often muddy woodland to Chester’s Point like a gladiator, avoiding the worst terrain on our way. When I saw the hollow that had flooded and caused many problems the day prior, I realized how precarious Alicia and Jacob’s situation had been.

However, I imagined this afternoon or visualized the contents of Jacob’s rucksack; little did I know he meant to fuck me in a swing rigged to a massive bough of an ancient, beautiful oak tree. I stared out at the stunning mountain, forest, and river vista before me and sighed, feeling like a contented spirit about to be more content.

Why bother pretending to be shocked?

You knew he would fuck you out here somehow.

Why not in a fuck swing?

“I don’t think I’ve ever been fucked with such a beautiful view to enjoy, Jacob.”

“I knew this idea would work out.”

“You’d better hurry though, sweetheart. There is always a slight chance someone will hike up here and catch you balls deep inside me.”

I dangled at a perfect height for my husband to fuck me while standing up. Jacob had rigged me into a perfect seated position, slightly backward leaning to get his cock a great angle on my fuck hole. He used ankle restraints to secure me and straps attached to those that he tightened, spreading both my knees wide apart.

My wrists were secured to the vertical straps holding the main mesh panel that cradled my ass cheeks.

I can’t move or escape.

It feels fucking fantastic.

I’m aroused.

Very fucking aroused.

My pussy lips were engorged and tingled me into a frisson of excitement from excess blood and hormonal flow. I felt a familiar lascivious dampness that frequently layered my panty gusset lining, only now, there was no fabric to hold back my shame, and I was dripping wet.

When Jacob undressed, my arousal rose a few notches as I admired his deliberately framed poses and tensed muscles while our scene took on a surreal look. In the beautiful open-air clearing where we married and its thick, almost completely dry, luscious grass, in full view of forest, mountain, valley, and fauna, I looked like a village girl from antiquity, offered to a god for his carnal appeasement.

Jacob’s cock was stiff, seemed steamy, and I thought somewhat primal in the manner with which it pointed straight at my dripping wet pussy. I couldn’t be sure if pre-cum coated his glans because all I saw was a foreskin wrapping a stiff steel rod about to impale me.

“Fuck me, Jacob.”

“Can I lick you first, please?”

“You love going down, don’t you?”

“On you… yes, whenever I can.”

“In which case, how could I refuse?”

Jacob sat on the dry grass before me, wriggling forward until his head was almost between my legs, with his feet pointing behind me. I used my weight, urging the slightest pendulum-like movement of my swollen pussy lips toward his tongue, desperate to put myself on it.

“Don’t tease me, Jacob or tomorrow’s maintenance spanking will be much the worse for it.”

“I’m savoring you, darling wife. A vision to behold and a joyous feast for the eyes, then a succulent, tantalizing aroma to flare my nostrils, igniting my soul before the faintest, silken touch is allowed, and finally, a taste of heaven sears my tongue.”

“Wow, Jacob. You’re a fucking poet. Are you writing about my pussy, or eating it?”

“You like tongue, Kate. I’m making it worth your while coming out here.”

“I love your tongue, sweetheart. Nobody ever licked me the way you do.”

He thumbed my wet pussy lips apart until they splayed wide with my ever more swollen, bright pink clitoris, gradually easing from her protective skin pouch. He stared at me, smiled lovingly, bowed forward, sniffed my creamy pink nub, whimpered like a playful kitten yearning for catnip, and gently closed his warm lips around the base of my chilly, hard pearl.

I shivered.

Then quivered and moaned.

Finally, I shuddered, enjoying how Jacob had clamped both my nipples with suction cups. I stared down and enjoyed watching the vacuum-sealed red-raw, engorged pregnancy-ready nipples that my husband enjoyed sucking.

Each of my soon-to-be bloated feeding teats filled a transparent plastic cylindrical chamber in which an intense vacuum stimulated me, tingling, tickling, and aching mildly, reminding me how alive I was.

My breasts hurt just enough to feel fabulous, but not so much that I wanted the vacuum clamps removed. When Jacob gently sucked my clitoris while flashing his tongue rapidly from side to side across the solid tip, I quivered, screamed, and leaned over, biting an inch-wide, highly tensioned webbing strap, doing what I could to release immense sexual energy.

Jacob’s teasing felt intense and wonderful.

My husband flattened his tongue and licked the wide pink furrow he’d spread open between two hands as though collecting precious nectar. He swilled my essence around his mouth, making sure I watched the whole show as though I were an exquisite wine he bought and wanted to enjoy immediately.

His excellent cunnilingus drove me wild, lovingly delivered while I dangled immobile aside from an excited tremor that wreaked ecstatic havoc through every muscle and sinew. He swallowed my arousal hormones that flowed from a throbbing pussy hole, desperate to be fucked.

When my husband eased my ass forward, lifting slightly, I became a cup filled with his pleasure. His lips slid down my perineum, planting soft kisses until Jacob rimmed my anal whorl, sliding his tongue gently across the spangled ridges of my most taboo fuck hole.

I seared on his tongue like prime striploin, caramelizing in sizzling butter over medium heat. My plump pussy lips became Jacob’s feast as I enjoyed the romantic wonder of Chester’s Point.

“You’re savoring me, husband.”

“I told you I would.”

“No… I mean, it’s like you are fine dining on my pussy.”

“And your ass.”

“I wasn’t going to mention that.”

He used powerful claw-like fingers and thumbs, gripping almost inside my tight pink sphincter, prying the naughty fuck hole wide open. A cool breeze wafted inside the first half inch of my back passage, which warmed immediately when Jacob pointedly inserted his wet tongue.

I frowned, curious as to what he got out of licking me quite so privately, shaking my head when I remembered that personal connection was precisely why Jacob licked both my fuck holes.

He wants us to be close. This is his way of communicating love to me.

Jacob gently lapped my pussy lips, occasionally sucking my clitoris much the same way I would enjoy a Mr. Whippy soft ice cream cone with a chocolate flake as a child. I relaxed and enjoyed the view of the top of my husband’s head while he gently tongue fucked my rectum.

I enjoyed the tranquility, occasional bird song, a distant, gurgling waterfall, and a light breeze toying with fall’s final few leaves, tugging them one by one from trees nearby, almost the same way Jacob plucked my heartstrings.

A hedonistic sense that I was behaving disgustingly with a husband whom I wanted with all my heart flowed easily through me while I enjoyed an expert rimming from my god-like man.

Jacob paused and gripped my swollen, creamy lips gently with slippery fingers, eventually finding traction and opening both trembling labia wide before going back in to eat my cunt. He began by harvesting the creamy hormones coating my shaven pussy.

I didn’t push for my husband to fuck my throbbing pussy hole, no matter the intense temptation I felt in that regard. Jacob needed quality cunnilingus time, which suited me to a point somewhere on the tip of his tongue.

When he sucked hard on my clitoris, humming a gentle tune down that immense nerve cluster, I groaned and deliberately relaxed, allowing powerful, tiny jets of pulsing squirting when my orgasm came. Jacob puckered his lips, covered my pee hole, gently sucked, and swallowed the unicorn nectar I yielded, enjoying every drop, confirming his pleasure with lascivious moans and deep gulps.

He never spills a drop.

But then, neither do I.

He stood up, and I kissed my husband without hesitation, enjoying the creamy, sweet, and metallic-flavored hit of my orgasm. Jacob’s lips tasted delicious and felt like soft, sizzling pillows of air pressing gently against mine. We’d helped one another develop favored sexual techniques, and now, my husband could French kiss me as well as any girl had during my college years.

When it touched, Jacob’s tongue scintillated mine, passing an electric current from the most exciting man I’d ever fucked. While kissing my neck, tracing a line with his tongue to my earlobe, he cupped, squeezed, then gripped my ass cheeks with powerful talons cleaving me wide open.

I gasped, slumping my forehead onto his chest as though in utter submission, glad I was about to be defiled.

When my husband hauled my tight, trembling fuck hole onto his cock, filling me, I stared out over Chester’s Point, enjoying a carnal connection with Mother Nature and one of her finest specimens.

Jacob slid his cock slowly inside me, reaching deep, and I felt every bloated vein and gnarl press hard into my soft tissues, almost like he was autographing me.

I stared up at a lone cloud scudding across the azure sky, a harbinger of my approaching orgasm. My gasping seemed in sync with the ebb and flow of life, almost like I was part of the ecosystem.

Jacob fucked me harder, squeezing my cervix with a solid glans that pounded rhythmically hard and increasingly faster, reaching deep inside. My pussy walls crushed Jacob’s solid, meaty flesh, and I squealed when he lifted me and the swing, defying gravity, hoisting my cunt on and off his cock like he was doing dumbbell curls at the gym. 

His biceps rippled, straining under power, fueled by buckets of testosterone. When I witnessed his absolute commitment and love, moments like this meant everything to me. The desire in my husband’s expression was like the moment he smiled when I strolled into this clearing on our wedding day.

He pounded me expertly, plowing my fuck hole, leaning back and looking down proudly at his handiwork, cheekily smiling occasionally at me.

His cum face exploded in rippling love and passion across his cheeks, with a beautiful smile while my orgasm powered through its third rolling climactic peak. I was caught in a place where rapture and ecstasy competed for my whole body’s attention.

I screamed, making sure every creature in the forest and skies above knew that a satisfied woman was sitting in a swing dangling from an oak tree, being well and truly fucked.

Once Jacob had decanted his full, hot seed load deep inside me, he wasn’t done. With the last twitch of his cock, my husband slid out, letting his seed dribble liberally from my gaping wide, well fucked hole.

“I’m making a mess.”

“It’s a natural mess, Kate.”

He moved around, standing beside me, lining up his fingers with my creamy slit before strumming up and down with all four tips from one hand, brushing my clitoris on every pass.

My body tensed and exploded as I tossed my head and long hair wildly, screaming through an immense, intense orgasm while Jacob’s semen drained from my fuck hole, coating his hand or pooling in a small white puddle in the grass.

My debasement in a sex swing at the hands of a loving husband felt carnal, primal… almost savage, and ritualistic. I was defiled for Mother Earth by her apostle, who shared our bounty with her supreme greatness.

I slumped forward, gasping while grunting heavily, struggling to breathe with my body shuddering in a rapturous overload.

“Please stop, Jacob. I can’t take any more.”

“No problem, darling.”

He released my wrists, so I eagerly wrapped both arms around his shoulders, tapping my forehead to his, grinning while panting.

“That was fucking amazing, though, husband.”

“For me, too, Kate.”

Jacob held me close, warming my relaxing muscles, loving me while I twitched and shuddered, whimpering my way back down from climax ridge. I was ascendant and glorious one minute, then calm and satisfied the next, loved by my perfect husband.

He carefully extracted me from the fuck swing, packing it away in his rucksack while I slipped on fresh panties, my jeans, and a fleece jacket.

“I’m tempted to ask you to leave that swing here, Jacob.”

“I thought a steel hook in our bedroom ceiling might be a good idea.”

“Alicia will see it.”

“Good point. She might not figure it out yet, but soon enough, our cute and clever daughter will know.”

“I’d rather she didn’t. Alicia will have plenty of time to explore her sexuality without any cues from us.”

I was cautious about what we exposed to Alicia and wasn’t sure if that was because Jacob and I weren’t her biological parents. Soon enough, I would know how I felt after having my baby. It terrified me to think I might feel differently about each child, something I would always fight against.

On our way back to A Walk In The Clouds, I wrapped both arms around Jacob’s waist, burying my face sideways into his back, enjoying the security I felt. He was masterful, battling with mud bowls and deep, rutted trails, easily shifting the three hundred kilo ATV to his will, reminding me of the intense mountain warrior I had married.

At our home, he seemed normal, and I felt our excursion was worthwhile, even if it might have been unnecessary. Time would tell, most especially the nights when I would know whether Jacob’s nightmares were triggered by the danger Alicia had been in.

We enjoyed coffee on the balcony beside our main living room, sipping the delicious, seductive brew roasted by Lisa Bourne, who lived a few miles away. As I sat on a rattan sofa, watching my husband stroll along the balcony, taking in the views of the mountains he loved so much, I questioned our sanity in proposing to grow GD.

We have a great life.

With stability.

“We still have that dinner night with Ella and Daniel in a few days. I thought about reaching out to them beforehand now that the ice is broken.”

“You’ll have to be cautious about employing Tiffany in our due diligence, Kate. She’s in a sexual relationship with those two. It’s not an issue, but you must be aware.”

“We spoke already. She won’t go near Ella and Daniel until after we close the deal. Tiffany promised her loyalty to us.”

I worried about how much we were biting off. Acquiring the collective assets of Daniel and Ella’s family was daunting, putting GD in the S&P 500 companies. Add to that the secrecy and darkness of the defense and aviation sectors; edginess tempered my excitement.

“Let’s go and visit Sierra, Jacob.”

He studied me carefully, looking slightly uncomfortable.

“I’m okay, Kate… I promise. There is nothing to worry about. We had an incident yesterday… I’m over it.”

“I wasn’t suggesting otherwise, sweetheart.”

“Are you saying today’s excursion wasn’t about rehabilitating me after yesterday?”

I stepped close to him, pulling Jacob into my arms while staring lovingly into his eyes. When I kissed him, the same gentle giant I knew and loved was there.

“I needed rehabilitation more than you did, Jacob. I got scared yesterday because what started as a family fun excursion suddenly became tragic.”

“Potentially tragic, Kate… disaster was avoided.”

“Could you have died yesterday… yes or no, Jacob?”

“Yes.”


Chapter Seventeen

A New Acquisition

◆◆◆

Hannah’s Point Of View

It was a testy meeting, and I felt awkward because we usually agreed on everything. For over a week, Kate seemed determined to move ahead with her plan regardless of my opinion, so this was a crunch meeting and my chance to advise her before it was too late.

I sipped my latte, noting Lizzie had discretely slipped away to avoid any future knowledge of our discussion. I couldn’t blame her and was impressed she had such clarity on where her boundaries lay.

Kate shook her head, partly frustrated but mostly confused by my positioning.

“I’m surprised at you, Hannah.”

“Why?”

“I would have thought you’d jump at the chance of growing GD into a bigger, more stable company with a broader route to market. Gunther seems very keen.”

“Gunther can’t run the expanded company, Kate. He doesn’t want to be honest about that with you or himself. He’s as excited as a boy Alley cat at midnight when the girls are in season.”

“He says he can do it.”

“That’s where we disagree. If Bourne Aviation bought us out, would they manage the new corporation without a Defense market sector expert as GD’s divisional CEO?”

“Bourne and LSE have good people, although I don’t know about Narvona… the jury is out on them.”

“Bourne Aviation was recently rescued from a disaster by an inexperienced, brand new CEO who just happened to be super talented, like you and Jacob. Ella was also lucky that her boyfriend owned the biggest company in the sector.”

“What’s your point, Hannah?”

At least Kate was listening, but our atmosphere remained icy cold. She was angry, and I didn’t know why. It wasn’t my place to pry. Even though we were best friends, she was still my boss.

“Kate… Gunther arrives in the office at 6 a.m., leaving around 8 p.m., working six days a week, something he said he wouldn’t do.”

“I did not know that.”

“You’ve been too busy and don’t spend time at the campus offices. Gunther is enslaving himself to his desk, working far too hard.”

“I was busy getting married.”

“And rescuing the German Tank contract, which you and Jacob should never have had to do.”

“It was Jacob’s work.”

“It was both of you who saved the company, can’t you fucking see that? The whole team, all of GD, me, Tiffany, Isabelle, even your mother, and the Granger Estate… it all works because of you and Jacob together.”

“Don’t get so angry with me, Hannah. Calm the fuck down.”

“You’re frustrating the hell out of me right now, Kate.”

I’d rarely seen Kate so vexed; now, I was seeing red as well. I downed my coffee, then poured another from Lizzie’s pot left filled on the counter for us. My best friend grinned, pointing at her cup.

“I have to make mine last.”

“But having that man’s baby will be worth it.”

“Yes.”

Her quip broke the ice between us. We couldn’t stay angry with each other for long, and I suspected Kate understood my point more than she let on.

“All I’m saying is that you and Jacob must be hands-on with this new company, at least in the first year.”

“I’m pregnant, and we’re both busy, as are you, Hannah.”

“So is, Gunther.”

“Yes, you mentioned that.”

“Which is why you need another CEO and a few good executives to bear the strain… but, until an acquisition of this scale settles in, you’ll still have to be hands-on; Jacob will too. You know this, Kate… why are we even discussing it?”

“Because I’m not sure we’re doing the right thing.”

She snapped, and I saw the real frustration in her expression and the tone of her voice. Kate shared my concerns but needed them shouted out and aired, which they now were.

She’d admitted what I suspected all along. My newly married, recently pregnant best friend and mentor had a crisis in her confidence. Taking over Bourne and LSE Aviation was no small matter, not simply because GD wasn’t an aviation company but because it was a huge venture.

“We’re taking over a whale, Kate.”

“I know, but if we don’t do this now, GD will eventually flounder in the backwater of the Defence sector.”

“I agree.”

“So you think this acquisition should go ahead?”

“Definitely.”

“So, what’s the issue, Hannah?”

“The new corporate headquarters at Granger Hall must be expanded. You and Jacob must work from there at least two full days a week, and we need an Aviation CEO supported by an appropriately talented team.”

Kate sat back, sighing, grimacing, shaking her head, then nodding.

“Okay… you’re right.”

“I know.”

“Don’t get smug, Hannah, please.”

“I’ll speak with Tiffany about the GD Corporate Headquarters and ask Gunther about recruiting more specialist executives.”

“I don’t want Gunther to feel devalued, Hannah.”

“Neither do I. I love working with him, but even he must wake up and smell the coffee this time.”

“Okay, let’s close off this meeting and enjoy the rest of our weekend. I hear Claude is taking you out.”

“We’re going for lunch and staying somewhere overnight.”

“Enjoy.”

She left me with a hug and seemed calm, but I felt disconcerted by our meeting. Kate and Jacob were our linchpin, and I wasn’t sure that message was being fully understood. Gunther was an excellent CEO, but this was a massive merger of four complex companies with differing systems, and our leaders treated it with the same nonchalance as though they were buying a local restaurant.

Which is precisely what Claude and I were doing in half an hour.

When I saw him sitting outside our cabin, my boyfriend whittled a stick with his old military dagger. When I approached, he dropped what he was doing, and in true romantic French style, I became his whole world.

Claude lifted me like a child, stared into my eyes, lowered, and then kissed me softly.

“Are you ready to leave now, my love?”

“Yes, Claude. It’s all good with Kate now.”

“Did she listen?”

“She always does.”

“Okay… are you ready to start our business empire?”

“Only if you are.”

“I’m French… this is a restaurant; you love food; what’s to hold us back?”

“Nothing, honey.”

Claude and my relationship had developed quickly, bound by love tempered with kinkiness. We’d agreed on an open-style relationship, mainly swinging but with an occasional girl invited to our bed for us to share.

Our first swinging date was this afternoon, hopefully kicking off into a monster fuck session at our date’s home an hour away, but that would only happen after we met and signed off our purchase agreement with a retiring restaurateur.

“Do you know the other couple we’re meeting?”

“No, other than the profiles Jess sent. It’s a blind date.”

“Okay.”

“Their names are Simon and Chloe, but I doubt that’s their real names.”

“Did you give Jess our real names, Hannah?”

“Yes, of course, she knows us well. It’s not anonymous between us and Jess, but she hasn’t told the other couple who we really are… the service doesn’t allow real names until we meet, and only then if we want to divulge our real identity.”

Jess had started up a dating service, matching singles and couples. Her first venture, women seeking men who wanted female-led relationships, had gone well. She was a close friend to Claude and me, having hooked me up with him, a few other bulls, and Isabelle when I celebrated the end of my marriage.

“I’m looking forward to this date, Hannah.”

“Me too. I read his profile, and it seems that Simon has the same cock size as you do.”

“I like that they agreed we could all fuck and sleep in the same bed.”

“Jess mentioned that this couple was on the fence about full-on swinging. They enjoy a third, but that was always a girl. You’ll be the first other guy to fuck Chloe.”

“I know how Simon feels. Allowing another guy to fuck your girl isn’t as easy as some believe, which is why I’m glad we are together while he mounts you.”

“Would you feel jealous otherwise, Claude, baby?”

I mocked him gently, enjoying that Claude had reservations about letting other guys fuck me. We had agreed absolutely no humiliation ever and that each sexual adventure must be meticulously planned. Simon and Chloe looked gorgeous in their profile shots, and the fact they were also professionals like us made it so much easier to be assured discretion.

“I would feel jealous and might still do. Won’t you feel any of that, Hannah?”

“You were a bull for a few years, so fucking other men’s wives while the cuckold husband gets off on a sexual humiliation kink was your only experience of sharing. We’re practicing ethical nonmonogamy, sweetheart, which is entirely different. I’m good with this.”

“Me too.”

Claude collected our overnight go-bag with spare clothes, our toiletries, lots of extra panties for me, and a few sex toys in case the other couple might welcome them. I hoped Chloe might agree she and I could take turns fucking both guys and that maybe we could enjoy each other as well, but having never met or discussed our proclivities in detail, I had no idea what the other couple were into.

Claude packed our gear into his truck and held the door open for me, offering a gentlemanly hand up. When he sat in the driver’s seat, my boyfriend glanced at me, grinning broadly.

“We’ll legally own a restaurant by this afternoon, Hannah.”

“Yes, sweetheart. Do you think I should have mentioned it to Kate?”

“It’s probably best to tell her after we close the deal. There is no conflict of interest.”

Les Enfants Terribles was a classic French restaurant with broad appeal nestled in the mountains just outside town. Its third-generation French owner was heading into retirement. Alain’s original plan was to close down, sell a vacant property, and move to Toulouse, a southern French City from which his family originated, but when he met Claude, they fell into a bromance, and now, we were about to become the new owners of a going concern.

I had already fallen in love with the beautifully styled restaurant from its black painted ceiling with bright, stainless steel poles holding a framework of spotlights that shone onto oak wooden tables and chairs with black marble flooring.

A long bar made from the same marble as the floor stretched out with twenty stools for those enjoying a cold seafood platter centered on smoked salmon, New Zealand green lip muscles, and Atlantic ocean oysters. More than forty tables sat up to two hundred diners, a massive number of covers for a kitchen brigade of fourteen working under one accomplished head chef, Marie.

As I stared around the dining paradise, soon to become Claude and mine, I felt a need to become part of this community, owning a stake and helping make the town and its surrounding environs special.

Marie was standing there with Alain to receive us, both beaming broadly when Claude and I stepped into an otherwise empty restaurant, joining them at the bar where champagne chilled, a seafood platter waited, and a pile of documents sat with color flags indicating where we must sign to pass ownership from Alain to us.

“You prepared us a lunch, Marie?”

“Just something small to celebrate the departure of this old fool.”

“I hope you make him pay for whatever he eats.”

We laughed while I forked a sliver of beetroot-cured salmon, enjoying its sea-salty flavor tempered by an earthy root vegetable and the hint of vodka.

“It’s delicious, Alain.”

“I hope you guys will be very happy here.”

“We will. Shall we sign everything off because Claude and I have somewhere we need to be?”

Our lawyers had checked everything over for weeks, so signing our sale of business agreement was a formality that took around twenty minutes, during which time we drank a glass of champagne and ate oysters, salmon, shrimp, langoustines, and a medley of other shellfish.

Marie was easily capable of running the restaurant and was already preparing for tonight’s dinner service, so after a final farewell to his forty years at the restaurant, we left through the front door with Alain, hugging him finally while he cried in the parking lot.

Back in our truck, I could tell Claude was excited. I was similarly affected by the prospect of fucking Simon. It wasn’t that our relationship had soured or stalled in any sense, but after many nights of discussion snuggled close by the fire, it became more apparent that we were highly sexualized creatures in need of some variety.

“It’s an hour’s drive away. They have a big property far off the main road.”

“Jess told me there are slim pickings in the swinger’s scene for couples needing discretion. The dating and swapping mostly happen at fetish clubs like her Fuck Buddy Chapel.”

“We struck it lucky with this couple then.”

“Claude… you know Chloe is a full-leg amputee, right?”

“I don’t care about that.”

“I didn’t think you would.”

We hadn’t discussed the hook-up Jess had proposed very much because she preferred Claude and I to complete our response questionnaire to her profiles in isolation. Jess believed her ability to matchmake successfully was the critical difference in how she hooked us up, and I was prepared to trust her after my three nights of fucking where I first met Claude and Isabelle.

Simon and Chloe’s ranch was immense, taking us at least ten minutes to drive the private road to their enormous house.

“These people are fucking rich, Claude.”

“More than Kate and Jacob?”

“At least the same, I reckon.”

Simon and Chloe waited outside the house, having had a text message from me when we turned onto their private drive. They looked exactly as in their profile: a beautiful couple who seemed pleased to see us. Simon opened my door while Chloe met Claude. When I saw my boyfriend hug and French kiss his new partner in a scorching welcome, I turned to Simon, who grinned, having watched them make a great start.

“That’s a nice icebreaker. Would you like to follow their lead, Hannah?”

“I’d love to.”

My pussy had toiled, swollen, and was baking hot, nestled in a damp gusset that barely contained my arousal. I’d been thinking about how we’d get on when we met and especially how thick and long Simon’s cock was compared with Claude’s.

I’d also had some very tawdry, arousing moments picturing how a leg amputee would fuck my boyfriend.

I’d selected anal, oral, and cum inside my pussy on Jess’ questionnaire, pleased when discovering later that everyone else had too. Simon didn’t disappoint in the looks and physique department, raising my expectations of a damn fine fucking, even more so when his pillow-soft, sensual lips brushed mine in our first kiss.

It felt like a date and that exciting moment when you both decided to take things further.

My entire body was electrified, and I forgot all about Claude and Chloe while her fiancee’s tongue invaded my mouth, forcing a lewd, desperate gasp from me as a beady liquid rivulet of my shame tricked out from my panty gusset, zig-zagging down my silken smooth thigh.

Our kiss became a passionate whirlwind crush as I buckled slightly at the knees, enjoying the stranger who kissed with a completely different intensity than Claude. Simon didn’t feel better or worse than my boyfriend, but he was different. It was lovely, exquisite, and exactly what we were looking for.

I slid a hand down Simon’s washboard stomach, across a belt, button, and zipper, then onto a massive cock that curled around his pants like a trapped, thick rubber hose.

“Oh wow, that’s big.”

“I believe Claude and I are roughly the same size… Ella, I mean Chloe, said she was very impressed.”

I turned my head and stared at the newly acquainted couple, pleased I felt no jealousy, hoping the same for them. When I looked back at Simon, he was ready for much more.

“Shall we go inside and straight to bed, Hannah? I can’t wait to fuck you.”

“We’re all sharing a bed, right?”

“Yep… and Chloe has the same desire as you.”

“To fuck both guys at once?”

“Yes, after our initial lovemaking, Chloe and I have some ideas about sharing and caring.”

Simon collected our bag, leaving Chloe and Claude at the truck, ravenously devouring each other, while he escorted me inside and upstairs to a bedroom. My boyfriend and his new girlfriend were seriously into each other, evident from how they arrived in the bedroom wearing only underwear.

“I enjoy licking pussy first, Hannah. Is that okay?”

“Yes, Claude and I refrained from fucking these past few days, so you won’t have to worry about any residual semen inside me.”

“I wouldn’t care anyway.”

“Oh my… we’re in for a great time because Claude isn’t shy in that regard either.”

When Simon undressed, I saw a mirror version of my boyfriend’s stiff, massive cock and wondered whether either of us girls could physically take both at the same time.

“I need to suck that cock.”

“Shall we dine for two?”

“Yes, please.”

He leaped onto the bed, helping me shuffle around while Claude was already fucking Chloe. I watched for a moment as my boyfriend’s thick ebony cock slid easily inside the creamy, glistening slit of a gorgeous woman with one leg. It looked like my guy fucked her pussy much deeper, straddling her good leg, gently holding her stump while Chloe lay sideways on, staring at me while fucking my guy.

We had an immediate understanding, and Chloe grinned at me, teasingly raised an eyebrow, pulled her bottom lip, then frowned when Claude rammed his cock balls deep inside her squelching fuck hole.

That was all the encouragement I needed, and I didn’t say a word when straddling Daniel’s face with my soaking wet cunt because part of my taboo was already having figured out that we were fucking Ella Bourne and her boyfriend, Daniel.

It was his slip of the tongue that prompted my memory. Although we’d never met, I knew she was ex-military, an amputee, and engaged to be married to Daniel. It suddenly clicked.

Kate would go fucking nuts, and Tiffany would as well because I knew she had a thing going with the couple, but I didn’t care because, now I knew who they were, I wanted to fuck the power pair with whom we were doing GD’s biggest-ever deal even more.

Daniel prised my ass cheeks wide apart, desperately licking my cunt with a flattened tongue like it was an ice cream dispenser, and he’d paid for all you could eat. My head exploded into a thousand fireworks as a million taboo synapses melted in my head, ridding me of any thoughts other than fucking Daniel.

I heard Claude grunting while Ella moaned, clearly enjoying my boyfriend’s cock fucking her hard in a missionary-style position. Daniel was sexually crazed, opening my pussy hole ever wider with powerful talons, licking inside me as though intending to crawl up there. His tongue cleaned off the sweet veneer of my hours-long tawdry frustration while I peeled back his weighty foreskin, gently licking the salty, sticky coating of his precum on a dark red swollen glans.

I deep-throated Daniel’s cock easily, having practiced cramming a big cock down my throat every morning and night when I polished Claude’s ebony wood. My new lover writhed around underneath me, enjoying my technique, never losing his grip on my ass cheeks while sliding his tongue up and down my creamy slit until his lips firmly clenched my clitoris, and he sucked gently, and I screamed noisily.

I couldn’t believe it when I saw Ella shuffling close beside me, guiding Claude’s cock toward the pussy her fiancee was furiously licking.

“Let the boys fuck you now; then, it’s my turn, Sarah.”

“My name is not Sarah… it’s Hannah.”

“I know who you are and that you work for Kate.”

“I know you’re Ella Bourne.”

“It’ll be our secret. Kate and Jacob will never know.”

“Oh Christ… Ella, but… I umm… I, kinda.”

“Do you want to fuck me as well… just the two of us?”

“Yes, please.”

“I want that as well, Hannah.”

She smiled cutely, and I thought, expressing a deep sincerity and trust that we could continue fucking without that becoming a conflict of interest. Whether our tryst became complicated at some later date or not was irrelevant for now because my boyfriend’s cock was being fed into my throbbing cunt by a woman whose pussy I desperately wanted to eat.

I was lost to the carnal instincts Mother Nature had imbued me with.

I swallowed Daniel’s cock deep down my throat, blocking my windpipe, cricking and relaxing my neck until he choked my throat repeatedly, fucking it hard. Saliva drooled from the scant gap between my lips and his cock while I face fucked my new lover.

Ella gripped my ass cheeks, spreading my crack wide open, exposing me while Claude barrelled his cock balls deep inside, fucking me with demonic possession, slapping both dangling testicles against my thighs.

I was filled in both holes, held open by a slutty girlfriend I desperately wanted to fuck, and so close to a massive orgasm that my whole body shuddered vigorously.

My new girlfriend abandoned my ass cheeks with a playful slap and shuffled around to the front, gripping Daniel’s cock at its base, wanking him off while I sucked hard. It felt so beautifully sordid that my orgasm exploded from the tawdry idea of three people servicing me. I would do the same for Ella later, but in truth, I already desperately wanted to eat the boy’s cum from her pussy and ass.

Daniel groaned loudly while sucking my clitoris, driving me mad with desire and contentment as Claude’s deep strokes filled and fucked me hard. I felt every gnarl and bloated vein on my boyfriend’s cock, knowing, with a guilty pleasure of what was yet to come, that Daniel’s was a tiny bit wider and about half an inch longer than Claude’s.

When Daniel coated my tonsils in a thick, energetically discharged rope of salty, sticky semen, I choked. Ella held back her boyfriend’s foreskin to its fullest extent while his cock jerked powerfully inside my mouth, decanting a salty load. When the first few salvos were done, she wanked him harder, using short, sharp jerks determined to milk every drop of her fiancee’s seed.

“Atta girl Hannah… take every drop. The boys will be full again in an hour.”

I was lost in a colorful hedonistic maze filled with wonder, being pounded in my wanton, tight, throbbing pussy by my boyfriend’s stiff cock while the one decanting its precious seed down my throat was wanked off by its owner’s fiancee.

The combination of Claude filling my cunt with his stiff cock and a warm ocean of seed while Daniel sucked my clitoris blew my mind as I sat up higher, drooling semen from my bottom lip while the two boys lifted me to my most intense orgasm ever.

My body shook as I trembled in every muscle and tendon. Ella kneeled on one leg, using my shoulders to hoist herself high, French kissing me deeply while Claude’s cock filled my fuck hole, jerking and twitching like crazy. He moaned while Daniel sucked my clitoris, and Ella’s kiss felt so beautiful, with her soft, yielding lips pressing gently against mine as we shared her fiancee’s salty load, passing it from my tongue to hers.

My body celebrated the finest, most sensual moment of my life as I ascended into a sexually, almost spiritually meditative state, baking ecstatically in the heavens while three people serviced me beautifully.

When Ella stopped kissing, she lay beside me, parallel with Daniel. An unspoken wish was conveyed, and she beckoned me across.

Claude slid his cock out of my creampie-filled gaping wide fuck hole, and I moved quickly, squatting messy, swollen pussy lips on her face, feeding the woman who so ably assisted the best orgasm I’d experienced.

The boys, both grinning, lay back to spectate while Ella got to grips with clawing my ass cheeks wide, prising my pussy hole open, and enjoying eating and slurping her future husband’s cream delivered warm from my dairy.

I tidied my hair over one shoulder, grinned at our swains, and parted Ella’s pussy wide, aiming my lips and tongue at her swollen clitoris.

“I think tonight will be a perfect night, boys.”

“Can’t you and Claude stay an extra night and perhaps return to A Walk In The Clouds on Monday morning?”

“We’ll see Daniel, but it’s looking promising.”


Chapter Eighteen

A Day Of Days

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point of View

It was a day of days. The date itself wasn’t significant to me, nor was the day of the week, a Monday, exceptionally sentimental, but any time I wore my Royal Marine’s Blues Uniform, overwhelming emotion-packed memories, some good, others not so much, flooded back.

“You look amazing, Jacob.”

“So do you, Kate.”

I turned away from the bedroom full-length mirror to admire my wife, who wore a simple, dark navy blue gown with a sliver embroidered hem that nestled suggestively at her ankles. A single side split to her mid-thigh revealed the silken flesh to which I was addicted.

Kate’s hair was wrapped stunningly in a neat curled bun and sat high, opening up her gorgeous face. I was so aroused that I could have leaped into bed and made love for hours, foregoing the charity dinner night.

Instead of defiling my wife, I helped her secure a solitaire diamond on a white gold necklace around her neck. I bought it as a wedding day gift, which I enjoyed shopping for in the local jewelry store. As I stared into my wife’s eyes, soaking up her inner confidence and the love that radiated out, I was dying to kiss her, but Kate pushed me back gently.

“You’ll have lipstick all over your face.”

“I don’t care.”

“Claude is outside waiting to drive us. You can defile me later, my little soldier.”

“Whenever I think I couldn’t love you more deeply, my emotions prove me wrong, Kate.”

“I feel the same, Jacob, but we must leave now.”

“There is no desperate rush, Kate. Usually, these dinners gather around the bar until everyone arrives, and they make the call to be seated.”

“No honey… we must go before I drag you out of that stunning uniform.”

“What about the guy inside it?”

“My point exactly… I’ll cut you out of it with my scissors if we stay a minute longer.”

Claude blew me a mocking kiss when he saw me approaching the car, a thing soldiers do when one is wearing their dress uniform and the other has a night off. He was my best friend, a bond built over the months we’d known each other.

But Claude had a problem, and it was one he’d approached me in confidence about the day prior. He and his girlfriend Hannah had entered into a swinging relationship with Ella and Daniel, the couple Kate and I would sit with tonight, who also happened to be owners of the companies we were acquiring.

I gave him until the next day to urge Hannah to come clean about the matter with Kate, refusing to buffer the couple. I was sure my wife would be displeased, but a solution would be found. I was assured Ella and Daniel wouldn’t mention the matter tonight at dinner, so I reluctantly agreed to allow some breathing room.

Claude was silent for our whole journey, dutifully opening Kate’s door and helping her out before I could get around. She grinned at Claude, then smiled at me.

“Did you feel redundant, honey?”

“It’s become my habit.”

“And I’m proud and grateful it has.”

She linked her arm with mine, and we strolled to the front door of our town’s leading hotel, the venue for tonight’s dinner. The foyer was a hunting festival with a smattering of stuffed trophies on walls, lots of framed photographs, and a few rifles secured in glass cabinets. We were escorted into a massive function hall where around three hundred people, some locals and others from far away, gathered to honor the brave men and women from our town who never returned home.

I wore my Victoria Cross medal, the UK’s highest military honor for bravery. I spotted Ella quickly in the crowd because she looked stunning in her Khaki dress uniform. Her Medal of Honor, an equal award to mine for the USA, was also displayed.

The event organizers dragged Kate and me into clinches with Ella and Daniel in less than a minute. I shook her hand, then leaned forward and kissed both cheeks.

“You look very imposing, Ella.”

“I’m sure Kate can’t wait to peel your Blues off, Jacob.”

“We did contemplate not coming here for precisely that reason.

Photographers snapped wildly as we talked with Daniel and Kate, remaining close but discrete. Ella leaned in to whisper.

“I’ve been asked to do an opening prayer, and they want you to do the toast at the end. What’s your thoughts?”

“I always like the fallen comrade’s prayer at the start to focus everyone on why we gathered.”

“I like that too, Jacob. What about Absent Friends at the end?”

“I can remember that poem well.”

“We’re agreed then?”

“We certainly are.”

An organizer drifted over to us, drawing Ella and me away for an official photograph without our spouses. The dinner was arranged to fund a local children’s hospice by donating to the veterans society. Fundraising for fallen heroes always felt more significant when money was raised for kids in the name of those fallen.

After photographs together, we sat as a four across the center head of a long table with three legs running in the distance. I nodded and smiled at Catherine, halfway down one leg. She’d been invited as a local dignitary, being the town orphanage patron. She also had lots of money, so the organizers played an ace card, ensuring my mother-in-law attended.

When everyone stood behind their chair, an eerie hush fell upon the room, and heads were bowed while Ella said our collective prayer.

“Let us not forget our fallen, but remember them always, for they have earned our respect and admiration with their lives. We knew and loved them, we remember them always, and they will not be forgotten for as long as our town holds them in its heart. Ladies and Gentlemen - To our fallen heroes!”

“To our fallen - We will remember them.”

Their emotion-filled voices boomed through the room for a moment, then silence fell like a soft blanket of snow on a cold, still winter’s night, and everyone took their seat.

Ella wasn’t done, and she shouted one final reminder.

“Dig deep into your pockets tonight, please, everyone. Our charities need your help.”

There were a few laughs, and I saw a salute from Charles and Liza Bourne, two of the town’s most influential locals, sitting beside Catherine. Ella’s mother was also Kate’s favorite intrigue because the billionaire woman ran an artisanal coffee roasting business, selling the best beans she or I had tasted.

I sat beside Ella, with Kate to my left and the town Mayor beside her. My wife was instantly engaged in conversation by three people, so I turned to my American comrade, keen to talk about a shared history.

“How’s the leg?”

“I’m glad you asked right out. Too many people skirt around it, pretending I’m not an amputee.”

“It’s a soldier’s way. I was in Afghanistan at the same time as you and heard the incident going down on our net.”

“IED.”

“Fucking unlucky, Ella.”

“Yeah. I’m on the mend. Getting a prosthetic to fit and work properly is harder than stripping and reassembling your rifle in the dark, but the infection cleared up quickly, the pain’s gone, and I’m settling in.”

“Looking forward to Mountain Biking?”

“Yes. What about you and Kate? How are you settling in?”

“We’ve been climbing once, but recently, it’s been all about getting to know our daughter, planning a wedding, dealing with our pregnancy, and work bullshit.”

“I’ve met Alicia a few times in town. She’s settled in nicely, I heard?”

“Yeah. I can’t imagine my life without her.”

“You’re smiling, Jacob.”

“Kids make all the difference. She stole my horse and puppies already.”

“It sounds like she owns you too.”

“She does. I’m just happy Alicia is in our lives.”

She lifted a glass of champagne, so I did the same, clinking our glasses together in a silent tribute to our lost friends and, in her case, family.

“I miss my brother. He died in Afghanistan.”

“I saw his name on the dedication along with twelve others from this area.”

“Yeah… I question the value of war all the time, Jacob. Simon and I were inseparable, and now, he’s gone forever.”

“Sadly, war is an inevitable consequence of the human condition. Tell me about Simon. What was he like, and where did he serve?”

“He was Special Forces like you.”

Our courses of food came and went while Ella told me one story after another about her brother. I felt she needed to share with another soldier who had crawled through the same mud and blood she and her sibling had.

I was fascinated to learn that he and I had shared a patrol harbor that served as a forward operating base a few miles from Tora Bora on an earlier Afghanistan deployment. I couldn’t pick him out from a crowd, but knowing he was there connected Ella and me further, and I quickly grew to like the intelligent woman.

I wished she and Daniel hadn’t hooked up with Hannah and Claude, hoping we might become friends once business matters were concluded. She sighed, smiled, and stared at me, raising both eyebrows while cupping her chin with a hand held up by an elbow steadied on the table.

“I’ve been unloading on you, Jacob.”

“It’s one thing we soldiers can always do for each other, and it’s my pleasure.”

“Thank you.”

Ella wanted to change the mood, which wasn’t a problem to me as long as we didn’t discuss work. She and I knew we were broken; Kate knew it as well, and I felt Daniel was probably still adapting to the deep emotional issues felt by soldiers who had seen and experienced horrors.

“Did you ever get used to Officers throwing up the first salute to you, Ella?”

“No, I hated it.”

“Me too.”

“Does it work the same in the Royal Marines as in the USA? Do they salute the medal?”

“It is not statutory for all ranks to salute a bearer of the Victoria Cross. There is no official requirement that appears in the official Warrant of the VC, nor King's Regulations and Orders, but tradition dictates that this occurs and, consequently, senior officers will salute a private soldier awarded a VC or GC.”

“The same tradition applies with the Medal Of Honor.”

“Sometimes I feel it can be a burden, Ella, but if our medals raise money tonight and we honor fallen heroes, it’s definitely worth having.”

“People have expectations of you.”

“Yes, they do.”

Dinner passed without pause for speeches, which came at the end. Our town Mayor was auctioned for a dinner date, a privilege Catherine offered ten thousand dollars for. The dinner was excellent, and most people had a good laugh. I veered well away from our official acquisition business talk, even when Ella raised it.

When I changed the subject, Ella looked slightly suspiciously at me momentarily, but that passed quickly, and we continued humorous banter and sharing exciting anecdotes for the evening.

When Kate eventually turned to me, verbally exhausted, she smiled beautifully, taking my hand and squeezing it tightly.

“Whatever it is… you can tell me, Jacob.”

“I want to.”

“Is it a harmful secret?”

“It will annoy you, Kate.”

“It won’t, I promise. I’m past all of that now. Hannah and I settled our differences. I don’t want you holding back, Jacob.”

“How do you know I am holding something back?”

“You’ve carefully engaged Ella and never mentioned our business with her and Daniel; in fact, you steered away from it.”

“How do you know it’s about Hannah?”

“Claude was dead silent in the car. He’s fretting about something.”

“Do you know something, Kate… you never cease to amaze me. I haven’t heard a word of your conversation all night.”

“You can’t multitask, honey, and also, I feel responsible for your mental health at all times. As a consequence, I notice things.”

“I know.”

“Spill the beans, Jacob.”

She grinned, playfully elbowed me, and leaned close for me to whisper.

“Hannah and Claude hooked up with Ella and Daniel. It wasn’t deliberate, but by the time our friends realized who they were fucking, it was already too late.”

Kate leaned backward, sighed, glanced at Ella and Daniel, then looked me in the eye lovingly.

“What they did is not a problem as long as it’s properly out in the open. Swearing you to secrecy is an issue.”

“I know. They came at me through Claude.”

“What did you say?”

“I told Claude that Hannah should explain herself to you.”

“You did good, Jacob.”

“I didn’t want to tell you in case it dampened tonight.”

“That’s understandable, too.”

“I’m sorry, Kate.”

“There is nothing to be sorry about, honey. You were told something, acted appropriately, and you came out with the truth when I asked.”

“I withheld the information.”

“Let’s leave things as they are, Jacob. Hannah will come to me; then we’ll fix the situation.”

I felt relieved that the potential for disaster was averted, but I cursed myself for not mentioning the situation to Kate earlier. She seemed okay about it, so I moved on. Once everyone’s port glass was charged, I got a nod from the Mayor, so I stood up, and everyone followed suit.

When I raised my glass high, everyone hushed; my tone, almost ghostly, filled the room.

“Remember those not here today,

And those unwell or far away,

And those who never lived to see,

The end of the War and Victory,

And every friend who’s lost or passed away,

Remember them as if it were yesterday,

It's the absent and beloved family and friends we miss the most,

To all of them, Let's drink a loving toast.

To absent friends.”

To Absent Friends!

An enormous round of applause and raucous cheers lifted the roof and me with it. In truth, I couldn’t wait to get home and out of my uniform because my nerves had been shredded. Ella felt the same when tears welled in her eyes, so I leaned in.

“I want to cry as well, Ella.”

“I miss my brother so much.”

“I miss so many friends as well. I understand how you feel. I lost a sister… not to war. Sarah killed herself, and I can’t get the wasteful nature of her death out of my mind.”

“Simon should not have died.”

“No, he shouldn’t.”

We bid farewells, and Kate was entirely unruffled by my Hannah and Claude revelation, which impressed me greatly. When we reached home, she thanked my friend, as I did, and we headed indoors. We checked on Alicia, who was sleeping soundly in her bed with my sister curled beside her.

I stopped by Lizzie’s Bar while Kate headed for our bedroom. Our housekeeper had packed up hours earlier, but I knew Kate was dehydrated, so I nabbed a couple of glasses and a bottle of chilled water.

When I heard Ellie Golding Love Me Like You Do, wafting from our bedroom, I knew what Kate wanted. I set the glasses and chilled water on my nightstand, then joined her on our balcony.

“Dance with me, please, soldier boy.”

“My pleasure, dear lady.”

We danced under a beautifully immense starry sky with mountains and green, blue forest moonlit for miles. It was a perfect moment for two souls entwined forever. As we swayed, my fingers held Kate at the waist while her arms wrapped around my neck, and our feet slipped around one another, never touching, in perfect sync.

“Was tonight difficult for you, Jacob?”

“These events always are challenging, Kate. So many memories.”

“I’m very proud of you, not just because of the medal you were awarded but because you are my husband.”

Her hands slipped onto my chest, stroking my pectoral mass through the thick, woolen dress uniform jacket. My cock was solid, and she knew that because Kate crushed her groin into me. I stared down and saw her nipples, solid as steel nuts, poking out through her satin silk dress fabric.

“Can we make love, Kate?”

“Do you mean we must stop dancing?”

“Sorry… I’m just so-.”

“I’m teasing you, Jacob. I have a favor to ask, though?”

“Anything, sweetheart.”

“If I get naked and on my hands and knees out here on the balcony, will you fuck me wearing only your jacket and medals, please.”

“Oh, Kate… you are so delightfully naughty.”


Chapter Nineteen

What Happened To Meet Cute?

◆◆◆

Ella’s Point Of View

Helping Claude slide his enormous cock deep inside Hannah’s tight wet hole to fuck her was a new sexual high for me; eating his cum from her gaping, wide, well fucked hole raised that bar even further.

I cleaned her creamy slit in a delightful 69 position with me underneath. Hannah licked me good while the boys recovered. When it was my turn to enjoy their cocks, I knew exactly what I wanted. My body trembled in a frisson of excitement, and I felt validated and desired when Claude and Daniel eyed me affectionately.

“I want Claude to fuck my pussy hole while Daniel fucks my back passage.”

The men stared at me, shocked, then glanced at each other, knowing their cocks would be separated by the thinnest of my tissue. Claude nodded to Daniel, shrugging and grinning lasciviously. My prospective new lover frowned, licked his lips, and examined my body, drooling, seeming happy with my proposal. Hannah clasped a hand across her mouth, giggling, pointing at their faces.

“I’ll want the same thing later, boys, so you’d better do the lady proud. Shall I warm them up and lube your anus, Ella?”

“Oh yes, please.”

Double penetration had been my deepest desire for ages. Daniel and I had agonized over whether my fucking another guy would become an issue in our relationship. My fiancee was dead set against being cuckolded to the extent of achieving his sexualizing humiliation, a concern I shared, but I wanted two cocks fucking me, either spit-roasting or by double penetration.

I also wanted to kiss Claude and have him whisper to me in French while fucking my tight hole. When I straddled him, Hannah already gripped her boyfriend’s cock peeling its heavy foreskin before aiming it between my swollen, fleshy petals. I stared into his gorgeous face, leaned down, and felt my lover’s powerful fingers clenching my ass cheeks with an intensity to confirm his desire.

I knew Claude was a soldier like me and wanted to feel that warrior power fuck my pussy. He was a raw, unrestrained beast of a nature only found in men who endured the greatest hardships. He would be a different lover to Daniel, which I wanted to explore and watch my fiancee do the same with other women.

Claude’s soft lips yielded like two clouds parting on a summer’s day, letting the ray of his sunshine splash into my soul, brightening my day. His fiery eyes smoldered like pools of lava at night, begging me to take his cock deep inside my craven pussy, a matter I had no control over while Hannah slid her boyfriend’s swollen glans up and down my creamy furrow, circling my clitoris.

“She’s driving me fucking nuts, Claude.”

“Hannah is a tease, l'amoureux.”

“What does that mean?”

“You are my sweetheart… my lover, ma petite amie.”

“Keep talking, Claude, and I’ll cum right away.”

His rich baritone, French accent hooked around inside my pussy, rubbing a g-spot that needed little encouragement. I dripped tawdry pussy cream all over the head of his glans and knew when Hannah sneakily sucked me off her boyfriend’s cock, enjoying my pussy flavor.

When I sunk my pussy down his solid, thick shaft, it felt just as good as Daniels, but there was something fervent in Claude’s face and nature that drove me fucking nuts. I shuddered to an orgasm when my lover was balls deep inside me, enjoying how he helped balance me on his cock, not remotely bothered by my missing leg.

Hannah fingered my back passage using one hand while Daniel kneeled next to her, and she wanked him off with the other. When she sucked my boyfriend for a half dozen strokes, wetting the end of his cock, I stared into Claude’s eyes.

“You’re going to have company inside me, sweetheart.”

“You’re about to be completely filled up with cock, chérie.”

“I deserve this.”

“Have you been a good girl, Ella?”

“No, but I promise to be if you both cum inside me.”

I stared into Claude’s gentle, smiling face while Hannah guided my fiancee’s cock onto my asshole, where he pressed the seal of a hole that would tear when he fucked it. Daniel gripped my waist, placing one hand over my lover’s, and I saw Claude smile up at him, two comrades buried deep inside a third.

I crushed my clitoris hard into Claude’s pubic hair, squeezing his ebony wood hard with the soft tissue walls of my throbbing fuck hole, looking forward to a moment when he would decant his seed deep inside me. Our eyes locked in a lover’s embrace when Daniel’s cock punctured my anal seal, stretching my pink sphincter wide open, tearing tender tissues.

I screamed; Claude kneaded my breasts, squeezing hard, then tweaked both nipples, rolling between index fingers and thumbs, trying to distract me from the pain of being fucked in my tiny back passage.

When the pain passed, I launched myself at Claude, kissing him as though he were the only man in the world for me. I felt a strange detachment from Daniel, and that terrified me.

When Daniel’s cock slid balls deep inside me, I felt full to the extent that could never be adequately described to someone who hadn’t been fucked simultaneously in the cunt and asshole. I trembled, shuddered, and gasped, all the while kissing Claude in the most disgusting, messy, and noisy way.

Am I going too far?

I already did.

My ebony god cared for every romantic, loving, and visual need, while my fiancee was relegated to an essential but not leading role. My pussy quivered with Claude’s cock buried deep inside while, collectively, every part of my reproductive system celebrated the warrior who dominated my satisfaction.

Claude kissed me desperately and with the savagery that I needed, salving the demons inside me while my fiancee rhythmically fucked my back passage.

I held on to Claude, wrapping my forearms around his head and plunging my lover’s face into my breasts while I screamed for joy and rapture. He chewed my nipples while I rolled nonstop from one orgasmic peak to another, pushing back and down, trying to take all the cock I could.

When I felt Claude’s hands move back onto my ass cheeks, holding me wide open for Daniel, another tweaked my nipples. I glanced sideways and saw Hannah grinning before she winked her approval.

My raging emotions were lost in a tumultuous ocean of heavenly adoring souls where I sensed the proximity of my lovers and their life forces. I had ascended to a state of mind where only love, fucking, and friendship mattered.

When Claude came inside me, I eyeballed him, willing my lover to fill me up. Daniel slid his cock balls deep inside my rectum, and the warmth I felt deep in my guts was a second load of hot seed being planted inside me. I heard my fiancee cry for joy and saw the delight on Claude’s face, an expression that confirmed to me we would not be ships passing quickly through the night.

Daniel slid his cock out of my back passage, and I felt creamy inside, holding in the semen load even though my sphincter felt gaping wide.

I kissed Claude, enjoying a loving afterglow usually reserved for my fiancee, searing my lips and tongue on his. When Hannah gently rolled me off her boyfriend, she lay between my legs, cupping my ass cheeks before going down on me, cleaning her man’s cum from my dripping creamy hole.

As I lay in a loving daze, sighing and trembling lightly, a knock at the door shocked me, but the others didn’t hear. Neither did they see the woman who casually strolled in, sat beside me on the bed, and held my hand.

“You look familiar… why do I know you?”

“Hi, Ella. We’ve known each other for a long time.”

“Hi… who the fuck are you?”

“I’m Kate Granger.”

“No, you aren’t… I’ve met Kate Granger; you are not her.”

“I’m the real Kate Granger. The author. I’m writing your story in a cafe in the small village of Betwys Y Coed, North Wales.”

“What the fuck? You’ve inserted yourself into my life?”

“Author’s privilege… and you’re welcome.”

Kate Granger wafted her hands around the room, pointing at my lovers as though I owed her my gratitude. Hannah still licked my pussy and was doing an excellent job, utterly oblivious to our guest.

“You did this for me?”

“Like I said, Ella… you’re welcome. You said it… you deserve it.”

“What’s going on here, Kate? Why can’t the other characters see you?”

“You’re in the Grangerverse. We can make anything happen together: you, the other characters, me, and the readers.”

“Okay, but if you’re the writer, you can make it happen, right?”

“Not exactly. If you and other characters wanted to revolt, you could, and… whatever I write can only be proven to have happened if someone reads it.”

“Ah… you’re repurposing the old philosophical thought experiment about when a tree falls in the forest, blah, blah, if nobody is there-.”

“Can it be said that it made a sound?”

“Yes.”

“Same same, Ella.”

“So why are you here, Kate?”

“To tell you that Meet Cute is ending, at least for now. You had a fabulous run, and I love what you did with Bourne Aviation, but the story is running too close to Kate Educates Jacob.”

“So we’re finished?”

“Not a chance, sweetheart. I’m moving you, Daniel, and your parents into the wider Grangerverse.”

“Will we be main characters?”

“Not really, but I’ll make sure you get the third cock you’ve just been dreaming about. The one fucking your mouth while the two boys fuck your pussy and ass holes.”

“How did you know-.”

“Oh, come on, Ella… I know everything about you, babe.”

“Ahh, of course. Umm… in which case, why did I feel like I was falling for Claude?”

“I did that to tease the readers. It’s fucking pouring with rain in North Wales, and I’m feeling dark.”

“Do I cheat on Daniel?”

“No… well, not by my hand anyway.”

“You’re fucking teasing me now, bitch.”

Hannah was still diligently going down on me, emptying Claude’s semen from my throbbing, wet hole. She gave damn good cunnilingus, and I wondered for a moment how she could do that when the author of our story was staring into my eyes, holding my hand while I was on the edge of another orgasm.

“Are you really our creator or just some glitch in the matrix?”

“Yes.”

“Which?”

“I’m your creator.”

“Do you care about your characters, Kate?”

“I love all of you, and so do the readers. I can’t manage so many long series anymore.”

“Who do you love best of all, Kate?”

“Alicia. I also have a soft spot for Jacob. He’s a great man who you’d love in real life. I love Kate too, and you, Daniel, the folks in Provence and New York are much loved.”

“Will I ever meet Jacob?”

“Story Jacob or the real one?”

“The real one, of course, Kate. I already met the fictional guy.”

“Come on, Ella, I wouldn’t introduce a naughty girl like you to my real boyfriend.”

“Good point.”


Chapter Twenty

The Master's Wrath

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

I’d called Tiffany to arrange a final due diligence preparation meeting on the Bourne Aviation deal with my team for 9 a.m. After today, serious work would begin on investigating our target acquisition company, auditing every ledger, agreeing on valuations, raising business sale contracts, and closing towards a conclusion.

Jacob checked off each desk station, ensuring a full copy of our briefing pack was provided to each delegate. Tiffany had checked, but he always followed up, saying something about belts and braces.

When he was content, my OCD-riven husband grinned at me.

“Are you prepared to walk away from the deal, Kate?”

“Of course, honey. If we find any problems that exceed our ability to manage them, we’re out of this.”

“Good, because this acquisition could make or break us.”

“It won’t break us, Jacob, because if that were ever possible, we wouldn’t buy Bourne.”

We used a temporary meeting room cleared at Granger Hall’s new, but soon to expand further, GD Corporate Center.

A flash of movement in the distant meadows caught my attention through enormous panorama windows. Alicia was hacking with my Mom, having recovered quickly from our move to Granger Hall a day prior. Sierra looked awesome, galloping at full pelt, carrying my daughter across a rolling uphill meadow much swifter than my mother dared follow.

“Look at her, Jacob. That girl is a natural.”

“She’s born to lead as well. I’m sure the rest of our kids will have the most awesome older sister.”

“I hadn’t considered that. She’s being a little reckless, but I’m sure Mom’s got control somehow.”

Jacob was obviously bothered as he stared out the window, so I came from behind, snuggling in close, wrapping both arms around his waist.

“What’s wrong?”

“Hannah.”

“Don’t worry, Jacob, she will come to me this morning.”

“I feel this situation is heading for tragedy, and I like Claude so much.”

“You’re catastrophizing honey. I promise you that everything with Hannah and Claude will be fine.”

“How do you know for sure?”

“Because she’s a professional, and I’m sensible, so trust me to deal with it.”

“I trust you completely, Kate.”

As luck would have it, Hannah poked her head around our meeting room door at that precise moment. She looked sheepish, grimacing, frowning, and raising both eyebrows as though requesting a secret meeting. I followed my best friend out of the building, setting off uphill toward a nearby copse while straining my arms into a puffy, sleeveless body warmer.

“My clothes are feeling tighter, Hannah.”

“You don’t look like you’re showing yet.”

“That’s because you see me every day. Now… what’s on your mind? Private meetings away from prying eyes aren’t usually your style.”

“Claude and I hooked up with Ella Bourne and Daniel.”

“Ahh.”

Hannah suddenly went quiet and stared at the grass, following my increased pace toward the woodland.

“Is there a shallow grave up there with my name on it, Kate?”

“There will be if you ever compromise my husband again.”

“Sorry, Claude thought-.”

“I could care a fuck what Claude thinks, Hannah. Telling me about something you did has nothing to do with him or Jacob, and you know that perfectly well.”

“Yes, you’re absolutely right. Look, Kate… I’ll resign if that’s what it takes.”

I rounded on her, angry, and noticed how quickly Hannah shrunk away. I didn’t want to scare my friend, but the problems that might arise from her behavior could be immense for my family.

“That’s not fair, Hannah. Why should GD and I suffer because you want to run away?”

“I’m trying to apologize for an error in my judgment, Kate. I didn’t know who we were sleeping with until… well, until it was too fucking late.”

“I don’t care about you and Claude sleeping with Ella and Daniel. It’s your business, not mine.”

“Then what’s got your goat?”

“You let your boyfriend approach my husband to broach a subject that has little to do with us. I’m sorry, Hannah, but that’s not like you at all. You should have told me immediately; remove any chance of that incident being used to coerce you, and we could all move on.”

“Can we still move on, Kate?”

“If you step up, yes.”

“What do you mean, step up?”

I tapped my toe repeatedly because we were getting to my main point, something I needed Hannah to agree to. I stared across the estate, paused for dramatic effect, then rolled out my slightly sneaky strategy.

“You told me Gunther wasn’t coping well, so I looked into it and pulled the GD security logs, checked his working hours, how long he’s logged in on the network, how many meetings he attends, and a few other things.”

“What did you discover?”

“He’s even more busy than you think.”

“Okay, do you want me to help relieve that pressure?”

“I want you to run GD and for Gunther to take over the Bourne Group. He can have more executives familiar with aviation around the table to dish out work, and you can have more staff, too.”

“Why me?”

“Because Jacob and I only want people we trust personally at the top of our companies. Gunther is a decent, loyal man we both trust and respect; you are my most trusted friend and executive.”

“Despite my recent errors?”

“Let’s turn the page, Hannah; there is nothing to gain from any bitterness between us. Whatever happens in your love and sex life has nothing to do with us, but thank you for letting me know.”

“It was the right thing to do, done the wrong way.”

I hugged my best friend, pleased we had settled any awkwardness and that another problem could be filed under solved. She’d been led by Claude’s fear for her and his insistence that approaching Jacob might soften a blow. I said nothing, knowing Hannah could deal with it.

As we stood on the hillside, overlooking our impressive new office complex, I admired the land my father purchased and lovingly tended. Jacob had made enormous improvements, including the construction of horse jumps between fields, challenging riders to leap instead of using gates.

He’d also planted five new copses, turning underutilized pasture into forests for the future in which our children could play, ride their horses, run, and maybe hunt when they reached an age to choose whether they wanted to or not.

“I love this estate, Hannah.”

“I know. It’s more beautiful now because Jacob has stamped his style on Granger Hall.”

“I love A Walk In The Clouds much more, though. Is that wrong of me?”

“That’s because it was the house you and Jacob found, then bought. Your life is all about Jacob, Kate, and he is the same way about you.”

“I love him.”

“I really fucked up, Kate… I know how important Claude is to your husband. It won’t happen again. I promise.”

“I know.”

I felt a vibration in my toes through the grass, then heard thundering hooves nearby before I snapped my head sideways and saw Sierra surge forward, dipping and charging with Alicia on her back, equally hell-bent on breaking world records.

My daughter saw me, grinned, lay flatter, and spurred Sierra harder.

Sierra responded enthusiastically and ripped open her throttle, hammering majestically downhill, sure-footed, snorting like a Derby winner going for broke. When my mother came into view, it was apparent she had no control over my daughter.

Hannah gasped because Alicia was such an impressive sight, seamlessly joined with her horse, both loving one another but going too quickly for her age and experience.

“Do you worry about Alicia, Kate?”

“Not at all. She won’t fall today, and once the equine master bends her ear, she won’t fall in the future, either. I worry for anyone who crosses her ten years from now.”

“I’d say closer to five years.”

“I love her so much, too.”

I wished to be alongside my daughter, charging across our land on Beauty’s back, racing and laughing with her, so I vowed it would be the first thing I did once fully recovered after birthing her sibling. I felt envious but proud to the point I wished Jacob were with me.

When we strolled into the car park, Gunther had already arrived. Tiffany busily handed out security credentials to lawyers as they arrived, and gradually, our twenty-three-person due diligence team assembled for the inaugural meeting at our new office complex.

When they all had coffee and settled, I addressed the team.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, my husband and I will review all due diligence outputs. We have nominated two team leaders to whom all matters about your findings must be reported and consolidated.”

The legal teams Hannah and Gunther had contracted for the next few weeks had organized under one man. I knew Matt Parker well because we had dated for almost six months until we both realized a romance had not ignited.

Matt raised his hand and smiled cutely at me, undoubtedly playing innocent flirty games.

“Who are the team leaders, Kate?”

“Gunther and Hannah. One will take on financial accounting; the other will cover assets, including contracts, buildings, and people.”

“Okay, Kate… do you have a ballpark figure on what you intend to pay?”

“No. I’ll want you with Jacob, and me to negotiate our equity stake in conjunction with valuation. That will be done over the coming weeks using a German financier whom Daniel will introduce. I’ll also need a quantum of the shares for our children to be held in a trust fund.”

“I heard you have an adopted daughter, Kate?”

“You heard wrong, Matt. Jacob and I have a daughter. If you listen closely, you’ll hear her screaming for joy outside, riding her horse like she’s mowing down Lucifer at the gates of Hell.”

“I saw her when I drove in.”

“If you’re lucky, Alicia may retain you as her lawyer when she’s standing here in twenty years.”

“Oh, Kate. I’m sorry… I’ll consider my card well and truly marked.”

Matt laughed as though brushing off a minor unpleasantness between us as a misunderstanding.

My former boyfriend had a caustic way about him, frequently sneering, treating every moment of engagement with other people as a competition to see who could piss further. I examined him, thankful he was an incredible lawyer, or there was no way I would tolerate him in the room.

I found myself getting angry, wishing he would take Jacob on.

My husband can paint the Mona Lisa in snow from twenty yards away with his piss, you little shitbag.

While he laughed, I nodded my head somewhat menacingly, and he grew less confident. I saw a glint of fear in his eyes when he finally stopped chuckling. My ex-lover would be incredibly valuable if he did his best work for us, but the way he’d started was as a classic narcissist, thoroughly unimpressive.

When I left the room with Jacob, Matt gathered the lawyers, distributing a five-hundred-page due diligence questionnaire in sections between them.

On our walk back to Granger Hall, Alicia trotted up slowly behind, patting Sierra, expressing her undying love for a filly who would always unconditionally love her back. I thought about future boyfriends our daughter would enjoy, hoping that at some point, she would land on a Jacob of her own.

How lucky they will be.

“When the equine master bawls you out later, don’t come running to me.”

“Why will he do that?”

“Do you think walking Sierra the last mile home will make her look fresh?”

“Can he tell how hard I rode her?”

“She’s well lathered and sweating hard, sweetheart. You, my girl… are in deep shit.”

I laughed while Alicia’s jaw dropped because I did the same thing at her age. She swerved around us and steadied Sierra into a canter. She would take responsibility and accept the dressing down, probably spend a few hours shoveling her penance, and then, our equine master would teach our daughter better discipline.

Mom passed us by far more sedately, tipping her hat.

“Alicia is in trouble, Kate.”

“I already told her. We must all learn, Mother.”

“Exactly right.”

After she trotted off, Jacob looked quizzically at me.

“Alicia worked Sierra too hard without permission. That’s dangerous, and it is far too cold to stop so short of the stables. Your horse must be washed down and walked around wearing a blanket until she cools properly.”

“She’s not my horse anymore.”

“Alicia is sharing her with you, Jacob.”

“Shouldn’t we go to the stables and make sure Alicia isn’t dealt too harsh a punishment?”

“Why Jacob?”

“I just don’t want… umm, I guess it’s a dumb idea, right?”

“She must learn. Nobody would lay a finger on her, but she can’t ignore what she’s been taught and get away with it because you soften the blow.”

“Okay, Kate… she was pretty impressive, though.”

“Oh, you have no idea how much so.”

After dinner, we gathered in our apartment, dressed for bed, with a log fire burning in our living room fireplace. Alicia sat before me with crossed legs, facing her father while I carefully brushed her long hair.

Jacob read The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett.

If anyone other than Alicia had picked the book, its fictional account might have been inappropriate for our daughter. Mary Lennox is a neglected and unloved ten-year-old girl, born in British India to wealthy British parents who never wanted her and made an effort to ignore her. She was orphaned.

When Jacob reached the end of a chapter, Alicia raised her hand, and I stopped brushing.

“What’s up, sweetheart?”

“Why didn’t either of you tell me off for how I rode Sierra?”

“Would you feel better if we had?”

“Maybe.”

“Were you scolded by the equine master?”

“Exactly as you said he would, Mom.”

“Did he punish you?”

“No riding for three days, just mucking out and grooming.”

“Did you learn something?”

“Yes, but I feel I have wronged both of you as well… let you down, perhaps.”

“Not at all, dear daughter. Your misdeed only involves you, Sierra, and the equine master. Just because we saw you doesn’t make it right for us to pile in with more scoldings.”

“The master was furious.”

“I’m sure he was.”

“But he did come and see me later to make sure I was okay when I finished shoveling horseshit. Look, I have blisters from the shovel.”

“Our equine master cares about you too, sweetheart. If he doesn’t know how hard you are riding, he can’t assess the risks and caution you about routes and speed.”

“Yeah. I really messed up, Mom.”

“You did, but it’s important to let go of that now. Learn your lesson and move on, Alicia. Don’t dwell and carry guilt around.”

“You’re right, Mom. I think I’ll turn in for the night now.”

While I tidied the living room, Jacob lifted Alicia and took her to bed. Ten minutes later, he joined me in ours, and we lay beside one another, kissing, snuggling close for warmth, and bathing in the love reflected from each other’s eyes.

“Kate?”

“Yes, Jacob?”

“Do you think Ella and Daniel have the right idea about how to live their lives?”

“Are you referring to them swinging?”

“Jesus Christ, no. I meant by them taking an early retirement.”

“They definitely aren’t retiring, honey. Those two will be among the biggest landowners in the country, with at least one mid-sized town full of opinions on their land. They also have an immense foundation to run.”

I rolled over, pointing to my shoulders, knowing my pregnancy credited me with an endless supply of Jacob’s massages. He carefully straddled my lower back and used his fingers and thumbs to roll out the day’s stress and a few stubborn muscle knots.

“Will every day be like this, Kate?”

“Workwise, yes, for at least a year. After that, we’ll have much more freedom once people settle and processes are bedded in. Don’t you enjoy days like this?”

“I didn’t like Matt, and not because you and he dated. His attitude was sleazy, and he seemed like an arrogant twat.”

“He means nothing to either of us. Matt is a brilliant lawyer who will have our backs in this process. We’ll steer clear of his ego.”

“I know you’ve got this, Kate, but at least in my former job, I could shoot my enemies.”

“In your former job, you worked for me in a car rental company, Jacob… do I have to worry about corpses buried under the concrete car parking lot?”

He squeezed my shoulder muscles a little harder, causing me to cry out, so I laughed, and Jacob did, too. His concern about Matt was well-noted. I didn’t enjoy the sleazy, cutthroat business world either, but we had little choice but to rage against it if we aimed to mitigate GD’s future.

I fell asleep enjoying my husband’s gentle massage and the soft kisses he planted up and down my spine. Once he turned the light off, Jacob snuggled close to me, and I was aware of his presence and comforted by it.

At some point during the night, I woke up and saw my husband lying awake, too.

“Are you okay, Jacob?”

“Just feeling a bit restless is all, honey.”

“I have a cure for that. You’ll love it.”

I slipped my panties off and straddled Jacob’s chest, shimmying my pussy up past his chin onto my husband’s lips. Jacob loved giving me cunnilingus, claiming it felt spiritual, and he was at peace when his lips and tongue were buried in my creamy hole. He cupped my ass cheeks gently as I moved into position, able to rub my engorging clitoris off his nose to aid an orgasm.

Jacob had all but swallowed my moistening pussy lips, sucking them gently while I rode his face. He loved the submission of my face sitting on him and the sensual act of servicing my pussy, harvesting my most precious, natural, and private nectar, specially reserved for my husband.

I used fingers from both hands, peeling my labia aside, making sure my clitoris extended out of the protective pouch she usually kept warm inside. I lifted slightly so that Jacob could insert his tongue inside my creamy fuck hole, and when he did, I felt tingling love shimmer deep inside my pussy, reverberating into my womb and our baby.

He forced me to lean forward and lift higher, so he could devour my sticky, pink pearl, clamping his lips tightly around her base while sucking. I shivered, cried out, and orgasmed into my husband’s mouth in what felt like a most beautiful and loving moment.

Jacob swallowed me, always enjoying my flavor and the clean-up from a messy orgasm. My reproductive organs trembled with waves of pleasure surging through, all combining to light my soul.

When I could take no more pleasure, I rolled sideways, snuggled close, and took my husband’s cock in one hand. After I drooled saliva all over his glans, I wanked Jacob, staring deep into his eyes.

“You know I love licking your pussy so much, Kate.”

“I do know that, yes. I’ve read extensively and understand the psychology of you needing to worship and revere me. I also know you need to be satisfied, too, so lie back, close your eyes, and imagine whatever you will while I milk your cock, sweet husband.”

“Thank you, Kate.”


Chapter Twenty-One

I Owned My Shit!

◆◆◆

Alicia’s Point Of View.

My palms stung and bled from where the shovel’s abrasive wooden shaft had rubbed hard, forming blisters that burst and tore. My penance for letting Sierra run flat out across our estate was shoveling manure for three days. I was also barred from riding during that time, which hurt more than my palms.

Craig, the Granger Estate equine master, approached Beauty’s stall, where I cleaned. He grinned encouragingly as I struggled to lift steaming hot piles of horse manure, dumping them into a wheelbarrow.

“How did Sierra feel when you gave her the reins?”

“Unbelievable, Mister Jenkins. I was so excited and got carried away.”

“It’s Craig, Alicia… we know each other well enough to be on first-name terms.”

“I’m sorry I did this, Craig.”

“We all did the same thing, Alicia, and every one of us paid the same price, the same way.”

“Including Mom?”

“Yeah… Miss Kate paid in blisters several times, but I never told you that.”

“It stings like hell.”

“That’s because you have soft skin.”

I stared at my palms, studying the burst blisters with new bright red, sensitive tissues underneath busily repairing. It surprised me that a few hours of shoveling could cause enormous and painful damage.

“Do you think I am weak, Craig?”

“I doubt anyone could describe you as that, Miss. Soft skin means you aren’t used to this kind of work. There is no shame in that.”

“How do I toughen my skin?”

“Soak your hands in salt water tonight for ten minutes and let them stay open to the air. When I allow you to give her freedom, you’ll need tougher skin to grip Sierra’s reins tighter.”

“I love her so much, Craig.”

“She knows that and loves you back. No doubt Sierra was as thrilled as you when she was let loose.”

“The sound of her hooves felt like thunder in my heart, and her speed, oh my… she is so quick, Craig.”

“She certainly is. You’ll see what Sierra can do once Miss Kate teaches you how to jump her.”

“I can’t wait until my sibling is born.”

“We all can’t wait, Alicia. There will be a foal soon after the birth; I’ll ensure it. You have your horse now, and your sister or brother will also have one.”

“Is that what the Granger family do, Craig?”

“It’s what your family does, Alicia. You belong here with us.”

I packed away my gear while some light was left, stowing the shovel on its hanger. After a few minutes of stroking Sierra, I kissed her and left, waving at the other Grooms and Craig on my way out of the stable main doors.

A man lurked in the shadows, and I grinned and waved at him.

“Hi, Dad.”

“I thought I might walk home with you for company, baby girl.”

“No, you didn’t. You deliberately came here because you were worried about me.”

“Only because it’s getting dark.”

“Thank you, Dad.”

I held his hand and felt safer for it. I wasn’t afraid of the night or dark woodlands, but so many things happened in the past weeks, especially regarding my uncle, that made me feel vulnerable; I was glad for Dad’s company.

My father was a war hero, also my hero, and I loved spending time with him.

“I have blisters.”

“Bathe them in salt water, and they will toughen up.”

“Craig said the same thing.”

“Salt keeps them clean from infection, too. You’ll also need to do the same with your feet once you increase running mileage.”

“Did you ever have to do it, Dad?”

“Of course. Royal Marine training is arduous, as is shoveling horse manure.”

“I’m sure shoveling is a bit easier.”

“Doing hard, repetitive work helps build strength and character, honey. You’ll reap the benefits later.”

I believed my new parents, knowing the sacrifices they had made to adopt and keep me. Since my birth mother and father, nobody cared more for me. I was glad to be out of the orphanage, not due to unkindness there because there had never been. Living with dozens of others in my situation felt noisy and as though my life would never move beyond the confines of existing in a group care facility.

I showered and dressed for dinner, wearing a lightweight dress my mother left out for me. When I saw her in the dining room, Kate looked beautiful, wearing the same dress design but in a different color.

“You look beautiful tonight, Alicia.”

“I love my new dress.”

“I love mine too.”

“I had a great time at the stables.”

“Show me your palms, please.”

I held out my hands, and Mom took them gently, carefully rubbing around my wounds, glancing at me sympathetically.

“Have they told you to bathe these in salt water?”

“Yes.”

“Was Dad one of the sage advisers?”

“Yes, is he right?”

“Yes, but my secret is to use Epsom salts, which have magnesium, to clean the wound properly. You must also bathe in warm water. Men enjoy a more brutal approach.”

“Do we have Epsom salts, Mom?”

“We do. I’ll help you fix your blisters before bedtime.”

It felt harsh when Craig scolded me at the stables on returning Sierra, and I wanted to cry. I didn’t shed a tear, having promised myself not to after my parents died. I couldn’t always control my emotions, but this time, I felt it important to own my shit, so I did.

Once my stable restrictions of privileges began, I felt better, not because I enjoyed being punished; I didn’t… but it was nice to feel I earned some respect from the others in our stable team because I didn’t complain about the punishment.

“We have cottage pie this evening, Alicia.”

“Dad’s favorite.”

“Yes… you know how much he loves traditional English food.”

Claude coughed and shook his head vigorously, like a horse neighing. I loved the strong Frenchman who I knew would jump in front of a bullet to save me if he must. He laughed, and my Dad cocked his head, ready for a debate.

“In France, we call this Hachis Parmentier, named after Antoine-Augustin Parmentier, who popularised the potato in French cuisine in the late 18th century.”

“Oh, come on, Claude, Shepherd's or Cottage Pie is as British as it gets.”

“I’m telling you, brother, tonight we dine as French peasants, and never was there a happier family.”

Hannah rolled her eyes comically at me, and my mother did the same as we settled in for a lesson about food from Claude. My dad, who loved his French bodyguard immensely, didn’t argue, as was both my parent’s habit when among friends, something I was learning quickly.

“Jacob, it is documented from the late 19th century. Hachis Parmentier is usually made with chopped or minced lamb or beef; in either case, it may be made with either fresh or left-over cooked meat.”

“I’ll concede, Claude, not because I think you are right but because you are French, and I would never argue about food with a man from Paris.”

“I know all British soldiers have at least one recipe in their repertoire when deploying, Jacob. What is it?”

“Corned beef hash?”

“Yes, brother, the English term "hash" derives from the French hachis, meaning food finely chopped. Even in war, we French give you recipes to liven up even the most boring food.”

“That’s another example of why you are right, Claude. Maybe we shall eat Corned Beef Hash, a la Royal Marine, one night.”

“Oh god, I hope not.”

Everyone laughed and settled to eat. Claude winked at me, and I giggled. Dinner conversation was always interesting, but I knew everyone was on their guard about what they said, remembering my age. I was curious about what they wouldn’t say when I was around, catching snippets occasionally.

My grandmother and aunt, Jacob’s sister were together, as were Claude and Hannah. It all felt very normal to me, even though my adopted lesbian relatives were my first such encounter. They seemed no different from any other couple, two people who loved each other very much.

After apple pie and custard, Mom took me upstairs, bathing my hands in a steel bowl stolen from the kitchen. The Epsom salt-rich, warm water stung and itched my blisters like hell for a minute, but I felt a soothing sensation afterward.

“Salt also cleans and helps the wounds heal faster, Alicia.”

“Will I have to keep doing this?”

“Eventually, your skin will toughen, but hard calluses will form if you aren’t careful.”

“I can’t win.”

“I’ll bring you some of my hand cream in the morning. That will help heal and protect. Perhaps you should wear contact gloves.”

“I want tough hands, Mom.”

“You’ll get them, sweetheart, but remember, life is a balance of all things. You want tough hands without calluses.”

“Thank you, Mom.”

“What for sweetheart?”

“I have a wonderful life, and that’s because of you and Dad.”

“You delight everyone around you, Alicia. You have made your own life and other people’s wonderful.”

“Goodnight, Mom.”

“Goodnight, my little angel.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

The Murky Corporate World

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

Alicia ran way too hard. I tried slowing her down by edging in front on the narrow singletracks meandering through Claude’s copse, but she kept pushing through, eagerly pursuing her next injury.

“Slow down, please, Alicia. I can’t push myself too hard while giving your sibling a safe and gentle ride.”

“Sorry, Mom.”

Kate poked her tongue out at me, teasing me because I had tried every trick in the book to slow our daughter down, and all it took was a light pull on her heartstrings. Kate triumphed again, and our daughter slipped in beside her, keeping pace.

“Why is it called Claude’s copse, Mom?”

“Because this woodland is where your Dad discovered Claude when he trespassed.”

“Claude says he was searching for his princess.”

“That would be Hannah.”

“I’m glad he found her.”

“We all are, honey.”

With my daughter’s eleventh birthday fast approaching, I had considered how soon boys might appear in her life, perhaps turn up when I occasionally answered the front door. It wasn’t something I felt comfortable about for all the usual reasons, but Kate said she had absolute faith in Alicia to do the right thing.

My daughter, ever curious, turned to me.

“Why did we come so far out on the estate, Dad?”

“Someone wants a word with Mom.”

“How do you know that, and isn’t this an odd place for a meeting?”

“Yes, it is a strange place to meet, but I’m sure there is an important matter to discuss.”

I recognized Ella when she grinned and waved at the CCTV system I rigged to mitigate a tiny sliver of woodland that wasn’t covered by the road. Only a trained counter-surveillance operative would see our vulnerability, exploit it, and then grin at a camera attached to a massive oak tree, provoking a response.

Ella had arrived an hour earlier. I got the text notification and considered asking Claude to investigate, but when I saw it was her, I woke Kate and Alicia, deciding we could meet alone while out running.

“What do you think Ella wants, Jacob?”

“My guess is she needs a private word with you.”

“That’s worrying.”

“I don’t think so. She’s obviously watching out for us and wants to pass a message.”

“Okay.”

We rounded a corner and saw Ella standing in the middle of a trail on her crutches. She was a couple hundred meters away from where she must have parked in a small layby used by dog walkers, ramblers, and runners.

“Thanks for coming to see me, Jacob. Sorry for the deception; Daniel stayed with our car.”

“I figured you could sneak past the jerry-rigged camera if you wanted to.”

“I planned on going to Granger Hall, but your camera made it much easier. Hi Kate, hello Alicia.”

Ella whipped off a pair of gloves, offering her hand to each of us. She seemed relaxed, giving nothing away as to why she’d strolled into the woods for a secret meeting.

“Do either of you know Brad Clarke or Richard Pearson?“

I shook my head and looked at Kate, who momentarily considered both names.

“Brad runs Narvona, and the other guy is a retired Senator. Why do you ask?”

“My phone is bugged, Kate.”

“Seriously?”

“Daniel’s is as well. Both our offices, my father’s, Uncle Jack’s, and, in fact, anyone close to my team working on this deal with you are being listened in on. Our servers have been quietly hacked, and a worm is ready to tunnel into the GD computer system if we share files with you.”

“Oh my.”

“I’m fairly sure someone is following Daniel and me. This morning, we slipped out at 4 a.m. We shook off a tail after two hours, but I can’t be sure, Kate.”

“I’m guessing all this started when news of our acquisition of your companies was announced?”

“Yeah… I’m sure none of us believe in coincidences, right?”

“Do you think Brad and Richard want to scupper our deal?“

“No. I think they want to steal GD military equipment designs.”

“Jesus, Ella. That’s a serious accusation.”

“With the amount of file exchanges and emails likely to occur during your due diligence process, they can hide the theft.”

“Ella, I don’t think they can. I mean… these guys would have to find a way into GD top-secret files, which are held on a server managed by the U.S. government.”

“My computer guy Mitch says it’s a doddle once they access your campus system. The thieves can make themselves look like anyone they want, including you and Jacob. Your teams download design schematics daily; the thieves will look like your team members.”

“What can we do?”

“I have so much dirt on both of these guys. There is no way they want to benefit from the deal we’re making, Kate. This is a corporate hit-and-run. They will steal your secrets and run. Richard has nobody who cares about him, and Brad is a total wanker. Oops… sorry, Alicia.”

“They’d be stealing state secrets, which is treason. Who would they sell our designs to?”

I knew at least a dozen countries, some allied to the USA, who would pay handsomely for GD designs. Another twenty companies worldwide and our many enemies would pay for the ceramic armor design GD used on tanks. Our company had hundreds of patents and ten times that in proprietary designs with immense commercial value on the black market.

“They won’t look for anything big like satellite designs. This is a specific infringement of ITAR, Kate. Perhaps an armor design or some weapon circuitry.”

“The International Traffic in Arms Regulations?”

“Yeah. This might be a country on the export banned list that needs one of the GD designs, and these two traitors are being paid off to provide it.”

“It could also be far more serious, Jacob. GD makes the nuclear detonators for our Minuteman and Trident nuclear deterrents. If a nuclear aspiring country gets that technology, god knows what might happen.” 

“They would have to be barking mad, Kate.”

“You think it’s something small, honey?”

“I’m praying it is.”

I knew plenty about ITAR, an area of governance at GD that intensely worried me, but I hadn’t considered anything quite so severe as Kate posited. Ella seemed confused, but while serving in the army, the international export of arms and munitions wasn’t important to either of us.

“Okay… I’m confused, you guys. Assuming these two aren’t completely crazy and planning to sell nuclear secrets to Iran or North Korea, why would someone go after a single design that wasn’t very important?”

“I’ll give you an example, Ella. In 2011, during the Arab Spring, one Gulf country clamped down on protestors and riots. In response, the USA embargoed that country under ITAR. It meant they couldn’t buy spare parts for their M4 rifles.”

“What did they do instead?”

“In the end, they got the parts reverse-engineered in China, but their weapons never worked as well again.”

“And you think the same thing is happening with Brad and Richard leading the design theft, Jacob?”

“It’s a reasonable working theory, but so is Kate’s worry that this might be on a whole other level.”

“What do we do?”

“You and Kate must take this to the government. We’ll need your computer guy, Mitch, as well. Is he ex-military?”

“Yes, but how soon do we move?”

I glanced at Kate, whose color drained from her face. To find out our company might be subjected to industrial espionage was a big deal, not least of all, because GD military technology gave our country and her allies a significant military power advantage.

My wife held Alicia’s hand tightly. Our daughter’s eyes were wide, and she looked fascinated. I wondered if bringing her had been a wise choice, but had we left her behind, curiosity might have caused more harm, and she would have missed our morning run.

Kate was aware our daughter may have heard too much and seemed keen to bring our surreptitious meeting to an end.

“We need to speak with people at the Pentagon without tipping off Brad and Richard, Ella.”

“How do you do that?”

“Jacob can go there. He won’t be followed; you and I will be.”

“Okay… in the meantime, I got us burner phones.”

Ella handed Kate a nondescript, cheap burner phone with a slip of paper that had two handwritten numbers taped to it. We were suddenly cast back into an espionage thriller novel. While that felt good for my adventurous spirit, the stakes were high, with treason and American military security high on the agenda.

We all shook hands, including Alicia, taking her lead from us. When Ella walked away on her crutches, I glanced in all directions, ensuring we weren’t being surveilled.

“We should continue our run, Kate. Everyone is getting cold now, and we don’t want injuries or sickness.”

“You need to return to the house and pack anyway, Jacob. I don’t know how we’ll get you to DC yet.”

“Via London Heathrow. I’ll fly there on a week’s return ticket, overnight at a hotel in London, and then fly to DC the next day. I doubt these traitors have enough juice to track my whereabouts.”

“Take every possible precaution, Jacob. I don’t want anything happening to you.”

Alicia touched my arm and looked afraid.

“Me neither, Dad.”

I grinned reassuringly at my daughter as we jogged, warming up before stretching our legs back to full pace. My blood raged with excitement as the infectious corporate conspiracy gripped me with an allure like sex.

When Alicia kicked in a sprint at the end, I chased her down, tagging onto my daughter’s shoulder and pushing her all the way. Kate hung back, unwilling to risk any severe exertion for the sake of our baby.

At breakfast, I was chipper, and Claude noticed that, drawing me to one side, holding his plate full of steaming pancakes and crispy bacon too close for me not to steal a rasher.

“Where are we going, brother?”

“What do you mean, Claude?”

“We are going somewhere. I saw the staff heading to your room with a set of suitcases. You aren’t going alone.”

“Aren’t I?”

“No.”

“Why not? It’s just a short trip. A few days back home checking in on the folks.”

“Merde, brother. I’m coming with you.”

“What about Kate and Alicia?”

“I have people here, Jacob… you know that. What the fuck is going on?”

“Someone is stealing GD military designs.”

“Fuck!”

“Exactly.”

‘I’m coming with you for sure.”

“Okay.”

