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Heather knew it was a mistake from the moment it
started. She knew she was just a toy to a man like him, something
to play with and throw away.

She wasn't going to let herself get hurt. But in
spite of everything she knew about him, she wanted him more than
she'd ever wanted anything. In spite of all her promises to
herself, she let herself fall in love.

To a man who can have anything or anyone, there's
only one thing left to fear. Troy's past is darker than the world
could ever know, and the closer Heather gets to understanding his
secrets, the more dangerous it is to keep her ... or to let her
go.




 


Preview

 


After it was over, it was very hard to remember. She
didn't remember calling a cab. She didn't remember giving the
address of the parking garage. She didn't even remember getting
there, or paying the fare, or searching up two floors until she saw
the familiar long, white shape parked in the corner. She couldn't
remember whether she was afraid of getting hurt, or if she cared if
she did, or even if she hoped for it. It was all just hard to
remember.

But she remembered that the garage was immense and
dark and cold. Blank, cruel concrete seemed to stretch out in hard
lines in all directions. Even the white bands of paint stood out
like teeth in the feeble halogen twilight.

And she remembered the two men standing in the
shadows. Troy was one of them.

"Troy," she said.

He looked up and saw her. His face was too deep in
shadows to read its expression. "Heather. What are you doing
here?"

Suddenly, she didn't know what to say. She didn't
know how to put anything into words. The anger and the hurt and the
confusion, and quite frankly the uncertainty. She knew nothing, it
turned out. She knew so very, very little about him.

He had always been sure to keep it that way.
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Chapter One




 


The sound in the speakers
was rough, sort of feathery, straining through the static to pull
out the distant fuzz of chords and lyrics.

Don't don't donnnn't you ... forget about me ...

It was a blustery morning, and Heather had the
windows cranked down. The rental car could pick up exactly one
radio station, but she was pumping it for all she was worth, the
distorted sound of old eighties staples bouncing out through
windows open to the wind.

It had been years since she'd driven like this, out
on rural roads, away from the traffic and stress and noise of the
city. She almost never drove anyways – hadn't owned a car in almost
3 years. Maybe this is what she'd been missing.

The air whipping in smelled fresh and clear and
sharp. There was a hint of the ocean in that smell, just a faint
taste that reached you a few miles before you hit the coast. It was
all exhilarating and new and exactly what she needed, but somehow
it still didn't feel like quite enough.

She'd jumped at the chance to come, and now bathing
in the beauty and the bliss of the open road, she wondered whether
she shouldn't have begged out. Maybe she could have tried to coax
Troy back to the city. This was the third week he'd been gone this
month, off chasing this and that, always a different reason, always
coming back just a little bit distant.

She wanted to know what had been going on, but
instead all she'd said was 'of course I'll come out this weekend.'
She couldn't stay sane when she was around him, for God's sakes,
let alone when he was six thousand miles away.

The address she'd punched into the GPS brought her to
a sandy parking lot a few hundred yards down the road from a little
fishing hamlet labeled Yopmanawket according to the computer
screen.

At first there didn't seem to be anyone around, just
a single long, wooden dock running out into the waters of the cove.
She looked around dubiously, tried and failed to get a connection
to her email to confirm she had the right address. It was ten
o'clock. That's the time he'd said. She knew she had that part
right, at least.

"Hey! Hey, Heather!"

She looked around at the sound of her name and
realized she'd missed the old maroon minivan sitting in the shade
of the trees to the south. Troy's sister was sitting with the doors
open, her two daughters poking around in the woods beyond.

"Mary!" Heather called back, making her way over. "So
this is the right place, then."

"Well, if my brother tries to tell us we mixed it up,
it's four against one now." Mary got up and gave Heather a quick
hug. "It's good to see you again."

"You, too. I had such a wonderful time when you had
Troy and I over for dinner last month. Thank you again."

"Believe me, it was my pleasure." She sighed. "That's
more my speed, a nice quiet dinner with friends. But now here we
are, all set to go out on this boat, then. Can you swim? I never
learned. I'm going to need someone to hang onto if we capsize. The
girls'll be fine, though. I made sure to get them lessons since
they were little." She turned back over her shoulder. "Girls, come
say hello to Heather."

Heather silently confirmed their names to herself.
Katie and Samantha. Samantha and Katie. Katie was the seven year
old, and Samantha ten.

"How many times have you been on Uncle Tee's boat?"
Katie asked, coming up with a pinecone in her hands. "Mom says
she's scared."

"I didn't say scared, now," Mary insisted.

"I ... his boat? Is it his?" Heather asked. "I didn't
even know he had one."

Mary couldn't stop a laugh of sympathy. "He just told
you an address to be. That's my brother alright. I learned a long
time ago that you need to ask questions before you agree to
anything, where he's concerned."

"Samantha says he's going to make us climb up the
mast and pull on the sails when the wind changes," Katie
interjected. "And she says it's really high up and you hang on just
by a rope."

Mary shot Samantha a stern look before turning back
to her youngest. "When will you learn your sister just likes to
scare you with these things?"

The point of who exactly was going to shimmy up the
mast and pull on the sail rigging was rendered moot at the sound of
a foghorn to their left. They turned as one to see an immense, dark
silhouette emerging around the small peninsula to the south,
cruising into view and angled for the end of the long, spindly
wooden pier. As it passed out from in front of the rising sun, they
started to make out more detail.

The thing was huge: easily a hundred and fifty feet
of gleaming, soft grey carbon fiber, titanium, and steel. Its
contours were delicate and sophisticated in paradox with its
obvious and unmistakable seaworthiness. Even Heather, who knew
nothing about boats, had to marvel at the engineering that had
built it. Its freeboard arced up pristinely at the bow, shimmering
in broken, cascading levels into a long, three-story deckhouse and
bridge. It looked like something that would come gliding out across
the water in a science fiction movie on some alien planet,
especially now, with mid-morning sun at its back, flashing in
little arcs as it glinted off the rails. It sliced through the
ocean like a knife, more exquisite than any ship she'd ever
seen.

It wasn't until it approached the dock that Heather
noticed the man lounging at the bow, that perfect body clad in
t-shirt and jeans and that perfect face wearing an easy, impudent
smile. Heather didn't think she'd ever seen him in short-sleeves,
but it seemed to fit him perfectly: a throw-back to an earlier time
in his life, when the weight of half the world wasn't always on his
shoulders.

The pack of women, little and otherwise, made their
way in mixtures of amazement and disbelief out onto the pier. Troy
threw over a pair of ropes and a ladder, lowered down and lashed
them to cleats in the wooden planks. The act of tying in seemed
mostly symbolic. By the looks of things, if that boat wanted to get
somewhere, it would happily take the pier and wooden pilings with
it several times over.

He turned, grinning, to Heather. "You made it."

"This is yours?" she asked faintly, reminding herself
for what felt like the thousandth time that she should learn not to
be so surprised.

"It's not bad, don't you think?"

"I just can't believe you've had something like this
sitting around and never mentioned it."

He shrugged, with that intentionally impudent smile
on his face. "There are so many conversations in a day, aren't
there?" But he seemed genuinely pleased by how awestruck she was.
"Well, and I suppose technically it isn't mine anymore," He
explained. "I endowed it to my oceanographic institute up the coast
here."

"Your oceanographic institute?"

"We'll see it later. I've got a little place just
near it, and I can show you around, if you'd like. I'm borrowing
this thing for the day, given that it's the slow season. I try to
get up here every once in a while and take it out for a spin. It's
a hundred ton Ferrari; it deserves more than to spend its life
barging scientists and graph paper around. I helped design it,
after all, so it was hard not to get a bit attached. You get up
here alright?"

He looked beyond her to the silver sedan in the
parking lot

"I was forgetting you don't usually drive." He turned
over his shoulder and called to a man sticking his head out of a
window of the bridge. "John, get someone out here to run that back
to the rental place and take care of the bill." He turned back to
Heather and gestured at a helipad towards the stern. "We have
better ways of getting around out here. These one-track roads tend
to meander."

Heather had learned better than to argue. "I noticed
that. They were sort of fun, though."

"There's certainly some charm to it, unless you're
taking the corners in a minivan, eh Sis?"

But Mary was looking past him at the name scrawled in
dark letters on the bow of the ship. "The Angellica," she read
aloud. "You named it after Grandma?"

"Just my twenty-five year old self's idea of a joke,"
Troy explained to Heather. "The woman was absolutely terrified of
the ocean."

Heather looked back and was surprised to see Mary's
face was splitting into a smile in spite of herself. "Help me but
she really was an old crone. The name seems to fit much better
here." She shot a look at her daughters. "You two didn't hear what
I just said, did you?" But it was obvious that they hadn't, too
enthralled by the otherworldly sight in front of them.

Troy turned to them. "Either of you girls ever driven
a ship this big?"

 


 


 


 


The ship was more impressive with each foot of it
they explored, and the humble little pier was long behind them
before Troy had finished giving the tour. It was all such an
incredible mixture of opulent luxury, brute power, and scientific
sophistication. "It's the only ship in the fleet of any size that
can keep up with the porpoises they study at the institute," Troy
explained. "Those raft shelves down to the left are where they band
them with radio trackers. But most of the time they're just doing
bathymetric mapping and thermal studies of the water columns out
beyond the reef."

The two young girls were instantly enthralled by a
video display in one of the lower cabins that let them control the
underwater cameras. At first they had refused to believe that what
they were seeing was really the water below their feet. It all
seemed impossibly otherworldly as the boat passed over the kelp
beds in the shallow water of the inlet. But after Troy had stuck a
sounding pole over the side and wiggled it across the monitor
screen a couple times, they had immediately latched onto the
joystick that controlled the camera's angle and zoom and spent much
of the next two hours impatiently trading off turns at the control.
Mary lingered to make sure they weren't going to get into any
trouble, leaving Heather and Troy to wander up into the open
forward cabins, where crisp wind flitted in over a luxurious lounge
area, complete with bar and dining. Racks of silver and porcelain
were secured tight against the soft rolling motion of the sea.

Heather paused at the rail, looking down at the
rippling water passing. "You could throw quite a party in something
like this," she said mildly.

She didn't turn as she felt him come up behind her.
"It certainly has a way of feeling like a party once you get out
here." His voice was casual, deep, rich, playful. How she loved
that voice. "And here you are. You sounded almost reluctant on the
phone."

 


"I did?"

"I can read you."

"I was being stupid."

She turned to see him smiling.

"I kind of like it when you're stupid. I think it's
healthy for you."

"Is that so?"

Troy shrugged, that impossible smile still on his
face. How could a man with everything, who knew everybody and who
could do anything, still look like he must be against the
rules?

She felt her heart skip a beat, seeing those eyes
looking at her like that. What was it she had been so afraid of
again? That they might have a little fun?

"I like it when you're impressed by my little toys.
Are you enjoying yourself?"

Heather tried to look like she was used to men
impressing her with their hundred million dollar yachts. "Your
nieces seem to be enjoying it."

Troy nodded, hooking a finger into the strap of her
sundress and drawing her a few inches closer. "That's not what I
asked."

"Oh," Heather said. Why was it still so hard to
breathe when she was close to him? "You mean, am I enjoying
myself?"

His smile broadened. His face was framed in that
perfect light, reflecting off the restless water beneath them. What
she would have given for a photograph that could capture him like
this, beautiful, somehow all-powerful and profoundly human at once.
Ever so slightly vulnerable, in a way she'd only finally begun to
recognize after making a study of him for months. Worthy of
obsession, really.

But a picture could never have come close anyways.
Things like this only lived in the moment.

He pulled her in against him slowly, deliberately,
watching her come as though challenging her to turn away. But of
course that was the last thing in the world she was capable of
doing, and he knew it. His lips might be gentle, but the expression
was possessive, dominant, toying at something he would never grow
tired of.

He kissed her and she kissed him back, everything in
her body yearning for him right there and then. It was like a drug,
just to feel him press her against the railing, knowing that he
could take her in an instant, here or anywhere else.

It was their first moment alone in a week – a week in
which the world had stood still – so why did it feel like it had
been a year?

She pressed her face into his shoulder, breathing the
strong, clean scent of the man. The lithe muscles of his chest
pressed like relaxed steel against her skin. She could feel his
hand in her hair, stroking gently. The world seemed so very safe
and time so very infinite when he held her like this. What she
would have given to just hold him and never let go.

But the moment couldn't last forever. There would be
opportunity to make up for lost time later. This evening. And maybe
tomorrow morning and afternoon and night all over again. But not
right now.

There were things that needed to be said, and now
wasn't the time to say them.

"We should go check on your sister."

Mary was still new to the area, didn't know anybody,
and it was important she feel at home.

Heather had been horrified to hear from Troy what the
woman had been through: the abusive husband, refusing to leave him
because she thought divorce was wrong, the parents who had turned
on her when she had finally given in and admitted the inevitable,
desperate to get her daughters away from a man intent on ruining
four lives instead of just one.

But still the woman was proud. And still she was
strong and brave and fiercely independent. Her brother was one of
the richest men in the hemisphere, and Mary had refused every piece
of help he had offered beyond six week's rent and the moving truck
expenses to get her and the girls away, far away from southern
Ohio.

It had only been a few months, and already she was
well on her way to making a life for them: getting the girls back
in school and herself a real estate license via night classes. A
wonder, a miracle sitting there in a paisley sweater watching her
daughters try to name each of the dark shadows and little streaks
of silver flitting past on the video screen.

Heather concealed a smile as she thought of the new
fish tank waiting for them at home. Sometimes Troy was a little too
clever for his own good.

Mary had argued with him about it for almost half an
hour before giving in, but it was clear seeing her daughters like
this that they weren't likely to lose interest in a pet fish
overnight like she'd worried. Heather couldn't help liking the
woman more and more, the more time they spent together. She had a
stubborn streak a mile wide, and a sense of right and wrong that
you couldn't help but respect.

"Are you all hungry?" Heather asked, slipping into
the cushioned bench across from the video screens. "I think I heard
the cook fixing up lunch in that big kitchen up front."

"A little birdie told him the girls like Club
sandwiches," Troy reappeared on the stairs that led down from the
bridge.

"Oh, I see," Mary hummed in amusement. "That little
birdie sure seems intent on spoiling everybody involved."

Troy shrugged in mock helplessness. "We don't stock
gruel, unfortunately. We'll have to make due."

And of course the lunch was excellent, leaving the
girls cooing happily into plates of sandwiches and french fries and
the adults chatting contentedly over an immaculate glazed salmon.
But the idle talk seemed to make Troy antsy, and almost before the
last bite was swallowed, he was back at the rail in deep
conversation with a pair of thick-built, tattooed engineers.

Heather found herself admiring him from a distance.
Even if she resented the distractions he seemed to be intentionally
erecting between them, she couldn't help appreciate seeing him like
this. Troy was so fastidious about keeping divisions of his life
separate that it was rare for her to get a glimpse of him in his
element, whatever element it might be in the moment: deeply
engrossed in some problem or idea. It was obvious that this ship
design had once been his brainchild, and he loved being back
aboard, reacquainting himself with it after its aging in the field,
asking after all its systems: what had been replaced, what was
performing well, what was annoying to maintain.

And truth be told, Heather was a bit grateful for the
distraction herself. She didn't want to confront Troy any more than
he wanted her to. She still remembered with chilling clarity how he
had reacted all those weeks ago on the night she had stumbled
across the papers in his desk that had ultimately uncovered his
past.

No, far better to take the times like this where she
could get them, out in the dappled sunlight with the problems of
the world left back on the coast just beyond the horizon.

Mary's food lay mostly untouched, and looking closer
Heather noticed a bit of a greenish caste to the woman's face.

"Are you feeling alright?" Heather asked.

"Better than I expected," Mary said a little
carefully. "I've never been on the ocean before. It's not really
just a big lake, is it?"

"No, not really. You should have said something."

"It's alright. I'll be fine. I'm trying new things.
The old way didn't get me very far. I figure if I just throw myself
into every new experience I can find, at some point I'll start
coming out ahead, right? I just didn't expect we'd be out here
during such big waves."

Heather started to say that the conditions were
actually much calmer than usual, but thought better of it. It was
just a matter of perspective, after all. "That's a very admirable
attitude," she said instead. "I could certainly use a bit of it.
Sometimes it feels like I'm a little too careful these days."

"Oh, please, you're dating my brother. That's about
as brave as anything I can think of. How are things with you
two?"

"They've been good. He's been gone a lot. He ... He
says you've really been taking to the real estate business."

Mary laughed. "He's sweet, in his way. I feel about
the same way about that as I do about this ocean. If things don't
slow down soon I'm going to you're going to have to fish me out
with one of those long boat hooks. Some days I get home and I'm
just strung up like a clothes line. Sneaking in a couple minutes to
work in the garden at the end of a long day is the only thing that
lets me unwind."

"Hectic?"

"You have no idea. I had no idea. Troy and I come
from this quiet little town. If someone decided to sell a property,
it sat around with a weather-beaten sign for a few years until
someone decided to make them an offer. Here, it's ... it seems like
the whole world is turning over. I can't imagine what it'll get
like by the time the summer rolls around."

"I can only imagine. It's a sign of the good economy.
I was reading an article about it in Economic Times the other
day."

Mary raised an eyebrow. "Oh, look at you. You're all
modest when you tell me you're just some grunt on a sales floor,
and yet you're running around reading the Economic Times. I don't
have a head for any of that."

Heather blushed. "Well, I don't myself, usually. I
guess the honest answer," she said, lowering her voice, "is there
was a certain cover story I was sort of interested in."

Mary laughed. "Was my brother really in a cover story
for the Economic Days & Times?" She shook her head. "I feel
like there's been some mix-up, when I think about the kid brother I
grew up with ... I have no idea what happened. Has he told you any
of the stories? It seemed like every other week there was a cop or
some vice principal coming around the house looking for him because
of this or that."

Heather cast a glance towards where Troy was leaning
against the rail, still deep in conversation with the two
engineers. She knew from painful experience how sensitive a subject
Troy's past was. "Really? I had no idea," she said carefully.

Mary cast an eye at the two girls, still picking at
their food across the table. "Remind me we had this bit of
conversation," she said slyly. "I have some stories that will make
your hair curl." She shook her head. "But anyways, enough of that
for the moment. I don't know anything about the economy, but I know
I'm lucky I'm only half underwater. The people I work with say it's
never like this, even in the city. They've all been really good to
me. Well, for the most part, at least. It's still completely a
business of who you know, so I'm just really glad I wound up where
I did. Troy swears he didn't pull any strings."

"He didn't. I know for a fact he didn't. You're
making it happen all on your own."

"Well, just good luck, then, I guess."

"I'm sure it's more than that."

Mary looked embarrassed, and covered it by leaning
over to check the girls' plates. "Have you two finished?"

"Yes, Mom. Can we go back downstairs?"

She considered them. "Alright, but only to that one
room if you want to play with the cameras some more. I don't want
you running all over -" But before she could finish her sentence,
they had shot off downstairs, true as an arrow to the observation
terminals. Mary shook her head in wonder. "I guess I don't need to
worry."

She sat back, relishing the moment of peace. "But
what about you. When we met, Troy said it was something about
medical devices."

Heather sighed. Why did it feel like her life was one
big mess of things she didn't want to talk about these days? "I'm
in sales for Mitchell Medical. They do a lot of imaging equipment
for hospitals: MRI, CT, X-ray, that sort of thing."

"Oh," Mary said, brightening. "Your company builds
those giant magnets?"

"Yep, that's right. We have a plant in Maryland."

"That sounds so interesting. And then you would be
the one who goes around to hospitals and see what they need?"

"That's a nice way of putting it."

Mary cocked her head. "Why would you say that?"

Heather shook her head. "I don't know. It's just such
a business sometimes. Most days I feel more like part of the
problem than part of the solution."

"Everybody needs to make a living. There's no shame
in that."

Heather searched for how to put it into words. "We
make a lot of really specialized equipment. For a lot of our
devices, we're the only one in the world who makes it. When someone
comes to us, they don't have much choice. My job basically boils
down to figuring out what price would bankrupt them and then charge
them a dollar less. I mean, with big for-profit hospitals it just
feels like doing business. But we deal with a lot of smaller
specialist practices, and it really just feels like extortion. They
have to buy our equipment, use our technicians, work on our
schedule, on and on. The people who do business with us hate us.
They just have to come back to us because it's such a niche
market."

"Wow, I had no idea ... "

"You wouldn't think it would make sense. We're
pissing off our customers just to make a quick buck for some
regional head's quarterly report. Long-term, it can't be good
practice, but there's so much turnover in management that it almost
doesn't matter. Of course the end result is that people get medical
treatment. They get better. That's the ultimate goal. I just fixate
on this other stuff because I really don't like it."

"This is the company that Troy bought, isn't it?"

"And he might sell it tomorrow, for all he knows. The
last thing I want is a reputation with my bosses for going over
their head because I'm sleeping with a controlling interest. He's
not in it long-term, and he's not in it to run a charity."

"Even if he wanted to, I don't know how much he could
change. The investors would revolt. The management would revolt.
It's such an ingrained way of doing business – everyone's so
certain it's the only way. Sometimes I wonder if they'd feel that
way if they saw what I see every day ... but they don't. It's
probably above my head, but I just get this feeling that this isn't
the right way to be doing things, you know? I try to trust my gut
on things like that, and I've never had a feeling as sure as I have
this one. I bring it up sometimes. Maybe someday somebody'll hear
it."

Mary nodded sagely. "It's a change that has to come
from the ground up and the top down all at once."

Heather shrugged. "Sometimes I can take trickier
situations to my boss. In the past I just kind of got lip-service
or worse, you know: 'Don't forget who you work for, yada yada. Our
legal obligation is to the shareholders.' But recently I wonder if
there isn't something changing. You know how much all of this
health-care cost inflation's been in the news. I actually, well,"
she tried not to look too excited, "I had a situation a few months
ago that I made a bit of a stink about. It was a little medical
practice that had helped a patient with a procedure whose insurance
wouldn't cover. They were completely out of cash and had all this
financing on equipment of ours that we were leasing them. They were
going to violate the lease, and they came to me because we'd known
each other and it just seemed the most foolish thing that we'd
break the contract over a couple month's delayed payments. The
doctor who ran the practice had been a wonderful customer for
years. Anyways, I did everything I could and eventually something
got worked out. Well, I broke my rule a little bit on that one, but
it was a special case. It doesn't happen much, but there was a bit
of a happy ending. And then just at the start of this month my boss
came back to me and asked me to do a full write-up on how the
situation played out and what could be done differently
policy-wise. Apparently it was commissioned by my boss's boss's
boss specifically."

Mary looked impressed. "Well, so maybe something
could change."

"Yeah. We'll see. I'm trying not to get my hopes up,
but we'll see. You never know what exactly is going on. I might
even be in trouble, but I don't know. That wasn't really seem like
the tone of the request, so I'm hoping that's not it."

"Well, I'm rooting for you. Don't I know how hard it
is to stand up against something like that. You're powerless until
you aren't."

Heather nodded. "Let's not talk about work. I want to
hear about this garden. What are you planting? I've always wanted
one."

"Oh, I do everything. Flowerbed, vegetable garden. I
have high hopes for the herbs, what with this climate." She
stopped. "You've always wanted one? You mean you've never had a
garden?"

"My mother had one when I was young, but then we
moved. And since I moved out its been one apartment after another.
My grandmother was a total green thumb, and I used to love seeing
hers when we'd visit, but that was a long time ago."

Mary slapped her palm down on the table. "That's
that, then. I was wondering what to do with my last little planter
box. I want it to be yours."

"Mine?"

"Well, I'll water it and everything, but I want you
to choose what goes in it. Trust me, there's nothing better than
sticking a seed in the ground and watching it turn into a great big
living thing. Do you like flowers or vegetables?"

And just like that, she was off talking about the
difference between two strains of heirloom tomatoes Heather had
never heard of. It came down to the date of the last frost, Heather
gathered. Something about planter elevation.

The day was glorious, and the boat took a long, slow
route out beyond the barrier islands, dipping out into open ocean
before skirting back along the coast. Flocks of seagulls came out
in escort, and they passed among the cormorants diving fast and
clean into the deep blue water. It was finally starting to feel
like spring. The two women passed the afternoon talking about
gardens, happy to put away the world waiting for them back on shore
for a few hours.

By the time they had circled back around to the pier,
it had grown almost dark. Light spilled softly out of the wide
cabin windows, sprinkling the water with patches of golden light
against the dusk. It made the world, so open and clean and fresh,
seem all the more perfect and beautifully, serenely empty. It was a
great, empty canvas, holding only their lone point of light
migrating slowly through.

Again Troy got them tied into the dock and led them
back onto dry ground. Mary gathered the girls up, promising them
they would find some ocean documentaries at the library, and
escorted them to the van.

"Wouldn't you like to stay?" Heather had asked her.
"I hate to think of you making such a long drive this late in the
day."

"Thank you, I appreciate the invitation, but it's
like I told Troy: getting away for one weekend day is hard enough.
Saturdays and Sundays are when I do most of my showing, and I've
got a few crammed in for tomorrow. But let's get together again
soon. We need to have you out so you can decide what you're going
to plant in your garden."

"That sounds really lovely," Heather said,
brightening. "I never realized how much there is to decide about
it."

"I'll text you the dimensions," Mary said. "You can
have fun."

Troy walked her to the van, giving her advice on a
route back through the driver's window. He patted it once, and with
that, the slightly askew minivan started up, skittering for a
second before locking in, and turned up out of the dirt parking
lot.




Chapter Two







Troy waved after her and turned back to Heather, his
head cocked and his eyes alight. With a slow step, he had her
against him.

He put a finger to her face, running it down across
her cheek. "It's a funny thing. Even out here, perfect as all the
rest is, I haven't been able to keep my eyes off of you."

She felt a little heat rising into her face,
responding to his touch. "I just threw something on," she pretended
unconvincingly.

"I'm not talking about that."

The sound of a helicopter in the distance was getting
louder. It seemed a bit out of place in such a remote area. Maybe
it was a news helicopter, or weather or something. But what did it
matter now, when there were things so much closer and so much more
important. The world beyond this dusty little parking lot felt a
million miles away.

She could taste the salt and brine on his lips, the
heat of the day's sun still pulsing in his bare muscles. She felt
so very alive and impossibly in the moment, it was easy to think it
would last forever. It was easy to think they were immortal, the
two of them.

"It's been hard being away," he was saying. "It's
torture, really."

He had looked at her with light in his eyes, that
animal brilliance, that desire. Even the boat behind them felt
impossibly distant, now that he was so very, very close. His lips
met hers, softly brushing, sensual, eager, hungry. It was that
touch, a strong, warm hand pressed to her arm and the small of her
back, holding her against him.

Had it really only been six days apart?

She was wearing a soft green dress. It had a slit to
the thigh and his hand found it, caressing bare skin with a single
finger. Her breath caught in her chest as that touch traveled up
her leg, letting out again only as he circled for a moment back
down.

"You seemed to have a nice time with my sister
today," he said softly. "I'm glad to find you where I left
you."

He kissed her again, perfect and deep. The scent of
his body was fresh and clean and masculine. That touch was warm and
deep, pressing into her flesh, claiming her inch by inch. She could
just reach around his waist, draw him in. When she ran a hand up
his back, she felt the contours of his muscles dense and hard as he
held herself over her.

There were times his arms were a refuge, and times
they didn't feel quite so safe.

"Should I have run?" she asked innocently.

He smiled. "I don't think you'd have gotten very
far."

Wind whipped at them, and it took her a moment to
realize it wasn't natural. The sound of a helicopter was quickly
becoming deafening, and when she looked up she realized why. White
and yellow lights blinked against the darkening sky. A narrow form
was lowering itself into the space in the trees.