Breakfast was a strange affair. Kate was unusually quiet, processing our meeting with Ella. My senses were already on the hunt, fueled by testosterone flooding my body as though it were the eve before a battle. I wasn’t limiting my suspicions to Brad and Richard, knowing they must have someone on the inside at GD to help cover their tracks.

After we dropped Alicia off at the stables, Kate pulled her truck off the trail into a small wooded area with stunning views of a lake.

“We can’t trust anyone, Jacob.”

“We can trust Claude, Hannah too, and probably Gunther, Tiffany, and Isabelle, but we don’t need to read anyone in just yet.”

“Claude, yes, the rest… I’d rather not.”

“You think it’s nuclear, Kate?”

“I think it’s bigger than ITAR Jacob. These guys want billions, not millions of dollars. They wouldn’t risk all for a secure retirement… they want a tropical island with a hundred million dollar yacht.”

“It’s a massive issue then.”

“The military will swamp us with investigators, which compromises GD.”

“What are you saying, Kate?”

“If word of this scandal gets out, our competitors will spin it as GD having security vulnerabilities right before the German tank contract is about to be announced.”

“Do you think this theft plot might be a ruse to cause us reputational harm?”

“I don’t know, Jacob. We need Ella’s computer guy in quickly to seal any holes in our security and find out if we have an insider working against us.”

“There is always an insider, Kate, and it’s usually someone you trust.”

“That’s what scares me the most. It would be heartbreaking to discover someone in our inner circle was deceiving us.”

Kate turned the truck around, and we returned to Granger Hall without speaking another word. At home, we were guarded in our conversation, leaving a breadcrumb trail of calls planning my short stay in the U.K. to visit my mother.

I was enjoying coffee alone in the dining room when Kate’s message flashed on my phone.

Meet me in our bedroom, please, sweetheart. I want to make love before you leave.

On my way.

I immediately knew there was a problem because Kate knew where I was and what I was doing. She would never message me while we were both at home, and certainly not for a reason of love, romance, or sex. I sprinted to my office to get Kate’s father’s old pistol from my safe.

I slipped into our apartment through a rear entrance for which only Kate and I had the key code. My hackles were raised, and my heart thumped like a bass drum in a marching band when I heard men talking with my wife in the next room.

“Your husband is taking his time considering your offer of amour, Miss Granger.”

“It’s Mrs Granger-Singleton.”

“Sorry, that takes a little getting used to for me. I knew your father and met you a few times when you were much younger.”

I rounded the corner with my pistol aimed at the head of a man sitting opposite Kate.

“My husband is right behind you. Don’t move an inch because he has a pistol aimed at your head.”

“Miss Granger… I told you there is no need for this. I should have known from your message to Jacob that I was being set up.”

“Call me by my maiden name again, and Jacob’s might just slip on his trigger.”

The two men were unarmed, but I had to question how they got inside our house or how they even got onto the estate.

“Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m the man you were about to travel to visit Mr. Granger-Singleton, and, madam, please accept my apologies; I forgot about your recent wedding.”

“Apology accepted, and it’s Kate. How did you get into my house? I’m sure Jacob wants to know.”

”We posed as contractors, having already disabled your CCTV and alarm systems. I’m Travis, by the way.”

“I’m sure you aren’t, but that doesn’t matter. How in the hell did you disable our security?”

“We’re the military, Kate… well, kind of.”

“And you’re here, why?”

“We saw your meeting in the woods with Ella Bourne and wanted to discuss what was said.”

“Saw us how?”

“Umm… we were flying a GD drone, following Ella and Daniel.”

“That’s fucking ironic.”

“Yes. I thought the same. Sadly, we couldn’t hear what you were saying.”

I cleared the chambered round from my pistol and slid it into the back of my jeans, pocketing the magazine. For the time being, we were among friends, or at least allies. Kate was calm and relaxed and knew what I’d do when she messaged me with such an uncharacteristic request.

My wife wanted to get our uninvited guests on the back foot. I sat next to Kate and pointed at Travis’s friend.

“Who is this?”

“He’s Mitch… an IT contractor.”

“Ella Bourne’s friend?”

“Yes. Did she mention him to you this morning, Jacob?”

“Only inasmuch as to suggest he would help us.”

“Good.”

“Surely you don’t suspect Ella Bourne of treason. That’s fucking laughable.”

“Someone is trying to steal GD secrets from a server located in a black site I run. I suspect everyone, Jacob. Wouldn’t you?”

“Why are you here then? Surely, using that twisted logic, you must also suspect us.”

“Are you and Kate involved in this deceit?”

“I don’t know, you tell me, Travis.”

“If you were, this house would be full of dead bodies already, Jacob.”

It was time to listen. Given Travis’ resources, he could easily have arrested us, searched the house and our offices, causing a riotous scene we didn’t want. I doubted his intentions were anything close to as sinister as he alluded to, but fear tactics often leveraged cooperation.

“It’s definitely not Ella, and I doubt her fiancee is embroiled in this plot either.”

“Do you believe that because she’s a Medal of Honor winner?”

“That certainly, but also the fact she is about to become wealthy beyond belief, and also, you have her close friend Mitch right here.”

“Mitch mostly works for us. He freelances, and yes, he recently helped out his friend, Ella.”

“I’m guessing that Mitch found out about Brad and Richard, told you and Ella, and here we are.”

“Yes, Jacob… here we are, and you ought to be grateful because I’ve saved you from taking an arduous flight.”

It was clear Travis didn’t suspect any of us, but he also had a playbook neither Kate nor I had any idea about. There was no way to know who he was or how much power the man had. I felt my wife squirming and knew she hated being pinned down.

Kate was determined to press her agenda, probably a quick and dirty strategy she had worked out in the moment. Whatever she had planned, I would go along with.

“You have our attention, Travis.”

“The ball is in your court, Kate. You were sending your attack dog to meet me… I saved you the trip.”

She eyed him as Kate did just before swooping in lightning quick with talons bared.

“GD is keen to acquire the Bourne and LSE portfolio, but Jacob and I could walk away from this deal if things get dangerous.”

“Are you playing brinkmanship with me, Kate?”

“Am I?”

“I really can’t tell.”

“Travis… would you put your family in harm’s way for money?”

“Not if I already had your resources.”

“In which case, I feel for Mrs. Travis.”

“There is no Mrs. Travis, more’s the pity, but I take your point, Kate. You don’t want to endanger your family.”

“I definitely won’t endanger them to acquire wealth. I think walking away from this deal now is our best play.”

“That would be regrettable, Kate.”

“Why?”

“The U.S. Government feels comfortable with Bourne and LSE being acquired by the two of you. I think the best way to put it is that you are considered to be a safe pair of hands.”

“What about Narvona? You don’t mention them.”

“Narvona needs to be asset-stripped. They are a conspiratorial bunch that never play the game how we like them to.”

“Says the man who snuck into our home.”

“Yes… well, Ella Bourne is right about you being surveilled. Brad Clark and his sidekick Richard Pearson are doing a good job of having you watched.”

“Not that good, considering we met Ella this morning, and you are here right now.”

Travis stood and strolled to the window, looking out over Granger Estate. He paused for dramatic effect, not realizing there was little chance of him making Kate or me stew. When he turned around, I saw hope in his eyes and knew he needed Kate on board.

“We want you to buy the whole lot, then control the company. Narvona is a problem you understand how to deal with Kate. The Granger family has always been loyal to the U.S. Military, and we see no reason for that to change now. What do you say?”

“If you lend us the money at low-interest rates, we’ll buy.”

“And if we don’t make that very sizeable loan?”

“We’ll meet with a German financier known to Daniel, probably borrow at rates that mean we can’t keep full control of the company, and fight endlessly with corporate drones and bankers about how to run the newly enlarged company.”

“You wouldn’t walk away then?”

“I don’t speak for Jacob, but I wouldn’t want to walk away.”

“We prefer an enlarged GD that remains in family hands.”

“Then decide how much Ella Bourne and Daniel will sell their companies for, and let’s do a deal.”

“Just like that, Kate?”

“We must also catch the traitors, but that’s down to you.”

“Yes.”

“Do we have a deal, Travis?”

“Yes, Kate, I think we do. Thank you.”

“Good; when does Mitch start working at GD?”

“As soon as you hire him.”

Travis stood as if to leave, shaking my hand, then Kate’s. He held on to the handshake, looking at my wife with sincerity and content.

“It was a pleasure working with your father, Kate, and I’m sure it will be the same for you, Jacob, and me. I was so pleased when you fixed Richard’s Phillipino gold problem. I offered to help with that many years ago.”

“Jacob and I will look forward to a productive relationship with you, Travis, but don’t ever sneak into my house again.”

“Understood Kate.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

A Secret Message

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

Our early morning run was at a rapid pace, pressed for by Alicia, who wanted to push herself to the maximum. She heeded Jacob’s advice, warmed up carefully, stretched into full pace, then ran hard. My husband and I kept up, but she was fleet of foot, pushing herself into every corner and uphill like our run was a quest.

“She has the bug, Kate.”

“I know, for running, horseriding, and hockey, according to her teacher.”

“Ice hockey?”

“No, field hockey.”

“I didn’t know. Can we spectate?”

“According to her teacher, she wants to improve secretly, then invite us to a game.”

“I’d rather watch her now, Kate.”

“Let her decide when honey.”

“Okay… fair enough.”

Breakfast was welcome because I felt starving, loading my plate with crispy, sweet, streaky bacon, wrapping each precious rasher in a pancake smothered with Nutella chocolate spread while coveting my coffee. Jacob looked on with squeamish aversion to my combination choices, shaking his head.

“I’m pregnant, Jacob.”

“You are like a food bin, sweetheart.”

I turned my smile upside down, looking at Hannah for support. She cringed, holding up her hands as though passing on backing me up. Claude also shook his head.

“My Cherie, there are few more confusing creatures than a female human incubating.”

“I think you’ll find the actual term is gestating, Claude. I’m surprised a Frenchman won’t back up my food choices.”

“Chocolate with bacon Kate? You go too far.”

They collapsed in laughter, and I joined them, thumping the table. I knew these food combinations that had gripped me, seeming almost life-essential, along with the craving for strawberries and watermelon, would vanish as soon as our child was born.

When everyone was gone, I slid into the seat next to Hannah, taking a moment to consider the serious matter I needed to deal with.

“Are you visiting Ella and Daniel today?”

“Umm… yes, why?”

Hannah looked uncertain, and I knew it was soon after she and I had fallen out a step or two over how she and Claude communicated their affair with Ella and Daniel. The matter was raw to her, and she undoubtedly had concerns over where I was coming from.

“Can I hide in the trunk of your car?”

“Fucking hell, Kate… are you serious?”

“I need to see Ella without anyone except Jacob and you knowing about it.”

“Claude will know because he’s coming with me… umm, also, Daniel will be there too. Not wishing to be indelicate, but you know why we’re going to visit them at their new home, right?”

“Swinging?”

“Yeah… I mean, Kate… without having your car there, you’d become a fifth wheel, hanging around Ella’s house until someone collected you. You can’t exactly hail a cab from their place.”

“Is their property that big?”

“They have a whole town.” 

“Ahh, good point, Hannah. Yes… I don’t fancy hanging around while you guys… err-.”

“Hangout?”

“Yeah… that’s a good code word for it.”

“Can’t I pass her a message, Kate? I’m not totally comfortable with sneaking you into my lover’s home.”

I eyed her momentarily, feeling more like her friend than a boss. My curiosity burned like the sun, although my friend’s sex life ought to be off-limits to our gossip. Hannah loved to share juicy details, often delighting in shocking me. 

“Which one is your lover… Daniel? Ella? Both? Oh god… wait, sorry, please don’t answer that.”

“I won’t, sweetie. Look, I know Claude and I aren’t conventional lovers, but you being there is quite awkward for us. What’s the big secret anyway?”

“It’s about the deal we’re doing with them, Hannah. Some dirty tricks are being played out, but we’re on top of it.”

“Do I need to know about these dirty tricks?”

“I don’t know if telling you will help.”

“Now I’m worried. I was hoping for an evening of fun and a night of tawdry, hardcore sex, Kate. You’re acting very conspiratorially.”

“This relationship seems to work well for the four of you.”

I squinted at her, smiling awkwardly, and knew Hannah wanted to expose her relationship with the other three just by the desperate look on her face. She probably needed a friend in whom to confide, but having sailed so close to the wind on disclosing her and Claude’s affair, my best friend would be cautious.

“We’re considering a form of exclusivity, keeping everything between the four of us.”

“Polyamory?”

“It’s early days, Kate, but yeah, we seem to click well, and I have feelings for Claude, Ella, and Daniel. We also want to have safe sex, making sure we aren’t fucking half the local town between all four of us.”

“You have to be careful to place some boundaries, Hannah. Things move quickly in open-style relationships. One minute, you are innocently partying with strangers; the next, you might be in bed with the host while Claude’s banging his wife.”

Being in a female-led relationship gave me insights into unconventional coupling and how two or more people might connect and manage their love. I was pleased Hannah, her lover, and their partners were becoming more than ships passing each other through the night.

Polyamory was a lifestyle and love choice easily explained for a woman in a job like Hannah’s, but her fucking half the tri-state area at a fetish club wouldn’t spin well with many of our clients.

“What does this relationship mean for you, Hannah?”

“Do you mean, how does my private life potentially impact your company?”

“No. You live at A Walk In The Clouds and Granger Hall. You have a life with us.”

“Are you concerned about how my behavior might look for Alicia?”

“I’m only concerned that you live happily.”

“Do you want me to move away from your home, Kate?”

My best friend had completely misunderstood me. I felt mildly irritated and upset, considering whether I might have created a wrong impression. I frowned, Hannah returned my confused look, so I hugged her tightly.

“Quite the opposite, Hannah. I want you to bring whoever you want to your home.”

“What? Have Daniel and Ella over here at Granger Hall?”

“Both homes, sweetheart. I meant to say that you and Claude are part of our family. We don’t want you to move out, and I completely respect your judgment enough to be happy for you.”

“You don’t think me being with Claude and swapping with Ella and Daniel is weird?”

“Not in the slightest bit. Jacob and I have met them several times and agree they are lovely. You already know how much we love you and Claude.”

She considered my offer and relaxed. Hannah was astute and knew Jacob, and I would never be involved in swinging. I was sure she could manage her relationship sensibly and knew I had no right to stand in the way.

“Are you sure about me staying, Kate?”

“Never more so, sweetheart.”

Hannah seemed relieved, and I guessed that might be because she was at a nexus of emotional uncertainty. In her relationship with me and at GD, she had financial and workplace stability; with Claude, she had love, but a life-affirming desire to enjoy more than one person itched my best friend, and she needed to scratch it without pulling the wheels off her bus.

“What message do you want to pass on to Ella, Kate? I can be trusted.”

“I need her to sack Brad Clarke from Narvona right away. It must be an instant dismissal, with him escorted from the building without phone, laptop, or company access. Ella must then cut his lifeline to the company, warning anyone against divulging privileged information to him.”

“Jesus Christ, that’s fucking drastic.”

“Yeah, but it’s necessary as well.”

“Why are you doing this, Kate?”

“I’ll explain everything to you when I can, babe.”

“Okay. I can live with that. I’ll pass on your message.”

“Can you also tell her Mitch will arrive at Granger Hall tomorrow and start work when Brad Clarke is gone? Also, we don’t need Daniel’s funding support.”

“Who is Mitch?”

“Don’t ask. Ella knows him well, and she’ll understand the message.”

“Anything else, Kate?”

“Yeah… tell both of them a fully funded offer to buy everything they own in Bourne, LSE, and Narvona will be on the table by early next week.”

“We haven’t finished due diligence.”

“We’ve barely started it, Hannah.”

“Isn’t this a huge risk?”

“Not anymore. Please pass on my messages.”

“I promise to do that.”

Travis knew so much about GD and my father that it had momentarily knocked me onto my back foot. Jacob had warned me not to ask my mother about the mysterious government man because drawing her into our acquisition would create too much pressure while she was forging ahead with Carrie and a new life after Dad’s passing.

I intended to have Mitch find evidence on Brad and Richard regarding their conspiracy to sell GD secrets and let Travis deal with them. It was a simple solution, not my new government financier’s preference, but I had vehemently refused to become part of a sting operation to draw in and capture foreign buyers. We would have what was needed to put the pair in jail for life, and that was enough for me.  

I leaned on the paddock fence, watching my daughter enjoy her first day back in the saddle after a short reprimand. Craig instructed her in a short series of jumps before leaving Alicia and Sierra to their own devices.

My husband came up from behind, pressing his semi-hard cock into my ass while hugging me tightly and kissing my neck. I glanced at Alicia, who noticed nothing untoward, so I pushed my ass back, grinding suggestively.

“You can’t be naughty here, Jacob.”

“Not for a few more hours, at least, but there are woodlands nearby, and they are private.”

“They’re our woodlands.”

“That’s why they are private, Kate.”

“No, sweetheart… they are not private on an estate with over fifty staff.”

“Good point. How is our daughter doing?”

“Craig’s scolding seems to have matured her. The whole experience has been positive, and now she’s more cautious about her behavior.”

“That’s part of growing up, Kate.”

“I don’t want her to grow up.”

“I doubt Alicia will become a wretched, rebellious teenager. She has too much kindness in her heart. Our daughter also values her life since there has been so much tragedy in it.”

I turned slowly, rubbing my husband’s cock hard with a thigh, then my knee, pulling him closer and enjoying his lips, crushing mine when he couldn’t resist a kiss. His tongue quickly rediscovered mine, electrifying me while his fingers slid up my spine, covering the final furlong to my total arousal.

“Fuck me in our woods, please, Jacob.”

“They aren’t private. You said it.”

“There is a spot where we can hide that nobody knows, and you can hear someone approach for at least a minute away.”

“How do you know that?”

I shot my husband my naughtiest, slutty expression. My woodland hideaway was where I’d taken boyfriends before I reached an age where Mom would accept them into our house. Jacob eventually made the connection, realizing he’d strayed into the secrets of my youth.

“Oh, I see.”

“Thank god I didn’t have to explain.”

“No, Kate… please don’t. Let’s go there now and then later; I’ll have the area razed to the ground.”

“Why would you do that?”

“If you can discover this place, Alicia can too, and I’d rather not take the chance.”

“You’ll strip log the estate at this rate, Jacob.”

“Would the forestry people let me do that?”

Jacob looked half serious, so chuckling, I elbowed him in the ribs. I needed his cock deep inside me, so I shot a motherly grin at Alicia and waved, taking my husband’s arm in mine, dragging him away.

“Where are you guys going, Dad?”

“For a walk and then back to work, sweetheart.”

“I’ll join you after jumps.”

“Okay… cool.”

I detected my husband’s desire for me in his voice, the tone of which had lifted an octave. He desperately needed the same carnal attention I did. Whenever Jacob was around me, I tingled with anticipation and sexual readiness. He lifted my heart, gave me the confidence to be the best version of myself possible, and fired my soul.

I never wanted to make love to another person, nor would I.

I wore a dress for ease of access to my pussy, having planned to fuck my husband in his study or somewhere on the estate after I met with Hannah and watched Alicia ride. I barely contained myself as we strolled, hand in hand, into the woodlands near our stable, taking a circular winding path to the center hiding spot where I was first fingered and fucked.

He chuckled when my husband spotted the low-hanging, heavy bough from a giant oak tree.

“Why are you laughing, Jacob?”

“If I sit you on that bough, I won’t be the first, right?”

“No… but you’ll be the last and the best, too.”

“Oh Kate… I can’t wait.”

His eyes lit up, and Jacob’s cock felt rock solid, brushing my leg as he lifted me onto the bough. My panties would have been damp had I worn them, a pleasant surprise my husband discovered when he stroked up my thigh, settling two fingers in my damp slit, parting swollen labia.

I prised my legs wider apart, soaking Jacob into every pore, drinking him through my eyes, absorbing his gorgeous, manly aroma into flared nostrils. 

“I feel intimidated and as though my performance will be marked out of ten, Kate.”

“I stopped doing that here years ago, honey.”

“Did you grow out of it?”

“No, I ran out of paper to keep score.”

He laughed and kissed me again while sliding his fingers rhythmically up and down my creamy slit. I love being fingered and had been in this spot many times but never fondled or wanked off by a man so exquisite and perfect.

“I would take every moment with every lover I ever had and swap it all for one kiss from you, Jacob.”

“I know Kate, and I love you for that.”

“I love you too, husband.”

My husband’s kissing technique was vastly improved, and I loved how he wanted to impress me with his gentleness. My pussy trembled lightly and leaked cream onto his fingertips, almost as though he summoned my juices. Jacob used my tawdry lubricant to coat the solid clitoris that came out to play like a musical instrument in his hand.

“Did anyone go down on you here, Kate?”

“No.”

“Good.”

When Jacob kneeled before me, his eyes devoured my pussy the way a starving man eyes a ribeye steak. My legs were spread wide apart, and a ruffled dress hem stretched around the top of my thighs.

I couldn’t remember the name or face of a single guy I’d ever made out with and didn’t care aside from the titillation value it gave my husband, knowing he was claiming me in a place he knew others had taken me before him.

My heart was Jacob’s, and my clitoris sang joyfully when his lips clenched tightly around her throbbing base. His tongue squashed my swollen, sticky pearl, and I gasped loudly, slamming one palm onto the tree beside me while gripping the back of my husband’s head with the other.

“Oh fucking hell, please lick me hard, Jacob.”

“With pleasure.”

His tongue sought every errant dribble of my shame, and I was sure that going commando was the final straw that flicked Jacob’s sleazy switch. When I orgasmed, he sucked my pussy lips hard and dragged my clitoris around in a victory lap with his powerful tongue before he stood and tore down his pants and boxer briefs.

I kissed Jacob fully on the lips as his cock slid deep inside my quivering fuck hole, and I whimpered. I needed penetrative sex even though my husband’s tongue had perfectly hit the spot. I wriggled until my pussy lips were positioned over the bough edge, and his angle of penetration could reach balls deep inside me.

Jacob gripped my ass cheeks, pulling me onto his cock while he thrust deep inside. A familiar crushing of his glans against my cervix suggested I would ache the following day, but I didn’t care as long as my husband took me deep and owned me. His eyes were on fire, filled with love like a bloated water drop beading on a window during monsoon. I was swept into a raging storm of emotions where our intense centers met, swirled, and entwined like two tornados becoming one.

Jacob sweat profusely while pounding my fuck hole with his enormous, stiff shaft as though somehow cumming inside me might save the world. He was in a love bubble with me, and nothing anywhere else mattered except the moment I orgasmed again, never averting my eyes from his, frowning with love and lust, flushing brightly in both cheeks with a burning desire.

My pussy walls stretched wide, massaging his cock, as it always did when Jacob fucked me. I tapped my forehead against his, grunting and grinning my way from one pleasure pique to the next, reeling from the robust, loving fucking I got from a man who knew how.

Jacob loved watching me climax, always considering my pleasure as his duty and privilege. He also knew his lovemaking was far more accomplished than any other because I frequently told him, and he offered me the same honesty and encouragement.

When Jacob came deep inside my creamy fuck hole, I cupped his chin in my palm and lifted my husband’s head so I could stare deeply into his eyes. I saw my reflection while his cock twitched powerfully inside my pussy, decanting every drop of his precious seed.

He kissed me with the heat of a thousand suns, taking my breath away, igniting my soul with a tongue so electrified it drove me wild with love. Jacob’s body was deep inside mine, but more than that, our souls were combined for a single moment when I milked his cock with my pussy, and we entirely belonged to each other.

Jacob stared at me in amazement.

“What is it, my love?”

“Kate, there is something about this place. It felt different just now.”

“Aside from naughtiness, I frequently came here to escape from everyone, Jacob. I spread a blanket on the forest floor, read books, listened to music, or enjoyed the woods. It’s a special place for me.”

“I feel it.”

“Are you still chopping down the woods to make a clearer path?”

“No, I can’t bring myself to do it.”

“What about Alicia?”

“I trust her to do the right thing, Kate.”

“Me too, baby. She’s a good girl, just like I was.”

Jacob flashed me a concerned look, but I pulled him close for a kiss, stifling protests. I was teasing and understood why my husband was concerned because starting parenting before your thirties with a girl already almost eleven wasn’t easy.

When his cock slipped out of my pussy, Jacob’s semen dribbled from my gaping wide pussy, onto the bough. I would return later with a bottle of water and rags, not wishing to leave such a personal mess in a place that may be discovered.

As I walked out of our new special place and looked back, I realized how much I had changed, as much molded by Jacob as he was by me.

“This is our place now, Jacob.”

“Yes, Kate… it truly is.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Fleeting Concerns

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

I was pleased that Kate and Hannah settled the angst between them. Our new GD corporate center on the Granger Estate loomed large in my imagination, so I was relieved not to see any part of it from our apartment or experience any stress from it within our extended family.

I wore hiking trail trousers and a fleece jacket to keep off a chill while drinking coffee on our rooftop patio at 6:30 a.m., enjoying a slow, late fall sunrise into clear blue skies. I’d had a restless night, tossing and turning, although I managed to move around fairly lightly, not wishing to wake up Kate.

“What are you doing out here, Dad?”

I spun around and saw Alicia smiling at me, standing at the patio door. She wore a massive pink fluffy poncho with pajama bottoms.

“You look warm, Alicia.”

“So do you.”

“It’s still early, sweetheart.”

“I like the mornings, and I heard you creeping past my bedroom door ten minutes ago. I thought to leave it long enough for you to get coffee.”

“And I see you have a glass of milk.”

“Yeah, I can sneak past your and Mom’s room better than you can.”

“How do figure that?”

“Mom’s still sleeping.”

“Will you sit with me, please, Alicia?”

“Of course, Dad.”

She sat on the deep-cushioned rattan chair opposite me, setting down her milk on a wooden table beside her. The wall of our patio balcony was glass, and the views through it were excellent.

I gazed onto the estate, watching the first rays of sun cast long tree-shaped shadows on the lee side of our copses and main forest. Mist rose from a large teardrop-shaped lake in the distance and from nearby woodlands. The grass held a light, brilliant white frost with no footprints evident, a security check I habitually made.

Alicia stared at me, grinning, kicking her legs back and forth, fidgeting like a kid who wanted to sprint off to the stables.

“What’s wrong, Dad?”

“I worry about you and me.”

“Why?”

“All teens go through rebellious years while growing up. I don’t want that to harm our relationship.”

“You and Mom are not the sort of parents I would rebel against. We’re best friends, too, don’t forget. Henry says it’s because of what I went through… the trauma of losing my birth parents.”

“Maybe that’s true. You’re certainly more mature and worldly-wise than anyone I know your age.”

“You mean anyone not brought up in an orphanage, Dad? It can be hard living there with not much privacy and adults always prying into your business. Most other kids I grew up with are like me. I’m lucky.”

“You’re a blessing.”

“Thank you.”

She fell silent, and we enjoyed the rattle of a woodpecker hammering out five-second bursts of an eerie drum roll that haunted the woodlands. I heard horses neigh, a Cockrell crow, and ducks quacking excitedly as they rose from the lake.

“Where do the ducks go when they leave the lake, Dad?”

“They have daytime safe havens where they rest, socialize, and preen. I guess right now, they are looking for some sun to warm up in. They’ll find a river or return to the lake later.”

Alicia wanted to say something but held back. I wouldn’t prompt her to open up in the same way that I wouldn’t pressure a friend for the same reason. My daughter usually found a way to manage her soft interrogations of me.

“Henry says we’re alike.”

“Do you mean in having both suffered trauma?”

“Yes. He mentions that you are a war hero all the time, but I think it’s something else that makes you feel sad.”

“What do you think my trauma is, Alicia?”

“I heard you talking about your sister, Sarah… the one who died. I think that makes you feel sad in the same way as I lost my birth parents.”

She hit the nail on the head. PTSD caused my mood to swing and evoked awful memories and nightmares, causing me mental anguish, pain, and feelings of guilt. Even so, the loss of my sister and the needless way she died was a constant source of pain.

“Sarah should be here now. She would love you, too.”

“Was she like Carrie?”

“No. Carrie was a helicopter pilot in the Army. Sarah loved art, design, and literature.”

“Henry says that a love of family is the greatest strength.”

“Henry is wise, and so are you.”

She cocked her head, smiling awkwardly. Alicia’s cheeks flushed, and she seemed slightly embarrassed.

“I understand about hormones, teenage troubles, moodiness, and such like Dad.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I want you to know I will always love you and Mom, no matter what happens.”

“Thank you, baby girl.”

My heart swelled with happiness, and I reached out, briefly taking Alicia’s hand and rubbing its back with my thumb. When I let go of her fingers, taking in the sunrise, I felt happy, an emotion Kate and my daughter constantly stirred in me.

Geese flew over the house in a V formation, landing on our big lake. I’d considered hunting, but the thoughts of using a firearm for pleasure were an antipathy to my life as a soldier. Others were permitted to hunt on Granger Estate, so I knew dinner tonight would be a fat roast Goose.

While watching majestic creatures flying in perfect formation with necks stretched far out, there was no need to connect my daughter and our beautiful moment with dinner.

A noise caught my attention, and I turned my head, saw Kate, and stood up, as I always did when she entered a room where I sat. I kissed her and helped Alicia unload the breakfast tray her Mom struggled with.

“Pancakes, Kate?”

“You aren’t the only ones who can sneak out. I heard you on your toes creeping out from my warm bed, and then Alicia followed you, so I headed for the kitchen.”

“We’re sharing a beautiful moment. Isn’t that right, Alicia?”

“Yeah, Mom… we’re having roast Goose for dinner tonight.”

“There you go… I told you the migration would reach us soon, filling our dinner table.”

“You did. Can I watch the chef prepare the Goose?”

“Yes, of course. Knowing these things is important since you and your siblings will one day run Granger Estate.”

I stared at Alicia blankly as she grinned cheekily. I was guilty of forgetting she was a country girl work in progress, just like Kate. Horses, dogs, and a few stray cats that befriended her were the beginnings of a menagerie my daughter would grow at our homes.

I was glad she understood where her food came from and how, but I was also pleased not to have educated her in that regard. I wasn’t a country boy, and survival in my world was somewhat rougher.

Kate cut a slice of pancake, offering a fork full of comfort food dripping with maple syrup. I took it, then another from my daughter, enjoying that both beloved girls in my life enjoyed friendship with me as well as love.

“Nice pancakes.”

“Pancakes are always nice, Dad. I made the batter for these yesterday. Chef taught me.”

“You’re learning to cook?”

“Some things, yes.”

“Can I ask, Alicia… do you prefer living here or A Walk In The Clouds?”

She munched on a pancake while considering my question. It was unusual for one so young to consider their response, something Henry said was common among orphans. 

“I can’t have a preference, Dad. Here is better horse riding, more choice of rides, lots of open land, and a big staff to make friends with, but our other home is more of an adventure.”

“Both homes are different.”

“I like both places and enjoy swapping between them.”

Alicia’s values were those of an orphan. She was grateful for any comfort, never negative, and always wanted to explore, meet people, and say hello. She’d become beloved at Granger Hall by anyone who came into her orbit. Similarly, Henry, Lizzie, and others at A Walk In The Clouds loved the little girl dearly.

Alicia hurried off to shower and dress. I’d had my allocated hour of her love and attention, and now, Cosmo and Luna needed a walk; after that, her day would belong to them and Sierra.

“She loves you, Jacob.”

“I’m glad.”

“Were you ever worried?”

“Yes… a bit, Kate. Girls can become a handful.”

“She’s self-governing at ten years old, has the discipline of an orphan, and won’t become a handful unless you threaten her boyfriend.”

“I won’t do that, Kate.”

“I know, sweetheart. She’s more likely to rail against me than you.”

Although we both had busy days, Kate and I always showered together. She soaped my cock and balls, always keen to massage away my morning wood.

“Let me take care of your stallion’s cock, sweetheart.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

“It’s important you feel relaxed throughout the day, Jacob. I want you at your best always.”

She stood before me, cupping my balls, using a soapy lather to lubricate my cock. Kate gripped the base of my shaft firmly in four fingers and a thumb, stroking up and down slowly, peeling back my foreskin on each pass.

She cupped her spare palm and smothered my cock head, rolling around in a circular motion while wanking me. Her masturbation technique was loving and caring because Kate never averted her eyes from mine, locking in our hard-wired love for another day.

“Will you obey me today, Jacob?”

“I will always comply with your wishes, sweetheart.”

“Good boy.”

“I want to submit to you, Kate.”

“I know, sweetheart. Should I spank you after we shower?”

“Yes, please.”

“You were restless through the night. Why?”

“It was nothing… some concerns about being a good father.”

“You are the best man I know, Jacob.”

“Will you please thrash me hard this morning, Kate?”

“Not too hard, sweetheart, but certainly enough to sting when you sit down. Alicia will be gone for an hour feeding Sierra before she has her own breakfast with us… we have time to enjoy.”

Submitting to Kate gave me a warm feeling deep inside, like I was a knight of old paying homage to my lady, demonstrating in a real sense my primal commitment to one woman forever.

She wanked me harder, grinning proudly while glancing from my cock to my eyes. I yearned for her, wrapping both my arms around my beloved’s neck while she milked my cock hard.

When I was close to orgasm, I moaned loudly; Kate kneeled, wrapped her lips around my glans, and wanked me in short, sharp jerks until my semen blasted her tonsils in rope after rope of hot, sticky love.

She always swallowed my cum, savoring it first before proudly showing me a clean tongue and a few semen bubbles on her lips.

I laughed and handed her mouthwash while she cleaned her teeth. She always turned up her nose to the green spearmint rinse, but I knew she would use it, preferring not to breathe my manly essence on her co-workers.

When Kate departed our home in her truck, bound for meetings with the GD due diligence team at our corporate headquarters, I got down to the task of running our estate.

I would catch up with the due diligence audit findings for Bourne Aviation at 5 p.m. Ella’s own company was first on the list to be checked, and I anticipated a meeting with her and Daniel over the next few days. I would go to their workplace and kick the tires as I had at GD, exposing weaknesses and hopefully finding strengths.

Catherine regarded me strangely when I loaded a sturdy wooden bench into my truck. She pointed at it with her mug of coffee, chuckling.

“That’s new.”

“I had it made especially.”

“Where is it going?”

“Somewhere.”

“Ahh, I see.”

I drove to the woods where Kate and I had made love on a tree bough. It was her teenage make-out hangout, but something about that made me jealous. I carried the seventy-kilo bench on my back, struggling around the path, swaying from side to side, almost losing my footing along the way.

When I eventually arrived at Kate’s spot after ten minutes of toil, I sweat heavily, wiping my brow. I heard nearby rustling leaves, so I held my silence, steadying myself, watching for an intruder. A fox ran through the clearing, glancing at me before heading off.

“Bloody fox.”

I placed the bench somewhere Kate and I could look upward and be bathed in the sun for at least the middle of the day. There were no views aside from the magnificent tree on which I, maybe another, I hoped no more than that, had fornicated with Kate.

I took an electric drill and made holes for a brass plaque, screwing that in tightly.

A rustling behind me that definitely wasn’t a fox caused me to spin.

“Kate.”

“I followed you… sorry. I saw the bench and just had to know.”

She skipped into my arms, studying our new bench, giggling like a schoolgirl handed flowers by her first love.

“I knew you would do something to make this place about us.”

“I had to, Kate.”

“If you hadn’t, I was going to.”

“I made a plaque for us.”

“I see it, and I love it.”

“Where Jacob Forever Loves Kate.”

“But.”

“But, Kate?”

Kate removed another brass plaque from her pocket.

“Do you think this sounds better, Jacob? I’ll let you choose between them.”

Where Jacob and Kate’s love burns most brightly.

“I love it much more, Kate.”

“Then change it now, and we can leave here together. I have meetings far less important than this to attend.”  


Chapter Twenty-Five

Kate Remembers What Is Important

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

I was waiting for Travis so I could leave for the day, and he was late. It calmed me when Jacob called from his visit to Narvona, even though his news wasn’t great. 

“The moment I walked into the place, I felt something was wrong, Kate.”

“It’s Narvona. I expected nothing less, to be honest.”

“At least twenty percent of the inventory is missing from my cursory check, which means the final amount is much higher.”

“That’s more than fifty million dollars, Jacob. It’s a big hole in Narvona’s value but also worrying about their manufacturing capability. They must have problems in production.”

“What shall I do?”

“Keep kicking the tires, please, Jacob. Is Daniel with you?”

“Yeah.”

“How are things between you two?”

“He’s a great guy. I can see what Tiffany, Hannah, and Claude see in him and Ella.”

“Please don’t say that, Jacob.”

“I didn’t mean for us to join in swinging, Kate… sorry, I think you misunderstood.”

“I understood you, sweetheart. I don’t want to gossip about them all while we’re doing something so important.”

“Sorry.”

“I’ll see you at home later, Jacob. I’ve missed you terribly today.”

“I love you, Kate.

I set my phone down, stretched my twitching leg muscles, and stared out the window across fields and forest on the Granger Estate. I needed to run, or at least walk briskly, to rid myself of the awful nerve spasms underused muscles were giving me.

We were immersed in due diligence, and I was up to my armpits in crocodiles, slapping the ones closest to my canoe with a wooden paddle.

All hell broke loose once Brad was removed from his position on the Narvona board. Travis landed on my doorstep at Granger Hall, controlling how Ella’s former CEO was managed. He also had a hawkish eye on Richard Pearson, former Senator and corrupt son-of-a-bitch.

Travis steered into my office, grinning because his sort thrived on this immense tension, mostly because he was a government man, and problems that cost money rarely bothered them since they owned the dollar printing presses that paid for everything.

“Is there a Grand Jury happening somewhere, Travis?”

“You know I can’t tell you that, Kate.”

“You’re ring-fencing Richard so that nobody can get to him. You’ve forbidden Ella and me to visit, and you’ve ensconced Brad somewhere only James Bond could find him.”

“Who says James Bond will find Brad?”

“James has Moneypenny and Felix Leiter.”

“We have the real versions, Kate.”

“Can you send over Moneypenny, please? I could use an office genius or someone who can easily fix Narvona.”

“Narvona will be a problem, Kate.”

There had to be a Grand Jury. I was cheering for it because if Travis proved the espionage and foreign influence peddling accusations against Richard and Brad, getting the billions Jacob and I needed to buy the Bourne/LSE empire would be a cinch.

“I’ll need some kind of goodwill payment from you soon, Travis.”

“No can do, Kate.”

“Then I will pull our interest in Bourne.”

“You wouldn’t… would you?”

He double took, studying me like a Texas Hold’em player all in at the River. He was figuring out my negotiating style, hoping to get ahead of me in the process that would stretch the next few weeks. I was being deliberately intractable, laughing at Travis inside because I knew Jacob was the only one who could see into or through me.

“You’re doing the one thing to Jacob and me that we absolutely hate.”

“What’s that, Kate?”

“Being separated.”

He chuckled, then saw I wasn’t joking. Travis looked uncomfortable but willing to negotiate when he sat on the other side of my desk. No one would push me around, but there was no need to create an enemy when friendship was so much more preferable.

“I like being away from my wife and kids sometimes, Kate.”

“We’re not built that way in our family, Travis. My husband and I are best friends, and we are a couple; our daughter is also our best friend. We have endless fun together, talk for hours, and enjoy each other’s company without boundaries or time limits, so absence is unnecessary to make our hearts grow fonder.”

“I haven’t been a great husband or father, if I’m being honest.”

“It’s never too late, and imagine how much more content you will be on your deathbed to say you loved and were loved back.”

“Jesus, Kate, that’s powerful stuff.”

“It’s very obvious too, Travis. You didn’t need anyone to tell you that.”

“No… I guess not.”

His voice trailed off, and my friend from the government considered his life. By the look on his face, he didn’t like what he saw. Most days, I went through a similar process, thanking the universe for giving me wonderful family and friends. I let Travis have a moment to reflect on his life, hoping it might bring him closer to the people he loved, but this adrenaline-fueled corporate run on all of us had his tail up.

“What can I do, Kate?”

“Agree to pay GD costs billed weekly.”

“What costs will you include?”

“Third-party costs of auditors, accountants, lawyers, security, admin.”

“And GD’s in-house costs?”

“We’ll cover those. Fair’s-fair.”

“Your father would be proud. What costs have you run up in the first two weeks?”

“A million bucks, give or take a few thousand.”

“Fuck! Sorry… forgive my language.”

“I agree, but this is why Shakespeare coined a phrase that has lasted hundreds of years.”

“Let’s kill all of the lawyers?”

“Yes, let’s. We have so many small copses, thick forests, lakes, and dead ground in Granger Hall.”

“I have a law degree, Kate.”

“We’ll spare you because you sign the invoices for payment.”

We laughed, and that personal touch brought Travis closer to me. He trusted my father, who probably reciprocated that, sadly, something I would never know.

“Have Tiffany send me your invoices, please, Kate.”

“She has them bundled up and ready for you.”

Travis was a good guy, but I knew government men like him blew in the wind, scattering their goodwill like bread on the water, consistently enough to get you hooked on them but never enough to sustain you as a reliable source of support.

“When is Ella visiting you for the preliminary negotiation, Kate?”

“I thought we might invite her at the end of the week once Daniel and Jacob have their report ready.”

“Sounds like a good plan.”

We eyeballed each other, and I immediately knew what Travis was thinking. I laughed, shook my head, and drum-rolled the table with two pencils.

“Jacob and I don’t do kickbacks, Travis. Please don’t be concerned.”

“My god, Kate, I wouldn’t suggest that for a minute.”

“You will be in the room and offered a say in every part of this negotiation. There will be no off-the-reservation discussions between our side and theirs because you are footing the bill.”

“I’m glad we understand each other, Kate… by the way, full disclosure… your father never swindled us either.”

“My Dad was always a good man.”

“Yes, I agree he was, for me and our country.”

Travis meant his praise of my father sincerely, and that endeared him to me. On his way from the office, he lifted a file Tiffany handed him and headed out to some hotel he wouldn’t mention for a meeting with the people deciding whether or not to fund Jacob and my takeover of Bourne and LSE.

There is definitely a Grand Jury nearby.

Narvona was a thorn in everyone’s side. I imagined that regardless of how many skeletons Jacob discovered in closets this week, more would crash out in the years ahead. It would be our only disagreement with Ella and Daniel, who believed Narvona’s contracts were of considerable value.

I waited in our apartment for Jacob and Alicia to come home, one wearing a clean suit, the other clad in riding gear, covered in mud. They entered the apartment together, and I pointed at both, waving my hand like gripping a wand.

“Shower.”

“Who?”

“Both of you.”

They laughed and went in separate directions, returning to me half an hour later, dressed in sweats and ready for an important visit. We collected my Mom and sister, Claire, from the foyer, walking a route we rarely took around the back of Granger Hall.

“Where are we going, Mom?”

“To see my Dad. If you’d like, we can visit your parents this weekend.”

“I’d love that.”

Alicia slipped her hand into mine, gripping it tightly. If there was one thing she understood better than anyone in our family, it was familial loss. I appreciated her tenderness in my moment of sadness, especially when mine was nothing compared to her past suffering.

When I sat on a bench staring at my father’s tombstone while Mom, Claire, and Jacob tended it, laying flowers and cleaning down marble, Alicia climbed into my lap.

“Was he a great man, Mom?”

“He was indeed… like anyone, my father had his flaws, Alicia, but he loved his family and would do anything for them.”

“Why do we visit his grave today?”

“Over the last week, I realized how lucky I am and wanted to thank my Dad for all that.”

“What do you mean by lucky?”

“I have you, Jacob; my Mom is still alive, and in my life, my sister is well, and I have lots of new friends, including some online that I talk to frequently but have never met. I inherited a business this year, found my true love, married him, and was gifted a daughter.”

“You also bought a new home.”

“Yes, we did.”

“Perhaps I should thank my parents next time we visit. I usually tell them how much I miss them.”

“I think they would love to hear that you are happy, Alicia.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Can We Fix It?

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

Wandering around the Narvona factory floor and logistics warehousing put me in my element. Daniel strode beside me, hardly saying a word, which concerned me. He’d been pensive since collecting me by helicopter from Granger Hall.

The ongoing due diligence process was not playing well on his psyche because all the prodding and probing was ejecting all kinds of skeletons from closets. He stared into a yellow-painted square on the floor that should have had two GE Aerospace T901 turboshaft engines.

The space was empty, and Daniel gawped in disbelief at the polished concrete floor.

“That’s two Blackhawk military helicopter engines missing, Jacob.”

“They also fit the Apache attack helicopter.”

“The missing inventory cost just keeps rising. I can’t believe this shit… who the fuck would buy anything like this on the black market?”

“Foreign governments, Daniel. Competitors, maybe.”

“This place is fucking tragic, Jacob.”

“I’m glad you said it.”

“Do you agree?”

“Missing inventory, people standing idle on production lines, poor attendance records, too many disciplinary interviews… Narvona is poorly run for sure.”

“I feel the place should be closed.”

“There are good people here, just badly managed is all.”

“Can you and Kate fix it?”

“I don’t know.”

I found Daniel to be forthright. We were on our third day of inspections, seeing Narvona for the true dysfunctional relic of a former great company it was. A government investigation team who accessed the company servers hours earlier would likely find evidence of foul play, and it seemed, from their demeanor, that all of the staff knew something was seriously awry.

“It smells of insurrection in here, Jacob.”

“I’m very familiar with that problem. Someone must speak up about what will happen to Narvona, or these people will decline further into an abyss we might never drag them out of.”

“That would be my job right now.”

“Yes, Daniel. You and Ella are still the owners.”

“Technically, Ella’s father and uncle are the shareholders with this baby on their hands, but yeah… I take your point.”

“I wouldn’t describe it that way to your fiancee, Daniel. I wouldn’t leave the room alive if I did that to Kate.”

“It’s just you and me here, Jacob… guy code, okay?”

“Of course.”

Dark humor was helpful because the entire company felt gloomy, as though management didn’t care about how the staff or production systems performed. This wasn’t a recent problem because declining morale such as this takes years to become a toxic culture.

“I don’t think the people are to blame. This is shit leadership and poor management.”

“Brad has been stealing from this company for years, Jacob. I can smell it everywhere.”

“I doubt it’s exclusively Brad. Others must be complicit, and then, if the lower level managers know the directors are thieves, pilferage travels further down the chain.”

“How deep do you think this corruption goes, Jacob?”

“Corruption is insidious, and it breeds more of the same. I saw it in Afghanistan and Iraq, where soldiers, officers, and contractors stole money, inventory, and trophies. I’m sure government officials are up to their armpits in this, along with the Narvona board.”

“Fuck!”

“Yeah… I second that, Daniel.”

“This was meant to be a clean transaction. What’s your instinct about how we deal with it?”

“Kate’s onto this already, but I figure GD buys Bourne Aviation and LSE as going concerns and acquire Narvona from bankruptcy. We can keep the assets and people but not the registered company.”

“I’d say the same. This company has decades of corruption running through its ledgers.”

I was pleased Daniel saw things the same way I did. Kate asked me to sound him out about her idea. The main problem with taking over the registered company with all its historic trading would be the emergence of future criminal activities, product failures, the liability for them, and, of course, massive tax bills that might have been illegally dodged.

I called my wife to confirm she had received my final report, rattled off during an hour break for lunch when I was alone, and before Daniel and I walked the floors one last time.

“It’s worse than you initially thought, Kate.”

“I know… I read about it in your excellent report. What do you think we should do?”

“Narvona is a crock of shit. Travis should pay us to rescue what we can from it.”

“That’s an interesting idea, but all he will do is pass that cost on to Ella and Daniel in the sale price. We need a better option that doesn’t disadvantage us or them.”

“Narvona’s bankruptcy is the only way, like you said, Kate.”

“Okay. I’ll speak to Ella… did you sound out Daniel?”

“He agrees your plan is the only way, or the liabilities of a zombie company could drag us down and last for years. There is probably criminal activity that others should investigate.”

“Okay, Jacob, thank you. I’ll speak with Travis and see what his viewpoint is.”

“I’ll be home for dinner.”

“The winds are very high here; be careful, darling. It doesn’t seem safe to fly, but I’m no expert. I’ll trust your judgment.”

Her comment demonstrated in a real sense the constant care Kate exercised for me. I checked through the office windows at the Narvona building and saw trees around the parking lot bending severely.

When I joined Daniel downstairs, he handed me a waterproof jacket.

“I’m not flying.”

“Why not?”

“It’s because of something Kate just said, and it’s got me thinking. The weather is shit, and these helos are not military spec. I’d be worried about going up in these winds even if they were.”

“Shall we find a local hotel and hunker down?”

“We’re done here, buddy. I’d rather rent a car and stay with my family tonight.”

“Are you really that concerned, Jacob? It’s a four-hour drive home for you. Six for me.”

“Stay with us tonight. Ella visits Granger Hall tomorrow anyway. I’ll drive; you talk to me about LSE Aviation so I can get a handle on that.”

“Okay. I’m a bit worried myself now you mention it. I’ll let the pilot know he can return to base.”

“He shouldn’t, but I guess whether or not to fly is his choice.”

I rented a car through Tiffany and told Kate I would be home late with a guest in tow. With a clear mind, I settled in reception with a coffee, waiting for delivery. It didn’t surprise me when a top-of-the-range bright red Mercedes S Class turned up outside Narvona’s offices an hour later, delivered by the rental company Kate and I owned.

I messaged Tiffany a thank you and strolled out to the car amid a growing storm. Daniel turned up late, which gave me time to familiarize myself with the car instrumentation. I took one look at his gaunt face and knew something was wrong.

“You look sick, Daniel.”

“Our helicopter has crash-landed in a farmer’s field an hour away.”

“Is anyone hurt?”

“Yes, but fortunately, they’ll all live. The aircraft was written off and took out an electrical pilon in the process. There is a massive power outage for miles around the crash site.”

“It was a charter aircraft for the week, right… not one belonging to LSE or Bourne?”

“No, it wasn’t ours… thank fuck.”

“Then it’s not our problem, Daniel. Jump in, and let’s go.”

I thanked my lucky stars because, without Kate’s warning, I might have boarded that aircraft and ended my day in the hospital or possibly somewhere much worse. For an hour, we didn’t speak, and then Daniel broke our silence.

“I can’t stop thinking about how Ella would grieve had I died.”

“I’m feeling the same way about Kate and Alicia.”

“Jesus, Jacob… we were lucky you had that instinct to rent a car.”

“Thank Kate… she is our guardian angel today.”

When we reached Granger Hall, the storm had a name and was ripping branches off trees, scattering debris across our beautiful estate. Daniel looked in every direction, shaking his head as though counting the cost of destruction in dollars.

“Tomorrow’s cleanup will be a fucking nightmare, Jacob.”

“Your land is ten times the size of ours.”

“Yeah… I worry more about the farmers, villages, and our town. I’m calling the fire and police chief when I have a minute.”

“Is owning this new property of yours a big responsibility for you and Ella?”

“It doesn’t have to be. Everything is self-governing, and we have little influence on how residents run the place, but there is a need for some investment in the local school and hospital, so yeah… we’re getting involved because we want to help rather than mess anyone around.”

Inside Granger Hall, I was hugged like a returning oil rig worker, although Kate said nothing about our near miss in front of Daniel. Tiffany, Hannah, and Claude were in the house and attending dinner, which felt to me like it had the potential for awkwardness, given that they had all, including Daniel, fucked each other.

Kate pulled me to one side while making sure she was overheard.

“Alicia isn’t feeling well and wants pancakes in our apartment, Jacob.”

“That suits me, sweetheart. It’s late anyhow.”

We left housekeeping to steer Daniel to a spare room, hoping common sense would guide our fornicating friends and guests to abstain for the night. Once safely ensconced in our apartment, I burst out laughing.

“Alicia isn’t feeling well?”

“What else could I do? I feel super awkward, Jacob.”

“With your mother and my sister joining them all for dinner, there is every chance of an orgy. You did the right thing.”

“I just couldn’t face it… can you imagine anyone saying fancy a nightcap?”

“No, but Kate… on a more serious note. Had you not mentioned the danger of flying tonight, I might well have been on that helicopter.”

“I know.”

“What made you say it?”

“Alicia told me she felt you were in danger, Jacob. I saw the wind bending our trees over, and… well, she and I put that together with her gut feeling, and I warned you.”

I turned to my daughter, who sprinted into the room, launching herself into the air like a bird, wrapping arms and legs around me. She was teary-eyed, whimpering, and obviously distraught.

“I’m fine because of you, sweetheart.”

“I was scared, Dad. I’m so glad you are okay.”

“I’m here now and safe. We’ll have to go out for a run in the morning to see what damage was caused.”

Alicia settled, and soon after, pancakes and muffins arrived, with hot chocolate, coffee for me, and the masala tea Kate was becoming addicted to. As I sat amid all the love that a wife and child could offer me, I considered all the times my life had hung tenuously by a thread without such a devoted family.

My heart soared because I meant something to people, especially the two I shared supper with. My parents and siblings had always loved me but were genetically predisposed to that state of being. Kate and Alicia were not of my blood, yet both chose to love me absolutely.

Fuck, I’m lucky.

After Kate lit our wood-burning stove, I read a few chapters of a story, Mice and Men, by John Steinbeck. Alicia lay snuggled in her Mom’s lap, sleeping and snoring like a purring cat, and I grinned.

“Why are you smiling, Jacob?”

“I’m thinking about how much fun it will be when we have three or four more children around here, just like this one.”

“Whoa on sailor… you only left here this morning.”

“You know what I mean, Kate.”

“Of course… now get this boiling hot, saliva-dribbling child off to bed and remember tomorrow she fell asleep about ten pages ago.”

Putting my daughter to bed was both enjoyable and a privilege. Her peaceful face let me imagine her as anything she would want to be: champion jockey, doctor, or soldier, although I hoped the latter wasn’t her life’s journey for all its honor and excitement. Being a soldier, I could imagine what giving my child up to service meant from a risk perspective.

As I tiptoed away, she gripped my fingers. When I glanced at Alicia, she smiled.

“Please always be careful, Daddy.”

“I will, sweetheart, and thank you again for your excellent instincts.”

“Sierra was skittish today, and the wind howled through the stables. It was much worse than I’ve known, so I worried about you flying in a helicopter.”

“That’s your good judgment, Alicia.”

“Goodnight, Dad.”

“Goodnight, sweetheart.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The Stuff Of Nightmares

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

His cock felt solid and electrified, almost surreal, pounding hard in and out of my fuck hole, reaching depths even Jacob had never managed before. My emotions overwhelmed me as wave after wave of scintillating orgasms lifted me.

I felt so horny, writhing around our bed in a tumultuous rapture, thrashing my arms from side to side while being fucked like a queen by her king. I was being dominated, feeling unusually obedient, wanting him to always be inside me. 

I flung an arm wildly, waking my husband, who unintentionally woke me. Jacob’s voice sounded distant, calling me with a soft, loving echo that mingled with the lapping sound of the ocean racing up the beach.

Kate… Kate, are you okay?

Yes, sorry, sweetheart, I was dreaming.

That’s a hell of a dream.

You were fucking me on the beach, Jacob. It was so beautiful.

Oh, Kate… tell me more. Did I turn you on?

I’ll show you how much.

My pussy was drenched, and the gusset of my panties felt sticky, as though someone had already cum inside me, and it dribbled out of my gaping wide hole, layering the fabric that clung to my sodden, swollen labia. I wasn’t sure if I had orgasmed, but I needed Jacob’s tongue to work some magic on an engorged clitoris that throbbed like a cruise liner’s engine room.

I slipped my simple white cotton panties over my ankles, noting they felt weighty when I tossed them aside. I looked down and saw my husband staring back hungrily, and I frowned, pulling my bottom lip, knowing how naughty I was being.

I didn’t care how sleazy I seemed because my pussy needed to be emptied of cum, and I yearned for some Jacob tongue action.

As I cocked a leg over my husband, straddling his face, he wrapped my thighs gently in powerful arms, getting right to work, sucking and slurping my swollen, tingling labia, swallowing the cream produced while I had dreamed of him fucking me.

As I gently rocked my wet slit back and forth on Jacob’s accommodating lips and tongue, grinding my clitoris into his nose, a thought occurred. It was an annoyingly vague memory, dragged from my dream world, that confused me because there had been a second cock fucking me, helping my husband sate my demonic sexual needs.

While Jacob filled my mouth with his cock, another guy fucked my pussy, squeezing his long, thick shaft down my tight velvet sheath, filling me up with semen like Jacob usually did while I squealed with joy.

I shook my head as though ridding myself of the disgraceful, wholly undesired dream and focused on my husband, who plowed his tongue across my fuck hole, bringing me to another sizzling climax. Momentarily, as I felt cum dribble onto his tongue, I speculated over whether my husband had already orgasmed and filled my pussy, or if that was still my dream talking nonsense to my wakened mind.

To my utter shock, the guy who helped Jacob fuck me on the beach walked out of our bathroom, sporting a massive erection. He grinned at me, climbed onto our bed, kneeled behind my creamy slit, bent me forward, and then mounted me from behind, fucking my pussy hard while my husband licked a throbbing clitoris.

I was a tawdry mess, groaning, gasping, and… oh my god… pushing my slit back onto my lover’s cock while Jacob clenched his lips tightly around my swollen pink nub, sucking an immense orgasm out from deep inside while an anonymous swain filled me with another load of baby making cream. 

“Kate.”

“Kate?

“Are you alright, Kate?”

“Oh fuck Jacob… I had a nightmare.”

I was shaken vigorously and opened my eyes to see what was happening. Jacob was there, smiling gently. With nobody else around, I felt hugely relieved, almost tearful.

“It was a bad dream, Jacob… fucking horrible. One crappy dream layered onto another like a blanket of hell consuming me.”

“I heard you moaning, then crying out, sweetheart. It took me more than two minutes to shake you out of it. Honestly, it sounded like you had an orgasm that went horribly wrong in the end. What did you dream about?”

I cringed, feeling ashamed of myself, face-planting and crying as though everything that happened in my awful dream was real. I felt anxious, still unconvinced about what was tangible and what had been an awful imagined collage of my utter defilement.

“I dreamed that you and another guy fucked me on the beach, then I woke you, you woke me, and I sat on your face… then the other guy… oh fuck Jacob… he came out of our bathroom and fucked me right here again, in our bed while you licked my pussy.”

“Whoa, that’s seriously wild. Which one of us was a better fuck?”

“Fuck off, Jacob… this isn’t funny.”

My husband raised himself onto one elbow, laughing loudly as though my nightmare were some big joke. I shot him my best I’m not fucking joking here look, but it didn’t curtail his amusement.

“This is serious, Jacob… I was unfaithful to you.”

“You had a fantasy dream, Kate… that’s all it was; everyone has them.”

“I never had a dream like that before.”

“Would you even remember if it was a dream?”

“I rarely recall what happens in my sleep, Jacob, but this time felt so vivid. I’m shaky and upset right now.”

“It’s nothing to worry over. There is no way you would ever do a threesome or be unfaithful to me. We vanquished that demon, remember?”

“Yes, I do, of course… but last night I was being such a slut, Jacob.”

“No, you weren’t… everyone gets a free pass for their dreams, Kate.” 

Jacob must have noticed my vulnerability and that I was upset by the fact I shook like a leaf. He wriggled closer across our bed and wrapped me in a comforting hug, pulling my body into his until we were inseparable.

“Do you remember your dreams, Jacob?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Oh god… I’m sorry. That was thoughtless of me.”

I melted into Jacob, saying nothing about how creamy my pussy felt and how the last vestiges of my dream had tugged an intense orgasm from deep inside me, leaving a trail of sleazy, sticky evidence of shame through my pussy all the way to an engorged, throbbing clitoris.

Fuck… I hope that doesn’t happen again.

“Sweetheart, I know a fair bit about this from several therapists who treated my PTSD. They all agree that you can’t control what you dream and that there is no need to cling to them once you wake up.”

“That’s comforting to know.”

Not really.

I felt guilty and dragged Jacob to our shower, where I kneeled before him and sucked the only cock I ever wanted to enjoy, washing away my nebulous infidelity like a detritus that had infected my mind.

I was able to take all but one inch of my husband’s giant cock, squeezing and milking his solid morning wood until he creamed the back of my throat with a choking, sticky, salty mess that I loved the taste and sensation of.

Jacob cradled my head in one plate-sized palm while I cleaned his glans, removing every drop of his semen with a flattened tongue, savoring it before swallowing as though it were my absolution.

When he handed me a towel, Jacob stared deeply into my eyes, checking in.

“Do you feel better now, Kate?”

“Oh god, yes. You have no idea.”

There was a buzz of chatter and expectant excitement in our breakfast room, where friends and lovers were reunited. I couldn’t see any embarrassment evident on the face of our guest, Daniel, when I strolled in with Jacob, even though Hannah sat on one side, with Tiffany to the other.

I smiled at my best friend, who grinned back, almost imperceptibly shaking her head to confirm no bedroom swapping had occurred the previous night.

“What time will Ella arrive, Daniel?”

“She’ll be here in about half an hour… look, I just want to thank all of you for yesterday. I don’t know what happened between you, Jacob, and your lovely daughter, but it seems I have you all to thank for not having been on that helicopter.”

Jacob sat with Daniel, and they discussed their close shave, avoiding an aviation accident that had the local authorities and news crews crawling all over it. I pondered his assertion that somehow our family saved them while choosing granola, fruit, and overnight-soaked oats from the buffet.

When I sat beside my daughter, who was settled in next to Mom, I gripped her hand under the table.

“That’s your good sense, Alicia. Do you see what having great instincts and judgment means?”

“Thank you, Mom.”

I was prepared for Ella and Daniel’s visit from a business perspective because Travis and I had worked on Jacob’s findings, coming up with an estimated value of their companies. I wasn’t ready for the power couple as friends and house guests, knowing they would soon become the largest property and landowners in the region.

When Ella arrived, she leaped into Daniel’s arms outside Granger Hall’s front door. I understood why because I would have been the same with Jacob had I believed his life was in danger. Our staff took her small case, rushing it inside and upstairs to Daniel’s bedroom, and our latest house guest linked an arm with her fiancee, walking towards Jacob and me.

“Your new leg appears to do the trick perfectly, Ella.”

“It took eight fittings with tiny adjustments in between. My physio says getting used to it and gaining full function will take a year.”

“I don’t think people realize what a challenge getting a prosthetic is.”

“I’m so glad to be able to walk again, Kate. It feels less like I am missing something now.”

We had a slightly awkward moment, standing in front of our home, two couples not quite friends, on the cusp of tough business negotiations. You could cut the tension with a knife until Alicia sprinted from the house, wearing her riding gear, kissing Jacob, then me, saying hi to Ella and Daniel in a whirlwind of innocent attention before rushing off.

I grinned at Ella, who smiled back.

“She’s a ball of fun, Kate.”

“Alicia is our angel.”

“Does she ride every day?”

“It’s school holidays right now, so yes, but next week we’ll return to A Walk In The Clouds, and Alicia must go to school and have tutoring, and there will be fewer opportunities to ride.”

“Can I watch her ride now, please? We have an hour before Travis arrives.”

“We can’t talk business, Ella. I promised Travis he would be in on every conversation.”

“He’s just worried we might agree on a side deal.”

“Which we won’t.”

“Which we must not, Kate. Daniel and I are aware of the problems at Narvona. I wouldn’t take on what you and Jacob are considering.”

Jacob and Daniel walked on ahead, with my husband pointing out features of the estate to a man who would soon have far more land to manage than we did. I noticed Ella strained to control her gait, so I slowed my pace, ensuring she was comfortable. She was a war hero and not in any need of sympathy, but it felt hard not to mention the obvious injury she incurred through fighting for our country.

“Is there something on your mind, Ella?”

“Yes.”

“You can speak plainly with me. I believe you and I are like-minded in that regard.”

“Daniel and I want to be friends with you and Jacob.”

“Okay… that doesn’t sound like a problem to me.”

“You know we have an unconventional sex life, Kate. We would never embroil you in that, but I am worried our choices may become a problem preventing friendship.”

“Swinging is not for Jacob and me, but that doesn’t mean friendship isn’t possible.”

I remembered the guy who fucked me in my dream, desperately trying to put a face on him. His cock was of similar length and girth to Jacob’s. I found my mind wandering, and eventually, to draw a line under my sleep-induced promiscuity, I put Jacob’s face on both men who fucked me.

“Kate?”

“Sorry… I was miles away. We would love to become friends, Ella. You can visit here or A Walk In The Clouds anytime.”

“Good. I look forward to lunch sometime soon, then. Daniel and I would like to introduce you and Jacob to our industry contacts.”

I hadn’t considered how vital those introductions would be. Daniel and Ella’s family had generations of relationships crucial to the good health of their companies. They were only obliged to pass on details and any files kept regarding that network, not arrange social events to integrate Jacob and me with their key contacts.

“It’s very kind of you, Ella.”

“We want to see Bourne Aviation and LSE prosper under GD’s umbrella.”

“And Narvona?”

“Naughty Kate… without Travis being here, really?”

“Sorry… I guess we can’t. It’s such a worry.”

“Get rid of Narvona, Kate. Brad, Richard, and the whole board stink like ten-day-old fish drying on a dock.”

“Oh my… that sounds like dinner.”

She chuckled, linked her arm with mine, and we sauntered towards my daughter’s early morning fun. Watching a child prepare their horse, with all the conversation that passes between beast and small girl, is such fun.

Ella was enthralled by Alicia and the stables, taking in its chatter, smells, and ambiance like it was a place she truly loved.

“I never rode… except for mountain bikes.”

“Will you be able to ride with your new leg?”

“Yes, in time, I intend to learn.”

“You can always come here to ride, but I imagine your stables are immense.”

She smiled and stepped aside when Alicia led Sierra from her stall, patting the beautiful beast on her rump as she walked by. Ella was no braggart, had settled into the idea of semi-retirement, and was clearly in love with her fiancee, evidenced by how she shot frequent glances his way.

We watched Alicia practice for nearly half an hour, and then Jacob called for Tiffany to collect us in his truck. I saw no awkwardness between my chief administrator and our guests, even though they were lovers, which pleased me.

At the Granger Hall GD center, Travis waited patiently, leaning on a black government SUV, enjoying the sun, albeit on a chilly day. He shook everyone’s hands warmly, looking like a loveable Panda bear, but I knew a viper lurked beneath the surface.

When we took our seats in the newly inaugurated second-floor boardroom, I felt at home sitting at the head of the table, with Jacob immediately to my right. He was my strength, and I hoped I was his. I fleetingly worried about my fantasy infidelity, then realized how meaningless that dream was.

A conference call system had been installed that was so discrete that all there was to see was a green and red button at each station. The room had white noise protection and frosted glass when activated to ensure privacy. I’d had my father’s GD boardroom table replicated in size and shape, but this one was a highly polished walnut that I felt he would approve of.

The whole place had underfloor heating and eco-friendly passive heat-absorbing windows, and all water supplied into the building came from a pond outside that collected rain from the roof.

I was surprised when two women and a man, both smartly dressed, entered the room with electronic gadgets. They swept everywhere, and all of us, I assumed, for bugs, moving to the rooms next door when the boardroom was deemed clear.

Another man came into the room with a pouch, and Travis waved an arm nonchalantly.

“It’s a lead-lined, secure pouch. I need everyone to deposit their phones inside, please, Kate.”

“Okay… but that pouch isn’t moving from our reception desk. You can have your people stand with it by all means, but I am not having my phone cloned.”

“We already did that, Kate. There is no need to have physical access to the phone anymore. Satellite observation, phone, cloud, and call interception are all-pervading.”

“Why so secretive?”

“Would you mind clearing the room aside from you, Jacob, Ella, and Daniel, please?”

“I nodded for the others to leave, knowing we wouldn’t move forward until they did.”

We were into some serious counter-surveillance precautions, which meant things hadn’t gone well with Brad and Richard. The meeting began once the room cleared and Travis was satisfied with our security measures.

“Have you any thoughts about Narvona, Kate?”

“I love it when we get right to the main sore point, Travis. We don’t want Narvona aside from its assets, including people.”

“It’s not an option. You’re getting everything.”

Daniel and Ella went white as sheets because we were talking about a company they owned, wanted rid of, and might fail in that endeavor at the rate Travis was going. Jacob was poker-faced, studying our friend from the government, as I did, looking for some explanation for his bombshell.

“Brad will be reinstalled as the CEO, but that will be in name only.”

“Will you run Narvona, Travis… I mean, the government… in whatever alphabet agency this deal fits?”

“No, Kate… you and Jacob will run the company while we put a leash on Brad.”

“What about Richard Pearson?”

“Who?”

Oh fuck… he’s disappeared or dead.

For the first time since we met, I felt like I was in the room with someone possessed of snake-like morals. I had joked about Travis being CIA, even suggesting he was someone close to the White House, but now, he demonstrated what high stakes were being played out by revealing his potency.

“What’s going on, Travis?”

“I need Ella and Daniel to leave the room now, Kate. If we’re doing a deal, it’s only between you, me and Jacob. They don’t need to know what I have planned… and trust me, if Ella and Daniel want to live peacefully in retirement, they don’t want to know what’s happening.”

It was another bombshell dropped on us for effect, but neither Ella nor Daniel said a word. They, like me, were assessing the up and downside of our evolving situation, probably both keen to escape Narvona.

“Ella and Daniel dictate the sale price. The companies belong to them. We can’t simply dismiss them from the room and then come to an arrangement.”

“I’ll make them an offer right now, Kate.”

Travis slid a sealed envelope across the table to Ella, then another to Daniel. He came prepared, and I guessed the man who played chess with people’s lives knew the offer he just made was too good to pass up.

Ella and Daniel tore open the envelopes, looked mildly surprised, nodded to our government friend, and left the room.

I blinked and glanced at Jacob, who grinned.

“Why are you smiling, sweetheart?”

“Travis needs you, Kate.”

“I need both of you… in fact, your whole team. Daniel and Ella will be free of all corporate responsibility by the close of business today. The offer we made is above market value, including Narvona.”

“We need their contacts.”

“After what I just paid them, Ella and Daniel will gladly give you any support you need.”

“Your offer was that big?”

“Immense Kate… national security is at stake. Money means very little to you and your husband anymore.”

“You’ve taken a considerable risk, Travis.”

“Not really, Kate. You see… Brad et al. have sold our nation’s secrets for over ten years. China, Russia, Iran, and even North Korea have benefitted from what those sons of bitches sold off. That doesn’t include off-the-books sales to our allies.”

“Fuck!”

“Yes… that’s precisely what we thought after rooting through Narvona’s company servers, tracking shell corporations, dodgy sell-offs, and dirty contracts.”

“What’s the deal here, Travis? Jacob and I were plenty wealthy before. Our concern coming into this was making sure GD was future-proofed.”

Travis eyeballed me, and in that moment, I saw death in its purest, most loathsome form. Jacob and I had stumbled into a maelstrom, and now, it would be impossible to escape.

“You and Jacob are on the right side of this, Kate… I recommend you stay there, just as your father did.”

“You need to be more specific, Travis. At the moment, this sounds like the sketch dialogue of an episode of The West Wing.”

He calmed the anger I had spotted. Travis was not used to being rebuffed, and as much as I wanted to steer our path, I needed to accept that Jacob and I were on the back seat of this ride.

“You and Jacob own Bourne, LSE, and Narvona, one hundred percent through corporations, some onshore, others set up in discrete tax havens.”

“As of when?”

“Probably a few minutes ago when Ella and Daniel signed their sale agreements.”

“And who do we owe money to?”

“Nobody Kate… I already wrote it off.”

“Seriously? Hundreds of billions of dollars?”

“I can assure you that it’s not a free lunch.”

“There is no such thing, Travis.”

A cold discomfort sliced down my spine like someone poured icy water. I was glad nobody else was in the room besides Travis and Jacob because I felt terrified that my raw fear was evident. A duplicitous spy game had been played out, sucking us all into its vortex, a total mess, and now, Jacob and I were about to become further embroiled.

“We won’t break the law.”

“No… I’ll make sure you don’t, Kate. I’ve already prepared you and Jacob precise indemnification documents for any of Narvona’s past transgressions. I will also provide you with an amnesty for any future activity.”

“What will you do with Narvona, Travis?”

“They have the patents and engineering designs for a heap of nuclear power technology. We want to control that.”

“To what end?”

“Brad will keep selling secrets to our enemies, only this time, the designs will have tiny fatal flaws with disastrous consequences. You would be surprised what happens to a Uranium enrichment centrifuge when its bolts shear.”

“Fuck that… we’re out, Travis.”

“No, Kate… you and Jacob are most definitely in. Our way of life depends on regressing our enemy’s technology programs. Your father helped us in these matters before, and now, your country needs your help.”

“What are you saying, Travis?”

“We helped build GD. I helped your father, and now, I need your help.”

“Does my mother know about you?”

“Of course she does, Kate.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The Lesser Of Two Evils

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

We had a standoff, and from my past experiences in combat, I knew nobody was leaving the meeting until compromises were made. The deal was too good for either party to walk away, but danger lurked.

Amid a stony silence, I stood, strolled to the hospitality bar, and made Travis a cappuccino, pouring lemon and chamomile-infused water for Kate, delivering both to the warring factions.

“You must keep hydrated, sweetheart. Hopefully, a shot of caffeine will bring Travis to his senses.”

He scoffed at me, then noticed how close I was and smiled to defuse the anger he thought I might feel. I figured Travis was used to some of his meetings descending into such considerable acrimony that fists often flew.

“I’m not annoyed, Travis, and I’m generally not a violent man, so it seems odd that you flinched when I moved.”

“Force of habit. I usually have a security detail.”

“So, what you do is so dangerous you need protection?”

“Sometimes. Why do you ask, Jacob?”

I sat on the conference room table at the corner edge near my wife, staring at Travis mid-table. I reckoned he was the government chief of covert ops but not a trained agent, hence his skittishness when he felt threatened.

I knew his type, flying into hotspots surrounded by hired guns, agents, or the military, suited and booted, carrying suitcases full of cash or gold to buy off a warlord, negotiate a truce, or release hostages.

He had my respect because it was dangerous work, which was rather my point.

“I think you are being foolish, Travis.”

“How so?”

“You carved Ella and Daniel out of these discussions, playing those cards too quickly, assuming you have us fully committed to your cause.”

“You’re getting a free corporation for our partnership.”

“When we pour our quality of life down the drain for a corporate shilling, it’s hardly considered free. We’re giving more to this deal than you are, and you know that… hence the shock and awe tactics.”

“Maybe a little. You are a savage man, so you’ll understand the high stakes.”

“Kate tamed me, so I am not the killer I once was, but yes, I know what you want to achieve. I also know it won’t stop with one project because you’ll keep coming back to the well, our well, drinking fervently.”

“Okay. Perhaps that is true. Jacob, you couldn’t find a better partner or one with deeper pockets.” 

“I can assure you neither Kate nor I will leave this room until we have a deal that works for everyone.”

“What works for you, Kate?”

“Let Jacob explain his point of view first, Travis. I’ll add my twopence worth at the end.”

He reluctantly looked back at me, and I thought perhaps the alphabet agency man finally considered me more than a hired gun who slept with the boss. As I imagined what that life might look like, Kate placed a loving hand on mine, rubbing my wedding ring finger.

“You’re putting us in the firing line of the top assassins for every major military power in the world, asking us to do the deals you choose with clients you select.”

“Yes, in a manner of speaking, but then, export restrictions force you into that scenario anyway. You can’t sell military technology outside of our government without permission.”

“But you will ask us to circumvent those routes to market, to deliver faulty spare parts into an Iranian uranium enrichment centrifuge. That makes GD, ergo Kate and I, part of that deadly supply chain, even if only as a source from which design work can be stolen.”

“You’re worried the enemy might discover your involvement?”

“It’s fairly obvious that they will, Travis. After a massive explosion that the Iranian government undoubtedly looks into, they’ll see where the flaw originated. And come after the easiest target. A girl at school, a baby in a pram, or the extended family of those our enemies considered treasonous.”

“We’ll be careful, Jacob.”

“You’ll be careful with my family’s lives, Travis? Are you fucking high right now?”

He looked surprised and blinked, looking less confident of closing the deal. I guessed Travis viewed the world through the eyes of project success, failure, and dollar signs. People were collateral, including Kate and Alicia.

The atmosphere in our meeting grew tenser, and Travis retreated into the excellent cappuccino I made. His calculator-like brain did sums revealed through greedy eyes as only bean counters do, valuing each member of my family according to the cost of protecting them.

“You helping our government is the lesser of two evils.”

“I think we can agree that protecting our nations is a great and noble pursuit.”

“Umm, okay, Jacob… what gets this deal over the line?”

“That’s Kate’s call, but first, I want to understand precisely the many ways my family will be protected and who picks up the tab for that.”

“Money isn’t a problem, Jacob. I’ve demonstrated that already. The companies are yours and Kate’s, free of debts and liability.”

“But we’re working for you, Travis.”

“We’re working together.”

“Kate and I will be part of a covert ops infrastructure.”

“Yes.”

“And that means danger to us and you.”

“Yes, Jacob.”

“Then let’s reconvene our meeting tomorrow, and you bring the security guru on your books. He’s probably bored sitting behind his Langley desk. We’ll bring Claude.”

“Okay… can we hammer out everything else now?”

“That’s a question for Kate.”  

He glanced at my wife, who was indecipherable, and I saw a softening of his demeanor. Perhaps for an essential moment, his heart opened to embrace love and humanity, and Travis saw past his rigid, objective-focused boundaries, recognizing there were people at risk.

“How about we meet again tomorrow, Kate?”

“I think that’s for the best, Travis.”

We saw Travis out of the building and into his car, then began walking along the trail to our home. It was three miles away, and we’d left a perfectly good truck at our corporate headquarters, but the sun was up, it was still early, and even with a chilly breeze, the walk would do us good. 

I held Kate’s hand, enjoying the tranquility of our estate.

“I’m always very proud when you interject, Jacob.”

“I feel like interjecting right now, Kate… a romp in our special place feels appropriate therapy for us both. That meeting was thrilling.”

“It was.”

“Shall we head for the woods?”

“Our bed is much closer, and Alicia won’t finish at the stables for hours.”

“What about the dungeon, Kate?”

“What did you have in mind?”

“You choose.”

I instantly felt horny and more attentive toward Kate, anticipating our fun in the dungeon. Mostly, my wife spanked me daily in the mornings, although spiked wheels regularly ran along my cock while nipple vacuum clamps sucked me to an orgasm, helping Kate reward my excellent tongue during foreplay.

As I sat, naked and in total darkness, strapped into a sturdy metal chair that extended me slightly backward, like a torturer’s device, Kate dressed in our bedroom, teasing me with occasional sighs of her contentment from a microphone she wore.

When the room spotlights blazed, I struggled against my bindings, seeing Kate wearing a leather catsuit with a zip that would expose her crotch. My wife wore a half mask with pointed ears, exactly like a movie version of Catwoman. Her legs were shapely, and I loved the growing bulge where our baby started to show.

Kate tapped my thighs with a riding crop, making me desperately thrash around, straining against my bindings.

“You keep yourself in excellent shape, Jacob… that pleases me.”

“I serve to please you.”

I snarled my words like a lion rampant, desperate to fuck my wife. I’d perspired and was soaked in sweat, with an elevated heart rate, labored breathing, and a deep emotional intoxication for the beloved woman I could smell close by.

“You served us well this afternoon. Travis was terrified of you.”

“I wasn’t threatening him, Kate.”

“Not physically… no, but he is scared of you, and I know why.”

“Why?”

“You are clever, just like him, and he knows that, but Jacob… you are also a warrior, whereas he is not. That gives you an edge and not only over him, but most others too.”

“You tamed me, Kate.”

“You are only tame when you choose to be Jacob. I am fortunate you are inclined to serve me, but I never take that for granted.”

My wrists were handcuffed together, then locked into a steel rod that ran from the metal cup frame that cradled my head to the floor. Both ankles were cuffed and restrained to metal loops sunk into the floor.

My ass cheeks were splayed wide open on a seat that was a two-inch wide ring, leaving the rest of me exposed to attack from below. It was physically demanding to sit myself, which was an intentional chair design that challenged me.

My knees were spread wide, and I was secured mid-shin to the chair legs by leather straps and stainless steel buckles, as were my wrists to the spider-like arms that were raised enough for Kate to slide onto my cock should she choose to.

“Can you move, Jacob?”

“Hardly.”

“Good.”

Kate stood on my chair, using its arms on which her heels could hold fast. Her crotch thrust in my face, and I smelled pussy, but couldn’t get to it since that deliciousness was covered in a leather panel, firmly zipped up.

“Lick.”

“The leather?”

“Don’t question me, Jacob… you wanted this.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I licked her leather suit imagining the molten hot, swollen pussy lips seeping hormones into a scant fabric gusset underneath. Her aroma grew more pungent, and my cock throbbed, desperate to be relieved, while my tongue dripped with the mouthful of drool any hungry man could not avoid.

My senses piqued, and I trembled, excited when Kate thrust her glossy smooth, leather-clad pussy into my mouth. When she climbed off me, my wife grinned and kissed me tantalizingly slowly, with a soft, persistent tongue that explored my mouth, electrifying me from my toes to the top of my head.

Then she walked away, leaving me to fight my restraints painfully, ascending an inch at the most, thrilled and loving every moment of aching desire. 

“Where are you going, Kate?”

“Listen and learn, Jacob.”

Our dungeon lights went out, and I was immersed in total darkness. I heard Kate’s voice through the room audio system after she closed the door behind her. Our microphone was my innovation, designed for a one-way conversation while my wife was schooling me.

I heard a crackling when Kate inserted an earpiece, another innovation that allowed her to listen to me. On this occasion, she had elected for a two-way conversation for reasons I regarded in deep anticipation.

I felt excited, confused, and expectant with a throbbing cock and the need to satisfy that burning desire deep inside Kate’s pussy. Mild panic surged through me, and I felt an urgent need to sense, feel, and make love to her now that all those things had been deprived to me. 

“Ahhh, oh my, you’re very big.”

“Kate?”

“Be quiet, Jacob. I have a friend; he’s bright baby blue and wants to fuck me.”

When a vibration pierced the silence, I knew Kate was lying on our bed with a dildo we’d recently purchased. Suddenly, a giant TV screen lit on the wall in front, and Kate appeared, minus her Catsuit, holding the dildo to her lips, licking the tip.

She stared at the camera while rubbing the wet tip of her baby blue latex phallus on her clitoris, frowning and moaning noisily while wanking herself. She dragged her pink nub around in circles, raising her ass high, curving her back almost into a crab while moaning noisily.

When Kate inserted the vibrator deep inside her fuck hole, I watched the twin prongs of her rabbit ears clasp a swollen, slick clitoris I wanted to feast on. My cock strained and leaked copious precum that smelled like an unused musky mess gathering before I would cum. 

Kate’s orgasm came quickly, and my wife bucked around on our bed, making love without me, forcing more precum from the quivering slit on the end of my cock. She orgasmed noisily, screaming at the camera, contorting her face in absolute ecstasy.

I suddenly felt terrified Kate didn’t need me, figuring this might be a teaching moment, but when she tossed the dildo aside, tucking it under a pillow, also discarding the microphone and earpiece, my wife sprinted out of the camera shot.

When the entire dungeon floodlights flashed on, I blinked, half closed my eyes, and felt exposed, bathed in magnificent light. Kate ran the twenty or so meters to the room center, still naked and with the most sexy, please fuck me expression I ever saw.

“The dildo isn’t good enough, Jacob. I need the real thing… the man and his cock.”

“You looked convincing to me.”

“I teased.”

Kate straddled me, clutching my face to her swollen breasts that grew daily. I sucked on each engorged, bright red nipple in turn, imagining her sweet milk flowing after our baby was born. Kate maneuvered herself expertly until my cock pierced the pussy her dildo had already fucked.

Kate sighed and looked satisfied, sliding down my solid shaft until fully impaled. Incredibly, her pussy felt like she’d been fucked, surprising me, and I stared into her eyes.

“That’s what it would feel like for real, honey. Make the most of the fantasy because that’s as far as we go.”

“Good.”

“Just imagine how much harder you’d have to work if I was full of semen right now, Jacob. I’d have the full sensation of your solid cock, but you’d feel a slick, creamy pussy that had already been taken.”

Kate rode my cock hard, conveying an expression yielding how desperate she was to be taken while still showing me her everlasting love. She ground her clitoris into my pubic bush, urgently reaching with clawing talons into a chasm of pleasure for her orgasm while I was pinned down, being used as a fuck toy, precisely as I wished to be.

“I’ll shave my pubic hair off, Kate.”

“I’ll do it with a cutthroat razor while you are hard.”

I tried to jerk upwards to help ram my cock deep inside her well fucked, slick hole. Kate loved rising up and down my veiny shaft, gasping into my face, frowning while eyeing me desperately.

I enjoyed that her pussy was less crushing than usual and wondered how much longer we could fuck if every time a dildo warmed up her hole.

When she orgasmed, Kate violently exploded, clawing my chest muscles with sharp fingernails until red welts appeared. I shot my load deep inside, enjoying her wide eyes when she felt an ocean of cum flooding her pussy.

Kate milked my cock until I shuddered and grimaced almost painfully. She stopped, slumped into my arms, and rested with my twitching cock still buried deep inside her.

She purred, almost asleep, warming my body with hers while I was fully restrained. A distant voice roused me with a shout, then another. Kate leaped up, panicked.

“Mom… Dad?”

“Oh fuck. I left the microphone on.”

“Don’t worry… the earpiece can’t be heard unless she inserts it, which Alicia won’t. Did you put the Catsuit away?”

“It’s in our closet.”

“No need to panic then, Kate.”

“How do we slip out of here, dear, sweet, cunning husband?”

I stretched my body as Kate unrestrained me while she dribbled semen across my thighs, on my knees, and onto the floor. We donned bathrobes, sneaked out into the corridor and past Alicia’s room, into our relative safety, giggling like schoolchildren.

I dragged my wife into the shower, and we bathed lovingly, soothing and caressing each other. Alicia probably came to investigate, but I knew she was sensible, and if our daughter heard the shower, she would make herself scarce until later.

Everyone attended dinner, and I saw our family, extended by close friends Hannah, Claude, Tiffany, and Isabelle. A worrying thought occurred to me, so I leaned close to Kate,

“We’re placing all these people in danger that they have no idea exists.”

“I was thinking the same. I realize the circle of trust and sharing of information must be tightly maintained, Jacob, but we can’t leave everyone in the dark.”

“No, we can’t.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

One Fight At A Time

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

Our Granger Hall GD Corporate Center parking lot was full, and undoubtedly, the muscle sat in four blacked-out SUVs belonged to Travis. As we drove down a slight descent on a new gravel track, I sighed, bothered by a feeling that trouble was inbound.

I didn’t feel well but couldn’t pinpoint specific symptoms. My muscles felt weary, and I wanted to rest.

Jacob parked his truck in our allocated parking, and Claude and the others slid into a slot beside us.

For our breakfast meeting, I invited Hannah, Isabella, and Tiffany to nail down some details about what Travis asked us to do and discuss confidentiality and other essential security factors.

Jacob brought Claude, so I had an army more significant than the eight to twelve agents Travis had. Our government contact was ensconced in the GD lobby with another guy, probably his security chief. I spent a minute assessing the strange scene, wondering why so much security was around.

“Travis looks quite arrogant, Kate.”

“He isn’t certain of his plan anymore.”

“I don’t see we have much choice but to work with him.”

“Agreed, but yesterday, you created leverage, Jacob, and I intend to use that.”

Travis had relied on our greed to ensure we signed up for his plan. What he hadn’t understood about Jacob and me was that we already had sufficient wealth and didn’t need or desperately want more.

I feared the worst when four black-suited men stepped out from their SUV, flagging our group as we approached. My heart skipped a beat when I noticed Jacob’s body language suggested he was prepared for violence. Their group leader walked straight for me, almost sneering, like an arrogant fool under orders.

“We need to frisk you, ma’am.”

Jacob stepped in front of me and placed a palm on the man’s chest, eyeballing him.

“One more step and I will remove you from our land.”

“I’m under instructions from the boss.”

“I don’t give a fuck if you work for the President of the USA. Get in your SUV now and drive off our land.”

He pushed forward, testing my husband’s resolve while I stood wide-eyed, shocked at such an inappropriate turn of events. Jacob was steady as a rock, and for the first time, his would-be assailant looked him up and down.

“Or what?”

“Claude and I will school your whole team in good manners; now fuck off.”

The agent hesitated, and although the last thing I wanted was a confrontation, I felt excited, knowing we needed to win. The whole scene amounted to unnecessary harassment, a negotiating tactic instigated by Travis to put Jacob and me on a back foot. I saw at least three women in the security detail, so if frisking females before entering our building were necessary, they would have been sent to do it.

Travis ran out of the GD Corporate Center foyer, looking panicked.

“What the hell is going on, Jacob?”

“Your agents are leaving right now.”

“They are just doing their job.”

The guy Jacob handed off stood his ground. He wasn’t nearly as imposing as my husband or Claude, and I saw a doubtful glint in his eye because he didn’t want a fight.

“They wanted to frisk my wife on her land. The other women would have been next, and I noticed your female agents aren’t the ones searching. Your people leave now, or I start throwing punches before calling the Sheriff to have you all rounded up for trespassing.”

“Jesus Christ, Jacob… what the fuck?”