Troy drew Heather several steps back as it touched
down. "Shall we?" he asked.

Heather could only let him lead her forward, ducking
her head reflexively

under the whirring blades as a door slid smoothly
open for them.

Inside, the compartment was comfortable, even
luxurious. They slipped onto a white leather seat, separated from
the cockpit by a plexiglass partition. As the door slid closed on
its whirring electric track, much of the sound around them was cut
off.

She looked around in surprise. "Isn't it supposed to
be really loud in here?" she asked stupidly.

"It's a new kind of insulation," Troy said simply.
"It works both ways."

"I guess that would make sense."

Troy smiled, hooking a finger into the strap of her
dress and pulling her back against him. Heather lurched slightly as
the helicopter lifted up off the ground with a jolt, falling
forward into Troy's lap.

He held her there, pinned, taking her head in his
hand and kissing her with slow, lingering possessiveness that had
Heather instantly wet. "That's right," he encouraged. "You've got
the idea."

His other hand worked up her side, cupping her breast
through the soft fabric of the dress. He teased at the outline of
her nipple. Heather's breath caught in her throat.

Troy's knee moved in against her groin, rubbing
slowly down between her thighs, pressing her legs apart. His hand
traced down her abdomen, slipping in where his thigh pressed
against her. She gasped as he rubbed over her clit, swollen and
sensitive under her clothing.

"No fair," she managed to gasp.

He considered it, running a finger across the base of
her throat and leaning down to press his lips to the spot. His hot
breath on her neck made her shudder. She couldn't stay completely
still. "I suppose you're right," he agreed. "It's terribly
unfair."

Heather glanced over her shoulder at the plexiglass
divider. She knew as soon as she did it that it had been a
mistake.

"You like our audience?" he asked softly, continuing
to slide it between her legs, over her swollen lips and clit.

"I didn't say anything."

"You didn't say anything, sir."

A wave of heat rushed through her. "Yes, sir."

"No, I suppose you didn't. And why don't we find
something better for that mouth of yours to do, to help resist
temptation."

She realized what he was saying with a slight shudder
of disbelief. "Here?" she demanded.

His hand returned to her breast, tightening and
squeezing her nipple in painful rebuke.

"Sir," she corrected herself. "Here, sir." She
swallowed and closed her eyes, utterly in his control. The
inflictions of pain and pleasure make it so hard to think. "Y –
yes, sir."

"Good girl."

"Thank you, sir."

Casting another nervous glance forward at the two men
in the cockpit, she slid down onto her knees. She laid a hand on
his thigh, feeling the slight tenseness in his body against the
roll and pitch of the helicopter.

She leaned forward obediently, nudging her face in
against his belt and opening the buckle and then zipper with her
mouth. The sexual, heady smell of his body caught her nostrils and
she pushed her face in to work his underwear aside. Her body felt
tight and empty, aching and wet. She was so impossibly turned on.
Her mouth was wet with eagerness and she hadn't even tasted him
yet.

After a momentary struggle, she freed his cock. She
pressed her lips to it and felt it swell under her attention. It
stood out with each beat of his pulse, growing until it stood full
and thick out from his groin: hot and hard to the touch.

She wet her lips and took him into her mouth, holding
back a moan as she felt his warm girth laying against her tongue.
She wanted him inside of her so intensely that she almost couldn't
think, but tasting him, feeling him in her lips was almost good
enough for now.

She moved up and down his shaft, taking him as far as
she could. She tried to work further down his shaft, knowing he
would take control if she wasn't properly committed. An impatient
hand at the back of her head told her she was being too slow, and
he was pressing his cock down her throat until she thought she
would choke.

Being manhandled like this was almost too much. The
aching wetness inside of her was overwhelming. It had been six
whole days. She needed to be fucked. She needed him inside her. She
had forgotten where they were or what they were doing. All she
wanted was for him to pull her away, bend her over, and fuck her
into oblivion.

She could taste the slight saltiness of pre-cum on
his tip and knew she was getting him close. That was the only path
forward. Please him, and maybe he would cure her of her aching
oblivion.

And finally, it was there. His hand gripped her hair,
pulling her back off of him. She scrambled to her feet obediently,
and he pulled her back down onto his lap, hiking up her dress and
roughly pushing aside her underwear.

Then his cock was at her hole, pushing in with a
long, slow movement that spread her open around that impossibly
large cock. She buried her face in his shoulder to muffle her
scream of gratitude. A shudder ran through her body.

His hands were at her hips, holding her down against
him as he thrust upwards into her, penetrating her to her core. "Oh
God," she breathed helplessly. "Fuck."

He opened her dress with a deft pull at the zipper
along her spine, baring her breasts. They bounced free as he drove
into her from beneath, and he grabbed her hard with one hand as the
other held her tight by her hip. The orgasm exploded into her
before she was ready for it, overwhelming her senses. She heard
herself crying out as though from impossibly far away, her whole
body clenching around Troy's cock as it buried itself deep inside
her again and again.

It was a few moments before she could remember where
she was. The realization that she was getting fucked on the other
side of a thin plexiglass divider from two strangers came rushing
back into her. It was humiliating and impossibly arousing all at
once. She bit her lip in an attempt to quiet herself, knowing there
was nothing to do but keep taking it.

She came again, and then a third, almost painfully
intense, as he swelled and exploded inside of her. Her body
squeezed at him, milking at his cock as he pumped his seed into her
body in long spurts.

At last she slumped forward against him, gasping and
shaking. After a moment she slid sideways onto the seat, twisting
to lie on her back, too spent to cover her nakedness despite their
audience.

 


 


 


 


The sky was a deep purple, just beginning to turn to
true night on the receding horizon. Crisp, sharp brine infused the
air as it blew across the headlands and back towards the coast
snaking behind them. They had taken a walk up above the
oceanographic facilities at Yakmanaw point, savoring the last
lingering trace of sunset.

After all day on the rolling waters of the sound,
solid earth still felt a little unstable under Heather's feet. It
was a feeling Heather had gotten to know well since she had met the
man standing beside her. In the months since Troy had crashed into
her life – elegant and in control in person, as discrete as an
atomic bomb in effect – she had learned to be in love. Wasn't that
a funny way to think of it? But it was true. It had taken a while
to work it out. She had fought it so very, very hard at first –
impossibly hard – until she thought she would break. But she hadn't
broken. Troy had made her whole. He had swooped in and turned the
world upside down and still had the impudence to turn that perfect,
breathtaking smile on her, all the innocence in the world, and ask
her what was on her mind.

"I don't know. I was just thinking I still don't
really understand how I got here."

He followed her line of sight, out over the coast. "I
know the feeling."

It had been a long week. Troy had been gone again,
and when Troy went away it became so easy to forget what this all
felt like, that it was real, that it was ... well, that it could
last.

It was only natural, looking into his eyes, that she
saw none of the doubt that must be in her own. Impossible wasn't in
his vocabulary. Now she was with him again, after those days away,
it was easy to start to believe again.

"This is a beautiful place," she said at last, but
she couldn't be bothered to take her eyes from his face. "What did
you call it?"

"Yopmanawket," he said. "Yopmanawket Sound. I used to
come here when I needed a minute of quiet, a place to run away.
There's a little house I rented up on the cliff. It was just simple
and primitive, away from all the chaos. That was when I could still
take the phone off the hook for a weekend now and then." He
shrugged, unreadable. "These days it feels like the world would end
if I tried that, but I guess it wouldn't really mind in the end."
He put a finger to Heather's temple, brushing a strand of hair back
behind her ear. "I don't need places like this the way I used to.
It's not so bad these days. And I've found other ways to feel
grounded. At peace."

Heather met his eyes, her own growing wide as she
recognized his meaning. "Me?" She'd never heard him like this.

"You make the background fade away," he said. "I've
never met anyone like you."

She leaned in against him, resting her cheek on his
shoulder, grateful in a word.

"What were you running from?" she asked at last.

Troy took a deep breath. "Hard to say. Demons, I
guess. Demons of a past life. I found this place soon after I came
back, after ... after I'd been abroad."

He didn't need to say more. Only once had he managed
to open that deep secret up to her, told her where he'd come from.
It had taken weeks, but at last he had been capable of admitting
what he'd done to escape the poverty of his background and make a
life for himself. It hadn't been pretty. The laws he had broken ...
the people he had put in danger ... but that was a long time ago.
One day he would forgive himself, Heather knew. She would do
everything she could to make him whole, after he had borne the
burden for so long.

"There was a lot I had lost," was all he could say.
"And a lot I realized I'd never had. It's hard to put into
words."

"How old were you?"

"Twenty-five. I was an arrogant kid, even after
everything that had happened. I didn't understand why I couldn't
fix the world. I would come out here, just to try to remember who I
was. This became a very special place for me."

"It's beautiful."

"I've been to a lot of places, pristine beaches,
scenic vistas, but something about this little lonely stretch of
coast, when the mist rolls in before dawn ..." He put his face in
Heather's hair, holding her by his side for a moment. "When I had a
bit more money I came back here to save it. By establishing the
institute here and giving it a permanent endowment, I was able to
lobby the state to make the sound a wildlife preserve. And then it
turned out that the only building site with suitable bedrock for a
large facility was right where my little shack stood on the cliff."
He laughed ruefully. "So that place is gone. But you can build a
little house like that anywhere. The new place I build just down
the road is a bit more comfortable, anyways."

"Is that where we're headed tonight?" she asked,
shivering slightly.

"It's just around the bend in the road here."

She slipped her hand into his. "Thank you for showing
me this."

"I wanted you to see it."

"I know it must open some old wounds."

She looked up to hold his gaze, but he looked away.
That slight distance that she had seen creep into his face over the
past month returned. "Some things you can't ever banish to the
past," he said. "Not by hiding from them, anyways."

It was an odd thing for him to say. Heather knew she
should ask him what he was going through. She could tell there was
something there. But ... to ask was to spoil this perfect evening.
It had been a long month, full of absences. Was it selfish to just
want this? For a moment? There would be other times, other
opportunities.
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But the opportunity did not come again – at least not
that weekend. The following day he took her down to see the
institute. It was a state of the art facility – all gleaming walls
and buzzing offices on the top floors: mathematic formulas
scribbled in dry-erase across windows and incomprehensible charts
of current flows and thermoclines papered on walls. The lower
levels teamed with the rougher, down-to-earth field researchers and
lab techs. It seemed like an amazing place to work, and Heather
found herself momentarily jealous of the obvious atmosphere of
purpose and common cause. Thought of the night before and that look
of distance in his face slipped away. And then the weekend was over
as fast as it had started, in a whirl of heady intimacy that never
slowed long enough for thought. She was back in the city early
Monday morning, kissing Troy goodbye as she slipped out of his limo
and onto the sidewalk in front of those familiar Mitchell Medical
offices, two worlds away from where they'd woken up that
morning.

"If he was going to fire you he would have had a more
somber expression on his face. Speaking as a woman who has been
fired my share of times, you can always tell by that look."

"Fired!? Jesus, Nicole, can't you be a little more
positive?" Heather glared at her friend perched lightly against the
edge of her desk. "All he said was he wanted to see me after his
meeting."

"I am being positive. Didn't you hear about
the severance package they gave Rick LaGuardo last month? It was
like a full years pay and benefits. They can fire me any day of the
week. I'd be whistling before I got out the door of this
paper-pushing hellscape."

Heather glanced at the slightly ajar door of the
conference room across the corridor. "Keep saying that so loudly
around here and you might get your wish."

"Oh, don't act like you love it here," Nicole said,
lowering her voice. "It's me you're talking to."

"Maybe he wants me for a good thing," Heather
insisted. "I've been here for four years, always been a good
worker. Maybe he's going to give me a couple of those bigger
clients that got passed down from corporate the other week."

"Maybe." Nicole considered this much less juicy
possibility, nibbling at a fingernail. "Or maybe he's firing
somebody else, and he wants you to be ready to step in to pick up
the slack."

"Isn't it a little early in the morning for so much
office intrigue?"

"It's all that keeps me going, seeing as you haven't
even told me how your weekend went. I don't lead an exciting life,
Heather."

"That bad? How are things with you and Randall?"

Nicole waved a hand. "It's complicated."

"It's always complicated. It's complicated by
definition."

"Exactly."

"So don't go on about how I don't keep you in
the loop when -"

Heather's voice cut off as the door of the conference
room swung open. John Malcolm, boss, sales director and the type of
tall, early-forties, moderately handsome salt-and-pepper haired man
who just screamed 'groomed for corporate advancement' emerged from
the room. He gestured over at Heather, who had managed to spin in
her chair just in time to appear to be working. "Could I get that
minute I mentioned, Heather?" he asked.

"Of course."

Heather and Nicole exchanged a quick glance as
Heather followed John into his corner office. She closed the door
behind her, wondering if the slats in the blinds were sufficiently
closed for any actual privacy, and took a seat in front of his
desk.

"How're things coming with that Branson contract?" he
asked, shuffling a couple papers off his desk and pulling a folder
out of a pile to his right.

"Well. It's going well. I'm sending my last changes
over to legal before the end of the day."

He nodded approvingly. "Good. I'm glad to hear that.
You can have it wrapped up by the end of the week."

"I would think so, yes."

"Excellent. And that's about the only messy thing on
your plate at the moment, isn't it? That's a decent place to leave
off?"

Heather felt a bit of a drop in her stomach. "Leave
off?"

"If you had to hand over your duties to the rest of
the sales team, most of the accounts are well cut-and-dried, aren't
they? You keep good files?"

"I – ah – I try to," Heather stammered, trying to
think fast. "I mean, there's only so much you can really put in the
paperwork, after all. I've always got follow-ups in the pipeline,
and ... ah, it's really only ... I mean the personal relationships
don't really – "

"Heather."

"Yes?"

"Relax."

"Relax?"

"You're speaking too fast. This isn't that kind of
meeting."

"It's not?"

"You should have listened to Miss Burgoynes."

Heather flushed crimson. "You heard that
conversation?"

"Don't worry about it. I've been in management long
enough to hear lots of things."

"So I'm not fired?"

"No, actually. You're getting what you want."

Heather blinked. "What do I want?"

"That Lockwood case you bugged me so much about a few
months ago. The one we had you write a report on."

"Yes?"

"They were very impressed with your assessment of the
whole process. They thought it was one of the most insightful
reports that they've read in years..

"They were? Who were?"

"You'll meet them next Friday. I'm going to have to
lose you from the sales team. For a while, at least. They've been
talking about bringing on some business practice specialists for a
couple years now for an internal audit, and when that report of
yours popped up, they decided they had a good prospect in house.
They want to offer you a temporary consultant position to expand on
the issues in the report."

"A consultant position?" Heather wasn't sure she
could believe what she was hearing.

"A six month preliminary assessment period, and then
we'll see. Your experience should make it easy to reach out to the
rest of the sales force. The first thing we want is for you to get
a bigger picture – see how common the events you described in the
report really are."

"This was far from the first time -"

John held up a hand. "I'm not talking about
anecdotes. I saw on your resume that you did some graduate
coursework in business administration."

Heather nodded.

"Good. This is the real thing, here. We've worked
together long enough that I know you've got opinions on certain
things. Now you're being given a chance. You understand that,
right?"

She straightened. "I do, sir."

"You're not the witness; you're the prosecution. You
know what I mean?"

"Yes."

"Good. There'll be a lot more next Friday. A couple
of the people from corporate will be here to go over things with
you. We'll want a hard answer by then."

"Yes, sir."

He dismissed her with a wave.

It took her a second to remember to move her feet.
She managed to back out of the office and close the door, still
trying not to gape or stammer.

 


 


 


 


Heather was flying. The more she thought about it,
the more surreal it became. The thought that someone somewhere was
finally listening felt almost like a bad joke, after so many years
of telling herself that the industry was too big to change and she
was too small to matter. She might fail, but at least for the next
six months, she mattered. Someone was really, actually
listening.

Heather hadn't stopped grinning in hours. She was
sitting in the back of one of Troy's town cars, en route to meet
him at the Williams Tower Suite, her cell phone pressed tight to
her ear. "I'm serious, Mom. He told me today. I'm going to meet
with people on Friday and make it official."

Heather's mother's tone was slowly changing from
bewildered to thrilled. "Heth, I just don't know what to say.
That's such incredible news. All those times you said -"

"I know what I said, Mom. But apparently things
change. I was patient and insistent, and now maybe ... who
knows."

"Your father won't believe it when I tell him."

"I barely believe it myself."

"I'm just so happy for you. I know you've been
feeling like you weren't in the right place. But there's a purpose
in everything. Maybe this was that purpose."

Heather looked up to see the town car approaching the
familiar side entrance of the Williams High-rise. "I've gotta go,
Mom. I'll call you this weekend, but I'm not gonna know more until
after the meeting next Friday."

She hung up as the driver opened the door for her.
"Thanks," she said a bit breathlessly, excitement rising in her
chest. She couldn't wait to tell Troy. Sure, he usually dealt with
bigger things than some low-level promotion, but this big news in
her life.

The elevator seemed to move twice as slowly as usual,
the glowing numbers taking forever to reach that now-familiar but
still slightly unworldly '84.'

Finally, finally, the doors dinged open. She could
hear Troy in the kitchen, just arrived himself.

"Heather!" he called her name as he heard the
doors.

She hurried down the hall, her mouth already opening.
But she stopped as she saw his face. "What's going on?" she
asked.

"I've got big news. Why are you out of breath?"

She shook her head. "You go first."

He smiled and stepped over to her, bringing her body
against his with one strong arm against the small of her back. He
kissed her deeply, a long, lingering, sensual kiss, lips soft and
warm and perfect. She felt a warm shiver run through her body, the
bottom dropping out of her stomach. After a moment he pulled back
and she blinked at him for a second, trying to remember what was
going on.

"I meant your news."

"Oh, that."

She laughed. "Yeah. What's up?"

"There's a new missile defense technology ready to be
deployed."

"A new missile defense?"

"It's the next generation of THAAD. Its tests are
almost unbelievable. It completely changes what we thought was
possible."

"What's possible?" She was trying to understand.

"It could mean the end of nuclear war."

"Is there a nuclear war?"

He shook his head in frustration. "No, I mean, it
could end the threat of nuclear annihilation. It's that effective.
Even short-range missiles from a submarine. This thing can
calculate a full ballistic trajectory and fire to intercept in
under 8 seconds from launch. North Korea, Russia, Iran."

She was trying to re-orient her brain. She had been
so focused on one thought all afternoon. "That sounds really
important."

"We've been trying to build this for 30 years. Since
Reagan at least. It's probably the single most important
development since the end of the Cold War. And my company's going
to build the first installation."

"That's incredible, Troy."

"The Department of Defense knows all about my
background, they've been leery of dealing with me in the past, but
even they get how indispensable this is. They want it deployed in
Hamburg. It's a go."

"Why Hamburg?"

"Because they want a pilot site. Put it up in Poland
or South Korea or Israel and suddenly it's an international
incident. Hamburg is a test case. If it's successful it'll probably
be the single most important thing I've done in my life."

"I – I'm speechless, Troy. I had no idea."

He went over and poured them each a glass of wine.
"There's just one downside."

"What's that."

"It's in Hamburg."

"Hamburg in Germany?"

"That's right."

She read his face and felt her stomach drop in an
entirely different and much less welcome way. "And you have to be
there."

"For half a year, maybe a little longer."

She took the glass of wine and sat down.
"Full-time?"

"I'll be able to get away here and there, by yeah.
Full-time."

She took a drink from the glass, but didn't seem to
be able to taste it. "That's a long plane ride."

He sat down across from her. "Not long enough to keep
me away."

She tried to believe him. "Six months?"

"It'll go faster than you think."

"I'm having a hard time thinking at all, actually.
This was not what I was expecting to hear tonight."

"I bet. What was your news?"

Heather didn't hear him. "And if it's longer than six
months?"

"It probably won't be."

"But if it is. How long could it be?"

"If there are complications ... " He spread his
hands. "Sometimes projects like this run a bit over. Maybe another
three months if a lot of things go wrong."

"That seems to be what's happening, yeah."

He laughed apologetically and reached out to take her
hand. "So tell me your thing."

"It was just job stuff. I might be taking a new
position."

"A promotion?"

"It's just a temporary consultant thing. They might
want to implement some of the stuff I've been talking about for the
past few years, and they want a more thorough report."

"That sounds like great news."

She nodded. "Yeah. It did feel like that."

She looked up at the touch of his hand to her cheek.
"Hey," he said.

"Hey back."

"There's a reason I keep a private jet. This isn't
going to be like goodbye, see you in half a year. You get that,
right?"

"Even if you come back every weekend it'll still feel
like forever."

"Well, I'll come back, and you can come visit. Have
you ever been to Germany?"

She made a face. "I'm not sure I like Germany all
that much right now."

He smiled. "Well, maybe we can get you to have an
open mind about it. It's a beautiful country, surrounded by other
beautiful countries."

She sighed and slid over to sit beside him, pressing
her cheek to his chest and letting his arms enfold her. She
breathed in his scent, trying to tell herself that nothing was
going to change, that he would still make her feel this way and she
would barely have time to miss him. Even in her head, it sounded
like a blaring lie. What a good mood she'd been in just ten minutes
ago.

 


 


 


 


In the days that followed, Heather lurched from
confusion to depression to acceptance. She couldn't shake the
feeling that this changed something, and that things would not be
the same. But lots of people went through this, and most of them
didn't have the same advantages Troy had. They'd make it work. It
didn't mean it didn't gnaw at her, but she'd almost made peace with
it. What else could she do? She was hardly paying attention when
her phone rang on Friday afternoon. It wasn't a phone number she
recognized. "This is Heather," she answered.

"Hey!" It was Mary's voice. "Sorry to bother you at
your office, it's just this was the only number the internet search
turned up."

"Oh, Mary. Hi, how're things?"

"They're good. Very good. I just wanted to check in
that we're still on for tomorrow. Does that still work?"

It took Heather a second to remember what she was
talking about. "Oh, the gardening. Right. Of course. That sounded
like so much fun. Sounds. Sounds like so much fun. Yes. When did we
say, again?"

"Well, I've got showings in the morning and another
at one, but after that I'm open. You want to say three
o'clock?"

"Alright, that sounds like a plan. That's something
to look forward to."

"Great! Again, sorry to bother you at work
again."

"I'm glad you did. I'll see you tomorrow."

And that was how Heather wound up out in Bilverton in
jeans and an old sweatshirt rolled up to her elbows, dirt under her
fingernails as she surveyed a row of small divots she'd been
digging.

"Like that?" she asked.

Mary came over to scrutinize. "It says they like an
inch and a half, right?"

"That's what it said."

"Those look good then." She stuck her finger into the
nearest hole and felt the soil. "We broke this up really well."

Heather flicked her hair with mock pride. "Well, when
my celery wins blue ribbon at the county fair, I'll mention you in
my acceptance speech."

"Oh, I didn't even think of that. You think they have
a county fair around here?"

Heather laughed. "No, I don't think so. Something
tells me."

Mary looked a bit disappointed. "Oh. You were joking.
Well, I guess I'm learning. County fairs are a lot of fun,
though."

"I bet they are."

The fruits of the day were not terribly impressive,
Heather had to admit. The planter beds looked deceptively identical
to how they had looked when she had pulled up in front of the house
two hours earlier. But beneath the tossed up soil surface, she
knew, things were now taking place. Who knew, in a week or two, the
first buds of her first garden might be poking up into the
light.

But then again, who knew what the world would look
like in two weeks, anyhow. Everything seemed to be changing so
fast.

The two women retired to the shade of the back stairs
overhang and a some iced tea. Sipping on the sweet liquid, Heather
looked out over the overgrown gulley that separated the little
duplex from the houses beyond.

"Is something wrong?" Mary asked at last. "I hope you
aren't out here just because you were too nice to say no."

Heather shook her head. "Am I being that mopey? It's
not like that at all. I'm really, really glad you suggested this.
It's been forever that I had this kind of nice, clean fun. I feel
like I spend my whole life closed up in buildings."

Mary smiled a little uncertainly. "Good. Well, you're
welcome any time."

"I'm sorry. I've just got a lot on my mind."

Mary considered her. "I can imagine."

"It's not just that Troy's going to be away," Heather
said, searching for a way to explain.

"Just that would be hard on anybody."

"It all just feels so fragile," Heather finally
admitted. "It feels like it could be gone in a second. I'm not used
to feeling like this. If it were somebody else, I probably wouldn't
be as scared." She didn't know why she was saying this. She didn't
know why she was opening up to someone she barely knew, the sister
of the man she both loved and feared. But Mary just had this kind
of simple understanding that made it so easy to say things she
thought she ought to keep bottled up inside.

Mary's eyes softened and she put a hand on Heather's
arm. "He's not an easy man to get close to."

"You can say that again," Heather agreed. "I felt
like I had broken through something. There are still times when it
feels like he's completely open with me. But over the past few
weeks there have been these times ..." she searched for words, "he
just feels far away." She laughed a little bitterly. "And that's
before he leaves the country."

Mary nodded, rocking slightly in her chair, and took
a long sip of her drink. "Well, if it's any consolation, you're a
hell of a lot more in his head than any woman I've ever seen him
with. If you managed to pull that off, you must have something
going for you. It's probably not the sisterly thing of me to say,
but men get scared. Even my brother gets scared."

"Yeah."

"If you've managed to find that way inside, and if
you really care about him, you just hold on. It'll be alright. It's
when they're not worth holding onto and you hold on anyways, that's
my problem."

"I've had my share of that side, too,
unfortunately."

Mary turned to her. "You know, Heather, I know we
don't know each other all that well. Maybe it's just all this green
thumb bonding we've been doing, but I think you just might be one
of the good ones. Something tells me you've got what it takes.
You're a sharp cookie. If you set your mind to something, I
wouldn't be one to bet against you, I'll tell you that."

"Thanks."

"I mean it."

Heather turned and looked into the woman's eyes. It
was easy to forget, in relaxed moments, everything the woman had
been through. But meeting her look, right then, Heather could see
every scar and every bit of wisdom earned the wrong way. The eyes
were like steel. "I ... thank you. I believe you do mean it."

A vote of confidence from a woman like her could make
anything feel possible.

The iced tea was finished, and there was a bit left
to tidy up in the garden. Mary's girls would be getting home from
girl scouts, Heather was due back in the city, and the precious
little afternoon of freedom would come to an end.

But by the end of the day, the world didn't seem
quite so large. Life didn't seem quite so impossible. Maybe it was
some kind of mystical feeling, with the dark loamy earth between
her fingers and caked onto her boots. Maybe it was just getting to
tackle a manageable, human-sized task for once.




Chapter Four







"Are you ready?"

"Very ready, Mr. Malcolm."

"You seem distracted."

"I'm not."

"This meeting is going to reflect back on this whole
division. To be completely honest, if I had my way we wouldn't be
getting involved in any of this."

"I'm not going to embarrass you or the division."

"If this stirs up the wrong kind of trouble – "

Heather shrugged. "Sometimes you have to take a
chance. My report obviously caught the right kind of attention,
didn't it? You said so yourself. Get in on the right side of all of
this and maybe it could be a good thing."

Heather's boss gave her a look, a bit surprised.
"Well, if nothing else, I admire your confidence, Heather. This
isn't a side of you I've seen before."

Heather had had a lot of time to think since that
afternoon out in Bilverton. Sometimes things that at first looked
like a big pothole in the road of life just served to jilt you out
of your rut. That's how Heather felt: out of the rut and ready to
make this chance count.

Now, standing in John Malcolm's office, preparing for
what was probably the most important meeting of her career, it
would be a lie to say she wasn't nervous. It would be a lie to say
she wasn't terrified. But she also knew that when a chance popped
up, you had to grab it and wring everything out of it there
was.

"I'm not going to let you down," she said.

He made a bit of a dubious gesture, but opened the
door for her to lead out of the office and into the conference room
next door. She stepped with purpose. She stepped with intent. She
quite nearly walked into the back of a man arriving just as they
were.

 


She apologized, waiting for him to sit down, and then
tried again to enter the room. Three people were seated at the
table, including the man with whom she'd almost collided. He was
slightly older than the others, probably in his early-fifties with
more grey than black in his hair. He had a gruff, almost stern
face, a legal pad, and the three neatly aligned pens in his breast
pocket that said this was an old-school paper pusher.

The others were a woman a bit older than Heather,
brunette and business-like, with a black-berry, an iPhone, and a
laptop placed on the table in front of her. The third was a
light-haired man seated in the back, with a pair of heavy glasses
hanging from his neck, a pencil behind one ear, and another
twirling idly in his hand. She recognized a copy of her report on
the table in front of him, covered in scribbled notes.

She swallowed.

"Good afternoon," she said.

John Malcolm moved to the empty seat at the end of
the table, shooting Heather one last warning look that Heather
ignored.

"Afternoon, Miss Crowley," the older man said. "It's
good to put a name to a face. I like to know what I'm dealing
with."

"Of course."

"I'm Eric Beacher, VP of Sales. This is Katherine
Brodzki from Public Relations, and the gentleman in the back is
Peter Sankind, Chief Executive Engineer."

Heather did her best imitation of a relaxed smile.
Those were some very big names. Now she understood why John had
been so circumspect about who would be sitting in on the meeting.
"Very pleased to meet you all."

"We've all read your report, and have decided it's
worth offering you a temporary position to pursue the inquiry at
greater depth. John has told you as much, I believe."

"He has."

"And he asked you to have an answer for us by
today."

"I'd like to take it."

"You would." Mr. Beacher almost seemed disappointed,
but Peter Sankind's smile behind him was quiet and genuine. In a
flash, Heather knew exactly who her friends in the room were. John
still had that worried look on his face, and Katherine Brodzki
cocked her head, only now seeming to take interest.

"Yes, sir, I would very much like to," she
repeated.

He nodded. "Well, then. Good. We'll have a bit more
to talk about, then. We had discussed a preliminary period of
inquiry of six months. Does that seem sufficient to you?"

"I suppose that depends on what you mean by
preliminary."

Katherine Brodzki tapped something out on her laptop.
"I like her," she said without looking up.

"I just mean," Heather hurried on, "I'd like to
conduct extensive interviews. Mr. Malcolm said that was one of your
expectations, and obviously that's the foundation of all of this.
What's actually happening. That will take some time. It's a big
company, and if I can I'd like to expand the scope beyond just
Mitchell Medical."

"We don't need word spreading around the industry
that we're asking these sorts of questions," Mr. Beacher cut
in.

"I can use an intermediary, if you'd like."

"Plenty of firms do that sort of thing," Brodzki cut
in again. "That shouldn't be a concern."

Beacher grunted again. "Fine."

"So four or five months of interviews, and I can have
the findings summarized for you by the end of six months. Depending
on those findings, I can submit some broad recommendations for you,
but six months isn't a lot of time."

"Fine. We'll hear what you have to say after six
months. That's enough time to give all of this a fair hearing, and
then we can go back to not wasting company resources figuring out
how to lower revenue."

"That's not what this is about," Sankind cut in from
the back. He seemed like the type to keep his opinions to himself,
but it was becoming increasingly clear as the meeting progressed
that he had a lot to do with why they were all there today.

"Remind me what it's about, Sankind," Beacher said,
putting a hand to his forehead.

"I spend half my time trying to convince brilliant,
talented scientists – people you need to actually make all
this equipment you sell – that they can make a bigger difference
and have a more rewarding career here than in academic research.
Then they get here and watch their hard work get tied up in all
your patent lawsuits and your predatory 'distribution apparatus.'
They want to see their work actually used. Its purpose isn't to
make money; its purpose is to serve medical science and
treatment."

"This is a business," Beacher said bluntly.
"Everything under this roof, from the imaging equipment to the
stapler to the goddamn cupcakes in the break-room fridge, is here
to make money. That's what you're here for, too."

"No. It's what the company keeps me here for.
Because me and my engineers make you a great deal of it. But that's
not what I'm here for. There needs to be balance."

"Haven't you two had this argument?" Brodzki cut in,
finally looking up. "We're here, aren't we? We can revisit this in
six months." She turned to Heather. "Okay, so the internal
interviews you'll take care of. You'll write up a questionnaire for
us to send to one of our independent research firms. And you'll
have the results for us in six months. If there are any of your
recommendations the company is interested in acting on, we can give
you a couple staff to write up a more detailed implementation
procedure after that date. That makes it all pretty easy for us. Is
there anything else you need?"

Heather took a deep breath. She'd been debating this
next step right up until she'd walked into the room, but now was
the time to take it or leave it, and she wasn't going to mess
around.

"I'll want to have leave to work off-site," she
added.

"Pardon?"

"My office here on the sales floor is the worst
possible place to try to put together this kind of project. I've
got personal business out of the country, and I'd like to spend the
three months organizing the research and making my initial
recommendation, ah, away from the office." She nodded. "In constant
contact," she hurried on. "Accessible around the clock and making
regular reports, but not – ah – here. Physically."

Mr. Beacher grunted. "Everybody thinks they can
telecommute these days. That damn word gets my hair up."

"I don't see why not," Peter Sankind added
quietly.

"I'm not about to take personnel advice from an
engineer, Sankind. You can't just let employees do whatever they
want. We have hierarchies of management for a reason. People don't
motivate themselves."

"With all due respect, Eric, the woman's already
shown more initiative on her own than you've been able to get out
of most of your staff with a buggy whip."

Mr. Beacher gave him a long look, before turning back
to Heather. "And just where exactly would this off-site location
be?"

"Hamburg," Heather said. "I was rather thinking it
would be helpful, after I've conducted the internal interviews, to
get a sense of how the sector remains profitable in some of the
socialized countries. I think it could prove very beneficial." She
caught a couple looks at the table. "Not at the company's expense,"
Heather hurriedly add.

"Heather," Mr. Malcolm cut in from the corner.
"You're really not on firm enough ground to be negotiating European
vacations for yourself in the middle of all of -"

"Look," Heather said. "I can tell not everybody here
is terribly interested in what I have to say. And maybe you think I
don't really care either, and I'm just trying to use my moment in
the sun, or something. But I've been out on that sales floor for
half a decade now, straight-jacketed into sales policies that send
real, living, breathing customers running for the hills. I hate it.
I do it, because I love this company and I love that at the end of
the day we help turn sick people into healthy ones. But give me
just a chance, let me really dig at this, and I know there must be
a better way. I know it. And I've been waiting for the chance to
figure it out for my whole career. But right now, I've got a
problem. I've got a personal thing, and it's in Germany. I can't
... I just, I have to go to Germany. But let me do this. Let me do
it my way. Give me that, for six months, and you won't regret it. I
promise you."

She closed her mouth. Opened it again, and then
closed it. She said what she'd needed to say. That was her piece.
Now they had to take it and do with it what they would.

Beacher and Brodzki exchanged a look. Mr. Malcolm
seemed trying to catch someone's eye, but they didn't notice
him.

"Give us the room, would you, Miss Crowley?" Sankind
asked.

"Of course."

She turned and slipped out, closing the door behind
her. Her stomach was in her throat. Adrenaline was pumping through
her veins. She couldn't believe she'd just said all that. It felt
incredible. It felt terrifying. What the hell had she been
thinking?

It was only a minute before the door opened
again.

"Alright," Beacher said.

"Alright?"

"It's a low-risk, low-reward project as far as I'm
concerned. What do I care if one saleswoman spends half a year
mucking around. You've got what you asked for. But if you actually
come up with something, and we actually like what we here, you
better believe your ass will be back here getting a staff together
to make up an implementation plan."

"Of course!" Heather couldn't believe her ears. She
was trying hard to keep the disbelief out of her face. "Of course.
You won't regret it. Thank you. Thank you."

"Thank him," Beacher said, thumbing over his
shoulder.

Sankind just smiled his quiet smile at her and
nodded, tapping his pencil idly on the table.

 


 


 


 


Disbelief, relief, amazement, and excitement. How
things could change in an afternoon. She was going to Germany! Troy
was taking her to Germany. Wait, Troy was taking her to Germany?
Did he know that?

She tried him at his office, but his secretary said
he'd be in meetings until six. The woman offered to take a message,
but this was the sort of news Heather wanted to tell him herself.
And as she realized what an immense decision she'd made for them,
the both of them, entirely without talking to him about it, the
more nervous she got about how exactly she'd break the news.

She decided to run some errands to calm her nerves
before she met him for dinner, just some groceries to have around
the house and a box of cleaning supplies. Sometimes it just felt
good to do a little cleaning. Yes, she was stalling, but so would
anyone when they realized in retrospect they'd commandeered another
person's life and had no idea what the reaction would be awaiting
it all.

She planned to meet him at seven, but it was almost
eight as she pressed the elevator button for the 84th floor. He was
in the office, going through some papers. He smiled as he looked
up. "I caught you."

"Caught me what?"

"I think this is the first time since I've known you
that I've ever seen you late for something. You're always early;
it's really quite remarkable. I've been studying you."

"Sorry. I just ... I've been all over the place."

"Well, I have to do a call with Guangdong at 8:30.
Regulatory stuff. We'll have to eat afterwards."

"Okay."

He stood up, setting the papers down, and caught her
in the doorway, a strong arm across the frame, his face in her
hair. "You look beautiful tonight." He caught her chin with a
finger and kissed her.

"You're very kind, but I happen to know I look like a
strung-out wreck."

He laughed. "You need to invest in a better mirror,
if you think that. I love you in this color."

"Grey?"

"It's very subtle."

She put her face into his chest and took in a deep
breath.

"How did your big meeting go?" he asked her, putting
a hand in her hair.

"Oh, that."

"Not good?"

"Really well, actually."

"What's with the sigh, then?"

She bit her lip. "You're going to miss me a whole lot
in Germany, aren't you?"

"Every minute of every day that we're not together,"
he agreed.

"And if there was a way we could be together, that
would be a good thing, right?"

"I want you to come out every chance you get. And I'm
going to come back every chance I get."

She pretended mull it over. "Okay. That sounds good.
And what if every chance was, like, all the time?"

"All the time?"

"Yeah. Like, what if it were just a four month visit,
and then we didn't have to worry about weekends and stuff?"

He held her out from him, looking her in the face.
There was a smile on his face. "You want to come with me?"

"I kinda asked my bosses if I could." She was
grinning now, too.

"You did? And what did they say."

"Oh, them?"

"Yeah, them. What did they say?"

She hid her face in her arm, grinning ear to ear now.
"They were cool with it."

He looked her closer in the face, making sure she
wasn't joking. "You're serious?"

"Yeah."

His face split into a huge smile. It said everything.
She felt like she was going to die of happiness.

Only now, in his arms, the two of them grinning at
each other like a pair of Cheshire cats, did it actually feel
real.

"I ... that's ... " he started, and unable to finish
the sentence, he kissed her. Her feet left the ground, and she
wrapped her legs around his waist, holding onto him for all she was
worth.

Now she wouldn't ever have to let go.

The phone was ringing somewhere in the background,
but it took a long time for them to hear it.

"Answer it," she said at last. "I'll be here."

"You're not going to run off?"

"Promise."

He kissed her a final time and moved to pick up the
phone. She left him to his business, retracing her steps back down
the hall on feet that felt a thousand pounds lighter.




Chapter Five







She spent the night in his arms, in a waking dream.
Even when they weren't holding each other, she couldn't keep her
hands away from him or her lips off his skin. His physical presence
was a testament to everything to come and everything that was real
already. Being as close as possible to him, pressed against him,
was her own little act of gratitude and worship. She often caught
herself repeating the thought, trying it out on her tongue. Europe.
Germany. Hamburg. She'd be with Troy, by his side, as he changed
the world. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she had so bitterly
told herself what the two had together could never be real. Had it
only been a few months? How much more this new refrain sounded like
poetry than that old, useless thought.

It had all happened on a Friday, giving them a
weekend to process it, revel in it. At first Heather still had
enough doubts in her head that she caught herself watching Troy's
face, searching for some sign of disappointment or doubt or
resentment. Could he really be as happy as she was? Maybe that was
impossible, but if it was he showed no signs of it.

In the morning, Troy dug out an old book of
beginner's German from the shelves in his library. He might have
been a good teacher, but it was impossible to concentrate when he
had his fingers in her hair, caressing her neck and shoulder as
they lay on the bed.

"You're impossible," she objected at last.

"Nein, unmöglich," he corrected her.

"Yes, unmöglich. Exactly. I can't think
straight with you laying there looking at me. I'll have to borrow
this and work on it later."

"Natürlich. So would you like to come with me
in three weeks?"

"What's in three weeks?"

"I'm going out for a few days to look over the
installation site before the work crews get there. We could scout
out a place to rent. I was just going to take whatever logistics
dug up for me, but since you'll be there we should indulge in
something more fun."

"I'd like that." She pursed her lips. "I'll have to
cram some interviews around a little bit, but I bet I can manage
half a week. What's the kind of fun you had in mind?"

"Oh, I don't know. I think there are some
decent-sized estates near the city. We could try one of those, or
maybe an opulent fin-de-siècle townhome along one of the canals,
something that really tells us where we are."

"There are canals?" She closed the book, her interest
renewed.

"Of course there are canals. Half the city is
beautiful Hanseatic waterfront."

"That sounds so beautiful. I don't know if I'll be
able to stand it."

"Well, if that's too indulgent, maybe we could find
some old, crumbly castle, with lots of hidden passageways and
dungeons."

"Dungeons?"

"Nice thick doors and muffling stone walls," he
mused. "I think we could have some real fun in a place like that.
That would make me the villainous count, of course."

"A count? And what does that make me?"

He smiled, his eyes glittering as he ran that idle
finger down her throat and slowly across her breast. "That's the
interesting part of the question, isn't it?"

"I've never been a countess," Heather mused.

"I was thinking along different lines," Troy said.
"You'd have to be my wife to be the countess. No, it would be more
like ... the local beauty being held in the castle." He took on a
thoughtful face, teasing at her nipple through the thin fabric of
her dress as he considered the idea. "It's a promising thought. But
then we're out of parts. No one to play the prince coming to save
her. She'd be so perfectly, exquisitely helpless."

Heather shivered deliciously and rolled half a turn
away from him on the bed. The look he was giving her was making her
heart beat a little faster. "Is the count really so
villainous?"

Troy nodded gravely. "Well, it's hard not be, when a
man realizes how little stands between him and such a world of
temptations." He shifted over, close to her again. "He could make
her do anything. How long until he started to appreciate the ...
position that put her in?"

There was a bit of wetness between Heather's legs as
she pressed them together, willing herself to hold his gaze.

"She'd just be a plaything he could keep all to
himself."

His eyes were holding hers, dancing with intent. Now
she couldn't look away, even if she had wanted to. It took only a
moment, just an instant, for every inch of her, every part of her,
to remember what the man was capable of – what he did to her
– when he wanted.

"Would he really make her do what he wanted?" Heather
asked. "I mean, would he punish her if she was disobedient?"

Troy ran a finger down the side of Heather's throat
and across her bare shoulder. "I'm sure he'd try to be the
chivalrous host at first. But who really has perfect restraint?
He'd probably even be a bit disappointed if she wasn't a little
disobedient, at first. He'd have to make sure he asked her to do
really humiliating, difficult things, just to make sure she
stumbled here and there."

"To make sure?" she repeated. She had to remind
herself to breathe, the way he was looking at her.

"That's where the fun is, don't you think?"

"I – I mean, no one likes to be punished."

He took a bit of the fabric of her dress between his
fingers and rubbed it thoughtfully. "I love it when your mouth
tries to lie to me. None of the rest of you is very good at
it."

A shiver ran through her aroused body, from her groin
and stomach and up the spine, tracing through her core.

The shudder redoubled as she felt his hand move up
under her dress. Strong, broad fingers toyed with the waist of her
panties, taking a paralyzed eternity to dip inside and confirm what
both of them already knew was there. Hot, damp eagerness –
exquisite, helpless arousal.

"You can tell me it's me," he said softly. "You can
pretend it's me that does it to you. But it's not. I just know your
secret."

"Well I certainly don't do this to myself," she
protested, finding just a moment of barely audible defiance.

He laughed, sliding his finger wetly between her
lips, the rough skin of his palm pressing against her clit. He had
taken back control of her before he even uttered a word. "Maybe
not," he agreed, "but you wouldn't dream of stopping it. What you
love is being punished. You crave being punished. You're
desperate to be punished."

The sentence had the predictable effect, driving the
truth into her with over-powering, forbidden wrongness. It sounded
so much dirtier, so much more humiliating, when he said it like
that. She curled around it, embracing the depravity of it, as his
finger pressed between her legs. It rendered her fully exposed
before him, regardless of the clothes that remained clinging to her
trembling body.

"Tell me you know it, Heather."

"I know it."

"What do you know?"

"That I -" She gasped as he curled his finger up into
her, driving that initial surge of penetration right into her core.
How completely her body belonged to him. "That I love being
punished," she managed to finish at last, his finger still deep
inside her.

"Don't get me wrong," he murmured. "I adore how
difficult it is for you to admit it. It makes you much, much more
fun."

She bit her lip to hold back a moan. "Happy to
help."

Her eyes snapped open as he withdrew his finger. She
watched him bring it to his nose and breathe in the scent of her
with simple relish. He tasted it thoughtfully. "Very, very fun," he
agreed approvingly, as though to a conversation in his own head.
"Very fun right now, in particular."

God, he was so impossibly hot when he lay there like
that, bare to the waist. She couldn't keep her eyes off the lithe
muscles of his torso, the tanned, smooth skin, the perfect ease and
grace of a hunter playing with his prey. Wanting him like this, so
desperately, as he played with her, could get too intense. It could
get too intense really, really fast.

He sat up and pointed to the night table against the
wall beyond the bed. "Go bring me what's in the bottom drawer."

She stood on shaky legs and went to the table. She
was unsurprised to find a familiar, spherical vibrator awaiting
her. It was a perfect sphere, cordless and smooth but for one
small, soft rubber button. She took it out and brought it to Troy,
standing obediently before the side of the bed as he checked the
batteries. It jumped to life in his hands with a soft buzzing,
bringing a renewed flush to Heather's cheeks as she watched.

He considered her dress, and then peeled it away from
her up over her head, barely waiting for her to lift her arms
obligingly. It fell in a discarded heap on the floor, leaving her
naked but for a pair of visibly wet panties.

"Lower those," he said, pointing. He waited for her
to straighten before holding up the still buzzing vibrator, showing
it to her and bringing it briefly to her stomach. When pressed to
her abdomen it felt like a massage, sending pleasant vibrations
through her center. He moved it slowly downwards.

It was hard to stand still, but it was all she could
do. It rumbled at her very core, more and more intense as it
approached the swollen, sensitive nub of her clit. He paused,
pressing it into her until it was almost too much to bear. She was
going to come, standing there in the middle of the room, but at
last he mercifully moved it off her clit and down between her legs.
It slipped into her hole and she clenched around it instinctively,
holding it in place. Nestled there, it wasn't quite as intense, but
it still held that steady, driving rhythm deep within her that made
it difficult to think – difficult even to see straight.

"Good." He gestured at the underwear clinging to her
thighs. "You can keep those on. I have a couple things I need you
to collect."

She pulled the panties back up, listening with
difficulty to the list of the items he wanted her to bring him.
They were at all different ends of the suite, including one which
was apparently on the balcony. Each item after the next,
transparent in what its use would be, made her insides churn and
tighten. That was, of course, part of the torture. He loved making
her the deliverer of her own fate. And as Troy so sadistically
pointed out, in Heather's own way she loved it too.

She walked a bit unsteadily at first out into the
sunlight streaming through the floor to ceiling windows of the
foyer. Her face was hot with the humiliation and arousal of walking
around such a public space in her current state. At first she was
just a naked woman wandering the hallways of a sprawling apartment,
terrified of running into any of Troy's many domestic employees.
But soon she was also panting, flushed, and carrying a length of
rope from the front hallway closet in one hand, and a leather patio
strap in the other.

Back in the bedroom she laid out her retrievals for
inspection. She had been slow, of course, and that went in the
little discipline book that she had also brought. She winced as the
number twenty was written next to it. Numbers like that had a way
of adding up.

But she wouldn't answer for it now, she knew. He took
the ropes and straps and set them on the night table, pushing her
down onto the bed beneath him and holding her there with a hand to
her chest, just beneath her throat. His arm was thick and strong,
rooting her in place almost effortlessly. She writhed impotently,
the insistent rumble of the vibrator inside her made it impossible
to think clearly.

He took her nipple into his mouth, sucking gently and
tonguing at it. That was finally too much. With a gasping cry she
came, right there under him, clenching her thighs against him.

His lips released her nipple and he claimed her
mouth. The kiss was slow and deep and heated, and as he kissed her
his hand moved to her waist and pushed her panties aside. He took
out the vibrator, and something much thicker, hotter, and more
powerful was at her entrance.

She gasped as he pushed inside her. She simply let it
happen, too wound up to try to control it or move against him or do
anything but let out a small, soft moan.

"You're getting a little talkative," he said. He
found the leather strap among the items on the night table and
brought it to her mouth. He bound it tightly around her head,
cinching it between her teeth and leaving her mute but for the
sound of her heightened, desperate breath.

Now she was just a body, silent and helpless beneath
him, there to be taken and owned and there was nothing to be said
about it. Nothing she could say or do. Her heart was beating out of
her chest. Her body was clenching in desperate, delicious urgency.
All she could do was take it.

And that's what he made her do, driving into her with
his full length. Her body could barely accommodate him when he was
this hard. Into her and into her and into her, thrusting right into
her center. She came again almost immediately, panting through the
leather gag.

And finally, after he had driven her into ecstasy
again and again, he came. He exploded inside her, sending her over
the edge a final time, such that she could barely think where she
was or feel his seed as his body pumped it into hers.

He sprawled on the bed beside her, and after a minute
loosened the gag and brought her against his chest. She curled up
against him, running a hand over the smooth, taught skin of his
stomach.

This was a hell of a way to learn German.

 


 


 


 


Several nights later, Troy was lounging on her bed
watching her sort clothes into a pair of suitcases. It was always
strange when he visited her apartment. Even after all this time,
the sight of him in her familiar old bedroom was jarring. He just
couldn't help but look out of place. "How cold does it get at night
there?" she asked, weighing a sweater thoughtfully in each
hand.

He looked up. "This time of year? It can freeze
overnight occasionally. During the day it's not bad."

She decided on the thicker, cable-knit white sweater
in her left hand and set it in the suitcase at her feet.

"A lot like Berlin," he added as an afterthought.
"But rainier. Just a bit too much rain for my taste. They really
need to do something about it one of these days."

She carefully brushed off a pair of flats and bent to
nestle them in beside the sweater. "You mean like a giant
umbrella?"

When he didn't respond, she looked up to see him
staring off into space.

"I said you mean like an umbrella?"

"What?"

"An umbrella."

"Oh, for the rain. Yeah, it wouldn't hurt to bring
one if you want one of your own. We can also just send out for
anything like that once we land."

Heather straightened, considering him. "What's on
your mind?" she asked him.

"Nothing's on my mind."

"You're barely halfway here."

"You're packing. I'm letting you pack."

"Alright," she relented after a moment. She bent and
shifted things around in the suitcase for more room. The problem
with Troy was that a lot of times he was off in his own world
because of work. Things were going on, decisions had to be made.
Lord knew it must be a busy time for him, what with everything
coming up. But still, sometimes ... just sometimes, the distance
seemed a little more personal.

The thing of it was, yes, the thing was that it felt
more like it had two months ago. Two months ago when she had gone
into his office and found that damn medal. On and off for two weeks
it felt like he was avoiding her, because he thought she knew, even
though of course she didn't know a damn thing.

She wouldn't have suspected – not in a million years
– what he ended up admitting to her about his past. It had taken
several nights' conversations, but he had slowly explained that he
wasn't the well-bred aristocrat he played for the world. He had
come from poverty in rural southern Ohio, gotten involved with the
wrong end of law enforcement, and then the dirty side of law
enforcement. Over the course of his early to mid-twenties he had
become a smuggler and a black market profiteer, protected by a
veneer of cooperation with US authorities. People had died – he had
implied that much.

The lingering pain and guilt of that period of his
life had been so naked and sharp on his face as he admitted it all
that there had never been any doubt in her mind that he was no
longer that person. But still, his wealth and his current life was
built on the foundation of crime and misdeed that he had never been
completely able to forgive himself for.

Which was where she came in, she figured. She could
see him as he could never see himself. She could love him as he had
never loved himself. And in those moments when he let her in, she
had been able to see how she could change up, help him, even ...
even save him from that terrible place in his head that he went to,
sometimes.

That was why it was so frustrating, after all that
progress, to watch him shut her out.

She decided the time had come for the question. She
laid down a pair of dark pants on her dresser and joined him on the
bed, sinking into the soft mattress and sliding up beside him.

"If you had something going on, you'd tell me about
it, right?" she asked after a minute.

"What kind of thing?"

"I don't know. Anything you needed to talk
about."

"Sure."

"It just seems like I've watched you get a lot more
tense over the past few weeks. It feels different than normal."

"I've just got a lot going on with this Hamburg
installation."

"Right. I know. But if there were anything else, if
stuff was coming up ... "

He brushed her hair from her cheek and kissed her. "I
appreciate you worrying about me, but it's just work. Work gets
like this sometimes."

"I know you think about the old days sometimes. I can
tell when it gets to you."

"It's nothing like that."

"That's all in the past," she said. "It can't hurt
you unless you want it to."

"It's in the past," he agreed. He didn't quite look
at her as he said it, but maybe that was just the angle they were
sitting at on the bed.

"Do you ever run into people from that time in your
life, these days?"

"No. That's a very, very different world. I've enough
going on in the here and now, believe me."

Heather looked at him, forced herself to believe him.
"I guess I get nervous before big changes. I start trying to find
problems. But if there ever were something, I'd really, really want
you to be able to talk to me about it. Okay?"

"I understand. I'd like that, too."




Chapter Six







Amy Blanchard was much younger than Heather expected.
Dark hair, a narrow, friendly face already there waiting five
minutes early, waving from the back table of the little cafe that
had appeared on Google Maps simply as "Amelia's Corner." The lunch
rush was just starting, but out here in this quiet neighborhood
away from Manchwood's only business district, that meant mostly
retired couples. The bright, chipper smile and perfect teeth stuck
out like a light bulb, even if it weren't for the folders next to
her on the table with tongue depressors for bookmarks. Heather
threaded her way through the small cluster of circular tables,
"You're Dr. Blanchard?" she asked, extending her hand.

"And you're Heather," the woman confirmed, taking the
hand with a light, friendly grip. "Call me Amy, please."

"Alright, Amy. Thanks again for meeting me. I really
appreciate you taking the time."

Dr. Blanchard waved her off. "It's been a quiet day,
and you seemed nice enough over the phone. I don't mind an excuse
to get out of the office for a lunch and that's my practice in that
red building just across the street. Besides, who am I to turn down
an invitation to tell an insurance company what a pain in my ass
they've been for the past three years. Which group you say you were
with, again?"