“Once I deal with your men, I will flush your head down the toilet.”

Travis looked horrified. I laughed and waved off the agent who had thought to frisk me, undoubtedly a process designed to offend and scare me, then the other women in our group. Claude grinned menacingly at two more agents, who knew they were dealing with men at least as rough as they were.

I snapped my fingers in front of Travis, rudely attracting his attention, focusing on defusing a prelude to fighting.

“Jacob and Claude can take your whole team down if you wish them to prove a point, Travis.”

“Why in the hell would they do that?”

“Feeling up ladies to intimidate them? Come on, Travis, you old pervert, you’re better than that, and honestly, if this is a sign of what is yet to come, we’re out of this deal and will take our chances with traditional financiers and find alternate acquisition targets..”

“There is no need for that. I apologize; it was a force of habit, and I thought it might soften up my target.”

“Do you know I’m pregnant, Travis? Would you, or any of these guys, have their wife treated this way?”

“No, ma’am, I’m suddenly humiliated by an ill-considered tactic.”

He looked embarrassed, and I learned that Travis might be an excellent policy and strategy creator, but he had no sense of how his plans would play out when confronted by human beings. It was an important point to remember for the future.

The man Jacob held back raised his hands, apologized, flashed Travis a look of utter contempt, and stepped back.

“Okay, apology accepted, but you must still show your boys off our land.”

“Umm… I can’t do that. They’re here to work for you, Kate.”

“Come again? I think I misheard you.”

“I have assigned a twelve-person detail as your estate security team. Day and night armed cover of your home inside and out.”

“You mean they’ll work for Claude?”

“Yes.”

“Wow, Travis… did you tell them who we were?”

“No.”

The security team leader looked even more pissed, realizing he had just accosted his new boss. I laughed. Jacob did, too, but Claude was deadpan, obviously figuring out ways he could kill everyone while avoiding arrest and prosecution.

I glanced cutely at my husband, extracting us from an awkward situation.

“Should they go to the estate security office, Jacob?”

“Yes.”

I took my husband’s hand and strolled into our corporate center, beaming widely. My day would be a breeze with Travis on the back foot and needing us far more than we needed him.

Jacob looked unhinged, which I understood because he was reluctant but serious about starting a fight in our parking lot. I could scarcely believe Travis’s amateurish behavior, almost giggling into my glass of water while trying to sip.

Travis looked filled with chagrin when he sat opposite Jacob, and he seemed less than impressed with my continued amusement.

“Why are you laughing, Kate?”

“I’m picturing my husband forcing your head down a toilet.”

“Can we drop it now, please?”

Hannah and Tiffany laughed, too, adding to Travis’s embarrassment. With Claude directing our security detail outside, it was time to drop the matter.

“We’ll keep your security detail for a week, but once ours is recruited we have no further need.”

“You’ll pay for security, Kate?”

“No… you will fund everything. I’ll let Claude and your man sort out details so we can get to the rest of my deal terms.”

Travis scoffed and leaned back precariously. I wasn’t sure what changed in him since the day before, but I felt sure it was pressure from above.

“What are your terms?”

“You won’t become involved in how we run our companies, Travis.”

“Agreed.”

“Any subversion such as you suggested yesterday will be done through a company associated with GD but not by our American companies directly.”

“Okay… that’s an extraordinary condition.”

He looked confused and wary. I was playing Travis, and he knew that but wasn’t sure how, why, or to what end. My opponent impatiently tapped a pencil on a complimentary GD notepad, staring at me, figuring out how badly fucked he was.

“Are you distancing GD from transactions that might draw attention to you?”

“Of course. We don’t want visits from assassins, do we?”

“Are you worried about anything else, Kate?”

“I’m also removing the risk of litigation against our US holdings. Doing this distracts any operation we mutually agree to implement away from you and the American Government.”

“So… by way of an example. If we wanted to plant faulty hardware or software designs in your company for someone to sell to our enemies, you’d do it for us, but through a GD subsidiary?”

“Yes… it’s a firewall if you like, keeping treachery away from our companies.”

“Okay. I agree the plan has merit. Which subsidiary do you have in mind?”

“RuhrMetall.”

“The fucking Germans?”

“Yes.”

“They are our allies, Kate.”

“Don’t tell me you care about your friends, Travis. We’ve already been treated to one example of how you treat people who help you.”

He waved an arm in the air like an excited child with the correct answer to a teacher’s question.

“Hold on a minute… you don’t own RuhrMetall.”

“Not yet, but the way I see it, with GD about to be awarded Germany’s national tank development and supply program, RuhrMetall’s share price will plummet, and we can buy them cheaply.”

His eyes bulged while Travis considered the implications of my suggestion. It made sense, especially for us, because the agenda setters above might think twice about incurring the German government’s wrath. My plan firewalled GD, Jacob, and me in several ways. 

“Who, precisely, are we, Kate?”

“You and us, Travis.”

He gasped but looked impressed. It was a perfect plan for him, the American Government, and us. Owning a mighty German ally would make GD the world’s biggest defense contractor and, with our new aviation divisions, a true powerhouse for the American economy in jobs and taxes.

“You’re not going to fight this, Travis.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“In your mind, you’re already boarding a helicopter, itching to explain to our mutual political masters about your latest coup.”

“You understand politics, Kate.”

“I think this plan of yours is excellent, Travis. Do we have a deal?”

“We certainly do.”

“Okay… I’ll leave you with Hannah and Tiffany to sort out the details. We have lawyers they will instruct. Shall we say that closure and sign-off will be a week from now?”

“Yes, Kate… what’s your rush to get away?”

“Jacob and I want to watch our daughter ride before we return to our first home in the mountains.”

“A Walk In The Clouds? It’s a nice place.”

“Yes, it is.”

Jacob and I stood to leave, but a thought struck me as we did. I was bothered by Travis’s reference to our first home, which felt like more games were being played. I spun around.

“How’s your daughter, Felicity? She goes to West Median High School, right? Your wife collects her daily at 4 p.m.”

He looked stunned, as did his security chief. Since Travis’s first meeting with us, Claude had done well, dredging up every scrap of information he could about Travis. I would never harm anyone’s family, but my government handler needed to know that two could play his game.

He squinted, judging my seriousness, so I grinned menacingly.

“Travis… if you overstep again, Jacob and I will too.”

“It was a one-off. We’re friends now.”

“Well… we’re partners, at least, but I am sure there will come a day when you no longer need us or have a better option open to you.”

When we left the building, I felt pleased. Jacob drove us to the stables, where Alicia was already jumping Sierra over small, brightly colored wooden pole fences in a paddock.

My mother and her lover, Jacob’s sister Carrie, watched on, clicking and yelling occasional encouragement to a rider who was far more accomplished than I’d imagined she would be by this stage in her instruction.

I felt sad, and Jacob wrapped an arm around my shoulder, pulling me closer.

“You’ll be riding alongside her soon, Kate.”

“It bothers me that I can’t experience this time with her.”

“Alicia understands, and I’m sure you’ll have fun racing around the estate soon, both being yelled at by the equine master.”

Watching our daughter ride was great therapy for both of us, relaxing our minds while releasing happy hormones to stave off negativity. After an hour, trucks and horse boxes arrived, ready to load our steeds for their road journey to A Walk In The Clouds. 

When the helicopter flew in, I held my daughter’s hand with my other permanently retained for my husband, and we walked to a landing sight nearby. 

After lifting off, our pilot circled the estate at Jacob’s request. My husband took every opportunity to view our homes from above, noticing things he might otherwise miss.

As we passed over it, I saw the corporate center parking lot still full, and it felt as though Jacob and I were leaving a melee behind, heading for our sanctuary. Our team would do their job well and turn up at their lodges near us like stragglers over the next few days.

We would all return to Granger Hall in a week, but for now, snow-capped mountains and the icy cold of our home beckoned.

After we arrived, Alicia skipped off to her bedroom with Cosmo and Luna in tow. She would clean herself up, get reacquainted with Lizzie, and then meet Henry to discuss her study plans. I was pleased our daughter had such a robust grip on her life because that boded well for her future.

I suddenly felt odd at Lizzie’s cafe, gripping my husband for stability.

“I need to rest Jacob.”

“Are you okay, sweetheart?”

“I feel a little weakened. Perhaps I didn’t eat enough, or maybe it was all that fighting this morning.”

“We could rest together in bed or outdoors on the patio, wrapping up warm and looking at the mountains.”

“I’d like that.”

Jacob fetched blankets while Lizzie prepared us hot chocolate. It was shortly past lunch, and I should not be this tired, but I was, so a rest was needed. When we wrapped ourselves together, sitting on a rattan sofa outdoors, I felt a chilly wind that invigorated me while Jacob’s warm body eased my tension.

“I didn’t enjoy this morning, Jacob… although the prospect of violence thrilled me when I thought they were going to frisk me.”

“It was absolute bollocks, Kate, but you made him pay, and GD gets bigger and stronger. I’m sure you’ll shrug Travis off when the time comes.”

“I intend to.”

I lay my head gently on Jacob’s shoulder, enjoying his chest’s rhythmic rise and fall and a heartbeat I could wholly rely on. My husband didn’t like violence any more than I did, but he knew that this morning was about leverage and gamesmanship.

“We won the battle.”

“We’ll win the war too, Kate.”

I drowsed into an uncomfortable sleep, waking much later in our bed, where Jacob must have carried me. I still felt odd, fatigued, and sore, especially in my stomach.

I rolled out of bed and visited the toilet, where something felt amiss. As I wiped myself after a pee, I checked the tissue and saw blood.

When I reached the bedroom door, I was screaming for Jacob, who panicked.

“What is it, Kate… what’s wrong?”

“I’m bleeding… get a doctor quickly, please.”


Chapter Thirty

Struck By Terror

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

My blood ran cold, and I sprinted to Kate, holding her upright and gently guiding my wife back to bed. She was unsteady on her feet because overwhelming emotions gripped her. I felt her tremble uncontrollably and knew shock would take her over the edge if I didn’t calm her.

Kate’s obstetrician was on my speed dial, and it only took seconds for her to pick up and answer.

“It’s Kate… she’s bleeding.”

“I’m on my way, Jacob. Keep your wife in bed unless she needs the toilet.”

“Okay, I will.”

Her warning sounded ominous, and I cried, thinking about our baby being flushed away. I didn’t fully understand the various stages of pregnancy and certainly knew nothing at all about miscarriage.

I lay beside her, watching tears roll down Kate’s cheeks while her bottom lip trembled like a frightened child. When I wrapped my arms carefully around her, my wife burst into a woeful fit of sobs, planting her face on my chest.

It tore my heart out to see her this way, so I cried with her, incapable of rational thought.

Doctor Lucy Carmichael arrived twenty minutes after my call. She brought a nurse and a mobile ultrasound machine. She seemed calm while we were terrified, and I guessed that this was a fact of her life’s work.

Doctor Carmichael sat beside my wife, helping her sit while I slipped off the bed and sat within arm’s reach.

“How are you feeling, Kate?”

“Weak and tired.”

“Any cramps down below?”

“Some.”

“When did they start?”

“This morning, I felt twinges, but an hour ago, they got worse. It feels like my period.”

“Tell me about the last few days, please, Kate. While you talk, I’ll do an ultrasound, and we’ll look for a heartbeat and check fetal development.”

While Kate explained her activities for the past few days, I gripped her hand tightly, worried beyond belief. Doctor Carmichael rolled my wife’s blouse up while her nurses connected a handheld mobile ultrasound unit to a smartphone.

With lubricant applied, Doctor Carmichael swiped the head across Kate’s lower abdomen, making sure her patient could see the screen. I moved until I could, too, cringing and filling up in case the news was bad. The doctor glanced at me once Kate stopped speaking.

“Jacob, do you have anything to add to Kate’s description of the last few days, please?”

“Not much, but honestly, I think there has been too much pressure around a business deal Kate’s been leading.”

“Kate… is this true?”

“Umm, yes, bu-.”

“Stress isn’t good for an expectant mother, Kate… we discussed this at length on the phone, and you promised to relax.”

“Work has swamped me, Doctor.”

Doctor Carmichael scanned Kate’s lower abdomen carefully, picking up our baby, who looked perfect on the smartphone screen. I heard a rapid pulse and saw our baby’s heart pumping, but I wasn’t sure how good the news was.

“It’s so hard to see any damage to a baby at twelve weeks, Kate, but the heartbeat is strong as you can see.”

“Will our baby live, doctor?”

“I think this may be implantation bleeding - caused by the fertilized egg attaching to the inner lining of your womb. Also, hormonal changes - specifically pregnancy hormones, can cause changes to your cervix.”

“So it’s nothing to worry about?”

“I wouldn’t say that, Kate. Light duties and bed rest would be my preference.”

“I have work to do.”

“What if work is the root cause of your cramps and bleeding, Kate? Do you want to risk your baby?”

“No.”

Her voice croaked, and Kate looked terrified, glancing at me, then at the screen, gripping my hand tightly. I saw my wife was resigned to taking some rest and felt relieved at that, even though the Doctor was scaring both of us.

“Tell me, Kate… if this were Alicia and she wasn’t feeling well, would you still throw yourself at work so wholeheartedly?”

“No.”

“Okay, well… as much as I hate lecturing expectant moms, I must ask that you put  baby first and don’t selfishly plunge into work.”

“I won’t.”

Doctor Carmichael gave us some further advice and left behind some advisory brochures. I felt helpless for the first time in my life, unable to provide any solution to my wife aside from love and moral support.

“Call anytime either of you. Try not to be afraid because that will also affect your pregnancy.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

“I’ll drop by unannounced tomorrow and possibly every day this week, so you’d better rest, Kate.”

The medical team left, and I helped Kate into her pajamas, bringing chicken noodle soup as a light meal to help feed her and the baby sustenance. She lay in our bed looking vulnerable, so I fetched Alicia, and we each snuggled close from one side or the other.

Late at night, Kate woke up, complaining her mouth was dry, so I fetched cool water and saw Lizzie lingering at her cafe. She looked worried, and I realized how lucky we were and what a great woman she was, having hung on until past midnight to help if she could.

“You should sleep, Lizzie.”

“Will you call me if you need anything, Jacob… please?”

“Of course. Kate is strong, and the baby is fine as of right now.”

“She works too hard, Jacob, and so do you. It’s a warning that you must change your lifestyle.”

I returned to our bedroom and poured Kate a glass of chilled water. She rolled over and sat upright, smiling at Alicia before staring at me with haunted eyes.

“What if I can’t carry a baby to term, Jacob?”

“I know you will worry about this, sweetheart, but we must try not to. It’s normal to think in worst-case scenarios when life feels tentative.”

“I’m terrified we can’t have a family.”

“We have one already, Kate, and whatever happens, we’ll deal with it. Please lie back down, and let’s rest. Tomorrow beckons a brighter day.”

“Okay, Jacob.”

While she faced Alicia, I spooned Kate lovingly from behind, gently caressing her stomach while planting soft kisses on the back of her neck.

In the morning, when I woke, Kate was gone, and I feared the worst, rolling out of bed, landing softly so as not to wake Alicia, and skipping quickly to the bathroom.

I was horrified to see Kate sitting on the toilet and staring at her while battling my raw emotions and fighting back tears.

“Are you okay, Kate?”

“All clear… look.”

She proudly held up a few sheets of toilet paper, yellow stained from her pee, but there was no blood. Kate’s smile broke suddenly, and she cried heartfelt sorrow, face planting into her palms. I collapsed onto my knees and shuffled to her, holding my wife close while she released her pent-up emotions.

“I thought we’d lose our baby, Jacob.”

“You are strong, honey, and our baby is going to be fine.”

“I’m an awful mother. Doctor Carmicheal was right… I’ve been selfish.”

“We’re new to pregnancy, Kate… please stop blaming yourself.”

I consoled my wife, easing her off the toilet and back to bed, where Alicia nestled into her, seeking warmth. I left my girls to sleep on while I slipped into sweats and staggered outside the house.

I strolled into a small copse nearby, found a clump of thick trees, and fell to my knees, crying like a baby, thumping the ground with my fists.

“Please, god, no more dead babies.”


Chapter Thirty-One

Reducing Stress

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

I felt as though I had failed. My connection to our baby was deeply personal, as only one who carries and nurtures can understand. Feeling as though I might not be able to carry our baby to term was devastating, even though everything had been fine overnight.

Jacob was everywhere, rushing around, taking care of me with hot water bottles, cups of tea, and water to hydrate, with small, frequent snacks to sustain me. Primarily, his attention wouldn’t determine our outcome, but his love felt strong, which fed my positivity.

After Doctor Carmichael visited us again, her prognosis was vastly improved because there had been no further bleeding.

“Can I get out of bed?”

“Yes… but you mustn’t do anything physical or attend stressful work-related meetings. This was a warning, Kate, and one you must take seriously.”

“I can’t be wrapped in cotton wool for another six months.”

“A few more days taking things easy won’t harm.”

“No, it won’t.”

“And you should consider how work, life, and motherhood will mesh.”

Jacob took away my phone, and for that, I was glad. I was coming to terms with motherhood and the essential state of mind that meant I must put the life of another before my own. Jacob would do that, too, but it was different for him than me.

After Lucy Carmichael left us, Alicia crawled into my bed, and Jacob served another round of warmed butter croissants with hot chocolate.

“How will we close the Bourne/LSE acquisition, Jacob?”

“I told Gunther to rally our troops and for him and Hannah to come here and brief you every evening.”

“Am I allowed to work?”

“I trust you to tell me, and I figure you’ll manage the meetings around Lizzie’s cafe carefully.”

“Thank you, Jacob.”

“I agree with the doctor, Kate, but I also know what it feels like to have my agency taken away, however well intended. Please be careful and do what you feel is right.”

“I shall be careful. Becoming a mother, nurturing, and growing a family feels far more important than GD.”

“I’m in full agreement, Kate. I’d rather be here for our family than spend my time in meetings, fighting to achieve progress in one project after another.”

“I understand Ella and Daniel better now.”

“Me too… I’m sure you’ll find our balance, sweetheart.”

I rose from bed when Alicia left to meet Henry for daily Math tutoring. Jacob worked in the stables managing some redesign and extension works for the extra horses we purchased. Our daughter showed promise as a rider, and for that, we were making sure every possible resource was available.

Lizzie poured me more insipid tea, looking sympathetic.

“Jacob says the orphanage is sending more kids for riding lessons today, Kate.”

“The riding program was my husband’s idea.”

“You are a great couple, Kate… that’s why these ideas come to fruition.”

“Maybe a champion jockey will rise from among the group. The land around here is perfect for training, and our horse stock is excellent.”

“I think it’s good enough that kids get opportunities they wouldn’t ordinarily have.”

“Jacob thinks a paintball center would be good, too. He says all kids should roll in the mud and scuff their knees.”

“Your husband is wise. Speaking of which, you have a guest of some considerable local standing arriving. Front gate security has advised me she is almost at the front door.”

“Who?”

“Liza Bourne. She’s your neighbor and Ella’s Mom.”

“Oh my… that’s a treat.”

I spun in my chair and saw a woman roughly my mother’s age walk into our small foyer. She slipped off her boots and smiled, waving through the window. When I rose to meet her, Liza raised her hands, waved vigorously that I should sit down, and shouted.

“I know my way, Kate. Give me a minute, and I’ll be right there.”

Fuck, she knows about my pregnancy scare.

Secrets were impossible to keep when so many people depended on outcomes related to my health. News must have traveled fast for the neighbors to be aware. Liza hugged me and kissed both my cheeks, sitting down beside me. She placed a small bag of what looked like coffee beans on the table and grinned.

“This too shall pass, Kate. Your body is preparing for a special journey.”

“You know about my problem?”

“Of course. I deliver coffee to every outlet for fifty miles.”

“They all know about me?”

“People around here care, my dear.”

“Oh my.”

I wanted to cry, and it was so evident that Liza stood and pulled my head into her shoulder. I didn’t know the woman who had gently invaded my life, but it felt nice to be consoled by another mother.

“I brought you a gift.”

“I see, but I am not allowed coffee.”

“You can drink this coffee. I made it, especially for you, and have been waiting until Ella and your business concluded before delivering by hand.”

I picked up the bag of beans and saw a plain label with handwritten information.

Kate’s Decaffeinated Blend.

“I hadn’t considered decaf as a serious alternative.”

“You won’t get the same hit in your system, but that’s the point. The flavor should be better than tea, at the very least.”

“May I?”

“Please do… if you enjoy it, tell Lizzie, and I’ll send over as much as you can drink.”

Lizzie took the beans, ground them, and immediately started brewing my specially blended coffee. She slid a cappuccino in front of Liza, who seemed to want to talk.

“You and Jacob have made quite an impact hereabouts.”

“We love living here, but the orphanage and riding program are my mother and husband’s work. I had very little to do with it.”

“But Alicia… you did that, and she is blossoming.”

“With my husband, we have been blessed with a wonderful daughter.”

“I haven’t met Jacob yet, but Ella and Daniel speak highly of him.”

I burned with pride, enjoying whenever anyone complimented my husband. Liza was pleasant, and we spent two hours becoming acquainted. I sipped Liza’s specially blended coffee, instantly surprised that the flavor was equal to any caffeinated version I’d enjoyed.

“Wow!”

“Is it good?”

“Excellent… actually, unbelievable. How did you do it?”

“I’ll never tell anyone, Kate. Not even Ella knows. Maybe one day I shall impart what I have learned to her, but this was my life’s project. Something I could do alone and with absolute control.”

“I understand that.”

Liza built a life separated from her husband’s company, and I guessed, in no small way, our home, the stables project, and our beloved Granger Estate were similar expressions of Jacob’s life and personality in all the changes and innovations he made. 

“You must come over and ride here, Liza.”

“It would be an imposition… I couldn’t.”

“Jacob plans on having a dozen horses who must be attended to, ridden, and cared for. You’d be helping us out, and it would be great for the kids to have another positive force in their lives.”

“Are you sure? I’d love to help and ride.”

“You can ask Jacob right now if you don’t believe me. He’s just shedding his coat and boots at the door. He wants our stables to become a thriving riding community. The extension will take another dozen horses after these next beasts are delivered.”

I felt lifted when Jacob strolled in, massive, muscular, and manly. Having a husband like mine was a gift, and I was pleased to be the love of his life, too. With a yell and whoop of a girl reaching for her freedom, Alicia sprinted from her study, leaping into her Dad’s arms, intercepting him before he reached us.

Jacob smiled and kissed our daughter, carrying her the rest of the way to us while she bear-hugged him. She dropped onto her feet, shook hands with Liza, and introduced herself before kissing and hugging me. My husband wrapped an arm around my midriff, eyeing my coffee suspiciously.

“Don’t worry. It’s a special decaf blend. A gift from Liza.”

“Nice.”

“You should try it. Honestly, Jacob, I can’t tell the difference.”

“I’ll stick to Liza’s Colombian full metal jacket, thank you.”

Liza left soon after while Jacob prepared our home meeting room for Gunther and Hannah’s arrival. He carefully managed everything, excluding me from as much stress and involvement as possible.

When our two CEOs arrived, they seemed genuinely pleased to see me, enquiring discretely how I felt. They had piles of documents, which Jacob took away, explaining that their briefing should stick to issues and nothing else.

Hannah sidled up to me with coffee in hand, grinning and wafting her nose over the rim of her mug as though teasing me.

“It’s decaf, Hannah.”

“No fucking way!”

“Oh yes… especially roasted by Ella’s Mom, Liza. She was here.”

“Jesus, Kate… you can’t tell the difference.”

“I asked Lizzie to give it to you as a blind test.”

“It definitely passes my test. I’ll have a few bags if you can get it.”

“I’ll ask Liza when she next visits.”

Hannah sipped her coffee, frowning in disbelief. She glanced around, waiting until nobody was nearby, and leaned in to whisper.

“Are you out of the woods, Kate?”

“It’s probably nothing, but I must take it easy for a few days.”

We sat down and talked through a few critical findings in due diligence. The usual problems of inventory valuations, old, useless stock being held, wasting space and money, poorly managed program timelines, and inadequate budgeting were uncovered at Bourne and LSE.

“Let’s not discuss Narvona.”

They both turned a page in their notes. Gunther shifted in his seat, looking mildly uncomfortable, while Hannah seemed restless, too.

“What’s the solution to Bourne and LSE problems, Gunther?”

“We need to impose the same disciplined budgeting approach to these aviation companies as we already do to GD, Kate.”

“How do you propose to achieve that?”

“Hannah and I must work more closely together and in a group structure, making savings where possible.”

“I won’t make redundancies. Major cost cutting is precisely what the markets expect after a major acquisition, and invariably, doing that throws good people on the scrap heap.”

“We aren’t proposing any redundancies. We want to close two large engineering sites and move their activities onto the GD campus with all staff retained.”

“Can it be done?”

“We’d have to build new infrastructure, but keeping everything contained on one site makes sense for costs in the future. The sale value of existing sites will cover our build and transfer costs.”

“Okay, that sounds reasonable. What about people commuting to a new workplace?”

“We’re all in the same basic proximity with town. If anyone is seriously disadvantaged, we’ll look at compensating for travel or allowing them to work from home if possible.”

They both looked away, neither wanting to address whatever elephant they had dragged into the room. I considered what advice they gave and studied both, deciding how to prise out their concerns.

“You want to work together in a group structure but cannot choose who should be in charge. Is that about right… Hannah?”

“In a roundabout way, yes. I prefer Gunther to be the CEO. He’s much more experienced than me, and I have no issue working with him.”

Gunther sighed and shook his head, although he had no animosity toward Hannah. This was a difference of opinion that they hadn’t wanted to raise due to my delicate condition.

“Gunther… that seems like a reasonable assertion.”

“I disagree. Hannah has the charisma and talent to be a great CEO, and I want to focus on the nuts and bolts of our group, numbers, program evolution, and financial matters. Someone must manage your relationship with the banks, even if that is the government in the first instance.”

“Okay… so each of you wants the other to be CEO of a group structure?”

“Yes.”

“I think I must side with Gunther on this, Hannah. The whole financial mechanics of this group will consume hundreds of accountants, the same number of lawyers, and engaging understanding banks that will support our future growth aspirations.”

“I don’t feel ready, Kate.”

“None of us ever do, babe. You are CEO material.”

“Will you help?”

“Not a great deal. I’ll focus on being a great co-chairperson along with Jacob, and we’ll tee everything up for success, but I want a CEO who can grip the organization without our interference.”

I saw discontent flicker in her expression. It was a moment when Hannah could step up or stand down, continuing to be an excellent marketing executive. I hoped for an answer but didn’t get one.

“Can I think about it, please, Kate?”

“Of course.”

I could have offered my help, but a pregnancy scare made me think things through from a fresh perspective. I could run GD at the strategic level, but only then if my CEO, CFO, and other executives were up to the task and took the strain. I had absolute faith in Hannah, but she needed to believe in herself.

After our guests left, I played Cluedo with Alicia, delighted when she beat me soundly, using highly evolved deductive reasoning while my mind wandered onto work, babies, and the possibilities of my life’s work.

We walked to the stables, paid Beauty and Sierra a visit, and inspected the contractor’s progress in extending our stables. Jacob had done an excellent design job, picking my brains endlessly when I hardly realized he was.

When we were entirely alone, and Alicia saw an opportunity, while I stroked Beauty, she held my hand and looked afraid.

“Are you okay, Mom?”

“Yes, of course, sweetheart.”

“Is my sibling well?”

Tears rolled down her cheeks, and I saw an emotional tsunami welling in her eyes and rippling through her face. I kneeled and hugged Alicia tightly.

“Your sibling is fine, honey. We had a scare, nothing more.”

“I couldn’t bear to lose you, Jacob, or your baby.”

“Our baby honey, and don’t worry… nobody is losing anyone today or ever.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Mountain Man

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

Within twenty-four hours of fear gripping our small family, Kate had reinvented herself, and I couldn’t be more impressed. She retained control of the reins at GD and our new companies with my support while still resting and unwinding from recent stress for the sake of our pregnancy.

She became a mother-in-training and determined that our threatened miscarriage was a learning moment.

Kate emailed concise instructions to Hannah and Gunther and had Isabella meet her twice daily at our home to manage a growing agenda, issue follow-up instructions to key staff, and chase progress.

At lunch, I caught up with my wife, having successfully signed off the new, extended stable block. It was cold outside, so an extra large bowl of Lizzie’s minestrone was welcome. I dipped chunky, crusty bread and took on plenty of calories to replace those I had lost on a mid-morning run with Alicia.

I watched Isabella preparing a meeting room, while fielding calls and messages that would usually find their way to Kate. She was young, fit, and clever, willing to work hard, and respectfully ambitious, always keen to learn.

“Isabella is amazing, Kate.”

“She is such a sweet, kind girl and very effective. She’s in a relationship with our lawyer, which seems to be going well.”

“Karl is still attending our 4 p.m. meeting, right?”

“Of course… everything you requested is ready for signing off, honey.”

I mulled over the agenda for our meeting with Karl and Isabella, who had worked on a project for us, today being its culmination. Family had come to define me, and like Kate, I had gone through a change process.

“Where is the team with our acquisition project of Bourne and LSE, Kate?”

“Everything seems fine. You’ll meet Travis at Narvona next week. He’s refusing to believe that company is in as much shit as we claim.”

“It’s like corporate armageddon over there. Everything stinks of poor management.”

“Make sure Travis sees it, warts and all for himself, but don’t force his head down the toilet, please.”

“That was a one-off.”

Our family and friends circled the wagons around us once they discovered Kate’s delicate condition. Doctor Carmichael came and went at odd times, trying to catch my wife not resting, even interrogating me. Kate did rest, aside from less than one hour a day, making sure our urgent projects were still on track.

“I know you are filtering Jacob.”

“Filtering what, honey?”

“You are meeting with Isabella before I do, making sure there are no big issues.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Kate.”

She shot me a wry smile, knowing there was no way to prevent my probing into all projects, making sure there were no nasty surprises for my wife. Kate would do the same for me. So far, we’d been lucky, and no major red flags were raised, but I remained vigilant.

“It matters, doesn’t it, Kate? Our family and friends who are romancing, working, and living around us… it does matter that everything works out?”

“It does, Jacob, which has surprised me. I feel more invested in friendship than ever.”

We enjoyed Liza’s decaffeinated coffee together in the living room’s deep-cushioned sofa nest with our massive TV screen turned on for a rare occasion. Alicia lay on a rug before us, kicking up her heels, watching some movie where Harrison Ford was growling at a young TV morning show producer.

Kate had several online shopping deliveries arrive throughout the day; some were items I had ordered for her. She looked at a package, then at me, grinning.

“I ordered mostly creams and lotions, Jacob; you bought me a pelvic support belt.”

“And a pregnancy full-body pillow.”

“You’re so practical, husband. I hadn’t considered any of that.”

I beckoned Kate’s feet onto my lap and whipped off her socks, taking time to massage her toes. It was midafternoon on a gray, wet day where the last golden leaf had fallen, and the sky threatened our first snow.

“I hope it snows soon, Jacob. Everything will be so pure.”

“It’s not cold enough yet, honey, but within a week… I predict you’ll complain that you can’t get out of the door, but never fear, I bought a snow plow.”

“No way!”

“Way… and before you criticize, it was Alicia’s idea.”

Our daughter raised her hand, giggling. I knew she had heard every word we’d spoken while still being able to recant the whole movie if asked.

“We need the snow plow, Mom, I promise you, because the municipality doesn’t clear your tarmac drive leading from the main road up to the security gate, and it snows heavily in these parts.”

“We’re not living in Trapper Creek; you aren’t Grizzly Adams daughter.”

“You’ll thank me in a few weeks.”

Kate looked astonished by Alicia’s banter. Our daughter had settled in well, taking our turbulent lifestyle in her stride and growing in confidence. Most days, she rode Sierra, ran with me every morning now that Kate was resting, had school lessons for eight hours, tutored with Henry after that, and spent time with us playing and talking.

I felt dejected, and my wife saw that, standing and reaching for my hand.

“Show me how this full-body pillow works, please, Jacob.”

In our bedroom, Kate pushed me onto the bed and then straddled my waist.

“Alicia will and must grow up, Jacob. That’s what is bothering you, right?”

“I love when she learns and explores new things, that’s all. I don’t want to get benched in favor of a phone or some spotty-faced dickhead boyfriend.”

“And with her birthday coming up, you think the road ahead is all hormones and phone calls?”

“Something like that.”

“Not true, Jacob, but she must grow up mostly on her terms. If not, she might resent us.”

“I’m planning to organize something nice at her mountain chalet. We’re due a visit.”

“That’s a great idea. Alicia will love that, and by the way, her boyfriends might not be dickheads.”

“How many of yours were dickheads?”

“All of them except you, of course, Jacob.”

She rolled away, laughing heartily while I chased my wife across the bed. When I caught her, leaning cautiously away from her stomach, I smiled and gazed deeply into her loving eyes.

“Shall I teach you how to use this pillow?”

“Oh Jacob, come on… I don’t need a lesson in how to use a pillow for comfort, but you could teach me how to kiss… that might be nice.”

Kate had a way of making my dark clouds vanish, regardless of the challenges she confronted. My worry about Alicia was irrational, especially considering we were at the beginning of our family development, and she already liked my company.

We kissed and cuddled for a while, fully clothed, until a knock at the door preceded Alicia’s cute face, grinning.

“Karl has arrived, Dad.”

“Can you see him into the meeting room, please, sweetheart? Then get everyone some wets?”

“Hot wets or cold?”

“Hot. It’s not the sort of meeting for cold wets.”

“Coffee, NATO style for you, Dad, right?”

“Yep.”

When Alicia left our room, Kate looked astonished, and I laughed, almost fit to burst.

“Hot wets, Jacob… what’s that?”

“British Royal Marine jargon. A wet is a drink, Kate. A cold wet is usually a beer and a hot wet is a tea or coffee.”

“Holy hell… what’s a coffee NATO style?”

“Coffee, milk, two sugars - standardization. That tradition dates back to the 1950s when NATO members began trying to standardize spare parts and supplies for European and American forces. NATO is always two lumps of sugar with milk.”

Kate fell back onto our bed, laughing so loudly that I worried for her stomach. I cuddled her again, kissing her beaming smile.

“You are teaching our daughter British military slang?”

“Alicia told her friends she’s recently discovered she is half British and wants to pull it off.”

“She isn’t, though.”

“She is now, Kate. I’m British.”

She lay on the bed with an arm trailing, tracing a line with a finger around my facial features, while she giggled, smiling. Kate seemed happy again, so that lifted me, but I still silently prayed we were out of the hot water regarding our baby.

“Before we join Karl, Jacob. Do you know for certain it will snow next week?”

“For sure it will.”

“How do you know?”

“Experience Kate… I’ve lived in the mountains all my life.”

“We need to prepare your new indoor menage for the horses then. Also, how will we get a doctor or go to the hospital during a blizzard?”

“The snow plow will go anywhere, anytime. Your chariot awaits, my queen.”

“Ahh, okay… that’s good.”

After hugs and handshakes in our meeting room, Alicia winked cheekily at me when she delivered a tray full of hot drinks. She knew what Kate wanted and slid hers in front while Karl and Isabella helped themselves. Our daughter was about to leave the room when I reached for her hand, hauling her gently to the seat beside me, much to her confusion.

“What’s the matter, Dad?”

“This is a special meeting, sweetheart. Kate and I are signing our last will and testament, and there are important matters to discuss.”

“Oh.”

Her bottom lip quivered, and I saw sadness flicker across her face. Alicia knew only too well what a last will was, having already suffered the incompetence and deceit of her uncle and the lawyers charged with her care.

“We want you to understand our provisions for you.”

“In case you die?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t want to know. I have my own money in trust, right? I don’t need any more, and I don’t want to think about this.”

“It’s not only about money and shares in our family companies. We’re leaving you A Walk In The Clouds to be your permanent home, forever.”

“I can’t live here without you and Mom.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and she gripped my hand tightly. Isabella handed tissues while my daughter choked up. Kate and I had figured this might happen, but understanding the process now would help Alicia cope in the future.

“Why are you doing this, Dad… Mom?”

Kate kneeled beside Alicia, wiping her eyes with a tissue and hugging her.

“Dad wants to make sure you have an anchor in life, Alicia, and that no matter what happens, you have this home. Life can be uncertain. This is your home, and we want that to continue as it is, with your friends and family welcomed forever, a permanent riding school for the kids, and your mountain chalet.”

“I don’t know if this is a good thing for me, Mom. It doesn’t feel like it.”

“We’re not sick and don’t plan for that to change any time soon, Alicia, but we must take care of matters to avoid what happened to you before.”

“Who will look after me if you die young?”

“We want you to consider that with us. Today is only about assets, so we can reevaluate who will be your guardian another time.”

Alicia looked happier, but discussions like this and eventualities like we planned were not really for children her age. I desperately wanted my daughter to have confidence she would be looked after no matter what, and it was important she understood her rights and how to fight for them should she need to.

“Are you just covering all the bases, Dad?”

“Yes, baby girl. It’s not a nice subject, and I promise you that there is nothing to worry about… but we must do this properly, just in case.”

She gulped, dried her eyes, and nodded. Alicia was brave, and while some may disagree with our approach, it was better than the possibility of something awful happening to our daughter a second time around.

With everything signed off, Kate and Isabella got down to corporate matters at the close of the business day. LSE and Bourne Aviation deals were almost agreed upon, so my involvement was confirmatory, aside from the challenge of Narvona. I glanced at Alicia and smiled.

“What?”

“Your slang was spot on, my girl.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Shall we take an ATV ride? I have an idea we should discuss.”

“Cool, can I drive?”

“Of course.”

I had an ulterior motive for getting away from the house. Someone I barely knew messaged me, wanting to meet, and I needed to do that privately. His message was coded in a way I knew the matter was serious.

Alicia was careful in every sense, dressing for the cold weather, bringing a torch, her phone, and a walkie-talkie connected to the callsign at our security gate. I felt confident riding shotgun while she carefully wrestled the three hundred kilogram ATV through woodland and scrub, up muddy, waterlogged trails and winding tracks until we reached my daughter’s mountain lodge.

After standing close to the forward cliff edge, admiring a grayish sunset, we checked the wood store, lit a fire, and aired the place, brushing down cobwebs and taking inventory.

“We need a shopping list, Alicia.”

“What for?”

“A mass snowball fight party with fireworks and a snowman competition.”

“Oh wow, Dad… what an awesome idea.”

“Invite your friends and their parents for three days? What do you think?”

“I think you are unbelievable.”

She hugged me tightly while I reached into a pocket, sliding out a notepad and pen.

“When shall we do this, Dad?”

“Two weeks from tomorrow, stretching over the weekend. It will snow next week, by the way, so we’ll have plenty of fun by the date of our party.”

“How do you know?”

“I spoke to the weather service and got a long-range forecast sent over, but don’t tell Mom that. She thinks I’m Grizzly Adams and that I can tell the weather by staring into the sky.”

“How will we get everyone up here, Dad?”

“Using your new snow plow, of course.”

She settled in front of the fire with a notebook and pen, making lists of people to invite, with supplies and fun activities. We had no phone signal, so contacting friends would wait. My guest was due to arrive and might already be waiting outside, so I flagged down Alicia, who was already entirely absorbed by her new project.

“I’ll be out back, sweetheart, filling the woodshed.”

“Okay, Dad.”

I was unarmed despite the clandestine nature of our meeting. The guy was close to Ella, which meant I could trust him. His message earlier in the day had been worrying.

“Hi, Mitch.”

“Hello, Jacob; I’m sorry about reaching out to you in such an odd manner.”

“When a covert ops communications specialist tells me he wants to rewire my daughter’s mountain lodge, I have to wonder what’s happening.”

“Will you walk with me, please?”

“Not far, Mitch. I have Alicia indoors.”

I trusted Mitch and had meant to reach out, meet, and discuss Narvona, a company whose communications network and IT systems he had bugged, mirrored, and thoroughly investigated on Ella’s behalf.

“Is this about Narvona?”

“No… it’s about your family.”

We had a picnic bench for people spectating wood chopping. Since I would probably spend hours there, I might as well have somewhere for Kate and Alicia to sit. Mitch headed over, unzipping a satchel that was about twenty years too young for him, decorated with sticky patches of places he visited.

“You look like a student.”

“Thank you, Jacob.”

“It’s better than looking like a spy, I guess.”

“I’m no spy, buddy.”

I laughed and rolled my eyes. His poker face told me I was right. Mitch may not be on the CIA’s dental plan, but they paid his way. Talking to me was definitely off the reservation for him, which could be life-shortening or, at the very least, contract terminating.

He headed for the picnic bench, spreading out heaps of A4-sized glossy photographs.

“Kate… Alicia, your sister, the doctor visiting. They have satellite images of all your family, and it looks like they are working out a routine, studying everyone, where they are, who they know, and-.”

“They will know where will my family be next?”

“Yeah. In case they-.”

“In case they want to intercept them?”

“Correct again.”

“I’m guessing by the means you chose to reach out, they have our phones covered, too?”

“They have both your homes bugged. Your stables CCTV has been compromised, too.”

“They are watching everything, Mitch?”

“Yes.”

“Any idea why? We’ve given no reason to cause suspicion.”

“They are checking in on you, finding out what you talk about at home, to friends and family, and what risk you pose to them. They’ll study any vulnerabilities, too, ensuring nobody can get to you.”

“Fucking hell.”

“Yeah, Jacob. I wanted you to know right away.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean, why?”

“Come on, Mitch. You didn’t do this because we know Ella. You’ve taken a fucking enormous risk exposing all of this to me. Your paymasters will destroy your life if they discover what you did here today.”

“I’m an independent contractor.”

“Yeah… I remember being one of those too.”

“I know you were more than British Royal Marines.”

“I was that too. Don’t ask, and I won’t lie to you. Now tell me, why did you reach out?”

“I want a job.”

“Ah. I’m guessing your paymasters want you to have this job?”

“Yes.”

“Because you set up all of this surveillance on us, the house, satellites, and stables… right?”

“No. I’m not supposed to know they are already watching you. I’ve been asked to flash my resume through Ella, hoping it draws you to me.”

“Consider yourself flashed and on-board Mitch. What danger is my family in?”

“Nothing imminent, but you’ll become chess pieces in a dirty international game. This supply chain mischief, circumventing export bans, inserting faulty designs for the enemy to stumble on… the spy game has changed, Jacob. It’s all about coders, drones, artificial intelligence, and cyber warfare these days.”

“GD is about to become a state-controlled weapon then.”

“It always was buddy. Richard Granger was a regular visitor at Langley. They just took a while to let you and Kate get settled in before reaching out.”

“Does Langley know about me?”

“Everything… including two years seconded to MI6.”

“Fuck!”

“They will use you, Jacob. These bastards will ask you to do something while attending a conference or trade show in China, Saudi, or perhaps Russia. It might be asking a question or delivering a message, but it’s coming.”

“I’d be spying.”

“And if caught, Langley would disavow you.”

The news couldn’t be worse, and there was no way, given her condition, that I could share this development with Kate. Travis came from a world I had left behind when flying out of Heathrow. My service with MI6 was short and limited to high-value missions in Afghanistan. They wanted me to stay, but PTSD pressed so hard I couldn’t entertain the idea.

Among other things, I’d recruited Pashtun rebels to help find and release kidnap victims. I worried that my clandestine past might one day come back around to bite me, and now it had.

“What exactly do you know about me, Mitch?”

“That you assassinated high-value targets in Afghanistan and Syria.”

“Ahh, bollocks, fuck… cunts!”

“You had to know Langley would find out, Jacob.”

“No… my handler in the UK promised faithfully that I was deactivated and my files were buried deep. I’ve been set up to work for these fuckers again.”

“I’d say that’s definitely on the cards.”

“How can you help, Mitch?”

“If you employ me, I can run interference… a disinformation campaign.”

“What about the bugs?”

“You can get an independent contractor to sweep the houses, cars, and stables… that will remove those. Doing that won’t raise any flags.”

“You are more important to them if you can get on the inside, right?”

“Yes, but I’d be paid by you… not them.”

I rested back, staring at the gray skies above that looked like they might soon turn darker. I’d got free of the Victoria Cross and unwanted public glare, but I couldn’t shake off the community I most detested - those calling themselves the intelligence services.

“When can you start work?”

“I recommend you get the bug cleaners in first. After they find what you already know is there, you can reach out to me through Ella and then confront Travis. He’ll expect it, and I suspect surveillance will stop.”

“Who is Travis?”

“They call him a fixer. He’s the sort that crawls all over DC, doing the administration’s dirty work.”

“Okay… look, you’d better leave now, okay. Alicia will come looking for me soon.”

“Cool. I’ll wait for your call.”

When a mature student vanished into the tree line miles from anywhere with no map or trail to follow, I knew unwelcome times had returned. I watched the surrounding area, making sure no observer had broken cover. When satisfied, I returned to Alicia, sitting beside her in front of a blazing fire.

“Who was the man outside, Dad?”

“He was taking a chance that someone was in. An electrical contractor who asked if we had work for him. How come you saw him?”

“I made you a hot wet and brought it outside. It’s on top of the wood burner, keeping warm. You’ll need that for the ride home.”

Alicia sipped her hot chocolate while I enjoyed coffee. We sat on a rug, with flickers of light from the fire dancing around us while night drew in. I wasn’t worried about a ride home in the dark because our ATV had powerful lights, and the extra challenge would do my daughter some good.

“Shall we run again tomorrow, Alicia?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“I would like to visit a mountain bike shop as well, please. We can both get kitted out.”

It was time to introduce my daughter to a world of adventure that would build her character and courage for the years of challenge that lay ahead. I wouldn’t play Langley’s game, but instead, a meeting halfway on the clandestine operations road with Travis might be safe enough for me to contemplate. One thing was certain: I’d soon be contacted by dubious friends in London seeking an audience.

We took twice as long to reach home, and Kate waited at the door pensively, looking into the night for the lights from our ATV. I cursed my thoughtlessness and was pleased when she seemed relieved and looked well.

“Do you need help cleaning the ATV, Dad?”

“No… you go on ahead. You’ll clean it down next time.”

Alicia hopped off the ATV and ran to our front door, hugging Kate. I would take over driving for the one-hundred-meter ride to our garage, ensuring the vehicle was clean and refilled with gas before putting it away.

“How was it up there, Jacob?”

“Perfect, I think… what do you reckon, Alicia?”

“It’s going to be great fun, and I have lots to do, so I’ll be in my room, planning, emailing, and calling friends.”

Kate slipped onto the back seat, so I took it easy, rolling to a stop outside an open garage. Our mechanic was there, waving me away from the filthy vehicle, seemingly enjoying doing all the maintenance tasks himself.

“I need to run a few checks, Jacob, so I’ll spray it off myself.”

“Okay, Steve, thank you.”

“I hear it’s going to snow next week.”

“That was my guess, too.”

Kate wrapped her arm around my waist and leaned her head on my shoulder as we returned to the house.

“Snow is coming, Kate.”

“I know, sweetheart. The local weather service office called asking for you. They wanted to update their prediction on snow. It’s coming a few hours earlier.”

“Ahh.”

“Don’t worry, mountain man… your secret is safe with me.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Pamper Day

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

I rested in bed or lounged on the living room sofa for the next few days, wrapped in a fleece blanket. Within strict convalescing constraints agreed with Jacob and Doctor Carmichael, I conducted my life and business from a laptop and phone.

My husband was rarely more than ten meters away, fussing precisely the way any wife would hope, given our circumstances. He was constantly attentive and loving. 

Doctor Carmichael visited every day, each time pronouncing me as being a step closer to safety. A threatened miscarriage was a warning shot across my bow, so regardless of my seemingly full recovery, I knew my stressful lifestyle must change.

Jacob was right about resting; as always, he was the solid anchor my life needed. He never mentioned the problems at Narvona during his visit on the day he left my side, simply working them through with Travis, who he said had mellowed. As I checked our online Trello project management boards, I saw one problem after another knocked over and archived.

Then, mysteriously and entirely out of character, Jacob came to me with an idea to relax and recuperate. I didn’t like it much and scowled, feeling too coddled.

“I’m not sure why I need a spa day with your sister, Jacob. We have everything right here: a swimming pool, hot tub, sauna, steam room. I even have a massage bench, so all I need do is call a beautician to visit.”

“It’s called a pamper day, and Doctor Carmichael says it will do you the world of good.”

“Okay… but-.”

“I’ll be home late, so stay out as long as you like, but please do this for me.”

“You sound like my Dad seeing me off on a night out before I reached eighteen… that being said, my father would have set a very short curfew and stood at the door waiting.”

Jacob hid something from me, fluttering around our home like a nervous butterfly, ushering me to our front door, where Carrie waited patiently. He helped me climb into a truck my sister-in-law had borrowed from Claude, kissed me, and waved sweetly when we drove away.

When Carrie turned onto the main road, heading into town, I saw two pick-up trucks with blacked-out windows parked at a logging trailhead. They looked out of place because both were pristine, as though neither had ever ventured off-road.

I waited a few minutes until we passed the vehicles and turned out of sight; then, I looked backward and saw we were clear.

“Turn around, please, Carrie.”

“Wait, what?”

“Please turn around right now. I need to return home for something.”

She reluctantly did as I asked, reaching for her phone. I felt Carrie knew something I didn’t, further piquing my suspicions about my husband’s erratic behavior.

“I’ll let Jacob know we’re coming back.”

“Please don’t.”

She had half a mind to do it anyway, glanced nervously at me, saw my raised eyebrow, and relented.

“I won’t ever come between you two, Kate.”

“Don’t.”

“Jacob is trying to keep you safe.”

“I know.”

I said nothing more, not wishing to create a disagreement between Jacob and his sister. My husband was into something dangerous and hiding it from me for thoughtful reasons, but that wouldn’t hold as a justification to me if he ventured into the abyss alone.

When Carrie drove back through our security gate, my husband, who was receiving guests, froze like a deer in the headlights. Both pickup trucks I’d seen were decanting men and women who looked like technicians carrying briefcase to suitcase-sized equipment boxes.

Carrie slid to a halt, scrunching gravel, and before I could climb out of the truck, Jacob opened the driver’s side door, helped his sister exit, and then leaped in, grinning broadly at me.

“Let’s have a couples spa day, then, Kate, shall we?”

“What’s going on, Jacob?”

“I’m having our home swept for surveillance devices. It’s precautionary. Neither of us should be at home while this is being done.”

“It’s that bastard Travis.”

“I said it’s precautionary. Kate, please count to ten and let me drive us somewhere so that we can talk.”

“Fuck the spa, Jacob. That’s not a Kate thing, and you know it.”

“Let’s drive around then. Enjoy the mountains and forests, but please calm yourself. I will explain everything.”

I felt furious, but suddenly, somewhere deep inside, a voice screamed calm the fuck down, Kate. I closed my eyes and gripped my husband’s hand, breathing in slowly through my nose to a count of four, releasing that on a count of six through my mouth.

“I’m calm, Jacob. Don’t worry.”

“You must chill out if you want to talk this through, sweetheart.”

“Have Travis’s people been inside our home?”

“They have fitted audio transmitters everywhere, Kate.”

“At Granger Hall, too?”

“Yes.”

“Oh god… that’s fucking awful.”

“I disagree, Kate.”

“What? Why do we deserve this?”

“We got a free company worth hundreds of billions of dollars from Travis. He wants to know we are on his side and complying with the agency’s wishes.”

“Are you suggesting Travis and his people own us now?”

“To some extent, yes, of course… come on, Kate, you’re being naive.”

I gulped, feeling raw fear, then I gripped my nerves and glanced at Jacob, pursing my lips and squinting with an immense frown, all in disbelief and equally unnecessary. He was right, and it made sense that Travis would check us out. When Jacob spoke plainly, I understood, but it felt unfair because we’d played ball in a dirty, risky process, only for our partner to deceive.

“Is our gain worth this bother and harrassment, Jacob?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Please explain it to me.”

“You are sitting at the big table, Kate, and can affect outcomes for so many people. Your father was in this situation up to his eyeballs, which is how GD became hugely successful, and Granger Hall was built.”

“Travis is an unreliable partner.”

“These people turned a blind eye when Richard brought his gold into the USA, and they knew when you moved it out again… look at the good that treasure has already done.”

“Really Jacob? Are we going with the greater good now?”

“That is precisely what you did with the gold when you chose not to reveal it.”

“Ohh Jacob, that feels a bit mean.”

“Without people like you and me involved in this process, Travis would have no outlet for something good to come of his savagery. He won’t help ordinary people like the staff at these companies because that man doesn’t know how to. Covert agency’s kill and justify it-”

“For the greater good, Jacob? Yeah okay… I’m being naive and dumb. I get it.”

I shook my head, angry at my hubris and shortsightedness. I felt pompous and ungrateful because, as my husband pointed out, we got the expanded company we wanted without taking on debt.

“We must accept this as a bump in the road, Kate, and squeeze out the good for those who need it. Someone else will have Bourne and LSE if we don’t grasp the nettle. Good deeds will vanish under layers of corruption.”

“Fuck Jacob. It’s a total mess.”

I leaned forward and face-planted, groaning loudly, frustrated that we had so little control. Jacob seemed more confident and comfortable about our situation than me, and I was starting to realize this world was in his wheelhouse, not mine.

“No, sweetheart, it’s not a mess. This is a world you don’t yet fully understand.”

“But you do understand it?”

Jacob didn’t answer me but pulled off the road and drove along a forest track, sliding the truck’s gears into four-wheel drive when the going got tough. I enjoyed the rocking, rolling, and jarring as we rolled through deep holes, spinning out of them vigorously, twisting into and powering out of deep, muddied ruts like we were on an adventure.

I sat calmly beside Jacob, still gripping his hand tightly, drawing confidence from him and the ever-present smile of an outstanding, loving husband and father. I looked around me, enjoying the trees flashing by, spotting hills, then mountains that appeared suddenly, disappearing again behind a wall of trees.

“I recognize this trail.”

“You should do, Kate.”

“Are we going to Alicia’s lodge?”

“It’s as good a place as any to hole up and rest while we talk.”

“Is it surveilled as well?”

“No, and by tonight, neither will our homes be.”

“Won’t Travis know once those bugs are removed?”

“Yes, but that problem is already solved. As I said, the premise for the sweep is that it is precautionary; at least, that is what Travis will believe when he quizzes the company doing it. I’m employing Mitch, who is known to our new partner and his people.”

“Won’t Travis be pissed?”

“They will stop watching us. I promise you, Kate.”

“How can you be sure, Jacob?”

“Firstly, because they won’t try the same trick twice after getting caught out, but mostly, because we don’t intend to deceive them anyway, which is Travis’s only real concern.”

When we arrived at Alicia’s lodge, I felt comforted. Being isolated among the high, snowy mountain peaks made me feel safe, although I instinctively glanced up, wondering if a satellite was watching us. Jacob saw me and laughed.

“Most satellites spin around the planet constantly, Kate, spending a few seconds above us. Travis won’t task a geostationary spy satellite or even a drone to watch us.”

“Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent. He would have to explain to his chain of command why he doesn’t trust us, and that’s not likely after all the free money we got.”

I followed Jacob into a frozen cabin, impressed with its cleanliness, and when one match lit a log-burning stove fire that had already been set, my husband lifted blankets stacked on a bunk bed, gripped my hand, and led me to a sofa, sitting down with me and wrapping us together.

I looked out the window at jagged peaks and snow-encrusted pine tree branches so heavy they looked like they should snap. The only sound was a crackle and spit of the dry hardwood logs as they burned. I nestled in my husband’s lap, enjoying his arms wrapped around me amid peace and a growing warmth. 

“This is nice, Jacob.”

“I was seconded to MI6 for a couple of years, Kate.”

He blurted, clearly wanting to clear the air between us and shed the entire load he carried. I mulled what he said over, wondering how much of a spy my husband had been or perhaps still was.

“Is that the British version of our CIA?”

“More shaken, less stirred, and with dapper bow ties but much less resource.”

“Okay, James…  just explain to Moneypenny what the fuck is going on, please.”

“Travis and his people are carefully managing us. Consider our situation like the girl asked out on a date by a new, interested boy she had never met. What’s the first thing she does?”

“Check out the potential date’s social media?”

“Precisely. Travis’s problem with us is no different.”

“We’ve done nothing to provoke mistrust, Jacob.”

“Travis is a creature of habit, doing what he feels is right, always following a playbook he’s used before and trusts. He wants to know about us before it’s too late for him to find replacements to take over Bourne and LSE.”

“But bugging our homes is very intrusive and probably illegal.”

“Yeah, it gets far more dirty than this, trust me.”

“I trust you, Jacob, but you might have told me about MI6.”

“Telling you about what’s in the past serves no purpose today. I was a small cog in the big wheel of state foreign policy execution, completely deactivated now, so why bother raising it?”

I felt calm, almost excited. Jacob had brought me to his mountaintop lair for a secret, romantic liaison.

“You’re a spy then, Jacob.”

“I was an agent, not a spy, and it wasn’t glamorous.”

“Yeah, okay, Jacob.”

I giggled and thought of my husband as a perfect shoo-in for James Bond, perhaps an Ethan Hawke or Simon Templar, but in the end, he was dependable, brave, and wise Jacob, who I loved very much, and that version of this remarkable man wouldn’t harm a fly unless it sunk teeth into me.

“Are we safe, Jacob?”

“Safer than we have ever been. Travis won’t allow anything to happen to us or our family. He especially needs you.”

“Us.”

“You, Kate. You can go anywhere, anytime, and be inconspicuous. I cannot.”

“And why now, so long after your deactivation, are you suddenly explaining MI6 to me?”

“Because they will reach out to me. The USA and the UK are strong allies. I think Travis already knows about me, which means London will come calling.”

“Honestly, Jacob, were you a spy?”

“Mostly, spying is about sitting in bars listening to drunk soldiers chatter about what’s going on in their base, confirming satellite and drone intel on the ground, or lying in the snow above a military establishment, recording movements. It’s not glamorous and very dangerous.”

“Will you be asked to spy again?”

“Not like I once did, Kate, but yeah, we’ll be asked to report what we see when traveling and dealing with foreign governments or supply partners and perhaps pass on messages, one way or another. There is nothing unusual in that… Richard did it all his life.”

“What about Mom?”

“I don’t know how involved your Dad made her, and if I were you, I wouldn’t ask. Also, we should keep the circle of trust tight on our business lives from now on.”

“Okay, Jacob. Thank you for explaining everything.”

“I was afraid of-.”

“I know, honey.”

I dozed comfortably, cradled in Jacob’s arms, enjoying a wall of heat belting out from the huge log burner that soon warmed the room. Jacob understood this new world we’d been thrust into and how to deal with it, so I had nothing to worry about aside from supporting and loving him while carrying our baby to term and delivering our family.

I heard his voice from a distance, comforting albeit almost as a murmur.

“We’ve been chosen for a good reason, Kate.

Yes, I’m sure of it, honey.

The bug removal teams were gone when we reached home shortly before dinner, and everything seemed normal. Jacob called Mitch on a new phone, handing me another brand-new unit that was already fully set up with my contacts and schedule.

“I’m impressed, Jacob.”

“It was Mitch’s doing.”

“He’s a great find.”

“He’s Ella’s friend. They served together. Umm, Kate… we have an impromptu meeting in about ten minutes. Is that okay?”

“Where?”

“Alicia’s bedroom.”

I stared at my husband, chuckling at his joke, but Jacob’s poker face was full force, so my smile slipped until I looked how I felt, confused.

“Why would we meet Alicia in her bedroom?”

“She has a proposal for you.”

“What is it, Jacob?”

“Let me grab two decaf coffees, and we’ll go and find out.”

Jacob would have warned me if anything were wrong, so he must have known what was happening. Inside her bedroom, Alicia acted overtly prim and proper, dressed in riding gear with a PowerPoint presentation slide on her in-room TV.

Granger Hall Stud and Training Stables

“Mom, Dad, I want to talk to you about the future.”

She burst into a fit of giggles, running across her bedroom to hug us before leading each by the hand to beanbag chairs with our names on a sheet of paper.

Mom.

Dad.

“You’re so cute, Alicia, but I know you’ve worked this out properly, so let’s hear the pitch, please.”

“The financials were hard, to be honest, and you can take them away, but they need work by someone who understands them better.”

“What is your proposal, sweetie?”

“I’ve been talking to the estate manager at Granger Hall lately.”

“You mean your Dad?”

“Yes.”

I shot Jacob a sidelong glance, thoroughly enjoying the comedic and serious nature of our meeting. Alicia grinned like a schoolgirl, with sparkling eyes suggesting her plan would be great.

“I propose an expansion to Granger Hall stables, offering stud and training facilities to thoroughbred racehorse owners.”

“What is your unique selling point here, honey? There are lots of stables.”

“There are no racing standard stables or top-class stud farms within three hundred miles of Granger Hall. That means anyone within a hundred miles of our home who owns a racehorse rarely visits theirs.”

“Are you sure about this, Alicia?”

“One hundred percent. I accidentally came across it when playing around on Google Maps. I tried to find other stables, and there were none for racehorses. I asked Grandma, the equine master, and our visiting vet, and none could identify anyone. There is nothing for three hundred miles.”

“Surely there are others?”

“Not of a standard to train racehorses or provide stud facilities, although some try and fail.”

“What is the standard you are thinking about, Alicia?”

“Aside from the usual good quality stabling, we must have an in-house training team, a knowledgeable vet, lots of excellent riders to exercise the horses, a swimming pool, and other injury rehabilitation facilities. Grandma is doing a list of what we need.”

“You’ve roped her into this?”

“She said it was a great idea and gave me some pointers.”

“Wow.”

“What is it, Mom?”

“Nobody ever came up with this idea before, honey. I think it’s brilliant.”

“Dad says it would boost revenues for Granger Hall, helping the estate pay for itself. There would also be more jobs.”

“I don’t know what to say, Alicia.”

“Can we do it?”

“Definitely… I mean, yeah… we must, right.”

I was speechless and reeling from the genius of her plan, which was so entirely obvious, making me wonder how we’d missed it for so long. Granger Hall had the space, perfect terrain to train racehorses, and base stabling facilities from which to build.

“We have an excellent family reputation, Mom. People will bring their horses to become champions.”

“I think you’re right, Alicia, well done honey.”

I felt so proud of our daughter and was already figuring out how to help her when I realized the sensitivity of my filling the gaps in her experience. Alicia had found a way to create her agency, asking others for advice while building her idea. Taking anything away from her would be a huge mistake.

This project could pleasantly distract everyone from our business lives, including my husband, his sister, and my mother. Alicia frequently surprised me, never disappointing and constantly prompting my happiness.

“Can you find the time to do all this, sweetheart?”

“Honestly, I have no idea what to do next, Mom. I could use your help.”

“I hoped you might invite us to help, baby girl.”

“Consider yourself invited, Mom. You too, Dad.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

A Daughter's Concern

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

Life was good, but business was less fun. We’d played fast and loose for weeks, grappling with a massive corporate expansion, incurring Kate’s pregnancy risk, and discovering what amounted to a full-blown surveillance op crawling over every facet of our lives.

I woke when an alarm on my phone rang, left Kate to her own devices, and took time during a morning run to check in on my daughter.

“You’ll turn eleven in just over a week, Alicia.”

“I’m looking forward to a snowball party at our lodge.”

“It’s your lodge, sweetheart.”

“You and Mom don’t see things as owned by one or the other. I want to be like that.”

We pounded the fresh snow wrapped up warm to defeat a chilly bite in the air. I loved seasons changing, loathing the time I’d spent in the rainforests of Southeast Asia during jungle warfare training because it was only ever hot and sticky. 

From time to time, over weeks, Alicia had probed me about my military service, mainly focusing on Afghanistan. I described my time there, leaving out gory details, mentioning Ella’s service and the connection between our countries as allies, trading partners, and friends.

As we turned a tight corner on double tracks at the top of a wooded trail, I saw Alicia’s anxiety rippling across her face.

“What’s the matter, sweetheart?” 

“Dad… something is going on, and I know it is a secret, but I am curious.”

“There are only secrets to protect you and Mom.”

“But are you safe?”

“Safety is a perception you have about your life generally, and specifically in a moment. I’m cautious, but yeah… we’re all safe.”

“I meant you, Dad. Are you safe?”

“Yes.”

Her question was relevant because Alicia sensed that we had entered a high-risk period in all our lives. Acquiring the new aviation arm of Global Dynamics had been a step into the darkness, and we still hadn’t found the light switch.

Have I just lied to my daughter?

Perhaps.

There is little point in discussing the risks.

“Mom is out of the woods and feeling well. We have a plan for the long-term health of Granger Estate through a new business venture. Things are settling at work, and today, we have snow cover. There is much to celebrate, daughter.”

“I understand all that, but I feel something is going on with you that you aren’t talking about, Dad.”

“Sweetheart - I hear the helicopter arriving; let’s kick hard to the finish line.”

“Which is where?”

“The tailgate of my truck. Go!”

I was pleased to change the subject and focus Alicia away from her gentle interrogation of me because it was hard to know how much, or little, to tell her.

Kate was itching to leave our home for Granger Hall because several meetings were scheduled at the GD Corporate Center. It was almost the weekend, I had objected to her hectic schedule, Kate scratched several meetings off her calendar, and we compromised.

I had also arranged a meeting at Granger Hall. Ella and Mitch were visiting, a ruse for me to offer him a job in front of Travis. I also needed to deal with our government handler, politely suggesting he refrain from further surveillance of our homes and lives.

When I opened our bedroom door, I saw Kate salivating like a Tigress who spotted a fat tethered goat. She had packed our luggage, showered, and was dressed in tight, sexy jeans that wouldn’t fit her in a month and a plain white cotton t-shirt tucked in at the front.

“Jacob, I have great news.”

“I’m all ears.”

“We can make love again. Doctor Carmichael, who just left, recommends it.”

“Right here and now, or shall we do it on the helicopter in the cargo hold?”

“Don’t be sarcastic; I’ve missed little Jacob.”

“That name for my cock will scar my mental health forever. Kate… you can’t say the word small in the same sentence as cock and expect your husband not to become disheartened.”

“You are big Jacob, and he…-”

Kate skipped over and gripped my cock, rubbing its growing length and girth through the tight long running pants I wore. I was instantly aroused, having refrained from lovemaking for more than a week, denying myself even the slightest masturbatory pleasure in solidarity with my wife.

“He is little Jacob… and no, I can wait until tonight if I must, sweetheart.”

“I wish we could make love now, Kate, but the chopper has arrived.”

“It’s not good to keep the pilot waiting. Oh, incidentally - is the helicopter ours now?”

“I spoke to Ella, and she confirmed it is. She asked if we might allow her and Daniel to use it occasionally until their new one arrives.”

“Did you say yes?”

“Of course, Kate.”

“Good. The Bourne family are great allies.”

Kate still rubbed the length of my cock, glancing in all directions while thinking about a million things on her to-do list. My wife was absent-minded, overly aroused, or teasing me. Sometimes I couldn’t tell.

“I need to go for a shower, Kate.”

“Oh, sorry honey… I was, oh my… look how hard you are. I want to make love so much; I just had a vision of the two of us fucking in the shower.”

“Shall I ask Lizzie to invite the crew in for coffee?”

“Do you think it might inconvenience them?”

“Only for as long as it takes you to dry your hair.”

“That will be the second time this morning, but a visit from little Jacob is well worth it, and there is always leave-in conditioner for my hair. Will you distract Alicia?”

“I told her we’d meet at the stables. It won’t make a difference to her when that is.”

“Then I am all yours, big Jacob.”

“Perhaps you should go and ask Lizzie to invite the pilots in for coffee.”

“Why?”

I pointed down to my full-blown erection, evident as a cock shape wrapped in tight lycra. Kate giggled, released me, and went to create our delaying tactic. I undressed and slipped into the shower alone, soaping myself to be clean for when she returned.

I noticed Kate’s worried expression when she peered into the steam and saw that she still wore clothes, so I grabbed a towel and shut off the shower.

“What’s wrong?”

“Travis is here, shouting and screaming about something I can’t understand.”

“Is he mad?”

“It looks like it.”

I dressed in sweats, no longer concerned about delaying the helicopter crew. I rushed into our living room, glanced in every direction, saw nothing, and then looked at Kate.

“I won’t invite him or his people in here, Jacob. They bugged our home… this is our sanctuary, we can’t-.”

“I agree, don’t worry.”

I grabbed a key for one of the empty lodges and led Kate outside. It was chilly, and we had no warm coats, so I opened my truck door and started the engine, leaping inside even before Travis made the fifty-meter dash to intercept me.

“Get in your trucks and follow mine.”

“We need to fucking talk, Jacob.”

“Not at our home. You already overstepped your boundaries there.”

“Where then?”

“Follow me.”

I slipped my truck into gear, reversed from our parking spot, and drove slowly towards the inner compound road leading to our lodges. I’d had one recently refurbished as a new, luxurious love-nest for Catherine and my sister but hadn’t allocated it yet.

When inside, I lit a massive open fire that had already been set and waited for Travis to join us. Kate was more interested in how nice I had the four-bedroom lodge equipped with a massive kitchen fitted by Chance Bill Esq.

“You got the Lacanche cooker Mom wanted.”

“In Provencal yellow, as promised… not my first choice of color, but she loves it, and this is her lovenest.”

“Your sisters’ as well.”

“Carrie can’t cook.”

“Good point.”

I thought it was comedic that Travis was pulling his hair out, pacing around the living room, admiring the lodge while not wishing to be rude. I intimidated him on a man-to-man basis and from a violent perspective. Still, some grain of decency in the man meant that Kate intimidated him as a woman, especially a businesswoman, so he was always polite to her.

He held out both hands with a frustrated look, then waved in our faces, so we stopped admiring the refit and turned our attention to him.

“You guys… come on… please… I need to talk to you. Kate… for the love of god, can you stop discussing cookers, rugs, and choice of drapes?”

“Do you like what my husband did with the place, Travis?”

“Yeah.”

He shook his head but took a moment to look around, noticing beautiful artworks by @Sissitrix, Persian floor rugs, and costly furniture of an old English style, some of which pre-dated the United States of America. He blinked and pointed to an eight-seater dining table.

“Is that a Chippendale table?”

“Yeah. My mother’s girlfriend is English, so Jacob and I bought that at an auction to bring something of her homeland here.”

“Jesus… I can’t even imagine the price you paid.”

“It’s like new.”

“I can see that, Kate. Nice acquisition. I hope you cover it at mealtimes.”

“Are you a furniture buff, Travis?”

“No… my degree was in fine arts, and I’ve studied antiques all my life.”

“It’s such a shame you bugged our homes because otherwise, you’d be very welcome to stay for dinner one evening.”

“I had to do it, Kate. I gave you a shit ton of free money, and now, my ass hangs out of the window with my pension dependent on the two of you delivering some success.”

A knock at the door surprised me, so I moved toward it, but Travis stepped in my way.

“Don’t let him in. He’s an asshole.”

“Who is it, Travis?”

“I just told you… he’s an asshole, and I don’t like him, despite what he says to the contrary.”

I laughed and swerved around our government handler, reaching for the doorknob before he could prevent me.  When I opened the door, I got the shock of my life.

“Hello, Jacob. Am I to be left out in the cold for much longer? As I recall, I never did that to you, old chum.”

“Sean Manners. What the fuck are you doing here?”

“May I?”

“Of course, please come in.”

I shook Sean’s hand enthusiastically because I couldn’t have disagreed more with Travis’s assessment of my oldest friend. He breezed past a seething American intelligence chief as though he weren’t there, making a beeline for Kate wearing an authentic and enormous grin.

Sean was dapper, always wearing Savile Row hand-made tailored suits. His shoes cost thousands of pounds, and every shirt he wore was uniquely fitted to him at Thomas Pink’s bespoke service. He was the quintessential British gentleman, and at thirty-three years old, nobody doubted that one day, Sean would run MI6.  

“I’m so pleased to finally meet you, Mrs Granger-Singleton. Congratulations on your marriage to my friend and fellow reprobate. Oh… and good news about your baby.”

He reached out a hand, all smiles, completely flummoxing Kate, who eventually accepted his greeting, shaking vigorously. Sean whipped off his long trenchcoat, hung it on the back of a Chippendale chair, much to Travis’s horror, and stood with his back to the fire, staring apologetically at Kate.

“Do you mind, Kate? That boorish git Travis left me waiting outside when my old pal, Jacob, was in the warm with his delightful and extremely powerful wife.”

“I don’t mind you getting warm at all, Sean.”

Sean leaned towards Kate, winking and grinning while nodding at Travis.

“I bet he never mentioned me, did he?”

“Are you referring to the boorish git or my husband?”

“Jacob wouldn’t mention me ever, but at least Travis should have done that by now.”

“No, he’s said nothing about you, but keeping us in the dark is not new for Travis. Who are you, Sean?”

“I’m Jacob’s handler from MI6.”

“Oh my.”

“Think of me as the slightly less handsome, much less capable assassin that your husband is… well, was… umm, I guess he still could be. We’ve been out of touch for such a long time, but now that is all over, right, Travis?”

“Fuck off, asshole.”

“Oh come, come… we’re chums, or as I should now start calling you, best buddies?”

Kate looked at me in absolute horror, so I closed in and held her hand tightly. She leaned closer, whispering in my ear while Travis sat heavily on a nearby sofa face, planting.

“Assassin, Jacob?”

“You must have guessed I had to kill some bad people, sweetheart.”

“I did, yeah, but you were an assassin?”

“It’s an overblown description.”

Sean wagged a finger in the air while staring at the ceiling, thinking before pointing at a wall in front. He crooked a finger and thumb around his chin, cocked his head sideways and laughed.

“Are those original John Constable paintings, Kate?”

“Like I said, Carrie is British, and we wanted to make this a nice home for her. The furniture and art are an investment.”

“I like your style. By the way, when I said Jacob was an assassin, I meant it in the sense that he followed orders and was damn accurate every time. He was never comfortable with state-sponsored killing, but he had to do what I asked of him, you see?”

“Is there such a thing as state-sponsored killing, Sean?”

“Ask Travis.”

We all stared at Travis, who had an apoplectic fit, spluttering and pacing the room. Kate and I were entertained, and I was glad for the distraction because the word assassin haunted me, and it wasn’t something I wanted to explain in great detail, even to Kate.

My wife tapped my ex-handler on the arm.

“While Travis considers his position, tell me who you really are, Sean.”

“I run MI6.”

“Bullshit!”

I coughed out the word, clearing my throat afterward while Kate eyed me with one eyebrow raised and a furrowed brow.

“Sean doesn’t run MI6, Kate.”

“I bloody well do, Jacob. Who makes things happen in London’s HQ?”

“You do, Sean.”

“And who do all the agents rush to when stuck in a shithole country with their backs against the wall?”

“You.”

“And who got you out of Moscow that time after you-.”

“Enough, Sean. You are a great fixer, no doubt, but the Chief runs the show, not you.”

“I am the Travis of the United Kingdom with a better tailor and less money to spend.”

I raised a hand, taking control of Sean’s banter before it became another provocation with Travis. I noticed the American had calmed down to simmering and muttering under his breath.

“Travis, please explain why you’ve come here in such a foul mood today.”

“This fucker is up my ass Jacob. I’m being fisted by a pompous Brit asshole in my backyard.”

He pointed at Sean, completely enraged and ready for more quarreling. I held my hand high again and called time.

“He isn’t pompous, but he can be hard work. Sean… why are you here, mate?”

“You are British Jacob, and we are friends. Imagine my surprise when I learn, through a lowly desk officer on some modern internship, no less, that you are working for the Americans.”

“You love the Americans, Sean.”

“I didn’t say otherwise. I don’t like that Travis fucked me by stealing my man without even a kiss beforehand.”

“I’m not your man, and Travis didn’t steal me. We met through a mutual friend, and now, well… our goals are aligned.”

“As are mine, Jacob, and thank you for clarifying that you are a free agent. His Majesty’s government appreciates your loyal service.”

“I’m not Allan Quartermain.”

“You are British, though, Jacob, and while our very good friends across this side of the pond will undoubtedly offer you an American passport, you will always be British. If I saw you in half right now, inside would be a Union flag running down the center of your body from the topmost hair to every toenail.”

“In other words, Sean, MI6, specifically you, used me to muscle into Travis’ operation.”

“Yes.”

“And you can’t even be polite to the guy whose photograph you have sitting on your desk?”

“Be quiet, Jacob.”

Sean looked horrified. Travis looked up, grinned, then laughed and clapped his hands before strolling over to the red-faced British Intelligence Liason Officer, clasping his cheeks and squeezing them.

“I fucking knew it, Sean. I’m your idol. All those years of to and fro collaboration, and all along, you emulated me.”

“Did fucking not.”

“Is this true, buddy… am I your hero, Sean Manners?”

Sean’s face contorted, and he bowed a little, trying not to smile.

“I keep your framed photo on my desk to put a name to the face when we talk on the phone. Nothing more.”

“Well… you’ve made my day, buddy. Why have you been so arrogant about us working together? All you needed to do was call me up and ask to join the party, but no, you just showed up and strolled into the USA without even a fucking hello, Travis… I’m here.”

“I would have got around to it.”

“Gotten. You would have gotten around to it.”

“Oh, please don’t, Travis. If you are going to murder the King’s English, at least kill me first.”

“I might just do that… well, actually, now I know you idolize me, killing you wouldn’t be in good taste.”

Neither man had a good word to say about the other until a few minutes ago, but now an entente cordial was breaking out, and peace was threatening to enlighten us. Sean closed in on Travis, eyeballing him in a much friendlier way.

“Travis, why didn’t you tell me Jacob Granger-Singleton was working for you?”

“First of all, he’s not working for me; second, I only discovered Jacob was MI6 a few days ago.”

“I’m not MI6, you guys.”

“You are.”

They answered in tandem, uniting to fight a common enemy. I watched as Travis’s demeanor slowly relaxed, and both men laughed, eventually shaking hands and then bearhugging one another. Before making my point, I allowed their bromance to blossom for a few minutes longer.

“Sean, I’m not MI6 anymore. I’m not even a Royal Marine reserve. I live here now with my beloved wife, a wonderful daughter, and a baby due soon. I don’t kill people, and I have no desire to return to that life.”

“You simply can’t escape from the fact that a British subject owns half of the world's biggest defense and aviation company. Through you, we have agency here, Jacob.”

The room was silenced, and I glanced at Kate with a quizzical look, utterly flabbergasted.

“He is correct, Jacob. We own everything together equally, so if you walked out on me, you’d collect fifty percent of all our assets, including the expanded GD.”

“I’d be a stupid and poorer man for it.”

“Aww… thank you, honey.”

She leaned in and kissed me gently, lingering long enough to leave nobody in the room in any doubt of our love. When she was done, Kate held my hand, swayed like a newlywed woman in love, and glanced sideways at our guests.

“It seems to me you two boys have some talking to do while my husband, daughter, and I take a helicopter trip. We could meet you at Granger Hall offices tomorrow, and if you are well-behaved by then, a dinner invitation may be extended.”

She let her polite rebuke settle on the two men who were now best friends. 

“What do you say, Sean?

“Madam, it would be my pleasure?”

“Will you behave?”

“I doubt that.”

“You must.”

“I promise I shall, Kate.”

Travis closed in on Sean, staring him down. He wasn’t hostile, but I understood why he must retain control.

“This is severe stuff, buddy.”

“Is the Empire in peril?”

“You don’t have an Empire these days, Sean, but if you did, yes, you, we, and everyone else would be fucked if this project goes South.”

“Oh, come, come, Travis, I have Jacob, and he’s building a new British Empire right here, one baby at a time.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

Taking Care of Our Own

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

We still hadn’t made love, which sparked my grumpiness, although I hid it well. Travis and Sean left A Walk In The Clouds as close to rekindling their online transatlantic bromance as I could have hoped for, each incorrectly believing they possessed my husband’s loyalty.

We would meet the next day at GD’s corporate center to hammer out protocols for how each party would behave towards the other and agree on basic terms of reference for the support Jacob and I would provide our spymasters through a much expanded GD company.

After the blacked-out SUV left our property, Jacob and I calmed considerably and strolled through a small copse to meet Alicia at our stables before heading for our helicopter. The aircraft previously owned by Ella when she was CEO of Bourne Aviation was luxurious, and I loved it, mainly because it cut vast amounts of time from our travels and allowed us to enjoy more family time.

Our pilot loved circling high around our properties before heading off, giving us a bird’s eye view. As I glanced down at snow-covered trees and nearby jagged peaks, Alicia grinned at me from the seat opposite.

“Have you sent out all invites for your birthday party?”

“Yes, Mom. Everything is phone app-based these days. I have already got most of the responses back.”

“How many friends are coming?”

“Sixteen. I’ve already asked Lizzie to help me list the food we’ll need, and Dad’s taking me to the cash-and-carry to buy it.”

“Who is cooking?”

“Lizzie offered, but I didn’t want to take advantage of her.”

“If she offered, she probably wants to help and stay with the rest of us at your lodge. You should talk to her and make sure you aren’t leaving her out.”

“I will. Sorry, I hadn’t thought about that.”

“And the stables at Granger Hall? How is all that going?”

She thumbed the screen of her phone, and I saw the same Trello boards planning app pop up that Jacob and I used. I smiled inside, desperate not to laugh, especially when she moved task blocks around like we did.

“I’m talking with Grandma at dinner. She agreed to help me plan. I called Craig several times, but his phone is switched off.”

“And what about Dad?”

“He’s always involved in everything, and you are too if you have time?”

She stared at me hopefully, and my heart swelled.

“I’ll make the time, Alicia. I promise”

I suddenly realized I risked missing our daughter’s growth and development. We hadn’t discussed personal matters like dealing with emotions, relationships, health, and matters of the heart. Henry reassured me the orphanage was very quick to educate all children in those regards, and he was sure that Alicia wouldn’t be entirely blind to what lay ahead in her life.

“Shall we head to the stables as soon as we land, then, Alicia?”

“Yes, please.”

“I saw Sierra and Beauty leave in a horse box this morning, so they must have arrived at Granger Hall by now.”

“Do you think they will mate?”

“Who? Beauty and Sierra?”

“Yes.”

“Your Dad’s eyes just popped out of his head, and he’s skipped a few heartbeats with that surprise, honey.”

Jacob spluttered, and I couldn’t stop laughing, slapping my thigh while committing to memory the moment our daughter suggested his horse was covered by mine. Just the idea of my Beauty mating with Jacob’s Sierra had me in an uncontrollable fit of giggles, most of which, thankfully, passed over Alicia’s head.

Alicia stared at Jacob with eager, innocent, wide eyes.

“Is that okay, Dad?”

“Do we have to?”

“Don’t you want Sierra to be in foal? She will be three next year, so her time is coming.”

“Where are you getting all of this from Alicia?”

“The grooms, our riding master, Grandma, and the internet. It’s not that big of a deal, Dad.”

She folded her arms and sat back, slightly miffed that Jacob was horrified by her suggestion. I laughed, leaned over, and rested my hand on Alicia’s.

“Sierra is Jacob’s baby horse, and he doesn’t want just anyone getting her pregnant.”

“Ahh, I see. It’s not as though there is any danger, and Beauty is a majestic beast, perfect for Sierra.”

“That he is. Just like his owner’s husband.”

I was slightly surprised by her assertion that there was no danger in our horse’s mating, but I didn’t probe further. I could take up the matter privately with Craig to understand what Alicia had been told. It was further evidence that I needed to build trust and understanding with my daughter to the extent some sensitive conversations could be had.

I stared out the helicopter window, seeing dark clouds far on the horizon. I couldn’t help feeling that was a sign, glancing at Jacob, worrying and wondering what Sean and Travis had in store for us, mainly him and our rapidly growing family-owned company.

Whichever way I cut the cake, my husband was a killer for hire, albeit employed by his country to do those dirty things most others would not and that practically everyone wanted to pretend didn’t happen.

Jacob held my hand while we strolled from our helicopter landing site to the stables while Alicia ran ahead. He seemed more bothered about Sierra’s impending impregnation than the whole spy ring exposed to me that morning.

“I don’t understand what Alicia meant about the horses mating, Kate.”

“Alicia is right about Sierra, Jacob. It is good for her to foal and keep the bloodlines alive for generations of our family. She’s a beautiful filly.”

“Beauty is so big and heavy, and she is tiny in comparison. Why does Alicia believe there is no risk of injury?”

“Sierra will bulk up over the next few months, but horse mating can have challenges. Craig knows that and has the experience to deal with it, so I don’t understand either.”

“What sort of injuries can happen?”

“Minor accidents during natural mating are common occurrences. Mares can suffer from a variety of genital injuries, including vulval separations, vaginal lacerations, and, less commonly, vaginal rupture.”

“Fucking hell Kate… you aren’t selling this mating idea very well. What about Beauty? Can he be hurt, too?”

“He might get an injured leg, but it’s unusual. I think what Alicia understands about this is the use of non-natural service. I’m guessing Craig has explained about artificial insemination. When I was growing up, Mom dealt with these conversations with me and Claire.”

“Artificial insemination sounds safer, Kate.”

“That would be my preference.”

“Yeah… mine too.”

“The thing is, I should be teaching her about these matters rather than leaving it to Craig.”

“We’re still learning to become parents, Kate.”

He smiled, and I did, too. I doubted Jacob had any problem with my horse covering his, but he saw the apparent dangers of natural service. With our recent challenges, I wondered how much of that petrified him for Sierra’s sake. My husband still couldn’t ride, but he spent time walking her and talking with his horse, so he was very attached.

Jacob’s care for all things family and friends pleased me; sadly, that manifested itself at the moment with my deeper sexual arousal and an uncomfortable dampness in my panties. I drew my jacket closed, hiding the studded rock-hard nipples poking through my blouse fabric that betrayed my sensitive state, wondering when we would finally be able to make love.

“While Alicia checks on the horses, can you and I discuss something privately, please, Jacob?”

“Of course.”

Jacob gently lifted and set me down on a nearby heavy log gate where he stood much lower than I sat. My long hair cascaded down into his face, and he smiled, as much in love with me today as I was the first day we met.

“I don’t wish to pry Jacob, but-.”

“You want to know about MI6 and my army career?”

“I’m curious, but if it’s something you’d rather not discuss, I will back away.”

“I wanted to erase MI6 as though it never happened.”

“Is it why you really left the UK?”

“No, that was all about negative attention from women and guys. As I told you before, the Victoria Cross drew all kinds of people to me, some good, others not. I wanted to forget about MI6 because it’s a nasty business and not for me.”

“Nasty, how?”

“You heard Sean label me as an assassin. He thinks the spy game is cool and funny, but nothing could be further from the truth.”

“How were you recruited?”

“It’s convoluted. After the Royal Marines, I served with the Special Reconnaissance Unit, a highly specialized covert operations team. That’s where Sean Manners found me and dragged me to the SIS Building.”

“SIS?”

“Special Intelligence Services. It’s what was originally about nineteen MI branches. MI6 being the most famed.”

“And you became an assassin working for them?”

“I was seconded to serve there for two years. It began with routine intelligence gathering in places like Turkey, Georgia, China, Russia and some of the ‘Stan’ countries. Sean wanted to understand where Russian troops were stationed or what specific British Embassy staff members were doing, where they were going, who they met, and such.”

“Did Sean order you to kill people?”

“We argued about that, and Manners joked that I was his only operative to whom he had to justify a kill order.”

“But you did it, right?”

I was pressing hard and cringed inside a little because my crude approach was partly born of curiosity, but I also wanted us to have no secrets. Jacob seemed calm and never averted his eyes from mine, so he seemed content to have our conversation. 

“I frequently refused a mission, so Sean and I argued. In my mind, if I killed someone later to be found innocent, the whole mess would be on me. The first guy I killed was British, and he was selling us out to North Korea. I was in Beijing at the time, and, according to Manners, I was the closest asset he had to our traitor.”

“Did you find him?”

“After tracking him for three days, I caught up with Jack in Dandong, a city in southeastern Liaoning province, in the northeastern region of China. It is the largest Chinese border city, facing Sinuiju, North Korea, across the Yalu River.”

“Is that where it ended?”

“Jack ran when he saw me because I stuck out like a sore thumb. He got into North Korea, so I slipped in after him using a small boat and a willing pilot to whom I paid lots of money. I found Jack in a hotel, woke him up and slit his throat. Then I snuck away.”

“Why did you wake him up?”

“I wanted Jack to know why he was being murdered. It felt important that justice was properly served to him with his eyes wide open.”

I shivered and felt terrified, not only by the sinister manner in which Jacob described taking a man’s life but also because I understood how far away from his true nature, cold-blooded murder was. He waited for me to process, and I knew he worried about my reaction.

“He was a traitor, Jacob. I’m sorry, but I have no sympathy for those assholes who sell out their people.”

“I’m glad you said that, Kate. I couldn’t agree more.”

“Is there anything more to say about this?”

“Fifteen assassinations in all, and that doesn’t include my tally from Iraq and Afghanistan as a Royal Marine.”

“How many enemies did you kill there? My god, I can scarcely believe we are having this conversation, Jacob.”

“There is no way to be accurate in the confusion of conflict. Ten, fifty… more? I have no idea.”

He looked vulnerable, and I saw fear in his eyes. My high opinion of Jacob was essential to his good mental health, and now, he worried about how I perceived him.

“Oh, Jacob baby, come here.”