"Ah, I'm in supply, actually."

"Oh, so the nice sharp pain in my other cheek, then,"
Amy laughed. "For some reason I thought Mona said you were with
UnitedHealth."

"No, just an industry group."

"So not a sales pitch though, right?"

"No, definitely not." Heather shook her head. "Just
think of me as an industry survey, specifically with respect to
private practices like yours."

"Really?" Amy looked amazed. "I thought you people
had forgotten we existed."

"I'm working under the theory that you do exist,
actually. I'll probably need to present some hard evidence before
my superiors are willing to make the same leap of faith."

The young doctor sighed. "Well, you're right for the
moment. Check again in ten years and it might be a different
story." She drank from the coffee in front of her. "So, what do you
need from me?"

They put in orders for a couple sandwiches, and
Heather slowly worked her way into the woman's story. "I did my
residency and then my fellowship, of course," she was saying. "That
was at Maryland Christian. And after that I took a position at the
Breckhart General here in the city, but even by then I was just
looking to get out. I knew since I was young that I wanted my own
practice. My father used to take me to work with him when I was
little. He had this wonderful little clinic in Blairewood, Indiana.
That's where I'm from. It was just the most quintessential Norman
Rockwell kind of small-town doctor's office, and I was absolutely
in love with it. I knew what I wanted to be since I could
walk."

"You had a dream."

She laughed at a memory. "My father still tells this
story about me. I was always really well-behaved as a kid. There
was only one time, all through grade school and up, that my parents
got a call from school. We did a class project on what we each
wanted to be when we grew up, and when I said I wanted to be a
doctor, our teacher – she was this really old woman whose hearing
was starting to go – she assumed I'd said a nurse. And I got so red
in the face that I threw my pencil on the floor and ran out. They
couldn't find me for an hour." She shrugged. "But anyways, I just
mean I was one of those people who always knew exactly what they
wanted to do. I wanted to go to school, become a doctor, and have a
little practice just like my father had. A, B, C, just like
that."

"And that's what you did." Heather was a little
touched, and maybe a little envious. Life seemed so simple for
people who knew what they wanted.

"And that's what I did, or am doing, at least.
Eventually people stopped trying to talk me out of wanting to open
a private practice. Even by the time I was in Medical School little
independent practices were disappearing everywhere, and that was
before 2008 hit. That made everything a thousand times bleaker, for
a while. The people I was in residency with thought I was
absolutely crazy. My fiancée still thinks I'm crazy. Well, I was
still twenty thousand dollars in medical school debt when I started
shopping around for a business loan, so maybe he had a point." She
laughed. "But here I am, head only a foot or two below water. Isn't
that the dream?"

"How long ago was it that you opened?"

"Let's see now, I guess it's only been four years.
Can that really be right?" She counted out the date. "Yeah, four
years in June."

"It feels longer?"

"I'd say counting it in dog years feels about right.
Don't get me wrong, the time I spend with patients never gets old.
I just wish there were more of it. It feels like I spend half my
day in paperwork and bookkeeping."

"That's the name of the game, I guess. That's why it
takes someone special to start their own business."

Amy made a face. "Sure. That's fair. I don't resent
it. I always knew it would be tough. I just ... it's just not the
right kind of tough, I feel sometimes. I thought that if I
practiced good medicine, if I didn't overcharge, if my patients
liked me, then I'd succeed. If I could be a good doctor, I'd make
it. But these days that's not why I lose patients. I lose them
because I can't afford to keep taking their insurance. I lose them
because I can't afford to keep leasing the monitoring equipment
they need for their radiation treatments." She glared for a moment
at her coffee. "How can you build relationships like that? How can
you be part of the community like that? These days there's just so
much stuff that isn't medicine in medicine."

"Why do you think that is?"

Before she could answer, the sandwiches came. For a
minute, they ate in silence, Heather could tell she was mulling
over the answer and was happy to give her time to put it into
words.

"It's just an industry full of whales," the young
doctor said at last. "Everybody's too big to care about the little
things. The hospital groups are too big to care about their
doctors. The suppliers are too big to care about their customers.
And the insurance companies are too big to care about their
patients. It's all a mess, and those of us who don't employ a small
army to tug the numbers get stuck holding the bag. We really do.
You could blame it all on regulations, I guess, but in the end it's
people. It's an entire sector of society built around doing things
as opaquely as possible, and it drives me absolutely insane. You
think you can write that down in your survey?"

Heather wrote out the word insane on her legal pad
and held it up as proof.

Amy laughed. "Thank you."

"Happy to."

"It's just one of those things that nobody can
change. Everybody's so reliant on things working – and working
right now – that nobody can get a breath in. I'm actually doing
better than most. I've got three full-time doctors at the practice
now, counting me, and seven staff in total. We're the only practice
I know of in the county that's actually growing. But that's luck,
as much as anything. It all feels fragile. I don't kid myself about
that. It could turn overnight, and there's literally zero room in
the budget to keep things afloat if they do." She spread her hands.
"But you're buying me lunch, right? So that's an extra tick in the
win column for the day."

"Glad I could help."

"Can you actually? I mean, from your end of things,
is there any way any of this actually changes? Or does it just keep
... keep going the way it's been. Bigger, bigger, less personal,
until we're all practicing factory medicine?"

It was Heather's turn to spread her hands. "We don't
know if we don't try."

Amy nodded. It had that sort of long-suffering
understanding, that acceptance of knowing all too well. But she
held up her water glass. "Okay. It's better than nothing. I can
drink to that."

 


 


 


 


The young doctor's story stayed with Heather for the
rest of the day. Ever since she had taken on this project, it was
much harder to leave it all at work than when she was just fielding
calls and writing up contracts. It was these sorts of moments that
impressed upon her the real urgency of what she had taken upon
herself. Something was wrong, and maybe Mitchell Medical was only a
very, very small part of the problem. But if things didn't change –
if those in positions to change them didn't even try – then people
like Katie Blanchard were going to disappear. And it was exactly
people like Katie that the world needed more of, not less.

But tonight wasn't supposed to be about any of that.
Tonight was about blowing off steam. She was sitting at the bar at
the Crown Blue on 24th by the river, sipping on something light and
slow. Tonight was lady's night. Tonight was about fun and friends,
maybe a little dancing. And not only was it important for her to
get out of her own head and be ready to enjoy herself by the time
her friends got there, it was a chance to get the girls together
for a last night before schedules started to get crazy. Who really
knew what the future held, these days? But friendships had to be
protected.

Nicole was showing up with Veronica, a mutual friend
of theirs from years ago, and in something of a miracle, Mary
Baldwin of all people had agreed that yes, maybe it would be good
for her to find a babysitter and have some fun with actual adults
her actual own age in the actual city, for a change. Nicole had
also floated the idea of inviting Anastasia and the Arthouse crew,
but Heather had gracefully squashed that idea. This was lady's
night, after all. Not cold, snobbish bitch night.

"Heather!"

Heather turned at the ever-theatrical voice of her
closest friend. "Nicole. Veronica, hey. You two made it." They were
dressed like women who meant business. Nicole's hair was up, baring
shoulders above a plunging little blouse number and a thigh-length
skirt that seemed a little premature for so early in the
spring.

"What is this top!?" Nicole demanded, even before she
had reached Heather. "

I almost didn't recognize you from behind. I barely
get to see you out of work these days, and now you tell me you're
running off to, like, Europe with some dark, handsome gazillionaire
from the other month?"

"That's not exactly how I'd describe -"

"Oh that's right, he's tall, too. Veronica didn't
believe me about the Europe thing. Tell her. Tell her right now so
she will understand how unjust the world is to hardworking girls
like us."

Veronica looked well. She had that same quiet,
cheerful smile, those same long limbs that made her days as an
all-state women's high school basketball champion seem not that
long ago. It had been too long. A year, maybe? No, probably only
four or five months. Oh how the world could change in four or five
months.

Heather shrugged. "It's only until the end of the
summer, while he's working on a project."

Veronica smiled in good-natured bewilderment. "So
actually? But where?"

"Hamburg."

"Wow. Is he German?"

"He's Ohioan."

It was clear that Nicole had been keeping Veronica
updated over the past months, but until this moment, none of it had
been believed in the slightest.

"Aren't we all, in our hearts?" Nicole said
cheerfully.

"What, from Ohio?"

"No, in need of a drink." Nicole pointed to the
bartender who had come over with cocktail menus. "I'll have what
she's having but twice as stiff."

"So how did you two meet, anyways?" Veronica asked,
sliding in against the bar beside Heather.

"Where else do you meet the love of your life?"
Nicole asked. "At a BDSM club in the warehouse district."

Veronica's eyes got a little big.

"Well, his sister's going to be here in a bit,"
Heather said a little pointedly. "So if you two could get all of
your little jokes out of the way early, that would be great."

"Ooh, what's she like?" Nicole demanded.

"Completely not what you expect. She's really sweet,
actually, and she got out of a rough situation not long ago. I'm
really hoping she has fun tonight."

"We're nothing but fun," Nicole assured her. "So
we've got a few minutes, though, to ask about how firm her
brother's ass is before she gets here?"

"I didn't mean it as an invitation."

They spotted an opening at one of the high wooden
tables by the north windows and promptly moved in. The night was
beautiful and crisp, a good night to be out and about, and the
place was mobbed.

"So are you packing yet?" Veronica asked. "That's
such a long time to be gone. You're practically moving there."

"It won't be so bad. I'll be back and forth a bit, I
think. Troy'll still have business here in the city every once in a
while."

"Do you speak any German?"

Heather laughed. "I need to get more serious about
it. I've managed to learn about fifteen words of it."

Veronica sighed a bit wistfully. "I'm so jealous. I
did a semester in Spain back in college. Barcelona and Madrid. It
was such a magical place. Everything's so old."

"She's going to have a wonderful time," Nicole
declared. "And she's going to take care of herself, right
Heather?"

"Of course I will."

Nicole rolled her eyes. "No, not of course. I want
you to be careful over there. You won't know anybody. You're
getting whisked off with this guy you've only known for a few
months to a country whose language you don't speak. You're going to
get lonely, kiddo." She put her arm around Heather. "You're going
to be having so much fun, but I want you to call me every time
you're not. Veronica, too. You're going to be all those miles away,
but don't you forget about all the people back here who care about
you."

Heather was touched. It was sometimes easy to get
distracted by Nicole's flair and theatrics, but beneath it all was
a good person and the truest and best friend of Heather's adult
life. "I will. Thank you." She blinked against a slight wetness in
her eyes.

"And if you run into any of those tall blond
Hoffenblitzens or whatever their last names are, think about
putting them in a suitcase and bringing them back for the rest of
us, alright?"

Heather was back on the ground in an instant. "I
thought you were spoken for."

"I wouldn't go that far, honey. And besides, a girl
still needs a little fuel for her fantasies, doesn't she?"

Heather nodded as though this were a philosophical
observation of great weight. "I guess she does."

Heather glanced up and glimpsed someone familiar over
by the door. She could just make out Mary's face above the crowd.
"Hey, Mary's early." She turned to her friends. "I meant to tell
you. Don't give her a hard time; she's really not like her brother.
They haven't really seen much of each other, and she doesn't take
any of his money. It's like what I said, she's not what you
expect."

They looked at her a bit taken aback.

"It's a long story. Just don't get up on her too
much, is all."

Nicole sipped her drink innocently. "Us? Come on
strong? Don't worry, we'll be nice and gentle. Hey, I don't think
she sees us."

Heather waved and eventually caught her eye. Mary's
face broke out into a smile, and she made her way over. "Hey, you
all," she said. "Sorry I'm late."

"Late is three hours from now, honey," Nicole said
welcomingly. "I'm Nicole. This is Veronica."

Mary took her hand warmly, but she looked a little
out of her element. "You all look so beautiful. I didn't realize
how little I actually have to wear until I went looking for it. I'm
sorry to bring down the average."

She was being hard on herself. Heather had never seen
her without her daughters, and she realized she had completely
missed how beautiful the woman really was. Her clothes were
sensible, it was true, and her long-sleeved blouse was maybe just
bordering on frumpy. But her hair was down and she seemed alive,
very much willing to be out of her element.

Heather's friends immediately assured her she looked
wonderful, sensing intuitively what Heather had meant about going
easy.

"I was just getting us a round," Nicole declared.
"What's your drink, Mary?"

"Oh, ah, thank you. Whiskey, I guess."

Nicole looked taken aback.

"With a drop of water?" Mary offered a little
hesitantly.

"You got it," Nicole recovered. "And repeats for you
ladies?" she asked Heather and Veronica.

They nodded, and Nicole disappeared off to the bar.
"I meant to offer," Mary apologized.

"Oh, there'll be more," Veronica assured her. "But
for now it's best to let her work. You'd be amazed at how fast she
can get through when she needs to. When it's crowded like this,
it's really something to see. It's half in the elbows, and half in
the cleavage."

"It sounds like quite a skill."

Thirty seconds later, Nicole had reappeared with four
drinks. "Sorry," she apologized. "The service here can get a little
slow." She turned to Mary. "So, Heather tells us you're new in
town."

Mary smiled. "That's right. Do you know Bilverton?
It's about thirty minutes west."

Nicole and Veronica shook their heads politely.

"Well, anyways, moved about four months ago, it was.
From near Cincinnati. I wanted to do it during winter break to give
my girls a minute to settle in."

"Oh, that's right, I think Heather mentioned you had
kids."

"Two daughters, that's right. 10 and 7."

Heather's mind wandered, as the three women went
through the slightly awkward dance of exchanging their basic census
information. It was clear that Nicole and Veronica weren't quite
sure what to make of Mary yet. In a minute or two, Heather felt it
would be time to step in and rescue the situation with something a
bit more fun. In a moment, though, it seemed it had run its
course.

"And what does your husband do?" Veronica was
asking.

Mary threw back her glass and set it on the table
with a thunk. "Whatever he wants, so long as he does it the hell
away from me."

Nicole let out a laugh, and raised her drink. "I like
this one, Heather."

"She's a good one," Heather agreed.

A couple more drinks in them and any semblance of
awkwardness was gone. This was fun. Heather should have tried to
coax Mary out long before this.

"There's a kid in the delivery company at the office
park," she was telling them. "He used to drive a Monster Truck. Can
you believe that? As in, Monster Jam TM. He was on tour."

"The big trucks?" Veronica asked a little
bewildered.

"Yeah. Have you ever been?"

Nicole and Veronica shook their heads in
bemusement.

"I used to go see them with my dad when they'd come
to Cincinnati. It was a total show. You'd go in for the day. It
made NASCAR look tame."

It had been worth coming out tonight just to see the
look currently frozen across Nicole's face.

"Is that very dangerous?" Heather asked.

"Oh no, they have whole books of safety regulations
to make sure everything is alright. Roll cages and engine harnesses
and that sort of thing. There have been accidents, but it's gotten
a lot safer over the years." She waved it off as unimportant.
"Anyways, he gets kind of belligerent about anything to do with his
driving and last week he challenged my boss to drag race him in his
E Class. Isn't that crazy?"

"What happened?"

"My boss is sixty-three."

"So he turned him down."

"No, he took him up on it of course. But – "

The sound of the music blaring from behind them
changed, dropping about six octaves and settling into a twangy,
floor rattling beat. "Oh, this is a good song," Nicole interjected.
"Come on."

"I'm starting to feel it," Veronica agreed. "You
girls coming?"

Mary was hanging back, but Heather was feeling too
good to take no for an answer. She took the woman by the hand, and
the four threaded their way over to the dancers on the other side
of the room.

The rhythmic pulse of the music felt like the most
perfect, the most right thing in the world, and the movement came
easily and well. Heather was dancing against Mary, trying to nudge
her out of her sort of stiff swaying. Nicole and Veronica were
mingling, enjoying themselves. The lights were low, flashing in
color from the doorway.

It was hot, though. Eventually Heather moved into the
crowd, leaving Mary with her friends, trying to find some water.
Part of her wanted to keep dancing but her feet were bothering her
a little, and she eventually she made her way outside to a bench
overlooking the river. She sat, sipping on a bottle of water and
cooling off in the evening breeze.

It was so strange to think that this time next week
she'd be in a different hemisphere. Some things felt like they'd
last forever, but in the end nothing really did. For the first time
since it had all happened, she found the room to appreciate just
what a big risk she was taking, joining Troy in Hamburg.

A group of young twenty-somethings wandered past,
enthusiastically chatting over each other in the revelry of the
evening. They all seemed so young. She couldn't help but remember
how simple life had been only a few years ago, when you and
everyone you knew were on the same paths, had the same big plans,
lived in the same crummy little apartments.

Checking the time, she realized it had been more than
twenty minutes since she'd left Mary to her own devices. Feeling a
little guilty, she hurried back inside. At last she found
Nicole.

"Where's Mary?" Heather asked.

Nicole gestured back towards the bar.

Heather sighed, and turned around to scan for her, a
bit disappointed in her. But the disappointment only lasted a
moment. "Oh shit," she let out, as she found Mary with her
eyes.

"Oh shit is right," Nicole agreed over the music.
"Look at her work it."

Mary was leaning casually against the bar, a button
opened in her blouse, her arm resting gently against the elbow of a
man in a dark shirt. Heather watched surreptitiously. He was a damn
good looker, with light brown hair and a short-cut beard. He had a
good build and a nice smile, and he was very clearly eating up
everything Mary was dishing out. His eyes barely left her face,
even though he had clearly noticed there were other parts of her
worth looking at.

"When did that happen?" Heather demanded.

"About ten minutes ago."

"I'm kind of in shock."

"You see this, Heather? And to think of how much
trouble I used to have getting you to have a little fun. This is
how people are supposed to be."

"Seems I'm just a stick in the mud." She looked
around. "Did we lose Veronica, too?"

The two danced for a little longer, and then set off
in search of Veronica. By the time they'd found her, it was last
call, and time to go collect Mary.

Heather circled back to see the man scribbling
something down on a napkin and handing it to Mary.

"I'm glad I got talked into coming out tonight," he
was saying. His voice had a slow, gentle quality.

"I'm glad you got talked into it, too," Mary said.
"Maybe next weekend I can take a turn convincing you."

"I don't think you'll have much of a problem with
that."

"Well, have a good night."

"You, too," he said, and stepped back and off into
the crowd.

Heather took his place, and Veronica and Nicole
trooped in behind her.

"Hey, you guys," Mary said brightly.

"Hey yourself," Heather teased. "I can't leave you
alone for one minute without you getting into trouble, can I?"

Mary shrugged, a little embarrassed. "He seems
nice."

"He's got a really nice smile," Veronica
contributed.

"Yeah, he does."

"Did I hear you two are going to bump into each other
again?" Heather asked.

"We'll see," Mary said. "Who really knows with these
things? It just felt good to ... I don't know, be out there. If
something else comes along to distract him ... well, we still had a
nice conversation."

Nicole had only just stopped looking after him. "He
seemed like a nice conversation, alright." A bouncer appeared at
the end of the bar. "Come on," she said, "they're kicking us
out."




Chapter Seven







It was very late by the time she got home. The day
had been a long one. She felt already half asleep as she shed her
clothes and crawled into bed. That was when her phone rang.

She looked at it sleepily. It wasn't a number she
recognized. In fact it was international. She blinked at it for
another couple buzzes until she realized who it must be.

"Troy?" she asked, snatching it up.

He had been down in Guatemala since Wednesday,
wrapping up some business that wouldn't be able to follow him to
Hamburg.

"Heather?" His voice sounded surprised. "I woke you
up. I thought you always left your phone on silent when you went to
sleep."

"No, I was up," she admitted. "Late night out. Is
everything okay?"

"It's 2 am."

"You're up, too."

"I'm an hour behind, but fair enough. Did you have a
good time?"

"It was unexpected. Fun, though. Your sister came out
with us, did I tell you that?"

"Really?"

"Yeah. I think she enjoyed herself."

"I'm glad to hear that. I think she likes you."

"I like her, too. She just has too much to deal with
sometimes. And I like that when she's around, my friends have to be
on good behavior and can't tease me too much about you."

"Why would they tease you about?"

"Oh, I don't know. Something about having a gorgeous,
all-powerful prince charming zipping me around on his private jet
strikes them as unusual, I guess. I don't know why. But anyways,
how's Guatemala?"

"It's getting taken care of. You know how it is."

"Of course." She did, in fact, not know at all how it
was, but she had gotten used to his bubble by now. "So you were
trying to leave a voicemail for me? Was it going to be full of nice
things?"

"Of course. And a bit of business."

"What kind of business?"

"Like that I'm going to have to take a meeting before
I get out of here Sunday morning, so we'll just have to meet
straight at the airport for Hamburg. Is that alright?"

"Sure, that's fine."

"Are you all packed up and ready?"

"Mostly. I mean, we're only going for a few days this
time. I'm more stressed out about getting things packed for a month
from now."

"Don't be. Anything we need or forget, we can get.
Have I ever left you slumming it?"

She smiled into the pillow. "Well, I suppose
not."

"So you're going to save your worrying for something
more important, and let me take care of all of that?"

"Well, when you put it that way, I guess I can."

"Good. Are you at home?"

"Yep. Lying in bed thinking about you."

"Is that right? Anything particularly
incriminating?"

She laughed. "Maybe I can tell you about it
sometime."

"I'll hold you to that. Try to get some sleep. You
can always dream about me instead."

"I'll do my best." She stretched, feeling the soft,
empty sheets around her. "I miss you."

"I miss you, too."

The phone line went quiet, leaving her in the
darkness. Two more days, she thought. Two more days and it would
all be different.

 


 


 


 


By the following morning, the reality had set in. She
was headed to Hamburg tomorrow. In twenty-four hours, she'd be in
the air over the Atlantic, off to a foreign world, a world that
would become hers for half a year. It was heady, and it was more
than a bit nerve-wracking.

She set about gathering the last of what she'd need.
What did one take on an expedition to find your next life? Work,
even for this short trip, was obviously a must. Every kind of
clothing. She was going to over pack. There was no avoiding it at
this point.

She dug up her passport and set it on the night
table. Only then did she realize something was missing. A visa.
Troy had said something about a visa. Did she need one? Had he
applied for one for her? How had she not asked more about it? How
had she possibly waited until now to think about this?

Suddenly nerves were a downright panic. She went for
her phone and scrolled back through to find the number he had
called her from the night before. She knew he'd be in meetings and
pre-occupied, but this couldn't wait.

A strange, jarring tone met her ears. A recorded
woman's voice was saying something in Spanish. "The phone number
you have dialed is not in service," she repeated with a slight
accent.

Heather hung up, confused. She tried again, this time
manually dialing in the number from the recent call list. Again
that same, jarring tone.

She set it down, perplexed. Maybe redial didn't work
with international numbers. That was a possibility. Maybe her phone
hadn't known how to record the international exchange. She pulled
open her laptop and punched the phone number in to the search bar.
Maybe the first part would match a company exchange or hotel, and
she could try the public listed number.

Nothing. She tried again, adding on "Guatemala."
Again nothing.

She circled back to the plain number, scrolling
haplessly through the irrelevant results. Finally, one caught her
eye. It was a forum post, titled "Dial Masks." The search had
matched a number in the text with the same first five digits as her
search.

She clicked the link, but the website reported the
post had been removed. Circling back, she found a cached image of
the website on the Google server.

"I'm concerned this exchange has been co-opted as a
dial mask," the post had once read. "Possibly a US or NATO agency.
Anyone have any info?"

The question had received no replies.

She looked up dial masks, and in a minute had learned
they were exactly what they sounded like. A high level means of
foiling caller identification. It was a way to hide where you were
calling from, without looking like you were hiding it.

She sat back, one source of anxiety quickly replaced
with another.

"He's a defense contractor now," she told herself.
Saying it aloud gave the words a ring of authority. "It makes sense
these companies would have security on their phone lines. It was
probably just some expensive corporate security. He probably didn't
even realize it was getting disguised. Even if he did, why would it
matter. He was just calling to say goodnight."

It really didn't matter. She didn't even know
anything. It was probably a rare phone number in rural Guatemala
that would show up on an internet search anyways. And who really
understood how all these phone networks meshed together. It was
hundred year old technology patched and glued together from one
country to the next.

She was a nervous wreck because she had never lived
out of the country before. She would just shoot Troy an email.
That's what she should have done in the first place. She had just
been silly and anxious and wanted to hear his voice again.

"Hey, I just realized I don't have a visa. Is that a
problem?" She sent it off before she could rethink it. Before the
end of the hour, a reply came back.

"I've got the papers for you. We're all set. Hope
you're having a wonderful Saturday."

And that was that. Easily solved. Now she just had to
stay sane for another 24 hours.

 


 


 


 


As if in specific answer for her prayers, a
distraction arrived on schedule that afternoon. An email from
someone named Chris Haldeman followed Troy's. It took her a moment
to place the name.

"I've been an Attending at Glendale General Hospital
since June of last year," the email read. "If you want to talk,
I'll be on shift noon to midnight for the next three nights. I
should be able to spare fifteen or twenty minutes to answer your
questions."

That's right. He was the only interviewee from last
week Heather had been unable to get a hold of. She had spent the
better part of a day trying to track him down, but come up empty.
The new position at a hospital across the state line explained the
difficulty.

An hour later she was pulling into visitor parking
behind an immense facility off the Glendale Expressway. It was one
of those huge suburban freeway plots, with acres and acres of
parking, entries and exits. The sky was just starting to darken,
and the gleaming lights of the hospital shone out like so many
hundreds of incandescent portals in the lonely expanse. It seemed a
world apart, a world in itself, separated by a moat of undeveloped
land and asphalt from the society around it.

It was almost half an hour later before she'd parked,
made her way inside, and traced through the endless department
directories to find the right ward.

"Hi," Heather greeted the dark-haired woman at the
desk. "Can you let Dr. Haldeman know that Heather Crowley is here
to talk to him when he gets a chance. I'll be down in the
cafeteria."

"Crowley with a C," the nurse repeated. She scribbled
out a note and pinned it to the front of a cabinet beside her
before rushing off.

"And an R and an O," Heather added quietly as the
woman left earshot. She was glad she'd brought something to
read.

But an hour and a half later, a man in his early
sixties with salt and pepper hair and a white coat was joining her
at a table in the cafeteria. "I've got fifteen minutes before my
next rounds," he advised. "What can I do for you. You were pretty
persistent trying to get a hold of me."

"They tell me that's my middle name," Heather
apologized. "I was just hoping to ask you a few questions about
your old practice."

"Right."

"I was wondering what made you decide to close it and
go back into employment."

"You don't mind if I ask why? I didn't really get a
chance to find out who you're with. You don't look like a
reporter."

"No, I'm with an industry group."

He grunted, unimpressed. "Why I closed it? Well, I
guess economics is always the answer, isn't it?"

"It wasn't profitable?"

"Not enough. Not enough to justify the rest of it. So
here I am, working longer hours with less flexibility when most
people my age are starting to think about retirement."

"Not the way it was supposed to go," she supplied
carefully.

He shrugged. "It's a young man's game now. It's got
to be such a headache just trying to run the damn thing, let alone
practice medicine."

"A young man's game?"

"You have to be young to put up with all of the
bullshit, absolutely. Bureaucracy and lawsuits and contract
extortion, on and on. but I guess that's the problem. None of the
kids these days have the slightest interest in going into private
practice. Why would they. Private practice is going the way of the
dinosaur. I imagine you're more than aware. Just put me in with the
rest of your statistics." He said this last bit with a sort of cold
and resigned finality, like a man looking at an enemy.

Heather chewed her lip. "I've got plenty of
statistics already, actually, Dr. Haldeman. I drove for an hour out
here to talk to you because I figured you're a little bit more than
a number."

That response seemed to bring him up short. He
considered her again. "You won't make a lot of friends going around
saying you're with an industry group."

"That's what I'm learning. I find it very
motivating."

He cracked into a smile, at last seeming to recognize
her as human. "Well, I suppose we all have our shortcomings. I'm
going to go grab myself a coffee and we'll see what I can help you
with."

He returned with two cups, and Heather accepted one
with surprised gratitude.

"It was my wife, actually," he admitted after a
moment. "She was on me for a better part of a decade. She could see
the bottom line better than I could, I guess. That little practice
was my baby, and I just couldn't bring myself to let it go. It used
to be anybody with a decent head for business and a good head for
medicine could keep a practice going, and I was too stubborn to
admit it wasn't working anymore. But at some point you've got to
cut bait. I'm not getting any younger, and our little nest egg for
retirement wasn't really the size I had promised her it would be.
If things had all gone right from there on out, maybe it would have
worked out. But if it didn't, I'd be sitting there at 70 with an
expiring medical license and an outstanding mortgage."

"It's a hard choice for anybody to make."

He smiled. "I had a great little thing going for a
while. We had a nice little facility over in Broadchester. It
wasn't huge and it didn't always have the fanciest newest
equipment, but we did good medicine. We brought people in and we
made them better. And I was around long enough that eventually I
started getting the kids of the patients I had had when I first got
my start. It was ... it was so easy to see that I was doing
something. Every day felt like it mattered.

"Just about every day I miss it: making my own
schedules, getting a chance to actually spend time with my patients
instead of running from room to room on the clock. But I understand
that that's the way it is here. I've made my peace with that. What
really bothers me ... what I never really got over, was the sense
that I let the system win."

"Why do you think the system was trying to beat
you?"

"Because the system is stupid. Because every decision
gets made about sixteen levels away from where its impact is
actually felt. Medical decisions used to be made by doctors. Now
the regulations cause as many problems as they solve, and the
insurers and the pharmaceutical companies operate in such bad faith
that you have to keep an army of administrators around to keep from
getting screwed.

"They're trying to reduce costs, suck the money out
of the system, so they're running private practice into extinction
and driving everybody into overpriced hospitals. The overhead on
this place alone is astronomical, but the power of scale masks all
issues, right?"

"It's not an easy thing to turn around," Heather
agreed.

"If a patient was paying in cash, I could provide
better care for lower cost to just about every patient that walked
through my doors than this hospital ever could. This place charges
five hundred bucks for things we didn't even bill for. But hey, I'm
the one not in business anymore, right?"

"I suppose so."

"If it were a level playing field, the rest of it
wouldn't matter so much, I guess is all I'm saying. If things were
square, and I didn't do my job, then fine. But if the only way to
stay in business is to ... well, hell, I don't know. The world's
too damn big for any of us, these days." He flicked a balled up
napkin into the trashcan at the end of the table.

"A thread of human experience is quickly lost in a
Kafkaesque tapestry."

"Is that a quote?"

"I don't know. It seemed fitting."

He checked his phone. "Damn, I need to be back
upstairs. Well, whatever you're doing, it's nice to see people
actually trying to figure out what's going on with all of this.
Good luck with your project."

"Thank you. I'll do my best."

"Right. I guess that's all any of us do."

"I suppose so."

She stood as he got up and watched him disappear
through the early dinner crowd of staff and families.




Chapter Eight







Heather slept across most of the Atlantic. The
Baldwin Group jet was perfectly pressurized, perfectly quiet. It
insulated against the unfathomable thousands of cold, empty miles
passing beneath them in the night, as though the obstacle they
posed had ceased to mean anything.

She woke once, briefly, and peered out the window
into a sky of limitless depth. It seemed so easy, in the moment, to
see that the universe went on forever, that it never ended. More
stars than she could count in a lifetime blinked back at her,
clustering and swirling in some hidden, deeply meaningful pattern.
A single emergency exit light glowed dimly behind the cockpit, and
all else was still.

The warm weight of Troy pressed against her, deep in
sleep, and she moved in closer against him. She felt barely beyond
a dream, but as awake as she'd ever been. This was what a new
beginning felt like. This was what a new life felt like. It was all
real. It was all now.

She drifted back into sleep, her cheek against Troy's
skin as she matched her breathing to the slow, deep rhythm of his
chest.

It only seemed like a moment later that she felt lips
against hers.

"Good morning," he said softly.

She blinked and stretched. "Where are we?"

"We're about fifteen minutes from landing."

She sat up and looked out the window. A pinkish dawn
was brushing the eastern horizon, and she could just make out an
approaching stripe of land on the horizon.

"The North Sea Coast," he pointed. "There's some
coffee here."

She took a mug gratefully and sipped at the warm,
rich liquid. Together they watched the North Sea give way to land:
farms and homesteads in an erratic quilt, following the whims of
streams and gullies. And then roads, long and narrow, stretching
across the land. And in a moment, the lights of the city were
winking beneath them, a city waking up. They circled once, angling
their approach to a runway north of the main city, and she could
see the sprawling layout of canals and lakes and buildings.

"Notice from the cockpit," a voice crackled over the
intercom. "Please secure for landing."

They slid into seats and buckled their seatbelts as
the jet bounced slightly and settled onto its wheels, shedding
speed down the runway and eventually coming to a halt beside one of
the two large terminals.

Heather was still groggy as Troy led her down the
steps and into the building. Suddenly they were surrounded by the
bustle of a world long awake, and Heather clung close to him.

"This is the oldest operating airport in the world,"
Troy was saying. "They've been flying here since 1911. It's an
incredible piece of history. Most of the Berlin Airlifts originated
here."

She nodded along, trying to take it all in, but it
never stopped. Soon they were out in a waiting town car, leaving
their luggage to be gathered and brought after them. Heather was
glued to the window as their route took them into the heart of
Hamburg, across a river and over a canal until they pulled out onto
a boulevard along a small enclosed waterfront. She slipped out
behind Troy, emerging beneath an immense, stately building. She
found the words "Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten" in lettering above the
broad front entrance. It looked late-Victorian.

Across the water in all directions, soaring church
spires accented the lines of bright copper and slate and granite of
central Hamburg. Early morning light glinted on the wavelets and
shone in the six stories of windows along each tree-shaded
boulevard.

"Shall we?" Troy asked. An attendant led them in
through an ornate foyer, lit by rows of crystalline chandeliers and
floored in marble. After a brief elevator ride, they found
themselves in a luxurious suite. Bookshelves enclosed cozy alcoves,
and heavy wooden beams soared overhead. A glass-enclosed fireplace
stood in the center of the central room, throwing out cheerful heat
and dancing light.

Heather took it all in, wonder plain on her face. She
threaded her way through the rooms, arriving at last at a door that
seemed to lead outside.

"This is Alster Lake below us," Troy said, following
her out onto the balcony. "That great Neo-Renaissance building to
the south with the vaulted copper roof is the Hamburg Town Hall.
That's St. Petri," he said, pointing. "And the St. Nikolai
Memorial. The famous shipyards are just out of sight to the
southwest."

In a few minutes their bags had arrived on a service
cart, and Heather blearily assured the over polite bellhop that she
could hang the clothes in the closet herself. By the time it was
done, the coffee was quickly wearing off, and the reality of having
spent the night in a metal tube in the sky was setting in.

She looked over to where Troy was lounging on the
bed, and moved to join him.

"Do we have anything else to do this morning?" she
asked.

"You look tired."

"I don't think I slept well."

"Maybe now's a good time. It's still 3 am where we
just came from." He got up and slid the thick curtains closed,
shutting out all but a single, ethereal strand of mid-morning
light. He rejoined her on the bed, and she was asleep in his arms
almost before her eyes were closed.

 


 


 


 


She awoke hours later. Judging by the quality of the
light falling through that sliver in the curtains, it was late
afternoon. She sat up luxuriously, looking around until she saw
Troy in the front room, reading the newspaper with a glass of wine.
It was an oddly touching sight, to see a man who seemed to live and
breathe his work relaxing with the news of the day in the quiet of
the suite. She slipped out of bed and padded up behind him. In a
move, she reached her hands around his eyes and buried her face in
his neck, kissing his skin with relish.

After a moment's struggle he managed to get a hold of
her, bringing her around across his lap and pinning her down as he
returned her kiss, biting her lip slightly before letting her
go.

"You keep that up," he grinned. "See where it gets
you."

"I couldn't resist," she apologized.

He slipped a hand up her thigh, tickling playfully,
and kissed her again. "I know the feeling."

She laughed, squirming in his arms. "Okay, okay. I
give up. I surrender."

He released her and she scooted up into a sitting
position on his lap. The newspaper rustled beneath her and she
slipped it onto the table. "So, tell me, what's going on in the
world?"

He shrugged. "The usual. Nothing particularly
uplifting."

"I suppose that would be too much to hope for. We'll
just have to make our own good news."

"That's something I can get behind. How about our
first expedition into the city."

"That sounds really nice. Let me get dressed."

He eyed her playfully. "Well, I suppose if you think
you need to."

She shoved him with a laugh and went to find
something to put on.

Ten minutes later they were descending to the street,
their first mission a place to satisfy their ravenous hunger. The
concierge had assured them repeatedly that the Hotel Vier
Jahreszeiten itself contained eight different restaurants and bars,
one of which had been awarded two Michelin stars, but where was the
fun in that?

They threaded their way into the heart of the Old
City. The buildings they passed were endlessly grand and immense,
rich stone. The sound of every passing conversation and the
language of each store sign reminded her how far they were from
home. Every time they turned around, their path took them across
another narrow canal, and Heather started to believe that this city
might really have the two thousand bridges she had read about.

As the evening began to turn chilly, they found a
small restaurant off the Steinstrasse. Inside was a warm, intimate
space with only a few quiet tables. They were seated by a window
and took wine as Heather surrendered to Troy's judgment and let him
order food for them in impeccable German.

"To you," Troy said, raising his glass to her. "To
being here with me on the other side of the world, when I was so
resigned to being away from you."

"To finding myself somewhere I never thought I would
be," she agreed, sipping at the exquisite vintage. Her words had
very little to do with the geography.

The food was invariably incredible and much too soon
she had eaten all she could. It was really terrible how a person
could starve for half a day and then only get to eat for a few
minutes before they couldn't anymore.

After dinner they followed the distant echoes of
music to a bar a few streets over, where a band from Munich was
singing stilted English lyrics to a crowd of young
twenty-somethings that seemed mostly Danish on holiday. Something
about Copenhagen government national something day, they were told
by an enthusiastic pair of revelers.

By then it was getting late, and though they weren't
tired, they knew that they should be making their way back if they
were going to have any hope of adjusting to the local time.

They circled back, arriving along the opposite bank
of the small inner lake. The lights of the hotel shone along with
so many others out across the dark waters. Heather drew close to
Troy to shelter against the chilly night air, as she remembered
doing for the first time on a very special night only a few months
ago.

The memory seemed on the top of his mind as well, as
they walked.

"It seems like such a long time ago that we had our
first walk like this on the riverfront below Augustin's," he was
saying. "That was the first week I knew you. It feels like it's the
memory of a different person."

She smiled to herself in the dark. "It's funny how I
know exactly what you mean. And I never thought ... well, I just
remember what I was thinking, back then. It seems so silly
now."

"What was it you were thinking?"

She laughed a little at herself. "Oh, it was mostly
all the stupid things I was obsessed with back then, that stuck in
my head. That I didn't know what you wanted with me. I was kind of
playing a game in my head. What is it about me that will be the
final straw, that will make him realize I'm just some boring,
unexciting, regular person. What will I say that will put that look
in his eyes like, 'Oh, I'm wasting my time here.'" She shook her
head. "That was just me being me. I'd probably be thinking a bit
like that on any first date, let alone someone like you. But what I
was just remembering right now was that I was also thinking
something different."

"What was that?"

"I was thinking how I'd lived around the city all my
life and never taken a walk along the river at night. I was
thinking how pretty it was. And I was thinking that here I was,
next to a man who could be anywhere and be with anything, and he
was with me, doing something that anybody with shoes on their feet
could do any night of their lives, and it felt like a fantasy. It
felt like a dream. Just being beside you made this simple little
thing everything I'd ever wanted in life. It didn't matter if I
belonged there. It didn't matter if I deserved it, or if I was who
you wanted me to be or if you were who I wanted you to be. It was
just ... it was perfect. It didn't matter. It was like I could have
spent the rest of my life in that moment, and not cared about what
came after. I'd never felt like that before. I'd never stopped
worrying or thinking or doubting, until then."

He took her hand in hers, running his thumb across
her skin. "I'm glad."

"Me, too." She drew in close to him, slipping under
his arm. "And then, it was like as soon as I got to that zen
feeling, you said something that changed everything again."

"I did?"

"I know you don't remember. But you said you were so
tired of people just giving you what they thought you wanted. And
you looked at me with this expression, I don't know how to describe
it. You said it like you already knew me, even though we absolutely
didn't know each other at all. But you said it like you already
knew me and I was exactly what you were looking for."

"I suppose that's what you were. I think you're
giving me too much credit, though. I wasn't smart enough to see it
all at first."

"No, I know. But you saw enough. And I believed you,
and it was the first time I'd ever believed anybody, like that.
It's a really hard thing to believe. But I got this funny feeling
that I could offer you something, that me as me, not pretending to
be anybody else, had something to offer. Mattered. And then, the
better we get to know each other, the more I understand what it is.
You've spent all this time running, from yourself and where you
came from. What you really needed was someone who could be there
for you. You needed someone ... " she scrunched up her face, trying
to find the words. "You needed someone like me."

He stroked her skin, quiet.

She cocked her head, looking out over the water. "I
don't know if you know it yet, actually. But you needed someone
like me. We're not all the way there yet, but every day I spend
with you I'm just all the more certain." She was quiet for a
minute. "And Troy?"

"Yeah?"

"I understand you've been alone a long time. You've
had secrets for a long time. It's okay."

He didn't immediately respond.

"That's just something, anyways. That's just
something I think about sometimes. A bit of honesty and a bit of
omission are worth more to me than a half-truth. As someone who
cares about you, I mean. As someone who wants to be there for
you."

He held her close to him, and she put her cheek
against his shoulder. Maybe he heard her, or maybe he didn't.
Eventually he would. Eventually he might even understand what she
meant. But for now, it was like so many moments since that night on
the river below Augustin's.

The moment itself – whatever came before and whatever
came after – was perfect.

 


 


 


 


They slept late the following morning, but the clock
nevertheless still showed a time recognizable as a time when
someone might be waking up. They judged this an improvement, and
rewarded themselves by lingering in the satin sheets and deep,
sprawling bed a little while longer.

It had the perfect, relaxing feeling of total
freedom. Their life back in the US had been put on hold, and their
life here had not yet quite begun. Troy wasn't due at the
construction site for a couple days, and had told her he intended
to make full use of that time, and her.

He brought Heather close, holding her in against his
body, his face in her hair and his breath warm and gentle on the
back of her neck. His skin was smooth against her own, and his
thick arms and chest enveloped her. Even just waking up, he smelled
fantastic.

She wriggled back into him, moving her hips back into
his groin a little. She smiled against his wrist, and with another
artful little circle of her hips she could start to feel him
hardening against her. The stiff shape was pressed against her
body, nestled against the curve of her ass, and she rubbed against
it toyingly. It was fun to play with him like this, but she knew
she'd invariably pay for it before all was said and done.

A slight nibble against her neck and a tightening of
his arms around her told her he knew exactly what she was doing.
His hand slid up the loose shirt she wore as she slept, and cupped
her breast, pulling her back against him and making her arch her
back in acute pleasure. His fingers circled her nipple, instantly
hardening it, and he teased at the prominent shape.

His other hand found her groin moved between her
legs, cupping her and pinning her ass back against his crotch. His
cock was rock hard, pushing against her, and she wriggled in
helpless, exquisite anticipation.

"Good morning," he murmured in her ear. "I guess
you're awake, then."

She closed her eyes as his hand squeezed gently
around her tits, sending a warm rush of pleasure running down
through her stomach. "Totally asleep," she denied innocently. "I
didn't do anything."

"Of course." He rolled over on top of her, pinning
her face down into the pillow, his groin against her ass and his
weight pressing down on her. "I must have been having a very
realistic dream."

She turned her face as far as allowed and gulped a
breath. "Maybe you could tell me about it sometime."

He rubbed his cheek against hers and drew back to run
his teeth lightly over her neck. "Dreams can be so hard to
describe. How about I show you."

His fingers hooked into the waistband of her panties
and drew them down her thighs. "This is how it starts."

She could feel the hot, pulsing shape of his cock
against her skin. He moved slightly, sliding it along the shape of
her body, against her ass and then between her thighs.

A little thrumming shiver ran through her groin, and
she felt wetness pooling inside of her. "Of course," she agreed a
little breathlessly. "That's how all my dreams start, too."

But no dream was really like this at all. Any
fantasy, really, failed completely to come close to how it felt
when ... "Oh, fuck!" she gasped, as the broad head of his cock slid
inside her.

"Do you enjoy your dreams?" he asked tightly, pushing
himself deeper into her, until she thought she might burst.

She bit her lip against a moan. "Well, it's always so
hard to remember after I wake up," she complained. "Maybe if you
reminded me how the rest of it goes."

"Of course."

Her fingers clenched fistfuls of sheet as he slipped
back and thrust into her again. His weight pinned her middle in
place against the mattress as he drove into her, translating every
tiniest movement directly to her center. The next moan slipped out,
muffled by the pillow.

She lifted her hips slightly, pushing back into him
as his cock plunged inside her. Her muscles clenched around his
shape, and she almost came right then and there. "God," she
breathed helplessly.

She held on for as long as she could, pushing back
against him almost as if daring the universe, or at the very least
her universe. But there's only so much one mortal woman can do, and
as the surge of orgasm flooded through her, she collapsed forward
utterly open and limp. He moved down on top of her, plunging into
her again and again until she thought she would simply break.

Her first orgasm was barely subsiding when she felt
the anticipated surge in his member. He got bigger inside of her,
she would have thought it impossible, and then emptied himself into
her with an impossibly sexy groan. The flood of his seed sent her
into ecstasy all over again, lost in crimson, gasping bliss.

Slowly, she came back to earth, wrapped in his
strong-armed embrace, gasping into a pillow, her head still
swimming in the best natural drug in the world.

"No, my dreams aren't usually quite like that," she
managed to say.

"No?" he asked, his own breathing starting to slow as
he rolled slightly, holding her against him.

"Maybe if we practice, I can get the sequence
ingrained."

 


 


 


 


The day was thereafter devoted to exploration. Troy
had a car sent out, a sleek, low-haunched Porsche, and they were
off on the autobahns, taking stops in Lubeck and Luneberg, winding
on a stretch overlooking the Black Sea, before circling back toward
Hamburg and its many neighborhoods along the Elbe.

The following day, Troy was due at the project site.
Heather was left in the hotel room with a stack of real estate
pamphlets. Each glossy photograph depicted a more opulent villa
than the last. Was that what they wanted? Or something in the city?
Something on the water? It was so hard to say. It was the paralysis
of infinite choices.

In the evening, she led Troy to one of the more
dramatic options, a hyper-modern three-story near Wandsbek. It was
even more striking in person than it had in the pictures.

The bubbling waterfalls of the garden and open,
spacious rooms exuded a sense of peace and energy. Intense modern
paintings hung on bare concrete walls and huge windows spilled the
light of the nighttime city across sleek wooden floors and broad,
comfortable modernist furniture.

"It's just an option," Heather qualified. "But it
looked so interesting in the listing I wanted to see it."

"It's certainly got a sense of style to it," Troy
agreed.

"I was also thinking something more historical. There
are a lot of grand nineteenth century homes just up the lake from
our hotel, in Harvesthude or Eppendorf," she added. "Maybe
something like that would have more of the spirit of the
thing."

"We'd want one that had a staff," Troy mused. "Or at
least on-call maintenance. Old buildings like that always have
something that starts to need fixing. It's part of their charm, I
guess."

"I just think it would feel so strange to wake up in
a great baronial mansion every morning. Maybe it's a silly
fantasy."

He cast her a look. "Well, who am I do let a fantasy
go unfulfilled?"

"We'll just look," she promised. "If it's silly, we
won't do it."

He laughed and pushed a strand of hair off her face.
"Of course."

But plans had a way of changing with a man like Troy.
The following morning, she had just settled in to consider other
living options. A stack of work papers sat just in sight at the
edge of the table in the foyer, but they were easy to ignore with
so many more exciting things to think about. She was reading a
short history of Frisia when her phone rang.

"Hello?"

"Hey, Heather." It was Troy's voice, and he sounded
apologetic.

"What's up?"

"Something's come up."

She sighed, already a little too familiar with the
phrase. "What kind of something?"

"In Ukraine. It's urgent. I'll have to go for a
couple nights."

"A couple nights?" Her heart sank. "We're only here
until the end of the week."

"I know, I know. I'm sorry. If I could get out of it
I would. You know that, right?"

She nodded glumly at the wall. "Yeah, I know."

"I'll swing back through the hotel around 6 and then
have to head straight there. I'm sorry about our plans."

"Yeah. Alright. I'll see you then, then."

"You will. Have you been having a nice morning?"

"It's been alright."

"Good. I'll think up something really fun for us to
do when I get back."

"That sounds good. I'll see you tonight."

"Yeah, see you tonight."

She hung up the phone and tossed it behind her onto
the bed, trying not to get annoyed. Here she had picked up her
life, followed him to a foreign country for six months just to be
with him, and the man couldn't even stay in one spot for a single
week. He was going to leave her all alone in a foreign city, so he
could go running off to something more exciting somewhere else.

Well, that was unfair of her. He probably meant it
when he said he couldn't get out of it. That was the price to be
paid, she supposed. That was the cost of being important. You
always had to be in three places at once. Was she going to get mad
at Troy for being ambitious? For being successful? For having
people that relied on him? It would be more than a little
hypocritical of her to expect just the good and not the bad.

But still, that didn't make it much easier to
swallow. It just meant she was mad at herself for being mad at him.
Well, she'd get over it.

One thing it did mean was it was time to look again
at that stack of papers on the table. It was probably time to climb
back down out of fantasy world and accept that she had work she
needed to be doing, too. The romantic vacation was on hold.

Troy got back a couple minutes after six. He kissed
her, apologized again, and hurried to pack. He dug a briefcase out
of the closet, and started arranging papers.

"Don't you have secretaries for that?" Heather asked,
a slight edge in her voice in spite of herself.

"For most of it," he agreed. "I like to keep a couple
things handy."

Not wanting to watch, she got up to get a glass of
water. As she came back, however, she couldn't help but notice that
he was slipping a stack of papers into a pocket of that familiar
briefcase she had never noticed before. She sat down and did her
best to look like she wasn't watching as he retied a thread and
closed a zipper that was definitely not visible when the briefcase
was opened normally.

"Okay, I'll call when I get in. Enjoy yourself. I'm
going to want to hear all about what you did when I get back. That
new travel assistant has an expense account for anything that comes
up."

And then in another minute he was gone.




Chapter Nine







The following morning, she was doing her best to
focus on work. An array of spreadsheets stood open on her laptop,
and questionnaires were spread out across the table and carpet.

There was a great deal of information here. The
problem is that none of it made sense. Or rather, two distinct
groups of it precisely contradicted each other.

Almost to a one, the doctors she had interviewed
mentioned the exploitative and opaque pricing of medical supply
companies as a major deterrent in doing business. Several, like the
doctor from St. Francis General, had even mentioned it explicitly
as a factor in closing their private practice. Several hospital
administrators and logistics managers had said they actively
re-assessed their suppliers on a frequent basis, in the hopes that
something better would come along.

But the numbers, on the other hand, told a completely
different story. Sales were decent, even good. High-end imaging
equipment, their most lucrative and uncompetitively priced
products, were selling in stable numbers. Growth matched a rate
corresponding to the medical sector overall. Even the specific
retention numbers were high, almost unbelievably high.

There was some kind of disconnect here, and she
couldn't for the life of her understand what she wasn't seeing.
Numbers were supposed to correspond to reality, and vice versa. Had
she been clumsy about how she found subjects to talk to? Had she
just interviewed all the ones with bones to pick? She had been so
careful in that regard, knowing that it would get brought up when
she brought this all back for review.

Their customers hated them, actively tried to find
someone, anyone, to buy from instead of coming back, sometimes
actually went out of business when they couldn't find anything
better. And yet none of that registered. None of that made an iota
of difference. It was like the world was upside down.

She had been sure, so absolutely, painfully sure,
that when she went digging around she'd find that these dumb,
exploitative policies were hurting the company. That was the way
the world was supposed to work. Do business in good faith, or
eventually get run out of town. If it really wasn't there, then
this whole project was irrelevant. She'd never convince anybody
that this was a problem if she couldn't first convince them it was
costing the company money.

Before long, her head was starting to hurt. She stood
up, walked out onto the balcony for a moment of air.

Below, the city of Hamburg stretched out in mute
beauty, hard shapes and corners muffled by a thin morning fog. It
was picturesque. It was a postcard, waiting out there for her.

She lingered, avoiding what was waiting back inside
for her, and then decided to drop it all entirely.

Just because Troy was gone didn't mean the magic of
this place had left with him. There was a world waiting out there
for her, and she wasn't going to sulk away the week, just because
he was off flitting around eastern Europe.

 


 


 


 


Fifteen minutes later she was slipping out the grand
front doors of the Vier Jahreszeiten. She was armed with a little
map from the front desk, a water bottle, and a sweater. She could
have called the travel assistant, but she wasn't really in the
mood. Right now, she just wanted to go out into the city and
experience it. Itineraries and tours and guide books were for
another day.

The streets were quiet in a mid-morning lull, and the
fog was slowly burning off to reveal a gorgeous day. As she and
Troy had done two days earlier, she began with a walk along the
shore of the Binnenalster Lake, enjoying the sights and sounds of
the broad boulevard that formed the southern shore as she headed
into the old city. She spent several minutes watching the small
ferries and barges navigating the Kleine Alster canal that
connected the lake to the harbor, and then followed the water
south.

Her first stop was the Saint Nikolai monument, one of
the original five great Lutheran churches of Hamburg. These days it
stood in ruins, courtesy of allied bombing in the Second World War.
But its soaring spired tower, which had for a very brief window in
the 1870s been the highest structure on earth, still stood. Its
forbidding grey form made for a surreal sight, with sunlight
streaming through its long-shattered windows.

Being mid-week and outside the typical holiday
season, the grounds were quiet. She found a seat on a bench and
rested in the shade for a couple minutes, watching sporadic groups
of tourists come and go. There was a young Chinese family who
paused to take photographs on the steps. An older couple who seemed
like locals wandered by and enjoyed a brief rest on the benches
opposite her. And at one point she glimpsed a middle-aged man who
seemed very keen on the architecture and spent several minutes
photographing the intricate stone buttresses of the main tower from
the other side of the park within the trees.

She took a couple photographs of her own, trying to
catch the light in such a way that would preserve the odd,
otherworldly serenity of the destroyed structure, and then
continued on. She passed over a couple more canals and reached the
famous warehouse district of Hamburg. Rows of large, historic brick
warehouses lined narrow canals. These days all the real shipping
activity of Europe's second busiest port went through the modern
docks and yards across the Elbe, but these old warehouses were a
standing testament to the many long centuries of industry and
influence that were this quintessential Hanseatic city's
heritage.