I slipped off the wooden log, and my husband caught and lowered me gently to the floor while I wrapped him in my arms. He was upset, more than words describing his heartache and the calm expression he maintained would reveal. Jacob carried emotional baggage around from executing his country’s orders.

"People sleep peaceably in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf, Jacob. George Orwell said that in 1949.”

“Winston Churchill said it, too, around the same time.”

“It’s true. As I see it, you are a hero because even now, as all good men do, you stand ready to protect family and friends using any means you must. There isn’t an ounce of indecency in you, Jacob Granger-Singleton, and I’m a damn lucky girl.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. I feel so much better now everything is in the open.”

“I tell you, Jacob. I don’t think I could do what you did because I lack the physicality, but I approve of you in every way. I would fight to the bitter end and die for you.”

I hugged him tightly, squeezing away any self-doubt or immediate baggage he might carry from our meetings with Sean and Travis. He looked relieved and unburdened, but now, I was fairly sure this latest development was also related to Jacob’s PTSD. When we kissed, my entire body warmed, and I noticed the dampness in my panties again.

“Your cock is sticking hard into me, Jacob.”

“I am as frustrated as you are that we haven’t made love, darling.”

“Thank god it’s so close to dinner.”

“We should join Alicia now, then rush through whatever the chef has waiting. We could ask your mother to occupy her while we shower.”

“Already arranged, sweetheart.”

I raised both eyebrows and smiled before puckering my lips, blowing Jacob a kiss, gripping his hand, and dragging him towards the stables. As it happened, Alicia was leaving through the large doors, coming our way, looking very upset. When our daughter saw us, she burst into tears.

“What’s the matter, sweetheart?”

“Our riding master just quit.”

“Craig?”

“Yeah. One of the grooms told me.”

“When did this happen, Alicia?”

“This morning. He left Dad a resignation letter. Here, take it.”

Alicia handed over a crisp, white envelope, which Jacob opened. He scanned the page, then read it aloud.

Sorry Jacob,

I must resign because I can’t manage family commitments while tied up at work here. It’s nothing personal, and please apologize to Mrs Granger and your wife. Mrs. Granger gave me my start here, and I’m sorry to let you all down. Alicia’s plans for the stables are brilliant, and I’ve loved my time here.

Yours, Craig 

Our daughter sobbed, and I understood why. At her age and given the attachment she’d formed with everyone at the stables, including people and horses, any changes to the status quo were disconcerting.

“Was it something we did, Mom?”

“I know what’s wrong, honey. Let’s go and see Craig right away. We have too much invested in the stables not to have a top-drawer equine master running them.”

We briskly walked to the house and took my RAM 1500 truck, a gift from my husband. I drove quickly through our estate, slewing through some corners and bends, venting my ire. I slowed on the public roads, thinking carefully about what to say to Craig.

I drove along a rough track and saw Craig standing outside his small homestead comprising a dilapidated house with a dozen or more roof slates missing, a few ramshackle barns, one almost collapsing, and some old farm machinery.

He was stunned to see us and shrunk back when I leaped out and advanced on him.

“Hi, Craig.”

“Mrs Granger-Singleton… I wasn’t-.”

“Expecting me… no, I guess not. It’s Kate, Craig, and it always has been since I was a little girl, and you taught me to ride.”

“I’ve resigned, Kate. I’m sorry.”

“No, you haven’t. Is Cory at home now?”

“Yes, why?”

The color drained from his face, his bottom lip trembled, and tears rolled down Craig’s cheeks. I stood a few feet away with my hands on my hips, feeling frustrated, but when he sobbed most desperately, I ran forward and wrapped my arms around him in a giant hug.

“You’ve been offered help before, Craig. Why not accept it?”

“I can’t take charity, Kate.”

“It’s not charity when friends help each other. It’s called love, Craig. We all want Cory to get better, but you keep pushing Mom away on this matter.”

“Cory needs me at home. I can’t afford to split my time.”

“You have a new home now. One of the lodges at Granger Hall will be allocated to you tomorrow morning, and a good therapist will visit Cory daily.”

“I can’t accept your help, Kate.”

“What other option do you have?”

He glanced around at his property, which needed a lot of hard work and investment to get back to any reasonable level of profitability.

“You’ll work harder here than at Granger Hall to make less money.”

Alicia had attached herself to Craig like a limpet, crying with empathy for her friend and mentor. She knew nothing about Cory, our riding master’s eight-year-old autistic son. It was kept a private matter at Craig’s request. He wanted privacy and had always insisted we respect that boundary.

Every penny Craig earned was spent on medical treatment for his son or food for them both, and no kindly intended support was ever accepted.

Craig looked at Alicia, me, and Jacob, who stepped forward and hugged him. Even my husband didn’t know anything about Cory. His dad cared so well for the young boy whose mother ran out when she discovered the extent of their baby’s illness, but he was broke, and resignation was his only way to try and keep his son.

“I can’t do it, Jacob. I want to provide for my son using my hands, working hard, and through my love for him. That ought to be enough in this day and age.”

“With an ambitious stables expansion, you’ll work harder at Granger Hall, earn much more money, and be entitled to a truck and lodge. Kate is not offering you charity, Craig.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure you’ll work hard, Craig, although the changes Alicia has planned will be in your hands to manage.”

He stepped back and reconsidered, drying his eyes with a tissue from Jacob’s packet. Craig was often misconstrued as a curmudgeonly older man until he trusted someone. Then, if that person showed commitment to their task and a willingness to help others, he would reach for the stars if it helped.

“Oh my… I don’t know what to say, Jacob.”

“Thank Kate, not me. I don’t know Cory yet, but I’ll be glad when I do.”

He turned to me, and I saw the world’s weight taken off Craig’s shoulders. Cory wandered out of a beaten-up front door, saw his father, and strolled over, taking his hand, staring at each person, studying them carefully.

“Thank you, Kate.”

“You are entitled to family healthcare, too, Craig. Let’s help each other. Gather your things and come home with us now. You and Cory can sleep in the main house tonight, then visit your new lodge tomorrow.”

“Are you sure?”

“You belong at Granger Hall. Come home with us, please.”

“Okay then, Kate. Thank you.”

When he returned inside with Cory, Alicia went too, holding the small boy’s other hand. Confused, I turned to my husband, gripping his lapels and drawing him closer.

“Why do you carry a packet of tissues in your pocket, honey?”

“A gentleman always carries a handkerchief.”

“Why tissues, then?”

“Because I have more than one girl, so one handkerchief won’t do.”


Chapter Thirty-Six

Love And Kindness

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

After a tense ice was broken and a few proud feathers were smoothed, Craig was grateful beyond belief and warmed to the idea that he was entitled to more. When Alicia emerged from the family home, lugging a heavy suitcase in one hand, holding Cory’s hand in the other, I felt proud.

It wasn’t that Kate and I had raised a great daughter; we hadn’t, but Alicia was part of our lives for the rest of that journey to adulthood, and we could finish the excellent work her parents had invested.

I helped Craig carry more luggage to the truck, placing a loving but restraining hand on Kate’s wrist when she reached for a suitcase.

“You can’t honey. Please don’t exert yourself.”

“No… of course not, sorry. I just-.”

“I know.”

In the truck, our conversation turned to the stables, which I knew would become a priority for the Granger Estate, being its most significant commercial development in decades. The idea was fantastic, but more than that, the project Alicia had conceived of drew family and friends into a shared period of growth.

I imagined us carving our names on freshly laid concrete or engraving initials into thick wooden roofing beams. I hoped we could all help in the construction, even though contractors would be required for the technical and safety aspects. 

Our house staff helped freshen a couple of adjoining bedrooms, not quite amounting to a full suite, and Craig, with his son, were settled in quickly.

“Would you join us for dinner?”

“We ate already, Jacob, but thank you.”

“Okay then… breakfast starts at six.”

“I start work at five, Jacob, but please don’t worry about me. I can grab something later. I called Cory’s daycarer and explained where we were. Can she come here, please?”

“Of course, they can join us for breakfast even if you can’t. Message me her details, and I’ll have Claude arrange access at security.”

“Cory will love being around other people but might not interact. It’s like he is trying to reach us from another dimension.”

I wasn’t sure what to say, having had little experience with autism and the finer nuances of communicating with a child on the spectrum. Cory seemed normal to me, if a little quiet and more sober-looking than his peers.

“I’ll have breakfast brought to you. Let me know when you can take over your new lodge in the afternoon.”

“Thank you, Jacob. I don’t know what to say.”

“Welcome home, buddy.”

I was shocked when Cory took my hand, bowed, and kissed the back of it. I’d seen little to no emotion from him since we met, but here, now, and for a moment, his eyes lit up, and he smiled at me, capturing my heart. Craig looked at his son proudly, kissed his forehead, and led him away to explore their overnight digs.

Kate nudged me in the ribs excitedly before slipping her hand into mine.

“Cory likes you.”

“Everyone likes me, Kate.”

“Well, that’s true, but I mean, his autism makes it hard for him to empathize and reach other people.”

“He’s a lovely kid.”

“He’s a genius too, Jacob.”

“In what way?”

“He plays the saxophone better than Charlie Parker.”

“Who is Charlie Parker?”

“Oh, come on, Jacob… you are kidding me, right?”

“He’s a jazz musician, then. You know that music taste is the only thing we disagree on. Help me out, Kate… who is-.”

“American jazz saxophonist, band leader, and composer who developed bebop. I think he’s the greatest ever.”

“Cory must be a musical genius, then.”

“Craig says the doctor explained Cory’s autism combines math and music. Music is based on sets of twelve notes that rise in pitch, called octaves. The tuning of each note isn't arbitrary; it's based on math. Each note within an octave has a frequency about 5.95% higher than the previous one. As a result, each note has twice the frequency of the same note an octave lower.”

“So he is a math genius as well.”

“Yes, but Craig says that when playing the Sax, Cory is also doing math.”

“Is he getting support and tutoring?”

“As you witnessed, Craig doesn’t want charity, Jacob. It’s complicated.”

“But funding a genius to become better isn’t charity.”

“Mom’s point exactly.”

We enjoyed a late, light dinner with Catherine in our main dining room, after which Alicia ran off to bed. I felt Kate’s arousal through her body language and the frequent glances she shot me. We made our excuses and left Catherine alone in the dining room.

I practically chased Kate upstairs while she giggled, taking the stairs two at a time, echoing her joy around the atrium-style foyer the stairs wound around. I knew my wife had forgotten something when she spun on the stairs.

“Shit… I left my handbag in the dining room. Give me a minute, please, Jacob.”

“You get the shower warmed, and I’ll fetch your bag.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. It takes me seconds to undress… you, not so much.”

“Thank you, darling.”

When I reached the dining room door, Catherine held her daughter’s bag. She smiled and handed it to me. I turned to run after Kate, but my mother-in-law placed a hand on mine.

“I’m pleased about Cory and Craig coming to live here, Jacob. The child has wonderful talents and is a kind and loving soul who can’t quite get into step with everyone else.”

“Perhaps everyone else is out of step with Cory. He seems like a lovely kid.”

“He is, and so are you.”

“I’m hardly a kid, Catherine. I wish my knees were as they used to be, though.”

“You and Kate are my kids to me, Jacob. If I could choose to have a husband.”

“Thank you, Catherine.”

“No thanks are needed, son. You have brought the kind spirit of my beloved husband home. What more could I ask? You’d better run along now and don’t keep Kate waiting. I feel she has a surprise for you.”

“Good night, Catherine.”

“Sleep tight, Jacob.”

I sprinted back upstairs, feeling blood engorging my cock. From our bedroom door, I tossed Kate’s handbag, which landed on our bed a second before I tore my shirt off. I hopped awkwardly to the bathroom, kicking off my jeans and then peeling off socks that were already damp because I had teetered within range of the rainfall shower jets.

Kate laughed hysterically, half covered in a rich, orange-scented lather, all soft, gentle woman and very beautiful. I reached for her hand, kneeled before her, and stared up.

“I love you, Kate.”

“Why do you kneel before me, kind and brave Sir Knight?”

“I feel I must.”

“Okay, it looks like you are proposing marriage.”

“Again and again, darling. I would marry you one million times over again and still not get bored of saying I do. You were incredible today, Kate.”

“It is always you and I together, sweetheart. There is no me without you. I feel your power everywhere, and I secure myself to that.”

I felt a tingling sensation dissolve from her fingers into mine. The warming effervescence traveled the length of my arm, then spread like wildfire, consuming me entirely. I bathed in her beauty like a creature of the day basking in the morning sun.

I needed to go down on Kate and didn’t know if I should explain why. My nerves were jangled by Travis and Sean and what their appearance in our lives meant to the security of my family. I was prepared to kill to ensure Kate and Alicia’s safety, and that terrified me because an old version of Jacob had returned, stalking in the darkness like a Jaguar slinking through the dense Amazonian rainforest.

I slid a hand behind Kate’s thigh, gripped firm, silken flesh softly, and felt her power and the comfort being close provided. She saw me staring at her light, whorly pubic bush and giggled, placing both palms on top of my head.

When Kate lifted her knee until it was parallel to the slate floor, I shuffled forward and guided her tensed-up thigh muscle onto my shoulder.

“Do you want to go down on me, Jacob?”

“Yes, please.”

“Do you need sanctuary?”

“Yes.”

“Then come, Jacob, and make yourself at home.”

She guided my head between her legs, gasping when my lips encircled hers, and I shot a gentle, flickering tongue through the light forest, then between her sweet-tasting labia, reaching heaven. Kate’s pussy was my place of worship, where I could revere her, bathing in all my senses, sight, scent, taste, and touch. I heard her murmur with a deep, satisfying purr, completing my immersion of all five senses in my wife.

She had regrown a light pubic bush, not wishing to expose herself entirely in the medical examinations that would pockmark our pregnancy. I loved her light, almost black whorls, licking them while inhaling her sweet-scented pussy deeply.

Kate shuffled gently backward, and I followed until she leaned fully on the shower wall, pushing her sticky pussy into my face. All the shower water cascaded off my back, leaving a steamy mist to hide our secret tryst.

My wife slid both hands into her crotch, seductively peeling her pussy lips outwards, presenting me with a creamy, beautifully pink, fleshy treat. I licked the entire length of her furrow and sucked her clitoris gently until it fully engorged and broke free of the puddles of skin that ordinarily protected it.

I sucked harder, eliciting more profound, intense growling pleasure and an intense trembling that began at her knee, dispersing its energy through my shoulder. When Kate’s clitoris was fully pronounced, my lips clenched around its rubbery base, and I pulled gently while she shuddered uncontrollably.

“Oh, Jacob, you are such a masterful lover.”

I couldn’t speak with a full mouth, so I continued doing good work, feeling my mind relax into a meditative state. I cupped Kate’s ass cheeks, prising them wide open while she pressed her back against the slate wall, forcing her pussy further into my mouth.

I greedily slurped Kate’s pussy lips into my mouth, sucking whatever sweet juices proliferated there. She trembled on the end of my tongue, kneading her breasts roughly, gasping and shaking her head and hair wildly as I nibbled before slowly releasing her fleshy lips until they popped free of my mouth.

Kate spread her swollen labia wide, and I slurped up and down the pink furrow between, enjoying how a burning sweetness seared across my taste buds, entirely consuming my tension and vanquishing my demons.

“Please take me, Jacob.”

“As you wish, Princess.”

I could have continued, but my wife needed my cock, and I wanted to give her that in full and without early spillage. I lifted Kate, cradling her lovingly, gripping a hanging towel in my teeth on the way past while she kissed me passionately on my face, neck, and shoulders, purring all the way to our bed.

I towel-dried my wife quickly and gently pushed her onto our bed. She landed on her back with legs spread wide open, so I leaped on top, carefully sliding my thighs between hers. Kate gripped the base of my stiff cock and guided it into her pussy, taking me balls deep on my first thrust.

My eyes were aflame, and I felt a ripple, no, an eruption of pleasure surge into every fiber. Kate’s smile was beautifully tranquil, welcoming, and loving. She wrapped her legs tightly around my waist, spurring me into a high tempo with both heels while clenching her warm velvet sheath around my cock.

Her eyes willed me to decant my seed inside her pussy while Kate’s broad smile and beautiful expression spoke to her intense satisfaction that went far beyond sexual gratification. She owned my soul, and I hers. All my worldly troubles were rid, and my cock jerked my seed deep inside her while my wife enjoyed an intense and noisy orgasm, raking her nails across my back.

I rolled off Kate when she needed to use the toilet, and before I fell asleep on top of her, such was my comfort. When she returned, my wife cuddled close into me, staring at my soul through the reflection of my eyes.

“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong, Jacob?”

“I’m worried the old me has returned.”

“There is nothing wrong with the old you, honey.”

“I was a killer.”

“You still are Jacob… we are all capable of killing. You have control and purpose, and I trust you entirely to make the right choices.”

“Really?”

“Unquestionably.”

I drifted into a semi-unconsciousness, comforted by the warmth and presence of my beloved. I was almost in a deep sleep when a tiny hook from the conscious world tugged at my thoughts, weighing uncomfortably. I suddenly jerked when my senses came alive, provoking the beast within.

I sat up, listening intently.

“Did you hear that Kate?”

“Hear what honey… go to sleep.”

“I hear music.”

“What music?”

“I don’t know. It’s too faint.”

I sprung out of bed and opened my mouth to improve hearing perception. A rich, mellow tune was wafting everywhere like a haunting of Granger Hall was underway.

“I have to find it, Kate.”

“Why. It’s probably someone in the house playing a radio too loud.”

“I know that tune.”

“I can’t hear a thing.”

I listened again, cocking my head while raking memories of tunes I knew. Suddenly, it occurred to me, and I snapped my fingers, grinning.

“Oh, come on, Kate… it’s the saxophone tune off Dirty Dancing. Let’s go… quickly. It’s amazing.”

She raised her head off the pillow, focused, heard the tune, then scrabbled around to launch herself off the bed. I tossed a bathrobe at my wife, grinning broadly, racing her to the door where we jammed it tightly, shoulder to shoulder, pressing the wooden frame.

“Ladies first.”

“You won’t catch me, but good luck.”

“I’m happy to chase, Kate. It’s a lovely view from back here.”

“I know the tune too, Jacob - I’ve Had The Time Of My Life. It’s Cory. I am certain of it.”

We reached the balcony railing, and I looked into our expansive foyer. The note Cory hit was at the top of the moment when I saw Jennifer Grey leap into Patrick Swayze’s arms in my mind’s eye. The young boy was perfectly in tune and hit a sublime timing.

Craig ran out of his bedroom, panicking, waving his arms.

“I’m so sorry Cory woke you, Jacob.”

“Never mind that. He sounds amazing.”

I walked to the stairs, descending slowly, hand in hand with Kate, as Cory started playing again from the start. Alicia was right behind us, spellbound. Craig was behind her, crying tears of a proud, joyous father, watching his son dance beautifully across a white marble floor wearing socks and pajamas, shaking his head vigorously to the tune, playing the most beautiful music I had ever heard.

He glanced up at us, grinned, then carried on playing.

“He sees us, Kate.”

“I know. I can’t believe it.”

Catherine stood at the balcony staring down with motherly love in her eyes, tossing her long salt and pepper hair as though shaking her troubles away to Cory’s tune. It was a most extraordinary rendition of a song I loved, and clearly, everyone else did, too.

When we reached the bottom step, Cory sprinted the width of the foyer, slid on his knees, and stared at his father, pointing with an excited expression. He stopped playing and sang in a voice belying an eight-year-old, continuing the tune.

“I’ve… had the time of my life, and I owe it all to you, Daddy.”

Cory brought tears to my eyes, and I glanced around, seeing no dry eye in the house. He stared at his father with an awed fascination painted on his face.

Craig reached down and tousled his son’s hair, kissing his forehead.

There was no doubting the loving father-son bond between them. When Cory spun and raced away, continuing playing his tune where he had left off, I was entranced and sat on the step beside Kate and Alicia, spectating a fantastic feat of a musical genius.

I turned and looked at Craig, who grinned from ear to ear, holding Alicia’s hand, who seemed equally thrilled.

“I can’t believe it. Your son is so amazing, Craig.”

“This is how Cory communicates his love. He wants to tell you all that he loves you.”

“He is a special boy.”

“I’ll keep him on a tighter rein in the future, Jacob.”

“Please don’t. Let Cory play where he wants whenever he wants. I love it.”

Kate nodded her head, still crying, holding her stomach as though hoping our unborn child could hear the beautiful sounds.

“Cory must express himself how he wishes, Craig.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

“I feel privileged. Has he played for the horses yet?”

“No. He visits the stables often and sits on Beauty bareback, but he never plays his Sax.”

“Beauty understands and loves him then because nobody sits on my horse bareback except me.”

“Cory loves the horses.”

“Let him play, Craig. Let Cory fill Granger Hall with his genius, adding his voice to ours.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Uncle Simon

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

We all woke early, but I hesitated in a warm, comfortable bed, watching my husband dress. We’d made a pact the night before and were determined to run through our woodlands while the weather permitted us before the first deep snowfall.

I feasted on Jacob’s gorgeous body and got caught checking him out. He grinned while slipping into thick Lycra running pants and a bright red Helly Hanson Lifa long-sleeve thermal top that hugged every contour of his impressive physique.

When he was fully dressed, Jacob dangled my running gear in front of me like a tease.

“Come on, Kate. It’s time to leave, sweetheart.”

“I feel so comfortable here.”

“Peel off the band-aid and throw off the duvet.”

“I’m sluggish today, Jacob, sorry.”

“You’re pregnant, honey, and that’s sapping your strength. Little Jacoba or Jacob is growing.”

“We are not calling any daughter Jacoba, and we already have a little Jacob.”

“We need to discuss that, Kate. Naming a guy’s Johnson isn’t cricket.”

“We don’t play cricket in America.”

“Good point.”

When I joined them about five minutes late, Jacob and Alicia looked bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, stretching off their cold muscles in the gravel parking lot outside the front of Granger Hall.

The sky was already a beautiful azure, strengthening in color saturation as a low-angle sun rose slowly. White jet engine trails streaked the canvas of our day, exciting me. I smelled cut grass from yesterday. It was a sign winter was almost upon us because the estate team had given our lawns and fields their last cut of the year. Now, short grass would rot and feed next year’s growth.

I felt tightness in both thigh and calf muscles, so I stretched, bending fully over and running my palms down the back of both legs. From the corner of one eye, I noticed Alicia watching, then copying me, and I felt stirred.

I tied a rough ponytail and swirled it widely to ensure it was secure, exciting my husband. He loved when I tied back my hair, exposing my face, a sign of my sexual interest in him. I felt pleased my body had warmed, partially improved in blood heat and figuratively, to the thrill of a run through our ancient forest.

My breath condensed like dragon fumes blazing from flaring nostrils before ignition. A puffy mist meandered upwards through shaded, mysteriously dark deciduous woodlands while dying bloom stems in flower borders around the parking lot that Mom had dead-headed clung to a light frost that an advancing sun would soon conquer.

My husband grinned and sprinted on the spot, invigorated because he loved the extreme cold, unlike me. He hugged me close, transferring scant but very welcome heat into my needy body.

“It’s going to be a lovely day, Kate.”

“Is that your prediction, or did you call the local weather service again?”

“I’ll take bets that today will be chilly and sunny, but tonight’s temperatures will plummet below zero Celsius because of a clear sky.”

“You’re a regular Harold Taft, honey.”

“Who?”

“Ask Mom about him. He was before my time as well.”

I spied Claude wearing running gear similar to ours, stretching off fifty meters away with a heel planted on his truck fender while he leaned forward with all fingertips reaching for his toes.

I shouted and waved to greet our friend.

“Hey Claude. You should come and run with us.”

“I am coming with you, Kate.”

“Oh, okay… cool.”

I glanced at Jacob, who looked secretive. I sidled up close so he could explain what was happening without worrying Alicia.

“I thought we ran without security, Jacob?”

“It’s either Claude runs with us, or a whole security detail from Travis stumbles through our woods, not caring about our privacy or track maintenance. I agreed Claude was a better option, and he doesn’t mind.”

“Ah, I see. Are we still being watched, Jacob?”

“No, that’s completely over now, and Sean assures me that whatever he and Travis are conjuring up will become clearer today.”

“Is Claude armed?”

“He has a concealed carry permit, but I never ask when or if he carries a sidearm. It’s up to him to decide what protection is needed.”

“I’m sorry, Jacob. All these guns and security people make me feel very uncomfortable.”

“You won’t see Claude once we start running, so I suggest you just forget he is there.”

“He’s our friend.”

“He’s also our protector, honey. Let Claude do his job because he is extremely good at it.”

As we set off, I was struck by how easily Claude slipped from his friendship to professional modes. He ran fifty meters behind us, and I figured he felt more comfortable shadowing and protecting than indulging in our family banter so early in the morning.

Alicia seemed much stronger, having trained with Jacob while I convalesced. She powered up the hills, using her Dad’s piston-like arm-swinging technique that drove her upper body in time with both legs.

It was evident our daughter’s body matured, and I wondered how many more mountain lodge snowball fight parties we would enjoy.

At home, our breakfast buffet was replenished frequently because we had a full house of twelve. Claude and Hannah were back in friendship mode and sat opposite Alicia and me. Jacob had gone missing, which I expected. Tiffany, Mom, and Carrie sat with Craig and Cory. Isabelle and Karl sat alone like freshly anointed girlfriend and boyfriend, conversing secretly while sharing a plate of pancakes.

I had a painted-on grin and felt immensely contented because we had a full house. It would have been nice to invite Lizzie as a guest because she’d become much more than our housekeeper at A Walk In The Clouds, but there was preparatory work to do now winter had arrived in the mountains.

I grinned, and my heart was lifted when Jacob strolled into the dining room, carrying the most enormous bouquet of roses I had ever seen, bringing a light round of applause as he meandered past me, with some cheers when he offered Alicia his hand, and she stood up looking terrified.

“What’s happening, Dad?”

I stood and moved beside my husband, wrapping an arm around his waist and enjoying our daughter’s bewildered expression.

“Dad?”

“It’s our one-hundredth anniversary, and we wanted to mark our boundless love for you, Alicia.”

“Do you mean one hundred days?”

“It’s been one hundred days since we adopted you, and it’s been the best time of our lives.”

“Oh Dad… Mom!”

Alicia bawled uncontrollably, rushing forward and plowing into both of us, wrapping her arms wide, almost crushing the flowers Jacob scarcely managed to rescue. When she stared up with a trembling bottom lip, half a smile, and tears rolling down her cheeks, I saw the beauty in our daughter’s heart.

A huge vase appeared, and Alicia set her bouquet in it, frequently glancing at her gift, grinning like a girl should when she got her first floral tribute. After we sat, I saw her hand slip into her Dad’s under the table and his delighted reaction.

I wasn’t envious of Alicia and her father’s closeness in any way because I remembered the same thing between me and my father. She giggled often and spoke politely with infectious enthusiasm to almost everyone at some point during breakfast, underlining her excellent social skills.

“Mom, I love you the same as I do, Dad. You know that, right?”

“I know that, honey. You needed to keep one hand free to eat pancakes.”

“Dad needs more hand-holding, I find.”

“It was the same with my father, dear.”

“Thank you for my flowers.”

“It is our pleasure.”

“Are you coming to the stables today?”

“Perhaps later, sweetheart. Dad and I have meetings this morning, but we’ll catch up. I promise.”

“I’m showing Cory around the estate, and he’s bringing his Saxophone to the stables.”

“The horses will love him and his music.”

After breakfast, in a convoy of trucks, we headed to GD’s new, fully commissioned corporate center, parking where our brass plaque on wood signs were cemented into the ground. While the others strolled indoors carrying laptop bags and briefcases, I lingered outside with Jacob, eyeing the blacked-out SUVs belonging to our paymaster.

“Have we made an error in taking money from Lucifer, Jacob?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“We have handlers now. We are being handled, and that feels sinister.”

“We have ballast along for the ride, Kate. If we ever need to jettison that weight, trust me… we will.”

“With prejudice?”

“As much prejudice as you would wish, darling wife.”

“You are my secret agent, Jacob. I feel you should abseil into my bedroom window one night as a gift for a lady.”

“Do you mean for me to deliver you a package?”

“You already did that, and it kept me in bed five minutes too long this morning.”

I hugged Jacob playfully, almost knocking him over, but my indefatigable husband quickly regained his balance. The sun had nearly fully risen, and our new headquarters was bathed in bright and warm light.

It was the time of the year when you could wear a t-shirt while standing in the sun’s warmth, but the moment you stepped into the shadows, a fleece jacket was needed to fend off goosebumps and shivers.

I looked up at our magnificent building that had been completely finished a few days earlier.

“Three floors, ten thousand square meters between them, and only twenty staff so far, Jacob. Did we overdo it?”

“It’s like your tummy sweetheart. Our baby has space to grow and live comfortably.”

“Until it’s time to leave.”

“Months for you, decades for our company home, sweetheart.”

While the others set themselves up at brand new workstations, Jacob and I met Travis and Sean privately in a corner conference room that caught the morning sun and possessed wide-ranging views across our Granger Estate.

Both men had jugs of water beside their half-empty glasses. As I passed on my way to the head of our table, I saw an empty silver blister pack of tablets in a waste basket nearby, immediately deducing why both men looked shabby.

“It stinks of liquor in here, you guys. Should we postpone our meeting until you feel well?”

“No, no, Kate… we’re fine. Well, at least I am; I don’t know about Sean. He’s just an observer here.”

“I’m as essential to your success as anyone, Travis. Ask Jacob.”

They both laughed boyishly, but Jacob raised a hand to quiet them. He sat beside me, opposite a couple of amiable, smiling, steaming drunks. They stared at him bleary-eyed, nodding. Travis squinted and cocked his head.

“Go ahead, Jacob. What’s on your mind?”

“It’s none of my business how your boy’s club works, but how would you like a couple of drunks with vodka breath breathing all over your wife?”

“Jeez… umm, okay. I apologize, Jacob. We had a skinful last night, but at least we reached an agreement on who owns what and how we can work with you.”

“That’s Kate’s call and the reason for this meeting.”

“Okay, let’s hear it from Kate then.”

I sat back and examined our two reprobate handlers while Jacob opened windows and turned up the temperature on our room thermostat to counter a stiff breeze. At least the stale smell of alcohol and bodies oozing vodka fumes had disappeared, even if it felt chilly.

I waited until everyone settled, then addressed my question to our actual paymaster rather than the guy who was along for the ride, no matter how much I preferred the manner of the latter.

“Travis, please explain what you want from GD in one simple sentence?”

“We want you to create a server vulnerability at the company’s main campus that a North Korean state-sponsored hacker group can exploit using ransomware.”

“What risk will there be to the GD system?”

“Ask Mitch for the details. You are employing him, right?”

“Yes. Is that a problem?”

“It depends, Kate… will it become a problem?”

I stood up and walked to a window, looking out onto our beautiful estate, knowing that Mitch was on board with us while Travis believed he had a man on the inside. It wasn’t a healthy way for our relationship to begin, but I wasn’t sure how to address it.

“Tell me you aren’t planning on using Mitch to spy on us, Travis.”

“Tell me you aren’t planning on feeding me misinformation through him, Kate.”

“I can’t promise we won’t.”

“Well, at least that’s honest.”

“Jacob and I are not trying to obstruct you and Sean. We’re happy to help so long as no innocent people die, we don’t break U.S. or UK law, our family is safe, and our company thrives.”

“You’ll get that from me. Sean, too, if I’m being honest, because we are both old school, even though he’s a kid. However, there are people above my pay grade who would sell you, GD, and your family down the river for their political advantage.”

“How do we defend ourselves against those bandits, Travis?”

“Collectively, you mean?”

“Yes. If we’re in this together, how does that work?”

“We need to establish a circle of trust.”

“How about if Mitch tells you whatever he feels you should know without your coercion or us feeding him?”

“That’s a great start, Kate.”

“Would dinner tonight at Granger Hall make a fresh start? You’d be joining our family, so business cannot be discussed. Jacob and I could offer you overnight accommodation in our main house if you’d like.”

“That’s kind of you. I promise not to plant any bugs. I can’t say the same for Sean.”

“Hey! Travis… not fair!”

We were finally reaching a point where some mutually acceptable agreement could emerge. Our platform of trust was tentative, like an overloaded, untethered wooden swimming platform bobbing wildly in the middle of a vast lake. The added danger in our case was the man-eating sharks circling us.

I needed to clarify some things to the man who would be the future MI6 leader and felt it best not to sugarcoat the main issue.

“Sean, Jacob doesn’t work for you in the same way that Travis doesn’t own me. For us to help, common ground must be agreed upon between the two of you before proposing anything to us.”

“Understood Kate. We settled our issues last night, making this chilly room and my sore head worthwhile. Sorry about the booze breath.”

“You should clean up before dinner. Our daughter and a young boy who lives on the Estate will join us. A surprise musical treat might top off a lovely evening if we’re lucky.”

“What’s for dinner, Kate?”

“We have T-bone steak. Our chef dusts it with a little Tony Chachere's Creole Seasoning. Just enough to enhance the flavor of the beef.”

“Oh my, Jacob has struck it lucky with you, Kate.”

“I only sign off on the menu.”

“I still feel he landed on his feet.”

“That good fortune runs both ways, Sean. Our dinner this evening celebrates the first hundred-day anniversary of our daughter being with Jacob and me. It’s a special night for our family.”

The family connotation struck a chord with both men. Sean was a womanizer, according to Jacob’s accounts, but he still understood the value of family. Travis, a family man at heart, grinned, and I felt he was looking forward to dinner.

“Thank you, Kate.”

“Thank you for buying us a company, Travis.”

“You’ll earn it.”

“Tell us more about these hackers then, and let’s make a start.”

“I’ll have file access approved through Mitch so you can read everything we have. The outline version is that this hacker group, named LockBot, has attacked a few U.S.-based companies, locked their servers, and made ransom demands for a service return.”

“Which companies? Do you have examples of what damage was caused?”

“A GPS company providing satellite positioning services for sports watch users, farm equipment plowing fields, your in-car navigation, and the pilot boat services for most U.S. Ports.”

“It doesn’t sound crucial.”

“LockBot has stolen two hundred million dollars in three months using this ploy.”

“That’s profitable.”

“They’ve also hacked hospitals, suspending all treatment and surgery, brought down power stations, and repeatedly attacked our national infrastructure. They are becoming bolder.”

“Okay, so GD sets a trap, the hackers access our system, and then what happens?”

“The hackers will lock down a mirror of GD’s servers so they won’t access your main system, but they will believe they have a gun to your head. You can continue operating in real-time but using minimum manning and only highly vetted staff unlikely to gossip all over social media.”

“I’m assuming while we pretend to play ball and prepare a ransom payment, you will track the hackers to their lair?”

“They aren’t Batman, Kate.”

“Forgive me; the world of subversion and deceit is new to me. I’m sure you understand my point, though - you want to locate the hackers to stop them, right?”

“Yes. LockBot is a pain in the ass. They run like a business enterprise in properly staffed and equipped locations. They have a distributed network with many nodes around the world. This operation will take down an important part of their organization.”

“I thought you said North Korea sponsored them.”

“The node we are targeting works for Pyongyang and specializes in military design secrets, but others are working for Russia, China, and Iran, and,… since we’re being honest with each other, sometimes we reach out.”

“Wow.”

“It’s a murky world, Kate.”

“Yes, like a septic tank, it seems.”

We sat uncomfortably, staring at one another because it was a scary project, at least for me. I saw a hundred problems coming our way, including the potential for a personal backlash from LockBot.

“What happens when you pinpoint the hacker’s location, Travis?”

“We’ll take them out.”

“How?”

“You don’t need to know that, Kate.”

“How, Travis? How will you take them out?”

“Depends on where they are, but it will probably be a drone strike or assault by an insertion team.”

“You’ll kill them?”

“Yes.”

“And what about any innocent people in the building? A server technician or cleaner who has no idea what is happening?”

“We don’t deliberately do collateral damage, Kate.”

“But you can’t rule it out?”

“No.”

“You mentioned this is a distributed organization with many nodes.”

“Yes. So what?”

“Why not make GD such a challenging and enormous prize that the whole LockBot organization must unite to take us on?”

“Okay, playing to their egos and adding immense value is an interesting lure, but that would take multiple strikes worldwide simultaneously. We have the juice to do it, but falling out with multiple countries for striking inside their territory doesn’t sound wise.”

“Does LockBot attack other countries?”

“They attack everyone, Kate. Even in countries where they have a node working alongside the government. They have no loyalty.”

“Why not involve those other countries in bringing down LockBot?”

“What if they are located in Russia, Kate?”

“What would you do in your scenario if they are? Will you strike a target inside Russia, China, or Iran?”

“Iran, maybe. The others, no, definitely not.”

“The point I am making-.”

“I get it, Kate. You want to take down the whole LockBot network without bloodshed.”

“It seems the most effective way to deal with them. Oh, and I’d like GD to be officially credited with all cybersecurity-related support upon the successful conclusion of your operation.”

“Why?”

“Imagine the export Cyber Security sales GD will achieve, Travis? Your people can tax our company, recouping some of your investment.”

I watched both men salivate over how they would draw together an international task force, investigate LockBot, trap them, and make multiple arrests worldwide, all while using the GD technical vault as bait.

I glanced sideways and saw Jacob grinning almost imperceptibly, looking proud of me. Few things aroused me more than my husband’s approval, and I felt a familiar tingling course through my body.

“You’re too sharp for me, Kate.”

“I doubt that, but thank you. Do we have a plan, Travis? Sean?”

“I think UK PLC would embrace your idea, Kate. Travis could reach out to NATO while we work with our friendly Commonwealth nations. Together, we have more influence.”

“Dinner then?”

“T-bone steak, you say, Kate?”

“Dusted with just enough Tony Chachere's Creole Seasoning to enhance the flavor of the beef.”

“I’ll agree to your genius plot just for the American steak, Kate.”

“We have great coffee as well. Supplied by our friend and neighbor Chester.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

First Snow

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

I gazed out of our bedroom window, grinning from ear to ear. Kate rolled over in our bed, stretching and moaning deliciously as her ligaments and muscles unfurled achingly from a long run yesterday.

As she lay in our bed, stretching like a cat, I studied my wife, enjoying her early morning softness and the gentle complexion of a beautiful woman wearing no makeup.

Kate grinned, yawned, and waved cutely at me. 

“Stop staring at me, Jacob.”

“I enjoy soaking you in.”

“Oh, go on then.”

“It’s snowed, Kate.”

“Oh my god, let me see.”

Alicia burst through our bedroom door, screaming excitedly, almost as Kate’s feet hit the floor when she rolled out of our bed. My wife was as excited as our ten-year-old daughter because it was the first proper snowfall at Granger Hall.

When Kate and I strolled around the gardens a few times to digest dinner the previous evening, I had predicted our estate would become a white blanket by morning.

Kate spun around from the window with childish glee, punching the air with a triumphant fist.

“You were right, Jacob.”

“I told you so.”

“Did you call the weather service, honey?”

“Yes.

“Never mind. You are still my mountain man, and I feel sure you had an inkling that it would snow anyway.”

“Of course I did.”

I turned back to the window with two girls hanging off me, thinking how lucky I was. It snowed lightly, and the estate glistened with the promise of something new and pure to come. A new fall of snow that hid everything felt apt now that we had fully acquired LSE and Bourne aviation, had a plan for Narvona, and even calmed stormy waters with Travis and Sean.

I was no stranger to snow, its delights and challenges, but today felt different because two girls danced around me, desperate to play out in it.

Before turning away from the window, I looked at nearby snow-laden, ponderously bent boughs waiting to be shaken by a mischievous child when her parents were underneath. Five-inch layers of snow coated the natural stone walls and wooden benches placed here and there. 

Granger Hall looked beautiful from the inside looking out.

Winter has arrived properly.

I leaped high, clapped my hands, and turned towards our closet.

“Shall we pull on sweats and have a snowball fight, Alicia?”

“Yes! Yes! Yes!”

Alicia sprinted for the door, and I knew it was a race. Kate and I eyed one another momentarily; she giggled, then playfully pushed me onto the bed, gaining a three-second headstart while she dove into our closet, grabbing her sweats and throwing mine to the far end.

I let my girls go ahead, collecting warm, waterproof jackets for both, having seen them hastily run out wearing thin sweatshirts, no socks, and simple sneakers.

When I arrived in the parking lot, Kate and Alicia ran in a circle around a water fountain, throwing badly made powder snowballs that broke up mid-air. I created better ammunition, not too weighty, then aimed and caught Alicia beautifully on the side of her head. My next pitch slapped Kate on her back, and I jumped up and down, cheering because I was way ahead at the bottom of the ninth.

Kate and Alicia rushed over to me, and I tossed their brightly colored coats high so they would catch and slip them on; then, I ran, forcing my girls to chase me up a small grassy hill overlooking our house. It felt like I was back in the Arctic, only much warmer.

When I reached the hilltop, I turned and enjoyed watching my daughter flounder, trip, and struggle through deep snow, knowing it was great character-building for her. Kate marched up slowly, picking Alicia off carefully with better-aimed snowballs while giggling constantly.

When Kate and Alicia arrived, they tackled me, crawling on top, stuffing snow in my face and down my jacket front and back until nobody could talk or move properly; such was our laughter. 

When I stood and looked back at a beautiful, snow-covered Granger Hall with wisps of smoke crawling through several chimneys, I felt proud to be part of something so inspirational. The rolling fields usually being grazed by our beasts were virgin white snowy silk sheets unblemished by foot, hoof, or claw.

We were quickly followed out of the house by scrambling, laughing friends. I saw Claude, Sean, Isabelle, Catherine, and others stream out of the front door like they were escaping a burning building, each gathering scoops of snow on the way, cramming it down a friend’s back, or chasing another, launching a palm full of snow dust that never landed.

When we strolled back downhill to the house, it was as though the snow had changed everyone’s day. I was already late to show Craig and Cory their new lodge because our diligent riding master had already left for work.

As I watched my family and friends return to the house and the breakfast waiting on a hot plate in our dining room, Travis trudged over to me, grinning with his hand outstretched. Kate wrapped her arm around my midriff, making sure he knew we were undefeatable and utterly united in every sense.

“I’ll be leaving you right after breakfast, Jacob. A helicopter is coming to take Sean and me out of your way. The security guys can leave in the SUVs and make a slower go of it.”

“The pad will be clear within the hour.”

“I have a chinook, so I must have done something right for someone. Those things can handle any weather.”

“It’s easier to kick people off the back ramp of a chinook during flight, Travis.”

He stared at me, judging whether I was serious or not. It did Sean and Travis no harm to feel my unpredictable nature since both believed themselves to be my handlers.

“I haven’t done it myself, Travis, but it stands to reason, right? Big ramp, lots of power to hover and aim someone off the back.”

“I guess so.”

“What’s on your mind, buddy?”

“American citizenship and a passport for you, Jacob.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m not doing it as a favor. I’d like to know that we can extradite you from wherever you might be if we must.”

“Wherever I might run to, you mean?”

“It’s prudent for me and gives you the benefits of citizenship here. You want me to sleep nights, right?”

“Kate and I feel you have held up every commitment you made in doing this deal. As long as we’re building trust, I’ll agree to a passport if I don’t have to give up my UK citizenship.”

“Do you think you’ll ever go back there to live permanently?”

“No, but I still love that windswept isle I fought for, and I’d like our kids to have a British passport too.”

“It’ll take me three days to arrange your documents. I’ll courier everything over.”

“I thought it took a year?”

“Not in this case.”

Kate coughed and laughed, swaying slightly on me. She was pleased about my American citizenship because it tied us even closer together, ensuring the certainty of our whole family residency.

“You’ll return with the documents and passport in three days then, Travis?”

“I don’t need to, Kate.”

“Jacob must take the oath of allegiance, and I can’t think of anyone better than you to administer that. We’ll have a singer, a buffet, and invite our friends, including the sheriff and local mayor.”

“Are you serious, Kate?”

“I’m deadly serious. This will be a big moment for our family, Travis. We won’t overlook it, so don’t think you can have someone arrive here and toss an envelope on the doorstep.”

He shook his head, but I got the impression Travis was pleased Kate asked him to officiate my ceremony and that she considered the matter of great import, as I did.

“I’d love to accept Jacob into our nation’s family, Kate. Thank you for the invitation.”

After having gone inside to slip on appropriate clothes, Sean trotted out of the house wearing a thick duvet-style jacket, slapping his mittened hands together. He wore a scarf and looked every bit like the quintessential English gentleman going for a stroll in the snow.

On seeing us, Sean smiled and pointed as though he’d located something lost, towards which he now jogged. When he reached us, my old handler whipped off his mittens and shook everyone’s hands, passing an envelope to Kate.

She opened the bulky envelope and gawped at its contents.

“A British Passport, Sean?”

“Yes, Kate. It’s a gift for you from His Brittanic Majesty.”

“And you are just handing me this citizenship document in an envelope. No pomp and ceremony from the country who invented it?”

“You would usually be required to attend a citizenship ceremony at the Home Office, London, within three months. I waived that, but I can ask our Ambassador here to do something if you’d like.”

“Why are you doing this for me?”

“We are as keen that you enjoy our nation’s hospitality as much as Travis wishes ease to extradite Jacob, my dear.”

“He’s coming back here to officiate a Citizenship ceremony. You just tossed me an envelope without even a celebratory drink.”

Sean rubbed the day-old stubble on his chin and looked amused. He caught Travis’ look of oneupmanship, frowned a bit, then clapped his hands.

“I can do better, Kate.”

“You really should.”

“Would you like to meet the King?”

“Who wouldn’t? Can you really do that?”

“At a Buckingham Palace Garden Party, yes. You’d have to share him with a few other guests, but I can arrange it, and for a Victoria Cross holder’s wife, I am sure the King would spare a few minutes for a private audience.”

“You have redeemed yourself, Sean.”

“Do you accept citizenship, Kate? You didn’t seem keen.”

“Of course, I am keen, but I want some recognition of the event. Becoming British is as important for me as becoming American is for Jacob.”

“Okay. I’ll have the Ambassador here on the same day Travis sings The Star Spangled Banner. You know, I once asked him to visit our late Queen, but he turned me down.”

When Sean thumbed in his direction, Travis was utterly stunned, racking his brains to remember an occasion he was invited to England to see the Queen. I was sure he also reeled from a suggestion that he might sing. Kate’s British passport handover had morphed into a dual citizenship celebration that would have our local press salivating.

Travis cocked his head and eyeballed his friend suspiciously.

“I don’t remember you inviting me to meet the sovereign, Sean.”

“I invited you to a Garden Party.”

“You didn’t say the late Queen would be there. I would have definitely visited.”

“What other Garden Parties do you think we have in the UK, Travis?”

“I thought it was a common occurrence, you know, striped blazers and Pimms.”

“That’s the Henley Regatta.”

“Strawberries and Champagne, then?”

“Wimbledon.”

“What’s a Garden Party?”

“Throughout the summer, our Sovereign traditionally hosts three Garden Parties at Buckingham Palace and one at the Palace of Holyroodhouse in Scotland. Which would you like to come to, Travis?”

“Any one of them please.”

“You see, Travis. You ought to take more of an interest in your mother country’s history and listen to what I am saying. Unlike your knowledge of our fair isle, I know plenty about the USA.”

“Such as?”

“The Liberty Bell, which has a typo in it, by the way, was made in the same place as Big Ben.”

Travis laughed, and seeing the men getting along well was good. He smiled at Sean, eying him as though figuring out how to catch him.

“I bet you’ve never had a decent hotdog here, Sean.”

“Hoyt Dog at Mile End Deli in Brooklyn. I had one last year.”

“You weren’t here last year. Had you visited our fair land, I would know. I have all your aliases tracked at every port of entry, and I control your visa access.”

“Yes, indeed… it must have been a different time, then.”

“You have some explaining to do on our flight back to DC, Sean.”

Sean was caught wrong-footed. He placed a hand around Travis’ shoulder and steered his colleague towards the house’s front door, chattering loudly like chaff being shot out of an aircraft to confuse the enemy. Kate laughed, stared at her British Passport, and kissed it before sliding it carefully into the envelope and tucking it in a jacket pocket.

“Is a British passport important to you, Kate?”

“You are important to me, honey. I’m a dual citizen now, and anything you love, I love.

“Even Marmite?”

“Even Marmite, Jacob.”

After breakfast, we attended one final meeting at GD’s corporate center with key staff before collecting Alicia from the stables, Carrie, and Catherine from the house and heading for the helicopter pad.

When onboard our aircraft, sipping a hot cup of soup, I felt excited to go home, but Alicia seemed less thrilled. I studied her intently, noticing how she stared at the floor.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?”

“I’ll miss Sierra. She and Beauty can’t travel this time because of the weather. I’ll also miss Cory.”

“Has he talked much with you?”

“We draw together a lot, and he plays the Sax constantly, which I love. He doesn’t say much, but I don’t mind because he likes to listen to me talking.”

“You’ll be pleased to know we shall return to Granger Hall in a few days.”

“After my birthday party in the lodge?”

“Yes.”

As much as I loved being at Granger Hall, when our snowy hills, frozen, jagged peaks, and vast forests hove into view, my mood lifted a few notches, and I felt a warming happiness permeate through me. Kate gripped my hand tighter, grinning as she peered out the window, enjoying the sprawling snow blanket covering the woodlands.

“Did nobody else want to come with us, Kate?”

“Hannah and Claude are spending the weekend at Ella and Daniel’s place. The others want to enjoy Granger Hall. Having our home to ourselves will be nice, not that I’m being selfish.”

I didn’t want to imagine what Claude would get up to while we were away. It was his and Hannah’s business, but when I gazed at my beloved Kate, I knew no power in the Universe might encourage me to share her.

At home, I quickly completed my chores, donned swimming trunks, and slipped into our balcony steaming hot tub with my wife and daughter.

Dark clouds had cleared, and a sunrise beckoned to be toasted by Hot Chocolate with rapidly melting pink marshmallows on top. We three clinked our oversized mugs and drank, competing for the first sip, best creamy moustachio, an accolade Alicia won hands down with her cutest fluffy peaked nose.

“Our home here is perfect, Kate.”

“It is, but that’s because I have you two right here with me.”

I was still processing weeks of mentally unhinging work. Our lives had changed through the completion of construction at the GD Corporate Center, our acquisition and company growth, and my immersion back into a murky world of dirty tricks and a foreign policy minefield.

“Shall I read for us, Mom?”

“Yes, please, Alicia. What do we have?”

“Can you guess?”

“I was Born in the wilds of the freezing cold Yukon.”

“White Fang - half-dog, half-wolf?“

“That’s it.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Let the Games Begin

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

As my trembling pussy slid down Jacob’s cock, I shuddered in ecstasy while my head took a vacation to heaven. Every bloated vein on his steely shaft pressed hard against my soft tissue walls as I impaled myself slowly.

Halfway down Jacob’s erect cock, I paused teasingly, milking my husband while staring at him lying on our bed. He was such a beautiful man in body, looks, and soul that his presence aroused me long before his cock pressed hard, stretching me wide.

I took the strain of my weight using fur-lined rope loops, gripping both wrists while I glanced nervously at the ceiling, pleased that the steel D-ring bracket my husband had screwed into a wooden beam held fast. I shook my head and giggled about the smoke detector camouflaging our sleazy mount so that Alicia would never know.

Jacob cupped our baby bump in both palms, stroking me gently while watching his cock slide deep inside my tight, wet, throbbing pussy. When my husband fucked me, I felt he constantly connected to our original conception, seeing himself as a daddy-in-waiting, and that made me proud.

“I’m bottoming out on you soon, Jacob.”

“Are you full?”

“Always fucking full, sweetheart. You have such a big cock.”

“I imagine our baby being inside you, Kate.”

“Your cock isn’t that big, so don’t worry.”

We both laughed, but I was thankful to enjoy such a considerate lover, especially one with a large cock. Jacob suggested, and I agreed we needed to use our dungeon more frequently. A partial solution was his idea to install a bedroom ceiling mount for rope and swing play.

“It’s holding well, Jacob.”

“You are still slender, and my handiwork is pretty good.”

“I’m currently bulbous and pregnant.”

“You are always my beloved Kate.”

“I wish I could kiss you for that one.”

My trembling, swollen pussy lips bottomed out in his pubic bush, and I gasped my delight and satisfaction, smiling happily at my husband while enjoying how his expression was filled with love and flickered with a deep carnal desire for me.

“I can feel you squeezing my cock hard, Kate.”

“It’s the least I can do to make such an enormous visitor feel welcome inside me.”

“Oh… you are such a fucking sexy woman.”

I rocked back and forth on my husband’s cock, grinding a quivering, sticky clitoris against his pubic bone while enjoying the feeling of giving and taking. I hauled on the ropes, powering my quadriceps at the same time, sliding my tight, crammed pussy up his veiny cock

I closed my eyes and saw fireworks, then opened them and watched my beloved stare at my pussy as he filled it on my descent down a steel pole made by the gods solely for my pleasure.

I thoroughly creamed over Jacob’s cock, dragging the white lather with my pussy on the way up, then forcing another ring into his pubic hair on each downward stroke.

I watched Jacob twitch and wriggle in pleasure beneath me, growling so deeply it echoed through my soul. When I clenched my pussy tightly around his cock, my husband’s eyes widened and sparkled while his lips curled into a beautiful smile radiating love. Spiraling sexual tension built inside me, provoking a tingling deep in my womb, and I surfed a wave of hormones that buzzed in my head.

I could take no more.

I released myself from the ropes and slid down my husband’s cock, into his arms, kissing him deeply. Jacob rolled me over, and I wrapped my legs around his waist while he pounded my pussy, constantly staring into my eyes with all the love in the world.

When my husband orgasmed, filling me with his seed, every muscle and fiber in my body spasmed as my soul entwined with Jacob’s. We became two lovers unified in everlasting love. I screamed, he moaned, and we writhed together in the ultimate spectacle of love.

Jacob wouldn’t move off me right away, which suited me fine because the gentle twitching and presence of his cock inside me, albeit softening, soothed and comforted me.

When he eventually rolled away, I scampered to the toilet, not wishing to mess up our bed sheets. When I returned, slipping my panties back on, Jacob grinned and wrapped me in his arms. In post-coital harmony, we talked until it was late. Jacob went to fetch water, but I don’t remember drinking it.

I felt around our bed and found nothing, so I rolled, expecting to bump into Jacob. When he wasn’t there, I checked the clock and noticed I’d slept until 8 a.m. It didn’t seem so bad, but clearly, I was late for something.

I slipped on a bathrobe and opened our bedroom door, seeing a mad rush of people carrying boxes through the front door.

“What’s going on, Jacob?”

“We made a mistake on Alicia’s birthday invitations. We have people arriving later today.”

“Oh my. Okay… I’ll get ready.”

“Be warned, she blames herself and is taking it quite badly.”

“Got it… umm, Jacob?”

“Yes, honey?”

“Will I get to enjoy watching you chop logs shirtless?”

“It’s cold, and we’ve had heavy snow all night.”

Living at our mountain home lifted my mood. I felt playful and happy because there seemed to be no cloud on the horizon. I tugged on Jacob’s rugby shirt, pulling him just inside our bedroom door.

“What was that for, Kate?” 

“Can you wear a compression shirt for me? I need some eye candy on our day off. Also, can everyone stop rushing because we can cope no matter what.” 

“Pick out a shirt, and I’ll wear it.”

“Okay, and please-.”

“I’ll calm everyone down.”

“Thank you, Jacob.”

By the time I joined my family, they had three SUVs with snow chains half-packed to haul everything by the main road and vehicle tracks. Jacob wouldn’t risk using ATVs on the tight, winding trail through Chester’s Point, knowing it would be more than three feet under snow.

I stared out into the parking lot, watching Alicia fetching and carrying more than anyone while Lizzie loaded her arms with boxes of cakes, Tupperware containers of food, pots, pans, and all manner of camping equipment.

She looked stressed, so I waved and smiled.

“Hi, Mom.”

“This feels like an expedition.”

“I guess it is Mom. Are you joining us in the SUV with me and Dad now or coming later?”

“I’ll come now. Why do you ask?”

“I messed up with the dates. People are arriving today.”

“No harm done, right?”

I pointed at the activities going on around us, where all hands were set firmly on the pumps. Our family was at Granger Hall, having agreed that Alicia’s birthday would be celebrated there a few days later at a dinner.

The next couple of days was a kid’s adventure.

“I’m worried about you, Mom.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want you to have a miscarriage.”

“Our danger is past, honey. I’m fine.”

“You still work as hard as ever, and my messing up adds to the problems.”

“I see. In that case, if you see me overdoing things, tell me, and I will stop.”

“Okay. That works for me.”

I could tell when something bothered Alicia because she always looked away and wiggled her fingers. I led her inside our home by the hand to Lizzie’s bar, where a decaffeinated coffee miraculously arrived in under a minute, courtesy of a smiling Lizzie.

“What’s bothering you, Alicia?”

“I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Why not?”

“Because I feel selfish about what I’m going to say.”

“I will pack snow down the back of your jacket when you least expect it, honey.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I definitely would.”

I was having fun, so I laughed, then saw her seriousness and wondered what could possibly be this wrong.

“It’s not funny, Mom.”

“Then you should probably explain what’s wrong because we must help each other in times of hardship, mental, emotional, or physical, sweetheart. Should I call Dad to help?”

“No. It just makes the whole thing more embarrassing.”

“Did you get your period?”

“No, it’s not that. I’ll tell you right away when that happens.”

“Then what?”

“It’s about your baby.”

“Your sibling?”

“That’s the point. They won’t be my blood relative.”

“It won’t feel like that to you or them. You’ll be completely connected to your brother or sister.”

“This is where my selfish request comes from, Mom.”

“Go ahead and ask.”

“Can I be first to meet my sibling after Dad does?”

“Of course.”

“I mean before grandma, grandpa, aunts, and such. Just five minutes is all I need to introduce myself and tell them how much I love them.”

“Oh my god, Alicia.”

I choked back my tears, feeling such overwhelming love for my daughter. She genuinely looked concerned and was almost crying which felt like such a shame the day before her birthday. I felt sadness and joy simultaneously.

“Is this what’s been troubling you?”

“It is a big deal for me, and I’ve thought about it quite a bit because tomorrow is my birthday. It is a selfish thing to ask.”

“You aren’t selfish at all, sweetheart. Of course, as soon as your sibling is born, Daddy will fetch you in for as long as you need to be with him or her.”

“I just want to say hello and tell them I love them very much before everyone else comes in.”

Alicia burst out crying, and I swept her into my arms, hugging my daughter so tightly she couldn’t breathe, and tapped me on the shoulders until I released her.

“I think it is important that you are first to meet your sibling as well, Alicia, because you and they will be best friends for a very long time.”

“I hope so, Mom because all I have as a blood relative is a selfish asshole uncle.”

Alicia constantly startled me with her kindness, determination, and ferocious loyalty. I understood why family was so important, and I had a surprise for her. We returned outside, and I called Jacob. He ran, throwing snowballs that soon changed our daughter’s mood.

“Alicia wants to be first to meet, hold, and introduce herself to her sibling.”

“That sounds appropriate to me. Did you tell her about tomorrow yet?”

“I’d rather you told Alicia, please, Jacob.”

Alicia looked worried, screwing up her cute face in a high emotional state, so Jacob kneeled until they reached eye level.

“We’re getting up early tomorrow and taking flowers to your mother and father. That includes Grandma, Carrie, and Claire. Everyone wants to come, so we’ll have our entire family in one place. They all fly in tonight.”

“I didn’t want to ask them to come because it might be too much trouble.”

“They all decided to be here on your birthday. I got a call last night from Grandma, and she said everyone agreed after you left that it felt wrong not to be together.”

“Are they joining us at the lodge?”

“Yes, but they won’t be sleeping over because we have no room. Most of the parents will sleep on roll-up mattresses, but they won’t mind.”

“And my birthday dinner at Granger Hall?”

“That’s still happening.”

“Oh god, thank you so much.”

Alicia burst out crying again, and I realized how much she had wanted to visit her parents but hadn’t asked. I was growing increasingly concerned that she was hiding her feelings from us.

“Alicia, listen to Mommy, please.”

“Yes?”

“You mustn’t hold these things back from us. If you want to visit your birth parents at 2 a.m., you must wake us up, and we’ll go in pajamas. Wanting to be the first to meet your sibling isn’t something you need to hold back from us. Please ask for anything you want.”

“I’m sorry. You’ve been so kind to me. I don’t want to ask sometimes because it feels ungrateful.”

“You are our daughter.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

We hugged again, and I felt Alicia release a heap of tension. I wondered if I’d spent too much time working and not enough with my daughter. Jacob managed to look in on Alicia multiple times each day when running our home, but reports, video calls, and in-person meetings still plagued me.

“Let’s go. We have pancakes to make and marshmallows to roast.”

Jacob drove us in his truck, followed by the others. Alicia wouldn’t let go of me when we sat together in the back seat, but I felt the pressure weighing her had been released. It was a bumpy, rough, fun drive to my daughter’s lodge.

When we arrived, I let others unload the SUV and dragged Alicia and Jacob to the wood pile.

“Dad’s going to chop wood; you and I will carry it inside so there is a good pile to keep everyone warm, and then we’ll build a campfire outside.”

“Okay. That’s awesome.”

On our third trip between the log pile and lodge, Alicia stopped me. She didn’t seem troubled but wanted to talk.

“What’s wrong with me, Mom?”

“Absolutely nothing, baby girl.”

“Why do I feel so confused then?”

“You are still adjusting to life with Dad and me, our homes, a new life, a baby coming soon, and all the other enormous stuff that goes on, like helicopter commuting, keeping in touch with friends here, and meeting Cory. I could go on, but my point is that you are coping so bravely. You should be proud.”

“So I am okay?”

“We all get frazzled sometimes, Alicia.”

“What can I do when I feel like this?”

“Carry wood from one place to another, stacking it neatly. You’ll feel better when we are done. Going for a run or walk helps, too.”

She attacked wood stacking like everything else in her life, as though it were the most important thing she could do at that moment. We worked for an hour until all three of us were exhausted, and Jacob slammed the axe into his log, declaring we had sufficient logs for at least a week.

We sat on a bench outside the lodge, wrapped in fleece blankets, watching glorious mid-afternoon shadows move quickly across a stunning valley below. Lizzie brought three bowls of chicken noodle soup with chunks of fresh crusty bread, and we tucked in like it was our last meal.

Alicia sat between Jacob and me, shunted as close to her as we could get. We talked, laughed, and slurped, dribbling soup from sodden bread onto our blankets.

“Shall we light that fire, Dad?”

“I think so. We must burn the wood to throw off plenty of heat later when we toast marshmallows.”

Alicia’s friends arrived in small groups while our SUVs brought guests from the orphanage. I was struck by everyone’s genuine expressions of affection and friendship for Alicia when they spotted our daughter and sprinted to see her, hugging enthusiastically and handing over gifts. The kid’s parents all knew our daughter well enough to make a fuss over her.

Jacob wrapped an arm around my shoulder, placing his head into mine.

“Alicia is very popular, Jacob.”

“She is so much like you.”

“I feel like she’s really a part of me. It’s strange, isn’t it?”

“You have opened her eyes in a few short months, Kate.”

“That’s horseshit, Jacob. You have more contact and influence over Alicia than I do. She’s a daddy’s girl, for sure, and I’m happy about that. Alicia couldn’t have a better role model than you. I feel sorry for the guys who will try to measure up.”

“We did well so far.”

“And we’ll continue that way, Jacob.” 

“Shall we light the fire?”

“I think we should. I haven’t had so much fun in a long time.”


Chapter Forty

The Birthday Girl

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

Lizzie prepared a hearty all-in stew for the thirty or so people who were busy rolling out sleeping bags and preparing for the night. They quickly settled into groups who played games, talked, or read from books we stacked on a shelf for sharing.

Alicia was everywhere, all at once, showing friends around and explaining how the shower system worked between time allocations for kids, adults, and gender time, using privacy signs, and cleaning up afterward. She organized parties to help replenish our indoor woodpile from outdoors and ensured nobody went out of bounds, incurring the dangers of the woods.

Kate was surprised when Alicia told her friends that Mountain Lions were known to be in the area. I watched on proudly, enjoying her party.

“Alicia is a leader, Jacob.”

“She’s a nice one, like you. Alicia isn’t a bully or at all pushy. Her friends follow her because they love her.”

“That’s how she leads us, too, husband.”

“Do you think so?”

“Oh, come on. That girl can get you to do anything she wants. You’re just lucky she isn’t selfish or manipulative.”

“You’ve mentioned this before, Kate. Can I ask why?”

“Claire was awful at manipulating my father when we were younger. I know Alicia couldn’t be like that, but it raises awful demons for me.”

“She seems nicer now. I know we got off to a bad start, but since Granger Hall became yours and she is financially settled, your relationship seems to have improved.”

“When was the last time you saw Claire and me spend time together doing anything?”

“Oh my, I’m sorry, Kate, I don’t pay that much attention to her.”

“Exactly.”

Kate was upset, but no power in the universe would draw me to Claire for a heart-to-heart. Having slept with one of Kate’s old boyfriends and then gone off the rails, she wasn’t my cup of tea.

I changed clothes and slipped away for a run before darkness settled in. The snow on our trail was hard-packed from many vehicles that used it, so it was reasonably easygoing. On my way, I met Claude and a few security guys in a military-style tent alongside the trail. I hadn’t thought about security, so I was glad he had.

“You shouldn’t go much further alone, Jake.”

“Why not?”

“Mountain lions are known to be in the area.”

“I’ll be fine. If you hear me scream, come running.”

My run took me into the sort of danger Alicia had mentioned. I wasn’t sure a mountain lion would attack a full-grown man, and I considered the bears must be hibernating by now, so I plowed on through a spectacular other-worldly landscape.

My breath condensed, and both feet tramped into the snow, making a crushing sound in time with my heartbeat. Silence treated me to a meditative environment where not even a long blade of dead grass stirred.

Shadows in the woods were my companions because I understood how a low sun spilled through a forest canopy, casting light and shade in a way that terrified many. As I rounded a corner and felt a chilling presence, I slowed and then halted, moving off to one side of the trail in case I needed cover.

The hackles on my neck rose, and my body tensed, ready for a fight.

When a Mountain Lion padded onto the track in front of me, I crouched low, offering the least aggressive target possible. I knew she was a female, roughly six feet from nose to tail, weighing around eighty pounds. She shook her paw, loosened some gathered snow, and then eyeballed me, releasing a low growl as a friendly warning.

I felt her awesome presence amid an eerie silence and the thumping of my heart, but I didn’t fear her because she wasn’t looking for a fight.

When she turned and leaped into the woods, I barely heard her land and never saw the beautiful girl run away. I laughed loudly, did a U-turn, not wishing to chance my luck further, and ran back to Alicia’s lodge.

Kate waited at the door with her eyes fixed as I sprinted along the trail to my imaginary finish line.

“It’s as well you came back early, Jacob. The kids saw a Mountain Lion nearby. She was spectacular, and we watched her cross the clearing, completely oblivious to us at first. She stared over once, waved her tail, then strolled away.”

“How do you know it was a girl?”

“Same way that I know how you are a boy, Jacob. Some things were missing.”

I chuckled and tried to hug Kate, but she wafted a hand in front of her nose, suggesting a shower should be my next consideration. I took her advice and enjoyed a hot, steamy shower before joining everyone else in the main room, snacking and enjoying a fireside story told by Kate.

There was no point mentioning my encounter with the same mountain lioness they saw because it would only spur Kate’s worry, and that was the last thing I wanted to do. I suspected my encounter was caused by the lioness catching my scent and running through the forest far quicker than I, hunting what she hoped might be prey.

The evening became one of those times people say they will remember forever. The room was imbued with primal warmth, literally and familially, through friendship and love. The ambiance reminded me of Afghan traders’ families who would enjoy evenings under canvas, huddled around a fireside, sharing food, laughing, and loving while moving precious handmade goods from Pakistan to the Mediterranean along the old Silk Road.

“This is becoming the old way, Jacob. Our lives are too crowded.”

“I don’t think so, sweetheart. Modern technology is intruding, I agree, but we have struck a balance. I think we will be back here very soon.”

“I hope so.”

Once all the kids had traipsed through the toilets a few times, they settled, and we fell asleep. I had built a massive bedrock of fire in the log burner and shut down its draught flow to a minimum, and the room felt cozy. Kate and I slept in a massive sleeping bag on the floor into which Alicia crawled between us sometime in the early morning, preferring our centimeter-deep foam mattress to the proper, comfortable one on her bed.

I woke first at 6 a.m. and watched my sleeping beauties while enjoying a coffee. Lizzie was also awake, preparing a monster breakfast. I didn’t want to wake Kate or Alicia, so I showered, dressed smartly, and went outside to scrape ice off the truck.

I was surprised by another guy, Charles, who was already doing the same.

“Hi, Charles. Are you leaving already?”

“No… umm, I thought we were all going to the cemetery.”

“Ahh, okay, no problem.”

Only close family had been invited to attend Alicia’s parent’s graves, and I felt a bit awkward choosing to say nothing to discourage Charles and his family from joining us. Other parents soon joined us outside, clapping their hands to warm up amid a bracing cold with dark snow clouds overhead.

I soon realized everyone was joining us to visit Alicia’s birth parents. When Kate came outside, she smiled, hugged me, and stole what remained of my coffee; my bad because I left it on the hood of my trunk.

“Everyone is joining Alicia for a trip to the graveyard, Kate.”

“I can see that, honey. It’s so nice.”

“Doesn’t she want privacy?”

“Alicia is a popular girl. Privacy isn’t always possible. I think she will be happy.”

‘Well, if it’s what she wants, Kate. I have no problem.”

“I’ve seen a few boys taking an interest in her.”

“Who?”

My face froze, and I furrowed a concerned brow, checking Kate to see if she was teasing me. I had worried about boys, not because they were terrible, but because they were all so young. My wife laughed and held me tighter, squeezing my fear away.

“Oh, please don’t, Jacob.”

“She’s too young.”

“Will she ever be old enough for you to stop worrying?”

“Unlikely.”

“Chill out, sweetheart. This is a fabulous place to be right now, and it’s only natural for the boys to take an interest.”

“So long as she doesn’t reciprocate.”

“Prepare yourself for when the day comes that she will.”

Everyone, including Kate and me, wished Alicia a happy birthday with plentiful hugs and kisses. She seemed overwhelmed by the love and affection projected on her, but I kept a watchful eye, trying to figure out which boys Kate had referred to so I could mark them out from every crowd.

We filled the graveyard parking lot with cars and trucks, and the site turned from a dreary, unwelcoming place to one filled with the joy of children laughing, chatting, and sliding around in the snow.

As we strolled toward the grave site, my mother-in-law joined us from a flank. She slipped between Kate and me, linking an arm through both of ours.

Claude, Hannah, Tiffany, Isabella, Karl, and my sister mingled with the crowd, having arrived before us. One little boy ran over and smiled at Alicia, slipping his hand into hers and adjusting the saxophone he hauled across his back. Our daughter grinned at Cory and her riding instructor, Craig, and we marched on united, like an army of love.

When we assembled at Alicia’s parent’s graves, more bunches of flowers appeared than at a Royal wedding, and it was clear our friends and family had always planned on being with her at this time. It made sense that everyone knew the bubbly, loving kid from their local orphanage because our daughter had been around her friends and their parents for far longer than Kate and I had known her.

We kneeled and prayed in silence until Kate nudged me and whispered.

“Say something, Jacob.”

“Say what, honey?”

“You must have some military prayer up your sleeve. Please, though, don’t make dirty jokes. I beg of you.”

I closed my eyes and considered my life’s most profound moments, remembering Afghanistan and its vast poppy fields, caves, and mountains where so many of my friends were lost. I wanted to cry, but it was the only place I could go to summon an emotionally appropriate prayer for my daughter.

“Remember Alicia’s parents who are not here today, and those others who are unwell or far away, and those who never lived to see this day, and every loved one or friend who we have lost. Remember them all as though it were yesterday. It's absent family and friends we miss the most. To all, let's drink a loving toast.”

Tears rolled down Alicia’s cheeks as she mouthed the words Thank You, to me, gripping my hand so tightly that my blood flow stopped. We had no drink to toast, and I kicked myself for not thinking about that.

Kate looked proud, hugging me when we stood while others crushed snow off their knees. My breath was completely taken away when I heard the perfection of Amazing Grace being played on a saxophone.

I spun around and saw a girl staring at her parents’ graves, with a boy standing next to her. Cory played the saxophone in a musical tribute. Gradually, people sang, and most did it well, with no flat notes or tone-deaf voices.

I was stunned, Kate was, too, and there wasn’t a dry eye anywhere.

With the song played out, Cory smiled at Alicia.

“What music did your parents like most of all?”

“George Michael.”

“Careless whisper?”

Alicia nodded, looking thrilled.

“Can you play it, Cory?”

“I’ll try for you.”

“Thank you.”

He played the haunting melody of a careless whisper so perfectly and beautifully that even the birds stopped singing. Cory’s heart and soul went into making music for a girl who befriended a boy whom others failed to understand. Such was the power of love and friendship wielded by my daughter.

When the music ended, seconds later, the first snowball was thrown, slapping me on the back of the head; I spun around and saw my sister, Carrie, grinning while squeezing another fistful of powder into ammunition.

She shrugged and launched another snowball, hitting my back.

“Sorry, Jacob, it’s what younger sisters do to their big brothers.”

Everyone panicked momentarily, wondering if a snowball fight was appropriate given the high emotions and sobre mood of seconds earlier. Suddenly, mayhem ensued, and snow was gathered and launched in every direction.

The snowball fight had begun and in the best place it could have. I chased after Carrie, but she was far too nimble on her toes, dodging tombstones to evade me.

I settled for an artillery barrage response, pelting Carrie, Kate, and Alicia with long-range lobs and pitches that mostly found their target. With three girls closing in on me and my back to a boundary hedge, I had little chance of victory and soon fell on my back, taking a snow bath.

When we became exhausted and gasping and wheezing replaced riotous laughter, we walked back to our cars and trucks. Alicia held our hand, looking back towards her parent’s tombstones from the gate, smiling.

“Mom and Dad would have loved that snowball fight, and they would have loved both of you as well.”

“You know how to make people feel loved, Alicia. That is a rare quality. Dad and I love you very much.”

“I know, and I love you too.”

We reached Alicia’s lodge around 9.30 a.m., where an enormous pancake mountain was surrounded by bacon, scrambled eggs, toast, muffins, and so many calories that I swooned from a sugar rush just looking at it all.

I watched Kate fill a plate to share, and I joined her and Alicia, copping a squat near the log burner. Stories of courage and daring-do were shared by all amid laughter as the most incredible snowball fight that ever was became consigned to local myth and legend.

Kate leaned against me, giggling heartily, warming her toes and my soul. I cupped our baby bump in both hands and planted soft kisses along her neck.

“That was such great fun, Jacob.”

“Did you see what your mother did when the snowball fight broke out?”

“I didn’t notice.”

“She sneaked out of the battlefield, took the higher ground, and lobbed snowballs at stragglers. It was quite funny because it was exactly what a sniper would do.”

Her friends dragged Alicia into the middle of a circle, each bringing back a gift they had stacked on a table. She opened everyone’s present, hugging, kissing, and paying her respects to parents and children alike.

When I looked at the lodge wall and saw the framed photos of Alicia’s parents with Kate and mine, I tipped a mug of coffee, silently thanking them for our daughter.

When it came time for Kate and I to make our gift, a hush fell across the room. My wife handed our daughter an envelope, which she stared at, trying to guess what was inside. She tore it open and removed a few documents, then cried.

“It’s an equine pregnancy test.”

“Yes, sweetheart. Sierra is in foal, and that baby will be yours.”

“Is Beauty the father?”

“Of course he is, honey.”

“Oh my god… thank you so much.”


Chapter Forty-One

Campfire Stories

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View

When Alicia dove into my arms, I felt like someone handed me a billion dollars free and clear. My heart soared because the day’s emotions had affected me, too, albeit with far fewer grounds than our daughter.

Sierra was carrying a foal sired by my horse, the first I had ever allowed. I knew Beauty would protect his foal, but Jacob’s and Alicia’s horse would love her baby dearly. I felt bad for my stallion because he might get left out, but I was happy his bloodline would continue.

Our daughter reached for Jacob’s hand and pulled him into our hug, sobbing with heartfelt emotions.

“Take me outside quickly… please, Mom; I feel embarrassed.”

“Okay, sweetheart, let’s go. Ours was the last gift anyway, so everyone is diverting their attention to the next adventure.”

We maneuvered through the lodge in an amorphous mass hug, shuffling to the door while the other kids broke into groups, playing cards and games or preparing bean bags and sleeping bags to watch a movie.

I grabbed our coats on my way out through the lodge door and immediately shared them with Jacob and Alicia outside in the biting cold. Our daughter stamped her feet, clapped both hands, and slid mittens on, pointing at a nearby copse with a small trail running through it.

“Can we walk for a little bit, Mom?”

“Yes, otherwise we’ll freeze, but don’t forget there is at least one mountain lion nearby. While we walk, tell us what’s wrong, honey.”

“I feel too upset and need a time-out from everyone.”

“That’s normal. You have a birthday, a visit to your parents, all of your friends here, and now Sierra is pregnant with Beauty’s foal. It’s a lot to deal with, Alicia.”

“My mother gave birth to me today, eleven years ago.”

Alicia’s perspective struck me hard, and I saw that Jacob was also visibly moved. Our daughter’s birthday was also an incredibly poignant moment between a child and both parents, but especially a mother, because their ongoing relationship fundamentally changed when life outside the womb began. 

“Your Mom and Dad would be proud, and them not being here today is bound to affect you deeply.”

“Is that why I want to cry?”

“I don’t know, but cry all you like, honey, and never let anyone tell you that’s wrong.”

Jacob swept a bench clear of deep snow, and, despite the cold, we sat with Alicia in my lap, holding her Dad’s hand, sobbing tears over the loss of her parents. I was sure that everything else plucking our daughter’s taut emotional string was of lesser impact, but I felt pleased that she had spared a thought for the moment her parents stood in a labor room, sharing their joy at the arrival of a new baby girl.

After ten minutes, cradled in my arms, Alicia moved into Jacob’s lap and rested, enjoying her second life with parents, who also loved her. The sun was setting, and other kids came out of the lodge to play, starting smaller snowball fights than we enjoyed earlier in the day.

When Alicia rejoined her friends, I stayed outside with Jacob, enjoying his company in a romantic setting with great views, a spectacular sunset, and kids playing, screaming, and laughing nearby.

“Alicia got very emotional, Kate.”

“I hadn’t thought how much this day had loaded up on her, but it helps build our daughter’s character.”

“How did you feel at the graveside today?”

“Tell me how you felt first, honey?”

“I felt connected to Alicia’s birth parents in a nice way. I hope they would approve of how we are loving their daughter.”

“Alicia belongs to all four of us now, Jacob. I am sure they understand if they are out there somewhere in the universe.”

I heard a truck struggling along the trail almost when Jacob did. He got to his feet and headed for it, and I followed. Seeing Gunther behind the wheel worried me because he wasn’t expected. When he leaped out of the truck, my German CEO reached out a hand, which I shook while we exchanged greetings.

Tiffany and Hannah must have seen Gunther arrive because they joined us outside. He seemed in a somber mood. My worry worsened when he rummaged around in open holdalls with partial contents strewn across the back seat of his truck.

“I brought a gift for Alicia.”

“Is that why you came out here from the GD campus, Gunther?”

“No, but I couldn’t arrive in the middle of a child’s birthday party without bringing a gift.”

“What’s wrong, Gunther? You look upset.”

“Well, we won the German government’s main battle tank tender. I received the official notification today with a draft contract. You knew it was coming, Kate, but I wanted to tell you in person because this clarifies everything.”

“That is great news for GD; everyone in the company deserves to win this contract, Gunther.”

I punched the air while Tiffany and Hannah hugged Gunther, both women jumping for joy. The massive contract was GD’s bread and butter, fueling our factories and research department for the next decade. I felt happy and hugged my husband, but I saw him looking concerned, carefully studying our CFO.

Gunter was crying, and it didn’t look like tears of joy.

“What’s wrong, Gunther?”

“It’s about my family, Kate.”

“What about them?”

“Their lives have been threatened. My wife, children, even my parents. If I don’t help sabotage you and the company, they say my family will be killed.”

“Jesus Christ… have they been kidnapped?”

“No, and all my family is under German police protection already, but they can’t live like that forever.”

“Okay… Hannah and Tiffany will take you to our home, and we’ll be right behind you.”

I was immediately focused on our new problem as a gear shifted in me. I casually strolled into the lodge and explained to Alicia that we had a work-related non-emergency to attend to. Mom and Carrie would stay to manage the party until we returned. Lizzie and Hannah returned home with Gunther, collecting Claude on the way to help manage our latest problem.

I rode separately to the others with Jacob, who seemed angry.

“Are you okay, Jacob?”

“We never seem to get clear of this shit.”

“We own a huge company and don’t ever believe that all the shit always rolls downhill, sweetheart. It’s tough at the top, too. We have good news and bad today.”

“There is not much point in focusing on the things that go well, Kate. We need to fix the problems.”

“We can do that, Jacob. Gunther’s family is already safe. That’s great news, right?”

“Yes.”

When we arrived home, Gunther sat at Lizzie’s bar looking forlorn, shaking his head, while repeatedly thumping a fist on a granite counter. I couldn’t blame him. Jacob beckoned Claude to our meeting room, so I followed them, wanting to know why they chose to meet privately in case any rash choices were made.

Jacob tried veering me away politely, barring my way into the meeting room.

“Shouldn’t you talk with Gunther, Kate?”

“Gunther is being well looked after. Why are you in here with Claude?.”

“We know some people who can help us.”

“Help do what? There is no kidnap, and the police are already involved. Gunther is in the same state anyone would be if someone threatened their family.”

“It won’t be difficult to track these people down, Kate. They are amateurs.”

“And then do what with them?”

“We can deal with them.”

“I’m coming into this meeting with you and Claude, Jacob. We’re not following a path of vigilantism until that’s determined to be our last resort.”

I smiled cutely and ducked under my husband’s arm, which wasn’t much of a barrier to my entry into the meeting room. When I sat down, Claude abruptly disconnected a call he was making in French, and I waved for him and Jacob to join me, sitting calmly.

“Hi, Claude. We won’t need any covert kill teams; are we clear?”

“Yes, Kate.”

“Guys, we run one of the biggest defense companies in the world. There has to be a better way of dealing with this than rushing out to kill people.”

They sat and thought carefully. The testosterone levels in the room felt like Beauty’s stall, and I knew that if I hadn’t intervened, our problem would be solved quickly, but only in the short term. I was so relieved when Jacob raised his hand with a softening demeanor and an idea.

“I’m calling Sean Manners.”

“What for, honey?”

“To secure his support and draw the British government into the problem. Our enemy is their enemy.”

“Okay… can you assure me that people won’t die?”

“The people who threatened Gunther’s family might, Kate, but they have it coming.”

I turned to Claude and pointed toward Gunther.

“Can you give us a minute, please, Claude? I need to talk with my husband.”

Claude left the room, closing the door behind him. Jacob was seething with rage, so I moved and sat beside him, holding his hand while staring deep into his eyes.

“Please don’t kill people, Jacob.”

“I won’t.”

“Don’t even order or cause their deaths, please, darling. I know you could easily do it, but it’s not your way.”

“What if they deserve it, Kate?”

“We aren’t judge, jury, and executioner now, honey. We have a daughter and a baby on the way. Let’s not spill blood and carry that on our hands.”

“I can’t allow our enemies to threaten children, Kate. Next time, it might be our kids these fuckers go after.”

“You can’t start a war either; next time, the casualties might well be our children.”

“Can’t you see that these people are not reasonable?”

“Of course, I understand. That’s what I am afraid of, Jacob. This is one time we must fight with a different weapon and win the peace.”

“What should we do?”

My husband looked calmer and ready to discuss a rational solution, but I didn’t have one. I racked my brain trying to understand whether this might be a group, a nutcase individual, or a foreign government. The whole thing felt so spine-chilling that I shivered.

“I don’t have any suggestions, Jacob. This is your swimming lane. I only want to know the calm version of you is running the show.”

“I’m okay now. You’re right. More violence and threats are unwarranted until we know who these people are.”

“You should definitely call Sean Manners, Jacob. That is a genius idea.”

“And say what to him, Kate? How do you think MI6 deals with people like this?”

“I have no clue, but can’t you manage him? He seems to worship you.”

“That’s because I solved problems for him. I am generating one this time and have no idea how that will play out.”

“Start the ball rolling and ask if we can meet when Travis comes by the house to conduct your citizenship ceremony.”

“Okay. I’ll call him now.”

“No executions, Jacob, please.”

“Not for now, at least.”

My husband woke Sean Manners in his early morning hours by video call. The sighs, grunts, and coughing as he cleared his airways sounded considerably older in years than usual for a man so young.

“Jacob?”

“Yes, Sean.”

“Fucking hell. I come to England for a couple of days rest, and on my first night, jetlagged to shit, you call me at fuckery’s afoot o’clock. Whatever is the matter, chap?”

“I have Kate here, and you are the speaker.”

“Oops, sorry for the poor language, Kate.”

“I’m feeling similarly profane, Sean, so don’t worry about it.”

Jacob gave his friend a few minutes to orientate himself, and soon, the video feed activated, and I saw a man sitting in a luxurious leather office chair behind an ancient wooden desk wearing oddly cute pajamas. My husband peered closer to see Sean, who yawned and leaned heavily on two forearms.

“Are those cat faces printed on your pajamas, Sean?”

“Yes, Jacob. They are my cats, Sabrina, Jill, and Kelly. I am a cat person, and if you tell anyone about that or these pajamas, I will tell everyone about the night you and I slept together.”

“We were cold; in the middle of Siberia in the winter, we had one sleeping bag. In any case. I doubt anyone would believe me if I told them you named your cats after three Charlie’s Angels.”

“I love the TV show, and I’m doing no harm because it’s in my home, and the cats have consented. Now… bloody hell, Jacob, please tell me why you woke me at such an ungodly hour?”

“We have an enemy, Sean.”

“We the British realm or we, you and me?”

“You and me… we.”

“Okay, shoot.”

“Our Chief Finance Officer has received a credible threat against his family. Someone intends to kill them if he doesn’t help derail us.”

“And this would be Gunther’s family, am I right?”

“Yes.”

“He’s a German national with family living somewhere in Bavaria?”

“Correct again.”

I watched intently as Sean mentally recalled details from an intelligence dossier, wondering how much he knew about GD, our people, and our family. Sean was far more discrete than Travis but no less determined to win whatever spy game he set out to play. 

“Have the family been kidnapped, Jacob?”

“No. The German authorities have them.”

“Okay. I’m guessing you want me to work with German intelligence, find these people, and disappear them.”

“Not disappear them, Sean.”

“Why not? They are threatening a leading NATO defense contractor. Let’s get a job lot of concrete, shape heavy boots, dump them somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean, and be done with the problem in a week. They are obviously amateurs, or they would have kidnapped first and threatened later, fucking clowns… sorry again, Kate.”

“We’d rather you didn’t kill anyone, Sean.”

“Okay, Jacob. What is your plan?”

“We must get rid of them for good and ensure no loose ends are left to bite us. If we kill people, their kids, friends, colleagues, and others who lost out as a result of our executions might come looking for us, and by us, I mean our kids, family, and friends.”

“Sometimes it is the only way to remove the cancer, Jacob. As you know, more often than not, these people cannot be reasoned with.”

“Can you extract Gunther’s family to the UK and then to America?”

“That’s easily done. The Germans will gladly pass the problem to us. What about the State Department over there? Will they accept Gunther’s family at short notice?”

“Travis will freak out when he hears about this, and I’m sure he will want the problem dealt with in the usual way, lead or concrete boots notwithstanding. Kate and I are utterly vehement in not wanting a shitshow of corpses in case we become targets for retribution.”

“Understood Jacob.”

“Should we call Travis?”

“It’s better coming from me.”

“Can you move the family to London quickly? I want to let our friend know we’re helping. We can’t lose Gunther, Sean. He’s essential to you as well.”

“Yeah, I know, Jacob. I’m messaging my German embassy liaison now. Gunther’s folks will be on a jet out of Munich within eight hours. I promise you.”

“No shitty hotels or back street safe house hovels. If needs be, we will pay.”

“I’ll put them somewhere in the West End. Diplomatic police patrols and armed response teams are all over that area. If anyone tracks the family, they will find it easier to attack Windsor Castle.

“How soon until you get them to the U.S., Sean? It’s best to reunite the family quickly, and we can fund security here ourselves.”

“If Travis plays ball, I’d say another twenty-four hours after the family reaches London. Less if you provide us with a private jet.”

“Consider that done. Thanks, Sean.”

“It’s cool, Jacob. We always agreed that anyone who threatens our family is a common foe. Speaking of which, what will we do about our enemies?”

“Find out who and why.”

“Then go from there?”

“Yes, Sean, but promise me, no killing.”

“On that score, whenever I promised that there would be no killing, did I ever lie to you?”

“No.”

“There will be no killing Jacob. I promise you.”

“Thank you, Sean.”