She promptly got lost, wandering the old narrow
streets and canals, but this section of the city wasn't huge and
before long she'd been directed back to familiar ground by a very
nice greeter at someplace called the International Maritime
Museum.

Having found the perfect vantage point, she took a
couple final pictures of the district. Movement on a bench down the
canal caught her eye, and she found herself concealing a smile as
she recognized the same architecture enthusiast from earlier
fussing with a brochure on a wooden bench by the water. Great minds
think alike, she thought to herself.

A passerby stopped to sit beside him, and the two
seemed to exchange some polite conversation. A bit charmed by the
apparent friendliness of the two strangers, she watched for several
minutes before realizing she was being a bit nosey staring the way
she was.

After a block or two of further wanderings, she found
a small cafe for a bite of lunch and feasted on a delicious meal of
fish and roast vegetables. The woman behind the counter didn't
speak a word of English, but assured Heather that her choice was
"sehr Deutsch."

The afternoon was similarly pleasant. She wandered
north, stopping off at another of the old Lutheran churches. This
one was still in pristine shape and scheduled to hold its next
services that evening.

Her final destination of the day was a bit further
out, a good half hour walk out of the central district to see the
famous University of Hamburg. Like many parts of the city, the
campus was an endlessly fascinating mixture of the old, the recent,
and the modern. She could only imagine how incredible it must be
for the students to live in such an amazing city every day, and had
to pinch herself when she realized that would be her life, now,
too. For a while, at least.

She was just stepping back to let a pack of
chattering nineteen year olds pass by on the sidewalk when
something unexpected caught her eye. She shook her head, surprised.
What were the chances, in a city of almost two million, that – but
yes, it really was him. It was the man from earlier. The man from
the church and the warehouse district. She had even caught him
looking her way, or had that just been a trick of the light?

She shook her head, telling herself she was being
silly even as she felt her heartbeat start to quicken. He was just
a tourist like her. She was probably doing every stereotypical
thing a tourist would do, and so was he. That wasn't anything odd.
Or maybe he was a visiting lecturer, an architecture professor or
something, and he had been out to see the city. It didn't mean
anything.

But it was enough to shake her a little, and it
seemed like as good a time as any to head home. She'd gotten out
and seen the city. It was a full day, and she was getting a bit
tired anyway.

Every once in a while as she threaded her way back
towards the hotel in she would look back over her shoulder at the
sidewalks behind her, but mercifully no familiar faces emerged. She
turned onto the Neuer Jungfernstieg that would take her to the
front of the hotel. With one last nervous glance around, she
prepared to duck inside.

And that's when she saw him.

It wasn't the architecture enthusiast, or whoever he
was. It was the other man. The one she had seen talking on the
bench in the Warehouse district. There he was, leaning against a
railing with a clear line of sight to the doors of her hotel.

Heather froze. A woman bumped into her from behind
and pushed around her, muttering something that sounded
suspiciously like 'tourist.' Heather slipped sideways into the
alcove of a shop door and tried to get her heart to slow down.
Think, she told herself. This isn't what it seems. You're being
paranoid. You're being paranoid.

What was she going to do? She couldn't stay out like
this the rest of the night. That hotel was the only safe place in
the city she knew. She had to get home. There were many perfectly
reasonable explanations for all of this, and surely once she was
back in familiar surroundings it would be easier to get
perspective. She took a deep breath, and pushed back out into the
sidewalk, letting the crowds carry her towards the hotel door and
only breaking away at the last second to slip inside.

 


 


 


 


Heather was shaking badly by the time she made it
back to the room. The antique bronze doorknob rattled in her hand.
A glass of wine helped. Sitting in the quiet safety of the room
helped. She massaged her temple, trying half-heartedly to tell
herself that there might be explanations for all of this. Maybe
being followed through the streets of a foreign city by a strange
man wasn't ... objectively ... terrifying.

By the time she had her breathing under control and
emptied the first glass, she was starting to think straight again.
This was all fine. She was okay. Everything was okay.

At the sound of a knock on the door, she jumped a
foot out of her chair, dumping her newly refilled glass of wine
down over her lap.

"Damn!" she muttered, dabbing at it hurriedly with a
napkin, which of course accomplished nothing. She threw the stained
napkin onto the table and turned towards the door, approaching as
soundlessly as she could manage. She'd probably already made enough
noise to make her presence known.

She peered through the peephole, and then started
laughing at herself. She opened the door to a small-statured woman
from room service, pushing a rack of clothes from the dry cleaning
service.

"Seven garments returning clean," the woman announced
matter-of-factly. "Apologies for the delay. We found items in the
jacket pocket." She presented Heather with a crisp envelope, sealed
with an image of the hotel.

"Oh, thanks," Heather said, taking the envelope, as
the woman moved to place the hangers on the rack by the door.

"Do you have anything you'd like to send down?"

"Ah, no, that's alright, thanks." Heather realized
the woman was looking at the giant red stain still wet on her
stomach and thighs and felt herself turning the same color. "That's
– well, I guess I'll have something in a bit. Not right now. Thank
you."

The woman nodded politely and backed her cart out
into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

Heather stared down at her stained outfit, fingering
the envelope absent-mindedly until she remembered what she was
holding. She broke the seal with a finger and reached inside to
find what felt like a little cardboard pamphlet.

It was Troy's passport.

For a moment, she was utterly confused. This was the
latest in a string of events that made no sense.

How had Troy left for Ukraine without this? Surely he
would have had to send someone back for it, wouldn't he? He
couldn't cross an international border without it. You weren't even
technically supposed to walk around in a foreign country without
it.

How then? How was she sitting here, more than a day
since Troy had left for Eastern Europe, holding his passport. He
hadn't even called to see if he had left it in the room, which
meant he almost certainly didn't realize it was missing.

It didn't make sense. She mulled it over, thinking in
slow circles that, as the minutes ticked by, kept on coming back to
a single idea.

The only way it made sense was if he hadn't needed
it. And the only reason he wouldn't have needed it is if he hadn't
crossed a border.

She sat there, running the napkin despondently over
the wine stain, trying to escape the terrible, sinking feeling that
the only way to explain this was that Troy had lied to her about
going to Ukraine. He was still in Germany, and for all she knew he
was still in Hamburg itself.

That jerked her up short. If he was in Hamburg, if he
had lied about leaving, then he was doing something here he didn't
want her to know about. And if ... but no, surely not. Could it
have been Troy who was having her followed. Was he so intent on
keeping his secret that he posted someone to keep tabs on her?

She pulled back from the possibility, but it settled
in despite her efforts. She had invited herself along on this trip,
all the while he had never wanted her here. She was just something
to be managed. Just somebody to keep at arm's length, all so he
could ... could what?

Well, she had no way of answering that now. The
obvious answer didn't bear mentioning. It made her feel sick, to
even think about having to avoid saying it.

Don't speculate! she told herself. This was just one
assumption on top of another on top of another. Maybe she was being
paranoid, and maybe nobody had been following her. Maybe he had a
duplicate passport. Maybe that wasn't unusual for someone like
Troy. Maybe he had identification papers that didn't require a
passport. Maybe maybe maybe.

Maybe she had even meant it when she said she was
okay with his secrets.




Chapter Ten







By the time Troy returned the following day, Heather
had calmed. Her hands didn't shake. She didn't feel sick.

He was, of course, happy to see her. He had, of
course, missed her terribly. He had hated having to leave. Yes, of
course all those things.

And as she heard him say those things, she realized
how much she had missed him, too. That was probably the worst of
it. Even looking at him, wondering what he was hiding from her,
what lies he was feeding her, it was still so good to have him
back. It was so lonely with him away, and so terribly lonely not
knowing where he was. To have him back, telling her he had missed
her and wanted to make up for lost time, made her feel almost
whole.

We're never a better liar than when we're lying to
ourselves, after all. As long as there was room to deny there was
something wrong, she could deny it for a long, long time.

But in the end, she'd need to know the truth.

"What's it like, going to a place like Ukraine?" she
asked a bit later in the evening. They were walking back from some
kind of spring festival they had heard about on Ringstrasse. Lights
were strung through the trees, and vendors at booths hawked warm
spiced drinks and pastries.

Her hand was in his, but it was simple, walking like
this, to talk without looking at him. It was easier to think, that
way.

"It gets a bad reputation," he shrugged. "It's not so
different than most places."

"I guess I just still think of it with all those cold
war prejudices. I can't help but picture it some kind of terrible
police state, and everything. With big barbed wire fences
everywhere."

"No, it's really not like that. I don't think it ever
was. We just think of it that way because that was the side of the
Soviet bloc facing us. All the world saw was East Berlin."

"So it's just like a normal border and
everything?"

Troy nodded absently, watching the water ripple in
the canal below them. "Yeah, pretty normal. I've seen my
share."

"Do you need to get special papers or anything?"

"If you've got business interests in the country,
it's pretty simple. You file a form, they stamp your passport at
customs, and that's that."

"It was really as easy as all that?"

"Sure."

She was quiet for a minute.

"What's got you so interested? You want to go to
Ukraine next?"

"I just like knowing about you," she said simply.

The man holding her hand, who felt so good and
smelled so good, who felt so good to be with, hadn't gone to
Ukraine. He'd never noticed his passport was missing. He was lying
to her.

 


 


 


 


The following morning, Heather waited for Troy to
leave. The briefcase he had traveled with was left beside the sofa
in the front room of the suite. She took it and felt around in the
wall of the leather until her fingers encountered a seam. She
followed it, working her fingers underneath the inner lining until
she found the bare zipper. Once she had found it, it was easy to
get open.

But inside, it was empty. A hot rush of intermixed
disappointment and relief flooded through her. It was hard to say
which.

She opened it wider and realized she was wrong. It
wasn't empty. A single scrap of paper, just a shred of napkin, was
crumpled at the bottom. And even further down, a second object. She
took up the napkin first, and found a. address scribbled across it.
It was a street address here, in Germany. Actually, right here in
Hamburg.

She reached down for the second scrap. It was
difficult to get to, and when she reached it, she realized it had
gotten caught in the zipper. It took her several minutes to work it
carefully loose, holding her breath as she slid it out.

And then, holding it up to the light, she had no
breath for a completely different reason. She couldn't breathe
because what she was holding in her hands was a photograph. It was
faded and scratched, an old chemical print.

It was Troy's face she looked at first. He seemed
much younger, but the photograph made it hard to tell. Maybe it was
just everything else that made him seem so young. His face was
scraggly and tanned, with more than a hint of stubble. His hair was
a bit longer. He seemed free and vibrant and ... happy. His eyes
were bright and sharp, like he was already preparing to rule the
world, but none of the weight and responsibility was there. He
seemed so untouched. Perfect. What Heather would have given to know
him as he was then.

But of course she hadn't. She would never know him
like that.

And that wasn't her in the picture with him.

The woman looked perhaps Hispanic, with light hazel
skin and radiant green eyes. Dark hair cascaded over a shoulder.
Even Heather, who suddenly hated this stranger more intensely and
more unfairly than she had ever hated anyone, knew that she was the
most beautiful person Heather had ever seen.

But it wasn't her appearance that made Heather drop
to her knees on the carpet, her hand out to steady herself. It was
two very specific things. One was the obvious. The two people in
the photograph were in love. They were almost looking at each
other, even as they tried to smile for the photograph. They were
two people so wrapped up in each other's world that everything else
had ceased to exist for them.

The second was the inscription at the bottom.
"Monterrico, Guatemala" it read. Guatemala, where Troy had just
been. Guatemala, where Troy had called from a disguised number.

The picture might look old, but this wasn't ancient
history. This was now.

She turned back to the address, her mind already
churning. Was it just a coincidence that this woman popped up right
when Troy had been meaning to live without Heather for six months?
What if it was this woman, and not Heather, who had been meant to
come with him? Had that been the plan? To reconnect with a long
lost love?

Or maybe not so lost. Maybe that was naive. Maybe
this woman had been in the picture all along. Maybe Heather was the
other woman, had always been the other woman ...

She stuffed the picture back into the pocket. Her
nausea was returning. She copied the address onto a piece of hotel
stationary and slid the napkin back into the pocket after the
picture. In another minute, the secret compartment was closed,
sealed, hidden. As though it and all it contained had been left
enduringly untouched.

Only the pale, sick expression on Heather's face and
the address scribbled on the paper in her pocket would have shown
that the world had become a much different, crueler place.

 


 


 


 


The morning rush was only just subsiding, and Hamburg
still thrummed with start of day busyness and commotion. A million
people going about a million mundane tasks. It felt as though these
people lived in a different dimension, as though they couldn't be
reached and couldn't reach her. Heather walked as a ghost,
threading her way along the pen-marked line on the map clutched in
her fist.

Number 2110 Ruhrstrasse, Hamburg was only a mile
away.

She had been expecting a home. Maybe a quiet little
house, like those photos from the news stories about the wife who
finds out her husband has a second family. Maybe it was just an
apartment.

But instead, as she turned onto Ruhrstrasse, she
realized she was in a business district. Wholesale stores were
intermixed with warehouses and machine yards. She had to dodge out
of the way as a large tractor trailer began backing up over a ramp
on the sidewalk.

And there it was, 2110 Ruhrstrasse. It was a
storefront. She had stopped in front of the glass door. Two men
were painting the rear wall enthusiastically, even sloppily. She
stood watching, bewildered, and after a minute one of the men
appeared to notice her.

She tapped on the glass, and he came over to crack
the door.

"Sorry," he said. "Closed. Painting."

It was an odd observation to make at a time like
this, but Heather couldn't help noticing the man's accent was very
strange.

"What kind of business is this?" she asked.

"Painting company," he explained helpfully.

"No, this shop. The shop. The building. What does it
do?"

"Oh," he nodded. "Yes, I can tell you."

"Please do."

"This is Bremer Bürozubehör," he explained. "Office
supplies. It is newly relocated but eleven years old. It is
privately owned, and is closed for remodeling." He spoke the
sentences with a certain flatness, the way you'd sound reciting the
periodic table you'd memorized for science class. "Would you like
to know more?"

Heather cocked her head, finding all of this very
strange. "Alright."

"I will ask. One minute."

He closed the door and went back to talk to his
partner. Heather thought she overheard a word of very
American-sounding English, but it was muffled. The man was smiling
cheerily as he returned. "That is all we know."

"Oh, alright. Thank you very much."

"Have a nice day."

"You – you, too."

She stepped back as he closed the door, and watched
him return to the painting scaffold. After a moment, he glanced
back at her out of the corner of his eye, and Heather turned to
go.

Who knew what this meant? Who could possibly process
something like this? It seemed like somebody's idea of a cruel
joke. It was almost enough to piss her off, the sheer incongruity
of it all.

Why couldn't Troy just lie to her like anyone else?
Why did it have to happen in some romantic foreign city with fake
numbers and forgotten passports and the address to a store Troy
would never need to visit. He probably hadn't sourced his own
office furniture in a decade. It was enough to drive a reasonable
person insane.

She had always found his extraordinariness
irresistible. He had whisked her off her feet to places she had
never dreamed she'd be. He lived in a different world than other
people. But right now, she didn't find it all that attractive. She
resented that she hadn't fallen in love with someone from the same
Earth as she.

What this all meant, she really didn't know. She
would need to confront him about it. There was too much to ignore.
But the memory of the last time, when he had found her opening a
drawer of his desk all those months ago, loomed large in her
memory. She shuddered, remembering the look in his eyes. Could she
bear to see it again? Or was it better to just slip away ...

 


 


 


 


Troy was mercifully busy the final two days they were
in Hamburg. His time in "Ukraine" had put everything behind, he
lamented, and Heather had jumped to urge him to work as late as he
needed to. They didn't need to tour any more possible rentals, she
assured him. They already had plenty of good options to choose
from.

As they boarded the plane to take them home, Heather
couldn't help but marvel how so much could change in a week. The
flight here had been one of the happiest, most optimistic times in
her life, and now she felt like a walking shell.

"I can tell something's wrong," Troy said as they
crossed out over the North Sea. "I don't know what it is, but I can
tell. Just talk to me."

Heather shook her head. "I'm just in a mood. I
shouldn't be taking it out on you. I got a little homesick, maybe.
It's all just very intimidating. I'll get used to it."

She could tell Troy didn't entirely believe her
explanation, but he dropped it. She just needed air. She needed
time to think. She needed to know more about who she was sitting
next to. She had thought she knew, but what did she really
know?

It sickened her a bit to think she had committed to
four months in Germany with him. It was like the universe had
waited for her to take a chance, waited to lock her in, and then
promptly turned her dream into a living nightmare. It had taken
that incredible sense of freedom – that wonderful thought that they
could be together, forever, anywhere – and turned it into a prison
cell.

How was she ever going to get out of this? Did she
have the courage to get out of it? Did she want to? Wasn't there
any way to just go back to that blissful time only seven days ago,
when none of this existed? When the world was perfect? It seemed
like she could almost reach out and touch it.

But time only flowed one way. Going just a second
backwards was more insurmountable than a million years forward, and
that was just how it was.




Chapter Eleven







The Saturday afternoon sun was still bright and
cheerful in the sky as they landed, though for them the day had
started fifteen hours earlier. Heather managed to excuse herself
for the evening. She needed to unpack a bit before the week and get
a night's sleep in her own bed. Troy seemed to understand that she
needed space, and didn't bring up any plans for the following day.
Maybe he had things to take care of. She found she wasn't sure she
cared, either way.

She struggled to sleep that night, and gave up
entirely by 3 am. Who knew you could get so jetlagged in just five
days? Slowly the world woke up around her, and at nine the
following morning, her phone rang. She looked at it, mulling over
excuses before she saw it wasn't Troy's number. It was his
sister's.

"Hey," she said. "What's up?"

"Morning," Mary said brightly. "How was Hamburg?"

"Overwhelming," Heather admitted.

"I'll bet. But you'll settle in. It's probably good
that you got a chance to see what it's like before you're over
there for real."

"Yes, I think that's true."

"So I've got a proposition for you."

"A proposition?"

"Yep. You know that guy I met when I was out with you
before you left?"

"He seemed nice."

"I thought so, too. Anyways, it turns out he's a
biologist for the state wildlife management."

"That sounds very interesting."

"I'm glad you think so. How would you feel about
getting dragged along on a field trip?"

"A field trip?" Heather drew an idle circle on her
kitchen table. "I don't know. I'm still kind of unpacking. I'm
drained a bit from all the time zone stuff."

"This'll be good for you, then. They always say when
your body clock gets screwed up, the best thing to do is get out in
the sun so you can reset. It's to do with vitamin D or
something."

"You think I have a vitamin deficiency?"

"No, no, it's just healthy," Mary encouraged. "It
feels a bit weird to go alone. He and I just met. But if you're
along, it'll be super fun. Apparently every spring and fall, he
gets a group of volunteers and they go out and count tadpoles."

"They count tadpoles?" Heather repeated.

"Yeah. He says it's a really good way of measuring
the health of the ecosystem. That's what he told me, anyways. It
sounds like a blast. We'll whack around in the bushes and get all
muddy and count tadpoles. Tell me, isn't that a pretty good way to
spend a Sunday?"

The woman was simply too upbeat. There was no talking
with her.

"Alright," Heather relented.

If nothing else, it would get her out of the house
instead of stewing in her own thoughts. And this sounded like the
last thing in the world Troy would want to do, so it would give her
as good an excuse as any to get a little breathing room. And it'd
be good to get her mind off of things.

"You're in?" Mary's voice was jubilant.

"Yeah, why not. Where is all of this happening?"

"Great! We're meeting up at the trailhead at the
Bokachawnee Creek Wildlife Preserve. You know where that is?"

"No idea."

"Yeah, me neither. It's north, somewhere. If you want
to meet up at the commuter station in Brinkeville I can pick you
up."

"Sounds good."

"Say meet up at eleven?"

"Sure."

 


 


 


 


It was an unseasonably warm day, which was lucky as
it turned out. Heather and Mary got there early, arriving just as
Dr. Rick Haldeman, PhD pulled into the parking lot in a dusty State
Wildlife emblazoned pickup truck.

"Afternoon, ladies," he greeted them as he got out.
"Good day to go tadpoling, huh? We lucked out this year." He
offered his hand to Heather. "I don't think we've formally met. I'm
Rick."

Heather took it. His grip was strong and friendly and
his hand was rough and calloused.

"Heather," she stated.

"Mary tells me you love this kind of stuff."

Heather shot her a glance. "Of course," she agreed.
"Animal lover, that's me. Big and small. The slimier the
better."

"Well, you'll get your fair share," he grinned.
"We'll be a decent-sized group today, I think. Let me get some
things set up."

He dropped the tailgate and hauled out a large,
stamped-iron equipment case. After that was a duffel bag caked in
mud. He unzipped it to reveal an assortment of long rubber
boots.

"Waders," he explained, holding a pair up. "We
learned a while back most people don't have their own. Here, try
these on and see what fits." He handed Heather and Mary a pair
each. Heather stared at them in a bit of bewilderment, but Mary was
already pulling one on over her shoes.

"It's just like frog gigging," Mary explained
happily. "I just love that feeling of squelching mud under my feet
without having to deal with any of the mess."

Heather followed her lead. The boots smelled like
they had spent some time at the bottom of a pond.

Before long, they were joined by more volunteers.
Heather was amazed to see how many people turned out for something
like this. As far as she could tell, none of the others had been
guilted into this or were using it to try to get laid.

All in all, there were probably twenty or so as they
got under way. Rick climbed up into the tail bed to see over
them.

"Alright, everybody. Thanks for turning out. Most of
you know the drill, but for the newcomers, let's go over what it is
we're doing out here."

He held up a laminated photograph of a lumpy looking
teardrop.

"This is the tadpole stage of a Pickerel Frog, as it
should look at about 1 week old." He leaned down and passed it
around, followed by a stack of species identification cards. "We're
going to be doing our best to get an estimate of how many of these
little guys are currently swimming around these wetlands, and how
they're doing. We have seven target sites that we monitor annually.
We'll move as a group, and do our best to collect a representative
sample at each. We count 'em, swab 'em, and release 'em." He held
up buckets and small little nets. "You'll all get a bucket and a
net. We're all going to be very careful to do as little damage to
the wetlands as we can, using the established trails wherever
possible, and handling these tadpoles very carefully and never with
our bare skin. Alright?"

Their little crowd voiced its agreement.

"Fantastic. Let's go to work!" Rick hefted a pack and
led them into the woods, whistling cheerfully.

The work was hot, dirty, and demanding. They spent
most of their time in brackish water up to their knees, surrounded
by cattails and loosestrife and the heavy, clinging bows of trees
overhanging the low water. The air buzzed gently with the sound of
timid insects.

After they had spent about twenty minutes coaxing all
the little tadpoles they could find into buckets, they gathered
together for a count. Rick drew out a set of swabs, and tested each
little group for some kind of fungus. "Batrachochytrium
dendrobatidis," he explained. "It'll be the first sign this
population is at risk for Chytridiomycosis in this part of the
country. It's nasty stuff."

Heather had to admit the little lumps were cute.
Their narrow tails wriggled through the water, bumping them up
against the lip of the bucket as she tipped them back into the pond
she had retrieved them from.

"How's it going?" Mary asked Heather, coming back
with her own bucket.

"I'm surviving. How's Mr. hunky naturalist?"

"I've never seen anyone so enthusiastic about a
swamp. It's fun though, isn't it? And he's so in his element. I
like it. I was talking to one of the other couples. They come out
for this every year. Say it's always a blast."

"I bet."

Mary squatted down beside her. "You doing okay?"

"Yeah, why?"

"You seem down. I'd have thought you'd be talking my
ear off about everything you did the past week, and you've barely
said a peep."

Heather shrugged. "Don't worry about it. I'm glad to
see you having such a good time. Thanks for talking me into this.
I'm not entirely sure what I'm doing out here, but it's good."

"It is, isn't it? I think it is."

"He seems like a good guy."

"I'm really starting to think so."

On the trail to the last site, Heather found herself
walking slightly behind Mary and Rick. The tentative, slightly
nervous conversation, the light flirting, the splashes of laughter,
were touching. It was a cruel thing to have to listen to, in her
state of mind. It seemed like such a universe away, a universe she
could never get back to.

Mary had Rick talking about his work again.

"I love some good sample-taking," he was telling her
cheerfully. "I don't get to do enough field work these days. I used
to be just another staff grunt for the university up in Fort Bend.
Spent most of my days out in the woods. Now that I'm with the
state, they've managed to coop me up in an office. But at least I
get to do things like this every once in a while."

"It's really good. It's amazing how many people do
this every year."

"It's fantastic," he agreed. "It's the best way to
get people involved and invested in what we do. Just get them out
here. Just get them to experience first-hand what we're fighting
for. There's a lot of apathy, these days. Even people who care very
deeply about the damage we're doing to our natural environment
don't know what to do about it. They just get depressed and
overwhelmed and don't want to look at it."

"That's so sad."

"It is sad. It's no way to live. We have to tackle
the challenges of our day head on, armed with knowledge of the
facts. Science comes from good data, and good data comes from
people like you and me rolling up our sleeves and turning out to
figure out what's going on. A decision based on incomplete
information isn't a decision, it's a guess. The first thing anyone
ever does is find the facts."

"That's true. That's very wise."

He laughed. "That's not something people call me. I
just mean that there's a lot there worth saving. You just have to
look for it with open eyes. You can't disengage. You can't try to
ignore. First and foremost you have to know where you stand."

"Well, I just think it's great to get to be a part of
this."

Heather followed along numbly, slipping back into her
own thoughts.

 


 


 


 


She next saw on Troy Monday night, and by then, she
had gotten over her cowardice. She knew it couldn't go on like
this. When the opportunity came, she'd tell him she knew something
was going on. As the evening unfolded, Heather forced herself to
look at the man in front of her and see him for who he was,
everything that had drawn her to him. Everything she loved.

Several times she started to work up the courage,
only for the topic to change or the mood to shift. Maybe she was
stalling. But at last, she managed to say the words:

"Troy, I have something I've been meaning to ask
you."

But before he could answer, his phone went off. He
checked the ID. The look on his face said it was important.

"Take it," Heather said. "It's fine."

"It'll be quick."

He stepped across the hallway into his office. He
pushed the door shut behind him, but it snagged on the rug and
stopped an inch from closed. Heather noticed, her curiosity piqued,
and moved closer to the door.

Troy's voice was muffled, but bits and pieces were
clear. "Tomorrow? We'll have to keep it short," he said at one
point. "You know this is a risky time for me, especially here back
in the states. I really shouldn't be in the same room as you, let
alone at ... Yes, I know. I know. If it has to be. Alright."

Heather sucked in her breath. So, that was that.
Whatever was going on was here, too. This secrecy had not stayed on
the other side of the ocean. It wasn't about a secret rendezvous in
Central America or a den in Germany. It insisted on invading even
this little home. It pervaded everything, and there was – really,
truly, finally – no running from it.

But also no sense missing this opportunity.

After a minute, Troy returned. "Sorry," he said. "It
was just some work stuff. What is it you wanted to ask me?"

"Oh, ah, that's right. I was going to ask you
something," she stammered. "Would you believe I've forgotten what
it was?"

He laughed. "It's pretty late. Maybe we should take
that as a sign to retire."

In the morning, they sat together in the limo, en
route to drop her off at work. She surreptitiously fiddled with her
phone. Call forwarding on. Silence the ringer. Switch on the GPS
receiver. When Troy was turned, she slipped the little device up
under the seat, back by the adjustment mechanism, where it might be
able to pass unnoticed for days. However long it took.

At work, she pulled up her lost phone service and
left it on in the background of her laptop. She was past worry at
what she might find. She was past guilt at how she might find it.
She looked at the world clearly, through a perfect lens, a perfect
calm.

The tracking provided nothing, at least during that
first workday. Every time she checked it, at intervals of five
minutes, the beacon showed the same place. It was the offsite
parking of Troy's offices. Troy was at work, the limo was
waiting.

If he took a different car, she would never know. But
she had known Troy long enough to know that even he had his
peculiar creature habits. He liked that particular limo, arrayed
with all the equipment of a mobile office, to take him wherever he
needed to go.

They didn't have plans for that evening, and she
watched as he left the office a little after eight, weaving through
the congested grid of the downtown towards the Williams Tower.

She set the laptop open on the table of her
apartment, distracting herself with cooking. Dumplings from
scratch. She rolled the soft dough, pressing down into it over and
over again, until it was almost transparent in her fingers. The
sauce bubbled gently behind her as she worked, and the blinking
light across the room provided no answers, no comfort or threat.
Simple, ongoing nothingness.

By ten, she was ready to admit defeat for the day. It
would take as long as it took. She was disappointed. The call had
made it sound like something would be happening today, but either
she misheard, or he hadn't been driven there. The thought that
whoever it was might have come to him – even at his apartment,
might even be there now – was uncomfortable to think about it.

But then, just then, just as she picked the unhelpful
computer up to shut it for the night, she noticed it. She looked
closer. The limo wasn't stationary in the garage below the
building. It was circling the block. Troy had called it out.

She sat watching it circle for another fifteen
minutes. Something was holding Troy up. It was mesmerizing, that
little loop. It would circle, pausing each time at the loading zone
for the allowed limit, completing its circuit about once every five
minutes.

It took a full twenty-five minutes from when she
first noticed the circling for the limo to set off. The little
light began drifting across the map, along the narrow streets of
the city, making fast time. It finally came to rest in a parking
garage at Wilmington and Blake.

It was a standalone garage, without much overnight
parking. The building itself provided no clues, and she went back
to the map to study the area. It took her a couple minutes before
she saw it.

It was just a small label, almost too small to see
within the larger complex. 'CIA Clerical Offices' it read above the
southern side of the larger building door. Yes, there it was, right
across the street from the limo's dot.

The rush of dread and nausea was immediate. She had
gotten so caught up in this little theory that Troy was cheating on
her that she had lost sight of the bigger picture – the bigger
danger.

He was still working with the intelligence community.
He was still everything he had said he had left behind.

Everything about Troy's past – knowing that he had
broken laws, violated international sanctions, probably gotten
people killed – was something she had slowly come to accept under
the belief that it was ancient history. Done and over – a series of
mistakes that he regretted with every fiber of his being. How else
could a sane person stay sane knowing all of that? And it had been
so easy to believe it, because when she had looked into his eyes it
had been written so plainly on his face. He was terrified of that
part of him and never wanted to face it again. At least, that's
what she had thought she had seen there.

But it wasn't true. Or at least, it wasn't now,
anyhow. She didn't yet know what this meant, exactly. She didn't
know whether he had never left it behind, or if he had recently
been sucked back in. It didn't matter. He was a criminal or a thug
or worse.

It would have been easy – safe, smart, prudent even –
to just disappear. Troy was dangerous, a danger to himself and
everybody around him.

But fear wasn't what was making her chest feel tight.
It wasn't fear that had her fists clenched so tightly that her
fingers were digging painfully into her palms.

It was betrayal.

This feeling was betrayal. What a strange reaction it
was. Even in the moment, she could acknowledge that betrayal was
not what she should be feeling.

He had told her he loved her because she was the
first person that allowed him to think he could get past it, atone
for it, leave it behind. She was the first person who knew him,
truly knew him, and thought he could still be a good man.

And now he was back. He was giving it up. For what,
she couldn't guess. She remembered that moment of vulnerability,
that look in his eyes as he had said, "maybe that's all I'll ever
be, maybe that's the only place I'll ever belong, maybe that's the
only place I won't feel like an imposter."

But Heather had stayed. She had stayed, and she had
listened, and she had told him that he wasn't that man anymore. And
it seemed, in a wonderful, beautiful moment, like it was she,
Heather, who made him believe it. She, Heather, had played a little
part in rescuing him. She, Heather, had mattered in his life.

And now he had gone back? Had she failed him? Had he
failed her? Was this her fault?

She should have run. She should have disappeared. She
should have forgotten the name Troy Baldwin and the way he made her
feel when he held her on a cold night or looked at her with those
perfect steel eyes. She should have lived her life, taken her
lesson and the hurt and the pain, and moved on.

And the last thing in the world that she should have
done was get dressed, get her keys, put on her coat.




Chapter Twelve







After it was over, it was very hard to remember. She
didn't remember calling a cab. She didn't remember giving the
address of the parking garage. She didn't even remember getting
there, or paying the fare, or searching up two floors until she saw
the familiar long, white shape parked in the corner. She couldn't
remember whether she was afraid of getting hurt, or if she cared if
she did, or even if she hoped for it. It was all just hard to
remember.

But she remembered that the garage was immense and
dark and cold. Blank, cruel concrete seemed to stretch out in hard
lines in all directions. Even the white bands of paint stood out
like teeth in the feeble halogen twilight.

And she remembered the two men stood in the shadows.
Troy was one of them.

"Troy," she said.

He looked up and saw her. His face was too deep in
shadows to read its expression. "Heather. What are you doing
here?"

Suddenly, she didn't know what to say. She didn't
know how to put anything into words. The anger and the hurt and the
confusion, and quite frankly the uncertainty. She knew nothing, it
turned out. She knew so very, very little about him.

He had always been sure to keep it that way.

"I – I wanted to know what's been going on," she
answered at last.

"You followed me?"

Heather pointed to the limo. "I dropped my cell phone
under the seat."

"This isn't what it looks like."

She had found the certainty to laugh. "What a fucking
line, Troy."

The man Troy had been talking with stepped forward.
He was smaller than Troy, with a short beard and a hard, cynical
face. "Is this something that needs to happen now?" the man
asked.

"The lie's been going on long enough," Heather said.
"It won't take long to put it away now."

"Troy, can you get this woman out of here?" the man
asked. "We've got a problem on our hands."

Troy considered him a moment, drawing in a breath in
the darkness. "Heather, we need to talk about this. I never wanted
you to find out. I wanted to keep you safe."

"Keep me safe?" Hurt was giving way to anger. "That
must be why you had me followed then. Nice and safe, with your goon
in Hamburg making sure I stayed out of your hair or anyone else's.
What I fool I was to be scared by it, Troy. What a fool I was to
care at all!"

"Followed?" Troy repeated blankly.

"In Hamburg. Don't play dumb. You're a lot sloppier
than you think you are. You think you've got two more brains than
anybody else, but the truth is, Troy, you've just got two more
egos."

"I didn't -"

"We did," the man behind him cut in. "You think we
let our assets run around Europe unsurveilled?"

Troy rounded on him. "What is she talking about?"

The man shrugged. "Like she said. We had a tail in
Hamburg. You never know what it might turn up. The agency never
minds a bit of extra information that might come in handy down the
line. Interesting little secrets, things that keep people
cooperative."

Even in the darkness, Heather could see Troy's eyes
flash with anger. "Mitchell, you shut your mouth. And if you go
anywhere near her again, I'll -"

"Now's a funny time to get protective," Heather cut
him off. "That can go for you, too, Troy, if this is the life
you're going back to. You can stay the hell away from me, too."

Troy turned to her, a look of sudden helplessness in
his eyes. "You don't understand," he said. "I don't know how to
make you understand."

"I understand plenty. And I need you to understand,
Troy. I love you because of who you can be. You can be a good,
generous, caring man. But you've done too much wrong. If you go
back to it, I know I'm no good for you, and you're certainly no
good for me."

"I'm trying to be," he said. "But this is what I had
to do."

"Tell yourself that all you want," Heather shot back.
"I know you've told yourself that for a decade. But when you
remember how much you hate it, and how much you hate yourself for
it, don't expect me to be there to pick up the pieces again."

He looked at her, the look on his face showed him
realizing how little there was to say. "Just talk to me about it,"
he said. "I should have told you everything, you're right. I should
have told you everything from the beginning."

"You should do whatever you want, Troy," she said, a
sense of final, utter defeat coming over her. "Maybe I never really
deluded myself into thinking I mattered to you. I just thought,
maybe, you were changing because you wanted it for yourself."

And she turned and she left.




Chapter Thirteen







After it was all said and done, after a long
sleepless night, Heather had gone home. Not her home, but to home,
home.

It was a little house in Pickford. The lawn was just
coming into its own for the season, standing up – lush and green. A
familiar old Toyota was parked under the tarp awning against the
garage. The stunted little crabapple tree on the property line was
starting to flower. The southern wall of the house would need
repainting soon. She remembered helping put the previous coat on,
the summer before starting college. She remembered the long, hot
days on a ladder, white flecks speckling her tanned hands. The
world had seemed so big back then. Even their little town had
seemed so very large and open and full of possibilities.

Her mother opened the door and took her in. The guest
room was waiting empty. Clean sheets were on the bed in a minute,
and a hot breakfast was on a plate twenty minutes later. Heather
wasn't hungry, but the sight of the food on that old familiar
ceramic, patterned with little squares, was what had finally
allowed her to cry.

Marianne Crawley didn't ask what was wrong. It was
easy enough to see that that would come in time, if it needed to.
For now it was just quiet. By late morning Heather was asleep, not
to wake before dinner.

They didn't ask how long she'd stay, anymore than why
she was there. After a day, Heather was ready to talk, but only in
the broadest outlines. It was easier to let it rest. Even she
didn't really know what had happened. Even she was still deeply
confused.

The confusion, even desperate curiosity, lurked there
under miles of hurt, but for the moment at least she had learned
the price for asking too many questions. What did any of it matter
now, anyways? All that was left was to pick up the pieces and
forget. Life had been good enough before Troy. Life would be good
enough after him, too. Anybody with any sense at all could have
seen to look at it that it wasn't a lasting thing, and not lasted
was exactly what it had done.

It was one thing to lose the man you loved. It was
another thing entirely to be unsure if he had ever existed in the
first place. In moments, it felt like she had shared an incredible
life with a dream – with a projection – and in an instant the dream
had shattered and she was left alone, a million shared memories
with a phantom.

After another day, she had managed to move her mind
to other things, at least for a few thankful minutes at a time. Her
father had driven her to pick some work things up from her
apartment, a three hour round trip. The drive was quiet, the long
miles of freeway passing by out the window. But once the papers
were secured, it was good to have something to occupy her thoughts.
It was more important now than ever that she get this right. The
more she convinced herself that the work was life and death, the
easier it was to shut out the rest of the world and the rest of her
life.

Nicole had called, and Heather felt guilty about not
calling her back. Mary, too, had left her a message at some
point.

But she spent the next two days submerged in work,
going over old account forms and interview transcripts and sales
spreadsheets. The dumb opaqueness of her problem was a useful
stand-in for all the other problems in the world for which there
was no good answer.

Sensing a safer topic by which to reach out to her
daughter, Heather's mother took to popping in and sitting by the
old desk she had cleared of her yarn collection to give Heather a
place to work.

"What is it exactly you want done?" she asked at one
point.

Heather shook her head. "I'm not at that stage yet.
First I have to show there's a problem that needs to be fixed."

"I thought you already knew there was a problem."

"But the numbers say different, or at least they seem
to. And that's all the company will care about in the end. That's
why it's so important that I find what they're missing. I have to
figure out why none of what I've heard in interviews and surveys
shows up in the sales data."

Her mother nodded quietly. She was supportive to a
fault, but the expression on her face had a tinge of doubt. Heather
knew all too well what it sounded like. It sounded like she was on
a wild goose chase for something that wasn't there.

But it helped to have someone to talk about it with.
After the day was finished, she would go on for half an hour over
dinner. At first it was just repetition: going over and over the
old data, just to feel like something mattered. Then she started to
see the places she had missed before. And then, little by little,
it started to make sense. By the end of Thursday, it was shouting
at her from the page.

Her mother had poked her head into the room to see
what the sudden noise was, and Heather hauled her inside with an
excited grip.

"I figured it out," she was crowing. "It's so stupid.
You won't believe how stupid it is."

Her mother looked taken aback. "Why don't you tell me
about it," she said carefully.

"We're selling exactly as much of this equipment as
we'd expect to if diagnoses of that class of diseases were stable.
But they're not. They've been going up for a decade."

"I'm not following, honey. Try to say it slower."

"Basically, more people are getting sick."

"Alright."

"But the number of people being treated isn't going
up."

"It isn't?"

"No. There's a rising demand for the kind of doctors
who use our equipment to treat those people, but the amount of our
equipment actually getting sold and being used has stayed pretty
much on par with everything else. A smaller and smaller proportion
of these people are getting the care they need."

"That's awful. Because of the things you've been
talking about?"

"Exactly. Mitchell Medical is suffocating its
customer base. Doctors have to take fewer and fewer of those cases,
and in a lot of situations they're getting out of the specialty
altogether."

"But the numbers never showed that? Aren't they
supposed to track who's buying from you and who stops?"

"They are. That's the problem. It's what they call
the retention rate. But when you look at how they're actually
compiling these numbers, they only count the medical practices that
were buying from us and then went to buy from one of our
competitors. They ignore practices that get out of the specialty
entirely. These are algorithms that they wrote to track tongue
depressors, not million dollar magnetic imagers. In a lot of these
product lines, we don't have a competitor, or just one other. So
basically, the retention rates for that division are completely
meaningless. It's absolutely crazy that they were doing this, but
I've checked it ten times. It really is that stupid a mistake."

"So this is the link between the sales figures and
the interviews you've been looking for, then. That's why they don't
match up."

"Exactly. The company's been raising the prices and
extorting our smaller buyers, and then justifying it by saying the
retention rate is high and sales growth is on par with industry
average. But neither of those numbers mean anything."

"And that's a good thing, right?"

"Well, it's not good that it's happening, but now
that I see what's actually going on, maybe that means it can be
changed – maybe that it has to change."

"Wonderful. I'm so happy to hear that."

Heather sat back with a flush of victory. "I know it
sounds small. I shouldn't be so happy to find out that the company
I work for is losing money or that more people are getting
sick."

"No, I can tell how important it is."

"Year after year, I had to deal with these doctors
just trying to do right by their patients, and I would put in to
secure them a lower price for their lease. And it always came back
denied, and my bosses would say it was just part of the business.
Over and over and over again it happened like this, and it felt ...
well, I don't know how to describe how it felt. But I wasn't wrong.
They were wrong. Now I can show that. They really were wrong. I was
right. I just ... I just had to think outside the box. It's really
amazing how blind people can be, if they get locked into one way of
thinking. You just have to ... you just have to open yourself up to
you don't know ... "

Heather's mother patted her shoulder, and Heather
hugged her.

"Supper'll be in a half hour," she said.

"Of course," Heather agreed. "Let me just jot this
off and I'll be down to help."

 


 


 


 


By the time a week had passed, Heather could go
entire minutes without thinking about Troy. Sometimes she could
even go half an hour, and only when her concentration broke would
she remember why there was a permanent pit in the bottom of her
stomach and why she kept catching movement out of the corner of her
eye, turning with dread for something that was never there.

Troy's calls had lessened by now. At first he had
called her constantly, unspokenly insistent that she pick up. But
in the past few days, he had taken to calling once per day,
precisely at 7. She recognized the gesture as his own little show
of respect. If she wanted to talk to him, she knew when she'd have
the opportunity. But she had no idea if she wanted to take it – if
she'd ever want to take it.

Mary's calls, on the other hand, had grown more
insistent. She, unlike her brother, left voicemails. Let's just get
you out and doing something, she'd try. How about a coffee or a
lunch or something?

Heather knew her refuge in her childhood home
couldn't last forever. At some point she'd need to go back. But
going back meant, in some way, accepting that life would go on
without Troy. She wasn't quite ready. She might tell herself she
was ready, but she knew deep down that she wasn't.

But taking Mary up on her offer seemed like a safe
first step, a way to enter back into the world of the living
without facing the full brunt of its banality and lonely,
uncomforting routine.

The place of choice was a cafe in Brighton. They sat
on the patio, in pleasant, dappled shade. Vines grew up the walls
and beams beside them as they sipped from sweating glasses of ice
water.

"Well, anyways, the deal cratered when the wife found
out," Mary was saying.

"She didn't like the idea?"

"Something about her medium told her never to live in
a home where someone had died."

"That seems like difficult advice to follow."

Mary shrugged. "She was a bit of a kook on all
accounts. In the end she convinced her husband they needed
something bigger, so the real result was a fatter commission on my
end. I wasn't about to complain."

Heather laughed. "Sounds like you owe that medium a
thank you."

"Yeah, I guess so. I'll pass it along through my
great uncle."

They lapsed into silence, smiles taking a while to
fade.

"Have you talked to Troy?" Heather asked at last.

"A little. Not much. He didn't sound very happy. He
just told me you two weren't in communication, and that he'd
managed to fuck it up."

"Those are the words he used?"

"Yeah."

Heather was quiet for a minute, stirring the chunks
of ice around her glass.

"I'll say this for my brother," Mary said. "He's not
the easiest person to get close to, and even harder to understand.
And I'm sure I don't know anything about what's gone on. But you
two really seemed to care about each other."

"Yeah," Heather agreed a little darkly. "That was the
way it seemed. Maybe it's not as hard to fake as you always
assume."

Mary considered her for a minute. "It's pretty damn
hard to fake, Heather."

Heather shrugged.

"I'm just sorry, is all I mean. You two seemed really
good together. I can't remember the last time I saw him so happy.
It's been a decade, probably, since I last saw him like that."

Mary seemed to realize she'd worded that strangely,
and closed her mouth. But Heather had already been pricked by the
thorn. "Like when he used to go down to Central America a lot?"

Mary pretended not to realize what she'd said.
"That's right, now that I think about it. Somewhere around then.
More than a decade, that would make it. 2005. I guess it stands to
reason you already know it all, anyways."

"I found a picture in his things. I never ... never
got around to asking him about it. I'm far from knowing it all.
That was very clearly how he liked it."

Mary nodded understandingly, ready to let it
drop.

But Heather wasn't quite as ready. "What happened?"
she asked.

"What do you mean?"

"What happened in 2005?" She wasn't sure why she was
asking the question. How could it possibly matter? It seemed absurd
that after the heartbreak and torture of the past 7 days, the first
emotion that came into her when she heard Troy's name was that she
missed him. Talking about him, painful as it was, almost made him
feel like he was there.

"I don't actually know anything. Troy was gone in
those days. We never knew what he did or even where he was living.
Somewhere in Louisiana, I think, but the rare times he came to
visit it was always on a flight from New York or London or ...
wherever, Mexico City or somewhere. Guatemala City was one of them.
He often seemed jaded, even angry. But something changed. It was
only one visit, but between one visit and the next. He was
completely different. Generous, kind, forgiving. Happy. He was in
love. You could just tell, in a way. He'd be the last person in the
world you'd expect to wear it on his sleeve, but it was so obvious,
if you knew him. It was kind of touching, really, how obvious it
was."

"What happened?"

"I don't know that either. He went away again, and
next time we saw him, everything was back worse than before. Much
worse. He seemed dead. Before then, even if he wasn't always the
most cheerful, there was always a tremendous energy about him. He
was always doing something, he was always having ideas. I think he
used to get into so much trouble just because it was fun. But
suddenly he wasn't like that anymore. The next time he came back
and it was like the entire world was on his shoulders. And he
stayed that way for a very long time. It really wasn't until you,
Heather, that I could see he was still alive in there. You did
that. You changed him. I don't know what he did wrong, or stupid or
worse, but if you think he didn't care about you or that you didn't
matter, you couldn't be more wrong."

Heather chewed that over, looking at the sister of
the man she loved, the woman she had formed a fragile friendship
with over the past few months. The woman looked back at her, not a
trace of doubt in her face. Heather envied her certainty more than
anything in the world. She envied that sense of right and wrong –
true and untrue. It was such a seductive world. But could she allow
herself to believe it? Did she dare?

It might be too late for all of that.




Chapter Fourteen







The conversation with Mary gnawed at her that
evening. Heather would have denied it, of course. She wasn't
thinking about Troy, she told herself. It was funny that after
months of allowing her life to revolve around someone, in the space
of a day he could become taboo to think about. She wasn't
thinking about him. He was in the past, and she was thinking about
the future.

That was why she was going to sleep tonight in pink
flannel sheets with little horses on the pillowcases – because she
was handling this all with great maturity.

But so what? So she still thought about him. So she
wondered who that woman had been despite all the times telling
herself she shouldn't care. So she wondered whether he had been
lying to her all along about the crimes he had left behind, or if
something had happened that had dragged him back in. So, so, so
...

The following day was a Saturday. A really beautiful,
gorgeous weekend day far nicer than it had any right to be. It
seemed completely irresponsible of the universe to waste such a
lovely day on her when she was so wrapped up in her own head. She
couldn't exactly box up the nice weather and store it in a closet
until she could make use of it.

"Heather, take a real portion," her father said to
her as they sat around the small kitchen table for lunch. "If you
say you're not that hungry for a little while, fine. But you can't
keep eating like that after a week."

Heather poked at the six little rotinis of her pasta
salad, trying to demonstrate that they actually took up a lot of
space on her plate until she could no longer keep a straight face
and had to laugh at her own absurdity. She spooned more onto her
dish and got a bowl of reheated soup. "How's that?"

"Better. What's the point of a visit from our
daughter if she won't even help eat some of this incredible food
your mother's always making too much of?"

"I was being selfish," Heather agreed
apologetically.

"And not just for that. You also haven't taken me up
on my offer to –" but he was cut off by a knock on the door. He
glanced at his wife. "Were you expecting anyone?"

"I wasn't. Maybe it's Marjorie." Marianne Crawley got
up and went out to the front hall. The door opened, and she heard
her mother stammering.

"You must be Mrs. Crawley."

It was the voice that had been echoing in Heather's
head for a week. It was the voice that had melted her to pieces so
many times. It was the voice that had ripped her heart out.

She was at the threshold of the back hall in a
breath. She could just see Troy standing in the doorway,
introducing himself to her mother. He was immaculate, infuriatingly
breath-taking, even now when she hated him more than anything.

"I – um, yes, I'm Marianne Crawley. I'm – what can –
that is, I think you're the one we've been hearing about."

Troy smiled a little hesitantly, guessing that 'what
she'd been hearing about' included some not particularly nice
things. "Well, one can never really put too much stock in hearsay,
Mrs. Crawley. There's a lot that tends to get left out. For
example, Heather never told me what a lovely home you have."

"Oh, well, thank you," Marianne stammered.

"What she did tell me, however, was that her parents
were two very upstanding people who've devoted their careers to
education, and that if I ever met them I'd be very hard-pressed to
seem respectable by comparison."

He had something in his hand. A bouquet of number two
pencils. He proffered it with great humility.

"You ... shouldn't have," Heather's mother said in
polite confusion.

Heather tried to stop herself, but she couldn't. She
laughed. She couldn't believe he had remembered. It had just been a
little, one-off joke, a half-serious attempt to put him on edge
about eventually meeting her parents, make him intimidated by
something in her life, the way just about everything about
him intimidated her. It had been months ago. But here he was
carrying it out.

Troy glanced up and caught her eye but said
nothing.

"Is that a STGT?" Her father had emerged from the
kitchen, pointing out the window to a sleek two-door in front of
the house.

"It's not in the way, is it?" Troy asked. "I didn't
want to block the drive."

"That's the test car for the compression-ignition
system Mazda's been developing," her father went on, as if not
hearing him. "It's a gasoline engine that runs almost like a
diesel. It's a really incredible feat of engineering."

"You've been following the progress?" Troy seemed
surprised.

"Just a little here and there. I was telling my
students about it the other day during our thermodynamics
review."

"Oh, that's right. Heather mentioned you taught
physics. You might enjoy meeting a friend of mine who's overseeing
that project."

"That would be incred- ouch!" Jack had just been
elbowed somewhat forcefully by his wife. "Oh, well, maybe there'll
be a chance to talk about it another time."

"I can't promise our daughter will see you," Marianne
said.

Heather knew her week of hiding was over. "It's okay,
Mom. I think he and I should talk."

Heather's mother glanced around and saw Heather had
joined them. "Of course."

Heather slipped past her mother and guided Troy out
onto the porch, closing the door behind them.

She turned to him, the smile on her face fading.
"What are you doing here, Troy?" she asked.

"I've been looking for you."

"I guess you must have been. I was pretty sure I
wasn't being followed this time."

Troy winced. "I – I don't have anything to say to
that. If I'd known that was happening ... " he seemed to run
aground. "I had a lot to say," he tried to explain. "It all seemed
very reasonable in my head."

"And now it doesn't?"

He sighed. "Now I'm just trying to remember why I'm
not an asshole."

"You know, I was having the opposite problem. I have
to remind myself all the reasons I hate you every few hours, but it
somehow refuses to take. It'd be ... it'd be a lot easier if I
could just keep hating you."

He looked away.

"You want to walk?" Heather asked, gesturing out
beyond the yard.

"Sure," he agreed.

 


 


 


 


The first few minutes they just walked. She would
have thought she'd hate the sound of his footsteps beside hers, the
sound of him not talking. But it felt good. She didn't need to hear
why just yet. Another minute. Sometimes she could forget it was all
so complicated, and just ... accept that she had missed him, missed
him more than she had ever missed anyone, and just wanted to have
the man she'd known two weeks ago back.

"I believed what you told me," Troy said at last. "I
believed you when you said I was better than where I came from,
that I'd left it behind. It was the first time I ever let myself
believe it."

"But it wasn't enough," she finished for him.

"It was more than enough. I was ready to let it go. I
am ready to let it go."

"But it's been going on all this time?" She couldn't
bear to think what 'it' was. She could only hope this entire
conversation could go without ever getting more specific.

"Heather, I ... " he slowed, fell silent. He was
looking up at the sky when she turned to him, his eyes passing over
the immense azure arc above them, with that passing expression that
we all get sometimes. How small I am, he seemed to be thinking.
"There was something else that pushed me away from all of that. Ten
years ago, I mean. It was something else that woke me up, and made
me want to change."

"Ten years ago," Heather repeated in confirmation.
"For a while now I've been getting this funny idea that something
happened ten years ago."

Troy nodded. "Her name was Andrea."

"And you loved her."

"Very much."

Heather digested the name. "What happened?"

He let out a long, tortured breath. "I thought I
could protect the people I cared about. I was wrong."

"You were wrong," she repeated. It took her a moment
to understand him. "Something happened to her."

"She was killed. I had talked some of her family into
going into business with me. That was how she and I met. I don't
think the men who killed her even knew who she was. She was just in
her father's home when the cartel ... " he didn't finish, couldn't
finish. Heather put a hand on his arm, and after a minute he took
it into his own and held it. "I felt like I ruled the world and
that I could do anything I wanted. I was just a naive kid playing
games with some of the most dangerous people in the world. But ...
I wasn't the one who paid for it. Andrea was. She never hurt
anyone, and then she was gone. Killed by strangers, while I was
halfway around the world. She had just turned twenty."

"I'm so sorry, Troy."

"I'm not the one who deserves your sympathy. I killed
her. She and her mother and her father and her brothers are dead
because I thought I could do anything."

Heather fell silent.

"I went insane, after it happened. I couldn't accept
it. I got this desperate idea in my head that if I could just bring
the people who had done it to justice, whatever that word meant ...
I went back to the CIA, crazy to get to them. And we got them. Two
of them, anyways. One got away."