“Does this mean you are back in the game?”

“No. Go cuddle your angels.”

“I wish.”

My husband smiled at Sean and disconnected the call. I instantly slid into his lap, hanging my arms around his neck while kissing his cheeks and lips gratefully. I felt immensely proud of Jacob at that moment because he got past his anger to find a solution I doubt many could have conceived of, never mind put together so quickly.

My pounding heart calmed, and the anxiety that had fired me up diminished. I smiled at Jacob, who looked upset.

“I’m feeling angry, Kate.”

“You ought to be, sweetheart. Someone walked into our house and abused our family, Jacob. I’m pissed about it too, but you have set in motion a great solution.”

“We should settle Gunther’s mind and get back to Alicia.”

“Let’s give him the good news.”

“Kate, would you mind dealing with Gunther alone while I walk outside, please? I need some air.”

“Of course, that’s fine, darling.”

Jacob left, heading for the front door, and I strolled over to the others, feeling pleased. I took Gunther’s hand and eyed him carefully. He was distressed, but even in his darkest moment, the man who helped run our companies had thought to ensure he didn’t ruin a child’s birthday party.

“British Intelligence is collecting your family within the next eight hours. Hannah will arrange a private jet to meet them in England. We hope your family will arrive at Granger Hall within forty-eight hours.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

He looked relieved, bowing his head and choking back tears. It was no small matter that Gunther had visited us to secure help. I was pleased and proud that he had. I wrapped an arm around his shoulder and pulled him closer.

“We’re all family here, Gunther.”

“I’ll find a local hotel, then drive back home tomorrow.”

“You’ll stay the night here. If you wish, you can join us toasting marshmallows at the lodge.”

“May I please? Some companionship this evening would be nice.”

I went outside to find Jacob and saw a torchlight in the woods. I approached him, shouting a greeting so he knew I was coming.

“Hi, Kate. I needed air.”

“You need relief, honey.”

His head turned, and I saw a wry smile. Jacob knew I was about to suck or fuck him but not why.

“I feel aroused, Jacob.”

“Why?”

“The emotions of the day, you, how you deal with emergencies, our daughter, the snowball fight. It all conspires to make me so happy you are my husband.”

“We can’t make love out here, Kate.”

“I disagree.”

I wriggled and slipped my jeans down, dragging my panties with them. Once my boots stopped any further progress, I grinned at my husband, turned, and bent forward over a tree bough, shuffling my feet sideways as far as they would go.

“Hurry, Jacob, it’s fucking cold.”

“Holy shit. I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

‘I’m sure every couple has had a quickie in the woods like this. Just make sure your aim is true, honey, or my painful screams will fetch security running.”

Rivulets of my arousal dribbled down both legs while my husband unzipped and peeled his pants far enough to free his cock. He giggled like a schoolboy who’d hit a home run.

“Us girls are exposed and take the most risk in these situations, Jacob, so I hope you remember this.”

“I don’t think I will ever forget.”

When his cock slid balls deep inside my pussy, I felt instant satisfaction and a rush of hormones that rid me of sexual and emotional tension. Jacob gripped my ass cheeks in talon-like fingers and fucked me hard with beautifully timed strokes that almost immediately elicited my orgasm.

Headlights shone our way as Hannah and the others headed back towards the party, but we were not caught in flagrante delicto.

Jacob’s condensed breath covered me, and his grunting felt carnal as he fucked me in nature’s wild beauty. I was on fire, panting with an elevated heart rate as excitement, the thrill of outdoor sex, and Jacob’s immense cock thumping in and out of my pussy assuaged my sexual needs.

When I pushed back against my husband’s long, thick, sticky cock, I felt full, and my body soared into the heavens.

“I’m fucking cumming, Jacob.”

“Me too, honey.”

His semen sprayed deep inside my pussy like a warm ocean flooding me, and I knew Jacob’s tiny swimmers were on their way to make life’s most important journey. They wouldn’t know their host already impregnated me, but those seeds of life were programmed to wriggle toward their imagined target until exhausted.

Being full of my husband’s seed was my most ecstatic state. While his cock jerked against the soft tissue walls of my tight pussy, decanting his seed deep inside me, I rode waves of pleasure so intense I wished only to fuse my soul to Jacob’s.

When he slid his cock out of my well fucked hole, Jacob bent down and pulled up my panties, helping me get dressed. I turned, kissed him deeply, and stared into his eyes, seeing all the love I needed to make my day special.

“Thank you for your service, soldier boy.”

Jacob made time for me to use our house toilet and change, not wishing to wear soiled panties all night. He carried me from our bedroom to the truck for reasons important to him, something I would never question.

We reached Alicia’s lodge, finding it strange that it was silent and dark. Inside, the kids and adults huddled around our log-burning stove while someone finished reading a story.

Alicia dragged us to a nest of bean bags where all our friends and some of hers were sitting. She’d even hauled Gunther into her central circle, and I felt she knew he was upset about something, so she made a fuss about him.

As we joined her, our daughter spoke to our desolate friend.

“Thank you for my gift, Gunther.”

“Every girl should have a ballerina jewelry box, sweetheart. It is my pleasure.”

“Do you have stories you read for your children in Germany?”

“I have grandchildren these days, but yes, fairy tales and fables are very popular in Germany.”

“Do you know any?”

“Not off by heart, but I have most on my e-reader.”

“Can you read one for us, please, Gunther?”

He looked around as though nobody would be interested. I was a little surprised myself, given that most of the kids were at an age where they would soon enter adolescence, where rebellion, rather than Little Red Riding Hood, would occupy their hormone-incensed minds.

“Are you sure, Alicia?”

“Yes, please.”

He was shocked that the answer came as a chorus of child and adult voices everywhere in the room. It seemed unanimous, so Gunther pulled an e-reader from his leather satchel, looked around at everyone again, cleared his throat, and scanned his book collection for something appropriate.

“How about The Brothers Grimm and a tale of love and magic?”

“That’s perfect.”

They were enthralled, as was Jacob, me, and even my mother. People cradled their loved ones, sat on or beside them, cuddling, holding hands, drawn in by a story before it even began. 

“The Beast Slayer - by the Brothers Grimm”

“Once upon a time, there was a man and his wife who were very poor. The man earned his living making wooden bowls and platters to sell and worked early and late, but wooden bowls and platters were so very cheap that he could barely support his family, no matter how hard he worked…”


Chapter Forty-Two

Morning Wood

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

When the tiniest sliver of daylight flickered on my face, I woke in a room full of snoring, choking, and light purring; Kate was already gone. Alicia felt like a hot water bottle, the comfort of which pleaded with me to fall back to sleep, but the sun was rising, and my wife had absconded from our sleeping bag.

Alicia slept soundly, which gave me great hope for her future health, as so much contributing to a good quality of life depends on enjoying a peaceful night’s sleep.

I carefully slipped sideways from the sleeping bag, like a crab escaping its rocky niche. I tucked my daughter back in comfortably, grinning with the pleasure such simple things offer. She almost roused, so I paused momentarily, praying that my wife’s stealthy ability had not exceeded mine, given that I was supposed to be the ex-spy, not Kate.

When I stood up and looked out of the living room windows, I saw Kate standing outside, gazing at the brightening ruddy blue sky. Streaks of white clouds smeared an azure canvas like a painter creating a masterpiece above us.

I smiled and waved good morning to Lizzie, who lurked silently in the kitchen. She organized herself before the breakfast battle commenced. I donned a thick duvet jacket, pulled on trekking sneakers, and slipped through the lodge door, closing it silently behind me.

I reached within five meters of Kate before deliberately making a scrunching sound in the snow to avoid startling her. My wife spun around and grinned broadly, running on the spot excitedly before setting her coffee down on a fence post and making me chase her.

When I caught Kate easily, she wrapped me in a loving hug, laughing so raucously that it cheered me, even despite the monumental news I had received by message throughout the night.

“Good morning, Jacob; I didn’t hear you until you wanted me to.”

“I’m amazed you left our bed without waking me.”

“It was a first for me, honey. I’ve never secretly snuck out of a guy’s bed before yours this morning.”

“Oh, but you are a naughty girl, Kate.”

I squeezed her in a bear hug, enjoying the feel, smell, and sight of my beautiful wife after hours apart. She rewarded me with a kiss, every one of which I treasured because they formed a continuous trail of love almost back to the day we met.

“Am I naughty because I never secretly left a lover’s bed before this morning or because I never tried until now?”

“You are naughty because you are turning me on, Kate.”

“Let’s go into the woods, Jacob.”

“Are you serious?”

“I feel your morning wood poking me. It is a serious condition, especially if you consider reclaiming a spot in our sleeping bag.”

“I can’t do that.”

“In that case, let me take care of your nice big cock so that you can relax all day. I usually do it in the shower or our bed, anyhow. Why should we miss the fun of me wanking you off just because others are sharing our bedroom?”

“That sounds sleazy, Kate.”

“Sometimes behaving slutty is great fun, husband.”

Kate led me by the hand into the woods, almost running. It would be at least an hour before others woke and half an hour after that until they ventured outside, needing coffee or breakfast as an energy catalyst before braving the cold.

We hiked for at least five hundred meters along a lovely narrow, relatively unused trail through the forest, ending up on a rocky outcrop like the one from The Lion King movie, where Simba is first introduced to his pride.

“It’s a long drop down from here, Kate.”

“Do you think it’s sturdy enough to sit on?”

“Yes. This rock won’t budge for a thousand years.”

“Are there hiking trails below?”

“Nope, only thick forest and caves.”

“No chance of splashing someone with your seed then, huh?”

“Jesus, you are playful today, sweetheart.”

“Peel down your pants to your sneakers and sit down with your feet dangling over the edge. I’ll sit behind, wrap my legs around you, and reach around.”

“I’m getting al fresco masturbation now?”

“You’re a lucky and worthy boy, Jacob.”

I stared into Kate’s eyes and saw her immense love with a measure of mischief rippling through an otherwise serious expression. I leaned to kiss my wife and felt intense arousal sweep through me. 

My lips warmed when they touched Kate’s, feeling like silken strands spinning into the yarn of our life and love before weaving another fabric layer into our story. She whimpered, then cupped the back of my head and took her kiss from me.

“Is satisfying me so important to you, Kate?”

“Yes. I can wait until we get home for you to make love to me. I don’t want you to feel like a caged tiger until then. Sit down, Jacob, and let me wank that beautiful cock, and let’s fertilize the forest below.”

“You realize most guys would give an arm or a leg for this fantasy?”

“I don’t know most guys, Jacob.”

“Thank god.”

I slipped my pants down as Kate instructed and was surprised when she pulled a small hand towel from a large map pocket inside her warm jacket. I looked enquiringly at her.

“I brought it so you don’t get a chilly butt.”

“You planned all of this?”

“I knew you’d wake up with an erection, and I wanted to solve that problem.”

“I could have chopped wood.”

“You still can, but first, let me take care of yours.”

As I sat on her towel, aside from enjoying immense sexual pleasure when Kate sat behind me and wrapped me in her legs, I felt her intense love for me.

My cock was rock solid when Kate leaned her chin on my shoulder and peered down, smiling cutely. When she gripped my shaft in a powerful fist, I wriggled to get comfortable and spread my knees wider apart.

“Enjoy the sunrise, Jacob.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

She peeled my foreskin slowly and stroked my cock gently, to begin with, kissing my earlobes while whispering to me.

“Do you know how much I love you, Jacob?”

“I love you too.”

“But do you know how much I love you?”

“Tell me, honey.”

“You are my best friend and my one true love, Jacob. You are my destiny, and your love is why I wake up feeling happy every morning.”

Kate jerked my cock using short sharp strokes, knowing it was too cold for us to linger for a prolonged sexual sojourn in the freezing cold, perched on a ledge.

My orgasm tickled deep inside, then exploded as I shot rope after rope of hot seed into the air and down a seemingly bottomless abyss below. When my prostate twitched in exhaustion, I laughed, rocked backward, and begged for mercy, feeling the strain of my entire body’s tensed-up muscles relaxing.

Kate hauled me to my feet and lifted the towel while I tucked my cock away.

We ran back into the treeline hand in hand, giggling like young adults after making out. Before ducking into the forest’s darkness, I took one last look at the stunning sunrise and committed the whole scene to memory.

Nobody had woken since we left, but I didn’t feel like slipping back inside our sleeping bag, so I went to chop wood while Kate watched me, sitting on the pile and cradling a mug of coffee she was supposed to share with me.

It wasn’t the right time to discuss my news because life felt perfect, and I didn’t want to shatter that peace.

“Do you enjoy chopping wood, Jacob?”

“More than I like working at….”

I paused, immediately regretting where my comment was going, cursing my insensitivity. I shot Kate an apologetic look, but she smiled and nodded as though no transgression had occurred.

“You can say it, honey. You enjoy chopping wood more than you like working at GD?”

“Yes… I’m sorry, Kate.”

“It’s understandable, Jacob. If I could spend our day running stables, mucking out, and grooming horses, I really would.”

“I love working with you at GD, Kate, but when I help the ranchhands sink fence posts into the ground, creating a new grazing area, there is something earthly about it that appeals to my nature.”

“I know what you mean, honey. I love helping to put up fencing, too. It’s a most basic form of protecting our livestock and horses.”

I set down my axe, seeing an opening to discuss ideas I had mulled over since my daughter suggested we extend our stables.

“We have no livestock at Granger Hall, Kate.”

“We once had the largest herd of bulls and dairy cows in the area. Dad tore down the milking parlor twenty years ago when it wasn’t economically viable, and then he sold our beef herd because he got too busy.”

“Are we too busy, Kate?”

“What have you in mind, my sexy rancher husband?”

“People want fresh, wholesome milk and naturally raised, grass-fed beef, Kate. I think this filtered supermarket crappy milk tastes no better than water, and often when we eat out, the steak is flavored by whatever the chef rubbed on it.”

“Then go for it, honey. We have plenty of space at Granger Hall.”

“And I wanted to discuss about honey, too.”

“Bee hives, Jacob?”

“Yes, but here and at A Walk In The Clouds… oh, and while we are on the subject of pollinators, we have a bat cave at the bottom of wanking ridge.”

“Wanking ridge? Don’t mark that on a map.”

I swung the axe, embedding it in my chopping log, before stepping between Kate’s legs and collecting a richly deserved and much-enjoyed hug.

“Granger Hall was once a thriving ranch, Jacob. The stables expansion will require more grazing, hacking, and training land, but we can buy more ranching land because all our adjacent neighbors desperately want to sell.”

“I do want to become a rancher, Kate. Is that dumb, given how much money we have?”

Kate hopped off the woodpile and gazed into my eyes, giggling and smiling.

“Wearing button-up jeans, a stetson, and cowboy boots while rounding up cattle, Jacob? Isn’t that the dreams all boys have before they give in to the frustrations of life?”

“I wanted to be a cowboy or a train driver, Kate.”

“You should build a mini railway around A Walk In The Clouds. To answer your question about whether you are dumb, this version of Jacob, this man who would chop wood, throw snowballs, and teach his daughter how to light a fire properly, is the man I love the most.”

“And what about GD?”

“It becomes simpler to manage every day. The hub of our business is a ten-minute drive from Granger Hall, which is less than half an hour of flying time by helicopter from our main home. That’s a pretty short commute even if we did it daily.”

“And what of our work commitments, Kate?”

“We can manage our GD responsibilities just fine with the team we have, sweetheart. There will be plenty of time to build a strong beef and dairy herd, open a milking parlor, and make that profitable.”

“I want to build options for our children.”

“I know you do, Jacob. You are a man, and that’s what the best men do: build things and provide for the people they love.”

Nothing made me more contented than my wife and daughter loving me. When Alicia came outside looking for us, Kate and I got long, enjoyable hugs before she set about gathering the wood I chopped and taking it inside.

Kate watched our daughter disappear through the lodge’s back door with her arms fully laden, then stared at me with the love I needed.

“Supporting each other is the most important thing families and friends do, Jacob.”

“I noticed you shared your coffee almost obsessively with me.”

“I’m sorry, but I must keep our baby warm. Shall I bring you another?”

“Shall we get inside instead, Kate?”

From my kitchen vantage point, I watched Alicia expertly stack the wood-burning stove. First, she cleaned hot embers from the catchment tray and tipped them into a steel bucket before restacking the still-burning chamber. Then, after sealing the glass-fronted door, my daughter set the air intake flue to low, following precisely the process I had taught her.

I felt proud when she swept away any ash from the steel floor tray.

When Alicia joined Kate and me at the breakfast bar, she soaked in the room, I thought, committing everything to memory. Lizzie grinned at us from the kitchen side of the counter, whipping up a massive bowl of pancake batter that had settled in the fridge overnight.

I leaned on Kate, who sat on a kitchen stool, with Alicia leaning on me, watching a room full of people waking up. I was lost in a dream world where I had become a farmer or rancher, whatever the distinction, so I mused aloud.

“We need free-range chickens.”

“What’s that, Dad?”

“Mom and I were discussing having bees up here, and I was thinking about keeping more hives around the house and at Granger Hall. I also thought about keeping free-range chickens for fresh eggs.”

“Awesome. I’ll feed them every day.”

“You’ll be too busy milking cows, Alicia.”

“Seriously? We’re getting cows as well?”

“Yes.”

“Holy schmoly, are we becoming ranchers, Dad?”

“As well, yes.”

“As well as what?”

“As well as a whole bunch of other things.”

My daughter was overjoyed, immediately running off to shower before others fully woke and formed a queue. I was sorry that today was our last at her lodge because I would miss the camaraderie of being among other families and the simple life we’d led for forty-eight hours.

I turned to my wife, squeezing every last drop of fun out of the most incredible birthday party I had enjoyed, knowing there were complicated matters to discuss.

“We must do this kind of adventure with our friends again soon, Kate.”

“And we should do the same thing at Granger Hall, too.”

“I hadn’t thought about that.”

She gripped my shirt lapels and pulled me into her space, staring and smiling like the good cop in an interview room.

“Jacob… have you something on your mind, sweetheart?”

“You can always tell.”

“Is it a matter you’d like to discuss?”

“Yes.”

As I was about to take Kate somewhere private, Claude wandered through the front door to collect food and hot drinks from Lizzie for the men and women who stood guard down the track. He looked disheveled but happy.

“Where did you and Hannah sleep last night, brother?”

“We built a brushwood bivouac together deep in the forest, with a huge fire and a big sleeping bag.”

“Did your girlfriend enjoy that, or are you single again?”

“Hannah is a committed outdoorswoman from now on, Jacob. She loved it.”

“Won’t you both have breakfast here with us?”

“Nah. We found a lovely spot overlooking the valley. It’s a massive rock that looks exactly like the one out of the Lion King movie.”

“Oh, I didn’t see that yet.”

He took a long drink of coffee, enjoying its stimulating effect as only a Frenchman could, like a slow, burning culinary orgasm that made him grunt appreciatively while sending a massive smile toward Lizzie.

As Claude looked around the room, he smiled. Who wouldn’t, watching a dozen families and more than twenty kids enjoy a collective breakfast while chattering excitedly, sitting beside the fire or amid an oasis of sleeping bags?

“They will remember this time for all their lives, Jacob.”

“As will I, brother.”

Gunther hurried across the room from his bottom bunk, beaming joyously while repeatedly pointing at his phone. He hauled me into a hammer thrower’s grasp, hugging the life out of me.

“My family is on board your jet. Thank you so much, Jacob.”

“Kate arranged that, not me.”

“I can’t hug the boss like this, especially while she is pregnant. Can you please pass on my appreciation?”

I grinned at him, glanced at Kate, who had a happy, relieved smile, and pointed at Gunther.

“Gunther says thank you very much, Kate.”

“He is welcome. His family will land in the USA around five hours from now, and I have a helicopter standing by at the house to take him to them and then bring everyone to Granger Hall.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

“We’ll get to the bottom of this problem, Gunther, and life will return to normal. In the meantime, your family is welcome to stay with us for as long as you like. Your grandson can enjoy the stables and perhaps learn to ride, and we will continue onward to the next challenge united.”

Gunther shook Kate’s hand. The reserved, kindly German was older than us and came from an age when more formal respect was offered and received. He wasn’t one for hugging women without cause, and I liked that about his respectable nature.

He was devastatingly accurate with numbers, negotiations, and contract reviews, so I was glad we’d been able to step in with a solution during his time of need.

I followed Kate outside with another mug of coffee while the kitchen area was swamped with kids and parents, helping Lizzie increase food production and dirty dish recycling efforts.

As I looked into the distance and saw Claude rounding a corner, heading back to Hannah with their breakfast and with nobody else about, I stepped closer to Kate, with the news I had withheld until finding the right moment.

“I have a long message from Sean. I received it about 2 a.m.”

“Oh. Is this good or bad news?”

“Neither, but it puts me in a difficult position.”

“How so?”

I watched a ripple of concern flicker through Kate’s expression, and I knew what I had to say wouldn’t be wholly welcomed. Her bottom lip trembled nervously, and my wife squeezed my hand tightly.

Kate’s eyes widened, and her brow furrowed deeply.

“Jacob. Tell me what’s happening, please.”

“Sean’s people caught the guy who threatened Gunther’s family. You’ll be pleased to know this whole situation has nothing to do with our friend, his family, or GD.”

“What is it about then?”

“It’s about me.”

“Oh my god, Jacob. What the fuck does that mean?”

“It means people are coming for me, and they used Gunther to draw me out. Someone is sending a message.”

“To you personally?”

“Yes.”

“Has Sean gotten anything out of this guy? Where the fuck is he? What the fuck is going on here, Jacob?”

“He is in a facility.”

“A fucking facility? That’s something Raymond Reddington might say.”

“Calm down, Kate. This situation is nothing that can’t be handled. The man they caught is Klaus Lohaus, who used to work for German Intelligence. He’s been off the grid for at least five years, and now, well… Sean doesn’t know who he’s working for.”

“What does Klaus want with you?“

“The only thing he said to Sean was to fetch Jacob.”

“Fuck!”

“I’m leaving tonight.”

“You are not going alone, Jacob.”

“We can’t bring Alicia; she needs a parent here.”

“I realize that, but you aren’t going alone, and you won’t kill anyone either. If you are worried about our baby, take me with you because at least then, I’ll know what’s happening and won’t worry myself sick.”

“I already promised you I wouldn’t kill anyone, Kate.”

Kate didn’t look half as terrified as I feared. I had worried about breaking this news, given the previous issue we had over a threatening miscarriage. She was right. If I didn’t bring my wife, the worry about what I was doing would be tenfold worse.

“Okay, we’ll go together, but you can’t meet Klaus or get involved in what Sean’s people are doing.”

“How do you know Klaus Lohaus, Jacob?”

“I executed his wife.”


Chapter Forty-Three

Fixing My Moral Compass

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

Given what he just said, Jacob seemed much calmer than I expected. His demeanor was as stoic as any I had seen. His disclosure, amounting to a government-sanctioned murder, went far beyond the need for my histrionics, such as the statement’s severity and impact might ordinarily demand. 

Jacob shared something deeply personal, probably traumatic, so I needed to react calmly. I held his hand, leaned against the woodpile, and thought about what to say. When I spoke calmly, my tone felt odd, considering the words.

“You executed Klaus’s wife?”

“Yes. I shot her through the back of the head when she wasn’t expecting it. Karin felt no pain, which was the least I could do.”

I suddenly felt sick and overwhelmed with concern for my husband because his callous explanation didn’t match the character of the man I knew. My knees buckled, and my coffee mug fell, saved from destruction by deep snow underfoot.

Jacob held me upright, smiling with the confidence of a man who knew precisely what he was doing and saying.

“Are you okay, darling?”

“I can’t do this here, right now, Jacob.”

“Shall we go home? I can explain everything, and I am sure you’ll understand.”

“No, honey. We must say goodbye to everyone. Alicia needs to do that before we leave.”

“Karin is nothing to worry about. You knew I killed people; most were traitors, and women can also be that, Kate.”

“Fuck!”

“Let’s have another coffee, sweetheart. Do you want extra sugar in yours?”

“Yes, please.”

While Jacob went inside Alicia’s lodge, I sat heavily on the woodpile, shaking, face-planting into my hands, pondering what kind of life we were likely to have if these conversations became the norm.

I composed myself, knowing this was a life-changing moment. I slipped my phone out of a jacket pocket and speed-dialled someone I knew could help.

“Hi, Kate.”

“Ella. Can we meet, please?”

“Yes, of course. It’s perfect timing. Daniel and I are visiting my parents, and everyone is talking about Alicia’s birthday party in the forest. I assume you are there now.”

“Can you drive here?”

“Of course. When?”

“Now.”

“I’ll be with you in fifteen minutes.”

I couldn’t ask Ella searching questions on the phone because I had no doubt that someone, somewhere, was listening. It was time for me to get my house in order so that more surprises from Jacob didn’t rattle my nerves.

When my husband came back outside with two coffees and a chocolate muffin to share, I felt much happier, and he noticed.

“Are you okay, Kate?”

“Ella is on her way here. I have questions.”

“What about?”

“We run a company, not an army or secret service, Jacob. We’re heading into no-man’s-land, and I want to know what she experienced in our corporate world.” 

“She’s as good as anyone to ask about it. It seems a crossover between the darkness and light is happening, Kate.”

“It is, but I don’t think this has anything to do with your past. This attack is coming about because of the German tank contract, and I believe Klaus is coincidental. The same thing happened with Ella over Bourne Aviation and Narvona - there are people out there who will win by foul means, if the alternative means losing.”

“We can step away, Kate. Ella and Daniel did it, and we can, too. I don’t mind. Becoming a rancher is a viable alternative. We already have enough money for fifty lifetimes.”

“It’s not about the money, Jacob. We wanted an expanded GD to be a bedrock of future family stability.”

“I know. The balance works for me, but if this machiavellian life isn’t for you…”

“I’m trying to get fully on board, Jacob.”

My husband nodded, even laughed, while sipping his coffee. I figured the way Jacob saw it, Karin had it coming. He also thought he could just as easily plow ahead with GD part-time as giving everything up in favor of ranching.

“I know you are trying to align with me, Kate, but it’s a lot to take in. Let’s make things simple. I won’t kill anyone unless I’m defending a family member, friend, or myself.”

“Okay, okay… stop now, please.”

I held up my hands and eyeballed my husband. My nerves were calm, and my head was clear. I stood, pulled Jacob into my arms, and kissed him softly, affectionately, making sure he knew my love was absolute.

“Killing people isn’t a nice thing to do, Jacob.”

“I completely agree.”

“But I understand that sometimes it is necessary.”

“That’s also correct, Kate. I won’t kill indiscriminately, though. I never did, so nothing compels me to start doing that now.”

“I’m on board, Jacob, but consider me as a recently qualified solo pilot in this dirty world we seem to be entering. We’ll do what we must, but as a rule, we should preserve, not end life.”

“Agreed.”

When Ella pulled up outside the lodge alone, my husband led me to her Bentley Bentayga and opened the passenger door. She smiled, said hi to Jacob, and then I leaped in. My husband went to close the door, but I held it open.

“I won’t join you, Kate.”

“Why not?”

“I want you to straighten this out in your head without me influencing any choices.”

Ella didn’t look surprised at what Jacob said. She offered me her hand, which I shook, and then she sat back, eyeing me as I did her.

“Has something bad happened, Kate?”

“It’s related to GD, not our acquisition of your family business.”

“Thank god for that. I couldn’t bear it if a skeleton rattled out of the closet after we were so careful.”

“I need to understand why you got out of Bourne Aviation, Ella.”

“Daniel and I agreed that-.”

“I know about the lifestyle change, but I’m not buying it in your case. I’m asking why you got out. I’m sure that wasn’t something you fully discussed with Daniel, right?”

“No, we didn’t discuss it at all.”

Ella stared straight ahead, watching kids build snowmen while others ran around in circles, taking potshots at friends. The scene outside Alicia’s lodge could best be described as a winter wonderland. It felt calming, and I could watch the kids play as easily as I would become entranced by a shaken snow globe.

Ella sighed and nodded her head.

“I didn’t need to explain anything to Daniel. He wanted out of LSE Aviation, pushed for it and that suited me. I hid my truth, Kate, and I trust you to be discreet about our conversation.”

“It goes without saying.”

“What is going on, Kate?”

She looked worried, and I could understand why. Ella and her folks would still be emotionally attached to the company her father founded and grew. She’d also know that trouble for Jacob and me might become contagious.

“We are embroiled in a severe problem deep in a murky world. It’s nothing we can’t handle, but I’m trying to adjust my moral compass.”

“Will people die in your murky world?”

“Almost certainly.”

“Okay.”

“Can you shed light on what happened to you, Ella?”

She exhaled noisily, frustrated, and shook her head. I was pressing for answers Ella would prefer not to give, but I needed her perspective to fully orient myself to what was oncoming.

“I was new to the corporate world when Dad hired me at Bourne Aviation, Kate. I became instantly embroiled in a massive blackmail scandal that ripped through my family’s heart. It was shocking to see what people will do to steal money.”

“But you fought and prevailed.”

“Yeah. Well, I don’t know that it was a clean win. I lost a little piece of my humanity every day for months while fighting for survival.”

Ella stared me right in the eye, and I saw the same killer instinct that Jacob had. She took a deep breath and sighed, frowning, faking a grin before sadness ruled her expression.

“The truth is, I would have strayed over the line at some point, Kate.”

“What line?”

“There exists a line of decency, morality, maybe even legality in what I did. I was getting pushed around by complete bastards, and, to be honest, I’d had enough. If I hadn’t beaten Brad and Richard when I did, I can’t say what might have happened next.”

“So you got out to retain your sanity?”

“I hated Brad and Richard more than any enemy on a battlefield. There is a huge difference, Kate. In the military, the enemy is a target, but Brad and Richard made my fucking blood boil. I would gladly have ended those pair of fuckers with a chainsaw.”

“Jesus, Ella, I had no idea it was that bad.”

“Instead of fighting and hating, I opted for a peaceful life, just like Daniel. I might have done something regrettable the next time because I couldn’t find a balance.”

“Between right and wrong?”

“Yes, Kate, but also in weighing up proportional responses. Soldiers kill rather than injure. I was taught when attacked, my first instinct should be to put the other guy down permanently. The corporate world isn’t the same. Brad’s snipe, stab, parry, and keep biting until you are on your knees, where they steal everything you have.”

“Plenty of Brad’s are coming out of the woodwork, Ella.”

“It won’t ever stop.”

I knew sometimes the enemy of my enemy would be my friend, but what Ella described was to be prepared to switch sides or realize others would. I was not as angry or hateful as Ella, although she had every right to be.

I needed a sharper edge without crossing the line.

“The corporate world is not clear cut like the battlefield, Ella.”

“You must tread the line of legality but not step over it. There is little room for maneuver unless you take on the enemy before they attack you. That’s where I fell foul. By the time I took over at Bourne Aviation, Dad and Uncle Jack were already neck deep in the shit.”

“But you won in the end.”

“Like I said. I’d had enough, hated enough, and had no peace of mind.”

I considered our conversation and felt she was probably doing the same thing, reaching deep into places I had exposed again.

“I’m sorry if I have dredged up bad memories. I’m trying to make sense of something I don’t fully understand.”

“I don’t understand it either, Kate, and perhaps that’s another reason I felt compelled to leave. I wouldn’t overthink because you are dealing with people driven by animal instinct.”

“Good advice.”

“Just one final thing, Kate.”

“Go ahead.”

“Throw away your moral compass before someone smashes it and kicks sand in your face.”

I shook her hand, slipped out of the car, and strolled toward Jacob, feeling relieved. Mine wasn’t the only moral compass taking a hit in a world of pain and shit, but now that I had freed myself of that dilemma, it became clearer what I should do.

Jacob grinned and took my hand when I offered it. We strolled towards the lodge, where Alicia was already saying farewells to friends and their parents, who had packed their cars and were ready to leave.

“That didn’t take you long, Kate.”

“I got what I needed.”

“What’s next then?”

“Do you want to question Klaus Lohaus in Germany, Jacob?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s fly there tonight.”

“What about Alicia?”

“I would rather she was protected by you than anyone else. Let’s bring her.”

“Claude will come too, and I can have other security people waiting in Germany. There will be nothing to worry about.”

I asked Hannah to arrange a helicopter and private jet to get us to Germany. She didn’t ask why, which pleased me because it was time for Jacob and I to batten down more hatches and keep secrets, even from our friends.

When Alicia’s last guest departed, Jacob explained where we were going, and she was thrilled. Another adventure would be a welcome break from the norm, but Alicia insisted on visiting Sierra en route to congratulate her on becoming pregnant.

We packed quickly and for a few extra days because I wanted our daughter to see something of Germany this time around. There was little point explaining to Gunther what we were doing because the threat made to his family was incidental to our enemy’s true objectives.

While waiting for our helicopter, I lay on our bed at home, cuddling Jacob.

“Shall I tell you about Karin?”

“Only if you wish to, Jacob.”

“Klaus was my partner on a three-month shared mission in Germany. Someone had fed the Iranian Quds Force coordinates of where UK Special Forces would set up supply drop points in Syria. We lost some good men when one of those drops was attacked by a drone strike. Sean sent me to Germany, where it was believed the information was being leaked.”

“And you discovered it was Karin?”

“Not at first. The gods of irony and cruelty sent me to their house to enjoy dinner with Klaus, his wife, Karin, and their kids a dozen times before I figured out that she was the leak.”

“Was she getting information from Klaus?”

“No. Karin was a mid-level intelligence analyst at the Bundesnachrichtendienst, Germany’s foreign intelligence service.”

“She stole the intelligence and sold it?”

“Karin gave away the information for free. She believed the wars started by our countries were illegal, and her way of dealing with that was to cause the deaths of our people.”

“What an awful bitch.”

“When I discovered Karin was the leak, Sean issued a kill order. I couldn’t argue about that, so I visited her at home. She let me in, thinking nothing of it, and I executed her in their kitchen with a cleaning team standing by outside. Klaus and the kids saw nothing, and she never knew it was coming.”

“How did Klaus find out it was you?”

“His handler picked him up moments after I killed Karin and debriefed him. I left Germany the same day. He put two and two together and has been hunting me ever since.”

“What happened to his children?”

“He gave them to his parents and disappeared without even resigning. I assume Klaus sees family often, which is probably how they caught him once he threatened Gunther’s family.”

“And now he wants to kill you?”

“I’m not so sure, Kate. If that’s what Klaus wanted, why threaten Gunther’s family, get captured, and ask for me while he is in prison? He’s hardly likely to attack me in handcuffs, and he’s also not an idiot.”

“It’s a mystery, then.”

“Not for long.”

Alicia looked thrilled when we lifted off from the helipad at A Walk In The Clouds, which is precisely how I felt. Seeing Jacob as a secret agent keeping my world safe from foreign and domestic enemies was scary, but it was also a big turn-on.

My husband was an acknowledged war hero in his military, but it seemed he had also done those awful jobs that nobody wanted to talk about, much less do in his stead.

We had an hour to spare at Granger Hall before needing to arrive at the airport. Walking from the house to our stables in pitch darkness, seeing the lights ahead, felt like a Christmas grotto visit. Alicia ran on ahead excitedly, but disappointment had already set in by the time we reached her.

“She doesn’t look pregnant, Mom.”

“Sierra doesn’t know that she is pregnant, but I promise you that she will give birth to a beautiful foal in roughly eleven months.”

“I’ll learn patience.”

“Me too, Alicia.”

“Will she need much additional care?”

“You can still ride her normally until she is six months gone, then reduce the load until eight months. After that, Sierra must rest and prepare.”

“Got it.”

“You’ve congratulated Mom. Did you do the same for Dad?”

“I forgot about Beauty.”

Alicia approached Beauty, being one of two people my stallion would tolerate on his back. When she stroked him gently, he snorted and grunted with ears facing forward, a sign he was comfortable with her.

Our daughter checked over both horses, who were perfectly groomed, and we left the stables. It was important for her to observe the process. Had I suggested Sierra would seem no different, I would have been a killjoy.

Our helicopter ride was choppy, and I felt glad to be onboard the Gulfsteam G800 after a short journey through immigration and security. When we reached cruising altitude, Alicia went to her sleeping cabin, but Jacob and I sat enjoying a drink together in a spacious, luxurious lounge beautifully lit with green ambient light.

I reached across the aisle and pointed to where our drinks were being prepared.

“Please drink alcohol, Jacob.”

“Why?”

“I know you want to. Enough solidarity has been shown. Enjoy yourself and relax.”

He turned to our cabin crew steward and pointed at the two Virgin Marys about to be delivered. 

“Slip a double vodka in one of those and give it a stir, please.”

“Of course, Sir.”

Jacob studied me carefully, and I knew what was coming, so I held back, waiting for his next move. We would continue discussing the future carefully and in stages, ensuring both were comfortable with how our lives would develop.

“What did Ella say to you?”

“She confirmed what I had already figured out, Jacob.”

“What was that?”

“We are in a minefield where only you and I can believe and trust each other. Nobody else is as committed to this journey as we are.”

“Those are wise words. Even friends can quickly turn, Kate.”

“I think we have the basis of a plan. It’s important to discover who is attacking us and why, then deal with them. If violence ensues, we must win that battle too.”

“Violence is always the last resort, Kate.”

“Yes, but it must be a tool, right?”

“Yes.”

I left Jacob to finish off his drink while I showered. When he joined me in our cabin, I caught his eye from where I lay and saw immediately that he knew I wanted to make love. My husband stumbled forward, licking his lips, mesmerized by the show I prepared.

I rolled over and got on my hands and knees, arched my back, and pointed my ass cheeks high, presenting my husband with a glistening pussy to fuck.

“After showering, I fingered my clitoris to warm up and be well prepared for you, husband. You’ll find my pussy lips are sticky, and the hole you love fucking is nice and slick.”

“Oh god, Kate.”

“Fuck me, honey.”

While my husband unzipped his fly, I stuffed a pillow under my midriff for comfort so that Jacob could fuck me hard. I turned my head sideways and glanced back, enjoying the moment his immense cock hove into view, knowing he would soon fill me with his semen.

I reached down between my legs and used two fingers, spreading my slit wide open. Jacob gasped and kneeled, helped spread my pussy lips, and plowed a flat, wide tongue the entire length of my creamy furrow. I heard him swallow my nectar, but I needed a stiff cock deep inside me.

“Fuck me, Jacob, please. I need you inside me.”

When my swollen labia parted under pressure from Jacob’s glans, I was sure those sticky lips kissed the solid flesh of his cock head as they wrapped it.

When his cock slid balls deep inside my pussy, I gasped and wriggled, trying to escape before pushing back onto his shaft for all the meat I could get. Jacob gripped my ass cheeks, clawing them wide open like I was a sleazy slut to be used.

After a few more strokes of his long, thick cock, my pussy engorged and stretched, even while I squeezed back. My heart pounded, and I tingled all over as my hormones fizzled like a pleasurable effervescence that spread love to every fiber of my being.

I arched my back more deeply, wanting my husband to lean in and take me, fuck me harder, deeper, and faster. Jacob never disappointed, thumbing open my ass cheeks, dribbling spit into my puckered anal whorl before sliding a finger deep inside my back passage.

I was electrified from the inside, baked in a beautiful bath of hormones that flushed warm blood through my reproductive organs.

Jacob pressed the finger lodged deep inside my asshole onto his cock while fucking me. I squirmed in delight as one passed over the other, overwhelmed by an extreme sexual pleasure that rendered me speechless.

With two pleasure nerve clusters inside me being massaged, I exploded in an orgasm so overwhelming that I tore off our bedsheets, gathered them and a pillow that I screamed into, and chewed on for good measure.

I reached down to my breasts and tweaked both nipples so hard that stinging pain wreaked more rapturous pleasure than I could take while my husband pounded my slit with a primal, gnarly big cock.

I was pleased to have a pillow I could scream into, muffling the moment Jacob emptied his seed deep inside me.

I squirted hard, soaking my thighs, when Jacob’s cock bottomed out deep inside my pussy, and his balls slammed into my thighs. He groaned, decanting his semen while shuddering, pressing my cervix with the tip of his cock, and stretching me wide.

“Fucking hell, Jacob.”

“Yes, darling? Was that good enough?”

“Oh my… I think we just joined an extraordinary club, sweetheart.”


Chapter Forty-Four

A Wealth Of Intelligence

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

Kate was like a cat on a hot tin roof, but who wouldn’t be when immersed in the darkness of a former life such as I’d had? I couldn’t be entirely honest with her about Karin because what really happened back then was still highly classified.

Kate knew enough. It was essential that I didn’t hide from having executed Klaus’s wife, so I was satisfied for now. I was being unwillingly drawn into a life I had abandoned, knowing that Sean was delightedly reeling me in.

By the time we landed, Klaus had been moved to Bonn, the Cold War capital of West Germany. The German intelligence services had made discrete facilities available to Sean Manners, a small contingent of his interrogators, and a polygraph specialist he brought from the UK.

Kate and I had left home in a hurry, completely unplanned, and with little clue what we were being confronted with. Catherine got on the next flight behind us, checking into our hotel about twelve hours later.

When Sean explained how they moved and held Klaus, I felt his security measures were overkill, but it wasn’t my place to comment. When he visited our hotel suite, Catherine took Alicia so that Kate and I could speak freely with him.

He paced around our room like a caged tiger, glancing at me, then at my wife. I sat calmly waiting for a fight to start.

“Why is Kate here, Jacob?”

“You seem jittery, Sean.”

“I fucking am, mate. Klaus’s return is when our past comes back to haunt us. Answer my question. Why is Kate here?”

“Because this is a matter for GD, and Kate is the CEO of the entire group.”

“That’s hogwash. Kate is here because she’s worried about you.”

“Well, of course she is. That’s a self-evident observation, Sean, but I think we all know that somewhere amongst this intrigue, a serious matter affects GD and, therefore, its company CEO.”

“This is a matter of security, Jacob, specifically relating to you.”

“Why are you objecting to Kate? Klaus wants a meeting. Since he is being held in a bunker while chained to a table, he’s hardly a security threat.”

“And you know this how?”

“Why don’t we go and find out, Sean.”

“Kate can’t come with us.”

“Why not?”

“Because she isn’t a fucking spy, Jacob.”

“Neither am I. By the way, Kate holds a British passport now, so you can have her sign the Official Secrets Act for all the use that is these days, now that you leak like a sieve. My wife is also trusted by the Americans and is heavily involved in Travis and your plans.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that Kate is your ally and can be trusted by you, Sean. Her insights are valuable.”

“That’s true.”

“You should read her into the full picture regarding Karin.”

“Haven’t you done that already?”

“I explained about how I killed her on your orders and about the Iraqi incident when she gave away the location of our SAS patrols.”

“Okay. That’s not anything, really.”

Sean stood and walked to the window, staring at a bleak winter day. The skies were overcast. It was cold, and the clouds didn’t know whether to rain, sleet, or snow. I knew this time was difficult for my old handler and friend, but it must be his choice whether to trust Kate or not.

He turned around and confronted her.

“Kate, have you heard of the SVR-RF? They were once the KGB, now colloquially named the Foreign Intelligence Service.”

“Yes, I’ve heard of them, but mostly in the movies.”

He snorted at the irony and moved closer to us, sitting on the wide arm of a long, leather sofa. Sean stared down at the thick, mushroom-colored carpet as though words of encouragement might suddenly appear.

“You’re in a movie right now, Kate.”

“It feels like that.”

“Karin worked for the modern SVR-RF. I don’t know what Jacob told you about Iraq, but that betrayal was the tip of her iceberg. For a decade, she passed on top-secret information to Russian handlers.”

“I see. And what about Klaus in all of this? Was he also a traitor?”

“He was her useful idiot. Karin was inserted into West Germany under the cover of being an escapee from the East. She was a young teenager who was adopted once the security apparatus of the day cleared her. She studied in Munich and had a life, career, and family. Klaus knew nothing.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Yeah, Russian spies started tradecraft young in those days. By the time she reached my age, Karin was trusted with the intelligence that does real harm when it falls into enemy hands.”

“Why did nobody notice her before Jacob rooted her out?”

“She was midlevel, and those are the worst to monitor. There are too many Karins to watch all of them, no matter that they frequently access sensitive information.”

“Forgive me, Sean, but what does any of this have to do with GD?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I want Jacob to question Klaus.”

“Can I watch this interview? You must have one of those one-way mirror things that I imagine you’ll stand behind.”

“We do, and yes, you can come and watch. Jacob is right. Your company is at the heart of this, but I don’t know how.”

It felt like old times when we stepped into a blacked-out Range Rover Vogue. Kate and I didn’t disturb Alicia and Mom since they were settled into doing homework and had plans to visit a nearby museum with Claude.

I wanted my friend to join us, but Sean robustly rejected that idea.

As we drove in a convoy of three vehicles surrounded by the usual bevy of agents looking rough and unfriendly, painful history flooded my mind. I recalled executing the wife of a man I was now racing off to meet and question. Klaus and I had become friends up to that point, and this would be the first time I’d seen him since hours before his wife was killed by my hand.

The secret underground section of a civil service office block in Bonn was like any other that the security services ran in a dozen countries. First, we cleared a standard reception desk at ground floor level, were handed visitor passes, and then led by a couple of ushers to an elevator that took us three floors underground.

At a second reception area crammed with armed guards, we were liberated of our personal belongings, scanned, frisked with wands, and handed new ID cards on metal beaded neck chains.

We followed an armed escort down corridors that wove deep into the facility. Sean pointed me toward a solid steel door, where I assumed Klaus was being held, while he ushered Kate into the room next door.

“Give me the keys to his cuffs, Sean.”

“Are you fucking mad?”

“Probably, but I’m not interviewing a chained man. He was my friend.”

“You killed his wife, Jacob. I think you are gravely miscalculating how Klaus feels about that act and your part in it.”

“I killed a traitor. Now give me his keys and bring coffee for both of us.”

Sean was reluctant to hand me over handcuff keys, and with good reason, but I needed to tackle Klaus my way. He frowned and cringed when handing over the keys, and I saw a wry, proud smile from Kate just before she disappeared into the viewing room next door.

When I entered the room, I saw sadness in the thin smile of a man who wanted to talk to me badly. Klaus waved, highlighting his restrained condition, and raised both eyebrows.

“Hi, Jacob. You’re a hard man to locate.”

“You shouted very loudly, so here I am.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

I showed Klaus the key to his cuffs and slid it across a stainless steel table while accepting two styrofoam cups of coffee from a guard, handing one to my old friend. With a key, he could free himself from the simple handcuffs they had used and attack me if he wished.

I sat down opposite an old friend while sipping my coffee.

“I hear you haven’t been home for three years; then you turn up to see your kids after threatening our company. Did you even get to see them before you were picked up?”

“No. They had an arrest warrant out for me since days after you killed my wife. I saw them from time to time in the early days, but the last few years were too risky.”

“You could have come in at any time and explained why you disappeared. I never thought you were working with Karin.”

He rubbed his wrists, clenched his fingers into a balled fist, and smiled at me.

“Aren’t you worried I might attack you, Jacob?”

“Do you think you could take me?”

“No.”

“Why would you attack me, anyway? I did my job.”

He sipped the coffee, looking suitably disgusted, as was I. Klaus stretched out, rolling his neck, creaking and cracking his bones while moaning like an old man, which he wasn’t.

“Have they treated you well?”

“Yeah… they didn’t rough me up or anything.”

“You haven’t done anything wrong yet, Klaus. At least not as far as I am aware.”

“I threatened Gunther’s family.”

“Was that a cry for help?”

“Something like that.”

Klaus had been an effective agent until his life fell apart one morning. I saw the hurt and pain of a disheveled life in the face of a man who stared at me through haunted eyes and an ashen pallor.

“You disappeared, Klaus. Why?”

“I wanted to find out who killed my wife.”

“And you discovered it was me.”

“I don’t blame you for executing Karin, Jacob.”

“I feel no guilt. Karin was a traitor of the highest order. I’m sorry she hurt you so badly.”

“When I discovered you killed her, I came for you, Jacob. I had imagined a thousand ways for you to die, and none were quick.”

“I can imagine.”

“I hunted you for years after I dropped out of sight, but you also disappeared.”

“It’s probably as well for both of us.”

He sipped more coffee, scowling at the light brown, almost muddy concoction that couldn’t be discerned under blind tasting.

“One morning, I woke up and thought about Karin. Why did you kill her? There had to be a reason, so I looked into her life. I got the official files on my wife from friends in the agency and discovered I was married to a fucking Russian spy.”

He slammed his fists on the table, and tears rolled down his cheeks. I handed Klaus the handkerchief from inside my coat pocket, which was principally reserved for Kate or Alicia. I saw enormous distress overwhelm him and waited for the emotional storm to pass.

“She lied to me, Jacob. We raised a family together, and all the time, Karin was sharing secrets that led to the deaths of my colleagues.”

“Why are we here, Klaus?”

“I tracked her friends. Six names, two of them her handlers, the other four are doing what she did.”

“Have you handed over the names to Sean’s people?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Why did Karin have to die, Jacob?”

“You’d have to ask Sean, buddy.”

“Buddy? You are a true American now, then?”

“America agrees with me, but I also love the United Kingdom.”

“You’ll become a rancher if you aren’t careful.”

“That’s my objective.”

He paused momentarily, staring at the unblemished white soundproofed ceiling. Klaus had been busy for a number of years uncovering his wife’s treachery, and I was sure Sean was drooling over the rich intelligence my friend could provide.

“Give me your opinion about why Karin had to die, Jacob.”

“She would have become a pawn in a spy swap game. Her return to Russia might have revealed more intelligence that nobody wanted to be released. She also caused the deaths of servicemen on operations. You know how that is treated.”

“What about you, Jacob? You had dinner several times at my home.”

“I took no pleasure from killing Karin.”

His face was gaunt as he undoubtedly relived that awful day. I imagined his shock when called in for a debrief and the moment he created a ruse and took a comfort break from a room similar to ours right now before running.

“I believe you, Jacob. Did she see it coming?”

“Not even a blink.”

“Thank you for that.”

Klaus’s tears were not for a lost wife. He was a father first and foremost, and the fact Karin had swept him into her deceit tormented him.

“I lost my wife the day she and I met, Jacob. I never really had her.”

“It is time to move forward.”

“I’ll give you six names on one condition.”

“Go ahead.”

“You’ll ensure these six are arrested and dealt with. No more killings, please.”

“Why should I get involved, Klaus? I left the service after Karin.”

“Four of the six agents are home safely in Russia, but the other two who collaborated with my wife are working at GD, my friend. Your company leaks like a sieve straight to Moscow because of these people, Jacob.”

I showed no sign of the massive spike in anxiety I felt. I could imagine Kate would panic, but Sean would already be on his way to join us.

The steel door opened, but I didn’t look to see who it was.

“Hi, Sean. We’re having a great chat.”

“I can see that. We need these names. What does Klaus want?”

“Klaus wants us to arrest and prosecute two traitors in the United States. He also wants to leave here with me and live peacefully with his family.”

“That’s not going to happen, Jacob.”

“Why not?”

“He made threats against GD.”

“All faked to bring about this meeting, Sean.”

“He’s been off the grid for fucking years. God knows what he’s been up to.”

“Debrief him as though he were undercover. It seems Klaus has been busy doing what others who were well paid should have done.”

I stared at Klaus and saw the decent man I first met at Dusseldorf Airport when we partnered up, hunting the traitor who later turned out to be his wife. He was the same man, jaded by tragedy, hammered by the authorities like an anvil to be beaten on.

Klaus grinned weakly and reached his hand to me. We shook, and Sean snorted, sneered, and leaned back in his chair, all signs of utter disbelief.

“Is there anything else you want for Klaus, Jacob?”

“Yes. I think he deserves to be paid back what he has earned and have his pension reestablished.”

“I was joking… you’re fucking joking right now, aren’t you?”

“GD can pay if you won’t, but I can assure you that Travis will close the American door to opportunity the moment I get back there and explain to him why I won’t work with you any longer.”

“You are blackmailing me, Jacob.”

“I don’t give a fuck what you call it. Do we have a deal?”

Sean cringed as though he had chewed on a raw, peeled lime. He hated me at that moment, but I could only feel sympathy for the man sitting in front who had traveled a path few could and one I would never want to.

“We have a deal. I can make it happen.”

“Then we will leave here now.”

“Not with him, you won’t. Klaus needs to be processed.”

I smiled at Klaus, who looked like he had a new lease on life.

“Do you want to see your kids? We can go straight there.”

“Do you think I am safe if we leave, Jacob?”

“Give up the names, take your debrief at a later date, and I guarantee it.”

“How will you do that?”

“If something unfortunate happens to you, I will tell the world who Sean Manners is and what he’s done to secure our freedoms. His retirement to a life as an analyst will be most unfortunate.

“It sounds like married life agrees with you, Jacob. You’ve mellowed.”

When I stood, turned, and headed for the door, Sean followed in a trance. In the corridor outside, a guard almost dropped his rifle on the ground when I emerged with his prisoner. My old handler nodded and made a brushing motion with his hand so we could pass.

Kate joined us in the corridor, slipping her hand into mine and squeezing tightly. She looked incredibly proud but didn’t say a word as we strolled down one corridor after another until exiting the building.

Klaus sat in the front of our Range Rover. Kate and I rode in the back while Sean stayed behind to explain what was happening to some furious German colleagues.

When we arrived at Klaus’s home, his parents saw us pull into their driveway. They came outside, saw their son and a mother dropped to her knees sobbing until she held the man who had been in hiding for so long.

Klaus’s kids came outside, immediately diving on their father, and a wild, emotional reunion began.

When she got out of the car and stood next to me, Kate cried, which brought tears to my eyes. I turned to her and smiled as we stood amid light rain and a tearful reunion.

“As promised, no killing Kate. There was no need this time.”

“But there was last time, Jacob, and I realize why. You had to do it.”

“It was a different time.”

“Thank you, honey.”

“What for?”

“For being you, Jacob.”

“Shall we go home and be ranchers now, Kate?”

“Is that what you want, honey?”

“Yes, please.”


Chapter Forty-Five

Riding My Man

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

Enjoying dinner with my family the evening after Klaus was freed to visit his parents and children felt like a cause for celebration. I could imagine his years of torture, confronting the horror of how and why his wife’s life was taken, then going underground to track my husband and others when he discovered the extent of Karin’s deceit.

The hotel had a traditional German guesthouse-style restaurant with light, cheerful music and comfortable corner bench seating. I noticed Alicia had become a secret people watcher, observing others’ behavior, often giggling. I leaned close and whispered.

“You’ll learn how to watch without being seen.”

“Is that how it’s done, Mom?”

“You won’t get away with staring as an adult. Boys will think you are available; some girls might too, but those who don’t are easily offended.”

“Do you watch people?”

“Always. It’s such fun.”

We ate Schweinhaxe, a hunk of impossibly tender, juicy pork meat on the bone wrapped in crispy, crackling skin. Our heaped tray of ultra slow-roasted German pork knuckles came with richly-flavored beer gravy, seasoned boiled cabbage, and creamy garlic mashed potato.

I looked around the traditional German restaurant, admiring its simple, cheap wood furniture, sepia-tone wall prints of oompah bands, and beer-drinking competitions at local festivals. The bustle of the world’s most efficient servers was an act of exceptional subtlety. Boys and girls wearing canvas bar aprons swerved around furniture and people, wielding unfeasibly large one-liter steins, delivering overly frothy-headed beer that Jacob despised.

His beer arrived, and my husband looked miserable, pointing and whispering.

“Germans can’t pour beer, Kate, but by god, they can cook pork.”

“Can Englishmen run massive ranches in America, dear?”

“I’ll need help.”

Alicia’s hand rose quickly and as straight as a lightning rod, even though her eyes tracked a young couple finishing a quarrel as they were ushered to their table. Our homely daughter was precisely true to her character, much happier shoveling manure and delousing a German pointer than playing computer games.

“I’ll help you, Dad.”

“You’ll need to Alicia. Dad can’t ride a horse yet. He may be the first cowboy ever who can’t.”

“I bet Dad could wrestle a steer to the ground, though.”

“Let’s not find out, sweetheart. Think of the poor steer.”

Mom sat almost on top of me, glancing from one face to another, grinning like a child in a sweet shop. She drank the same pilsner beer that Jacob shunned, suffering the nose and upper lip creamy shampoo mess to get to what she described as a flavorsome brew underneath.

I leaned toward her, whispering.

“You have froth, Mom.”

“Where?”

“Almost everywhere.”

“Tonight, I don’t care, Kate.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m with my family, except for Claire and Carrie. It feels so good to be here with you and Jacob, looking after Alicia, seeing you grow as a family unit in love and life.”

“We had a great start from you and Daddy.”

“He would be proud. It seems your father’s deathbed instincts about Jacob were right. You married a great man.”

“Yes. Jacob is a great man.”

My husband’s hidden life would probably never be fully revealed to me, and neither should it be. Over the past few days, I had learned to trust more and question less, confident that should Jacob need to talk, he would come looking in his own time and way.

The weather outside was atrocious, so we planned to return home the next day. There seemed little point in sightseeing while Bonn was experiencing an icy spell that brought the city to a standstill. The airports were just about running, and our pilot confirmed a schedule we could keep, so it was our last night in Germany.

I nodded off in the blazing heat from an open fire that crackled and spat, filling the restaurant with warmth and comfort I found irresistible to leave. I woke when Jacob’s phone pinged with a message he showed me.

The two GD threats have been taken into custody. Thank you, Jacob. Please pass our appreciation on to Kate as well. Gunther and his family are safe and will probably return home soon. Best wishes, Travis.

“I’m glad Travis is talking directly with you, Jacob.”

“As long as he doesn’t try roping me into his shitty world, I don’t mind.”

“He’ll try, you’ll reject, then he will try again.”

“I’ll keep on rejecting.”

My mother lifted Alicia, who was peacefully asleep. Jacob and I kissed our daughter on the forehead and watched her being carried off to bed. With much more space available, I stretched out on the long bench seat, flicking off my shoes and laying my head on my husband’s lap.

“That leaves the two of us, Jacob.”

“So it was in the beginning, never to be the same again for long.”

“That sounds a little somber, honey.”

“I meant that family will always surround us, our children, hopefully theirs too.”

“I love it. Now tell me, Jacob. Have you considered what sort of American Rancher you will be? It’s not like farming in England.”

“I want to raise the best beef in America.”

“So you will be a cowboy? Who will teach you to ride, honey?”

“You will, Kate.”

“Generally, you need quarter horses when you’re talking beef cattle. Quarter horses are used to herd cattle. Also, you're talking about buying more grazing ranges to support big herds. After being fattened, the beasts are shipped to livestock auction houses and slaughterhouses. It’s a whole supply chain that we must figure out.”

“We can do it, though, right?”

“Of course. We’ll need more accommodation for ranch hands and their families, a different set of stables for working horses and ranching, new areas and buildings for animal husbandry, processing, and the like.”

“I’d like to buy our herd from Scotland and breed them on our estate. There seems to be something proper to buying Aberdeen Angus and Belted Galloway beasts from where they originated.”

“We’ll need the right breeding specialists, too. That’s a whole science right there.”

The thoughts of running our expanded GD, the proposed stabling and stud farm business, and becoming ranchers appealed to me. Others would do the science and hard work in all cases, although getting my hands dirty by sinking posts and unrolling miles of fences appealed enormously.

In my mind’s eye, I saw Jacob, Alicia, Carrie, and me riding across open grazing with a bunch of ranch hands to repair or install a new fence line. At lunchtime, one or more infants joined us, brought out by Mom in a truck full of food.

“You’ll need a nanny for the children, Kate.”

“Do you think so?”

“Raising children is a full-time job. Unless we want to be hands-off at GD, we’ll need help.”

“How much will you help, Jacob?”

“I’ll share every load with you, sweetheart, as we do now.”

Eventually, I fell asleep with my head in my husband’s lap, waking when a server cleared our table in a nearly empty dining hall. When I sat up, feeling sleepy and with the pocket lines from Jacob’s pants embedded into my cheeks, he lifted and carried me to our bedroom.

In our room, I slipped out of my clothes, dropping or kicking them aside until I was naked, and so was Jacob. I stepped close to him, feeling the warmth and comfort of a strong man. In the room center, we were splashed by bright moonlight through enormous windows that bathed us in a beautiful silvery blue hue.

I nodded at the rapid change in weather outside.

“It seems the weather is on our side.”

“We’ve been given a window of opportunity, Kate. The moon and its beautiful light is a sign.”

“In which case, would you make love to me, please, husband.”

His fingertips moved softly along my spine, resting on vertebrae like a concert pianist gently tapping keys with love and purpose. My back arched, and I shivered while thrusting my increasingly damp pussy into his semi-hard cock. When Jacob’s warm hands cupped my firm ass cheeks, I moaned and gasped, feeling an emotional weight lift while a blanket of my husband’s seduction wrapped me in love.

“I feel your love, Jacob.”

“I want you.”

“Take, honey, take what you will.”

Jacob moved his hips, and a growing erection pressed hard into my lady garden, piercing the tight whorls that protected my swollen, moist lips. My pussy wasn’t the only part of me quivering vigorously because my whole body rose into a frisson of excitement in anticipation of being fucked by the man I loved.

Jacob pressed forward harder, spreading my pussy lips, albeit at an awkward angle, so I reached down, gripped his solid, gnarly shaft, and stared into my husband’s loving eyes.

“Need some help finding the target, soldier boy?”

“I’m a sniper, Kate.”

I lifted onto my tiptoes, pressed his cock down, and slid my pussy onto it, soaking the glans I had peeled back as though kissing it with my creamy labia. As I plowed Jacob’s cock head up and down my drenched, swollen slit, he groaned, clawing my ass cheeks more desperately, lifting me the inch higher I needed to masturbate myself against the tip of my husband’s cock.

When he pressed his tiny slit against my throbbing clitoris, I felt Jacob’s power as he lifted me into a cradle while I wrapped my legs around his waist, spurring both heels into his tightly clenched ass cheeks. I rotated my head in a wide circle, swirling a mass of long hair so it lifted away from my face, searing desire into his eyes as he feasted them on me.

My lips brushed gently against his, suggesting my essence, while Jacob positioned my pussy with her lips draped over the head of his cock. He held me hovering above his cock while teasing my fuck hole with his immense, trembling, creamy girth. By the caveman’s look in his eyes, my husband was ready to sink me onto his cock.

Jacob’s tongue tantalized mine, kissing softly and in every way I loved. My ass cheeks widened under his grip as he prised me open, exposing my anal whorl. I fleetingly yearned for a butt plug to join our party and made a mental note to introduce one for me and for Jacob as well should he wish it.

I felt Jacob’s heart thump close to mine and hoped our baby could feel him. His breathing was deep, long, and powerful, taking my soul on a ride to the beat of his drum. When my husband finally kissed me fully, I moaned like a delighted angel while my pussy creamed his cock head like I was a wanton whore.

He stared into my eyes while sliding my pussy down his shaft, and I grinned, frowning with ever-deepening furrows and gasping more loudly as every inch of girth stretched me wider.

Jacob’s length penetrated my body to depths no other man had been.

When his cock was balls deep inside me, I milked Jacob, crushing the steel rod that etched his name into my soft tissue walls, milking my one true love. He felt raw, powerful, almost primal, and I was reminded of how happy I was carrying his baby.

Jacob lifted me like I was a small doll, withdrawing his immense cock almost entirely out of my throbbing pussy. When he grinned at me, I smiled back, then pulled on my bottom lip and whimpered while he slid me back down his gnarly shaft.

He slid my pussy up and down his cock for several more slow, ecstatic strokes, stretching me wider, creaming his cock with hormones that whipped up into a decadent lather. When my husband sped up, I held on tightly, digging my heels into his cheeks while raking his shoulders and back with talon-like fingernails.

I became Jacob’s wanking sleeve, crushing my soft tissue walls hard against his cock to drag his skin up on the rise, peeling it back on the descent until I was fully impaled. He held me perfectly steady in mid-air, cradling my ass cheeks while slamming his hips back and forth and fucking me hard. 

I screamed for more, and Jacob obliged, carefully sliding me along his shaft, this time with almost pendulum-like swings, making me take his entire length. I dipped my head, tapping on and off his chest, panting and moaning as close to a loving submission as I ever had been.

When my orgasm came, Jacob lay me on our bed, gripped both my ankles in one giant hand, and lifted them, pounding my slit hard, fast, and deep. My body tensed, and a warm pleasure roared through every muscle and ligament as I felt his ocean of semen decanting deep inside me from a stiff, wildly jerking cock that completely filled and satisfied me.

When his cock went soft, Jacob stood, grabbed tissues, and kneeled between my legs, cleaning our mess from my creamy slit. When he was done cleaning and playfully sucked my engorged clitoris like a goodnight kiss, I instantly trembled and shuddered back into a tumultuous orgasm.

Jacob continued, frantically giving me head, totally in control of my climax and entire body. He clenched his lips around my sticky pink nub, pulling hard while dragging it from side to side, forcing me into another giant orgasm on the end of his tongue.

I squirted hard, but Jacob was ready with puckered lips that covered my pee hole and sucked me dry. I arched deeply, screaming while my head banged off the solid wood headboard.

I begged my husband to stop and release me from excessive rapture, and he finally relented with a smile and chuckle, knowing he had fully satisfied me.

When Jacob crawled back into my arms, I kissed him, sharing the flavor of our love while caressing the body of a man I loved with all my heart.

As we spooned, staring at a receding moon as it slid behind dark clouds, I felt blessed by the universe for giving us a moment in its beautiful light.

“Jacob?”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

“Shall we pick our bulls and cows ourselves?”

“I think we must, and with Alicia, too.”

“I’ve never been to Scotland.”

“Oh, it’s so beautiful. You’ll love it.” 


Chapter Forty-Six

Easy Living

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

I wasn’t much of a stationary bike enthusiast, but the depth of freshly fallen snow outside A Walk In The Clouds would deter Ernest Shackleton, so we worked out indoors. Outdoors, it was minus ten Celsius, too, and as much as I loved the soul-cleansing power of extremely cold weather, I didn’t want to drag Kate or Alicia outside.

We linked three Peleton bikes through an app and used each bike’s large LED monitor and proximity speech mode to ride together through summer grassy meadows in Bavaria, Germany, where Holsten dairy cows wore massive bells that told shepherds where their stock was.

When Sean called on my cell phone, I reluctantly excused myself because Kate and I had agreed to reduce contact with our so-called handlers unless it was in-person meetings.

“I need your help, Jacob.”

“No.”

“I haven’t told you what I want yet.”

“The answer is still no, Sean. It’s Saturday, and we’re going shopping, then for a nice lunch at a nearby Italian restaurant, we’ve been meaning to try. After that, we’ll probably watch a movie on a giant TV we have never used because people like you keep calling.”

“That sounds boring as fuck, mate. I’m not sure domestic life is good for you.”

“Go away, Sean.”

“If I call back on Monday, can we talk then, Jacob? It’s a matter of life or death.”

“It always is with you and the agency. What do you need?”

“I want Mitch to dump a virus into the programming of a French Submarine owned by the Malaysian Armed Forces.”

“Why?”

“Because the submarine is being used as a piracy vessel directed by former Prime Minister Najib.”

“He’s in jail, so how could he give orders to a submarine? Besides that, why would GD be able to help? Ask the French to play with their toys.”

“The onboard control systems for that submarine are all GD’s proprietary technology, Jacob. You have the only uplink to transfer software updates to the Malaysian submarine fleet.”

“Well, buddy, we aren’t Walmart for government agencies. You can’t just trot up to GD’s shelves, dump a quick package of high seas meddling in your shopping cart, and head for the checkout.

“You need to take this more seriously, Jacob.”

“Goodbye, Sean.”

I headed to Lizzie’s cafe for a glass of water and a slice of toast to boost my electrolytes and sugar levels. Kate and Alicia, having completed the road biking course, joined me. Soon, a fruit bowl was served, coffee followed, more toast, and finally, our housekeeper’s exceptional pancake batter dotted with blueberries sizzled on a griddle beside streaky bacon that crisped beautifully.

Kate clung to me in a cuddle that would draw any man to bed.

“Sean called. That’s why I left our session.”

“What did he want?”

“He asked for our regular office hours to call back when we weren’t busy enjoying a slice of life.”

“Oh my Jacob, you are a tad grumpy today.”

“Only because of his phone call. I don’t like that we’ve become Travis or Sean’s one-stop shop for any dirty tricks campaigns they want to run. They must be strategic about this relationship, not draw us into knee-jerk reactive one-and-done missions. 

I did feel grumpy because I knew we would be pushed around, and those doing the leveraging would employ emotional blackmail, extortion, coercion, and other threatening means to get what they couldn’t have through mounting a charm offensive.

When Kate gave me a maintenance spanking, I thoroughly enjoyed floating off to a meditative place where neither Sean nor Travis could reach me. I wanted more pain, but my wife refused point blank to spank me harder, carefully applying aloe vera healing cream to outline paddle-shaped welt marks that burned delightfully.

When we set off to town in my truck, I felt so much better until we walked around town and noticed something unusual.

I leaned close to Kate, holding her hand, while Alicia scooted from one shop window to another. 

“I see boys Alicia’s age and older eyeing her and you up.”

“They’re entering puberty, Jacob. Most will get erections if they look at a cracked plate for too long. That’s why humans have been such successful breeders.”

“I don’t fucking like it.”

“What don’t you like about human nature? That they stare at our daughter or ogle me?”

“Both.”

“Would you prefer that I was unattractive, or do you wish the same for Alicia?”

“No, oh come on, Kate, that’s not fair.”

My wife giggled playfully, linking her arm tightly through mine and placing her head on my shoulder.

“How old were you when you began masturbating, Jacob?”

“Oh wow… I think, ten or eleven.”

“That’s about normal honey.”

“What about you, Kate?”

“I was around thirteen, which is probably average for girls. I don’t do it anymore because I have you.”

I thought about that momentarily while taking more interest in the boys’ ages who were checking out my stunning wife and beautiful daughter. A thought struck me, and I stopped and turned to face Kate. I cuddled her closely, needing to whisper so silently that there was no chance of being overheard.

“I’ve never watched you masturbate with your fingers, Kate.”

“I’m rather good at it.”

“Are you?”

“Are you getting aroused, Jacob?”

“Yes.”

“Be careful.”

“Sorry, Kate. I feel so settled today, and I wanted to make love this morning, but there was no opportunity.”

“You enjoyed the sounder thrashing this morning?”

“Yes, but I’d like a long, lazy afternoon making love in our bed.”

“Let’s head home straight after lunch, then. Would you like me to put on a show for you?”

“Oh god, yes, please.”

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours, Jacob.”

I was super turned on and in an embarrassed state when Alicia returned to point out something she liked the look of in a nearby shop, so I was glad by how quickly my libido subsided. I resolved to never think or talk about sex when our daughter was anywhere near.

Kate laughed as Alicia dragged me to a shop window. When our daughter disappeared inside, Kate took my hand and pulled me close.

“Don’t feel embarrassed or ashamed, Jacob. I’m turned on now, too, and I feel desperate to make love.”

“Me too.”

“As for Alicia, she needs privacy to explore her body however she sees fit, just like you and I did. If some young boy is wanking off furiously in private thinking about me or her, it’s nothing to do with us.”

“I know. I’m getting used to not bothering about people looking.”

“Anyhow, Jacob, they might be masturbating about you.”

“Oh fuck! Don’t say that.”

She thought it hilarious, so I dragged her inside the store, following our daughter to a clothes rail where she had spotted something of interest.

It was a long haul through one store after another, and I was piled high with bags when we reached a small Italian restaurant for lunch. When we sat down, I remembered the time early on in our relationship when Kate had wanked me off under the table.

Judging by Kate’s smile when scanning the menu, I wasn’t the only one remembering the happy ending after that meal.

I ordered linguine with clams, a glass of sparkling water, ice, and a slice. Alicia copied me, while Kate opted for lasagna, my favorite comfort food. As we ate and I shared with my wife, I felt content with my lot in life, even though struggling to the truck with arms full of shopping bags didn’t enthuse me.

“Do you like clams, Alicia?”

“I love them, Dad.”

“Perhaps we should eat more seafood at home.”

“Why don’t we?”

“Because I am British, honey.”

“That’s funny.”

“It is a generally accepted opinion that because the UK turned Protestant in the 16th century, fish was seen as too Catholic, so our King and the newly formed church discouraged us from eating seafood. The alternate theory is that we Brits don't like looking into the eyes of the creatures we eat.”

Alicia looked flabbergasted and glanced from Kate to me in utter disbelief.

“Is Dad yanking my chain, Mom?”

“I don’t know much about the UK either, honey, but it does seem odd Daddy doesn’t eat more seafood, considering he lived most of his life on an island surrounded by water and fish.”

“Shall we ask Lizzie to cook more fish at home, Mom? I’d love it.”

“I think we should, honey.”

So many excellent restaurants were nearby that it seemed a shame not to eat out more frequently. Lizzie would enjoy the break, but for those evenings we spent at home, a more varied menu, including choices from my homeland, might be nice.

“It’s not the same in Scotland, where people eat more fish; also, towns and cities along the coast have a seafood culture, and then there are jellied eels.

“Jellied eels?”

“Yeah, Alicia, they are popular in London’s East End markets. That might be another reason we don’t eat so much seafood. I tried eating jellied eels as a young boy and didn’t like them.”

We reached home before the blizzard turned nasty. After showering, I slipped into our bedroom hot tub while Kate organized Alicia’s and our closets, making space for new purchases. I felt safe being naked in the private, luxurious corner of our home, and I relaxed, reflecting on the day.

I closed my eyes and relaxed, enjoying how a water jet parted my ass cheeks, blowing powerfully against my sphincter, balls, and cock. Pretty soon, I had an erection and looked down and thought about Kate and my earlier conversation, so I took my stiff shaft gently in hand and stroked it.

I hadn’t wanked myself off in a long time, and it felt terrific to peel back my foreskin and rub the underside of my cock with a thumb that rode over my banjo string like a tiny speed hump. A noise behind startled me.

“That’s it, Jacob. I’ll collect your seed so you don’t soil the water.”

“Sorry Kate, I didn’t hear you.”

My wife crouched beside me, leaning over my shoulder to spectate my onanism, grinning and kissing me when I turned to look at her. She placed a face cloth beside me on the ceramic tiles surrounding our hot tub and walked away.

Kate was naked and fresh from the shower. When she bent over with her back facing me as part of an exhibitionist’s treat, I peeked at her hairy pussy and tight slit, willing my wife to feed me.

“Shall I sit opposite you and masturbate, too, Jacob?”

“It seems only fair.”

“Promise you’ll cum in my mouth, not in the hot tub?”

“I promise.”

While I slowly wanked myself off, I reverted to my youth and recalled all the times I masturbated while thinking about a teacher, my friend’s Mom, or their older sister. Kate sat on the side of the hot tub, framed by a massive window live streaming Mother Nature’s immense blizzard. Kate opened her legs wide, showing me her glistening, swollen pussy lips, sliding those puffy petals wide apart using a V of her index and middle fingers, exposing a gorgeous pink slit.

“Do you want to fuck me, Jacob?”

“When do I not, sweetheart?”

“Think of me as a yummy mommy from your youth.”

“Already there, Kate.”

My wife tantalizingly tossed her hair aside and blew off a few errant wisps covering her cheeks. She made a show of licking her free index finger, glanced down at her splayed open pussy, and went straight in for a bullseye, rotating the sticky, solid pink nub I wanted to suck.

“Keep wanking off, Jacob.”

“I’m mesmerized.”

“Good.”

She sighed, then frowned and blinked before rolling her shoulders and bowing her head forward. Kate moaned loudly, reaching into my heart, plucking every emotional cord, making my cock so hard, it ached.

She spread her pussy lips wider apart, moving wiry wisps of pubic hair until I could discern every detail and fold of her engorged pussy. Kate closed her eyes, and I imagined what she might be picturing, something that drove my kinky mind crazy.

Kate shuddered, bit her bottom lip hard, then opened her eyes and stared wildly at me.

“I’ll cum soon, Jacob.”

“Can I fuck you when that happens?”

“Would you? Please? I need your cock.”

I stood while Kate lined up all four fingers from one hand, sliding them up and down her creamy slit while moaning and tossing her head. I gripped my cock more tightly in a clenched fist, but only to maintain my erection as I slowly waded across the hot tub, lining up with my wife’s pussy.

When I was close enough, I kissed Kate while she masturbated. In such full, passionate flow, she gasped and choked with her tongue in my mouth, bouncing her forehead off mine, slowly losing control. Feeling her pleasured without my participation drove my arousal to pique, and I glanced down frequently, watching how she plowed her cunt with one set of fingers while clawing it wide open with the others.

Kate stared deeply into my eyes when she orgasmed, trembling violently as I wrapped my arms around her back, holding my cock in position inches from her quivering, orgasming pussy. She twisted a smile, deeply furrowed her brow, and groaned loudly like a door that took too long to open.

“Fuck me now, beloved husband.”

I thrust my hips forward, parted my wife’s swollen labia, and slid my cock balls deep inside her while Kate screamed, wrapped her arms around my neck, and gripped tightly, holding on while I cupped her ass cheeks and reamed her pussy hard.

Kate leaned back enough to point her slit at a fabulous angle so I could press my body deeply into the space between her thighs. I filled her fuck hole with every millimeter of my cock, from the tiny eye on its head to my balls that slapped against her ass cheeks as I pounded her.

My wife looked overjoyed, with love and warmth writ large in her expression. She rode one orgasmic wave after another on the end of my cock, extending the good work she had done with a finger.

Kate constantly gasped, moaned, shivered, and shuddered to my utter delight, rifling her fingers through my hair, then gripping and twisting my head to her will so she could bite my neck.

When I orgasmed, Kate gasped loudly as though surprised by the ocean of seed splashing around inside her, jerking out of my cock. My prostate twitched vigorously while my semen decanted until the last drop was deposited deep inside my wife.

“Fucking hell, Kate!”

“Did you enjoy watching me masturbate?”

“Oh yeah. What were you thinking about? Sorry, but I have to know.”

“I was in class, and you were my teacher.”

“Kate, if I had been your teacher, I would be in prison now.”

When I slid my cock out of her creamy hole, Kate used a second face cloth to clean her pussy, tossing it aside before rolling awkwardly and running for the toilet. I climbed the hot tub steps carefully, avoiding dipping my cock into the water, then met my wife in the shower.

“Would you like to fuck in bed for the rest of the day, Jacob?”

“I don’t think any man alive would pass up that offer, honey.”

After showering, we relaxed under a thick duvet, watching a violent stormy blizzard dump more travel misery on our tri-state area. Kate spooned into me while we watched Love’s Kitchen, a movie with Dougray Scott and Claire Forlani, the former playing a masterful chef, the latter a food critic.

“Did you know those two were married when they made that movie, Jacob?”

“I wondered why their kisses seemed so real.”

“You can tell the difference, right?”

“Yeah… you can tell those two are in love.”

“Do you think people say that about us, Jacob?”

“I know they do.”

“How so?”

“The night Travis and Sean stayed at Granger Hall and got drunk, they said how well we suited each other. Manners wanted to follow me to our bedroom, where you were already sleeping, to tell you he loved you and that he would make a far better husband to you than I do.”

“Hannah likes you, Jacob. I can tell. Isabella does, too. They wouldn’t ever make a move because they love us both as friends, but this a problem we must be mindful of. People will make passes at both of us in time.”

“We need to convey the impression that neither of us is available, Kate. That’s easy to do.”

“I’m glad you told me about Sean. I’ll give him more cold shoulder. We can’t have any flirting in that relationship.”

“No, we definitely can’t.”

It was a strange day of discussions about sex, romance, experimentation in a hot tub, and now a conversation about fidelity, the dangers of being perceived to be available, and the importance of making sure others didn’t think we were.

The problem I felt growing was how to tackle Sean’s submarine problem. Being available to flirting was a far easier challenge to overcome than being pressured into a game of international cat-and-mouse.

“Kate, we need to push Travis and Sean back.”

“Is this because of the phone call you received this morning?”

“Yes. His problem seems too trivial to risk involving us, and I don’t understand why he can’t see that.”

“Then we shall push back however you wish, Jacob.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

Lazy Sunday

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

Lizzie was sick, so I took over the Sunday kitchen duties. I frantically whipped pancake batter, carefully lined up bacon rashers under a grill, and painted on maple syrup and toasted bread while brewing Liza’s excellent coffee. When that was ready, I poured my daughter a glass of ice-cold milk.

I felt great.

In a moment of peace, while everything sizzled, crisped, or brewed, I  stared at Alicia, who sat on a kitchen stool on the other side of my counter. She was completing some French homework and, by the looks of it, getting it mostly right. We agreed she would only commit two hours on Sunday to studies and take the rest of the day to do as she pleased.

“You are a real Mom this morning, Mom.”

I stared at her with no response to that comment and mixed feelings; some were good, and others were not so much.

“I am a real Mom.”

“I know. That’s what I said.”

“I’m a real Mom every day, though.”

“Sorry… I meant one who cooks.”

“I cook.”

My voice sounded squeaky and insecure, so I lowered it a few octaves, composed myself, and tried again, exuding confidence.

“I cook.”

“I haven’t seen you do that since I arrived until today.”

As though proving my point, I poured pancake batter into six perfect circles on the griddle, considering Alicia’s comment for a moment. When I lived alone in my city apartment and ran the car rental company, I cooked often and for fun, albeit primarily for myself. When friends visited, I grilled meat on the balcony, made homemade pizza, and frequently flipped a wok, knocking up delicious noodles with fish, chicken, and a medley of vegetables.

“I can cook, Alicia.”

“I can see that.”

“You are right, though. I have never cooked for you, Daddy, or myself for a long time. I don’t even think I have boiled eggs recently.”

“Is that cooking, though, Mom?”

“What’s your point, Alicia?”

She shifted her weight, moved the book to one side, and studied me instead. I felt the ache and paranoia of self-judgment and cringed while she smiled. I flipped some pancakes to divert myself and avoid anxiety.

“Mom, if you don’t cook often and include me, how can you teach me?”

“Do you want to learn to cook, Alicia?”

“Yes, definitely. I’ll need to cook for my husband and kids like you do right now. But that doesn’t mean I can’t work; you prove that.”

“Would you like Lizzie to teach you how to cook?”

“No offense to Lizzie. I love her very much, but I would prefer if my Mom taught me.”

“Okay, come behind the counter with me now and flip these pancakes over when the underside is browned. When you have free time later, we’ll discuss making lasagna with garlic and cheesy bread for dinner.”

“I reserved the whole day for you and Dad.”

She grinned innocently at me, and I choked a little, wanting to shed a tear while grinning enormously. In the cutest way possible, Alicia made it very clear that she wanted to spend more time with me. Undoubtedly, Jacob would get his allocation of her attention, too, but when many parents were getting benched by their young adolescent kids, we were running alongside our daughter, having a great time.

“You are awesome, Alicia.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You’re going to change the world, baby girl.”

“I would settle for changing the weather outside right now. I need a few hours after breakfast to help Grandma and Carrie muck out and walk the horses. After that, I am all yours.”

Alicia flipped the pancakes, piled a plate with four golden delights dripping in butter, poured coffee, and nabbed a few slices of bacon before running off to deliver everything to Lizzie’s apartment upstairs. I was alone in the kitchen and our vast living area, cooking, looking around our home, wondering when the last time we had a lazy Sunday was.

I selected a music app on my phone and searched for Bill Wither’s. When Jacob came out from our bedroom, he heard Lovely Day and began dancing across the wooden floor in his socks.

“You have some soul-filled moves, baby.”

“Where is Alicia? I want to dance with my wife and daughter.”

“She’s upstairs feeding the sick.”

Jacob nodded and smiled, doing a small hand roll in a John Travolta style. He looked ridiculous, but he was my ridiculous man, and I would love him forever.

“You know what, Kate, doing something significant is Alicia’s destiny. That girl is amazing, and I love her so much.”

“You are right, she is amazing, and I love her too.”

I skipped out from behind the kitchen area and joined my husband, dancing to a happy Sunday, smooth baritone, soul-filled tune from my childhood. Alicia ran downstairs and joined us immediately, and we three danced like eternal happiness and joy had been granted.

When the soundtrack finished, I was excited, waving my hands because I knew what tune was coming next.

“Lean on me.”

“Sorry, Mom. What do you mean?”

“It’s the next song in the playlist. Let’s dance to this too, baby girl. Come on, husband… this is our motto.”

We danced and giggled, and I suddenly realized something I had missed for an age. When we finished dancing, I messaged Isabelle, Hannah, Tiffany, and Mom, asking if everyone and their significant other would like to join us for a movie and homemade lasagna.

After breakfast, Jacob insisted on recycling the dishes while Alicia set off to work in the stables. As I watched her heading for the front door, something gripped and sent me after her.

“Wait for me, sweetheart. I can walk horses, no problem.”

“Cool, Mom, thank you.”

I was drawn back into the life I loved most by a beloved daughter who had educated me. I joined my mother and sister-in-law with our head groomsman, enjoying getting my hands dirty where I could, conscious of my pregnancy and the early worry we had. As I walked our beasts around a trail cleared of snow and covered with wood chips, Mom linked her arm through mine and we laughed, chatting all the way around.

“Thanks for the invitation this evening, Kate. I’m bringing my Twister game over.”

“Oh, that’s a good idea.”

Halfway through our labor, I saw Jacob jogging from the house to the stables. He had a small rucksack over one shoulder. When he arrived, my husband set out three thermos flasks and five mugs. He had something hidden inside the bag where he kept his hand hidden.

“Hot chocolate, tea, and coffee… with cookies for all my girls.”

“Jacob… you are the most perfect son-in-law.”

“And husband.”

“And dad.”

“And brother.”

He left us to finish up, and when I reached our bedroom, my sweats and a towel were waiting for me on the bed. Jacob guided me to our hot tub, where I soaked to my heart’s content while he took care of something.

When I finished bathing and dressing, I went to find Jacob. He was talking with Sean Manners on a video call in our conference room. I waved at my husband and rested at Lizzie’s cafe, not wishing to interfere with an ongoing quarrel.

“So let me get this straight, Jacob. You say you won’t help us with our Malaysian submarine problem?”

“That’s correct.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“I don’t need to explain anything to you, but for old time’s sake, I will.”

“Thank you.”

Sean’s voice was dripping with sarcasm, which he had to know wasn’t a good idea with Jacob. I waited, feeling a little tense, and part of me hoped my husband would just tell him to fuck off and leave us alone to enjoy our lazy Sunday.

I could see Sean on our big, wall-mounted TV monitor, but he couldn’t see me. He looked furious and was pacing around what looked like a home office.

“You haven’t thought this through, Sean, and I’m surprised.”

“I’m all ears, Jacob. Suddenly, you are a strategic genius, and I am the clown.”

“Any more sarcasm and I’ll be on the next flight over to slap you all over Whitehall, you cheeky fucking runt.”

“Whoa on there, old chum.”

“Don’t old chum me, Sean. If we’re friends, have some respect.”

“Okay… okay… this went south pretty quickly. I apologize, Jacob. It’s been a stressful time. That’s no excuse, but hey, I’m sorry… consider my attitude adjusted.”

“That’s better.”

I watched both men simmer down. Jacob was good at it, but Sean was less experienced in keeping the peace. Our London-based handler seemed agitated, fidgeting like crazy, and with rippling emotions all over his face.

“Okay, now tell me where I have gone wrong, Jacob?”

“You want an American company to sabotage a French-built submarine owned by Malaysia.”

“Yes.”

“Malaysia is also your ally, and you seem to have bypassed the Five Powers Defence Arrangements.”

I knew the look on a person’s face when he knew he’d messed up, and Sean’s was no different from any other. He looked horrified, his face planted into his hands, groaning so loudly that I could hear and feel his pain. 

“Oof. Oh fuck. I forgot entirely about that. It’s never enacted, though, Jacob. That agreement is completely mothballed.”

“The FPDA was set up following the termination of the United Kingdom's defense guarantees of Malaya under the Anglo-Malayan Defence Agreement, as a result of the UK's decision in 1967 to withdraw its armed forces east of Suez.”

“I know the history, Jacob. Under the Five Powers Defence Arrangements, Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, and the United Kingdom are to consult each other "immediately" in the event or threat of an armed attack.”

“You are asking GD to attack the Malaysian submarine using cyber warfare methodology.”

“That is stretching it a bit. The Malaysian navy are behaving like pirates.”

“GD contracts with Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, and Malaysia. I checked with the office yesterday after you called.”

“And you are worrying about those contracts?”

“If those governments discover what we did, GD will be excluded from all further contracts in their territories. That’s bad for us, them and you.”

“Yes, it is. I agree. I’ve messed up.”

“How did you miss this, Sean?”

“I don’t fucking know, Jacob.”

Sean sat on the forward edge of his desk, staring dejectedly at the floor. One-half of me was screaming and cheering for the home run my husband just smashed out of the park at the bottom of the ninth, but I also felt sorry for his friend Sean. They had fallen out, and a truth was told in doing so.

I watched Sean shake his head in dismay because he hadn’t thought through his plan at all. It was a very strange situation, to say the least.

“I’m tired, Jacob. I need a break. I have fucked up here.”

“I have a solution, mate.”

“Okay. I’m all ears and want to apologize again for what happened earlier.”

“Turn the page and forget about it.”