She could sense something in his voice. "Who got
away?"

"He was a Venezuelan. He ran arms for the cartel, and
was the one who pushed for the killing. His name was Miguel
Caldera. He didn't know who I was, but he knew that the family was
doing business with someone else."

"And he never got caught?"

"I found him. The CIA and the Venezuelan government
were going to help me extract him. I just had to set eyes on him,
and they could call in the helicopters. So I sent word that I had
acquired a decommissioned diesel submarine. A man in his line of
work would kill ten times over to get a hand on a submarine like
that. I sent word ahead, along with a set of schematics the CIA
gave me. I didn't check them. I just ... it was a stupid mistake. A
stupid, stupid mistake. The model in the schematics had never had a
vessel decommissioned. He smelled foul and set up an ambush. Two
men I worked with were killed, and he got away.

"I blamed it all on the agency. I've never lost
control the way I did then. I've never felt so powerless. But in
the end, there was only one thing to accept – I didn't hate those
men as much as I hated myself. I ... I came close to ending it.
Very close. But somehow I never quite did it. I remade myself,
tried to become a different person. I suppose in some ways I've
been trying to kill the man who let Andrea die ever since."

Heather chewed her lip, her feet treading the rolling
sidewalk thoughtlessly beside Troy's own. "But in the end you
couldn't let him go."

"It just seemed ... I know I'll never forgive myself
for what happened. But at some point, if I'd done all that I could
do, then I could at least move on. But as long as there was
something I could be doing – as long as there was that one last
person out there who had ordered the killing, then I couldn't let
it go. It would be selfish to try to move on without doing
everything that should have been done. And then, a few months ago,
my old partner tracked me down. Caldera resurfaced, and with my
help the agency could get him – extradite him back to Guatemala and
put him on trial. They just ... they needed my help."

"You should have told me."

He nodded. "That would have been the right thing to
do."

"Did you think I'd leave you?"

He sighed. "I just couldn't stand to think of it
touching you. Either you'd leave or you'd stay, but you'd know. And
if you knew, it would get to you. That's just the way things work.
If you know something, it finds you. And you'd get hurt. Do you
understand what I'd do to stop that? I can't let that happen. I
can't ever let that happen. I told myself early on, when we were
just getting to know each other, that I wasn't going to ... that I
was done letting people get hurt. Even if it meant never letting
you in. Even if it meant never ... " he trailed off.

Things were slipping into place. She didn't know
whether she was angry or sad – whether she hated him or loved him
or resented him. What would she do, if she had experienced all
that? It seemed ten lifetimes that he had lived.

"You can't take responsibility for other people like
that, Troy," she said at last.

"I suppose not."

"I can get myself hurt if I want to."

He looked at her. She slipped a hand into his,
shifting a little so she was against his side, her cheek only an
inch from his shoulder.

"Are you done with it?" she asked.

"Yes, it's done now," he said. "Caldera's being
processed for extradition in Kabul tomorrow. I did what they
needed, and now I'm done."

"And that's the whole story?"

"That's it."

She considered it a long moment, letting her cheek
rest against his shoulder. "I guess I'm crazy for trusting you,
huh?"

"I certainly wouldn't."

"Well, I think you might not be as good a judge of
character as I am."

He cracked a smile. It seemed to come from very far
away, but at last it was there, radiating out through those soft,
untamable, enigmatic lips. "Is that so?"

She should hate him, she reminded herself one last
time. But all she could think was that smile outshone the sun. No
one else, no one on earth or any other place, could make her feel
like this.

Slowly, little by little, she felt the grin
reflecting on her own face. "That's right," she agreed. "But I'll
help you along. Maybe it won't take too many years before you see
what I see." She slipped her hand fully into his, savoring that
warm strength of his fingers, the smooth contact of his skin. "I
can be patient, though."

 


 


 


 


Heather had stopped paying attention to where they
were going long ago. The endless sprawl of green-lawned suburbia
seemed the perfect place to get lost, for a few hours.

They returned to Heather's parents home as night was
falling. Troy's hand felt easy and strong and comforting around
hers. There was a cast to the sky as the light faded around them,
deep and full, streaks of warm gold fading into the purple of
twilight.

Heather properly introduced Troy to her parents. They
took to him instantly, to Heather's surprise. But then, she should
never be surprised when it came to Troy.

His mother insisted he stay the night. "It's an hour
and a half back to that part of the city," she declared. "You can't
make a drive like that after it's already dark out."

Heather felt the need to point out that it really
didn't take that long if you owned a personal helicopter that had
flown you directly in to the local car service, but the matter
seemed settled and no additional evidence was being accepted.

Dinner was a delicious, of course. Her mother must
have snuck out to the store after Troy's arrival, because there
certainly hadn't been the makings of whole roast duck in the house
last Heather had checked.

After dinner, her parents were hosting a deacons
meeting, and Heather and Troy slipped away to where they wouldn't
disturb the discussion about replacing the handicap ramp behind the
choir room. They wound up back out on the porch, on the porch
swing, glasses of ice tea sweating in the mild evening air. It was
all very quiet, and all very still. Heather was still digesting
everything Troy had told her, trying to reconcile it with what he
had put her through over the past couple weeks.

It felt like the final veil had been drawn away. The
rawness of the emotion was sharp, intense, even painful. But that
was his reality. That was what he had been shielding her from – but
it was better this way. It was much, much better this way.

She ran a hand down his arm, feeling the tenseness of
the muscle. Her fingers wound in against his palm. Slowly, his hand
opened, and took hers. It felt like an arm that could have held up
the world, but right now all she needed it to do was stay still.
She placed a soft kiss against his skin.

"I'm here," is all she said.

"Me, too," he agreed with a soft smile – surprised
and bittersweet. "Maybe we could have been here all along."

"It takes time."

"I suppose it does."

They were quiet for a long time. It was almost ten as
the various church deacons trouped out into the night. Heather's
parents headed to bed, but neither Heather nor Troy were tired.

"So this is where you grew up?" Troy asked. "I guess
I wasn't really paying that much attention to the neighborhood
earlier."

"Yeah, I guess so. We moved here when I was still
pretty little. I don't really remember much about the house we
lived in before this one, so this is where I'll always think of. Do
you want to see a little bit of it?"

And so they took another walk. Troy wanted to see the
sights and sounds that she remembered as a girl. At one point it
brought her to tears – nothing in particular, maybe: The emotions
of the past week, and of the afternoon, but most of all just how
good it felt to show him these secret little parts of herself that
no one had really cared to ask about before.

The air was cool and quiet. It felt like the perfect,
quintessential late spring evening. Heather pointed out each
invisible landmark as they walked, a million little secrets with
meaning only for her. "I fell off my bike there, coming around that
corner," she explained. "There was a little bit of gravel washed
down from a construction site when they were building that green
house on the corner there." She showed him the scar running down
her left calf, almost invisible now after all the years.

"And that was the house of my best friend in
elementary school. Her family moved when we were twelve. We used to
tie little colored yarn braids onto the tree branches in the woods
behind her house. They've cut it all down now, I guess. We called
it our forest kingdom." She laughed. "We even had a government.
Most of our committee meetings were about decoration and who we
would allow in, but no one ever tried to get in anyways. The
headquarters were in a little dip in the land that was out of sight
of the trail people walked on, so it really was our little
place."

By midnight, every house on the block had gone dark.
The quiet, suburban world had gone to sleep for the night, and
Heather and Troy were left alone on the earth, together in a way
they had never been before. Eventually, it was time to make their
way back to the house, knowing in the morning they would go back to
the city and everything would be as it had been and everything
would be very, very different.




Chapter Fifteen







It was a week later and the whole world seemed
different as Heather made her way into the conference room at the
Mitchell Medical offices on Clairview. She had gone over her notes
twelve times already that morning. If she couldn't deliver now
she'd never be able to, but doubt was the furthest thing from her
mind.

Best of all, Troy was waiting at home. He had delayed
his next flight to Hamburg for a night to be able to be with her to
celebrate what he was convinced would be a major triumph. Just
thinking of his words to her that morning were still enough to
bring a smile to her face.

In the end, it wasn't all perfect. She could still
see skepticism on a couple faces, but she had expected that. It
wasn't exactly a room full of friends. Her task was to make them do
what they didn't want to do.

And that's exactly what they did.

They granted her the full project, complete access to
the logistics, and five months leave to flesh out the report. After
that, she'd have a team of four to build out a response and
implementation plan. Everything was falling into place.

She'd never forget the look on Peter Sankind's face
as she had finished. He was the director of physical science in the
imaging department. He had been the one to read her initial report
of the Lockton account and request that very first write-up. He had
sensed, from all the way on the other side of the company, exactly
what she had. And as she laid it out, in slide after slide up on
the pearl-white projector screen, he had smiled. He had nodded.
There was that momentary flash of recognition, of vindication.
Heather knew the emotion so very well.

There were going to be changes coming to Mitchell
Medical. Maybe it wouldn't end here. Maybe, just maybe, one little
start could shift an industry. You never really knew, after all. It
had been a long journey, trying to figure out why she had wound up
where she was. But for the first time in a long time, Heather knew
she was working to make the world a better place.




Epilogue







Heather would never get tired of being in Troy's
arms. She concluded this, after several minutes slow consideration.
Yes, it was definitely true. She could live here, nestled against
his chest, her cheek against his skin. She wouldn't mind smelling
nothing but his scent and hearing nothing but his heartbeat. That
would be alright by her.

Troy's fingers were playing lazily across her arm,
his palm holding her tight against him. There was a lingering glow
of warmth and pleasure somewhere between her stomach and her
thighs, remnants of a morning spent exactly how every morning
should start, she thought. Her nipples stiffened as they brushed
across the dense muscles of his side, and she let out a soft little
breath.

"Do you think we've worked up an appetite yet?" he
mused thoughtfully.

She considered the question for a moment. "I suppose
we do need to eat something sometime," she agreed. "Do you think we
can get something brought to us here?"

Troy eased his hand down her side and shifted onto
his elbows. "With that view outside?" he objected. "You haven't
seen this place in the daylight yet. Come with me."

She put on clothes a bit reluctantly and let him lead
her down the hall. There were deep bear rugs on the floor that felt
absolutely incredible against her feet. They paused for a moment in
the kitchen, as Troy fixed them a bit of coffee and toasted slices
of a rich, fresh loaf of bread from the village in the valley. With
the humble breakfast arrayed on a tray, he led her out onto a porch
she hadn't noticed at the back of the chalet. Her mouth dropped
open.

"Troy!"

"This is the side with the real view," he agreed.

It seemed like all of Switzerland was arrayed out
before them. Forests crept up the deep valleys, slowly giving way
to ridgelines and then the most picturesque mountains Heather had
ever laid eyes on. Through the thin morning air, everything seemed
impossibly sharp and in focus.

A pair of chairs stood by a little table, and they
sat to eat. Heather drank deeply from the mug of coffee, feeling
the warm, rich liquid filling her body with a golden
contentment.

"I love it," she said at last. "I can't – I can't
even start to believe it."

"This can be our little place," Troy said. "Whenever
Hamburg is getting too busy, we can be here in a couple hours."

She took a bite of buttered bread, savoring the rich
flavor, and said at last. "I've never seen anything so beautiful.
It's perfect. It's ... it's us."

"It's us?"

She smiled a bit sheepishly. "I'm just putting too
much of my thoughts into it. It's just almost more than I can
really take in. It's impossibly rugged and yet it's almost fragile.
I don't know whether this place will last for a million years or if
this is the only time in history it will look exactly like this,
and only to exactly these two people."

She looked closer and realized it hadn't just been a
trick of the light. "The tops of the mountains are still white,"
she said.

"It's snow."

"It's almost June."

"They'll still have a bit of snow cover even on the
hottest days in August," he said. "Mountains that immense never
completely thaw."

"That must be why everyone finds them so beautiful.
No matter what happens around them, they're never really mundane.
There's always a mystery to them." She slipped her hand into his.
"I don't have to be able to get somewhere to appreciate how lucky
the world is to have it. And I imagine for the people who're brave
enough to climb those mountains, it's worth every step."

Troy's fingers curled around hers, tightening briefly
and drawing a line up her wrist. He cast a look at her, and
something must have caught his eye. He reached out and touched a
finger to the slender golden chain around her neck.

"You still wear that necklace," he said with pleased
surprise. "You know sometimes I remember the night I gave it to
you."

Heather shrugged coyly. "Well, when you have
everything, I suppose you get used to throwing things away," she
said. "But I don't think this is going anywhere. I plan to wear it
regularly, and for a very long time."
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"What is it?"

Heather had looked up from the sofa to see Tim in the
doorway to the kitchen, eyeing her with a broad grin on his face.
He looked unusually good tonight. His light brown hair was a little
longer these days, pushed just off his face. His shirt was open a
couple buttons after their evening out, and fit him well enough to
complement the fullness of his shoulders and muscled chest. The
color brought out his eyes. She always forgot what a perfect hazel
they were.

He shrugged with a mischievous expression and made
his way into the room. "I was just noticing how elegant you look
when you hold a glass of wine like that."

"Oh yeah?"

He slid onto the cushion beside her and placed a
long, soft kiss on her throat. "Yeah."

She considered him playfully for a moment before
downing the contents of the glass in question and setting it aside.
"How about that?"

He laughed. "Less elegant. More fun. Still
gorgeous."

She leaned back and pulled him on top of her.
"What're you going to do about it?"

His lips met hers. "I'll have to think of
something."

He reached a hand down to her thigh and slid it under
her dress.

She shivered in anticipation. It could be hard work
to get to this point with him. It took a nice dinner and a fun
destination for the evening which she always had to come up with
herself, but it was usually worth it. For moments like these, it
was worth it ten times over.

She mimicked his motion and cupped a growing bulge in
the crotch of his pants. Something deep inside her trembled again.
The sensation of getting wet was something she'd never get tired
of. "I want you," she breathed. "Now. Here."

He pushed her dress the rest of the way up, brushing
his hands over her breasts with a soft, appreciative touch and
working the cloth over her head. He laid it aside and returned his
attention to her naked chest. His lips were soft as he kissed her
nipple, first with playful lightness and then with more serious
intentions.

A soft moan escaped from her mouth as she lay back,
savoring every piece of the pleasurable feeling. Her body felt
empty. She wanted him inside her, hot and hard.

She managed to get her arms around in front of her
and work open the buttons of his shirt. Her hands ran over his
chest, up to feel the heavy muscles of his shoulders and down over
his lithe stomach. She took his belt in her fingers and tugged at
it a little before starting to open it.

He leaned back to help her, and she squirmed a little
as she felt the hard, hot shape of his cock press against her
thigh. She shifted a little and got an appreciative hand on his ass
before he shifted again to slide her panties down her legs and toss
them lightly across the room.

She tried to keep her sounds quiet as he entered her,
but it was hard. It just felt so good. Her body stretched and
tightened around him, her soft muscles massaging at the contours of
his cock and ushering him deep into her. She wrapped her legs
around his back and felt his taught ass against her calves and
feet. "Fuck me," she whispered.

He drove into her harder, deeper, and faster. He
could penetrate her to her very center with just a thrust of his
hips. She held him against her with one hand and knotted the other
in the fabric of the sofa beneath her. Even when it started slow it
grew intense, impossibly intense, as she felt the animal need
overtake him. She could feel how he wanted her in every inch of his
body and she reciprocated the feeling back, her toes curled, her
eyes closed. God, it was good to feel like this.

She started to come just as he did. He drove in
harder and harder, on the cusp, and then exploded inside her. His
hot liquid pumped inside her as she heard his harsh groan of
climax. She closed in on herself, tightening around him and around
the feeling of ecstatic pleasure burning out from her center.

For a long minute she lay gasping and savoring. She
loved the weight of his body on top of her.

Sex was tremendous. Sometimes she wondered why
anybody ever did anything else. Why didn't she herself do this more
often? "That was incredible," she breathed.

Tim rolled over to her side and kissed her cheek.
"With you, it always is," he replied.

She smiled and nestled against him. His body was warm
and comforting, and she fit in perfectly, just under his arm, her
cheek on his chest. She listened to the sound of his heart and his
breathing as they savored the moment and the connection together.
It was bliss, this afterglow. It was perfect. She wanted it to last
forever. "You want to spend the night?" she asked, giving voice to
her thoughts.

He brushed hair from her cheek with a finger and made
a pained expression. "We've talked about this," he said.

Her good mood weakened a bit. "Yeah, I guess.
Okay."

The cushion sagged for a moment beneath her as he
lifted himself up. She watched him collect his clothes one by one
and start to get dressed. She looked at the clock and contemplated
another glass of wine and a book after he was gone.

 


 


 


 


"It wasn't even ten," Heather was protesting to
Nicole the following day.

The two sales reps were taking a morning break over
the office coffee pot, sipping at the steaming liquid and cheering
up quickly as they complained about their week.

"Dinner, a show, and sex," she went on, "And it's all
over early enough that I still have to come up with a way to occupy
myself for the rest of the evening."

"Why do you even keep this guy around?" Nicole asked
her for what felt like the tenth time.

Heather shrugged a little self-consciously. "I mean,
it's not that the good parts aren't good – you know? It's just I
wish they came around more often. Sure, he can be a bit flaky and
he's terrified of anything that even rhymes with commitment ... but
that's just how men are."

Nicole shook her head. "You know what your problem
is? You just get too hung up on what you know. You know Tim's not
the worst thing in the world and you think the universe will punish
you if you try to go out and get someone who will actually treat
you well."

"You're so melodramatic," Heather dismissed.

"Am I? What we need to do is get you out there and
broaden your horizons. It'll take you about ten minutes to see how
much better you could be doing than hanging around waiting for Tim
to decide he wants a real relationship."

The two women were having their favorite argument,
and so they barely noticed as the door to the break room opened and
Katie the intern came in.

"Any coffee left?" she asked.

"Just got one started," Nicole told her. "I thought
you were off this morning."

Katie shrugged. "John wanted all hands on deck for
the big visit this morning."

Heather gave her a quizzical look. "The big
visit?"

"You didn't hear? Troy Baldwin is visiting the branch
today. This morning. Sammy's waiting any minute to get the call
from downstairs that he's on his way up."

Both women tensed.

"The new CEO is coming here today?" Nicole asked.

It had only been three days earlier when they had
heard the news that Mitchell Medical Associates had been bought
out. The shock that they were under new ownership quickly faded
into the background as word spread of just what kind of new
ownership. The man's name was Troy Baldwin, via some sort of
holding company called the Baldwin Group, and he'd promptly named
himself the new acting CEO.

Over the twenty-four hours following the
announcement, increasingly shrill emails had circulated around the
office as more information was dug up. Articles were unearthed from
local papers. Photos were discovered. The picture they painted was
pretty clear.

Handsome, intense, growing richer and more powerful
every day by unwholesome amounts, merciless to his employees and
competitors alike: beyond that, Troy Baldwin wasn't the kind of
mystery anybody could get close enough to solve. But what little
information there was all pointed to the same thing: nothing should
put more fear into a sleepy little company than the prospect of
coming under his hand.

"Apparently he prefers to show up unannounced, but
John can't keep a secret to save his life." Katie reached between
them, poured a cup of coffee, and hurried back out onto the floor
with a nervous little skip to her step.

Nicole gave Heather a significant look. "You think
he's really as gorgeous in person as they say he is?" She
asked.

Heather shook her head. "How can you think about that
at a time like this? Don't you get why he's coming? To clean
house."

That seemed to sober Nicole up, and they returned to
their desks and started hurriedly spreading papers around in
patterns that made them look busy. The air in the office felt
electric. Apparently Heather and Nicole had been the last to find
out, because absolutely everyone was already on the edge of their
seat, shooting nervous glances towards the door whenever they
thought they could risk it.

Before anyone started to come down with serious neck
strain, there was a sound from the hallway. Two men and a woman in
expensive business suits came in through the door, followed by a
fourth. You didn't have to recognize his face from the newspaper to
know which one was the man in charge.

Troy Baldwin had dark hair, exquisitely cut and
pushed up off his face. He was every bit as handsome as she had
heard – she doubted a photo could have really captured it – but she
had never expected him to be so young. At most he was in his
mid-thirties. His suit was an impeccable grey three-piece and his
smile was easy and confident. If she hadn't known who he was, she
might have even described the smile as warm, even becoming, but she
knew better.

John Malcolm, manager of the department, hurried
forward to welcome him, and Troy shook his hand before dismissing
him to the side with a simple gesture.

"Good morning," he said broadly.

The office had never been so quiet. The three
individuals who had preceded him through the door had taken posts
along the wall behind him.

"I'm sorry I don't have more time to meet all of you,
but it's just as well I don't disrupt your work for long. What you
do here is much more important than anything I get up to. I just
wanted to welcome you all to the Baldwin Group and say a few quick
words about how we do things."

People inched forwards. They weren't even
breathing.

He sensed the tension in the room and smiled a little
in good-humored recognition. "I'm not deaf to the types of rumors
that go around. Most of the stories you hear are just stories. I
don't bite off people's heads. I don't pay anyone to do it for me."
He considered his words. "Of course, I'm also not going to tell you
all of your jobs are safe or that nothing's going to change around
here. Those aren't the kind of lies I have time for. But if you
work hard, work smart, and understand how to help the company move
in the right direction, the new way of doing business is going to
reward you very, very well."

By coincidence, his eyes happened to fall on Heather
just as he spoke his last words. She found herself returning his
cool, confident gaze, and managed to hold his eyes for an
unexpected, breathless moment.

"I make an effort to say that in every office that
works for me," he said, moving on. "I want you all to hear it from
my mouth. If you want to do well here, help the company. We don't
use people. We don't manipulate people. We reward them for the
value they provide. It doesn't need to be more complicated than
that." He looked around the room, and again his eyes came to rest
on Heather.

She felt heat in her cheeks. He gave a little smile
that in the subsequent hours she would convince herself had been
just for her, as though this stranger was in on some little secret
they shared. But again the look lasted for only a fraction of a
second, flickering away before she could even be sure it was
there.

He exchanged a few quiet words with John before
turning and leaving. With a motion, his assistants followed him
out, back and down to the waiting limo. The appearance had lasted
three minutes.

Heather sat back, adrenaline running through her
veins. It took a long time for her heart to remember it didn't have
to beat two hundred times a minute. Her face was flushed and she
felt strangely euphoric. It was as though with that single look he
had reminded her how much more there was in life and how much more
there was to want.

It was impossible to explain, but she had a feeling
that his idea of being rewarded "very, very well" was something she
wanted to know more about.

The strange mood lasted for the rest of the day, a
sort of fearlessness and sense of change. The company's new owner
just exuded this sense of matter-of-factness, like distractions
melted away around him. It was an exhilarating freshness. It made
any excuse seem pale and lifeless.

Later that day, Nicole brought out her most
outrageous suggestion yet for a girl's night out. It probably had
something to do with this new mood that Heather said yes. Sometimes
Heather's friend just said things for the shock value, but this
time it was Nicole whose mouth was hanging open.

"You're serious?" she asked again.

"Yeah, if you know a place. You were right. I need to
expand my horizons. Maybe those people know something I don't."

"I mean, you heard what I said? It's what I just said
– that's what you're agreeing to?"

"Yeah. An alternative club." Heather shrugged. "Let's
do it."

"I mean, I was thinking of Dye. It's ... risqué."

"Why did you suggest it if you didn't want to do it
yourself?"

Nicole held up her hands. "No, no, I'm game. I've
always been curious. I just thought you'd shoot me down."

Heather made a little face and forced herself for the
hundredth time in the past hour to stop reliving that momentary
glimpse of something, looking into those dark eyes, seeing that
cool, easy confidence of a man who owned the world and wanted ...
She shook herself. "I think you were right, okay? I need to meet
new people. We need to meet new people. Sitting around in this
stuffy office waiting for things to change is starting to get
old."

Nicole turned with a still-skeptical shrug and pulled
up the webpage for the club. "An inclusive, alternative lifestyles
nightclub," she read. "Guests are welcome on the public floor."

"What does that mean?" Heather asked.

Nicole shrugged. "We'll find out, I guess. What are
you going to wear?"

The two women scanned the website for clues of
appropriate formality, but it was like a locked box. Everything
they clicked was hidden behind a member wall, save for the several
lines of introduction they had already read over three times.

 


 


 


 


That night, Heather had a dream. It was a fluid,
shifting sensation: images and sensations breathing in and out.
Everything felt good against her skin. She was somewhere she
vaguely recognized. It was at work ... yes, that was it. It was at
the office. She was sitting in the office, in her chair, but
everyone else had gone off somewhere. She was there alone, working
late.

She heard footsteps in the hallway and worked faster.
It felt like something was about to happen – something frightening
and intense and real. She looked up and realized who she had been
expecting. It was Troy Baldwin. It really was Baldwin, his shirt
open to show the rippling muscles of his chest, a rope dangling
from his hand. Those same dark eyes were unblinking, intense,
always on her. They could make her feel naked and fragile with just
a flickering glance.

"Tell me, Heather," he said.

"Tell you what, Mr. Baldwin," Heather heard herself
say.

"You call me sir. Tell me why I'm here. Tell me what
you've done."

Heather felt dread, somewhere deep in her stomach.
Her body was tense and ready. "I don't know what you mean,
sir."

"Tell me how you've been bad."

Heather didn't know what to say. She looked down at
herself and realized her clothes were falling off, like all the
seams had fallen apart at once. They crumbled to the floor.

"Why are you covering yourself?" Baldwin asked her,
stepping forward.

"I – "

The man reached out and pulled away the tatters of
clothing. He stood Heather up and pressed her down over the
desk.

Heather was naked, trembling and bent over and
vulnerable. Troy's hand was pressed to the back of her neck,
pushing her face into the cold metal of the desk.

He ran his hand up the inside of her thigh. "You've
been very, very bad. I don't want you to lie to me. Your body tells
me the truth, even if your mouth won't." His fingers were between
her legs, tracing the outline of her swollen lips. He circled her
hole, and she could feel the wetness seeping out of her and onto
his fingers. "Your body wouldn't ever lie to me. Do you know what I
mean?"

"Y – yes, sir," Heather managed to gasp. This all
felt strangely right. This felt like what she deserved.

She saw the rope Troy had been holding in his hand
land on the desk in front of her, inches from her face.

"You're even easier to control than I thought,"
Baldwin said. "I won't need that. Not yet, at least. I've got you
right where I need you already. We'll save that for later."

Heather heard a zip. Her eyes were closed. "Open your
eyes, Heather," Troy said.

She opened her eyes.

"This is the cock I'm going to fuck you with,
Heather. I'm going to put it right in that tight little pussy. And
if your pussy doesn't feel as good as I want it to, I'm going to
punish you for not being a good plaything. And if it does feel
good, I'm going to punish you anyways. That's what you deserve,
isn't it?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Now open your mouth, Heather. I can see you
salivating for it. Open your mouth and lick me good and hard before
I put it inside you."

Heather wanted to protest that she wasn't – but she
realized her mouth was wet, flooded, as she looked at the thick
cock only an inch from her face.

She woke with a start, taking a moment to realize she
was in her own bed, her mouth filled with saliva, her heart
pounding and her body aching. Her pussy was wetter than her mouth,
and she slipped her hand into her panties she could feel her clit,
full and swollen and intensely sensitive. With just a brush of her
fingers she orgasmed, gasping helplessly in the darkness.

She lay panting for a long minute, amazed at what had
just happened, at the way her body had felt taken over and
controlled. Finally she got up to turn on a light and splash some
cold water on her face. For a long while afterwards she lay in bed,
guilt and pleasure mingling somewhere deep and forbidden inside of
her.
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	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