“Go ahead, Jacob. I am listening.”

“Go after the Malaysian government piracy allegation officially, using the Five Powers Defence Arrangements. Get the other countries on board and pressure Malaysia. Maritime stability in the region is a major factor with the Chinese claiming most of the territorial waters in South East Asia, so that submarine is a security risk.”

“Jesus Christ, Jacob. That’s it. You are right. How did you come up with this?”

“By protecting my family and our friendship.”

“I’ll get on it right away.”

“Sean, just one other thing, please.”

“What is it?”

“Take a break and recharge your batteries. Making errors like this isn’t at all like you.”

“I will. I promise.”

Once Jacob disconnected his call with Sean, he tidied up and waved through the glass partition wall. He made his way over.

“I heard everything, Jacob. Well played.”

“I didn’t want us going into the week with that mess hanging over our heads.”

“You did Sean a massive favor.”

“Maybe.”

“Not maybe, Jacob. You probably just saved his career.”


Chapter Forty-Eight

A Farmer Boy

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

A white frozen fog made it impossible to see the ground, which was thick with snow. Trees, grass clumps, and bushes were ice crystal-clad, each brilliant gem reflecting the early morning sun in a different direction, bathing us in light.

It was cold, but I didn’t care because this was my realm.

Helicopter blades slashed the air like winged gods descending to earth, a harbinger of our bright future. Nine people huddled in a small portacabin, keeping warm while I guided our pilot down safely onto the landing pad, as I had done many times while taking enemy fire. 

It was early on Monday and damn cold when we boarded our brand new helicopter, selected and specified by me. Kate was pleasantly surprised, although she rolled her eyes.

“What is it, sweetheart?”

“Seventeen million dollars for a toy, Jacob?”

“I got a huge discount because we supply the engines and onboard systems.”

“Even so, it’s a lot of helicopter.”

“It’s a board room in the sky, and we need the space to move people around. Ten regulars commute weekly to and from here and Granger Hall. Then there are airport runs, visits to the main GD campus, and offices for our aviation acquisition in the city.”

“Are you saying this purchase will save us money, husband?”

“In the long run, making a single journey instead of many shuttle runs will save money and people’s time. You can even work on board this aircraft; some already are.”

Kate looked around at the bench seats, single chairs, and tables. Sure enough, most had laptops and worked on documents or used their tablets and phones to read or send emails. My plan worked; everyone was more comfortable, happier, and productive.

“Coffee, soft drinks, and pastries are available, too.”

“I count nine people here, Jacob.”

I stared at her baby bump and pointed. Kate grinned, leaned forward from her plush white leather chair, and kissed me.

“This helicopter has the highest safety rating, Kate.”

“Then it is worth it, honey.”

“Top Speed is one hundred and ninety miles per hour with a range of six hundred and thirty miles. It is a true billionaire’s dream.”

She read my expression perfectly, giggled, and pointed at my face.

“You intend learning to fly, don’t you, Jacob?”

“I’ll need a smaller chopper for our ranch, so it seems practical.”

“This isn’t Australia, where you track cattle over hundreds of miles. Horses, trucks, and ATVs are the usual tools for finding and checking grazing herds.”

Kate was won over but wanted to tease. I loved the attention and her lightheartedness, to be honest. Our business was expanding, and with more plans for Granger Estate and the ranching business, it seemed sensible to deploy the right tools. A helicopter would help us with our travel and for Kate to work from home, with visits from our company execs being arranged quickly and without wrecking their day.

Kate eyed me carefully, and I knew she had questions.

“Go ahead and ask me, Kate. It’s killing you.”

“I don’t want to interfere in your plans, husband. I have so much faith in you, but I am curious.”

“I have opened negotiations with our neighbors, Kate. I’m confident of acquiring more land. I’ve also put my feelers out for a beef cattle expert.”

“How big are you going for honey?”

“I want to call our ranch The Two Hundred K.”

“Just to clarify, Jacob. Is that two hundred thousand acres or two hundred kilometers?”

“Acres, honey. Americans don’t do Kilometers.”

“We believe the metric system is akin to a communist invasion, Jacob. It’s okay for track and field but not for roads or grazing areas.”

“You take my point then?”

“Yes, and okay… Two hundred thousand acres is vast. I see why you need a pilot’s license.”

“Starting with this aircraft.”

I beamed at her, and she laughed, reaching across the table for my hand. Kate knew my new helicopter was an essential tool. It could accommodate up to ten people with plenty of legroom. This was luxury with a soundproof cockpit, reclining seats, leather upholstery, high-speed internet, a premium audio system, and even a fully stocked bar.

“We have a jet too, Jacob. Will you learn to fly that, too?”

“I must.”

Kate’s serious face cracked wide into a smile, and the sweet girl who loved me regardless of my boyish spirit was revealed. My wife tried hiding her gorgeous face behind a helicopter brochure, but when others laughed too, she giggled along with Alicia, two girls laughing at a boy because he wanted a big, powerful toy.

“Daddy’s been buying Kindle books about cattle farming, Mom. He’s also got a list of people to track down.”

“Dad is tracking people?”

“Ranching experts, cattle men, cowboys, grooms, and machinery experts.”

“Your father is a meticulous planner, Alicia. That is why everything he does works out perfectly. Daddy builds for the love of his family.”

I needed to catch Kate up on my progress over the past week. Despite our travels and immersion in intrigue, since Alicia’s birthday, my every waking moment was consumed by the idea of building a different future for our children.

After we landed at our Granger Estate and enjoyed coffee in the main lounge, I went to my office, where Catherine waited patiently, sitting in the chair from which she managed her husband.

“Have you spoken about your plans in detail with Kate yet?”

“I have no plans to speak of, Mom. Our plan requires a plan. There is little point in rousing Kate and engaging her time and effort when handling GD. I told her roughly how much land we need to acquire, but I didn’t mention that the process would take at least two years to absorb every acre.”

“You are both handling GD.”

“Yes, but my role is to kick doors down to see what is behind them, and I’m doing that through Mitch. He is screening every email, phone call, and financial transaction in GD Legacy and our new aviation divisions to weed out traitors. I can’t go in, or those people we wish to catch red-handed will run.”

“You already had two arrested.”

“It’s the tip of the iceberg. Others will be selling our designs, strategy documents, and even files and emails that discuss what Kate, Gunther, and Hannah have planned.”

“Please don’t refer to the original company as GD Legacy, Jacob.”

My mother-in-law looked upset, as though I had pushed her and Richard’s life’s work aside in a hubristic sweep of my clumsy arm. The pace at which acquisitions were undertaken and bold plans for expansion discussed and implemented made my head spin, so I sympathized that we hadn’t been mindful of Catherine’s feelings.

“I’m sorry. How about GD Defence, GD Aerospace, and GD Aviation? That is what Kate has planned. I used a simple term that worked during our acquisition phase to describe before and after. I meant no disrespect.”

“My daughter never mentions anything to me anymore. What is the difference between aviation and aerospace, Jacob?”

“They are linked, but for our purposes, aviation is about flying inside the atmosphere, and aerospace is about outer space, mostly satellites, rather than spaceships.” 

“It was quite a spaceship you bought and surprised everyone with this morning.”

“I thought Kate was worried about that.”

“Only about you piloting one. What wife wouldn’t worry about that?”

Catherine was crucial to my plans for Granger Estate and, now, the wider 200K ranch. I was playing a ruse, figuring that if I got far enough ahead with feasibility planning, Kate would naturally gravitate toward her first love, horses, and estate matters, and then we could manage GD at arm’s length.

“How much will your land grab cost, Jacob?”

“I think fifty million dollars with another ten million in new buildings and machinery. I don’t know how much it will cost for stock, land, and other setup, general expenditure, and payroll. We are interviewing for a stock manager on Thursday.”

“You have a plan to have a plan. Will this be a new company?”

“The land will be owned by Granger Estate and leased to a ranch company so that if one is bankrupted, we never lose the land.”

“You have thought of everything. What possible use could you have for me, Jacob?”

At A Walk In The Clouds, Catherine ran her foundation, which supported our local orphanage, the hospital, two schools, and a veterans society. She was slowly expanding to the civic needs of the towns near Granger Hall. Her staff did most of the work, so my mother-in-law had become bored.

I leaned back in my chair, eying Catherine up and smiling because I was sure she must know the most significant challenge was something I could never countenance doing.

“Are you being serious, Catherine? Do you not know how much I need your help?”

“Please don’t toy with me. We have a great deal of love for one another, Jacob. I’d rather garden and sign the occasional cheque for the foundation than be mollified.”

“I need you.”

“What for, Jacob? I am all ears. Please tell me.”

“Our neighbors will form a sellers consortium, which is fine because they want the best price possible. I’d rather not leave a sour taste in anyone’s mouth when we buy their land, so there is the massive job of handling detailed negotiations with them.”

“Why can’t you do it?”

“I’m an outsider. Mostly, these people are your friends.”

“Okay, what else?”

“200K will be a big deal locally, so there are municipality licensing issues, community liaison, local politicians to grip and grin, and god knows how many problems to deal with.”

‘What’s grip and grin, Jacob? I’m not familiar with that term.”

“You know? When you grip some dickhead politician’s hand, turn sideways and grin for the camera. A Chairwoman must manage all of that.”

“Chairwoman?”

“I think it’s the only wise choice, Catherine. Don’t you?”

She mulled it over, revealing an apology in her expression before speaking one. I was aware of Catherine Granger’s business credentials by reputation, but most importantly, I had witnessed her diplomatic ability in action many times.

“Stand up, Jacob, please.”

Catherine hugged me tightly, sobbing into my shoulder. I couldn’t understand why she got so emotional, but I was sure Kate would explain later. Alicia walked into the room, disturbing us. My mother-in-law dried her eyes and turned to my daughter.

“Is Cory ready, sweetheart?”

“Yes, and the Saxophone teacher is already playing with him in the foyer. It’s incredible. Come on, Grandma.”

They left me alone, and I sat down, staring around Richard Granger’s old office. I wondered whether he would approve of me in the same way he had on his deathbed. I shook off the feeling that he was still there and continued my research.

I was an hour and a half into reading state government legislation about managing protected species and hunting when Kate arrived. She settled herself in my lap and planted kisses all over me.

“What have I done to deserve this?”

“You are my husband. Isn’t that reason enough?”

“You spoke with Mom, didn’t you? Is she okay?”

“She drove out to GD Corporate in floods of tears.”

“Why?”

“Come on, Jacob. You made Mom happy. You must know that. It’s like when you asked her to help you run Granger Estate, but only this time, it’s on steroids. Chairwoman of the largest ranch in the State. Fucking wow, Jacob… well done and a genius move.”

“I worried that she might not want to do it because of the time it would take.”

“Are you kidding me? She’ll have roped in every district influencer by dinner time, and the chef will be figuring out how to cater to dozens of functions over the next few months. You’ve done it again, husband.”

“Done what, honey?”

“You breathed life into everyone.”

“This is going to be a costly investment, Kate.”

“I know, but it’s more worthy of us than being Travis and Sean’s partners. Let’s see what opportunities your plan throws up. If you need help, I’ll be right here.”

“In my lap.”

“If you’ll have me, yes.”

Kate snuggled her face into the crook of my neck, eventually falling asleep. The irony of us sitting in her father’s chair, relaxing as a couple in love, didn’t escape me. I reached for my phone, connected it to a Bose Bluetooth sound bar, and played soft jazz, enjoying the fleeting moment my pregnant wife comforted herself and our baby in my loving arms.

When she woke, Kate laughed, reached for a tissue, and wiped her drool off my neck.

“I slept.”

“You did.”

“In Dad’s chair, with you.”

“I loved it too.”

“I could spend all day, every day with you, Jacob.”

“That is why Ella and Daniel quit aviation, honey. They wanted this rancher’s life so they could be together always.”

“We can do this without selling GD, Jacob.”

“I know we can. Do you have anything important to get back to right now?”

“Nothing Gunther and Hannah can’t deal with.”

“Shall we see how Cory is getting along?”

“Yes, please.”

Granger Hall’s foyer had transformed into a concert hall with two expert saxophonists stepping, skipping, hopping, and dancing around its marble floor. Alicia had moves as well, giggling and tap dancing while two musicians serenaded her.

Kate and I stood watching their merriment from the kitchen door while Catherine was at the front, mesmerized by the harmony and love floating through Granger Hall. Kate turned into my arms and kissed me. Her lips felt like soft music, vibrating in tune with mine, massaging my heart, radiating her love into my soul.

Catherine had made her way around the foyer, wrapping her arms around us while we kissed. Kate pulled away and kissed her mother on one cheek while I did the same to her other.

“Kids, we are in the age of Kate and Jacob.”

“And Alicia.”

“Cory, too.”

“Indeed. Daddy would be so proud of all of you.”


Chapter Forty-Nine

The Greatest Gift

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

After dinner, I dragged Jacob and Alicia to our apartment, where I had stacked fresh wood inside our living room’s log-burning stove. My husband lit a fire while I made hot chocolate for all three of us, opening a super-sized bag of pink and white marshmallows and sharing them.

I had an agenda that worried me greatly, elevating my anxiety. Softening up my husband seemed wrong as a tactic, but I wanted him to feel relaxed for a conversation I didn’t feel ready to have. I also needed the comfort of my home and to be surrounded by family, wrapped in the natural warmth of burning wood.

With our living room dimmed and a crackling, spitting fire belting out waves of heat and heartwarming flickering light, Alicia lay on the floor beside me, with an arm wrapped around my midriff and her palm gently cupping my bump. I could swear she wished our unborn baby goodnight before quickly nodding off while my husband read a story. 

Our whole world had shifted to Granger Hall in a single helicopter flight. When we landed, GD loomed disconcertingly large and menacingly, interrupting the calm of my life, which was now garrisoned in our living room.

The idea of home I had conceptually built in my mind could be anywhere we three and our family wanted, but I felt more able to manage my work anxiety at A Walk In The Clouds.

I pointed at our daughter, preparing for a discussion without her in the room.

“Alicia is asleep, Jacob.”

“Shall we let her stay by the fire until we are ready for bed?”

“The deeper asleep she falls, the worse it will be when you wake her.”

“I can lift and carry our daughter without waking her.”

“That’s true.”

I could wait and chastized myself for hurrying to break our peaceful evening. Eventually, Jacob carried Alicia off to bed, returning five minutes later, reporting our daughter was fast asleep. I spread myself out on the floor using a pillow for my head, so my husband did the same, lying at a ninety-degree angle to me, with his head pressing on my stomach.

I rifled my fingers through Jacob’s hair, carefully pulling out knots until our eyes locked.

“If I ask you to roll away, please do it quickly, Jacob.”

“Are you feeling uncomfortable?”

“Not yet, but your weight is pressing on my bladder. I can’t hold myself so well these days when it goes.”

“What if we have five children, Kate?”

“I’ll be pregnant more or less every eighteen months to a year for a long time. My plumbing will look and function like something from the last century.”

“That’s a lot of discomfort and possible problems for the rest of your life.”

I didn’t answer Jacob because we were closing in on the core problem I had agonized over. My mindset about marriage had changed dramatically, and although I still enjoyed subtle leadership of our love and relationship, it wasn’t the overriding factor of importance to me anymore.

I wanted something else but had withheld that fact from Jacob.

“Would you tell me if something was bothering you, Kate?”

“Something has been nagging away at me lately.”

“Shall we clear it up now?”

“I worry about how we shall manage pregnancy and parenting.”

“We have planned for a lot of children, Kate.”

“I’ve always wanted a big family, Jacob. Are you having second thoughts about that?”

He studied me but didn’t get much. Jacob’s tension rose, meeting mine in a place far too elevated to be appropriate for a relaxing evening beside the fire. Our conversation was serious and related to the most essential features of our lives. I felt we had left too much to chance, primarily due to my poor communication of a changing need.

“I’d like to adopt more children, Kate.”

“Is that instead of getting me pregnant?”

“As well as. Let’s do both.”

“So, we’ll have more than five children then?”

“I agree with your father on this. Our homes must be filled with joy and little people. A big family means every child has many siblings to rely on when we are gone.”

I shot him my most comforting smile while wondering how our theoretically large brood could be managed. Only so much childcare could be outsourced to a nanny before we became detached from our children.

It weighed heavily on me that I already knew what I wanted and hadn’t mentioned it. Now, that feeling intensified and I panicked, feeling queasy and unsettled.

“Can we talk about this after our baby is born, please? My head is swimming with plans for the future. I’d like to see things working out first.”

“We must get Granger Estate and GD on the right path, Kate. We always committed to being honest with each other. If something is bothering you, should it not be aired now?”

“Yes. It should.”

I felt a growing need to pee, but Jacob’s head comforted me so much that I didn’t want to alleviate the pressure on my bladder until absolutely necessary. Like many expectant mothers, I was convinced our unborn child could sense their father was nearby, and I needed that.

“I want to be a wife and mother first, Jacob.”

“I can’t understand why that would worry you. You are already a fabulous wife and settling into being a great Mom.”

“I want to always be there for our children and you.”

“We want the same thing, Kate. If it comes down to a choice between sitting in a meeting room at GD Corporate or feeding breakfast to our kids, I’m holding a plastic beaker full of juice for a baby, with my face smeared full of their food every day.”

I laughed, and a tiny pee jet squirted out. When I squeaked and rolled, Jacob released me quickly, and I ran to the toilet, relieving myself while my husband followed, sat opposite me on the floor, and smiled.

“Keep building our team around Hannah and Gunther, Kate. They can carry the work burden if we let them.”

“We must improve their compensation and consider offering both shares.”

“Do it, then. If GD costs us more than six hours a week, then we are doing something wrong.”

“What about ranching, the stables, and Mom’s foundation work? That’s a whole bunch of work, too.”

“Mom’s business is none of ours. As for everything else you mentioned - it all fits perfectly into the family life we both want. We will soon have the team to grow our cattle farming and horse stabling ideas; we can feed our kids at breakfast, keep them with us if they aren’t in school, or work the hours they do.”

“Are you sure about this, Jacob?”

“I’m sure I don’t want to miss my kids growing up. We have a blessing most people don’t enjoy. We’re lucky, Kate. I’d be beside you if you wanted to be a stay-at-home mom.”

“I don’t want to completely relinquish management of GD.”

“We have discussed this before, Kate.”

“I know.”

I finished on the toilet and washed my hands before lending one to Jacob, hauling him off the floor. We weren’t done by a long way, hence my reluctance to open the subject in the first place since it raised so many more questions.

“I worry about the stupidest things, Jacob. I never used to be like that.”

“It’s because of your hormones.”

“Look what happened to Alicia’s parents.”

“They were damn unlucky.”

“I agree, but if we want to change our lifestyles, we must plan better, honey. Lots of people depend on our choices now. Craig and Cory are the latest examples of people relying on us to make good choices for them, too. I want us to transform more quickly.”

“Let’s do it then, Kate.”

Jacob brought our duvet and pillows into the living room, where a dying fire threw out the perfect heat for us to snuggle. Glowing red embers looked peaceful, even though they were anything but.

My confidence had risen, and anxiety retreated as I settled into a makeshift bed, nestling close to my husband.

“We can’t forget that A Walk In The Clouds is our main home, Jacob.”

“That will never be in doubt. Is there anything else troubling you?”

“We must always refer to Alicia as our firstborn and eldest child.”

“I have been thinking the same. There can be no differences made between her and any others.”

Throughout the day, so much of our focus had suddenly turned away from a luxury home in the mountains. I understood why, but I wanted our family to enjoy all aspects of the fortunate lives we had. We were lucky by an accident at birth, so it was important to share our good fortune.

“I don’t want to pivot away from A Walk In The Clouds.”

“Me neither. What brought this on so intensely, Kate?”

“Watching Cory play saxophone in the foyer flicked a switch in my mind. We have responsibilities toward him and others.”

“We’re talking it through, and that seems like a good first step.” 

Jacob rolled and stared into my eyes, stroking our baby with a soft palm. I felt comforted and knew I should discuss the fractured plan forming in my mind.

“You’ll need a planner, Jacob. Someone who can warn you when tasks are not completed. If you don’t have that and a damn good management team to implement the plan, you’ll chase your tail for weeks.”

“I have a list of people for interview whenever you are ready, Kate.”

“Me?”

“Are we in this together or not? Every time a building is built, concrete is laid, a cornerstone is placed, a new beam or signage is erected, our names must be carved somewhere, or we’ll bury an heirloom nearby.”

“Wow, Jacob.”

“What is it?”

“You’ve thought about this too.”

“We got lost in GD Kate, and rightly so because the company needed us. Now it is time to pull back slowly, refocus, and pivot, but certainly not away from A Walk In The Clouds.” 

“What about your past, Jacob?”

“What about it?”

“Is there more than you’ve revealed?”

“Nothing that will affect you or our family. I’ll keep a lid on it.”

“That’s not what I want, Jacob.”

“What do you want?”

“The truth must be out. All of it.”

“You have everything, Kate. There are specific mission details, people, deaths, and places I would rather forget, but nothing is hidden. We can manage Travis and Sean easily. I promise you, there is nothing to worry about.”

“I’m worrying about nothing then?”

“Our lives are manageable. We can meet the challenges together, as we always have.”

I fell asleep in Jacob’s arms. He had allayed all my fears, bar one. I was fundamentally changing from a highly focused, career-minded business executive to a woman who preferred leafing through Mom magazines and learning about breastfeeding.

In the morning, I woke to Alicia squirming her way between Jacob and me. A chill in the air and a quick look at the wood-burning stove confirmed that turning off our central heating radiators wasn’t my best idea.

“It’s cold in here, Mom.”

“You are already wearing running gear.”

“We’re going for a run. The main tracks are clear of snow.”

“Let’s go, then.”

Jacob rose from the living room floor much faster than I did, and by the time he was dressed to join Alicia, I didn’t feel up to it. I kissed them goodbye, wrapped myself in a bathrobe before slipping on my husband’s slippers, and went to find Mom.

I knew where Catherine Granger would be because thirty-year-long traditions don’t change overnight.

“Why do you always hang out in the kitchen before breakfast, Mom?”

“I talk to our chef.”

“What about?”

“What does anyone talk to a chef about?”

“Food?”

“And life. They are close to the planet, working all day with ingredients grown and sourced from around the world, talking with interesting suppliers, experimenting with food, and ours has a small allotment out back where he grows.”

“I’ll settle for a coffee. Does Chef Daniel have decaf?”

“He bought it from Liza through Lizzie.”

“They talk?”

“Yes, of course. They talk because both want to do their best for your family.”

“They should meet.”

“They said the same thing.”

“Lizzie never mentioned anything to me, Mom.”

“Do you spend time talking with her woman to woman or even as your chef?”

“Please don’t do this right now, Mom. I’m struggling with womanhood versus career anyway.’

“So did your father.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Daddy wanted to spend more time with you and Claire while growing up, but he was too fundamental to the business. He failed to empower people with decision-making abilities so they ran to him with every so-called emergency. You are already much better at letting go than he was, but you are still uptight.”

“I worry about too many things, Mom.”

“You are just like Daddy. Before it’s too late, take the stick out of your ass, Kate. There is nothing to worry about.”

“You’re right.”

I stood, took my coffee, and rushed back to our apartment, pouring it into a thermos mug. I quickly dressed in my running gear, intending to walk. I shut off my phone and tossed it onto the bed, determined not to care about the time, and left with my heart free and soaring.

I found Alicia’s thermal mug and collected a hot chocolate on the way past our kitchen. Then I went outside, zipped up my duvet jacket, and started hiking the nearby hill I knew my husband and daughter would finish on.

It was a crisp morning. Bare tree branches were unfeasibly brilliant white and crystal ice-clad. Crisscrossing jet aircraft vapor trails striated a clear blue sky above. My breath condensed, and hairs in my nostrils froze, but I felt alive, invigorated, and free of all anxiety, entirely decided on my next course of action.

Jacob and Alicia appeared from a broad, snow-free trail, exiting the forest looking like a steam locomotive. Both laughed as they sprinted towards an imaginary finishing line. When they spotted me, I instantly became their journey’s end, and each tapped my shoulder as they stumbled past, believing they had won.

Alicia turned first, excited, waving her arms while panting hard.

“Did Dad beat me, Mom?”

“It was a tie.”

I watched Alicia stride in a wide circle behind Jacob with both hands on her hips, breathing deeply in recovery mode. I saw glimpses of the woman she would become. My daughter and Jacob were the same as my Dad and me after a similar run many years ago.

I’d grown apart from my Dad because he worked hard to give his family a great future. His greatest gift to me was that I didn’t need to make the sacrifices he had. I was miserable by choice. When I stared at the blue sky, smiling, I saw Richard Granger’s face looking down.

“Thank you, Dad.”

“What did you say, Kate?”

Jacob stared at me inquisitively. I had spoken aloud.

“I said - thank god for Dad’s.”

“Thank God for all of us, sweetheart. Especially the moms who bring coffee and hot chocolate into the cold.”

I handed them their drinks, enjoying watching father and daughter giggle, elbow one another in jest, and drink something warm, which comforted both them and me. We walked back towards Granger Hall, covered in snow, looking at peace, regardless of the fact it was a busy work day for all of us.

Chimneys puffed smoke, and the kitchen vents blasted steam, giving our second home the impression of being a comforting hearth. We laughed and chatted until a bright red truck with Hannah behind the wheel and Gunther, sitting beside her, slewed around a track corner, skidding to a halt in front of the front door.

Neither of our top executives saw us, and both marched into the house at a pace that declared something was awry. I glanced at my husband and smiled, casually shrugging my shoulders.

“Whatever it is, we can deal with it, Jacob.”

“That we can sweetheart.”

Hannah and Gunther were stripping off winter clothing inside our home, preparing to find Jacob and me to deliver the next crisis. I pointed them toward the kitchen.

“Grab something to eat and drink, and we’ll meet you in the dining room. We’ll be down soon after showering.”

“But, Kate, it’s an emergency. Your phone was switched off.”

“Hannah, by the time we come back down, try to have the emergency resolved, sweetheart. You and Gunther have got this.”

Hannah looked speechless, but Gunther’s wry smile suggested he knew precisely what had happened.

While bathing with my husband in a steamy shower, I finally relaxed, having shifted a load off my shoulders. Hannah and Gunther’s problems wouldn’t become Jacob’s and mine. They could deal with whatever happened, but only if we let them.

My husband looked thoughtful as we dressed, taking me into his arms before kissing me.

“We’ve caused this problem for our work colleagues by being too available to them, Kate.”

“I just arrived at the same conclusion.”

“Let’s settle everything with Hannah and Gunther this morning, then head down to the stables with Mom and Alicia once she finishes her studies. We should meet Craig and start planning the stables project.”

“Good idea, Jacob.”


Chapter Fifty

Teething Problems

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

“I wouldn’t move Sierra just now, Alicia. The roads between here and A Walk In The Clouds are treacherous at this time of the year, and she won’t thank you for shunting her around while pregnant, even in the early days. It’s safe to ride her where she is, but fetching her back and forth every week is pointless.”

“Okay, Craig, who else could I ride today, please?”

“Firestarter.”

“Nobody except you rides him. Will he throw me?”

“Not if you manage to get on his back. If Firestarter accepts you, he’ll be settled. If not, you won’t get into his saddle. He likes you, Alicia, so everything will be fine.”

“How do I mount him?”

“Carefully.”

Inside the stables, I watched our daughter from a distance while Kate strolled around the parking lot, taking a call from a friend. She’d left Hannah and Gunther shellshocked at our corporate offices, so I figured they needed to consider their options and have another discussion.

Craig tried hard to give Alicia what she wanted, which was a regular ride at Granger Estate, but my daughter felt being shunted from one horse to another was unfair to the other riders and grooms.

“I’m not keen to take another rider’s horse, Craig.”

“I’m sorry. Lately, every ride has been booked weeks in advance. If Beauty were here, you could ride him, but all your seats are at home in the mountains.”

“I know and I am sorry for being a pain.”

“You are never that. Like I say, take Firestarter today, and we can sort something out and move a few people around.”

“Then you’ll have no ride.”

“I honestly don’t mind, Alicia.”

“I do, though. We both know it’s unfair, and I am not about to move other people out of my way to take their rides.”

She looked fierce, almost offended that anyone could believe she would jump forward in the line. The orphanage was ingrained in the girl, creating a sense of fair play in her mind. Alicia was all about sharing, waiting in line, and politeness.

Craig shrugged and looked sympathetic, but even I knew that, based on the stable’s capacity and schedule, he could do little to solve Alicia’s problem easily. Regular riders willing to exchange their time and labor for free rides were an essential part of the stable’s economy.

If we employed more grooms, fewer riders from our local community would have opportunities, and we would become heavily focused on being a business. My embryonic expansion strategy was always to keep what we currently had while building more capacity, explicitly addressing the market needs.

Raising cattle and offering stud and race training facilities was simpler, but the delicate ecosystem in our family stables was more problematic.

I felt proud of my daughter, who demonstrated patience and a willingness not to jump the line. It still didn’t sit well with me that Granger Estate stables couldn’t cater to the needs of its host family, but then, it would be selfish to deny others. On that, Alicia was correct.

“You could buy another horse.”

“What do you mean, Dad?”

“The stables can buy more horses, including one exclusively for you. They would remain here as long as people will care for them. Do you have riders on a waitlist, Craig?”

“We have five experienced riders standing by and another three beginners who want lessons.”

“How many horses do you need for that many people?”

“Another three, maybe four, will do it. Nobody rides every day… except the grooms. If we get quarter horses, they could also be worked as you introduce a cattle herd. They cost around five to ten thousand bucks each.”

“It’s getting complicated.”

“We have some stabling capacity, Jacob, but no plan for your expansion. I feel you are rushing ahead with little more than a bunch of ideas.”

I’d seen enough pissed-off grassroots managers in my time to know one when I saw him. Craig was bottoming out significant issues in his mind, and I had stumbled over something that would have been easily solved last week, but now, it became part of a more significant problem.

“What do you recommend, Craig?”

“Build a ranch complex with stables; keep their horses here for now. Expand into race livery slowly; build the facilities first, but don’t take on any horses until the site is commissioned. It can be near here but not connected to us.”

“Us… sounds like you won’t be running everything, Craig.”

“Sorry, it’s a slip of the tongue. Regarding Alicia, she can have a quarter horse that can race, ranch, and do anything she needs almost immediately, but we need to take advice from an experienced ranch hand and use auctions to buy the others.”

Craig had become uncomfortable with our conversation, and I was glad when Kate returned. She had a what’s up look, so I pointed to our riding master.

“I’ve pushed Craig too hard on buying new horses.”

“Isn’t it early to buy horses?”

“Alicia has no ride here. Buying her a horse has become a catalyst for a whole discussion I don’t understand. How is this so complicated, Kate? It’s worse than GD.”

“We’ll need a wrangler and a remuda.”

“What the hell are those?”

Craig laughed and seemed to lighten up, joining us while Alicia wandered up and down the stalls, spending time with each horse on the way. I wanted rapid, simple solutions to everything. The military man inside me thought every complex problem had a solution, but our stables and farm planning suddenly seemed daunting.

“A remuda is a horse herd from which ranch hands select their mounts. The word is of Spanish derivation, meaning remount or change of horses. You’ll get used to the language. We can grow a horse herd once we have an established breeding program.”

“And a wrangler?”

“Horse and stock manager. We’re interviewing those on Thursday.”

Craig nodded and cheerily wandered off to continue his work, but I felt he wanted to escape me. I hadn’t made a great start, leaping to satisfy Alicia’s needs far more quickly than I should. Kate linked her arm with mine and smiled confidently.

“What is the problem, Jacob?”

“Alicia has no horse to ride here without queue jumping. Craig advises against moving Sierra.”

“We’ll buy her a horse.”

“I said that, and then a whole stream of discussion ensued with decisions needed to be made.”

“Craig is under pressure, Jacob.”

“I caused this problem by opening the discussion before we have a plan.”

“No matter the plan, we can still take a child to buy a horse and stable it here. No amount of complexity will change that, Jacob. Craig is just worrying and figuring shit out. Let’s look online with Alicia tonight and do it ourselves.”

“Is it as simple as that?”

“Don’t follow Craig into a rabbit warren, Jacob. You wouldn’t do it at GD. He will figure all this out in his own time. Let’s go and buy a new horse. It will be the most satisfying work-related thing I have done all day.”

We collected Alicia and left the stables. I needed to speak with Kate and Catherine privately because I was way out of my depth. While Craig would do an excellent job, I wanted to understand the rules of this game. I was confused and slightly irritated that purchasing a horse for a child had become such an insurmountable issue.

We walked hand in hand, with Alicia in the middle of Kate and me. My wife noticed I was quiet, and she began laughing. Catherine waved from the house, and our daughter tore off, racing an imaginary challenger to her youthful athleticism.

“What’s funny, Kate?”

“At least we aren’t being hunted by spies or getting fucked over by lawyers.”

“I thought this would be easier.”

“Ranching would be pointless if it were easy. We’re going to see calves and foals suffer and die, have rustlers steal from us, and maybe lose some people along the way. There will be heartache, darling.”

“Perhaps I didn’t think this through. Am I delusional, Kate?”

“Not in the slightest. We are building something great, feeding people good, nutritious, honest meat, and keeping and training horses and other animals. I can’t think of anything I would rather plow my labor into.”

I felt better with my main ally smiling and making light of an awkward moment. I had taken for granted that Craig would fall in line and get everything worked out quickly. My misjudgment of the complexity involved had tripped me up.

“Our family will also be involved, Kate.”

“And that’s the most important thing. Family is everything. Even the most annoying of them must still be loved.”

We caught up with Alicia and Catherine, who chased each other around the snow-covered gravel parking lot in front of our house, giggling. It was cold, so we headed inside and immediately saw Hannah with Gunther sitting in the foyer at the table where I first met Kate’s mother. They looked serious.

Catherine took Alicia upstairs while we joined our friends. Kate seemed confident, but Gunther and Hannah’s expressions suggested a problem.

“Did you solve the emergency, Gunther?”

“Not yet, but we will. Something else cropped up.”

“Why do you look as though someone died.”

“Someone is gravely sick, Kate.”

“Oh my.”

“Alicia’s Uncle Craig was involved in a traffic collision. He is in a critical condition.”

“Where?”

“He is in the Intensive Care ward at a hospital in Baltimore.”

“Fuck. How do you know about this, Gunther?”

“Henry called because someone from the hospital reached out to the orphanage, and they called him. Neither of you was contactable, and Uncle Craig recorded Alicia as his next of kin somewhere.”

“I turned off my work phone after we spoke. Jacob did, too.”

“What do you want to do about this?”

“Is there anything we can do to help, Craig? Are they taking care of him?”

“Yes, but he isn’t expected to survive.”

“Right then. Oh fuck! We must talk with Alicia and ask what she wants to do.”


Chapter Fifty-One

Last Ditch Effort

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

I froze momentarily, glanced at Jacob, and rubbed my chin thoughtfully. Whether or not to visit Craig must be Alicia’s choice, but breaking bad news to a child and discussing those options was new to me.

Jacob made a move for his phone, ready to act as if he was in an emergency.

“I’ll book a helicopter to take us to Baltimore immediately, Kate.”

“Can Hannah do that, sweetheart? Let’s see Alicia together right away. Mom will still be with her upstairs.”

“Of course.”

I was conscious that my voice was filled with concern, which would frighten Alicia, but however hard I tried, my panic rose, wilting my soul. My concern wasn’t about Craig because he meant nothing to me. I worried about my daughter and her feelings and the sadness that would grip her because of this bad news.

Processing what to say to a beloved child while realizing I didn’t care whether her uncle lived or died made me feel more confused and guilty. My heart thumped thunderously, and my head filled with noise, aching in both temples, at the back of my neck and behind my eyes. 

“Let’s find our daughter, Jacob.”

“She’s in the apartment.”

Mom instantly knew something was wrong when we walked into our living room, but Alicia didn’t. Even though her life’s trauma had been far greater than most people ever endure, our daughter’s indomitable spirit caused her always to be positive.

I crouched down to the floor, where Alicia and Mom had an open storybook they had read to each other. I held her hand tightly and stared into her eyes, hoping the news could easily be broken, but words failed me, and I stuttered.

“We have some bad news, baby girl.”

“Oh dear. What’s happened, Mom?”

“Uncle Craig has been involved in a traffic collision. He is barely alive in the hospital.”

She blinked but didn’t panic. Alicia wasn’t even surprised by the news, and I wondered if she figured that one day Craig would somehow return to her life, but not in a good way. 

“Has he asked to see me?”

“Yes.”

“Can we go?”

“Of course.”

Alicia looked sad, but not a tear rolled from her eye; neither did she choke up or show any obvious, outward signs of anxiety. Of every moment I had spent with my daughter, this one scared me the most.

“Should we pack for overnight, Mom?”

“Yes, dear. Are you okay?”

“I lost my parents the same way. I loved them very much.”

“Let’s go and pack, honey.”

I helped Alicia pack while Mom and Jacob assembled a couple of carry-on suitcases for us. My heart felt heavy, and I worried whether Craig would live or die, but only from a selfish perspective of how that might affect my daughter. She wasn’t showing emotions, a bad thing if I recall from discussions with Henry about possible psychological problems in raising Alicia.

We waited for our helicopter ride at the seating area in the foyer. The flight would take around two hours, and I hoped Alicia might sleep, but it seemed doubtful. My daughter kept glancing at her Dad, then me, reading the situation.

“You’re worrying about me, Mom.”

“Of course I am.”

“I don’t want Uncle Craig to die, but it doesn’t feel like it’s my problem if he does.”

“Uncle Craig isn’t your problem.”

“But he has made himself my problem again, right?”

“Yes, he did.”

“Craig decided I was responsible as his only living relative, and he never even said anything to me.”

“I don’t know what advice to give you, Alicia. I’m sorry, honey. Dad and I are here for you, but we only care about you, not him.”

“I was expecting something like this to happen. He always comes back, and every time, it causes me a problem.”

“How do you feel, Alicia?”

“Angry.”

“Why?”

I heard our helicopter’s blades slashing the air outside Granger Hall a split second after Jacob did. Our aircraft was coming in hard and fast, so we collected luggage and headed for the door, not wishing to waste a minute. Mom kissed everyone goodbye, and we hurried to the open doors, helped on board by the cabin crew.

When Jacob told me he had placed our helicopter on permanent standby at a nearby private airfield, I felt it was a waste of money. It meant having a standby crew, almost doubling our cost to man the aircraft. As my husband buckled up in the seat opposite me, I remembered how he pointed out that our helicopter was the quickest way to get someone to the hospital.

My husband made the right choice again, always protecting his family first and foremost.

Once we lifted off, the next couple of hours were out of our hands. Alicia sat beside me, and I felt her small hand slip into mine.

“I’m angry because when my parents died, Craig took over, pushed me out of the way in every matter. I was young, but he could have involved me in my parent’s funeral. Instead, he shunted me off to an orphanage and let the lawyers steal my inheritance.”

“And now he’s asking for you to visit his deathbed via his next of kin declaration.”

“Exactly. I need your advice, Mom and Dad, too.”

Jacob had listened to every word sympathetically, but it was hard to empathize because Alicia showed no outward emotional display. If she were desolate, desperate, visibly furious, or grieving, we could at least tailor an approach to comfort our daughter, but it seemed her reaction was on hold, and I worried that our opinions might influence her.

She stared at Jacob.

“What do you think, Dad?”

“I think visiting Uncle Craig is the right move. He is family, and even the worst kin is still connected to us. If something happened to my Mom, regardless of the harm she caused throughout my life, I would go and see her.”

“If she were sick, what would you do when you arrived at her bedside?”

“I don’t know, honey. My mother wasn’t all bad, so I still have a place in my heart for her, but honestly, I don’t know how I would react.”

“That’s how I feel right now.”

“Do you have any nice memories of your Uncle Craig?”

“Not really. He mostly ignored me and only spent time with my parents, often arguing with Dad.”

Alicia didn’t sleep throughout the flight, and neither did we. Given the seriousness of Craig’s injuries, our pilot got a touchdown and go landing slot on the hospital helipad. A surgeon stood by to do what could be done for head trauma bleeding, but it seemed his patient wanted to see his niece before having surgery that might end his life.

A hospital administrator led us off the helipad and into the corridor warren inside. His pace suggested we were running out of time, and the closer we got, the more I saw Alicia panicking. I tapped our guide gently on the shoulder to ask the obvious question.

“What is his current condition?”

“He has bleeding on the brain. If we don’t operate in the next half an hour, Craig will die for sure.”

“What are his chances of surviving surgery?”

“About ten percent.”

Since news of Craig’s injuries was communicated, I had been mulling over a moral dilemma. On the one hand, he was a human being, and, as such, I wanted nothing bad to happen, but on the other hand, his survival might complicate Alicia’s life.

We turned into a private intensive care room, and it shocked me. Craig was an absolute mess.

“He lost a leg?”

“We needed to amputate because the limb was mashed and pretty much dead. His intracranial hematoma was spotted after the initial surgery. That’s when he asked for Alicia, but time is running out.”

“Did he ask for her by name?”

“Yes. Before calling, we checked his medical records, and she is registered as his next of kin. Is that a problem?”

“No.”

Alicia had already approached her Uncle’s bedside. He wore an oxygen mask and was covered with wires, diodes, and intravenous fluid lines, including blood, plasma, and god knows what. He looked feeble, but when he saw my daughter, his cold eyes blinked and sparked into life.

Craig moved his hand slightly, desperately searching for Alicia’s. Jacob was beside her, so I held back a step, standing on her shoulder, not wishing to crowd my daughter. I wasn’t buying Craig’s dying man’s last wish act and felt ashamed for feeling less pity now that I saw him than when I was in the helicopter.

Something felt awfully wrong to me.

A nursing team stood by to take Craig into surgery, but the sign above his head, pinned boldly to the wall, said - DNR - Do Not Resuscitate. It was an instruction from Craig to allow him to die should his heart stop, and one I hoped, in the darkness of my mind, he would not rescind.

Alicia took his hand, moved closer, and stared at her Uncle, still not shedding a tear. Her bottom lip trembled, and her cheeks paled, so I knew she felt something, perhaps fear, maybe grief.

“There is something I must tell you, Alicia.”

“I knew you would do this, Uncle Craig. As soon as Mom told me you were injured, I figured you would say something awful.”

“It’s not awful.”

“What do you want to tell me?”

“I am your real father, Alicia.”

My eyes bulged, both knees buckled, and my mouth went instantly dry as a fire raged through me, destroying everything decent about me in its path. Jacob held Alicia tightly, preventing her from falling, but my daughter’s broken-hearted child sobbing cleaved my soul. I reached my arms around her from behind and held Alicia close as her shoulders heaved and tears rolled down her face.

“What do you mean?”

“Me and your mother were in love. We… well, you can figure it out, sweetheart.”

“Jacob is my father.”

“Adopted.”

Jacob sighed, shook his head, and leaned closer to the dying man. He looked vicious and measured, and I imagined his training kicked in.

“You just lied to the only person in the world who cares about you, Craig.”

“It’s not a lie. Alicia is my child, and she belongs here with me.”

“You and Sarah were through long before she dated your brother. Alicia’s Mom and Dad were married before she was born, and you never had an affair. She was a decent human being, unlike you.”

Even amid a drug-induced brain fog, Craig saw through all that, and fear rippled through his expression. A twisted final gambit to own something in the real world as he departed was being undone by my husband.

“How do you know this?”

“I figured you’d be back, so I had a friend obtain your DNA profile from your employers at Langley. I took one of Alicia’s hairs and had that compared with your DNA. You aren’t her father, but she is a match for her real Daddy.”

“You bastard.”

“I don’t know why you did this, but if you have a shred of humanity left, you’ll tell Alicia the truth before you do us all a favor and shuffle off this mortal coil.”

I couldn’t breathe and felt fury such as had never afflicted me before. Alicia was torn to pieces, leaning heavily into and gripping her father, crying, almost screaming, while Craig looked like a scheming bastard who had his scam entirely undone.

I wanted to drag Alicia away but knew the consequences of stealing her moment of closure might be that she would never get to the bottom of this monstrous game that had played out.

“Why did you do this to me, Uncle Craig?”

“I loved your Mother and wanted you to be my little girl.”

“Mom loved my Dad, not you. You never had any time for me.”

Craig glanced at Jacob, then me, and, for a moment, I saw the shred of humanity Jacob had asked for. The dying man gave up his final narcissistic ruse, undoubtedly a fantasy he wanted to indulge himself in during his final moments, wanting someone, anyone, to care, even if that love was a lie.

Craig stared at Alicia. I saw a love of sorts in his expression, a tear that might have been forced, and a dismal look in his eyes. He stared at her almost, but not quite, looking apologetically.

“Yes, Alicia, your parents loved each other deeply, but they loved you even more. Nobody ever loved me.”

“Do you wonder why, Uncle Craig?”

“I do now.”

Alicia turned her back on a dying man, gripped Jacob’s hand, then mine, and dragged us to the door, leading us along the corridor, weeping and screaming. Jacob lifted her and kicked a nearby door ajar, looked in, saw it was empty, and stepped inside.

In that dark room, we held our daughter close, and I wished only the most awful end for Craig. Tears rolled down my cheeks as I replayed the utter, depraved cruelty of a man whose selfishness drove him until his final moment.

“Why did he do this, Mom?”

“Craig wanted to have someone cry on his deathbed and miss him when he was gone. I’m guessing your uncle has narcissistic personality disorder, which is a mental health condition in which people have an unreasonably high sense of their importance. They need and seek too much attention and want others to love and admire them.

“Please, can we make sure he can’t be buried near my parents?”

“He won’t be, but we don’t know if he’s dead yet, sweetheart.”

“If not today, Craig will die one day, and I would rather he wasn’t considered part of my family.”

We hugged Alicia until she pulled away, drying her tears with a handkerchief Jacob always carried for me or his daughter. She sniffed, held our hands, and looked utterly miserable.

“I need to see the man who took us to Uncle Craig.”

“Okay, honey, let’s find him.”

We took an elevator to the lobby and found a duty manager who located the hospital administrator. The man looked surprised to see us, probably expecting Alicia to be at her Uncle’s bedside.

“Has something happened?”

“I don’t know, but I want to be removed as that man’s next of kin.”

“Why?”

“Must I explain myself?”

“No. I was curious; sorry for asking.”

“Then will you do it for me, please?”

“Okay. I’ll remove you from the records immediately, but you won’t be informed if anything happens to him.”

“Good.”

Watching an eleven-year-old, loving, kindhearted girl be so utterly ruthless felt uncomfortable, but I knew it had to be done so that Alicia could draw a line and move on. She turned to me, wiped a few more tears from her cheeks, and pointed to the front entrance.

“Can we leave now, please, Mom?”

“Would you like to stay in a hotel tonight?”

“Please, can we leave Baltimore and go home.”

“Home where?”

“I want to go to A Walk In The Clouds, please. Can Grandma and Carrie join us so that Sierra, Cosmo, Luna, and all my family and friends are nearby?”

“Of course, honey.”

We took a cab to Baltimore’s Pier 7 Heliport, and from there, we flew to Granger Hall, collecting Mom and Carrie before flying home. Alicia slept more soundly than I expected, with her head in her father’s lap and feet in mine.

Jacob stared out the window until I reached over and held his hand.

“Thank you, Jacob.”

“What for?”

“You knew something like this might happen and prepared for it.”

“I’ll always protect our family, Kate.”


Chapter Fifty-Two

A Father's Protection

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

When we arrived at A Walk In The Clouds, Lizzie’s cafe was already open, serving coffee and hot chocolate with marshmallows on top. A colossal fire spat and cracked in the living area, blasting out heat, and it was clear to see that our housekeeper worked hard to make homecoming pleasant.

All the souls Alicia had requested to be with us were accounted for, although Mom looked weary. It was late, and I saw my daughter was exhausted, too, but there was no point in ushering her to bed amid the excitement of homecoming.

Cosmo and Luna went crazy for Alicia, hardly recognizing me as their original owner. While she stroked them, they spun around in circles before her in a comedy performance, making everyone laugh. After a suitable welcome from her pets, my daughter glanced up at me, with her face set between those of the dogs.

“Can we go and see Sierra, please, Dad?”

“Of course, honey, but there is something I need to tell you first.”

“Uncle Craig is dead.”

She said it with no emotion, pre-empting my words.

“Yes. How did you know?”

“In the hospital, it didn’t look like he would live, Dad. How did you know that he is dead now?”

“I had someone at the hospital regularly checking his status. Even though you removed yourself as his next-of-kin, I thought you’d want closure.”

“Thank you, Dad.”

There was no outpouring of grief, and no tear was shed. It wasn’t the right time to address that emotional coolness, so I held Alicia’s hand on one side, and Kate took the other. Behind us, Mom and my sister joined us in going to see Sierra.

There was peace in the stables at night. The dim lights, condensed horse breath, and steam from their manure had grown on me the more I became familiar. I still wasn’t entirely immune to the choking in the back of my throat from the stale urine and manure.

Beauty was ever watchful, pricking his ears when he saw Alicia and Kate, who both went to stroke him. I headed straight for Sierra, enjoying what affection I could until my daughter showed up there, too, and stole the show.

When I stepped back from my horse, she perked up even more, damaging my ego when Alicia slid her face next to Sierra’s, cradling her head in one arm. They quickly reacquainted, and the four-legged traitor soon forgot me.

My daughter stroked Sierra, whispering.

“The guy I told you about is dead, Sierra.”

I felt like an eavesdropper and moved away, intending to give Alicia space. Catherine Granger took my arm and dragged me back to Kate, who smiled and held a finger to her lips.

“Alicia wants you to listen to her, Jacob.”

Sierra snorted as though wanting to hear more about Alicia’s day. I wasn’t sure whether, on some level, the beautiful beasts could fathom when someone else was heartbroken.

“I’m sorry he died, even though in his last moments he still tried to hurt me. My only living relative is gone, and you are carrying yours in your belly, Sierra.”

She sobbed in the most heartbroken way, rubbing her face against her horse. I stepped in and lifted my daughter into my arms, staring intensely into her eyes.

“You are our much-loved daughter, regardless of DNA.”

“I know, Dad, but it feels like I lost the only part of my parents that remained.”

“No, sweetheart… that would be you. The most important part of your parents lives on.”

Alicia had an epiphany and cheered slightly, but Craig had already weighed down her heart, and that sorrow might take weeks to dissolve completely. I carried her back to our home while Kate rifled her fingers through her hair until we delivered our daughter to her room so she could get cleaned up.

I sat at Lizzie’s with my wife, pleased her mother, and my sister had headed for bed. Kate studied me carefully. I knew she had questions, and now was probably the right time to give her honest and complete answers, probably explaining matters to Alicia, too.

“Your Mom needs a break, Kate.”

“Good luck with convincing her of that.”

“Perhaps we should stay here for a few days and let our people at Granger Hall plan, work, and get more used to us not being around.”

“Sounds great to me. Now… are you telling me about Craig? What’s going on? I don’t mind what you did or why, but it would be nice to understand what is going on. I am confused on many levels, Jacob.”

“I had a protection plan for Alicia all along, Kate. It was a ring of fire nobody could get through.”

“Did you have Craig followed?”

“Constantly, 24/7. I had a team of six on surveillance, with researchers backing them up. They are the best, using trackers on his vehicles and a hacker to read his messages and emails, following his electronic route. He didn’t have much money left because he gambled it away, which may have motivated him to return to Alicia.”

“You weren’t surprised when Gunther said Craig was involved in a traffic accident, then? Did you already know?”

“I switched off my phone and missed the team messages and calls. I got complacent because it seemed like Alicia was finally safe from him. He was in Baltimore for weeks. I didn’t do it, by the way.”

“Do what, Jacob?”

“Kill Craig. In case you wondered, it was genuine bad luck for him.”

I figured Kate must have had a nagging inkling that I might have had Craig murdered. I hadn’t done it, but I wanted to clear it up anyway.

“I never thought you had, Jacob.”

“A suspicion would have gnawed at you, if not now, then later, so it’s cleared up anyhow.”

“I’m glad you had him followed, honey, but I want to understand why you did the DNA testing. It seems almost like you suspected something was going to happen.”

Alicia overheard our discussion and joined us, already showered and dressed for bed. She climbed onto the stool between Kate and me, smiling weakly through a generally sad face.

“I’d like that question answered as well, Dad.”

“Claiming to be your father was the only play Craig had left if he wanted to get back into your life, so I wanted to disprove that before he got it off the ground. I expected him to hit you with that directly while alive, though.”

“Why were you so confident he wasn’t my Dad? Was it just DNA?”

“I had your parents investigated in every possible way. My people reviewed the police and hospital records from their accident to ensure nothing was missed. They investigated your parents, business, and friends’ social media. I had them speak with friends and even college professors in person. Alicia, honey, your mother and father were saints and deeply in love with each other. Neither of them cheated on the other.”

“That’s what Craig was saying, right? That he slept with Mom.”

“It didn’t happen, sweetheart. Craig and your Mom went on a couple of dates; she didn’t like him, ended it quickly, and moved on, dating your father a year later when they met coincidentally. I got it all from a woman I discovered was your mother’s best friend at the time.”

“So Mom and Craig didn’t, y’know-.”

“Your Mom’s friend says absolutely not, and I believe her. Your mother was a fine woman.”

“Can I meet Mom’s friend?”

“I have contact with all your parent’s closest friends. I write them updates on how you are doing every fortnight because they asked me to.”

“Really?”

“I wouldn’t lie to you, Alicia.”

“I know, but you said nothing about any of this to me. I’m just shocked.”

“I figured you would ask to look into your biological parents when the time was right for you. It isn’t for me to throw these things at you and then expect you to make the right decisions. I’m only telling you now because you asked.”

“Do I have family anywhere, Dad?”

“A half-aunt. She is your mother’s half-sister, but they never knew each other. She is your grandfather’s child from an affair he had. She has a daughter around your age who is technically your half-cousin.”

“How did you find that out?”

“The woman’s name is Caroline, and she uploaded her DNA onto a genealogy website because she wants to trace her roots. She doesn’t know who her father was. My researchers found her and the daughter when checking for your matches.”

“Does she know about me?”

“Nothing at all. I had Caroline and her daughter checked out privately. Your parents and grandparents’ DNA is in the files your lawyers are holding. It took some sleuthing, but we fit the picture together quite well.”

Kate looked surprised, too, but I knew nothing I could have revealed before could have changed anything in Alicia’s life. My daughter needed to discover her past in her own time, using the means of her choosing and asking questions at a pace that suited her.

Craig had fucked all of that up now.

“Is there anything else, Dad? Are there any more secrets?”

“None whatsoever, but I do have some fatherly advice, Alicia. Don’t rush into anything. You are a very wealthy girl by independent means from your inheritance. That makes you a target, which is why Craig came after you. Others will do the same, so it is important to be cautious.”

“I know, Dad. It’s comforting to know I am not alone in the world, even though I have you and Mom.”

Kate hugged our daughter closely, then held her hand, taking her to bed. I headed for our bedroom, showering alone to enjoy the hot tub while staring into the dark void of the forest and valley below.

When my wife slipped into the tub, she smiled at me, handing me a double cognac.

“I’m glad you didn’t tell me about what you were doing, Jacob. I would have worried, and after the threatening miscarriage we had, I’m not sure what might have happened.”

“You trust me, Kate. We’ve gone from your total leadership to a respectful love that transcends that.”

“We’re a team, Jacob, and I am eternally grateful our lives intersected.”


Chapter Fifty-Three

Furball

◆◆◆

Alicia’s Point Of View.

Uncle Craig died the same week Mom bought me a training bra. Most people might consider one of those things to have meaning, while the other lacks significance, but I disagree. My Dad’s brother was never anyone’s favorite, and he certainly did me no favors when abandoning me, so I cared less than I should, whereas wearing my first bra was a monumental and frightening deal.

I was sure Dad noticed when I dropped my bra in the laundry, but I thanked God he said nothing and only glanced at it when he carried a basket of dirty clothes to Lizzie’s place.

It was a big week. I had gained something that frightened me and lost something bad that scared me far more. My life was changing, and now, with Uncle Craig gone, I had discovered something new about myself and needed to discuss it with Sierra.

After dressing silently, I bypassed two highly trained security dogs that slept soundly at the end of my bed. I clambered through my window and down a wisteria trellis, checking at the bottom that no security guards were patrolling.

I saw the men in their guard hut, watching TV, so I stomped through the snow to our stables. My secret adventure was necessary because I knew Mom and Dad would want to come, but then, I couldn’t talk to Sierra.

I leaned into Sierra’s face, stroking her, enjoying the warmth and confidence of a horse I shared.

“I care much less about Uncle Craig dying than I thought I would, Sierra.”

“In fact… I feel relieved that he is dead.”

“Am I a bad person?”

I sobbed when I heard my own words because they sounded cruel. I’d been caught up in overwhelming emotions I couldn’t understand all day. For obvious reasons, Sierra was more straightforward to discuss personal matters with than Mom and Dad. I didn’t need to care what she thought because my horse didn’t understand my words, only caring that I was upset.

A noise nearby startled me, and I saw my Dad grinning from a few meters away.

“How long were you there, Dad?”

“I never heard anything you said. I wouldn’t sneak up and eavesdrop.”

“How did you know I wasn’t in bed?”

“I’ll never tell you that, Alicia.”

“I don’t mind how you knew. I needed some time to talk with Sierra.”

“We don’t wish to intrude, so if you prefer, Mom and I will wait outside or in the house.”

“Where is Mom?”

I looked over his shoulder and saw Mom waving at me, walking down the stables aisle wrapped up warm. She smiled lovingly at me and linked her arm with my Dad’s when she reached him. They were inescapable, but I was lucky to be so loved.

“I did the same thing as a little girl, Alicia. The stables at Granger Hall were a much longer trek, though. I never got caught sneaking out.”

“You didn’t have a Dad like mine, Mom.”

“That’s true.”

They moved to turn around and leave me alone, wrenching at my heart. I suddenly realized my reluctance to talk with them was childish and born of my embarrassment.

“You can stay. I needed to talk about something I discovered while lying in bed staring at the ceiling.”

“Would you like to share with us?”

“It’s about Uncle Craig. I can’t shed a tear for him, but I am crying for that reason. I want to feel upset that he’s gone, and I can’t, so I’m convinced there must be something wrong with me.”

“What did Sierra say about it?”

“C’mon, Dad, she can’t judge. You know that.”

“Are you done here, Alicia, or do you need more time? We can talk in the warmth of our lovely home.”

“Are you offering me a piggy-back home?”

“Daddy-Uber can take you anywhere you’d like.”

He turned, and I leaped onto his back, kissing him, then hauling Mom closer and kissing her, too. She looked worried about me, holding my hand while I wrapped my spare around Dad’s neck, maintaining balance.

I rested my face against Dad’s neck and stared at the woman who loved me as much as any great mother loved their child. I pouted, she pouted back, then grinned, and I laughed.

“Am I normal, Mom?”

“You are more normal than any child I know, Alicia. You are also more grounded, compassionate, and decent than any adult.”

“Then why don’t I care about Uncle Craig?”

“Because he lost that right, Alicia. You didn’t remove the possibility of love; he never earned it. You feel sad, but not enough to cry, and the only reason you want to is because he was connected to your Dad.”

“What about the family members my Dad discovered? I don’t know what to do about them.”

“Are you in a rush to decide how to deal with that?”

“I guess not, although I feel obliged to say something… like, hi, you know?”

“That’s because you are a nice person, Alicia.”

My adoptive parents were perfect, and I loved them with all my heart. I still missed my biological Mom and Dad, but my new life was far better than the one I left behind at the orphanage. I escaped, which sounds ungrateful because the other kids and people who were involved there were kind and worked hard.

But it was nice to have my own Mom and Dad.

“I’m grateful to you, Mom, and to you as well, Dad.”

“We got the best of this adoption deal, honey. Being your mother is the most important thing in my life. I want to work less, spend more time with you, grow, and love my family more now than before you came into my life.”

Dad carefully lowered me at the front door, kneeled, and hugged me.

“That goes for me too, Alicia.”

“Thank you.”

“Can we please go inside?”

My emotions bubbled, warming my cheeks and dampening my eyes. When we walked inside the house, I peeled off my duvet jacket and waterproof trousers, ignoring Dad’s laughter when he saw I wore a Snoopy dog onesie underneath.

Cosmo and Luna raced across the floor from my bedroom, and I felt impressed with myself for not having woken them during my escape. After my parents reassured me that my emotional decoupling from Uncle Craig was expected, they kissed and hugged me goodnight. I slipped into the warmth of my bed, glad my father had my back and knew where I was, seemingly at any time.

Once the house was silent, I patted the bed, and my pets leaped up, snuggling close, taking and giving warmth.

“You two won’t ever be guard dogs.”

I slept late, missing my usual running session with Dad. Mom ran less frequently now she was getting bigger. Since nobody woke me, I figured my tutoring with Henry had been rescheduled because of bad news about Uncle Craig and my nighttime excursion the day before.

After I showered and dressed, I visited Sierra. She was already munching through a bag of mixed oats, having been brushed and had her stall cleaned. Since my chores were done, I returned to the house, where Mom and Dad waited for me to enjoy breakfast together. My grandmother and her girlfriend, who was my Aunt, joined us.

The two women being together fascinated me, as they were the first lesbians I had ever seen in real life. At first, they never showed each other affection around me, but after a while, everything felt normal. Now, they kissed and said they loved each other in front of me, which made me happy.

Mom patted the stool in between her and Dad, so I joined them. I had so many questions and blurted them out in my usual direct but well-meaning manner.

“How can we be certain Uncle Craig won’t be buried in the same graveyard as my parents, Dad?”

“I’ve taken care of it.”

They all stared at me while I watched my Dad’s expression. I knew he wouldn’t lie to me, but the question I fleetingly toyed with was, what had become of Uncle Craig? I remembered telling the hospital administrator I didn’t want to be considered next-of-kin to my evil relative, so I decided not to press the matter.

“Thank you, Dad.”

“You are welcome, baby girl. I’m more concerned about the boy around fifteen years old who arrived at our security gate ten minutes ago. He is looking for you.”

“Do you have a name?”

“His name is Justin.”

“Justin is here?”

“Yes, Alicia, but why?”

My heart pounded, and I felt sick. I wobbled on my stool, gawping at my parents, opening and shutting my mouth like a goldfish. Mom wrapped a protective arm around me, kissing my cheek. If Justin was here, it could only be bad news.

“Is he a friend, Alicia?”

I knew Dad meant boyfriend, as did everyone else by their guarded, cute smiles.

“Justin is my friend, but how did he get here, Dad?”

“Shall we ask him?”

“Yes, please.”

“I’ll fetch him right away. Wait here.”

When Dad returned with Justin, I saw fresh lumps and bruises on his face. Nobody else could miss it, but they didn’t want to ask why he looked beaten. I ran to the front door and hugged him while my family descended into a mild panic. Dad returned to the breakfast table, leaving Justin and me at a discrete distance.

“How did you get here, Justin?”

“I walked through the night. I heard you hung out here. You were easy to find once I reached the town and remembered the way.”

“That’s twelve miles to your home.”

“Not my fucking home anymore, Alicia.”

He shook his head vehemently, and I knew something had gone wrong between Justin and his family.

“Don’t swear here, please. Mom and Dad don’t like it.”

“Oh, okay. How are your new folks treating you?”

“With love. Why don’t you come and meet them?”

“No thanks. Do you know your Dad has a gun?”

“No, he doesn’t. He said that to scare you because he thinks you might be my boyfriend. My Dad doesn’t know you.”

“Some joke. He’s a big guy.”

“He is a lovely man.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

Justin pressed a bruised cheek, winced, and I saw blood oozing from a small cut. His bottom lip was split, too, but the irrepressible smile that had welcomed me into the orphanage and protected me until I acclimated to my new life was still there.

If I pressed Justin to speak with my parents, he would run. He was always polite but had a fiery nature simmering under the surface, revealing itself when anyone pushed him around. I studied him carefully, judging how old some of his facial bruises were, and I figured my friend had been knocked around for a long time.

“Have they beaten you?”

“Believe it or not, the witch is worse than Dad. I call her that because she uses a broomstick to whack me with. He punches.”

“Jesus Christ, Justin. You must tell someone.”

“I’m not going back to the home. I doubt I’d be allowed there anyway. I’d end up in some other home; god knows where being just as unhappy.”

“You can’t live on the streets.”

“I’m a survivor, just like you, furball. I wanted to make sure you were okay and say goodbye before completely disappearing. You were always the nicest to me in the orphanage and, well… I miss you. I miss the fucking orphanage, too, these days.”

“I said stop swearing.”

“Sorry, furball, it’s been a long shitty night, and I need to get going before those pair of bastards track me down.”

“Talk to my parents before you run, please?”

“Why?”

“They will help you. My grandmother has influence at the orphanage. I think she pays for the whole thing now. Nobody messes with her, and she’s very kind.”

“I got my shot at a new home and fresh start. Maybe I was the wrong kid for them. Perhaps this is on me.”

“Oh, stop it, Justin. That’s just dumb. Nobody should get away with beating kids. You must report them.”

“I’m not in the system anymore, furball. Nobody gives a shit.”

“I’m not a furball.”

“You’ll always be my furball, furball. Maybe we’ll catch up in a few years when we are grown up, go for pizza, and laugh about our lives before today.”

“Please don’t leave.”

I grabbed his wrist, but Justin pulled away gently, prising my fingers off. He shook his head but still smiled confidently, believing everything in his life would be okay. 

“I must go now, Alicia. They had me working in the fields, for Christ’s sake. I can’t be dragged back there.”

He turned and walked away, leaving me in a flood of tears. Justin was my closest friend in the orphanage system, almost like a brother. When he closed our front door, I watched him run away, putting distance between us in case I chased after him.

Mom and Dad strolled over to me, placing their arms around my shoulder. With Justin gone, I followed my parents back to Lizzie’s cafe, where we all sat silently until Mom asked the obvious question.

“Who is Justin, Alicia?”

“He’s my friend from when I first arrived at the orphanage.”

“What sort of friend?”

“Not a boyfriend, Mom… and by the way, Dad, it wasn’t nice telling him you had a gun.”

Through tear-stained eyes, I shot my father an irritated look. I realized boys might be a problem in the future, but I wasn’t interested in them and knew I could deal with it when the time came. I was hardy but always tried to be kind like all four of my parents, who were so alike. 

Justin’s problems made me unhappy, so I cried, and my Dad picked me up, cuddling me on his lap.

“I was joking, but it played out differently in my head to how it came across. I’m sorry.”

Unlike most kids in the orphanage, I had lived luxuriously when my biological parents were alive. Life in the system was rough, with unkindness and bullying a daily fact of life. I had landed on my feet because my new parents were the perfect outcome for any kid living in the system. I was also wealthy in my own right.

“Justin protected me from bullies until I figured out how to look after myself. I was five years old when we met at the orphanage, and we were best friends until he left.”

“What happened to him?”

“He was adopted about a year ago; that was the last I saw or heard of him. I think the people who took Justin have been beating him. They had him working in the fields.”

Dad stood up, set me down, and hurried towards the front door, where he turned and looked back at me.

“Okay, furball, let’s go and fetch him back.”

“I’m not a furball, Dad.”

“Apparently, you are to Justin.”

Justin was long gone from our parking lot, so Dad held his truck door open for me, climbed into the driver’s side, grinned confidently, and steered towards the security gate. My friend ran fast while my father drove carefully, so it took a few minutes to catch up, pass Justin, pull up, block the track, and get out.

Dad held his arms up in a sign of surrender while grinning at Justin.

“I don’t have a gun and shouldn’t have said that, Justin. I’m sorry. My name is Jacob.”

“It’s okay, Jacob. I was worried about Alicia. She seems fine, so I’ll be on my way.”

“Will you get in the truck and come with us, please?”

“Can you give me a ride into town? I can get the train from there.”

“Do you have money?”

“A couple of hundred bucks.”

Dad approached Justin, and I got out of the truck and walked back. When my father offered his hand, Justin stared at it before eventually shaking.

“How far will you get on a couple of hundred bucks?”

“Far enough that nobody will ever find me.”

“What then? Will you work for a gang, steal, or worse?”

“It’s better than-.”

“It’s not better than getting in that truck and returning to Alicia’s house for a hot drink, some food, and a talk with people who might be able to help.”

I held my Dad’s hand, eyeing Justin kindly but threateningly. He thought it through, smiled at me, and shook his head.

“It’s your only play, Justin.”

“I know. Thank you, Alicia. Thank you, Jacob.”


Chapter Fifty-Four

Stand and Fight, or Run Away?

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

“Justin seems like a straight-up kid, Kate.”

“He must love Alicia very much, having walked all the way here just to look in on her.”

We sat on the sofa in our living area, pretending to watch TV while not listening to what the two kids said. We gave them space at Lizzie’s cafe to catch up on their separate journeys since parting company a year earlier when Justin was adopted. Lizzie would recant anything we needed to hear later because nobody guards what they say to a cook serving them a hot beef stew.

I laughed and nodded toward our daughter.

“That’s my stew, Kate.”

“I know you don’t begrudge it. Justin is skin and bones.”

“We can’t let him leave, but we can’t force him to stay either.”

“We have to help him, Jacob. If someone has already pressed Justin into hard labor on a farm, that is probably considered slavery.”

“Call Karl and Henry. Ask them to come here right away. Between them, they will know what to do.”

“Good idea, but will he bolt in the meantime?”

“I doubt it. Alicia calmed him down outside. It’s obvious they are good friends. He stopped the bullies from attacking when she arrived at the orphanage.”

“Okay, I’ll call them both now. Do we have a surname for Justin?”

“No, and I don’t think we should pry too far. He’s been pushed around enough.”

While Kate made her phone calls from the conference room, I circled around to talk to Justin. He seemed much more relaxed and enjoyed the great stew Lizzie prepared at my request. Judging from how he savored his food, I concluded Justin hadn’t eaten well in a while.

“Would you like to shower and pull fresh clothes on, Justin?”

“Yes, please. I don’t have clean clothes, though.”

“What’s in your rucksack?”

“Dirty clothes.”

“Give those to me, and I’ll do laundry while you shower. I have a few spare bathrobes you can wrap around yourself twice.”

“Are you sure, Jacob?”

“I’d rather you didn’t leave here until we get this problem sorted.”

“Sorted how?”

“You can’t return to your adoptive family or go back to the orphanage, and you can’t become homeless. As long as we stick to those three rules, why not stay here a few hours, and let’s see what we can come up with?”

He looked like a boy who had his dreams shattered regularly. I considered him hardy, of good character, but frightened of losing control of his life. I could only imagine how tough Justin’s life had been, especially having been abused by his adoptive parents.

“I don’t want to cause you trouble, Jacob. Getting to a big city and joining a homeless community is the best thing I can do. I’ll disappear, and my adoptive parents will stop looking. I can survive and maybe do well.”

“I’m sure you can, but why not improve your chances to have a great life? If you don’t like the options we come up with, I’ll buy you a tent and all the gear, sort out a bank account with a few thousand dollars, and deliver you to any homeless community you want anywhere in the country.”

“Are you being serious?”

“I won’t let you disappear into any solution that takes away your independence, Justin, because I wouldn’t let anyone do that to me were I in your shoes.”

“You understand my concern then?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Okay… that sounds fair. Thank you.”

“I have one condition, Justin.”

“Name it, bro.”

“You must listen to all options and give each fair consideration before you decide.”

He thought about it momentarily, weighed up the options, probably considered running, then chose to do the right thing.

“I promise to listen first.”

“Okay, let’s get you fixed up with a room.”

“Do you mean to sleep in?”

“At least for tonight, Justin. There is no point in you becoming homeless until you have to, right?”

“I guess not.”

“I have some great shower gels you can have—much better than the girlie stuff Alicia and Kate use.”

I dropped Justin off in a spare room with an en-suite shower and everything he needed to bathe and brush his teeth. He looked lost, appreciative, and close to tears, so I hugged him, and he broke down, sobbing in the most heartfelt way, tears rolling down his cheeks.

“Thank you for this, Jacob.”

“Don’t let anyone force you to do anything you don’t want, Justin.”

“Please don’t tell furball I cried.”

“I won’t, but there is nothing wrong with crying. I do it.”

“I don’t believe that, Jacob.”

“I promise you I do, and don’t let anyone tell you it shows weakness. It’s a sign you care.”

After he calmed down, I left him and closed the door, rejoining Kate at the sofas where Alicia had set up her headquarters. Karl arrived within ten minutes with Isabella in tow. Henry knocked on the door fifteen minutes later, just as Justin emerged from his new room wearing a baggy but comfortable robe.

“Hey Justin, how are you, man?”

“Hi Henry, I’m not doing so well. I’m sorry, but I ran away.”

“Okay. Let’s take a seat and see what we can do.”

“I don’t want to go back to my adoptive parents, Henry.”

“Understood, buddy. You won’t have to.”

Lizzie took refreshment orders while we gave Henry and Karl private time in our conference room with Justin to catch up. While Alicia leaned against me yawning, barely able to stay awake, Kate held my hand, smiling.

“You like Justin, don’t you, Jacob?”

“He has courage and refuses to be a victim. I admire him greatly, and yeah, I really like him.”

“What if he chooses homelessness before any other option?”

“He won’t. Justin is a sensible kid who wants a fair deal out of the system. The assholes who recruited him as a slave need to be dealt with and put in his rear-view. The kid will thrive.”

I saw Justin faceplant into his hands on the table several times, so I joined the meeting and sat beside him to give moral support.

“What’s up, buddy?”

“They want me to file a criminal complaint against my adoptive parents.”

“Okay. It seems reasonable since they broke the law and are very dangerous.”

“I prefer to stay out of trouble, Jacob. Getting out of the way and letting sleeping dogs lie has an appeal.”

“Do you have friends at the orphanage?”

“Yes.”

“How would you feel if your parents adopted one of your friends and did the same thing again?”

“Surely they can’t.”

“Probably not at the home you and Alicia went to, but without a criminal record, they could go elsewhere and turn more kids into farmhands. Maybe the next one will get sick or injured by heavy machinery.”

“Jesus… are you serious?”

“Don’t you think it’s possible?”

“Well, yeah, but…”

“As we discussed earlier, the choice is yours, Justin.”

He frowned and looked more anxious than any kid his age should, but Justin had started more than one journey when he ran away, and it was important not to interfere with his decisions. He’d reached the end of his patience with people he was supposed to trust, and it wouldn’t take much to push him over the edge, confirming that he was better off on his own.

Justin stared at me, looking angry and upset. I figured the injustice of his situation was ringing in his head.

“What would you do, Jacob?”

“It’s not my decision, son.”

“But I’m asking for your advice, please.”

“You protect other people, Justin. It’s your way and something to be immensely proud of. During your life, you will discover that the people you help will become far more important to you than any money you could earn.”

He tapped his forehead on the table, thinking hard rather than exorcising frustration or committing self-harm. I glanced outside the glass partition wall and saw that Alicia looked worried, but Kate was calm.

Justin reached out his hands to Henry and me, clutching on tightly.

“I’m sorry you’ve been troubled.”

“It’s no trouble at all, Justin. When Kate called and said you knocked on the Singleton-Granger’s door, I couldn’t get here quickly enough.”

“They have been kind to me, Henry.”

“No less than you deserve, son. You are the best kid I ever met at your age. Now you need to choose whether to fight what the system and those no-good parents did to you or run and hide.”

“I’ll fight.”

“Great. Karl here is my son. He’ll be your lawyer throughout the process. He will advise you, but every decision will be yours. He’ll use the law to shield you.”

“What happens next?”

“I’ll ask the sheriff to get out here immediately to talk with you. He’s a wise and decent man and will know how to deal with this.”

“Okay. Shall I stay at the jail then?”

I placed a hand on Justin’s shoulder, and he glanced at me.

“You’ll stay with us until you want to leave, Justin.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive.”

The Sheriff arrived an hour and a half later, so we gave him space to talk with Justin and his lawyer alone. Over the hour he spent talking to our house guest, he drank too much coffee and ate two chocolate muffins, frequently nodding and shaking his head while listening intently.

When it was close to midnight, our Sheriff emerged from the meeting looking pleased.

“Will you keep Justin here, please, Jacob?”

“I won’t force him, but he’s welcome to stay for as long as he wants.”

“That’s good enough for me.”

“What are you doing next, Sheriff?”

“If you bring Justin to the precinct tomorrow, we’ll take his statement, and I’ll apply for arrest warrants.”

“Okay. We’re good then?”

“We are, Jacob. Let’s try to put some bad people behind bars and give a good kid a fresh start.”

Alicia went to bed around midnight, exhausted; Justin took to his shortly afterward, using a burner phone I gave him to take Henry and Karl’s contact details. He promised not to run until a decision was fairly reached.

As I settled into bed with my wife, I wanted to cry, and she knew it, cuddling closer to me, comforting, loving, and nurturing.

“You’re an incredible man, husband. You handled Justin so well. He could easily have slipped through the system and spent years, possibly the rest of his life struggling.”

“Henry says he’s a bright kid who would do well under the right circumstances.”

“What’s on your mind, Jacob?”

“His future is in all our hands now, and I want him to do well.”

I fell asleep with a troubled mind that triggered my PTSD nightmares. Throughout the night, I frequently woke Kate with my shaking, sweating, and screaming. My wife soothed my torture by sitting up and cradling me close to her and our baby.

By morning, I felt like shit, so I dragged myself out of bed at 6 a.m., went to our gym, and launched myself into a savage exercise routine that cleared my mind. When I was done, I snuck back into our bedroom while Kate slept and showered before immersing myself in the hot tub.

When the aroma of coffee wafted into my nostrils, I was surprised by Kate, who set a large cappuccino cup with a chocolate-sprinkled heart and toasted bread beside me.

“Do you honestly think I didn’t feel or hear you sneaking out of our bed this morning?”

“I hoped not to wake you after causing such an awful night.”

“What kind of wife would I be if I didn’t look after my perfect husband when he needs it? Now, tell me please… what do you have planned for today?”

“I thought you, me, and Alicia could take Justin for some guy shopping.”

“Are you sure we can come?”

“Of course. It’s nice to get a girl’s opinion about clothes.”

“Do you think we could ask him to get his hair cut and styled, Jacob? He’s got the most gorgeous mop of blonde hair, and I would love to play with it, but that might not be legal.”

“You and Alicia can ask him.”

“Oh, this is going to be great fun. I’ve never helped a boy shop before. I mean, a child boy, not a Jacob type of boy.”

I met Justin at Lizzie’s Cafe, where he was dressed in tired but clean clothes. He thanked our housekeeper for doing his laundry and then again for breakfast and continued thanking her until she got tired of it.

Lizzie came out from behind the kitchen island and hugged Justin tightly.

“Please stop thanking me. Jacob did your laundry.”

“Did he iron it too?”

“Yep. He was a British Royal Marine, so you should be thankful you haven’t got starched in trouser leg creases and collars.”

“I can’t help thanking everyone. I’m sorry.”

“Okay, if you need to, that’s fine, but you and I are friends now, and you don’t need to thank me for every little thing I do. It’s a pleasure to know you, Justin.”

“Okay, than-… sorry.”

Alicia looked thrilled that Justin had stayed, although she seemed less happy when Henry and Karl showed up. I took her to the stables, where we could check on Sierra to let the three discuss Justin’s business privately.

“Why can’t we be involved, Dad? We should be helping Justin.”

“You did Justin the greatest favor by convincing him to come into the house. Now, we must let him control his future. We’ll be available when he needs to talk to you or me, maybe Mom too.”

“Will he talk to us, Dad?”

“Sometimes you have to let people make choices and stand ready to help support them, whether you agree or not.”

“You mean don’t push him around.”

“Justin’s had too much of that already.”

“Yeah, that’s true.”


Chapter Fifty-Five

Complications To Conquer

◆◆◆

Kate’s Point Of View.

Watching my husband taking care of a young teenage man who had been severely maltreated was a joy. It was like Justin had become Jacob’s little soldier friend, two comrades in arms, sorting out a temporary room for our lodger until the authorities decided what to do.

I sat on a kitchen stool, drinking hot chocolate with my breakfast while Alicia played with her scrambled eggs in a lackluster and slightly irritating way. In the end, I took her plate away and eyed my daughter.

“What’s wrong, Alicia?”

“Justin only wants Dad now. I’m feeling left out.”

“Oh, that’s not true at all, sweetheart. They are bonding. It’s a guy thing.”

“Why can’t Justin bond with me, too?’

“He already did sweetie. You and he will be friends for life, but right now, this is about two guys of different ages building a friendship. Men and boys are not so much like us, Alicia.”

“How not? Aside from the obvious, of course.”

“If you put a dozen men together anywhere, they bond, become friends, and build a hierarchy. They even have their own language, and they laugh at the dumbest jokes. Sometimes, they even laugh without saying a word.”

“Why?”

“If you ever find the answer to that question, bottle it and sell it to every woman on the planet.”

“I don’t find Dad to be that odd, nor Justin. It’s just when they are together.”

Yeah, exactly, but they say the same about us, Alicia. Men and women are different. Not better or worse, but where men need each other as well as us, we don’t come together in the same way they do.”

“Are they like… buddies now?”

“It’s a budding bromance, Alicia.”

Watching Alicia mull over the most essential facts of life was fascinating. I saw a young woman shimmering in the child sitting beside me, working out where she was in life and what would come next. I knew Alicia understood life well beyond her age, having grown up amid tragedy, but her logic process was impeccable even for a girl years older.

“Why do men need each other, Mom?”

“They need the camaraderie between their group. Don’t get me wrong, men and boys need us girls, too, and they want our love and acceptance.”

“So we sit here patiently while they play?”

“Dad and Justin aren’t playing, honey.”

“What are they doing then?”

“Like I said, sweetheart… they are bonding. The man wants to teach the boy how to become a man.”

“I’ll Google it later. I feel like I am missing out while they bond.”

“When you have one of your own, you’ll never want to be without him again.”

“I won’t be having boyfriends, Mom.”

“Yeah, okay.”

I hoped Alicia would understand that now was the time she would begin changing. A training bra was the beginning. Her period and tampons were around the corner; then rebellious, sexually charged hormones would cause irrationality that would bring my daughter to the edge of her sanity, just like adolescence had done to me.

I didn’t want to admit it, but as much as I liked Justin, I would prefer we found him a safe place away from a girl about to start her journey to womanhood. Just thinking that way caused fear and guilt to surge and brought tears to my eyes.

My phone rang, distracting me. Hannah called to say all was well at the office, but I knew it wasn’t, so I invited her to come home a day early to discuss whatever was going on. Claude was with us, ever-present, making us feel safe while minding his business and staying out of ours. Hannah needed her boyfriend to lean on, as we all do when pressure mounts, so her coming home early was suitable for everyone.

I watched my husband follow Justin to his bedroom, a protective hand resting on the young man’s shoulder. Jacob was changing and becoming the rancher he wanted to be, at least in the style of his dress, refreshed attitude towards life, and general demeanor of a man who belongs outdoors refurbishing a small dock on a lake or erecting stock fencing.

Jacob’s first few instructional rides on a kindly old mare left much room for improvement and quite a few bruises that I stroked tenderly at night, sometimes rubbing deep heat into a pulled muscle underneath. His knowledge about working the land was limited, but I noticed my husband read voraciously, researching everything he needed to know.

While Justin organized and collected his thoughts in his bedroom, Jacob rejoined us, sweeping Alicia into his arms.

“You got angry, daughter. I saw.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Don’t lie to Daddy.”

“Okay, I did a bit… sorry. Mom explained that men need each other, and I felt left out.”

“Yes, we guys need some bromance time, but not as much as I need you, baby girl.”

“Really, Dad?”

“Of course. You are my furball now.”

“Can we go for a long hike, please?

“Let’s do it, Alicia.”

They grabbed warm jackets, a rucksack, a thermos, bear mace and left. I was suddenly alone at Lizzie’s Cafe, but I felt happy that my family was in good spirits and that Justin was on his way to solving his life and housing crisis.

As I considered the future, dark clouds amassed in my mind, and suddenly, I panicked. Guilt wreaked havoc on me as I considered the reasons why I didn’t want us to take Justin in permanently.

I was close to tears, so I called a friend, Henry, who was free to meet me. His experience with the orphanage might help me understand the problem I had contrived in a mind overflowing with worst-case scenarios and fear. I dressed for the cold, sent Jacob a message to explain I was going into town, and borrowed his truck, which had winter tires fitted.

I drove carefully, knowing my husband would be upset when I returned home because he didn’t want me to take risks.

I felt more composed in the cafe where Henry had arranged to meet me, but only just. Seeing him somewhat relieved me because he smiled confidently when waving me to join him.

“Have you got the flu, Henry? You don’t look well.”

“Yes, so please don’t touch me. I feel rough as a butcher’s dog.”

“Okay. Shall I get us both hot chocolate with marshmallows and whipped cream?”

“I already ordered for us.”

The cafe was half empty, and we had a private corner with two brown leather sofas facing across a coffee table. I sat beside Henry with my back to the wall, making sure we couldn’t be overheard despite the risk of my contracting his virus.

When trying to find the words, I shook my head and planted my face in both hands, composing myself rather than crying, finally releasing a long, excruciating sigh.

“Oh, this must be serious, Kate.”

“It’s about Justin.”

“I tell you this… you and Jacob are saints for helping him out. He is such a good guy.”

“That’s the problem, Henry; I feel awful about not taking him in.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Jacob and I would take him in permanently under any other circumstances, but I feel a problem looming because of Alicia and him, their ages, and this time of adolescence. It’s so confusing for them and, honestly, for me too. I haven’t been a Mom for long, and I’m way out of my fucking depth.”

“Oh my… oh, I see, yes, of course.”

“I’m falling apart, Henry.”

“Welcome to parenting.”

“I’m not worried about anything inappropriate happening between them now; I just don’t want Alicia or Justin to form a crush in a few years and either fall out badly or limit their options when they reach college.”

“Wow, Kate, you have definitely thought about worst-case scenarios.”

“Hence, I feel so guilty. Am I making too many assumptions about both of them? Am I psychotic, Henry, because I feel like this is my life’s biggest challenge?”

“I don’t know, Kate. I hadn’t considered the risks of them becoming romantically inclined in a few years. And no, you are definitely not psychotic. Being a parent isn’t easy, especially when you are pregnant and care for two children who haven’t had the easiest life.”

“But I am the adult, and as such, I’m supposed to have all the answers.”

“You should go to a parenting group, Kate… everyone has challenges at some point. You must relax, please.”

“Okay.”

When I lifted the mug of hot chocolate, my fingers and bottom lip trembled because, in my mind, I saw Alicia pregnant at sixteen or Justin homeless tomorrow. My thoughts were irrational because my logical brain knew the two kids would live together in complete harmony.

I was having a departure from reality.

“I should trust them, Henry.”

“Trust two hormonal kids? I think not. You can only trust children to a certain point. They have no means to control what nature forces on them.”

“I have so many concerns about this, especially with another baby on the way. If I ever saw a young man to be proud of, it would be Justin. Honestly, I like him a lot.”

“But you aren’t sure you and Jacob could become his parents?”

“I know Jacob would love it, too.”

“Is that what’s bothering you, Kate? Are you worried about not taking him in permanently?”

“I don’t want him to be abandoned. Justin deserves so much more than the deal he’s had so far. He came to our door, Henry!”

“Nobody has asked you to take Justin in for more than a few days.”

“But I want to give him a life, and I know Jacob does, too.”

“Oh my. Okay… umm, let’s think this through sensibly.”

“Yeah, good luck with that, Henry.”

Henry sipped his hot chocolate. I thought he must have figured out I hadn’t run this past Jacob. I was months into parenting Alicia, with little clue about anything I was grappling with, and I needed to seek advice from a man who had been involved in the orphanage for more than ten years.

“Kids generally don’t fall in love while living in the system, Kate. They consider one another like siblings. From my observation, Justin and Alicia were very much like a brother and sister, but that doesn’t mean a crush won’t form a few years from now.”

“Oh damn it, Henry. You’re supposed to tell me I’m fucking mad.”

“Stop worrying about it, Kate. You and Jacob rescued Justin from the streets. You aren’t responsible for him, and your raised concerns are valid. I just hadn’t considered them. His arrival was all so fast, and now, with you stepping in, everyone feels comfortable.”

“We can’t let him go back into the system, Henry.”

“I know. Let’s sit on it and see where this goes with the lawyers and child protection people, who like you and Jacob a lot, by the way. Also, the arrest of Justin’s parents might shed some light on the extent of his mistreatment.”

“What are we going to do, Henry?”

“Is Justin okay staying with you for the time being?”

“Yes, absolutely. Jacob and I won’t let him out of our sight.”

“Okay. Let me work on some ideas. We’ve solved far worse problems than this at the orphanage, Kate.”

Henry seemed confident of finding a solution, but then he was trying to ease the conscience and tormented mind of a pregnant woman, so he might be mollifying me. I figured he was right and that worse had been dealt with before, but somehow, Justin was important to Jacob and me.

“I’ll speak with Jacob about this, too. He will know what to do.”

“Relax and enjoy having Justin around the house. You’ll discover he is a great kid, which was why everyone was sad when he got adopted. Usually, kids celebrate when others get picked, but in his case, they all loved him, and everyone cried on his last day.”

“My concerns kick in five years from now when Alicia isn’t interested in boys her age and wants to date a man instead. Justin might be that man, and with him living across the hall… oh fuck, I need to stop worrying.” 

I was guilty about Justin when I arrived, but I felt much worse now because I hadn’t discussed this monumental matter with my husband first. I had to check my sanity because imagining something inappropriate happening between a really lovely young man and my angelic daughter felt like I was being judgy and a little sordid.

On my way home, I felt happier but still wrought with guilt from my whole perspective on Alicia and her childhood best friend.

When I stepped inside our home, Jacob had already messaged me to say he was in the gym, so I joined him there, noticing he was midway through a heavy workout. He welcomed me with a sweaty hug, a soft kiss, and a concerned expression.

“You rushed out very quickly. Is everything okay, Kate?”

“I met Henry to discuss Justin. I am so sorry, Jacob.”

“Why are you sorry, honey? I have no problem with you visiting Henry. I wish you would have let me drive you there and back.”

“Sorry, Jacob.”

“Please don’t apologize.”

While he lay on a cushioned weights bench, I straddled my husband’s midriff, staring down, beholding what was mine. He stroked our baby bump until I leaned in and kissed him. Jacob held me tightly, conveying a ferociously protective cocoon through his fiery eyes and body language.

“Would you like to talk about it, Kate?”

“I feel awful.”

“Would you mind telling me why?”

“I have a bad feeling about adopting or fostering Justin in the long term. I know he is a great kid, but I fear his and Alicia’s closeness in a few years might become a problem.”

“I agree.”

“What do you mean, Jacob?”

“I have the same concerns.”

“And what?”

“We haven’t been asked to take him in permanently.”

“But I want to. Don’t you?”

“Yes. He is a stand-up guy with the integrity and moral compass of few men double his age.”

I stared at Jacob in utter shock, not anticipating his response. He smiled, and I was comforted to the extent that I relaxed and sobbed with my head buried in his chest. My husband cradled me in his arms, using his immense strength to maneuver us into a seated position.

“I’m worrying about something that might not happen to a kid who arrived two days ago. I’m losing the plot, Jacob.”

“If that’s the case, at least we are losing it together.”

“But I practically see them in bed with each other a few years from now. What does that say about me?”

“We’re dealing with human nature, Kate. The risk of those two bonding in a romance four or five years from now is high. That would be fine if Justin lived locally because they would rarely see each other and move in separate social groups, but being in the same house complicates things.”

“I want to help him so much.”

“And we will help him, Kate. All kids deserve our help, and he came to our door, so we won’t abandon him to any situation not of his choosing.”

“How can we help him?”

“We can figure that out with the experts, like Henry, your Mom, the orphanage, and the care system. We’ve been in far worse fixes than this.”

“I know we have.”

Jacob lifted and carried me to our bedroom. It was early afternoon, my hormones were rampant, fueling anxiety, and my head thumped like a steam train going at full speed.

“I’m overthinking, Jacob. I feel like I have reached the border of my sanity.”

“You are pregnant. We have a daughter, and her homeless best friend arrived on our doorstep. I think we have good reason to feel stretched. This isn’t a workplace problem that we can solve by throwing some resources at, but honestly, I think we’re doing well.”

“I think so too. I don’t want anything bad to happen to Justin if he walks away from our door, Jacob.”

“I feel the same way, and I promise you that no matter what he chooses to do, we will never lose contact.”

I lay on my bed feeling sad, not just because of what might become of a lovely young man but also because I had entirely lost control of my emotions and the ability to think and act rationally, something I promised myself wouldn’t happen.

“Don’t punish yourself, Kate.”

“I’m a wreck. I have completely lost control.”

“Nope. We are just normal parents, honey.”


Chapter Fifty-Six

Troubled Waters

◆◆◆

Hannah’s Point Of View.

I was pleased and relieved when Kate suggested I return home to A Walk In The Clouds a day early because it had been an arduous week, personally and professionally. Taking the strain off her and Jacob, who had recently stepped back from the day-to-day running of GD, had been challenging, although Gunther was a stalwart throughout, doing much of the heavy lifting.

A tragic reality confronted me, one I had never encountered, with enormous impact potential. Kate and Claude knew something was wrong from my phone calls, both asking from a place of concern, but I had no time to explain the details, and it was a matter best discussed in person; hence, my best friend suggested I return early.

Kate would never pry into my personal business, but she knew, as I did that with a coffee in hand and a private audience between us, I would spill the beans, regardless of the consequences.

Feeling nostalgic as I packed up my office for the weekend, I stared wistfully out of the windows of our now-fully commissioned GD campus on the Granger Estate. Reflecting on recent months, I realized how far I had come in life, love, and happiness. My job was gratifying, and I had a trusted and much-loved boyfriend in Claude, with my cheating husband firmly and legally an ex.

“A penny for your thoughts, Hannah?”

“Oh, hi Gunther, I thought you left already.”

“I’m staying at Granger Hall this weekend. It’s a real treat.”

“Oh, that’s nice… how did that come about?”

“My family is visiting the USA right now. Craig will teach my grandson how to ride. Kate kindly offered us the run of the house, so my folks will arrive here on the helicopter taking you home.”

“I have little concept of home, Gunther.”

“That’s where your man is, so I guess that is your home. I am sure Claude will be delighted to see you. Is there something wrong, my dear?”

I hadn’t considered whether our lodge at Granger Hall or the one Kate and Jacob leased us at A Walk In The Clouds was home. I felt like a gypsy, owning a house I didn’t live in while transit living in two more I didn’t own. I had no art, ornaments, hand-me-down linens, framed photographs, or family memorabilia save a stack of cardboard boxes in a yellow storage hub I rented monthly but never visited. 

What a sad fucking life.

“Claude messages and calls all the time, but there never seems to be a moment of peace for us to talk properly.”

“Do you love him?”

“I love Claude very much, Gunther. So much that this time apart feels painful, and I become miserable.”

“Have you told him this?”

“Not in such a definitive way. He realizes I love him, but not how much.”

“What is the difference between one level of love and another, Hannah?”

My emotions ran high, and I felt awkward, probably having shared too much with my colleague, but vulnerability cleaved my soul, bearing it for all to see. I considered Gunther’s question as I watched Kate and Jacob’s expensive, luxurious helicopter circling above the main house.

I wondered where my home was. The one I previously shared with an ex-husband was legally mine, now rented to a happy couple with him living next door with the woman he had an affair with. I had plenty of money because Kate and Jacob paid Claude and me well. We paid no rent for the luxury lodges they provided at Granger Hall and A Walk In The Clouds, but we didn’t own those, so home felt transitory and nebulous.

Something was missing in my life. I turned to face Gunther and saw his sparkling, excited eyes and joyful expression as he watched the helicopter coming into land.

“How long have you been married, Gunther?”

“Forty years next anniversary.”

“Forty years from now, I want Claude to look exactly like you do right now when I walk off a helicopter to see him.”

“Then tell him so, and don’t hold back. Too many young people leave it very late to share their feelings of true love and family aspirations. If I could have a do-over, I would marry the same woman and do all the same things except the ones that annoyed her.”

“Does she get angry with you?”

“Of course, doesn’t everyone? It doesn’t happen often, but disagreements are impossible to avoid.”

“Claude and I haven’t quarreled yet.”

“When you do, make it short and avoid saying hurtful things, then go to bed and make love, starting a fresh page of your story in the morning. Take forward only happiness and consign misery to history. ”

“Is that what forty years of marriage has taught you, Gunther?”

“I have learned that all arguments are a waste of energy. I know that my wife wants the best for me even before her good health and happiness, so I have learned to be more supportive.”

“Happy wife, happy life.”

“Yes, something like that. Whatever love or kindness I invest in my wife is returned a hundredfold. I have no complaints in forty years.”

“We’d better leave. The pilot will be pissed if he consumes a lot of fuel waiting for me.”

Gunther’s rhetoric, as romantic and worldly-wise as it was, made me feel better and worse, so to avoid an emotional maelstrom that might prompt tears, I moved to the door, carrying my briefcase and overnight bags.

Gunther eased my burden at work, but, like any kind-hearted fatherly figure, his life wisdom helped soothe my soul, too. A significant issue confronted me, and it wasn’t something I could discuss with my friend and colleague, although I wished I could.

We shared a ride to the helipad courtesy of an estate ranchhand, one of a growing number of recruits who drove a fleet of trucks around what had been a silent, isolated paradise. Jacob and Kate were growing the estate to become a cattle ranch, equine center of excellence, and farm. Granger Hall’s outer land boundary expanded rapidly, with neighboring smallholders and farms bought up almost daily.

When Gunther’s family saw him exit our truck, they ran through the snow to reach him with such enthusiasm that it was hard not to feel overjoyed for them. I stopped and watched them enjoy a beautiful family reunification, and for a moment, the universe captured their lives like a scene in a snow globe.

I felt tearful and happy watching agog when a sixty-plus-year-old woman ran from the aircraft, dropping belongings everywhere to leap into her beloved husband’s arms. She wore the unrestrained gleeful expression of a sixteen-year-old girl enjoying her first love.

As I trudged through deep snow towards the helicopter, wearing a big smile despite my immense worry, a young boy with an adorable grin ran behind me, popping an envelope into my hand. It was sealed, but what surprised me was Claude’s name handwritten on the front. The small boy ran away giggling, returning to his Grandfather, Gunther, who smiled from the distance and waved at me.

My flight to A Walk In The Clouds was uneventful, and I enjoyed the snowy landscapes slipping past below, where grazing land virgin snow was pockmarked by horses’ hooves and trails of children’s footprints up hills where they dragged sleds to the summit before flying down.

The distant mountains settled my soul because, like Claude, I loved the outdoors. That tranquility was snuffed out when I saw A Walk In The Clouds on approach through the cockpit, and I felt increasingly anxious about sharing my bad news.

I love Claude.

When I landed, my boyfriend was already there, grinning broadly, with Gunther-style love writ large on his face. I hopped off the aircraft, landed in his arms, and he carried me, half running, kissing me all the way to our lodge.

Through the door, a cozy heatwave engulfed me. Claude had lit a massive fire that spat and crackled joyfully in our stone fireplace. I shed my duvet jacket and took a coffee he had prepared in a thermos cup, swigging back half the sweet drink to calm my nerves.

Claude beamed from ear to ear, making my news even more tragic and brutal.

“Are you pleased to see me, lover?”

“I missed you so much, Hannah.”

“It’s been awful at Granger Hall without you, Claude. Gunther was a godsend, but I felt so fucking lonely, especially eating alone in the dining room and in that massive cold bed.”

I broke down, choked up, and started crying. Claude led me to a sofa, where I sat in his lap, arms wrapped around his neck. He kissed me softly while rocking me back and forth in his strong arms until I calmed down.

“I sense something is wrong, Hannah. I knew it when we talked, but I didn’t want to press.”

“We have a problem.”

“It is nothing we cannot solve, Cherie.”

“I missed my period.”

“Oh my.”

It was a clanger to drop, and now that my nightmare was laid bare, I needed a reaction. Claude didn’t flinch or show any sign of distress, staying utterly calm. He must have known our mutual problem was immense, but he didn’t react badly, for which I was deeply grateful.

“How far past your due date are you, Hannah?”

“Three days, but I’ve been like clockwork since I was twelve years old.”

“Okay… we knew there were always risks to our lifestyle. There is no need to panic.”

“I know, but I want your baby, not Daniel’s.”

“Me too, Cherie, but you cannot control that now. It’s too late to change what may already be done, so our fate is in the hands of Mother Nature.”

“It may be something like… you know, a false alarm. For once, perhaps, I am genuinely late, and we have nothing to fear.”

Claude kissed me and held me tighter, which was more than I felt I deserved. I could only imagine how awful he must feel that I might be pregnant with another man’s child. Our lifestyle choice of swinging meant we frequently hooked up with Ella and Daniel, often swapping and fucking the other partner all weekend in the same bed.

“I pray to be the father of this child, Hannah, but if I am not, I promise to love our baby anyway.”

“I need you to be the father, Claude.

Our lifestyle consequences were laid bare like a tragedy in a soap opera, but I hoped our chickens hadn’t come home to roost and that my late period was precisely that. We loved swinging with Ella and Daniel, not having tried doing it with any other couples to date. I felt dismal and knew my lover was suffering too because if ever I begged for my period to come, now was that time.

“I was ovulating last time we swapped, Claude. This is shitty luck because I took my birth control religiously.”

“I know. Ella was ovulating, too. Your cycles have somehow synced.”

We held each other tightly, leaping into the unknown together. Abortion wasn’t for me, and I knew Claude would not want that for our relationship either, regardless of whether he or Daniel fathered my baby.

“We always knew this was a risk, Hannah. We even discussed it and agreed to keep the child no matter what. We must stick to that because it could be ours… yours and mine.”

“I know, but being on birth control is meant to prevent pregnancy from happening.”

“The pill is not infallible, Hannah. We have to take responsibility together.”

“I hope it is a scare and that I am just late. We’ll know soon enough.”

“How soon, Hannah?”

“I could take a pregnancy test now, which should be accurate.”

“Do you have one?”

“No, but I know someone who has spares.”

“Kate?”

“Yes.”

I hadn’t bought a test because I never wanted to believe it might be positive, praying constantly for my period to come. Notwithstanding the problems an unplanned pregnancy would cause Claude and me, the same would be the case for Daniel and Ella, possibly destroying our relationship and maybe the union between them.

“It’s a fucking mess, Claude.”

“It’s all of our mess, Hannah. All four of us chose this way of life. If you are pregnant, we must deal with it together.”

“Yes, but please, let’s not tell our lovers until we know.”

I called Kate, who was visiting her lawyer at his home for a meeting with Jacob and a young man named Justin. I got the gist of what she described as an urgent child protection problem they were dealing with, so my friend said she’d be home in a couple of hours.

Claude had a long, hard day and wanted to shower, so I undressed, joining him in our bathroom for comfort and love. When I saw his ripped, muscular, naked body glistening chocolate satin-smooth in the spotlights above, my body tingled all over, and I was instantly aroused.

I felt anxious when approaching Claude, but he smiled lovingly, opening his arms wide in the most loving and accepting way. I stepped into his embrace, enjoying the strength of the man I loved and the warm rainfall that drenched me, somewhat cleansing my troubles. His skin felt like satin rubbing against mine as I melted into the giant with an immense heart.

My pussy ached to be fucked because I hadn’t seen Claude in almost a week, but I wasn’t sure if he would feel the same way, given my awful news.

“Why is this situation okay with you, Claude?”

“I want to raise a family with you, Cherie, but we risked all for the sake of our sexual desires, and now we must face the consequences bravely and together. I have no regrets about a pregnancy if that’s what happens. Our relationship with Daniel and Ella is important too, but we shall figure it out.”

“What if I am pregnant with another man’s baby, sweetheart?”

“If you are pregnant, we will share the responsibility, Hannah. We are in this together. Our baby will have a father who loves them dearly.”

I stared at him momentarily, amazed at his supportiveness. Claude was right in that we shared responsibility for our choices, but it would have been easy for him to cut and run, which seemed far from his intention.

My heart melted, and love chemistry warmed me, easing my mind.

“Have I told you how much I love you, Claude? If ever there was a man with whom I would bear children, it is you.”

“I love you too, Hannah.”

His lips were velvety soft, far more gentle than any man I had kissed, even more than Kate’s from when we dated during college. As his tongue explored like a tingling electric wire in my mouth, I reached down and gripped his stiff cock tightly around the base.

“Can you fuck me, please, honey? I want your semen inside me.”

The irony of needing Claude’s semen filling my belly while I may be pregnant to a fuck buddy wasn’t lost on me, but my base, primal needs were such that his validation and love were more important to me right now than ever before.

He gripped my ass cheeks with both hands, clawing them wide open, exposing my anal whorl, just as he did when he and Daniel double penetrated me, eagerly spurred on by enthusiastic encouragement from Ella.

I tossed my head, gathering all my hair into a long, drenched ponytail that wrapped easily over the front of my right shoulder. I hopped up when Claude lifted me, and then I reached down with one hand, gripping his giant cock again, aiming the swollen head into my throbbing pussy hole.

When I nudged Claude’s cock head inside my hole and slid down his veiny shaft, never averting my eyes from his, I saw my soulmate gazing back with a comforting smile. He never missed a beat or showed any negative emotion after I spilled the bad news, aside from his anxiety about my welfare.

While I kissed his chest, Claude held my ass in one palm and slid a spare finger under my chin, raising my head until our eyes locked. He smiled lovingly.

“I hope you are pregnant, Hannah.”

“Why?”

“Because there is a fifty percent chance your baby is mine. It would still be enough even if the chances were one in a hundred.”

“Oh god, take me now, dear man - own me, please.”

My throbbing pussy slid down his long, thick, hard cock, and our deep intimacy was reacquainted. When Claude’s shaft slid balls deep inside me, I glanced down at the floor, hoping to see blood in the water where his cock might have dislodged my period from the uterus that it lined. No blood and no period cramps were my constant worry for days, and now, there was no respite, but I felt better in the arms of my lover.

Using his immense strength, my boyfriend cupped my ass cheeks and slid my pussy up and down his solid cock while I spurred both heels into his back, wrapping my arms around his powerful neck. I studied Claude’s expression while he fucked me and saw only love.

I moaned, then screamed, orgasming long before my lover did, holding onto him through waves of my ecstasy, clinging to his love, beautiful face, gentle spirit, and overwhelming manliness, all bringing me to a frisson of excitement that rippled deep pleasure through my reproductive organs.

When Claude’s cock twitched vigorously, and he eased my pussy down its entire length, holding me there, I smiled, knowing he would soon fill me up. He groaned loudly, wearing an extraordinarily loving cum face, as an ocean of his seed was pumped deep inside me from a jerking cock.

I felt cleansed, as though Claude had taken something back that belonged to him, albeit I had no way of knowing I was definitely pregnant, and, even if I were, there would be great uncertainty about who the father was.

Oh my god, I am a slut.

Claude carefully lowered me to the shower floor, patting my stomach with two fingers he had kissed, smiling at my surprised expression.

“I am kissing our baby, just in case you are pregnant, regardless of the father. The little one must be loved, as should their mother be.”

“Really?”

“I love you too much for this to ruin our lives, Hannah.”

Claude dried me and then himself, racing to the kitchen, where the oven was finishing a lasagna he had cooked for us.

“I made French fries, garlic bread, and a tossed salad to accompany our meal. I guess there is no wine, just in case.”

“I don’t know, Claude. I hadn’t given the matter any thought beyond a blind panic… oh fuck, this is too much for us to discuss right now.”

“I have sparkling water, sweetheart. We shall abstain for now until we know the results.”

I was about to sit down when I remembered the message Gunther had passed me. I had tucked it in my jacket pocket, so I strolled there and fetched the envelope, passing it to Claude, who stared at it curiously.

“What is it, Hannah?”

“A message from Gunther.”

“Why?”

“Open it, and you will find out. I have no clue what he wrote.”

Claude opened the message, read it, smiled, and set it on the table for me to read.

Dear Claude, I have a few words of wisdom from an old man to a young one. No matter how old a woman becomes, she is still a girl at heart and will always love you forever as though you were both sixteen.


Chapter Fifty-Seven

Lifestyle Risks

◆◆◆

Claude’s Point Of View.

It wouldn’t be ideal if Hannah were pregnant with Daniel’s baby, but, as a soldier, I was an expert risk manager at heart. I had already accepted that this might happen when opting into the swinger lifestyle.

I knew Hannah would have taken her birth control religiously, so if pregnancy were to be our fate, it was a joint responsibility. 

As I stared at the most beautiful woman in the world, my heart fluttered, and I choked because she alone could lift or lower my self-esteem and morale at her will. I wouldn’t abandon my sweetheart in her hour of despair, regardless of any outcome, but if she were pregnant, I hoped the baby would be mine, not Daniel’s.

When our swinging lifestyle was agreed upon, I knew we were taking a step into the unknown and that anything could happen, including one or both of us catching feelings for our swinging partners. That hadn’t happened, and even though I loved fucking Ella, and she looked forward to our visits to their home, too, Hannah was the first girl I loved, and I would die for her.

She looked afraid and confused, so I held her close, warming a cooling body after our shower. I shuffled her closer to the fire, ensuring Hannah’s condition hadn’t deteriorated. She smiled more weakly than usual, staring into my eyes with tears in hers.

“Why are you so calm about this, Claude?”

“Panic is fear… fear becomes anger, and anger destroys everything, Cherie. My only concern at this time is you and our child if you are pregnant.”

Hannah looked even more surprised, which seemed reasonable because she needed some answers about my feelings, having gotten little so far. I saw overwhelming emotions competing in her facial micro-expressions, where fear, shame, and worry rippled through her cheeks one after another like the tide ebbing and flowing on a beach.

Most guys would freak out when they discovered their girlfriend might be pregnant to another man, but I had good reasons not to be angry, and they weren’t all because of our swinging lifestyle.

The one thing that could drive my anxiety, even fear, was when anything upset my Hannah, so I suppressed my emotions as far as possible. My instincts to protect her from sorrow or harm were far more significant than for any person I had known, certainly more than a girlfriend had ever provoked from me.

“What are you not saying to me, Claude?”

“I love you, Hannah.”

“I know that, but this situation might be quite dire if I am confirmed pregnant. We can have DNA tests done, but there is still uncertainty. I know you are holding back, honey, and it worries me.”

“Sit with me for a minute, Hannah.”

I led my girlfriend to our vast leather sofa and sat beside her. She looked vulnerable and close to tears, needing my reassurance. I felt worried about bearing my soul when we were both highly emotional, but I knew my love and support would only be meaningful if I were entirely honest with Hannah, and she deserved that.

I smiled comfortingly, squeezing her small hand in my shovel-like paw.

“You paid Jess to have me visit your hotel as a male prostitute.”

“Of course I remember that. It was months ago, and until that point, it was the best sexual experience of my life. Isabella was awesome, too, but you were my number one that week and have been ever since.”

“It was the same for me, too, Hannah. That’s why I chased so hard - because I fell for you.”

“Then you turned up at Granger Hall unannounced and, well… I fell in love with you, too. The rest is history, sweetheart. We’ve been happy until now; what point are you making?”

Hannah didn’t become afraid and resort to anger like many other women I had been with. There were no histrionics, only even-handed openness. I never asked, but guessed her ex-husband was a rotten egg, and not just about the other women he slept with. It meant I had a low bar to leap over to make her happy. 

“Not once have you ever judged or questioned me, Hannah.”

“It’s not my place to judge you. In any case, you are the finest man I know. Besides, I love you, so why would I be negative about you or us? I know we want the best for each other.”

“But you never asked me about how many other women I have slept with.”

“I don’t care about any of that, Claude. You never asked me about my sexual history either, nor did you pry into my marriage. We gave each other a fresh start, which feels good.”

She wasn’t getting my point, but that was how Hannah excelled above other women. She carried no baggage along life’s journey and never asked to inspect mine unless I wanted to reveal it and seek her help.

“In my line of work, I might have got another woman pregnant, maybe many. I wouldn’t know because most clients were in my bed for only one night. What sort of man would I be to judge you when my behavior was so disgraced.”

“I don’t care if you have a dozen children out there. You’re the first man to stand up for me, Claude, and the only one I have ever felt this pure love for. I’ll never let you down or ask anything of you. I feel loved and respected.”

My emotional ship was righted when Hannah kissed me softly, holding my hands, clenching tightly. My only unspoken concern remained that if Daniel was Hannah’s baby daddy, he might want to take the child from us, something I would vehemently resist.

It was too early to think in those terms, so I closed my eyes, breathed deeply, and let all negativity drain from me. When I opened my eyes and stared at her again, I saw Hannah was still studying me carefully, using her primal feminine instincts to seek answers from my expression when words were not forthcoming.

“You are different from any girlfriend I had, Hannah.”

“How so? Be careful how you answer that, honey.”

We laughed because we had each other’s best interests at heart, even amid a crisis.

“You have never criticized me or played silly mind games that partners often do. You never sought attention or got angry, passively or otherwise.”

“Neither have you, Claude. I don’t know what you are telling me here, though.”

I trembled, and Hannah sensed from my body language that I was totally vulnerable, so she laid a steadying hand on mine. With her spare hand, she wiped tears from her eyes using a handkerchief I passed her, a tip Jacob gave me that I should always carry one because girls liked that.

“I don’t just love you, Hannah. I respect you and find deep comfort in our friendship. You are the best friend I ever had, and I always want to be with you.”

“Are you saying we are soulmates, then?”

“Yes, we are, Cherie.”

She smiled broadly and looked so happy that my heart soared with hers. Hannah leaned her forehead into my chest like she sought strength from my heartbeat while I held her tightly. So many times in the months since we had met, my girlfriend was there for me in moments of emotional distress with a loving smile, a soft kiss, or a light, playful pat on my ass. Then, when we crawled into bed at night, she snuggled close, constantly soaking up my heat, just as I loved.

At times, Kate and Jacob were severely frustrating to me. They ill-advisedly thought they could live normally despite their excessive wealth and relative fame in a business community known for Machiavellian traits. Outside of Hannah, I had never met two finer people, but managing their security was a nightmare. Despite her work pressure, my girlfriend relieved me of all that frustration with her positive attitude toward life and a deep love for me.

“Hannah, you are my woman forever, and I am your man.”

“Sometimes honey, that deep voice and French accent gets me off without you even touching me. Do you know that?”

“I’m glad to be your comfort, always.”

“I know you love and care about me, Claude.”

Hannah crawled into my lap like a child, seeking love and affection. With me, and especially at home, she was always a girl, but at the office, she was a tigress, able to demolish any deserving man or woman in a one-sentence put-down.

I was proud of her.

“Shall we go to the main house, Hannah? Security at the front entrance messaged me that Kate and Jacob have just arrived home.”

“Let’s do it.”

When we reached the main house, Kate and Jacob seemed confused that we had sought them out so urgently. Hannah explained to me that the symptoms of her period did not trouble her, although she always felt hornier than usual, something we had enjoyed together. She had no mood swings, breast soreness, or cramps in the days leading up because her period came like clockwork, cramped a little, minimally bothering her, and then went.

My girlfriend drew Kate aside to talk privately while I went to Lizzie’s cafe with Jacob.

“Would you like a coffee, Claude? Lizzie’s not around, but I can just about use the machine.”

“Could we drink a beer together, buddy?”

“Of course. Do you want to talk about anything?”

“Hannah must take a pregnancy test. We figured Kate has spares left over.”

“We have a drawer full. Let’s enjoy a beer together, and the girls can get on with what they understand best.”

Alicia came inside the house, saw me, and ran over, hugging me. She introduced a friend whose hand I shook. His name was Justin, and he seemed like a pleasant kid. I gathered from gossipers earlier in the day that the boy had problems to deal with, but I was too preoccupied with my current concerns to be friendly, so I followed Jacob to the log fire and nest of sofas.

Jacob seemed preoccupied with an annoyance of his own, but I wouldn’t ask about his business. I always let our friendship flow naturally like brothers chilling out. I stared at the crackling, spitting logs, remembering times in the Afghan mountains when we lit fires in caves to lure our enemy while we watched from high ground.

Eventually, Jacob sighed, groaned, and pulled me from my dark thoughts back to the cozy corner of his living room, where we often chilled for half an hour in the evening. He sipped his beer without enthusiasm, barely reaching one-third down the bottle, tutting and furrowing his brow until my friend looked at me, shaking his head.

“I’m not sure I can be a farmer, Claude, let alone a proper cattle rancher.”

“Do you want to be one?”

“Yeah, totally. I love working on the land, and I’m learning a great deal, but experience makes all the difference in this game, and I feel impatient. The older ranchhands can tell you what the weather will do for the day just by looking at the sky.”

“You can do that too.”

“Only in the UK because I knew it so well, sometimes in Afghanistan, too.”

“A few more months of observing the weather at Granger Hall, and I bet you can forecast rain down to the minute, brother. If you desire something, you will achieve it. This I know about you.”

He considered that for a moment. Jacob was used to having all the answers and leading from the front. Learning to manage land was new to him, and he didn’t like being a step behind others. He grinned, then laughed and knocked back a mouthful of beer with more enthusiasm.

“I can’t even ride a fucking horse, Claude. Maybe I watched too much Bonanza as a kid with my Dad.”

“Oh fuck, brother… don’t talk to me about growing up with American TV shows. They dubbed Bonanza into French. Hoss doesn’t sound the same in my beautiful language.”

“I need to become a cowboy. Christ… I can’t believe I just said that, Claude. I sound like I’m six.”

He burst out laughing, and I did, too, almost rolling off the sofa because which young boy didn’t enjoy wearing a cowboy hat with two revolvers on his belt? Being around Jacob at a time like this felt great because we shared so much in life that our emotions became naturally understood.

“Shit, man, what will your friends in the Royal Marines back home say if they see you riding a horse with pistols and a lasso.”

“I don’t care what they think, but that’s the point. I don’t look like a natural. My clothes are new, and I bounce in the saddle so badly that people, including me, can’t help laughing as I trot by.”

“If you ask me, Craig is the wrong guy to teach you to ride. He’s an excellent horse master who is too busy worrying about your estate growth plans. Cory is his main priority, as he should be.”

“Who can teach me instead?”

“Don’t look at me, brother. Kate, Alicia, and Catherine are your best bet because all three are invested in you. They are great riders, even your daughter, who is three months into lessons. She is a natural.”

“I didn’t want to bother them.”

“They will wait until you ask for help. You are a hero, which can be a problem at times.”

“Who told you that, Claude?”

“The girl I love who is currently peeing on a stick in your bathroom.”

“Hannah is a good woman. We both got lucky in that regard.”

“Yeah.”

I drank the rest of my beer, and on the last swig, I saw Hannah emerging from Kate and Jacob’s bedroom. The twenty-or-so-meter walk I made hurriedly to reach her felt like the longest of my life, and all I saw on my way was a thin smile and a ghostly pale face, revealing nothing.

Kate nodded and smiled pleasantly at me, walking past and heading for Jacob. When I reached Hannah, her expression cracked, approaching tears, and she stumbled, melting into my arms and whispering.

“The test was negative. I’m not pregnant.”

“Okay. Shall we go home now?”

“Yes, please, Claude.”

Jacob and Kate politely led us to the door. I was glad to leave because Hannah had become a trembling ball of nerves, and we needed to be together, me comforting her. Outside, in the chilly air, she looked small and beautiful, like the angel I always prayed God would send me. I turned around and beckoned her to leap on my back so I could give her a ride home, lightening the mood.

With Hannah on board, I ran like a child, playfully swerving around the hard-packed snow-covered parking lot while Hannah giggled, her morale slowly returning to normal. I felt happy because we had dodged a bullet, but I was incredibly proud of how we dealt with our situation, considering it a huge step forward in our relationship.

My girlfriend sighed happily, wriggled, and clamped her thighs more tightly around my waist while I reached back, cupping her ass in my palms. Hannah leaned down and nibbled my ear while spurring me onward with her thighs, whispering.

“I love you, and I’m very proud of you, Claude.”

“As I am of you, baby.”

“I have a favor to ask, please, honey.”

“Go ahead… I will do anything for you, Cherie.”

“Can we become fully exclusive from now on and forever? I only ever want to have your babies, Claude and I can’t bear another risk. I don’t need Daniel or any other guy… just you and me.”

“I’d like that too, Hannah.”


Chapter Fifty-Eight

Woodland Wonders

◆◆◆

Hannah’s Point Of View.

My period came through the night, almost as it usually did. A few stomach cramps woke me. I went to the toilet and inserted a tampon - relieved that all was well.

But I knew all wasn’t well.

As I sat on the end of our bed, watching my lover, boyfriend, and soulmate sleeping peacefully, I contemplated waking him. I felt happy because twenty-four hours of brutal honesty in the face of crisis transformed our coupling.

I had a lucky escape because, despite his genuine support to the contrary, I only wanted Claude’s babies. A fascination in the swinger’s lifestyle had been exhausted over so many weekends and overnight visits to Ella and Daniel, where Claude and I swapped, enjoyed a fresh lover, then reverted and went home.

In the silence, I whispered, wishing to convey my deep affection for a man who would not abandon me in my darkest hour.

“I love you, baby.”

“I love you too, Hannah.”

“I thought you were sleeping.”

“Cherie, I am a trained killer who has no business sleeping soundly. I heard you wake, leave our bed, and go to the toilet… I assume you got your period, right?.”

“I did… we’re safe. We had a lucky escape, honey.”

“We had a plan for every eventuality. I wasn’t worried, my love.”

“Thank you.”

I crawled into his arms like a frightened puppy seeking comfort from their surrogate human parent. Claude’s ability to comfort me was infinite, and now, as he held me close, his embrace was warm and surprisingly soft for a man with such solid and bulky muscles.

“Your eyes are closed, Claude.”

“I am preserving my night vision, sweetheart. If you turn off your nightlight, I will show you my loving heart through my eyes.”

“You are such a romantic man.”

I laughed and playfully tapped his arm before running my fingers up his hairy skin like I played the piano, crossing his shoulder and neck until I cupped his cheek.

“Are you glad we decided to be exclusive, Claude?”

“I am French, and you are the perfect girl. What more could I ask than to have you all to myself forever.”

“But that’s the thing. Until this fright, we were neverendingly visiting Daniel and Ella. It seemed we were addicted to sleeping with them.”

“If you check your phone, as I did last night, you will notice that every call is incoming. I think Ella and Daniel are more tuned to this lifestyle than we are. It doesn’t make them bad. We’re just different.”

“I can call Ella today and let her know swinging isn’t for us anymore. They have other couples to play with.”

“I was on the cusp of telling you I needed to stop.”

“Why Claude?”

“I wasn’t enjoying myself.”

With the light switched off, he smiled and slowly opened his big, brown eyes that held the sparkle of love and honesty tattooed inside and through him. Claude was a generous and kind man, and often, I wondered if I deserved him.

“I felt the same way, Claude. At first, fucking Daniel got boring, then I stopped enjoying it altogether because I wasn’t getting the thrill we had in the early days. There was no emotional attachment between me and either of them.”

“Do you think we went around in a circle and found our way back to each other, Cherie?”

“Yes… I think that’s the perfect way to describe what happened. You always know the right thing to say.”

“Maybe we needed to get this out of our system before we could commit on a new level.”

“Do you see? Again… the French lone wolf philosopher strikes.”

“I am no lone wolf anymore and glad of it.”

I snuggled closer, kissing my newly anointed exclusive boyfriend, who possessed wisdom far beyond any man I knew. I pondered on how similar Claude and Jacob were in many regards. They were peas in a pod, both killers, calm in a crisis, and compassionate to all except assholes.

I pursed my lips as I considered what was the real pain in my life. When I sighed deeply, Claude spotted my moment of reflection.

“I know why you missed your period, Hannah.”

“I do, too.”

“You work too intensely and for too many hours, which has messed with your body.”

“Kate said the same thing. I’ve known it for a while. My headspace is a battlefield, and I can find no peace.”

“You need more support in the office. This new role will kill you or, at the very least, leave behind lasting mental illness. I saw the same in Afghanistan and Chad, how soldiers suffered for years from the trauma of one intense mission.”

“I am not at war, Claude.”

“There may be no violence, but you are fighting a battle, so the causes, symptoms, and outcomes are similar. You probably have some form of PTSD or other disorder. This is why Kate and Jacob stepped back from the abyss.”

“And I stepped forward?”

“Yes, you did.”

I had come to the same conclusion almost from the moment a negative pregnancy result was clear on the third stick I peed on. Kate knew it, too, and we talked briefly about my workload. My problem wouldn’t be solved in a toilet, especially when I was desperate to share the great news with my beloved, so we agreed to talk it over in the coming days.

Claude rolled out of bed, looking magnificent, grinning, and pointing to our door.

“Let’s go for a walk, Cherie.”

“Seriously? It’s shortly after midnight.”

“Why not? You are wide awake, and walking in the cold in fresh snow would be nice. There is no wind tonight, either. It’s perfect outside.”

“Okay. I’ll get dressed.”

“I will let security know.”

While Claude spoke with security, I slipped into padded hiking pants, a base layer covered by a fleece shirt, a down jacket over the top, and a pink woolen hat with cute ear flaps. He was still dressed before me, helping to tie my walking boot laces in some unique way he had learned in the Army.

Outside was cold, but with gloves on and holding my sweetheart’s hand, I felt warm except for the tip of my nose. We hadn’t walked far along a wooded track when I felt like I was a thousand miles from the closest settlement.

As we walked hand in hand, I felt comforted but knew I would be terrified without him. Above our track, a clear starry night, seen through a ten-meter-wide gap splitting the forest, looked beautiful and romantic.

Moonlight splashed onto the ground around us, only missing where taller trees blocked it, creating contrasting shadows that excited me with their mystery.

“Why do you and Jacob enjoy the forest at night so much?”

“Stop for a moment with me, Cherie.”

Claude led me to a broad oak tree beside the trail. The track had become a clearing with a means for pickup trucks to turn around, so there was plenty of moonlight in what was almost an amphitheater. We sat down on slightly higher ground, Claude, with his back to a tree, me in between his legs, leaning my back onto his broad, muscular chest.

After a minute, Claude whispered.

“What do you hear, Hannah?”

“Almost nothing.”

“It’s very peaceful, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Inhale deeply through your nose for four seconds, exhale for six through your mouth, and think about your lungs expanding and contracting.”

I did as he asked and instantly felt calmer. Rustling sounds in the woods around us didn’t worry me, nor did an occasional hooting of owls and the distant wolf howls. We sat like that for five minutes in almost total silence, and I felt more relaxed than in weeks, if not months.

When I opened my eyes, I got the shock of my life. Claude clasped a hand over my mouth, preventing me from crying out. To my utter amazement, a Mountain Lion had strolled down the track while my eyes were closed.

Claude released his palm from my mouth. My heart pounded, every hair on my neck spiked toward the moon, and my flight response kicked in, prompting me to get up and run.

“Don’t move, Hannah.”

“Fuck!”

“Do not be concerned, Cherie. She will not attack us.”

“She? How do you know it is a she?”

I don’t know why I hoped the curious creature staring at me was a Lioness. I guess I figured she might have more compassion for my tender soul than a Lion, but I was probably wrong. To my utter disbelief, Claude sniggered, stifling the sound quickly before whispering again.

“Look at her ass. She has no balls. It’s a dead giveaway.”

“Oh, of course.”

“And I hear her kittens nearby. We must stay here until she and her babies pass us by safely.”

I squeaked with excitement because seeing a Mountain lioness in the flesh was an incredible treat, but her babies were far more thrilling. Mom was level with us, twenty meters away, and didn’t move.

While watching our Lioness and scanning for her babies, I felt a quickening in my body where every primal instinct aligned, and I was at one with the night. If this was how Claude got to feel when he came into the forest, I could understand why he found it addictive.

“She is ready to fight but won’t harm us if we remain still.”

“How do you know about Mountain Lions… I mean, Lionesses?”

“Female animals are mostly similar. They won’t attack humans unless they are desperate, hungry, feel trapped, or to protect their young. If she attacked us now, her babies would be vulnerable. It’s not a hard rule, so always be cautious.”

I craned my neck and looked down, seeing a long, savage Bowie knife gripped tightly in Claude’s fist. It had a deadly-looking curved blade with cruel, jagged teeth on the back edge. Like the lioness, my boyfriend was prepared to fight, but I knew he would never attack first.

My blood ran cold, and I shivered, but what came next warmed me again. Two fluffy, clownish kittens scampered into the bright moonlight, playfully bowling each other over in the snow and rolling around. I wanted to run over and play with them but knew I shouldn’t, and with Claude holding me tightly, I couldn’t.

“I love them, Claude, and look, she’s showing them off to us.”

“She is a proud mother.”

Our Lioness stood proudly, staring at us, while her kittens, oblivious to human presence, played for at least five minutes while Mom rested. When a kitten came close to me, I saw the face of pure beauty in a baby unsullied by the rigors of life.

The mother remained calm, trusting that we would not harm her babies. Somehow, when she stared at me with soft, unblinking eyes, I knew she wanted us to enjoy her kittens. As I watched them play, then feed from Mom momentarily to regain strength, tears rolled down my cheeks.

When she nudged her kittens along and left, I sniffed, taking the handkerchief Claude offered me.

“Are you okay, Hannah?”

“Yes. I am crying because I feel happy.”

“Do you now understand why I love this wilderness? There is more peace, calm, and positive mental health vibe here at night than any number of fragranced joss sticks or whale song tracks could provide.”

“I see it, Claude. That was amazing.”

“We should do this more often. My ancestors came from Cameroon to France four generations ago. I have never visited, but I would love to see the Gorillas. Maybe one day we shall go.”

“We never talked about our family history, Claude.”

“Perhaps we should one day.”

“My ancestors were Italian. Naples, to be precise.”

“I love Italy, Hannah. It is a short drive over the border when we visit my parents and family in Provence, France.”

I would love to visit Claude’s homeland, especially Paris, where shopping, decadent culture, and some of the finest art galleries in the world reside. But seeing a Gorilla in the wild would be a great adventure.

“We aren’t living, Claude.”

“No, Cherie. We are existing.”

“That must change from now.”

Claude helped me to my feet and sheathed his knife, grinning. I felt my spirits were hugely lifted. As I wrapped my arms around his neck, I saw a mischievous twinkle in my boyfriend’s eyes.

“I know what you did, Claude.”

“And what is that, Cherie?”

“You brought me out here to improve my mental health, Claude.”

“Yes, I did, sweetheart.”

I leaped into his arms, and he cupped my heavily padded ass in shovel-sized hands. When I kissed him and stared deeply into his eyes, I knew I was a lucky girl blessed with a wonderful boy of my own.

We strolled through the forest for over an hour, cutting back through a deciduous patch on a single-track trail, arriving precisely and unexpectedly, at least for me, at our lodge. We showered together because sweat had soaked into our base layers.

As I soaped down my guy, I noticed a rough skin patch like a dollop of melted candle wax pressed by a letter seal on his shoulder blade.

“What is this, Claude?”

“9 mm bullet caught me during a raid in Chad. My sister wears the slug on a necklace.”

“I never knew, sorry.”

“Why are you sorry, Hannah?”

“I’ve been working too hard for us to enjoy time together, sharing our lives, like we did tonight.”

“I think we have a plan, right?”

“Yes, we do.”

“No need to dwell, Cherie. Let’s move forward together.”

After hot chocolate, we returned to bed, and I slept soundly, dreaming about a Mountain Lion mother and her babies.

When I woke, we showered and dressed quickly because it was getting close to the 9 a.m deadline that Lizzie warned everyone not to be late for. Her breakfast buffets were legendary, and I was starving as a Mountain Lion, having walked roughly ten percent of the distance she and her babies roved daily.

On our way to the main house, Claude and I tossed snowballs at each other until my accuracy was so impeccable he threw me over his shoulder and ran the rest of the way, panting like a sprinter at the finishing line when we reached the front door.

At the kitchen bar, Kate hugged me, followed closely by Alicia, who, in recent weeks, became closer to my boyfriend than me. That hurt a little because it was another indicator that I had lost something in my character that was rediscovered last night. Jacob and Claude did some ritualistic bro-hug and handshake.

I laughed and shook my head while Kate commiserated.

“Yeah, tell me about it, Hannah. Those guys need each other so much.” 

“I know, but it’s so nice to watch male bonding. They do it with a smile and nod, seeming to understand what each other is thinking. What are they laughing about?”

“You and Claude went out late last night and caught sight of a Mountain Lion and her kittens, right?”

“Yeah, but how do you know?”

“Claude messaged Jacob after you fell asleep, so he, me, and Alicia went out looking, too.”

“Seriously?”

“Oh yeah. You guys caught sight first, and Claude got so excited he didn’t want us to miss out, so he messaged the coordinates where you spotted her and worked out where she was going.”

“Did you see her and the babies, Kate?”

“Yes… adorable, aren’t they?”

“I love them so much. It’s surprising you caught sight of her and the babies, too, though. I thought she would have slunk into the forest after seeing us.”

“Not really, considering Jacob and Claude take turns to leave chunky raw meat for her about five hundred meters from the clearing where you saw her. Jacob figures she knew the food had something to do with you and Claude, then us.”

“She was showing her babies off, Kate… it was amazing.”

“We thought so, too.”

We helped ourselves to a breakfast of fruit, pancakes, and a small bowl of delicious, creamy, strawberry-flavored, sweet Bircher Muesli. Kate led me to the main lounge area, where we could enjoy privacy. I felt more positive about life than I had in weeks, for which I had my friends, boyfriend, a proud mother, and her kittens to thank.

“I have set up interviews for next week, Hannah.”

“For what? I mean, who?”

“You need a bigger team who can do the heavy lifting, babes.”

“I don-.”

I stopped dead in my tracks and studied Kate’s expression. She wasn’t my boss talking. It was Kate, who loved me as her oldest friend and one-time lover. I sighed, puffed, and groaned. If I were to learn any lessons from the past week of toil, now was the time to confess them.

“You are right, Kate.”

“Jacob and I pulled out of GD too fast. It was selfish, and I apologize; now, we must set this straight.”

“Okay.”

“Shall we meet Gunther, Isabella, and Tiffany on Monday to discuss a new organizational structure, still with you and him at the top?”

“Yes, please.”

“You know this work/life balance problem is why Ella and Daniel sold out? It’s the same reason our company only pressures Jacob and me for two days a week, mostly done from a home office. What’s more important, Hannah, working at a desk seventy hours a week or having babies and raising a family?”

“I want to be a Mountain Lioness with many kittens of my own.”

“There you go.”

Jacon, Claude, Alicia, and Justin joined us, perching themselves on the sofa arms or leaning on Kate and me. My boyfriend was in high spirits. Being around other guys was great therapy for him, much like Alicia and Kate lifted my spirits.

Claude reached out and shook Justin’s hand, grinning broadly.

“I’m sorry to have ignored you last night, bro. I had things on my mind.”

“Don’t worry. I’m having a few challenges of my own.”

“I have to do a perimeter check later using the ATV. Do you want to drive?”

“Oh yeah, cool, thanks.”

Justin was a typical teenager, and as I watched him bond with Claude and Jacob, I felt mildly ashamed. His life problems eclipsed mine, and yet, last night, when we met, I had no compassion for him. That wasn’t the Hannah I loved, so I vowed to continue rediscovering my old self.

“Jacob said you were in the French Army, Claude.”

“Yes, I was. He and I served in many of the same places, but we never met until Granger Hall.”

“He says you were an intruder onto the estate who became his best friend.”

“That is very true, Justin.”

“Can you tell me stories about when you were a soldier, please?’

“Of course. I’ll tell you what… Jacob and I have a tomahawk throwing range in the woods. We could go there if you’d like.”

“Are you serious, Claude?”

“Yeah, of course.”

Claude knew he slipped up because Jacob cringed and elbowed him, coughing. Kate and Alicia were already onto him, the smaller one crawling into his lap, while her mother stared at her husband with laser eyes boring a hole through the ice.

Jacob threw up his and waved it at Claude like a lunatic who raved about something that did not exist.

“It’s nothing Kate… Claude is delusional. You know how these French guys get.”

“Jacob. Answer me honestly. Do you and Claude have a Tomahawk range in the woods, yes or no?”

“I wouldn’t call it a range as such. It’s a place we hang out sometimes.”

“Do you throw Tomahawks there?”

“Sometimes, yes… well, always, I guess.”

“And why is this a secret from Alicia and me.”

Jacob cringed again while Alicia tugged his ears, inflicting nominal pain while teasing her Dad. He stared at Claude, who I thought would have dug a hole in the ground and disappeared into it if he could.

In the end, Jacob relented and sighed, staring down Kate’s faux ire. 

“Would you and Alicia like to come and throw Tomahawks at a dead tree, Kate?“

“Damn right, we would.”


Chapter Fifty-Nine

Meet Cute

◆◆◆

Tiffany’s Point Of View.

I was lonely and at a loose end in my relationship and work situations while surrounded by former lovers and best friends. Isabella was a fabulous colleague, but she had a boyfriend - as did Catherine, my mentor and first lesbian love.

Kate had instructed a new GD department to be formed at the Granger Hall corporate center. It was an office of twenty people, ensconced behind additional biometric and physical security, focused on tasks and projects she and Jacob approved working for Travis.

I was put in charge - further isolating me from friendships throughout the day. 

Hannah and Claude were going steady, exclusively as girlfriend and boyfriend, which was fantastic news because I rarely saw a couple more in love. In the evenings, mainly spent at the Corporate Center, it was me, Hannah, Isabella, and Gunther working late, and all of us were too busy to chat.

So, I was alone during the day and in bed at night, intensely disliking that state of being.

“Hi. May I join you, please?”

“Why?”

“Umm… because every other seat in here is taken.”

I glanced around Bean Cafe, my favorite franchise and the best coffee house close to A Walk In The Clouds. It was packed, as the man said, and I hadn’t noticed the people arriving since I had when it was less than half full.

I returned to the present and saw the man holding a cappuccino, offering a cute look of hope because he wanted to sit down.

“Sorry - I’m being rude. Of course, you can sit here. I was a million miles away.”

“It’s not rude to be cautious of strangers. I checked for other seats five times before asking because you look like a serial killer.”

When other people glanced over, having heard him, I giggled. While he slipped off his long camel hair coat and hung it on a hook in the wall, I sneaked a peek at him. The man, possibly five years older than me, was very handsome and well-dressed. He wore a pink and white stripe Thomas Pink white collared shirt and well-faded jeans that must have been expensive. A perfectly fitting gold Rolex watch with a beautifully azure blue face was on his wrist. Rounding him off, he wore perfectly polished Oxford shoes with patent toes.

I leaned forward, imparting my secret.

“I’m a vixen rather than a killer.”

“Do you prey on small, cuddly furry creatures like me?”

“Maybe - if you’re lucky.”

“I woke feeling rather fortunate this morning.”

I delved back into this month’s Decanter magazine, eyeing a new Bordeaux release from a vineyard with a walled-off clos, a perfect micro-climate for an authentic French classic. My study of wine was encouraged by Catherine, who still invested her time in me even though she had stopped spanking and fucking me in favor of Carrie.

“Is your boyfriend meeting you here?”

I peeked over the top of my magazine, pretending he had interrupted me from something infinitely more interesting than him, even though it wasn’t true.

“I wouldn’t have invited you to sit with me if he were.”

“A girlfriend then?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I am establishing your availability. I am Ben, by the way.”

“Tiffany.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Tiffany.”

“You too, Ben. I love your English accent.”

“It’s contrived to charm people.”

“Oh really?”

“Yes - I am a pretentious prick, Tiffany. Born in Newcastle, home to the Toon Army - known as Geordie land to many. Our distinctive accent doesn’t fit well in Sloane Square, Chelsea - that’s London, the capital city of decadence.”

“Paris might disagree with you.”

“I’ll take that debate.’

“Are you what British people call of Toff?”

“Yes, one hundred percent, Tiffany. I am completely up my own arse.”

“Ass.”

“Yes, that too.”

I giggled at him, half hiding my face with the magazine. Ben was interesting and comical, if only for an hour while I filled up on coffee before a shopping spree to lighten tension while relieving boredom.

He was also eye candy, and a girl can’t get enough of that, especially when he smiles beautifully and flirts with you, exuding masculine confidence without arrogance.

“What do you do, Tiffany?”

“I buy wine from this magazine, shop far too much, and drink coffee here.”

“You aren’t going to say - are you?”

“Nope.”

He eyed me with the fascination of a boy under starter’s orders, needing only the slightest encouragement from me before giving chase. I was excited because he was handsome, wore no ring, or even revealed a faded mark of one on his wedding finger, and he seemed not in the least bit like a stalker.

A shadow cast across our table, and I looked up, pleasantly surprised.

“Kate… Jacob - Hi, you guys.”

“What a lovely surprise seeing you here, Tiffany.”

“You knew I was coming here, Kate.”

“Sorry… I forgot, sweetie.”

I leaped from my chair, hugged my boss and her husband, and then got the shock of my life when Jacob hugged Ben, and the men slapped each other’s backs like they were long-lost brothers. My flirty-guy interest in waiting shook Kate’s hand, introducing himself, seemingly for the first time.

Ben looked everywhere around the coffee shop, saw no seats available, and clapped his hands.

“They must have extra chairs somewhere around here, Jacob. If Tiffany doesn’t mind the intrusion, I’ll rustle a couple up, and we can all conspire together.”

When he left on a chair hunt, Kate sat opposite me in Ben’s chair wide-eyed, almost accusatory in a comical way. I held up both hands and waved them, panicking, desperately pleading my innocence.

“I was here alone - he came by, and the cafe was full. Honestly, Kate. Nothing to see here.”

“I believe you, Tiff.”

“We established he isn’t a serial killer, so I felt safe.”

“What else did you establish?”

“That Ben is a liar.”

He had returned to our table with two chairs, having heard my comment, which I ensured he could, having timed his arrival to perfection. Ben clasped his heart as though it were broken, staggered sideways a few paces while scraping the chair on wooden floorboards, composed himself, and flopped down to sit.

I liked Ben’s effort to impress me, his novel, casual approach, his friendly banter, and how he handled the end of our meet-cute by inviting our friends to join in.

“I must leave now, Ben… shopping with Isabella beckons, and it seems you have business with my boss - both of them.”

“Ahh, I see. I now know what you do for a living, secret agent, Tiffany - licensed to thrill.”

“Bye Kate, Jacob - It was lovely seeing you.”

“Why not join us for dinner tonight, Tiffany? Lizzie is cooking roast beef with all the trimmings since we have a house full of British people.”

“I’d love to.”

Kate had provided me with an opportunity to further a meet-cute she must have somehow arranged, enabling me to dig out more information about Ben. Equally, I could bow out for any number of reasons if that were my choosing. My boss and her husband had become firm friends and colleagues, never interfering in my life, although they came close this time.

I felt safe with Kate, Jacob, and the extended group of friends who shared their lives.

Outside Bean Cafe, I pulled my duvet jacket tighter around my neck, warding off a chilly breeze. I got my bearings and headed toward Chic Chic, the boutique store where I was meeting Isabella. As I passed the window where Ben sat, I noticed he tracked me all the way with a delightful, exciting sparkle in his eye.

I felt lighter than air when Izzy dashed to the front door at Chic Chic when she saw me. Her beaming smile lit up my day, and my best friend and I began the girl-bonding ritual of shopping together.

“Have you been invited to dinner at the main house tonight, Tiffany?”

“Yes - Have you?”

“Minutes ago, by message. Kate says Jacob’s old friend is coincidentally in town, and Karl and I are invited to meet him.”

“I already met him at Bean Cafe.”

“And?”

“Nothing much to say, Izzy.”

She studied my face momentarily as I tore through every blouse on a discounted rail, avoiding her stare with flushed cheeks and a liar’s flared nostrils from my elevated heart rate and heavy breathing.

“Oh fuck off, Tiffany - that’s a big fat lie.”

“Honestly. I had ten minutes alone with him and only because Bean Cafe was full, and he needed a seat.”

“You had a meet-cute and forgot to mention that to your best friend?”

“I wouldn’t call it a meet-cute.”

“What’s he like… Ben, is it?”

I stopped rifling through the rail and stared at my friend, stubbornly withholding my real feelings until her persistent smile ripped mine wide open.

“Ben is gorgeous and very cute. You would think he was Jacob’s brother - with the sexy accent included.”

“Yeah… Jacob does have a sexy accent. I wonder if he could teach it to Karl - I love Claude’s accent too. Having both would be nice.”

We descended into a giggling fit that would scatter even the hardiest crowd of men from anywhere near. Izzy grabbed my arm and steered me toward the changing rooms with an armful of clothes for each of us to try.

Shopping was fun, but feeling weary, I was glad to leave by late afternoon when Karl came by to collect us. They dropped me off at my lodge at A Walk In The Clouds, where the dying embers of a log fire were easily stoked and rejuvenated.

I needed more firewood from the central store near the stables and got the shock of my life when I opened my front door and saw Ben carrying an armful with Jacob behind him bearing the same welcome gift.

Ben looked awkward, as though caught in a ruse at my front door, wanting to enter but scared because I barred the way. I realized and stepped aside, waving both men inside and out of the cold.

“Please come in.”

“Jacob mentioned that he saw you had no firewood when he ran past this morning.”

Ben stuttered nervously while stacking firewood in my hopper beside the wood-burning stove. Jacob dropped his off far away from my storage hopper, waved goodbye, and closed my front door with his friend on what felt like the wrong side of it.

Ben suddenly looked awkward with Jacob gone, rushing to stack the logs as though desperate to escape. It was a funny scene that I knew had more flirting as its core purpose.

“Oh fuck… where did Jacob go? Sorry, Tiffany, I will make myself scarce. I never meant to intrude - it’s just that-.”

“Jacob told you that I had no wood, and since it is cold—yeah, I get it. Thank you.”

“Yes, he did mention that.”

“So Kate used her husband to set us up with a second meet-cute?”

“What’s a meet-cute?”

“It’s an old Hollywood screenwriter’s term that we Americans use to describe a scene in which two people meet for the first time, typically under unusual, humorous, or cute circumstances, and go on to form a future romantic coupling.”

“Oh my… he’s such a rotter.”

“What is a rotter?”

“It’s how we British describe a loveable rogue or scoundrel.”

“Is that a derogatory term, Ben?”

“Oh no… how could anyone use an offensive word to describe Jacob?”

“Okay then - that’s good. Would you like coffee and to warm up before you head off?”

“I’d love it, please.”

My history with Jacob was chequered, but I wasn’t about to admit that to his friend. Ever since my correctional stay at Granger Hall, I had become as much a fan of my boss’s husband as she was, but only then, in an appropriate, platonic way.

I brewed filter coffee using a French Press, preferring that for a full mug to the capsule Nespresso machine, which delivered excellent single and double shots. From my kitchen and while partially obscured by my island, I observed Ben, watching him investigate my life through a studious review of every wall-mounted or framed photo, my memorabilia on display, and the few pieces of art I had collected.

He scanned the bottles from top to bottom per column at my wine rack, tutting far fewer times than he nodded admiringly. In the end, by the look on his face, Ben approved.

I slid two coffee mugs onto a table, ensuring each rested on a coaster, and sat down, watching him until he circled the room and lifted his coffee, purring contentedly after he sipped it.

“Why do I feel like MI6 just investigated me, Ben.”

“Oh my, Tiffany - Do you know MI6?”

“Only by reputation, but I am betting that’s where you met Jacob.”

“You are a very astute girl - but I was told that already.”

“I’ve been working with Travis and Sean Manners. I’m developing a nose for spies.”

“I am nothing like those two wretched souls, dear lady. Fear not; I shall not make you fall asleep by regaling my tales of paper clip battles I once fought at my desk.”

“Are you the real deal, then, Ben?”

He was trapped, and I sensed Ben never wanted to lie to me, but he looked concerned, sitting on my favorite brown leather chair while I enjoyed its matching sofa opposite. I smiled, wanting to encourage him along the long road of wooing me because he had already made the first few tentative steps.

“I’ve said too much, Tiffany - I am sorry.”

“Don’t be. I guessed too much and pressed to know more. You want to be honest with me because we are attracted to each other.”

“Yes, and yes.”

“It’s very odd, really, Ben… we have a packed coffee shop and a bundle of wood. What strange creatures are we to germinate the seeds of romance from something so frivolous?”

“I like you, Tiffany. Could the same be said for how you feel about me?”

I shot him a disarming look as though about to impart a truth that might make him feel more comfortable.

“I accepted an invitation to dinner tonight - a roast beef, no less, not my favorite because I prefer steak, more rare than medium.”

“Oh dear - I fear tonight’s roast will be pink at best, with no blood anywhere.”

“Precisely, which means I am already making sacrifices for you, Ben. Does that answer your question?”

“Yes.”

“After all… you brought me wood. Dinner is the least I could agree to.”

“Then I shall be honest with you, Tiffany - Yes, Jacob and I worked together for many years.”

“And you are still working at the same place now?”

“Yes.”

I suddenly felt in awe of Ben. His sparkling blue eyes, cheeky grin, and cute dimples suggested a fun personality combined well with his ruffled, thick mop of blonde hair. He was a spy, probably a killer too, and somehow, that dangerous inner, dark character didn’t worry me because Kate and Jacob had chosen to push him my way.

“Who suggested you meet Kate and Jacob at Bean Cafe, Ben?”

“Kate did. I was staying at a local hotel and got a call with half an hour’s notice to move.”

I remembered that when leaving the main house after breakfast, I told Kate where I would meet Isabella and that I would first spend an hour in Bean Cafe, reading my magazine and chilling out. She knew precisely where I would be.

Ben laughed and nodded.

“We were set up, Tiffany.”

“From start to finish, it seems.”

“I’ve been duped, but happily so.”

“Are you single, Ben?”

“Yes - I have been for years. Lies and half-truths destroy my every relationship.”

“Oh my. You won’t ever make a good salesman.”

I considered what his life must have been like and how unhappy his chosen vocation had made him. To never be honest with a soulmate must rancor with his soul. I wondered why Kate and Jacob would knowingly toss such a man who lied about his entire existence into my orbit.

“I have security clearance, Ben.”

“What do you mean?”

“I run point between GD and Travis, as well as Sean. They had me vetted, and I signed all kinds of official secret acts.”

“To what level of security are you cleared by Sean Manners, Tiffany? 

“DV.”

“Developed Vetting? My, my.”

“Yes.”

“That is the highest government security clearance in the UK, required for personnel with frequent and uncontrolled access to top secret material, either directly or indirectly, as part of their job.”

“That’s pretty much what Sean Manners told me. He suggested I could be prosecuted in the UK if I breathe a word of what I do to anyone.”

“What do you do, Tiffany?”

“I could tell you, but I would have to kill you, Ben.”

“That might be a lovely way to go if you took your time doing it.”

I laughed off his flirting with a shrug and a smile, but my hormones were far from done with this charming man. My body warmed, and I felt flushed, tingling with desire. I was utterly convinced that Ben had been wheeled before me, primarily by Kate’s wisdom and Jacob’s access to gorgeous guys.

“Are you like James Bond?”

“Not in the slightest, Tiffany. Bond loved married women most of all - I am far more of a Jacob Singleton-Granger.”

“Oh, you are a fucking charmer, Ben - that’s for sure.”

“I love a girl with a potty mouth, too. Especially one with an American accent - you girls make swearing so sexy.”

“I am certainly a naughty girl, but before we go too far, shall I drop you at the main house or your hotel so I can return here and spend hours beautifying myself in case a charmer has been invited to dinner.”

“A lift back to my hotel would be fantastic.”

I drove Ben to his hotel, waved goodbye at the front entrance, and returned home, flagged down by a grinning Kate as I passed the main house. She hopped in beside me to keep warm with a knowing, cheeky smile.

“You did it all deliberately, Kate.”

“You’ve been lonely - Ben is perfect, at least for a date and look-see.”

“You sent him to my coffee shop knowing we would meet somehow, and in case we didn’t, you rushed down there to make sure we did.”

“That’s not all I did, Tiffany. I shopped for Ben extensively with you in mind. I dug through the memories of every single guy friend Jacob has, interrogated my husband for you regarding each, and scrutinized the filtered candidate’s photographs. He never suspected - I went to the ends of the earth.”

“For me?’

“I want you to be happy, honey. You have the security clearance to talk somewhat openly with Ben, which means at least he won’t lie about his job to you.”

“I got that too.”

“Soooo… don’t you dare be on time tonight, Tiffany - I want to see a grand entrance.”

“I will… and Kate.”

“Yes, sweetie?”

“Thank you.”

She hopped out of my car and blew me a kiss, offering one final comment before slamming my door.

“Jacob says Ben is a nice guy.”

“I have a good feeling about him, Kate.”

I drove back to my lodge, stacking more wood on the fire before I took a shower, lazing under the hot water amid steamy clouds until my boiler ran empty and a tepid stream cautioned me to leap out. I dried myself before a blazing fire while listening to an old, crackling original performance of Sam Cooke’s Wonderful World.

I lay on a sheepskin rug in front of the fire naked, with my legs wide open, tossing the bath towel aside. Knowing I was already aroused, I didn’t want to meet Ben again in a mood to be fucked - our first date was too soon for me to put out, even more so because it was our first day.

I licked an index finger from one hand and peeled aside my swollen labia with the other, fingering the solid, sticky pearl that hadn’t enjoyed pleasure for a couple of lonely weeks. My ass cheeks rose from the rug, and my back arched crab-like as I dragged my creamy clitoris from side to side, then around the world in a circle.

My entire body tensed as adrenaline brought me to life, and hormones engulfed me in a sparkling cloud of hedonistic pleasure as I imagined Ben going down on me, tonguing my creamy slit. I gasped, wanked myself harder, releasing my labia to free a hand that could knead my breasts before tweaking each nipple hard.

My lodge was remote, so when I screamed an immense orgasm, nobody heard my rapturous enjoyment of a man I barely knew.

When I was done, I dozed naked by the fire, basking in its loving heat, imagining the spy who licked me, a man who had come in from the cold to be my lover. I got caught up in all sorts of romantic notions, eventually setting those aside when I noticed the time and my impending lateness.

I wore a highly suggestive, but not slutty, ivory and black spot-print ruffle-hem shift dress, which looked cute. However, since it wasn’t winter wear, I slipped on my Folgate, a soft khaki, fleece-lined, slim-fitting, long-length raincoat.

If a view of my long, silken thighs didn’t trap Ben’s head between them, my conversational charm might. If neither ploy worked, knee-length, brown leather fuck me boots would ensnare my man. 

I arrived ten minutes late and was met inside the front door by Kate, who widened her eyes when I handed over my coat.

“You look gorgeous - Ben will love you.”

“That was your plan all along.”

“Be grateful I found you a keeper.”

“I am - I hope he likes me.”

“Ben hasn’t shut up about you since he got here.”

“Oh, that’s nice to know.”

Hannah and Isabella were already sitting at Lizzie’s cafe while their men, along with Ben, stood by the massive open fire twenty meters away, drinking a beer while laughing - I imagined them retelling old war stories.

As I walked from the front door to Lizzie’s, Kate held back, giving me the floor like a catwalk. I felt all of the guys had eyes on me and was pleased, mainly about the British newcomer who I hoped had undressed me fully before losing sight. 

Amid a silent room, my friends leaned in to kiss me, whispering.

“Good luck, slut.”

“I want details, Tiff.”

We all collapsed, giggling, attracting more attention, drawing the men into our company like ripe flowers, enticing bees with the promise of honey. When they arrived, Jacob encircled his arms around Kate, cradling her baby bump while Claude whispered French syrupy love into Hannah’s ear.

I felt awkward around a guy who was terrified of touching me even though, given the short time since we first met, that would have been highly inappropriate. Ben smiled and nodded at the others.

“I speak French fluently, Italian also, so one day, Tiffany, when it doesn’t seem creepy - I hope to whisper sweet nothings in your ear, too.”

Amid riotous laughter, Ben broke the ice. Lizzie called everyone to order and pointed to the dining table heaped with food ready to serve. The roast beef looked glorious, trussed with four loops, crispy brown with a carving knife and fork on the wooden platter it sat on, and I thought it might not be so bad.

All the trimmings included parsnips, roast potatoes, honey-glazed carrots, and savoy cabbage with bacon and cream. Jacob’s beloved Yorkshire Pudding, a pork, raisin, and dried apricot stuffing all doused with a homemade scratch gravy, completed the culinary lineup.

Ben poured me wine, and we helped serve each other, stretching this way and that across the table while talking nonstop.

Just before we set out to devour the feast, Catherine and Carrie joined us, bringing Alicia and Justin from the stables. It felt like we were a family - dysfunctional like most but happy to be in each other’s company.

“How long are you staying here, Ben?”

“One week - I was invited to bed down in the house but prefer not to distract a family’s routine. It’s also nice staying in the town and being able to sample its bars, coffee cafes, and various shops at my leisure.”

“We have a nice town here - good people and just the right shopping balance.”

He eyed me cautiously, and I thought in a manner serious of romantic intention. Kate saw Ben’s expression, raising both eyebrows and looking smug, having woven her magic.

“I am also single, Ben - in case you wondered.”

“I already know. I interrogated everyone here, including dear, sweet Alicia, when I passed the stables on my way in. I have your entire life story, Tiffany.”

I saw Alicia grin and shoot me a secretive nod, confirming she had not withheld details about me. If my friends had spoken on my behalf, I knew a clean bill of health had been given, perhaps accounting for the affectionate eye with which Ben regarded me.

“Is this our first date, Tiffany’?

“Would you like that?”

“I really would.”

“Then I believe it is, Ben.”


Chapter Sixty

A Secret Gateaway

◆◆◆

Tiffany’s Point Of View.

His gorgeous, deep brown eyes simmered only for me. Tiny vibrations in his expression and almost indiscernible inflections in his tone suggested Ben was seriously into me. I felt excited about his elevated state and wanted to encourage him without being too sexually suggestive, so I gave the gorgeous man all my attention throughout dinner and afterward when we retired to the sofas for coffee.

Catherine watched me carefully, smiling encouragingly and with what I thought was some sense of pride. My training program, the aftermath of bad choices, was long over and forgotten. I was a trusted, capable executive in Kate and Jacob’s Global Dynamics conglomerate, and my specific responsibilities were wearing me a little thin.

The man who showered me with undivided attention settled comfortably beside me on a leather sofa. It was positioned close enough to our friends, allowing us to feel their presence, yet far enough away for our conversation to remain private, creating a sense of shared intimacy.

Ben took my hand and winked, nodding at our friends.

“They have forgotten us. We can talk semi-openly here, Tiffany. Kate ensured we could because we were almost pushed into this sofa.”

“Kate thinks we should be here right now for reasons she understood before we met.”

“Was I on a shortlist of potential suitors, Tiffany?”

I stared at Ben, then at wide-eyed Kate, who heard him. Then, I settled my gaze back on my crush and giggled. He lightened my mood, made me feel desired, and fired up my hormones, invoking my yearning to enjoy being a girl basking in the attention of a boy.

“It feels like Jacob’s invitation to visit him here was a competitive process managed by Kate, culminating in this dinner, Tiffany.”

“It was.”

“Was the process contrived and managed exclusively by Kate, or did you have a hand in it too?”

“The first I knew about it was at the coffee shop today.”

“Our meet-cute?”

“You learn fast.”

“How closely run was the competition to be Kate and Jacob’s guest this week?”

“Am I a trophy now, Ben?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Why don’t you explain it to me.”

I half turned to face him, deliberately widened my eyes, raised my eyebrows, and smiled as encouragingly as I could without inviting him to go down on me right there and then. Watching the cool, calm exterior of an MI6 agent collapse into raw emotions was one of my top ten romantic moments ever.

“Well… I… umm…”

“Yes, Ben?”

“You are aspirational, and honestly, I am so pleased to have been honored to meet you.”

“That’s nice, sweetheart. Thank you.”

I waited and studied him, still smiling, basking in the early beguilement of love’s first careless whisper. My body had transformed on a warming ocean of surging hormones that captured my free will and bent me to theirs. My heart fluttered like a hummingbird’s wings, signaling its approval to my brain for the man who liked me.

“I think Kate chose very well, and I couldn’t be happier that she did, Ben.”

“Thank you.”

“I mean every word.”

“So do I.”

“I know you do, Ben.”

I knew Kate was monitoring us with hope while everyone talked, but I hadn’t noticed that Alicia was doing the same. When I caught her gaze, she grinned as though happy for me. One day, she would break hearts before finding her true love, and I hoped to be around when she did.

Ben’s hand squeezing mine returned me to the present and his gorgeous visage.

“How do you feel about second dates, Tiffany?”

“What do you have in mind?”

“Does indoor paintballing sound like fun?”

“Oh… I wasn’t expecting that.”

I considered Ben’s suggestion but didn’t like it much. Although I enjoyed cycling, hiking, and mountain biking, I wasn’t a combat-action type of girl, and I knew from experience that paintballs hurt a lot, leaving bruises.

“Can I suggest something different, please, Ben?”

“You don’t like guns?”

“Not much, sorry.”

“Okay, what will it be?”

“Can I collect you from the hotel tomorrow morning and surprise you?”

“I’d love that.”

He looked impressed and pleased, giving me a warm, tingly feeling. We talked for hours more and were the last to leave. Outside, it was cold, so Ben offered me his coat. I knew he would walk me back to my lodge, but I wasn’t prepared for what happened when we reached my front door.

Ben smiled, waved, and turned to leave without any attempt to invite himself inside.

“Are you leaving me, Ben?”

“Yes, of course - I don’t want to spoil our moment.”

“How could you spoil it?”

“By being overly familiar.”

“You mean by trying to kiss me?”

“That, yes.”

“What if I would enjoy a goodnight kiss - how would that go, Ben?”

“I would be a gentleman.”

“How does a gentleman kiss?”

“May I show you?”

“I am keen to know, so yes, please.”

When he stepped back onto my decking, I inhaled deeply and smiled like a foolish, smitten girl. Ben became larger than life, like a primal, perfect man, pulling me inside a warm bubble that felt like a projection of his soul.

“You look quite nervous, Ben.”

“It’s been such a long time.”

“Since you kissed a girl?”

“Yes… but more than that.”

“Please do tell me. Hold nothing back.

“Tiffany, I haven’t felt like this in such a long time… in fact, I have never felt like this.”

His presence touched my heart before our lips or fingers contacted. I wasn’t in love, but the chemistry that led down that path had snagged me, and I trembled. The warmth of his breath tumbled like fire from flared nostrils, and the dilation of his pupils into flaring suns excited me. I could have stared upon his beautiful face forever, enjoyed his smile that had grown so emotionally profound that tiny dimples I failed to notice before suddenly dipped cutely into his cheeks.

Ben’s lips brushed mine like velvet passing across my thigh, and his fingers found mine, neither dominant nor submissive, gently stroking my palms as though reading my life and conveying his to me. He kissed me with eyes wide open, just like me, and I stopped breathing while our tongues reached out like soft sensors seeking the magnetism of another.

I felt electrified, pleasured, and in a quivering state from my toes to the top of my head. Ben’s hand reached around my waist, pressing gently into the small of my back, venturing no further down while pulling me close enough so I could barely feel his solid cock.

I whimpered, and he moaned from somewhere deep inside his soul. I caught his aroma, the flavor of his lips, the very essence of a good man who had found me by the universe’s will with a nudge from Kate Singleton-Granger.

I pressed my pussy harder against his cock, not to tease, but so he knew I was interested, no, keen to know him more after an appropriate period of wooing. When Ben’s lips detached from mine, he stared into my eyes with love sparkling in his.

“Best first kiss ever, Ben.”

“Really?”

“Best kiss ever, actually.”

“Mine too, Tiffany.”

We kissed again, and the result was the same: we both rose onto our tiptoes and gasped at the end, looking amazed, vulnerable, and entirely immersed in each other.

“That was nice, Tiffany.”

“You can sleep in my spare room if you’d like. I have no idea how you plan on getting back to the hotel.”

“I’d rather not stay if you don’t mind.”

“Of course, but why not?”

“I want to feel the pangs of longing when you close the door, and the loneliness of a first encounter ended while I walk back to the hotel.”

“That’s a one-and-a-half-hour walk, Ben - let me give you a ride home, please.”

“Nope - I am so invigorated, I need to expend the energy that being around you has filled me with. A walk will ensure I sleep well.”

“Are you sure?”

“Please close the door, Tiffany.”

I handed Ben his jacket, leaned in, and gave him one more kiss. He looked elated, just as girls imagine boys will look at them in romantic imaginations of future romances. He smiled and stepped backward bowing before making a sign that I should close my front door, blowing me a final kiss as I did.

When I closed the door and leaned back onto it, I knew he waited there for a minute. When his footsteps finally crunched on the snow, I smiled, knowing his thoughts were of me.

I never looked out the window because my knight wanted to feel worthy, and I could give him that. After undressing and showering before bed, I realized I still had a smile painted on my face. I shut it down, feeling I must look comical.

When I saw messages on my phone, I dove into bed wearing my nightie to respond.

Are you happy, Tiffany?

Yes, Kate, thank you.

The rest of my messages and mail were business, so I flagged them for follow-up the next day. I saw my screen flash, and a number appeared from Kate. It was Ben’s cell number, so I saved it and messaged him.

Please message me when you arrive safely at the hotel, Ben… xoxo Tiffany.

I shall fair maiden, and I wish you a good night’s sleep.

I slept very well, not at all troubled by my arousal because, more than that, early feelings of romance were caught, and they rubbed me differently but no less enjoyably.

I woke early, showered, and dressed, joining others at the main house for a communal breakfast. Kate was there mothering Alicia while laughing with her Mom and Hannah, having already helped me plan my day after I messaged her early for emergency assistance.

Before I left, she caught up with me, grinning girlishly, as any two of us do when a man and romance are involved.

“Do you have everything you need, Tiffany?”

“Yes - are you sure our car swap is okay?”

“You’ll need the four-wheel drive where you are going, so yeah, I am very okay with it.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

“Do you like Ben, honey?”

She knew I did by how I gushed, but like any girlfriend, Kate wanted to know details, so I leaned closer to whisper.

“He said I need to expend energy that being around you has filled me with.”

“No way.”

“Yeah.”

“Did you kiss him?”

“It was the most amazing kiss ever.”

“I am so thrilled for you.”

I packed gear into Kate’s pickup truck, which had studded tires for extreme off-road tracks. A light dusting of fresh snow had fallen overnight, so the roads would be a little slippery. When I collected Ben from the hotel, I leaped out and nodded toward the driver’s side.

“Would you drive us, please, Ben?”

“It’s the wrong side of the road.”

“Yeah… it is; try not to forget that, please - this is not my truck.”

“Who does it belong to?”

“Kate. Jacob bought it as a birthday gift.”

“Oh fuck, no pressure then.”

When I leaped into the truck, courtesy of his help, I saw he was dressed appropriately.

“I’m glad you wore hiking gear and boots.”

“You were quite insistent, Tiffany. I recall receiving three separate messages covering everything I should wear, from thermal undergarments through hiking boots to a waterproof jacket.”

“You know what? I am amazed you had it all with you.”

“Do you notice it’s all brand new?”

From my passenger’s seat in the truck, I studied his clothes carefully and saw they were all brand new. Ben looked as sexy as hell, and I imagined him in spy mode, leaping through a minefield to get to me with a rose in one hand.

I shook my head and laughed.

“You managed to buy all that in the twenty minutes since the hiking shop opened?”

“I wore it all straight from the shop.”

“What’s in your holdall, then?”

“More clothes from the hiking shop.”

“What about the clothes you wore to the shop?”

“The shop assistant was so delighted with purchases exceeding a thousand dollars that they promised to have everything laundered, pressed, and dropped at my hotel.”

“Oh, Ben, you are so funny.”

“Where are we going?”

“Out of the parking lot, turn left, and keep going for about four miles.”

We both laughed heartily. On the way, Ben repeatedly probed to find out what we were doing for the day. He knew hiking was involved, but not to what extent. I pointed off the main road when the time came, and he slowed, engaging four-wheel drive to ascend the mountain slope through deep snow easily.

“These woods are beautiful, Tiffany.”

“They are dangerous, too. Bears, cougars, the usual crowd, but we will be fine with you around.”

When we arrived at our destination, Ben leaped out of the truck and opened my door, lending a hand that I didn’t need but took because I wanted it. He took a moment to admire the incredible mountains, valleys, and green-blue forest that filled our vista like a carpet of wild dreams. Azure skies, freezing cold, and crisp air conspired to draw his happy face.

“I love it here, Tiffany.”

“Welcome to Alicia’s lodge. She loaned it to us.”

“This lodge is Alicia’s?”

“One time, when she ran away, Jacob found her here. It was an old mining or backwoods shack until he reconstructed it to sleep forty in a bunkhouse style. It’s very modern inside.”

“Are we staying here all day?”

“I brought food for three days if you want us to stay here.”

“I’d love to.”

“Can you help me unload, please?”

With her assistance, I raided Lizzie’s food storehouse, fridge, and freezer. Jacob explained how to turn on the mains power to Alicia’s lodge and left me a simple guide to using the backup generator should that be necessary.

I tossed Ben the lodge keys and began unloading the truck, much to his amazement at what I brought.

“Sleeping bags?”

“In case the duvets are musty, they are packed in vacuum bags and stored in well-sealed lockers inside, so I hope they are okay.”

“I love this whole idea, Tiffany, and I am so pleased you did this instead of paintballing.”

“I throw a mean snowball.”

After an initial load was carried inside, Ben suggested he unload while I found my bearings indoors. I was pleased he wasn’t pushy; instead, he wanted to take a burden from me. Everything was running in the house, and I had even loaded the fridge and freezer when he came in carrying a huge armful of logs.

“Shall I light a fire, Tiffany?”

“Yes, please - would you like coffee?’

“I could murder one.”

He was as British as Jacob, taking a dozen attempts to find the tail signals on Kate’s truck, laughing when he turned on the wiper blades instead. I felt intrigued and immersed in a study of all things Ben while he carefully stacked the log-burning stove and lit the fire.

He came to the kitchen, collected our coffees, and carried them to where the fire could warm us. We sat opposite one another on comfortable, old leather chairs of a style that would last forever. I wrapped my hands around the large, white porcelain coffee cup and eyed Ben carefully.

“Do you have a question, Tiffany?”

“I feel like you want to please me.”

“I do.”

“Why?”

“I am attracted to you, and it feels good to please you. I know you don’t need my hand to help you out of the truck, and you could unload everything for yourself - after all, you packed it this morning.”

“I did.”

“But you let me help you.”

“I did that, too.”

“Why, Tiffany?”

“Because it feels to me like that is important to you.”

“It is. I like being a man, and it feels good to help you.”

“I have the same feeling about you, Ben. That’s why I am making and cooking you my Mom’s secret pasta this evening to show you my appreciation for how you have treated me.”

“Can you cook, Tiffany?”

“Oh yes… taught by my Italian mother. I love cooking, especially for men who deserve it.”

“Oh wow, and you say you will make this pasta yourself?”

“Lobster ravioli.”

“My, my, you are quite the girl.”

“I hope so.”

When we finished drinking coffee, Ben went to fetch more wood while I organized the kitchen. I cracked eggs into a bowl, mixed them with double zero flour, and refrigerated the dough before making my lobster and ricotta cheese stuffing.

Ben came up from behind me, wrapped his arms around my waist, and kissed my neck while I giggled, tantalizingly tossing my long, black hair. With my flowery hands raised, I turned, smiled, and wrapped my arms around his neck, ensuring he saw the fire roaring in my eyes before kissing him.

“Would you like to sleep together on the floor by the fire tonight, Ben? Separate duvets or sleeping bags, of course. We can watch the stars from the windows and feel the heat there.”

“I would love to - and rest assured, I have no dishonorable intentions.”

“I know, honey. I have a wonderful feeling about you.”  


Chapter Sixty-One

Dinner Date For Two

◆◆◆

Tiffany’s Point Of View.

I never had much opportunity to cook for myself and couldn’t remember when I last made a meal for a guy. As I watched Ben tidy the huge bunkroom, creating a comfortable nest close to the fire, I wondered if my happiness was possible.

Loneliness had embalmed me from relationship pain. On the upside, that prevented me from making any more bad choices, but sexual and romantic isolation wasn’t my perfect state of being. Catherine’s boot camp at Granger Hall improved my self-esteem, equine skills, and overall physical fitness, but since sleeping with her, I had enjoyed no lovers.

After expertly cooking and shelling the beast, I carefully mixed lobster paste. Looking at the tender flesh deconstructed from its outer armor, I couldn’t help but draw parallels with my life. I glanced at Ben and felt his warmth, kindness, and, dare I say, early signs of romantic love, prising off my shell and exposing the girl inside.

My pasta dough was already in the fridge, chilling before I would roll it by hand. Ben came over, opened a bottle of wine chilling in the refrigerator, poured two glasses, and handed me one. I clinked my glass to his and smiled as encouragingly as possible.

“Do you have a toast for us, Ben?”

“To a girl who can cook and has captivated a boy who can’t.”

“Do I have that power over you?”

“I think you already know the answer to that question, Tiffany.”

I smiled shyly and felt more flushed than I expected because Ben’s words sent a shiver down my spine. My body tingled, coming alive in a romantic sense, enthused by something far more addictive than work. He was mesmerized, watching me mix ingredients, slowly folding my paste, avoiding turning it into mush.

“What ingredients have you used, Tiffany?”

“Lobster ravioli is easy, but as my mother said, simplicity becomes perfection when you cook with love. We have… the lobster… obviously - crushed garlic, well-drained ricotta cheese, lemon zest, salt, and pepper.”

“Combined with love?”

“And stamped out into little squares with pride.”

I showed Ben my ravioli stamp cutter with a wooden handle. It was a gift from my mother when I was ten years old, held together with love and superglue ever since. I stared at the small wood and food-grade steel stamp and remembered Mom reminding me countless times how important food, family, and friends were.

My melancholy vanished quickly, courtesy of Ben’s broad smile and excited expression. He had noticed my tiny mood change, but then, being a spy, he ought to.

“Are you okay, Tiffany?”

“I feel happy being here with you, Ben, so yes.”

“Thank you for doing this.”

“It’s long overdue.”

He stared at me with fire raging in his eyes and steam whistling out of his ears. I gulped, wanting him so much but praying I wouldn’t give myself cheaply, thereby forgoing a more meaningful relationship opportunity.

Ben sipped his wine, looking steamy and mysterious; I thought he must need something to occupy him before passion gripped.

“Can I ask what you mean by long overdue, please, Tiffany?”

“I haven’t dated in a while.”

“Why not?”

“Getting lost in work seemed like my best option. I’ve also been riding a great deal and am considering competing in Eventing.”

“Cross Country horse riding?”

“Yes, do you ride, Ben?”

“Like John Wayne.”

“Perhaps we can enjoy a canter together. With so much snow around on the trails, we must be careful.”

“I’d like that.”

“What about you, Ben?”

“Are we still talking about dating?”

“Yeah.”

He sighed and stared at the ceiling, shaking his head from side to side, considering a response. I felt excited because I knew Ben was interested in me, available, and with so much going on inside his head, I couldn’t wait to learn more.

“I’m a spy - that much you know.”

“I do.”

“Many girls either think I am boring because my cover story is tedious, or if they guess what I do, they are afraid that one day a knock at the door will bring bad news. Then, of course, some will believe me a cheater because I keep odd hours and disappear frequently.”

“What is your cover story?”

“I inspect postage stamps at the Royal Mail using a linen tester and lightbox, poring over random sheets straight off the printer.”

“My god - does anyone believe you?”

“Yes, why?”

“There is no way a man with your tight gorgeous ass could safely bend over a lightbox to inspect anything.”

“I never said inspecting postage stamps was safe.”

I rolled my pastry until it was silken smooth and thin but resilient. After much practice, I had perfected the technique of spooning paste evenly across each sheet. When I laid another pastry sheet on top and smoothed it with my fingertips, working around the filling to get the air bubbles out, Ben smiled.

“What is it, Ben?”

“It feels like your mother is in the room with us.”

“She will like you.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I like you.”

I used my pinkies to seal the edges and sides of each parcel with love before cutting them into a perfect square with my stamp. A pot of water simmered expectantly nearby, and the grill warmed, ready to blister zucchini and cherry tomatoes. A copper skillet with a knob of salted butter waited for me to turn on the heat to saute bright green asparagus.

A simple tomato, onion, and vegetable sauce, lightly seasoned and blended into a puree, was the perfect spoon-over flavor to compliment the delicate ravioli pillows. As I worked in the kitchen, frequently catching his admiring glance, I needed to know the answer to a question he had avoided.

“Will you tell me the truth about why you have no girlfriend, please, Ben?”

“In short - I am impossible for any girl to love, so it has been easier not to try, thereby avoiding another broken heart.”

“Have you a broken heart now?”

“No. I feel quite the opposite this evening. For the first time in possibly forever, I am enjoying a date I never want to end.”

“You are so sweet, Ben.”

I enjoyed cooking and presenting our dinner, served on warmed plates with more wine, great conversation and laughter. Ben’s romantic nest by the fire was a perfect spot to sit close to each other and share a small cheese grater, shaving delicious flakes from a triangle of Parmigiano Reggiano, finishing our dish.

Ben’s expression changed to one of incredulity when he bit into his first parcel of ravioli. He smiled, and his eyes sparkled with delight.

“Oh my word, Tiffany - this is excellent food.”

“It’s my favorite meal. Mom and Dad’s, too.”

“Do you make it often?”

“I’ve only ever made this for them and me.”

“I’m honored then.’

“I’m glad you feel that way, Ben.”

We fell into a comfortable silence, aside from the crackling of a wood fire that roasted my feet from its cast iron chamber, flickering cozy light everywhere. I giggled when Ben fed me, even though our food was identical. He was definitely cute boyfriend material, but was I right for him? Only time would tell.

Ben helped me tidy up and wash our dishes, pots, and pans, cracking jokes and telling anecdotal tales of mystery and intrigue.

We showered separately, Ben in the boys’ block, me in the girls’, coming together at the fire wearing pajamas. I stared at the oasis of sleeping bags and duvets reassembled from our dinner, looking more like a cozy love nest, and I fell in love with the moment.

He looked mischievous.

“I will behave, Tiffany.”

“I know.”

I lay down first, patting the spot beside me. When Ben lay down, I rested my head on his chest and wrapped an arm around his midriff. I felt aroused but able to control myself, enjoying the gentle rise and fall of his chest and the sound of his beating heart.

“The stars won’t come out for a while, Ben. Will you tell me a story, please?”

“A real one?”

“I don’t mind.”

“I have a friend called Tabitha. Would you like to meet her?”

“Yes, please.”

Ben reached into a small holdall nearby and brought out the most beautiful rag doll, handing her to me. She was a cloth figure, clearly homemade and stuffed with spare scraps of material. Her patchwork dress was carefully sewn together, and she wore cotton socks with patent black leather shoes stolen from a mass-manufactured doll.

“She’s beautiful, Ben.”

“Tabitha goes everywhere with me, even on ops. She’s a good luck charm, always reminding me to be careful.”

“How does that work with a doll?”

“One time, I remember rushing to leave a Moroccan hotel. We were closing in on an agent who turned. We’d been on the go for two weeks chasing the woman across Europe, always one step behind, with no sleep, lots of stress… you know what I mean?”

“Only from the movies, but go on. I like the story so far.”

“Russians were in town, meeting our former agent to extract her safely to Moscow. It was our last chance to intercept the woman.”

“Did she know a lot of secrets?”

“Oh yes, but worst of all, Karine had a list of all agents by name, current operations, and addresses.”

“Like a NOC list?”

“That’s only in Mission Impossible movies and books.”

“Ahh, I see.”

“Real spy work is far more boring than Ethan Hawke.”

“Come on Ben… I want to know about Tabitha, please.”

I was fascinated by Ben’s story and wondered how in the hell a rag doll could be involved in an international spy thriller. I rolled over, planted my torso on top of him, and stared into his gorgeous eyes.

“Okay… well, we closed in on Karine at the train station, but the Russians were there, and a gunfight ensued. Two of my friends died with at least six Russians down. They beat a retreat, leaving our traitor.”

“Job done then?”

“I ran toward Karine and tried to take her down alive, but she pulled a pistol and shot me three times.”

“Wow… holy shit, I wasn’t expecting that.”

“I’m still alive, though.”

“How come?”

“I wore body armor. I usually didn’t in those days because I was young and stupid.”

“What changed that day?“

“When I rushed around in my hotel room, getting dressed and gathering my gear, I looked for Tabitha because I always stuff her inside a trouser leg cargo pocket for good luck. It took me ages to find her.”

“Where was she?”

“Lying on top of my body armor. I saw her, looked at my armor, and… well, I put it on under my shirt.”

“Oh my god - it was a sign.”

“Yup. Since that day, I have worn my body armor when on an op.”

“Tabitha saved your life.”

“She did.”

“And how did Tabitha come into your possession, Ben?”

He stared at the doll and kissed her face, handing her to me with the utmost reverence, tucking her into the crook of my arm. I rolled back onto my side and cuddled Ben with Tabitha, staring at the stars that finally came out.

“Who is Tabitha Ben?”

“She’s my little sister. Tabitha made that doll for me when I joined the Royal Marines with Jacob. She was ten years old, eight younger than me. I love my sister dearly.”

“Well… you should - she saved your life.”


Chapter Sixty-Two

An Eye For A Spy

◆◆◆

While Ben slept, gently cradling me with my head resting on his chest, I studied him cautiously, not wishing to wake him. It was hard not to draw comparisons between him and Jacob because they were alike in stature and background, with the same cute English accent.

But they were different in other ways.

“Are you sleeping, Ben?”

“Ben?”

“Ben - are you asleep?”

I couldn’t resist slipping my hand down his washboard stomach and inside his pajama pants until I held his cock gently enough not to wake him but firmly enough to know that he would fill me if the time came. I resisted the urge to rub or play with his semi-hard cock because as much as I wanted to fuck Ben, I also wanted him to do the fucking and taking between us.

I wanted to be there for a man who would stand up for me, and Ben was the first real candidate I’d discovered, albeit my search was scarred by alcohol and poor choices. I settled down, left his cock alone, and dropped off to sleep feeling content, held close to an excellent, strong man I really liked.

I had never slept better in my life, but when I woke up alone, I felt scared.

“Ben?”

“Good morning, Tiffany.”

He was somewhere behind me, and while I wanted to turn and look, my face felt so comfortable buried in a pillow while I remained as warm as toast in a room that felt chilly outside my duvet.

“Where are you, Ben?”

“In the kitchen, making you breakfast.”

“I thought you couldn’t cook.”

“A mug of coffee, two boiled eggs, and toast won’t endanger Gordon Ramsey.”

I laughed into the pillow on which I lay and raised myself using both arms, arching my back steeply, stretching out tiredness, and moaning away my muscle stiffness.

“You have an amazing ass, Tiffany.”

“So do you.”

“Well… I’ll go one better - you are an amazing package in beauty, intelligence, and kindness - you have it all.”

“My god, Ben. So many compliments, and I haven’t properly woken yet.”

“I watched you through the night, loving what I saw. I hope I measured up okay.”

“Measured up?”

“You know… when you checked out my cock. I hope it was all you wished it to be.”

I buried my face in my hands, terrified, mortified, and totally fried because I was busted, and with no place to go, I muffled my words.

“Sorry, Ben.”

“Don’t be - you were checking me out. I get it. Cock size is important. I hope you like yours circumcised.”

“Oh dear god, I am so fucking embarrassed.”

“I don’t know why - I’ve been checking you out since we met.”

“Checking me out, how?”

“I imagine your body, how it looks underneath your clothes, and what making love to you will feel like.”

“Have you really been checking me out to that extent, Ben?”

“Yes - haven’t you done the same?”

“I can hardly deny it now, can I? You caught me red-handed.”

“Ahh, yes, but was your hand full enough to make you smile?”

“Yes. I was pleased with what I discovered - in every way.”

“Good.”

I flushed brightly and was surprised Ben didn’t feel annoyed or embarrassed by my sleazy behavior. It worried me that I would have to explain my bisexuality at some point because that might become a problem. Also, my chequered sexual history would be revealed so Ben could choose for himself before getting deeply into a relationship. I wouldn’t apologize for my life, having atoned for my sins with my inner self, but as much as I wanted to know what I would be getting into, it was only fair to share the same transparency with him.

“I love eggs for breakfast, Ben.”

“I find proper seasoning is especially essential when they are boiled. I like mine shelled and crushed on toast with lots of salt and cracked black pepper.”

“Me too.”

“Then allow me to serve breakfast.”

I sat upright, accepted the coffee, and perfectly soft-boiled runny yolk eggs on toast. It was a wholesome, honest breakfast made for me by a man I felt more than friendly towards. He pointed outside, and I saw an eagle standing on a fence pole that separated the lodge from a steep drop.

“That’s how Alicia climbed up here when she ran away.”

“She’s a spunky kid.”

“Alicia really is amazing.”

“Do you enjoy living so close to the boss and her family?”

“Kate and Jacob are in charge together - He is pivotal to Global Dynamics, especially in the expanded company, because he discovers things other people miss.”

“Jacob was a great soldier and spy - probably the best in our business while he served.”

I slipped a forkful of delicious runny egg on toast into my mouth and chewed, enjoying its wholesome, comforting effect. Outside was sunny with bright blue skies and no wind, although I knew it was well below zero. I mulled over what Ben said, figuring out how to respond.

“Are you checking in on Jacob, Ben?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes, but only because I was coming to see him anyway. Before I left London, Sean Manners summoned me to Regent’s Park Barracks, where he asked me to report back on all of you.”

“All of us?”

“Kate, you, Hannah, Claude, and Gunther specifically, but also, I was instructed to note anything of interest I saw or heard.”

“Wow.”

I set down my plate and sipped Ben’s overly strong coffee that Gordon Ramsey never had to worry about as competition. Eyeing him studiously was definitely a mistake because even though my feminine instincts in reading body language would trump his masculine abilities, Ben was a trained interrogator.

“Why would you report on us, Ben?”

“I never said I would.”

“Why would they ask you to do it?”

“Because Sean Manners is a paranoid narcissist who wants to know whose side the most powerful couple in the industrial, military complex are on.”

“Why me and the others?”

“You are a critical wheel in an essential military machine. The whole NATO alliance buys GD hardware, systems, and software - you are on every battlefield and every space thereon, be it land, sea, or air.”

My job suddenly swarmed me in precisely the way I feared. It had always struck me that signing government confidentiality agreements meant I was being monitored. It shaped my behavior and made me suspicious of others, even phone calls and emails, but Ben looked calm and open.

“What will you say about me?”

“I’ll tell Manners the truth.”

“Which is?”

“That I fell in love with you.”

“Oh my - what did you just say, Ben?”

“I said, I love you.”

I leaped across from where I sat, crawling across him until I straddled Ben’s lap and stared into his loving eyes. My body shimmered as an effervescence rose from the tip of my toes to the last hair on my head, transforming and bonding me to him.

I showered him with my long hair, like a Tiffany coat enveloping him in me. He inhaled deeply, enjoying my aroma and basking in it just as I prayed a boy would one day. I gently pressed my pussy into his hard cock, just enough for both of us to get a thrill.

“What will you really say about me, Ben?”

“I will tell Sean Manners that he has nothing to worry about at Global Dymanics because the people there are good and on his team.”

“Good.”

“I must report to him that I fell in love with you.”

“Seriously?”

“Of course. My affection for you matters to him.”

“Will you tell him that I love you too?”

His eyes shone, and he looked excited while my breasts heaved impressively, catching his eyes. I held his complete and absolute attention, which was essential because if he didn’t want only me right now, later would be a problem.

“Do you mean that, Tiffany?”

“Yes. I love you too, sweetheart.”

“Would you be my girlfriend, please?”

“I would love to be your girlfriend, Ben.”

I leaned forward slowly and seductively to kiss my new boyfriend, enjoying the emotional thrill that exists when you know a boy has just become your boyfriend. My lips brushed against his in a sizzling first kiss any virgin would be proud of. I felt Ben’s cock stiffen against my swollen pussy lips, and I giggled, then kissed him again with our tongues sizzling in a deluge of furnace sparks.

“I must shower, Ben.”

“Me too, sweetheart.”

I reluctantly stood up and strolled away, knowing I was being stared at and admired every step I took. I even heard Ben’s elevated breathing until I suddenly realized it was my desperate panting.

“Are we dressing for hiking, Ben?”

“That would be nice - I could use a cooling off.”

“Me too.”

He never invaded my bathing privacy, although I would have enjoyed it if he had. Ben was kind, warm, and gentlemanly despite having a killer instinct just beneath his surface. I took my time showering, meticulously shaving my legs and under my arms while ensuring my pubic bush was neat using a grooming trimmer, which worked in the shower.

I wrapped my hair in a towel and then my body in a bath sheet knotted above my breasts. When I returned to the dormitory room, Ben stood in sweatpants with a naked torso and gorgeous wet hair, feeding more wood into the fire.

I strolled over to him, enjoying the magical stare he gave me all the way.

“I feel bad about what I did last night, Ben.”

“Do you mean when you gripped my cock without consent?”

“Oh my god, it sounds even worse when you say it like that.”

“I don’t mind you being curious about what you’re getting, Tiffany.”

“I feel you should be paid back and know what you are getting as well.”

“How would you do that?”

I stepped back, untied the bath sheet, and let it fall into a puddle on the floor, revealing my full nakedness. Ben’s expression changed to love and lust while he beamed broadly with eyes sparkling like a bright night sky.  He was mesmerized, hungrily scanning every inch of my lithe, firm body, momentarily pausing at my pussy, breasts, and ass when I spun slowly.

“Do you like what you see, Ben?”

“Oh wow… yeah… oh my, Tiffany, you are absolutely stunning. More beautiful than any living creature I ever saw.”

“Thank you, honey.”

I let him gawp and inspect me thoroughly, enjoying how my pussy throbbed for his fingers, tongue, and cock. My womb fluttered, warming, doing everything possible to encourage my pussy onto his circumcised cock head.

“Since I touched you - would you like to touch me? It seems only fair.”

“Jesus, Tiffany - you are like Aphrodite and Cleopatra rolled into one. I can’t resist you.”

“Then don’t.”

He stepped closer and kissed me so gently that I felt like clouds lifted me into a hazy realm where unicorns dragged our Cinderella carriage to a honeymoon suite. While Ben’s tongue explored my mouth, I took his hand and encouraged his fingers down my midriff to explore my aching, damp pussy.

I pulled away to watch his reaction when Ben’s fingers rifled through my pubic bush. He looked like a child in a sweet shop, enjoying my wiry nest with a look of wonder and a beaming smile. I smiled back and nodded down.

“Explore as much as you want, honey - if we’re dating, you are the only person other than me who will ever touch down there.”

“I only want to be with you if this is serious, Tiffany.”

“Are we exclusive then?”

“Definitely.”

“Then explore away down there or anywhere you like, Ben, because it is serious between us.”

Ben found my clitoris right away and expertly used an index finger and thumb to spread my protective hood. With my solid pink nub exposed, Ben thumbed it from side to side, eliciting my excited response as I moaned and trembled all over.

He kissed me, plowing my slit with two fingers, exploring further along, deeper until his fingers found my hole that sucked him in as I squeezed my pelvic floor to crush his digits. With Ben’s fingers inside my throbbing hole, I was satisfied completely.

“Will you fuck me, Ben?”

“Yes, please.”

“Don’t pull out when you cum.”

“Are you sure?”

“I take birth control, and I want your semen inside me.”

He stared at the ceiling and muttered something that sounded like thank you, god, but I was already descending to my knees, sliding my palms down his incredibly bulked, rippling pectoral mass and the washboard stomach I would have hours of fun tickling and stroking later.

For now, I wanted to show my love and demonstrate to Ben how much I wanted him. His circumcised cock was the longest, thickest, most veiny, and solid cock I had handled, and I felt slightly worried I wouldn’t be able to take it all.

Ben’s engorged cock head looked like it was dipped in a succulent veneer while smelling like it wanted to get me pregnant. Primal, musky precum seeped from a tiny red slit on top of his bulbous head, urging me to taste, and my tongue quivered as I guided my boyfriend’s cock into my mouth.

Some part of my soul rejoiced as an inner woman, both slut and angel, was released. I wanted a man, not a joke, but a rugged, manly guy like Ben who would protect me while I nurtured him. His salty, sticky cream burned across my tongue, searing taste buds that yearned for a cock to love. My whole body erupted in pleasure, and it was as though every part of me wanted to convey love through my lips, tongue, and tonsils that gagged when I crammed his thick cock down my throat.

Ben held my head gently in both enormous, powerful hands, rifling his fingers through my hair while I bobbed my lips up and down his shaft, sucking hard. I wanted Ben to shoot his salty load down my throat, but he had other ideas, slowly kneeling until his cock slipped out of my mouth and our fiery eyes leveled.

He kissed me, even though his salty precum coated every soft tissue in my mouth; then, when he disengaged our lips, I saw desperation in his eyes.

“I want to go down on you too, Tiffany, but can we make love first, please?”

“You seem desperate - is there anything wrong?”

“I just want you so much.”

“Is it because you want to plant your seed inside my womb? Stake a claim and brand me, so to speak?”

“Yes - I want you so much like you wouldn’t believe Tiffany.”

“I believe you, honey because I want the same thing.”

“May I?”

“Of course. I would love you to claim me, Ben.”

I lay back on a thin rug covering the hard wooden floor, making no attempt to find a more comfortable space because I wanted Ben to fuck me hard, giving me every millimeter of his stiff cock and cumming as deep inside me as possible.

I got so carried away that my body and mind wanted to have his baby, so I was glad conception was almost impossible because the moment his cock head spread my pussy lips wide open, every hormone and instinct in my body yearned to be his. I was a woman, pure and simple, driven by my natural state, which was to become entwined with a man worthy of me as I was to him.

I spurred his ass cheeks with my heels, cradled his neck in both hands, and gave him my most convincing please fuck and take me eyes.  I wanted to be Ben’s and have his seed inside me, be fucked only by him ever again, and know he only wanted me. His eyes conveyed an everlasting love while his cock stretched my underused pussy wide as though my sex organs and surrounding muscles needed to be unlocked. I cried out with rampant sexual boldness, begging my boyfriend for more cock as Ben eyeballed me, slowly sliding his length deep inside - giving it to me.

“I want you to fuck me whenever it pleases you, Ben. If you need love, nurturing, my shoulder to lean on, or anything from me, please ask in case I don’t foresee your every need.”

“I just want you all to myself, and in return, you’ll have the same. I will never let you down, Tiffany, and I will spend the rest of my life making you proud.”

“I believe you.”

We had known each other for almost four days, far from my record for sleeping with a guy, but this time, I felt an intense, explosive emotional context to our love. I stared into Ben’s eyes, giving myself to him while he took me, enjoying being inside me, giving me the feeling I had yearned for so much.

When Ben was balls deep inside me, I panted and milked his cock with my powerful, toned muscles while his cock throbbed, embossing his shape into my pussy walls. He stared down like a gladiator, desperate for my approval.

“Are you full of cock, Tiffany?”

“More than ever before. Your cock head is pressing hard against my cervix - that’s a first for me.”

“I love being inside you.”

“I love having you inside me - it feels right, different… perfect.”

When Ben slid his cock out of my pussy, I felt an element of regret and loss, but it wasn’t long before he filled me with his stiff meat again, sliding his immense, throbbing cock, balls deep inside my tight pussy. He adjusted his hands, taking more weight off my body, slowing his stroke at the end so his glans didn’t press against my cervix. I wriggled, pulling around his neck until I got all of his cock and the cervical crushing I wanted.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Tiffany.”

“It will ache a little, but I want to feel that lingering effect of you fucking me.”

“Are you saying you like it hard?”

“I want you to fuck me hard.”

He cupped my ass cheeks and rammed his cock so deep inside me I yelled with joy and gawped at him with saucer-wide eyes. My nostrils flared, and I laughed with surprise while forcing my slit into the best possible position to take all of Ben’s cock.

He fucked me piston-like, hard, fast, and so intensely that I orgasmed immediately. It had never happened to me before, but finally, I understood what the words multiple orgasm really meant, and I was on a wild ride of love and pleasure dictated by Ben’s cock.

He never averted his eyes, pummeling my fuck hole so hard and wonderfully that I was swept into a bubble where only love, lust, and Ben mattered. I saw our future in his eyes, unhindered by the practicalities of work and geography.

When Ben came deep inside me, I wanted all of him and enjoyed the ocean of his seed that flooded me. It felt spiritual for me, like our transfer of love was emotional and physical, incarnated by the sperm that swam deep inside me, hunting my precious egg even if that quest were in vain.

Ben grunted and screamed uncontrollably while his cock jerked deep inside me, pressing hard against my upper pussy wall with each twitch that decanted more seed, filling me. He frowned and contorted his face as though in disbelief at how much joy he found inside me.

“Oh fuck, I love you so much, Tiffany.”

He slumped on top of me, exhausted, having given me the hardest, longest, and most enjoyable fuck of my life.

In our loving afterglow, Ben was cute. He kissed me and chuckled with happiness so much that I almost cried. He noticed tears welling in my eyes and looked concerned.

“Are you okay, Tiffany?”

“Yes, sweetheart - I am deliriously happy.”

“My cock is still inside you.”

“Stay as long as you want.”


Chapter Sixty-Three

Special Delivery

◆◆◆

Claude’s Point Of View.

Kate and Jacob’s presence at A Walk In The Clouds made my life much easier. Managing security inside their home compound was a cinch, hardly needing my intervention. When my friendly employers wanted to leave home, I had a six-person standby security team living discreetly in a nearby lodge.

When the family was mobile, they used Chevy Tahoes—the classic FBI go-to SUV. My men and women security operatives were armed, well-trained, and able to deploy without me. For a few days while ensconced in Hannah’s love nest, I could relax, get to know my girlfriend better, and be myself—a man at home, occasionally experimenting in the kitchen, helping make a home while enjoying a few addictive hobbies, mostly outdoor activities.

I rolled out of bed and watched Hannah crawl into the warm space I left behind. She was off for a few days, recovering from overworking while figuring out how to better manage Global Dynamics with Kate. Tiffany, Gunther, and Isabella suffered as severely as my beloved did, so this transformational planning time was necessary for everyone’s quality of life.

From her seductive, naked pose in our bed, my beloved stared at me like a wide-eyed, playful, and relaxed kitten with mischief on its mind. Hannah was the most sensual woman I had ever met, and to say I loved her with all my heart was an understatement.

She patted the bed beside her, pouting as though I left her with a saddened heart.

“Stay with me, Claude, please.”

“I have to leave, honey, and you have meetings at the main house. Tiffany asked me for a favor. She and Ben have run low on several things at Alicia’s lodge, and I promised to deliver them.”

“What’s going on up there?”

“Same as what’s going on here, Hannah. A boy met a girl, and they fell in love.”

“You’re so cute, Claude. You tell me you love me in so many ways.”

“I am French cherie.”

“What do they need at Alicia’s lodge - condoms?”

“Wine, some fruit, bread, coffee, and milk. I also want to visit the butchers to buy us a tomahawk steak for dinner, and for that, I’ll need a good Bordeaux for the sauce and another for us.”

“That’s fair enough, but I know you will also go climbing.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw you checking through your rucksack last night, honey. You then hid it in our closet.”

“Do you mind if I get sidetracked?”

“Not as long as you promise to use a safety rope and harness - no free climbing, please, Claude.”

“I promise.”

My free climbing day was suddenly canceled because I would never lie to Hannah or defy her reasonable wishes. She didn’t like climbing when snow and ice increased risks, but I loved danger and needed an occasional adrenaline spike. I grabbed a pre-packed rucksack from our closet on my way out of our bedroom. It was filled with ropes, harnesses, helmets, chocks, cams, and friend sets.

I glanced back at my beloved longingly. As much as I wanted to slip back into bed with my lover, a promise was a promise, and the added opportunity to scale a few granite slabs near Alicia’s cabin was not to be missed, so I showered and dressed, kissed Hannah, and then left.

Jacob had bought an older model Ford F150 for everyone’s general use, kitting it out with raised air-cushioned suspension and studded tires for snow and ice driving. It was our go-to truck for the nearby woodland trails when we were not traveling around by ATV.

It was also my favorite vehicle because the truck had clearly been used for the purpose its designers intended. Dented panels, rough patches of slightly off-color spray paint, and a deep silver, paint-encrusted gouge in the rear passenger door were like badges of honor for a truck that could go anywhere.

I strolled into the main house to collect the truck keys and saw Justin sitting alone at Lizzie’s bar. He looked miserable, so I checked in.

“What’s up, kid?”

“I’m tired of lawyers constantly discussing things I can’t understand. Alicia had to go to her tutor, so I am trying to rest my head.”

“Once the lawyers do their shit, everything will be great, Justin. It’s just a process.”

“I’ve been processed all my life.”

I had been getting on well with Justin, meeting him on ad-hoc occasions in the stables, around the house grounds, or at Lizzie’s cafe, but we never made plans. He looked bored, which I knew was a poor state for any kid because their minds are overactive. Justin didn’t strike me as self-pitying; it was more like he needed something to challenge him.

“I have to shop for a few things and make a delivery to Alicia’s lodge, but after that, I plan to climb.”

“Rock climb?”

“Yeah - have you tried it?”

“Never.”

“Do you want to join me? I have plenty of gear.”

“What, really? Me go climbing with you?”

“Yeah. I’ll belay you from the bottom, so you’ll fall a few inches at the most if you slip.”

“Oh wow, Claude - I would love to - thanks, man.”

His face lit up, and he was like any kid who had enjoyed scant life opportunities. According to Henry, the few fun times Justin had were hard-earned or fought for. I saw joy in his expression and a spirit of adventure, reminding me of a life on Paris’ streets as a young boy, not always on the right side of the law.

Justin’s excitement continued in the truck as he came alive like a seed planted in fertile soil, lovingly fed with water and sunlight. It felt like I was hanging with a bro, even though he was young, because the boy had aged far beyond his years.

“Can I ask what it was like at the farm where they adopted you?”

“Yeah - I’m still processing everything, though. Some memories are a bit hazy. I remember being tired a lot. You know, like when you can’t think properly, and your body feels heavy?”

“That’s exhaustion.”

“I think working hard did me some good, though. The beatings maybe not so much.”

“How do you feel you benefitted?”

“I know a bully when I see one. I feel stronger inside and in my body than I ever have. It was a sad time, but I can move on.”

“You’re a strong guy.”

“Do you think I am a guy, Claude?”

“Yeah - guys are defined by their attitude toward life, buddy. I see a great guy sitting next to me right now. You’ll change the world, man.”

“Hah - thank you, bro.”

I high-fived Justin and gripped his tiny hand in my huge paw, noting his considerable strength. After we shopped at a large deli I loved because they sold fresh herbs, he insisted on carrying the boxed groceries to our truck, having packed them while I paid. He carefully set them in the seat well behind him. These were not the everyday actions of a kid his age.

“Do you have a phone, Justin?”

“Never needed one. My only friends are at the orphanage or Alicia’s home. I can see them anytime - Kate said so even if she needs to drive me herself.”

“You can visit Hannah and me anytime, too.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, man - you didn’t need to be invited. You can come and chill with us anytime. Hannah has some great music, and we have board games.”

“You play board games?”

“I’m the king of Monopoly, Justin.”

“We played that at the orphanage.”

“You have to watch Hannah carefully because she moves strategically, but she’s a sucker for the railroads. Get one early, and she’s knocked off her game.”

“Why railroads?”

“Hannah loves the romance of railway travel. One day, I will take her to France, and we will travel everywhere by train.”

From his sparkling eyes, I saw that Justin wanted an adventure of his own. I doubted he’d traveled by railway, which was another sad fact about his limited options in life. Pulling off the main road and onto the dirt track leading to Alicia’s cabin, I stopped the truck, leaped out, and beckoned my young friend.

“You drive.”

“I never have.”

“Not even a tractor?”

“Nope.”

“How did you pull the plow?”

“They had a donkey. I walked beside it.”

“All day?”

“At least ten miles when we were plowing. Seed planting was by hand and roughly the same distance.”

“Jump over here and drive.”

I hauled myself into the seat Justin vacated while he stared excitedly at the dashboard, instruments, and steering wheel. He had the sense to know that his feet were too far from the pedals, so he reached under the seat, trying to find a lever.

“It’s an old truck, but not that old. Adjust buttons on your right side are set into the seat plastic housing. It’s all electric.”

“Oh… sorry.”

“Don’t apologize for things that aren’t your fault, Justin - people will take advantage of your politeness.”

“I know.”

My phone flashed, and I saw it was Alicia, so I answered immediately, thinking something must have been wrong.

“I just got home, and Mom said Justin was with you.”

“We’re delivering some groceries to Tiffany.”

“At my lodge?”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t invite me?”

“Oh.”

There was a long, silent pause where I scrambled to think of an excuse. I could hardly say this was an outing for Bro’s, further inflaming her. I stole her friend, and now, having returned from her tutoring, Alicia sought answers. When she giggled playfully, I knew I’d been set up.

“Who told you to call and prank me, Alicia?”

“Dad. He’s paying me five bucks to tease you.”

“I owe him one for that.”

“Have a great time, Uncle Claude, and please say hi to Justin.”

I choked when she called me Uncle Claude. It happened a few times recently, and on each occasion, it lifted my heart while making me want to cry. Alicia had carved herself a family from the people who loved her. She was happy, and now, sitting behind the wheel of a truck, so was her best friend.

“Right foot only. Foot on brake - that’s the left pedal. Slip the gear into drive, foot off the brake, and accelerate gently - that’s the right pedal. If you see a tree in your way, don’t worry, just hit the brake. Trees only attack mountain bikers.”

“That’s funny, Claude.”

“Let’s go, dude - true love depends on our mission.”

He was a natural driver after a rough start, while figuring out the right pressure to apply. No trees were harmed during Justin’s first driving lesson, and we both enjoyed plowing through deep snow in full off-road mode.

Ben came out to greet us at Alicia’s lodge, followed shortly afterward by Tiffany. I knew right away they were utterly in love because they held hands every possible moment. I pointed to the couple while Justin switched off the engine.

“They are in love, Justin.”

“How can you tell?”

“As I previously mentioned, I am French, and we know when love is in the air.”

“I like Tiffany.”

“Me too.”

Justin unloaded the provisions into a bag Ben held open, splitting what was theirs from the essentials I bought for our dinner while I chatted with Tiffany. We let the lovers retreat into their nest before climbing back into the truck and taking a trail past Alicia’s lodge, pressing further into the wild.

It took almost an hour to set up our top belay point, which was easy to reach by a short ridge walk but more difficult to tackle by the climbing route up an eighty-foot challenging slab. I gave Justin my climbing shoes with grippy rubber soles, toes, and heels. He donned a helmet and adjusted the straps on a harness I checked over.

He grinned broadly at me, looking every bit an intrepid adventurer.

“The rock face is at an angle of less than ninety degrees, which is called slab climbing.”

“What do I need to know?”

“I’m hooked into your safety rope, and when you climb, I will pull in the slack, which feeds through a runner at the top.”

“The belay point?”

“That’s it.”

“What else should I do, Claude?”

“The shoes I gave you are made of a very soft rubber compound, and they are good for smearing on slabby routes, heel hooking on overhangs and roofs, etc. You’ll get the hang of it. Learn to jam your fingers  and toes into hand and foot holds, but don’t twist them in case you get stuck.”

“Okay - here goes.”

“Between your hands and feet, try to keep three points of contact with the rock at all times.”

As you might expect from any kid, Justin scaled the first twenty feet like a mountain goat. Once he was high, looking down, nerves set in, testing his character. I saw Disco knee wobbling as his physical effort caused him to sweat profusely. Hand and foot holds became more scant, and he slipped a few times. He never screamed or panicked when falling; he just dangled from my safety rope, catching his breath before gripping the rock face again.

“Am I taking too long, Claude?”

“You talk too much, buddy. Hang on the rope, turn around, and enjoy the view and silence. This is about you and the great outdoors.”

He grinned and allowed me to hold his weight on the carabiner attached to my belt, which did all the work. When Justin turned around and saw the view, I heard him gasp and watched an ear-to-ear grin spread across his face.

A new mountain man was born.

I let Justin take up all our climbing time, impressed by his determination and need to overcome every adversity. No caution bound him when he got stuck at an overhang as he scraped, crawled, and rounded that rocky hazard like he had tackled life — head-on and with a winners’ mindset.

When we packed up, Justin made no fuss about his cuts and bruises because adrenaline fired his body while adventure scorched his soul.

“That was unbelievable, Claude.”

“You are a natural, buddy - I am proud of you.”

“Thank you, man.”

He hugged me so tightly it squeezed my breath out. I was taken aback and felt quite emotional. I hadn’t got to climb, but watching a newbie find love for my favorite sport was just as satisfying as though I had climbed myself. I opened a water bottle, took a swig, and passed another to Justin, who emptied it, dehydrated from his physical effort. I opened another bottle, tore open a gauze dressing from my first aid kit, and flushed out a deep gouge on his forearm.

“Does that sting?”

“Not really.”

“Shall we go home then?”

“This has been the most awesome day of my life, Claude - thank you.”

“No problem, bro. Don’t forget, when we see Jacob and talk of this day, we always exaggerate our prowess on the rock.”

“Why?”

“It’s what guys do when hanging with other guys.”

I tossed Justin the keys, and he set off slowly, far more cautiously than when he had climbed the rock face. We passed by Alicia’s lodge, noticing nobody was at home, which I was glad about because new love must have privacy to blossom.

When we reached A Walk In The Clouds, I followed Justin inside Jacob and Kate’s home because Hannah’s car was parked outside. Everyone had gathered around Lizzie’s bar, so I strolled over, smiling at Kate, Jacob, my beloved, and Alicia, who grinned cheekily, poking her tongue out.

When she saw his injured state, Hannah gasped and raised Justin’s hand, looking under his arm.

“What did you do, Claude?”

“It’s a bit of rock rash.”

“You were reckless. He needs stitches.”

“Nah. We have first-aid dressings somewhere to fix this. I would have done it on the trail had I been able to clean the wound properly.”

“You’re not touching him anymore.”

She looked motherly to the extent her ire was directed at me. Kate joined in, shooting me an accusatory glance while Jacob patted my back as a sign of Bro’s solidarity. Justin laughed it off, allowing the women to clean and dress his wound while he leaned an elbow on a towel, and they fussed over him.

I could have done a much better job, as could Jacob, with both of us being field medic trained, but it seemed like a losing strategy when two potentially prickly lionesses had decided to take over. It was time to change the subject.

“Justin is coming over for dinner tonight. I said we would play Monopoly.”

Alicia shot me a warning in an expression that spoke volumes.

“Alicia is coming too.”

Hannah stared into Justin’s eyes while cleaning his wound. She had the most severe expression.

“Did my boyfriend tell you he always wins at Monopoly, Justin?”

“Yes. Is it true?”

“He never wins, honey.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Did Claude tell you to buy one railway?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I advise you against doing that because I love the railways very much. Claude will have us go after each other while he sneaks quietly around the board. We fight it out, buying each other’s property groupings, and Claude wins - but it never works out for him.”

“No way!”

“Way - look at how he is grinning.”

It was true, in part, that my strategy was to aim the other players at each other while I quietly bought a whole row of the board. It didn’t always work; in fact, with Hannah at the table, regardless of who else played with us, as she rightly pointed out, I never won, but it was fun trying.

She smiled at the teenage boy while fixing him up, grinning.

“You stick with me, Justin, and we will make Claude squirm tonight.”


Chapter Sixty-Four

Worshiping My Beloved

◆◆◆

Hannah clinched a hard-fought victory, with Alicia fiercely challenging her every move. After Justin and I were eliminated from the Monopoly board, the two uber-competitive females, despite their significant age difference, were engaged in a strategic, bloody battle of trespass payments and construction around Old Kent Road and Mayfair.

Even the railways were not unscathed in a battle of wills between a young woman and a younger girl. Meanwhile, Justin and I ran for cover, eventually finding our bro-zone wrapped up warm, sitting on the decking outside, gazing at the stars twinkling in a clear sky.

He glanced at me and laughed, so I nudged him gently.

“What is it, bro?”

“They both want to win the Monopoly game so much, Claude.”

“Sometimes girls are competitive like that - those two always fight clean, though. Hannah has the edge with greater experience, but in ten more years, Alicia will be formidable.”

“I don’t like it very much.”

“You don’t like being beaten?”

“It’s not that at all - I don’t like it when girls get so aggressive.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean, but it’s just playing around. Those two would never harm either of us despite the crushing defeat we both just got. In fact, consider them like lionesses who would fight for their family to the death.”

“They seem to delight in winning.”

“That’s a good thing for everyone, Justin.”

He perceived himself as a protector and was trying to find his place in the world as a boy, becoming a man. Justin’s very first encounter with Alicia had him settling scores with older kids who were intent on bullying her. From there, according to Henry, he became a fair arbiter of disagreements between all the kids at the orphanage, often breaking up fights or creating peace.

I sympathized with Justin because he had constantly adapted and shaped himself to his environment, which wasn’t easy given how frequently and cruelly his conditions changed. Alicia was a rock to which his friendship was secured; tonight, he saw the young girl’s competitive nature rising, and it seemed change was happening again. Alicia didn’t need Justin’s protection, but I couldn’t tell him that even so, she still wanted her big brother to look out for her.

I felt similarly protective about Hannah, especially in light of her workplace stress and a recent pregnancy scare, but I knew what I was dealing with, having had experience with women, and I loved my girlfriend more for her competitive nature.

I dropped the kids off at the main house with Jacob and returned to Hannah, helping her tidy up the aftermath of a board game party that got out of hand with soda cans and snack food. When we were done, and I held her close, she kissed me with the warm, intense love that only a woman could bring into my life.

“Did you enjoy the children being here tonight, Claude?”

“Very much. Did you?”

“Yes.”

“I want us to have children, Hannah.”

“We are going to, one step at a time.”

“If we have a baby, I will look after him or her.”

“You mean become a stay-at-home Dad?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

“Would you give up working for us to have a family?”

“You earn vastly more money than I do, Hannah. It makes no sense for you to forego a great career unless that’s what you want.”

“I prefer to work.”

“Then I prefer to stay at home.”

“Claude - will our children be climbing mountains, riding horses, hunting, fishing, and driving ATVs while I work?”

“They must, Hannah. Our kids will be survivors and thrivers.”

As I chuckled, she stared into my face, scanning my expression and searching my eyes for hidden truths. I found women to have excellent body language interpretive skills, and Hannah was an expert among them. She wiggled her lips sideways, wrinkled her nose, and furrowed her brow, all signs her emotions were heightening.

“You would do that for us?”

“Of course, I would.”

“I desperately want to have your babies, Claude.”

“We can wait until it suits you, sweetheart.”

“Thank you. I want us to visit your home town in France together first. It would be nice if our baby were conceived in Paris.”

“Thank you, Hannah - I would also like that.”

She winked at me while sliding both hands down my chest, pulling open my sweat pants while slipping her free hand into my boxer briefs. Hannah gripped my cock tightly and squeezed suggestively, smiling.

“Are you feeling horny, baby girl?”

“Very.”

I cradled my girlfriend into our bedroom, helping her undress, kneeling to slide her emerald green lace panties down her silken thighs and past her knees with a deep reverence. I worshipped Hannah as she did me, but right now, the sensual aroma of her aroused pussy drove me insane, and I trembled in sexual overload.

“Can you smell my pussy?”

“Deliciously so.”

“While we played Monopoly, I sat all night imagining you fathering my babies, and I couldn’t think of any man I would prefer being with.”

“I feel the same.”

Hannah lifted a leg and gently placed her thigh on my shoulder, opening herself wide with a slight sideways twist. Her pussy lips were engorged, looked ultra smooth, and shone from a thin veneer of aromatic hormones coating them - I knew she tasted as good as her pussy smelled.

While she stared down, my beloved inhaled sharply while cupping my head with both hands.

“I have noticed you enjoy being encouraged to give me cunnilingus, Claude.”

“I like you to make some dominant moves in bed - sitting on my face is one of them.”

“But you also enjoy my submissive side, right?”

“I love you no matter what side you offer me, Hannah.”

“Will you please lick my pussy before fucking me, Claude? I must be taken by you.”

Hannah didn’t wait for my answer, gently but firmly pulling my face into her crotch while pushing her fleshy, tasty-looking pussy lips toward my mouth. When contact was made, the sweet, honeyed nectar that burst onto my lips and tongue tasted like my most treasured flavor.

I plowed my tongue from the creamy entrance hole to her pussy, along a deliciously sticky, juicy slit, until I sucked on Hannah’s throbbing, solid clitoris. She gasped and moaned as I used all my experience to pleasure her pussy, frequently changing my tongue strokes that, at first, dragged across her sticky pink nub from side to side, then spun into a circular motion that made her shudder.

“I need to lie back on our bed, honey - I want more of your tongue and deeper inside me.”

“Do you want your plug?”

“Yes, please.”

As she lay back on the bed, Hannah looked slutty and vulnerable, leaving no doubt of her desire for me. I was firing hard on all cylinders with an aching cock that thumped against each thigh while I ran and fetched Hannah’s stainless steel butt plug from her top drawer.

I kneeled while my girlfriend lifted her ass for me to lick and lubricate her anal whorl. I sucked the short, tapered working end of a two-inch base diameter steel plug and drilled it inside Hannah’s back passage, enjoying her wriggles and gasps of delight.

I tapped the end, activating its fun setting, and watched the games begin.

“I love these short plugs that vibrate inside you, Hannah.”

“Oh fuck - me too, honey.”

“I think I want one for me.”

“I’ll buy it tomorrow, but for now, please be quiet and lick, then fuck me.”

My girlfriend needed a lot of orgasms to quench her sexual frustration, and I was a patient lover, savoring and enjoying her pleasure as much as I did my own. Hannah loved making a great deal of sexual noise while being fucked, so when I two-fingered her tight pussy hole with an anal plug buzzing my tips, I licked and sucked her creamy clitoris. My girlfriend went ballistic, screaming the lodge down in a tumultuous orgasm.

After I cleaned her sticky pussy and with both legs wrapped around my waist, I stood at the bottom of the bed and slid my cock inside the only free fuck hole Hannah had left. The vibrating butt plug inside my girlfriend’s back passage quivered through thin tissue walls separating it from my cock.

With half my shaft buried deep inside her tight hole, Hannah squeezed back, milking me while staring with the most lewd expression. She gasped and growled, yelped, and moaned as waves of pleasure rippled through her body.

When Hannah gripped my hands and tried wriggling her tight hole further onto my long, thick cock, I resisted and smiled. 

“Does that feel nice, Hannah?”

“You always feel nice inside me. Please don’t tease me.”

“Do you want all of my cock?”

“Yes, please, Claude. I need it all deep inside me right now, and then I want your cum.”

“What about your cervix?”

“I can deal with the soreness; now stop fucking around, please, honey, and give me all your cock - I’ve been a good girl, and I deserve a reward.”

“You have a potty mouth, Hannah.”

“And you love it.”

“Yes.”

Hannah arched her back steeply and cried out loudly as I slid my cock deeper inside her tight pussy. She smiled, then pushed her cunt further onto my shaft until I knew I was balls deep inside her. She groaned, in deep satisfaction, pointing to a place on her stomach, indicating how far my cock was inside her.

I loved fucking Hannah in a missionary style because I could watch her expression and judge for myself how well I performed. My girlfriend was on another plane of existence, shuddering and screaming salaciously, raking my back with sharp fingernails when I began fucking her pussy hard. I ensured each regular stroke was fully withdrawn before I impaled her with my cock buried balls deep inside again.

I fucked her harder, faster, and with more intensity as the vibrating anal plug whipped up an orgasmic storm for both of us. Hannah’s climax lasted forever, causing her to tense every muscle so she could tightly squeeze my cock and the steel plug.

She knew the instant I shot my load inside her, and I watched a delighted expression burst onto her face like a rapid sunrise sweeping through a dark valley as Hannah tried extra hard to crush my cock, milking every drop of cream from a vigorously twitching prostate gland.

I slumped onto my girlfriend, and she plowed her heels hard into my ass cheeks with both arms holding me tightly around the neck.

“I am never letting go of you, Claude.”

“I love you too, Hannah.”

As always, I slept like a log when Hannah was in bed, thinking only about the monumental day ahead. I dreamed of a family, the love we shared, and the everlasting devotion between Hannah and me. 

I rose early and ran in the woods, seeing Jacob, Justin, and Alicia in the distance. I took a different route to them, not wishing to disrupt their bonding.

On my return to our lodge, I showered, after which Hannah had prepared breakfast: poached eggs on Lizzie’s homemade bread toasted. No rich, buttery sauce famed in my country destroyed the perfectly cooked, plump, alabaster-colored eggs. Just a light sprinkling of cracked black pepper and sea salt tempted my pallet.

I sat beside my beloved, wrapped in a towel, warmed by a blazing log fire Hannah lit while I was gone. She noticed my delight with the first mouthful of my favorite breakfast and pointed.

“Don’t French people love thick sauces on everything, Claude?”

“Not this Frenchman. I prefer the simplicity of my fresh, perfectly cooked eggs on toast.”

“It’s good you don’t feel the same about your women.”

“You are a straightforward woman to please, Hannah.”

“How so?”

“You enjoy being treated with the same love you give. I am drawn to you by that generosity of love.”

“Oh Claude, if we weren’t going somewhere this morning - I would drag you to bed and fuck you all day long.”

“We are busy, Cherie.”

“Yes, we are. Buying a new bed is so important.”

I dressed simply, wearing jeans, Timberland boots, and a base layer with a fleecy jumper pulled over the top. It was cold outdoors, and I was pleased Hannah adopted my advice, wearing a base layer and thick tights under a dress.

I opened my truck door and helped Hannah enter before driving us to Kate and Jacob’s house, where we promised to stop by for coffee before our shopping trip.

Inside was a hubbub comprising Kate, Jacob, their family, Alicia and Justin, with Henry and a group of lawyers. They were collecting refreshments and moving from Lizzie’s bar to the main lounge seating area, undoubtedly discussing Justin on the way.

Lizzie leaned over her bar, grinning at Hannah.

“Would you and Claude like a coffee?”

“We haven’t much time. We’re going furniture shopping.”

“You always have time for coffee, Hannah.”

“Okay - I have the breaking strain of a Kit-Kat when it comes to coffee, especially yours, so hit us up.”

“It’s Liza Bourne’s coffee, but I get what you mean.”

I winked at Hannah when she smiled. I guessed she remembered the exact same heady times when we had fucked Liza’s daughter Ella and her husband, Daniel. I wasn’t sure Lizzie knew or even cared, but those days of debauchery were long gone, and new, more exciting times lay ahead.

While sipping delicious cappuccino, we remained quiet because serious matters regarding Justin’s life prospects and future happiness were afoot, and I felt like an eavesdropper. The head lawyer was a nice guy who I remembered from when Alicia was adopted. He spoke to Justin respectfully, knowing bad news was hard to take.

“We have found you a home with new parents, Justin. You must leave today.”

“I’d rather return to the orphanage.”

“We’ve been through this too often in recent days, son - Henry himself told you there is no way back to the orphanage because they are full.”

“Am I to be fostered?”

“No, this couple wants to adopt you as their son.”

“There has to be a reason why they want a teenage boy. What is it this time - a factory that needs free labor or a kitchen where I can be the pot wash.”

“You can decide for yourself when they arrive. We can find you temporary foster parents if it’s a no-go.”

“These parents are coming here?”

“To meet you - yes.”

Alicia was crying, clinging on to her friend as though unwilling to ever let him go, but Kate and Jacob knew adoption to another family was the best thing all around, so they comforted both kids. I nodded at Hannah because it was time for us to leave; if we didn’t get to the furniture shop before lunch, there would be no new bed delivery by the end of the day.

I took Hannah’s hand and strolled across the room to see Justin before leaving. The lawyer smiled at us and gently touched the distraught teenager’s shoulder.

“Your new parents are here right now, Justin.”

“Where?”

Justin managed to smile at Hannah and me before looking sullenly toward the door. Seeing nobody, he stared coldly at the lawyer, who pointed at Hannah and me.

“Claude and Hannah applied to adopt you a week ago, son. Everything was processed and cleared yesterday.”

“Are you serious? Claude, Hannah, is this true?”

“If you want it to be son - yes.”

He staggered and fell into our arms, holding both of us tightly while sobbing like a baby. Alicia wailed and ran over, joining our huddle while Kate cried, followed shortly after by a teary-eyed Jacob who wiped his away on a sleeve, offering his wife a handkerchief.

I was overwhelmed by emotions and had been bursting to tell Justin our great news, but Hannah and I agreed with Henry, Kate, and Jacob that the secret should be kept, even from Alicia. Now was our moment to come together as a family in love.

Justin plowed into us harder, hugging Hannah and me like he squeezed the last few drops from an Amalfi lemon. He cried in a way only a man confronted with immense, overpowering emotions can while I gave in to mine and wept, too.

I’d wanted to be Justin’s Dad from the day we met, seeing the toweringly strong man desperate to rise from a boy’s body. Having spent time together as friends, I spoke with Hannah about his adoption, and she instantly agreed.

After a few minutes of an emotional break from reality, the lawyers took control and had us all sign documents declaring Hannah and me Justin’s legal guardians on probation and subject to child protection service visits for a reasonable amount of time.

We hadn’t debated for long about adopting him after Justin arrived in our lives and set the ball in motion to help him and us start building a family. Now, the adoption was real, and our moment was here. Hannah used a tissue to wipe away Justin’s tears, smiling into his face and kissing his cheeks with the love of a mother. 

“Will you come with us to choose a new bed and furniture for your room?”

“Do I call you Mom or Hannah?”

“Which do you prefer?”

“Mom and Dad for Claude - I swear this is the best day of my life.”

“Ours too, son. We had better go because Dad wants to take you to the climbing shop to buy new gear.”

He gripped our hands tightly as we walked from the house to rapturous applause and wild cheers from our beloved friends. Hannah, Justin, and I were stepping into a brave new world with nothing but joy in our hearts and smiles on our faces.


Chapter Sixty-Five

Dirty Tactics

◆◆◆

Jacob’s Point Of View.

I felt sad leaving Kate for a few days, but the U.S. DEVCOM Army Research Laboratory in Maryland called for an urgent meeting, and Global Dynamics was required to attend at the owner level. My wife was tied up with her staff at home, figuring out a new organizational structure and hierarchy to run the company better.

She was also heavily pregnant, which made traveling uncomfortable and possibly dangerous. Alicia had a week of exams at school, prompting her panic, so Mom was needed if Dad was away.

“It’s best that you stay here, Kate.”

“This will be the first time we’ve been separated in a long time, honey.”

“I don’t like it either.”

“So much for becoming a rancher - the best-laid plans of mice and men and all that.”

“You’re being crabby, Kate - it’s just a few days away, and once things are fixed at the Corporate Center, life will get easy, and I can play with barbed wire and fence posts all day.”

“I’m mildly disgruntled, not crabby, but if I don’t get a nice kiss and cuddle before you walk out of that door, I’ll be furious.”

“I don’t want to leave you - either of you.”

“We know honey. Are you sure you can’t take breakfast here with us now?”

“I’ll grab something on the flight - I’m running late already.”

Kate lay on a sofa with her beautiful face dominated by a cute smile. She ate warm, creamy porridge with a dollop of Lizzie’s homemade strawberry jam in the middle, wore her thick bathrobe, and enjoyed the blazing natural log fire while breakfasting with her daughter. As I stood ready to leave home with a rucksack over my shoulder and leather briefcase in hand, I stared at my girls and regretted I couldn’t join them. 

“I need a kiss, mister.”

Kate pointed at the front door and then her lips. Alicia, who was similarly dressed, giggled while gently tapping her cheek. 

“I can get irritable when unkissed, too, Dad.”

“Oh, I am sure of it.”

“Don’t forget to call me every morning and night… Mom, too.”

“Do I look like I have a death wish?”

“I love you, Dad.”

After fond, teary farewells from each of my girls and a final group hug at the front door, I shut them in to ensure they didn’t step into the cold. Kate and Alicia cried and waved until my SUV turned and headed for the compound gate, and I lost sight of them. I headed for a private jet waiting at the nearby town’s small airport because our helicopter didn’t have the range without stopping to refuel.

I felt lonely from the moment I left my home, instantly missing Kate and my daughter. Having a home was less about a place and more about the people in it. Tiffany and Ben had returned from Alicia’s lodge, and Justin moved in with Claude and Hannah. Everyone seemed settled in - except me, now displaced from the nest.

I barely acknowledged the airport run or boarding my Gulfstream G800, strapping myself in and accepting a cappuccino with a breakfast burrito from the cabin crew. When my phone pinged a dozen times with I love you memes from Kate and Alicia, I could have turned around and run home for one final hug.

The little things about my loved ones bound me so dearly to them - an occasional concerned glance when my back twinged and I cried out in pain, the loving, proud expression flashed my way by a fine daughter as she rode in circles around me on the back of our shared horse. And then there was Kate, giving her love to me in every way possible, most affecting my heart with her devoted smile when we made love and just as I came inside her.

I stayed in a lovely suite at the Hilton Garden Inn with two security guards sleeping in the adjacent room. Claude had wanted to join me, but without Kate and Alicia with me, I felt able to deal with my own safety — my girls were a far more important task for my best friend to care for.

By lunchtime, I had unpacked and was still feeling distraught by my loneliness, but there was no time to wallow in self-pity because an SUV purred outside, waiting to take me to an orientation meeting, the content of which I had no clue.

After a lengthy security accreditation process to enter the Aberdeen Proving Ground, my security team dropped me off at the Combat Capabilities Development Command (CCDC) main building. I was surprised to see Travis in the lobby and approached to say hello. He was grumpy and evasive, shook my hand, quickly claimed to be busy elsewhere, and hurried away when I tried engaging him in conversation.

He left me alone in a glass-walled reception room the size of a basketball court with only three desk clerks and a couple of security guards manning an X-ray station. I sat on a sofa and picked up a copy of Jane’s Defence Weekly - the defense industry glossy magazine. On page four was an in-depth review of the new German tank manufactured by our company.

I waited twenty minutes for someone to haul me out of boredom, finding it strange that our meeting had been delayed so long. Then, a military Blackhawk helicopter swept in, landed in the almost empty car park outside, and waited for the blades to stop spinning before a small entourage stepped off.

The woman in black knew what she was doing when she dressed that morning. Her hair billowed in a light wind, exactly as she’d planned. Her stiletto heels were expertly worn, and she towered above everyone in her group as she strolled casually toward the building as though she were running the world.

I looked down at the brilliant white marble floor and chuckled. 

I recognized the design from my wife’s collection and knew that Chloe wore a belted Georgette dress to the knee, showing sufficient skin to attract the men and any women so inclined around her. It would be Prada, Gucci, or Ralph Lauren, a minor detail in the armory of a woman that nobody knew wielded incredible power.

When she entered the room, Chloe pretended to be pleasantly surprised to see me. She scampered expertly on the six-inch heels that defined her in many ways. I stood and held out my arms, manufacturing a smile conveying friendship and work-related respect.

“Chloe Winters, as I live and breathe. You are still devastatingly beautiful and inclined to weaponize it.”

“Come now, Jacob; it’s been such a long time - won’t you hug me, please? I have missed you dearly.”

“Of course.”

I instantly felt guilty about my proximity to a woman I had once dated and worked with, but Kate and I discussed this situation often. I should calmly lean in, kiss both cheeks and wrap one arm around her waist, holding for a count of three, before releasing and stepping back. Chloe, however, was a natural flirt and seductress, so she pressed her body closer, grinding her crotch against my flaccid cock while imprinting me with whatever expensive perfume she had walked through a cloud of that morning.

“Why is the United Kingdon Defence Intelligence Chief here, Chloe?”

“Straight to business as usual, Jacob?”

“Is there anything else we should discuss?”

“There once was a great deal more between us, at work and play, sweetie - how are you? You are looking very gorgeous.”

“I’m very happily married these days, with one daughter and a baby on the way. You?”

“Still looking for my elusive true love. I had him once, but he ran away.”

Her eyes spoke of love and desire. Chloe had been one in a thousand, but Kate was one in a trillion. I wasn’t falling for her seduction, knowing full well that it was a ploy in advance of our negotiation. I wasn’t told in advance that Chloe would be at the meeting, and although she hadn’t confirmed her attendance yet, we were standing in an otherwise empty reception room.

I had little doubt that Chloe was here to meet me.

An American Army Officer standing discretely apart coughed and pointed toward the security team waiting to scan us through to the secure side and our meeting room. Chloe, ever the power player, linked her arm through mine, dragging me with her as though we were in cahoots. Kate explained that women tended to get away with being more touchy than men in the workplace, and her view was to go with it unless I felt overly uncomfortable.

“Shall we proceed to the business at hand, Jacob?”

“It seems we already are.”

“My my, you are grumpy today, sweetheart.”

“I left the people I love to be here, and it seems I have been hijacked.”

“I promise to be gentle, Jacob.”

We were escorted into a small conference room that sat eight people. Travis was already there, with another man I had not met. Chloe was unaccompanied by her staff, and so was I. While refreshment orders were taken, two U.S. Army Officers joined us, and introductions were made. I sat beside Travis, who hadn’t lightened up since we met.

“What’s going on here, Travis?”

“Her.”

“Do you know Chloe?”

“Of course I do - fucking horrible bitch.”

“Is that why you’re being irascible?”

“I’m grumpy as hell, buddy. If I could have told you about this meeting and that she was attending, I would have, but I was sworn to secrecy - sorry.”

“I’m a big boy, Travis, and can look after myself. A beautiful woman using everything she can to roll me over isn’t a worry to me. I still don’t understand why I am here, though.”

“Euclid.”

“Ah, I see. You’ve told people about it, then?”

“Our President and your Prime Minister were at Camp David, Jacob. A good dinner and a few glasses of wine turned into loose lips, and the next thing, bitchy whore bag face is on a flight here.”

“Whoa, buddy - why so much hostility? Chloe is an aggressive fixer who weaponizes her sexuality, but she’s no whore.”

Something pretty extreme was going on between Travis and Chloe, but I wasn’t at the meeting to judge him or her or become embroiled in their past problems. I eyed him but didn’t ask any questions.

“We had a fling.”

“Ahh, I see.”

“It didn’t end well, Jacob.”

“I understand, but why has the British government sent her? Why not Sean Manners?”

“Because you were never in love with Sean Manners, and they want something. Hence, you and I are in this room at her request.”

I had never slept with Chloe, although it came close a few times. She was an absolute dominatrix seeking monogamy but with a level of obedience from her man that made Kate seem like a comforting angel by comparison.

Chloe had tried to thrash me once, but before the first six-foot-long leather strap whip lash reached out to lick my bare ass cheeks, I screamed my safe word because, frankly, as a girlfriend, Chloe terrified me. I knew she wouldn’t sleep with a guy until he passed her obedience test, so I glanced at Travis, grinning, then laughing.

“What, Jacob?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Spit it out before the meeting starts.”

“I know what test Chloe runs for potential lovers. If you slept with her, I have a newfound respect for you, my friend.”

“That’s precisely why I don’t want to be here. All of this happened when I was younger and unmarried.”

“Then leave it in the past - just as I am doing.”

Aside from her exceptional beauty, Chloe was intelligent and one of the finest body language interpreters I knew. She was also multilingual eight times over and could sign and lipread. I would put her on a par with Kate as a high-level functioning executive, but she was less able to use her talents because she was somewhat cruel, domineering, and very high maintenance.

Our drinks arrived, and Chloe’s expression told me she had read Travis and my body language, probably lip-reading most, if not all, that I said. She looked displeased, but only those who knew her well could tell. She stared at each meeting attendee with an assassin’s smile and thousand-yard stare, encouraging them to fall silent and pay attention.

“Gentlemen, can we bring this meeting to order, please? We are here to discuss Euclid - Jacob, over to you for a description of the weapons system.”

“Am I authorized to discuss Euclid with you, Chloe?”

“That’s why Travis is here. If you go off the reservation, he will stop you.”

“Okay, Chloe. As you know, the characteristics of a fifth-generation fighter aircraft are not universally agreed upon, and not every fifth-generation type necessarily has them all; however, they typically include stealth, low-probability-of-intercept radar (LPIR), agile airframes with supercruise performance, advanced avionics features, and highly integrated computer systems capable of networking with other elements within the battlespace for situational awareness.”

“Okay - in the UK, we have the Lockheed Martin F-35 stealth multi-role combat fighter courtesy of our American friends.”

“Yes, you do.”

“We do, Jacob.”

I ignored her attempt to lean into my nationality because it had nothing to do with Euclid or any possible business deal between us. She had provoked me, and now I felt testy, although I didn’t show it.

“The point is that fifth-generation fighters can evade most missiles fired at them. The Chinese have the Chengdu-J20, and Russia has the Sukhoi Su-57.”

“Yes. I assume Euclid changes all of that.”

“Euclid is an air-to-air and surface-to-air missile platform that detects all fifth-generation fighter aircraft and can take them out.”

“Is Euclid infallible?”

“Unless there is a manufacturing defect in a specific missile, Euclid will hit its target one hundred percent of the time, regardless of which angle it approaches from.”

“That’s very impressive. Why call it Euclid?”

“Euclid was an ancient Greek mathematician who was active as a geometer and logician. He is considered the father of geometry. Our science team considered him an appropriate choice because of the math used in the missile’s guidance system.”

“The United Kingdom wants to buy Euclid, Jacob.”

“I’m flummoxed, Chloe. If you wish to purchase the system, discuss it with Travis or your many White House and Pentagon contacts and get their permission.”

“We already have permission to buy Euclid.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“We want GD to manufacture the weapon platform for us in the UK.”

“Not happening!”

Chloe wasn’t a woman to be told she couldn’t have something, especially by a man. She wasn’t a man-hater but liked her guys compliant, kind, obedient, and polite. My tone was too abrupt for her, triggering her only weakness - anger.

Her knuckles clenched tightly, and she hid them under the table when I noticed. Tiny flickers in Chloe’s cheeks, a tremble of her bottom lip, and the thin line of a furrowed brow told me that I had pushed back just enough to unseat her.

I felt pleased. 

“Why not, Jacob?”

“Our contract with the U.S. Government allows them to sell Euclid to any client they deem appropriate, but where manufacturing takes place is our call. We have developed a flawless next-generation missile guidance system at least ten years ahead of anyone else.”

“What’s your point?”

“Why would we not control manufacturing at our campus? We don’t need additional capacity to fill your order.”

“It’s called local content and defense partnership, Jacob.”

“Go develop your own missile system, Chloe - you can’t have the trade secrets associated with ours.”

“Are you insinuating the British government would steal your designs?”

“I’d be disappointed if you didn’t. Don’t forget what I once did for a living and how we first met.”

Her steely gaze didn’t scare me, but I knew Chloe Winters would pull out every trick in her book, dirty or otherwise, to get her way. As her meticulous, Mensa-level IQ brain figured out its next move, I grinned at her reassuringly enough that she wouldn’t consider me a mortal enemy.

But we were definitely on opposing sides this time.

“I’d like you to reconsider overnight, Jacob; perhaps talk to Kate, and cooler heads will prevail tomorrow.”

“You can talk to my wife right now.”

I slipped my phone out of an inside blazer pocket and flashed it in the palm of my hand like a red rag to a bull. Chloe smiled and shook her head.

“That’s unnecessary, Jacob. Let’s reconvene in the morning and see if a compromise is possible.”

“As you wish, Miss Winters.”

She gushed, suddenly becoming overtly feminine, albeit from a female-led perspective. I’d used the five-word response Chloe insisted on before dating a guy, something I had done for one evening in a restaurant before returning to her place, where I was introduced to a dungeon very differently from the way Kate had.

I stood when she did, gathered my briefcase, and smiled at Travis, who looked shocked. He followed me out of the conference room and held back for a discrete chat.

“Well played, Jacob - as you wish, Miss Winters? You knocked it out of the park, buddy. I have never seen Chloe pushed onto her back foot like that.”

“She isn’t done with us yet, Travis.”

“I promise you, Jacob, if you make that missile platform in any country, they will steal the guidance system designs. It’s as near to impossible to reverse engineer Euclid - we already tried.”

“Expect her to come at you with some devious trick or plan, Travis.”

“I know.”

Travis looked despondent to the extent I knew his relationship with Chloe must have gone severely south. She used an almost exhausting level of love to pull men into her gravitational pull, sucking out their masculinity with her version of female leadership to the point they were enslaved.

I’d had a lucky escape when I left her apartment on the evening she wanted us to sleep together, and now, marching across the main building reception area, I needed to speak with my wife because I was flustered.

“Oh, Jacob. One minute, please.”

I spun around, turning a frown to a smile, while Chloe advanced quickly like a doe rushing to feed from a friendly forester’s hand. She could play submissive when needed, but that wasn’t her true nature, so my guard was up.

“I see you are also staying at the Hilton Garden Inn.”

“Yes.”

How the fuck did you know that?

“Can we meet for dinner, Jacob? I have a lovely nearby restaurant booked.”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Why? Is it because we dated once?”

“Yes.”

“Come on, Jacob. That was long ago, and I am not the same awful girl I once was. In any case, you love Kate, and I am certainly no homewrecker.”

Her body language sucked me in because she looked like the friend I once considered her. Chloe had been an excellent mission partner when we both served at MI6, acting as my handler many times. When things got tough, especially when I was inside enemy territory on an assassination or spying mission, Chloe was calm, confident, and always committed to getting me home safely.

“If you’ll answer me a question honestly, I’ll come to dinner, Chloe.”

“Go for it.”

“Why is Defence Intelligence leading this project for the UK?”

“It’s simple, Jacob. The acquisition of Euclid is a Ministry of Defence project, and DI is the only spy agency working directly under its command. In this case, we wouldn’t ask anyone else to deal with security or intelligence matters.”

“Why you?”

“I am DI’s chief.”

“Okay, if we’re playing games, I am out - forget lunch.”

I strolled away, but she chased, a first for a woman who probably never needed to. She grabbed my wrist, spun me, and for a moment, I saw the woman who undoubtedly saved my life when others might have disavowed.

“Alright. I’ll tell you the truth.

“Go ahead.”

“Downing Street asked me to handle this myself because of you, Jacob.”

“I’ll come to dinner.”


Chapter Sixty-Six

To Slay A Dragon

◆◆◆

“Treat it like you do any business challenge, Jacob. Chloe is using her femininity, sexuality, and your past relationship with her to squeeze out the deal she wants from you.”

“I’m angry about it.”

“I don’t know why it upsets you, sweetheart - this is standard business practice. Men and women are always playing each other.”

“You’ve never done this, Kate… to me or anyone.”

“I’m not Chloe, babe. It’s not my way, but you shouldn’t expect women to be any less devious than men in business. Each of us has their armory, and Chloe’s is aimed at you right now.”

“Can I see your belly, please?”

“Of course, Jacob. Way to change the subject, though.”

I lay on my hotel bed, holding the phone up to see Kate and our baby while we had a video call. Chloe had annoyed me, Travis worried me, and the whole idea of allowing Euclid out of the USA for production damn near scared the shit out of me.

When Kate set her phone on her dressing table and stepped back, she pulled up a loose-fitting maternity blouse and her full glory hove into view, brightening my day.

“Can you see us?”

“Yes. You are both so beautiful.”

“You only left us this morning, Jacob.”

“I miss you so much.”

“Do you miss me more because Chloe unsettled you?”

While Kate picked up the phone and lay back on our bed, I considered how I felt about the Chloe situation. I went quiet for a few minutes, which didn’t bother my wife, who kept staring intently at me, smiling.

“Chloe bothered me because she knows I am married. She also knows about Alicia. She will have done her homework thoroughly. The UK government sent her because of me, but the bigger issue is how easily she knocked Travis off his feet.”

“That’s nothing to do with us, Jacob. I think you handled everything perfectly, but you have lingering negative emotions after an impromptu attempted broadside on you - Honey, you have a pregnant wife and daughter at home who love you, and you’re missing us - what do you expect?”

“Yes - that’s very true. I could fly home now and come back in the early morning. That would be a perfect way to avoid dinner.”

“You’d be home for four, maybe five hours, Jacob.”

“It’s better than nothing.”

“That’s lovely and very flattering, but you have a job to do, and dinner is where you will close whatever deal you can live with.”

“The order for Euclid is worth billions.”

“I know.”

“What should I do, Kate?”

“You can figure it out, honey. We must protect our technology, but the UK is our friend, even if Chloe is a sharp-elbowed negotiator on their part.”

“I’ll figure it out.”

“You always do, Jacob.”

I smiled at Kate because she always filled me with confidence, even in my darkest hour. This moment was not especially challenging aside from my lingering annoyance at how my contacts at the Pentagon and the other side handled me. Using Chloe was despicable and could only mean that the USA team, particularly Travis, was quite happy for Euclid to be manufactured in the UK.

I racked my brain because something bothered me.

“Travis mentioned that ‘they’ tried to reverse engineer Euclid. Chloe panicked him at the time, and I couldn’t figure out whose side he was on, ours or hers.”

“Chloe is very good at her craft if she can do that to Travis.”

“She is an excellent operator and a very seductive woman, Kate.”

“What’s on your mind?”

“Could the UK reverse engineer Euclid’s guidance system?”

“To what end?”

“In the early days of my time at MI6, we frequently stole our friend’s secrets - blueprints, designs, and samples, perhaps even GD’s - I don’t know. The USA did the same to us. Reverse engineering the product, then distributing the know-how to competitors of the proprietary product quickly brought down the price.”

Kate looked thoughtful, scowling and shaking her head.

“Dad worried about this a lot, Jacob. I think you are on to something.”

“How do we counter that?”

“Push the price higher and go with their idea of making in the UK. Eventually, we lose control of the technology, which is a shame because it has civilian applications at Bourne Aviation.”

“We can’t do that, Kate.”

“Then put on your best bib and tucker, Jacob, and play Chloe at her own game.”

“Best bib and tucker? We’ll mate a posh Brit out of you yet, sweetheart.”

“We should go to your hometown to visit your family and friends soon.”

“We shall. I promise. After our baby is born, we can take both of our kids there.”

I glanced at my watch and saw it was time to prepare for dinner. I wasn’t bothered about being late, but I wanted to run into Travis beforehand, who I hoped was also staying at the hotel.

“Does this thing with Chloe bother you at all, Kate?”

“Only for the same reasons it’s troubling you. I have no doubts about your fidelity, Jacob. You love me, I love you, and that’s solid - go and have fun trapping your seductress and hoist her on her own petard.”

“I love you, Kate.”

“Remember to call Alicia before bedtime.”

“I won’t forget.”

I paused for long enough to ensure Kate disconnected our call first, which she did. It was an old-fashioned tradition, but loving my wife as I did made me enjoy doing romantic things. My next call was to Travis, who confirmed he had booked in at the same hotel. I told him to meet me in the lounge bar, not caring about giving him an option to wriggle out.

Finally, before I showered, I sent Chloe a message advising her I would be late. It might easily upset her, but by the time we met, her rage would simmer down to a mild disdain manifesting in sarcasm. I showered, taking my time, shaving carefully because I didn’t like going to dinner with an evening shadow. 

My button-up 501 Levis jeans were preferred to the designer labels Chloe would wear, but I wore a smart, tailored Thomas Pink shirt to look casual rather than desperate to impress. I checked myself in the full-length mirror and took a snap, sending it to my girls.

You look gorgeous, Jacob.

Beautiful Dad, love you… xoxo.

I love both of you, too.

When I arrived in the lobby, I saw Travis sitting at the bar area of a sumptuous lounge, hunched over a double-malt whisky. I saw he was troubled. When I hopped onto the bar stool beside him, he acknowledged me with a finger wafted in the air that could have said hi as much as I give up.

“Why so glum, Travis?”

“I feel a rug is being pulled from underneath me. I’m too old and traditional for this job.”

“You’re not old.”

“New ideas are circulating DC and Whitehall, and shortsightedness prevails. Budgets and cash injections into all manner of wokery are like sugar to a hyperactive baby. Our governments will make savings wherever and however they can.”

“My theory is correct then. There is collusion between the parties to steal our know-how and drive down selling prices.”

“Which prevents GD from developing the next generation of research because you won’t have the money - I know. I’ve made the argument, but Chloe made hers better. Savings trump our relationship with you.”

“We still owe you money for the Bourne Aviation deal.”

“Nobody cares, Jacob - it’s just fucking numbers. Your prices must be slain. It’s becoming a religion.”

“Chloe never realized that just because she could win an argument doesn’t mean she should.”

“She’s my kryptonite, Jacob. They selected her and set this meeting up perfectly to avoid having to work hard. Chloe will play you at dinner.”

“I don’t care a fuck about Chloe Winters, buddy. With a wife like mine, no other woman compares, but I’ll grant you that I am surprised and disappointed in the powers that usurped you and set us up.”

I stood and patted Travis on the shoulder, leaving him to drown his sorrows. He would get drunk, lick his wounds, and come back strong, but my colleague and distant friend needed time to pity himself for now.

As I left the hotel, I felt that someone was following me. It was a conditioned sense that triggered the moment I saw Chloe. Her sex appeal was firmly aimed at me, and I knew from experience that despite her claim to the contrary, the woman was a homewrecker if doing so suited her purpose.

The short walk to her chosen restaurant was marred by my confirmation that two shadowy figures followed me. I saw them twice in shop window reflections, following at a safe distance - they were poor in their tradecraft, but that didn’t matter because the fact they were there at all drew my ire.

Travis’s handlers must be desperate.

I stepped into the restaurant, noting it was a romantic retreat and playing soft Arethra Franklin, so I figured the entire playlist would be a compilation of soul. The grill-style menu wafted a seductive aroma of chipotle, a subtle BBQ rub, and raw steak sizzling, all conspiring to pleasure my olfactory sensory neurons.

I drooled.

As I followed the maitre d through a maze of round wooden tables topped with brilliant white Irish linen, I noticed what others were eating and saw delicious-looking little squids filled with tuna. A juicy lamb shank caught my eye, and as I passed the table, an infusion of fresh rosemary and sage wafted up, twitching my nostrils. Smooth mashed potatoes and char-grilled, crispy asparagus were topped with a golden-brown glaze for a meal enjoyed by a couple in love who I imagined would never forget the evening.

When I arrived at her table, Chloe stood, strolled around, and leaned in, inviting me to greet her. I remembered Kate’s teaching, kissed both cheeks, placed a hand gently around her waist, and paused.

1… 2… 3 - and away.

“Hello, Chloe.”

“I forgive you for being late, Jacob.”

“I need no forgiveness. I stopped by to meet Travis and asked why this deceitful charade was so carefully planned.”

“Fuck Jacob - straight in with the jabs I see. You haven’t even reviewed the menu yet. Aren’t you in the least bit pleased to see me?”

“Why would I be pleased to see you?”

I wanted to avoid a deep, meaningful post-mortem on our romantic relationship that Chloe would use to rekindle a lost love because she needed to weaponize it now. I had knocked her off balance because what she got from me was hard-nosed Jacob Singleton, the MI6 operator, not the vulnerable man hidden deep inside that only Kate could reach.

I was nothing if I wasn’t polite, so I smiled warmly, set aside the question, and moved on to a fresh subject we could both agree upon.

“This is a lovely restaurant, Chloe.”

“Blair’s is participating in Winter Restaurant Week, offering a three-course lunch and dinner menu featuring a rotating menu of signature and seasonal dishes.”

“I saw a few lovely dishes on the way in.”

“What looks good to you, Jacob? Are we having wine?”

“I’m not, but please go ahead.”

She ordered a large Chablis, and I didn’t think it was her first of the evening. I had sparkling water with a strawberry infusion, enjoying the refreshing flavor immensely. As she sat uncomfortably, I noticed aspects of Chloe’s behavior that had never occurred to me before—a nervous lifting of her eyebrow, anxious tapping of one finger on the table, and wrinkling of her nose.

She set down her menu and stared me squarely in the eyes.

“Something bothers me, Jacob.”

“Is it the Californian rabbit loin? Because that’s peeving me too.”

“What? No. Why? What on earth are you talking about?”

“Why would any restaurant fly a dead rabbit from California to Maryland to cook it while telling us they recycle all food scraps into organic waste.”

“Jesus, Jacob - have you gone full-blown eco-warrior on me?”

“No. It just doesn’t make much sense - a bit like you, today, here and now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you think I will sleep with you, Chloe?”

“Maybe. People do under these circumstances.”

“Is that why you wore a stunning baby blue designer semi-see-through dress with matching six-inch heels and took two, maybe three hours to get ready for this evening? Most of that was on your beautiful hair - it’s all an act.”

“It was three hours, and not everything is an act.”

“What isn’t a game to you right now?”

“I thought you and I might click. We did before.”

“You know I am married, yet you pulled a stunt like that.”

“Sorry.”

When she looked profoundly apologetic and embarrassed, I was stunned because Chloe rarely, if ever, apologized to anyone for anything. Saying sorry or please were big Dominatrix no-nos, a poor habit Kate took a while to ease out of while finding herself with me. I eyed Chloe suspiciously, and she smiled most vulnerably, tears welling in her eyes.

“What’s going on Chloe?”

“I have nobody in my life.”

“Oh dear.”

“The only man ever I loved left me because I was a heinous bitch.”

“Are you talking about me, Chloe?”

“Yes, of course you. I was cruel and too extreme in domination for a man as wild, overwhelmingly strong, and of great character as you.”

I sat back and watched Chloe cry, wiping tears and mascara from her eyes in what seemed a genuine emotional overload. She wasn’t the sort of woman who would cave into feminine empathy because she lacked it, or at least had until now.

“Why don’t we focus on the positive aspects of our relationship? You were the greatest handler I ever had and got me out of some pretty awful scrapes.”

“I did it because I love you, Jacob.”

“We must get off that subject, Chloe - nothing will happen between me and you - or me and anyone for that matter. I am happier now than at any other moment in my life.”

“I wouldn’t spoil that.”

“Yes, you would.”

“Yes, I would.”

Our server returned to take orders. I declined an appetizer because I needed to be somewhere. I wanted to dine simply, get mine and Kate’s business done and dusted, then pay and go - business as it would be with anyone else.

“What would Sir like?”

“Roasted chicken, please.”

“That comes with vibrant green salsa verde, a stack of fingerling French fried potatoes, and steamed winter vegetables.”

“It sounds delicious.”

“Would you like the peppercorn sauce or red wine jus with that, Sir?”

“Jus, please - don’t want to kill the chicken a second time around.”

“And for madam?”

“California rabbit loin, please.”

“That comes with fig sausage, crispy squash blossom, roasted cipollini onion, and smoked ricotta filling.”

“Yes.”

Our server left, and Chloe looked like a woman on a bad date, glancing around the restaurant as though an escape or better male companion might be available. I stared her out until she giggled and pointed at the menu.

“The poor rabbit is here now, Jacob, and I promise to do it justice.”

“We can leave if you prefer, and I will pay for dinner. You could rest in the hotel and plan your journey home.”

“No, it’s okay - I just thought this reunion would end differently.”

“Infidelity is not my style, Chloe. I was always a loyal man, and now, I’m wiser too and know perfectly well when I am onto the best possible thing in life.”

“You needed an education, Jacob - I’m glad you found Kate and got that.”

“You tried and failed - now another, gentler, more exquisite soul has taken up the challenge of uniting in love with me - Kate and I are a fusion of that love - the yin and the yan that the universe finds appealing.”

“You admit to being the property of a lady after all, though?”

“Yes, and I’ll claim that Kate is the property of a gentleman, too.”

“Would she admit that?”

“Call her.”

“Not really female leadership, then, is it Jakey?”

“Not if all women suddenly became cruel beings inflicting emotional and physical pain for their pleasure - no, Kate isn’t that.”

Chloe held up both hands in submission and leaned back, laughing, before gently placing her palms on the table as though drawing a line.

“Enough now, please, Jacob. Let’s enjoy dinner as you suggested, focus on our good times, and you can suggest a deal between us. Forgive me for my deceit - it’s over now, and I won’t play any more games.”

“A word to the wise - Travis is a far better friend than an enemy.”

“Point taken.”

I glanced at my watch and saw it was getting late, so I fished out my phone and hit speed dial.

“You’re making a phone call at dinner, Jacob?”

“It’s a video call to Kate and Alicia. It’s my daughter’s bedtime.”

“Can’t you send her a message?”

“If my wife or daughter want to speak to me while I am in the middle of a war zone because they need my opinion on what color riding boots they should buy - I’ll take that call.”

“You wouldn’t have done that for me.”

“No.”

“Care to explain why not?”

“If you have to ask, you don’t deserve to be told. I think you already answered your question - heinous bitch, remember?”

“Fuck! Jacob, you are mauling me.”

“Sorry.”

I smiled apologetically at Chloe before turning my attention to a phone screen filled with Kate and Alicia sharing our bed. They wore matching onesies, looked cute as hell, and waved with a hand covered in shards of toffee popcorn.

“Sugar this late at night?”

“Mom and I miss you, Dad - we’re comfort eating.”

“I miss you too, baby girl.”  

“Are you having a good time?”

“I am dining with a friend and catching up on old adventures.”

“Can I see her, please?”

“Of course.”

I turned my phone around so Chloe could see my wife and daughter. The pain in her eyes was palpable, but she smiled and waved. I knew my daughter set Chloe up so that Kate could see what and who I was dealing with.

“Hi, Kate. Hi Alicia - aren’t you beautiful - you’ll break hearts.”

“So are you. Are you having a nice dinner with my Dad?”

“Food hasn’t arrived yet, but catching up with your Dad has been great fun.”

I reversed the screen before Kate’s examination of Chloe got too obvious. I told my girls I loved them and got a million kisses from their beaming faces before disconnecting the call.

“That’s my life in a one-minute nutshell, Chloe.”

“You’ve got it good, Jacob. Kate is a beautiful woman, and Alicia will break many hearts.”

“I don’t think she will. Alicia tiptoes on broken glass and will never stamp on anyone’s heart.”

Our food arrived, napkins were unfurled, and I enjoyed our main course far more than expected. Chloe became a delight, reveling in old stories of workplace battles we fought and won together. She became the girl I fell in love with, but as I checked my watch, yearning for the evening to end, I knew there were only lingering feelings of friendship.

When coffee was almost over, Chloe stared into the cup, seeking enlightenment, before glancing at me.

“What shall I do, Jacob - I’m past thirty with no man and no kids.”

“Are you asking me honestly?”

“Yes - take aim and fire at my heart, but please be honest.”

“You need a stronger man who will submit to you, but at the same time, you must submit to him.”

“An equal?”

“Yes - a strong couple wins when each partner yields to the other person’s strengths and fills in their weaknesses.”

“And what about the kink?”

“It’s just kink - not a means to exercise coercive control.”

“Thank you, Jacob.”

Dinner had ended without dessert, precisely how I wanted it to - businesslike. I paid and stared at Chloe while a server swiped my card.

“We want a ten-year contract for the supply of Euclid with fixed non-negotiable prices and minimum annual order volumes.”

“That’s a fucking big ask, Jacob.”

“I’m not finished.”

“There’s more to this draconian highway robbery?”

“You can make the system in the UK, but if I find out you stole or leaked the designs, it triggers a ten-billion-dollar penalty, payable immediately.”

“I can’t sell that to Downing Street.”

“I don’t care. It’s the only deal on the table.”

“Can we discuss it in the morning?”

“Yeah, of course, call me.”

“Why won’t you be here?”

“My jet is standing by. I’m leaving to go home because I’ve wasted enough time on this farce, and another minute away from my loved ones seems unreasonable. I’m going to surprise them with an early return.”

“Oh, my Jacob - how you have changed.”

“Perhaps you should try it too, Chloe.”


Chapter Sixty-Seven

Striking A Blow

◆◆◆

When I approached my private jet, I felt overjoyed. The aircraft running lights on its wings and more light from inside the cabin cast a ghostly hue across the asphalt. The high-pitched whine and buzzing noise of powerful engines being spun up and a light chatter of radio procedure between the pilot and tower created a scene that fed my excitement.  

A challenging meeting was over; the outcome hung in the balance, but I didn’t care about yet another storm in a teacup - I was sure the UK government would drop their proposal and buy Euclid without fuss.

If anything, being ambushed by Chloe, dealing with Travis’s momentary weakness, and offering a take-it-or-leave-it deal galvanized my opinion that corporate wheeler-dealing wasn’t for me, regardless of whether I was good at it or not.

When I reached the steps, an attractive cabin crew girl studied me longingly, following every step of my boarding. Her smile and eyes flirted, but she knew I was taken and had met Kate on a prior flight. After a usual greeting, her eyes followed me to my seat while I buckled up. When I glanced over, she averted her gaze at the last minute, realizing it was inappropriate but still leaving me with a suggestive smile.

Kate trusted me and I her, a state of affairs I had not experienced in any other relationship. She, Alicia, and I were like a sturdy granite rock in the ocean, withstanding every challenge that came at us from underwater, across its surface, or from above.

Love will do that to people.

I allowed myself one Bloody Mary because it seemed appropriate when we took off shortly after 11 p.m. I had forgone alcohol when with Travis and Chloe, another agreed strategy between Kate and me, never for either of us to drink on business time.

At cruising altitude, the pretty cabin crew girl strolled toward me in a well-practiced series of seductive moves, and I smiled inwardly, hoping she found what she was looking for in an available man. 

“Have you eaten, Sir?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“May I help you with anything else?”

“No thanks.”

My encounter with Chloe made me a little on edge, and I saw the dangers Kate and I had frequently discussed when either of us might be targeted sexually for whatever purpose. I had considered it more a risk to her than me because guys would likely hit on her, but after Chloe and now, with a young cabin crew girl gushing over me, it seemed I might equally be a target.

Claude met me at the airport near home to drive us privately, and our security detail followed discreetly behind. In the terminal building, he smiled casually and shook my hand confidently. His proximity boosted me. When I sat beside him in an SUV, I turned and stared him in the eye, placing my hand on the steering wheel before he set off.

“We have a problem, Claude.”

“Go ahead, buddy.”

“I was played. It’s turned out well for GD - at least, I think it has, but we’ll find out later today. Someone I knew from the past turned up at my meeting, ready, willing, and able to destroy my marriage and steal GD technology.”

“Not able to, Jacob. She might try, but she would never succeed. You and Kate are tight brother.”

“Yeah, but I need you to fly to the UK and visit someone I can’t be seen to meet.”

“Who?”

“Sean Manners. Tell him I know what he did in aiming Chloe at me, and I won’t forgive him. Tell him I have copies of the Typhoon emails, and if any stunt like this gets pulled again, they will be sent into the media ether, landing where they may.”

“What are these emails?”

“They relate to an arms deal that Manners was involved in. I have his correspondence with the buyer. It’s very incriminating.”

“I’m guessing Sean wouldn’t want those files released?”

“Definitely not.”

“I’ll leave tomorrow, Jacob.”

“Make sure he doesn’t see you coming, Claude. Please do it in his favorite pub, The Clarence, on Whitehall. I want Sean Manners to fear us enough that he doesn’t pull a stunt like this again.”

“Consider it done.”

“Take the Jet, Claude, and ensure Ben knows nothing about this.”

“Do you think Ben is spying on you?”

“Not from Alicia’s cabin, he wasn’t, and I am utterly convinced Tiffany won’t tell him anything confidential, but I’ll see him tomorrow and ask outright after you’ve dealt with Manners.”

“Jesus Christ, I hope he didn’t use Tiffany to get close to you and Kate.”

“Me too.”

I settled into the comfortable seat, driven by a man who valued the lives of my family as much as he did his own. Over time, Hannah softened Claude as Kate did for me, but we were stone-cold killers at heart and could turn that instinct on at will.

Political games were being played out, as they always were, but GD could not become a bargaining chip in those dangerous intrigues. The U.S. industrial-military complex spent nearly a trillion dollars on Defense annually, and other NATO countries added hundreds of billions more to that lucrative opportunity.

I knew Manners had played politics and got himself between the British PM and the U.S. President, promising to achieve budget savings by crudely hacking away the profit margins of defense companies. GD was his easiest target because he got close to Kate and me and had access to Travis, so he went for it.

“Also, cancel Sean’s security accreditation at GD, inform the Pentagon he is considered a risk, and let them know he is no longer allowed on site. Travis will be informed, and he will know I figured the entire game out.”

“I’ll do that shortly before taking off. Hit him with one blow after another.”

Chloe was working for Sean Manners. Most likely, a deal was struck for her return to run MI5 when he moved up higher, possibly becoming political but, at the very least, getting himself into Downing Street.

When I slipped silently into our bedroom and sat on the end of our bed, two girls wearing onesies slept peacefully. I watched them in their most relaxed state, with cute, beautiful faces and calm, tranquil expressions. Alicia’s nose twitched, and her eyes opened slowly. Her senses were alert, and she knew I was in the room.

“Oh, Dad. I’m so happy.”

“Me too, honey.”

She crawled slowly along the bed, whispering until she reached me. Then, she curled lovingly in my lap, kissing both cheeks. Kate slept on, weary from nurturing and carrying our baby inside her.

“How come you are home, Dad?”

“We finished early.”

“I’m glad.”

She wiped away tears of emotional joy, and I rocked her in my arms for a few minutes until she yawned, stretched, and set her feet on the floor.

“I don’t mind if you stay with us, Alicia.”

“You and Mom need privacy. She wanted my company because she cried a lot after you left.”

“Shall we run in the morning?”

“I’d like that, Dad - welcome home.”

“I love you, baby girl.”

“I love you too, Dad.”

She left the bedroom almost as silently as I had entered, leaving me alone with my sleeping wife, who purred like a kitten. I undressed silently, slipped into bed, and gently stroked Kate’s arms.

“Kate.”

“Is that you, Jacob?”

“Yes.”

Kate woke slowly, rubbing her eyes in disbelief before sobbing and hugging me. I hadn’t been gone for a whole day, but the expectation that I wouldn’t return for a few more days fed our emotions. I had missed my wife and daughter immensely, not because of the time I had spent away but for the fact of leaving.

“I missed you, Kate.”

“So you came home early?”

“I got the job done.”

“And what about Chloe? Did you figure everything out?”

“I am sending Sean Manners a message today using Claude to deliver it. Neither of them will bother us again.”

“So it’s back to ranching then, Jacob.”

“Until we need to broadside our next enemy, yes.”

I explained to Kate about Sean Manners’s bribery involvement in winning a defense contract. At the time, he had tasked me to spy on the buyer side, which was not uncommon when British jobs depended on an outcome.

Ironically, Chloe was my handler on that mission.

In an office, I downloaded email files from the Royal family member who was signing off on our deal from the buyer’s side. Manners offered him a significant financial inducement for a successfully signed contract, and I knew that payment had been made.

Now, Manners would know I had an insurance policy.

I cuddled and kissed my wife, stroking our baby, tracing my finger gently along the dark line from her pubic bush to her belly button. She giggled, rolled awkwardly, and set herself into a doggy position, shoring her belly up with a soft pillow.

“Can you quickly fuck me homecoming style, please, Jacob?”

“Are you sure?”

“I’ll sleep better with your semen inside me.”

“I think it would be rude of me to refuse, honey.”

“Dangerous, too.”
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