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      For Emma and Sebastian,

      You kept me company through many lonely nights.

      So when I decided to pick up a pen and start writing, naturally, yours was the first story I had to tell.
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      This book has a taboo forbidden relationship with a significant age gap.

      Themes of off-page child neglect and abandonment and on-page foster care.
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      Sebastian walked into Grady’s Gym and exchanged nods with several long-standing members he’d seen there for years. Lots of locals stopped by to pass an hour with Grady, the gym’s owner.

      “It always smells like body odor and mold in here,” he muttered, holding his breath until the obnoxious stench dissipated somewhat.

      Grady was a homegrown legend around this neighborhood. He’d trained a few guys who went on to box professionally. Sebastian always suspected that his uncle could have turned professional, too, if not for the alcohol.

      He found the old man stacking towels on a shelf near the locker rooms. Sebastian paused, taking in the man’s appearance. He wondered if this would be the last time he would lay eyes on the man who’d accepted him when no one else had— who tried to teach him something about being a man. About the cruel intentions of the selfish people who took up space in this world. Sebastian noted his uncle’s abundance of gray hair peppered with a few remaining black strands, the lines around his tired eyes and mouth, and the slump in his broad shoulders.

      Grady Deschanel had been a beast in his prime, thirty something years ago. He’d held several titles for boxing and wrestling, but when he’d realized he didn’t have what it took to make it further, he opened this gym and hit the bottle. Despite his personal demons, he’d done a lot of good in this community. He turned at the sound of his nephew approaching.

      “Seb, you sure about this, son?” He placed a meaty hand on Seb’s shoulder.

      “Never been more sure of anything. Easiest decision I’ve ever made.”

      Grady considered that for a minute. “I’m gonna miss you, Seb, but I’m not sorry to see you go.”

      Sebastian hugged Grady tight. When he eased back, he saw a lot of heavy emotions lurking in those tired blue eyes so much like his own.

      He clasped his uncle’s hand in a tight grip. “You’re the only thing here I’m going to miss, Grady.”

      After a minute, Grady dropped his hand. “Don’t let that stop you from leaving. Russ is down in the basement. Go get your boy and get going.”

      He started to turn back to the towels when Sebastian stopped him. “Grady⁠—”

      Grady turned back. “No, Seb. This is your chance, son. Take it. Go. Don’t ever come back.” He shook his head vehemently. “Never look back.”

      Sebastian made his way down the cinder block stairwell into the basement where the boxing ring dominated the large open space. The smell of mold grew stronger with each step he descended. He spotted Russ off to the side, jabbing a bag suspended from the ceiling.

      “Stanton! You ready?” he shouted.

      Russ stopped the bounce and jab routine and looked up. “Come on, Seb, spar with me. Last time, come on.”

      They’d met here, and had been sparring and training for years together. Seb used to come here because it beat being lonely at home. He didn’t know his dad. His mom wasted a lot of her life seeking anything to fill the holes in her soul. Drinking, men, pills, you name it. Growing up alone in his low-income South Tacoma neighborhood wasn’t ideal or picturesque. His mom never had a job, or any other means to support them, other than whatever she could squeeze from her current man. They often wanted only one thing from her, and it wasn’t a family. It sure as hell wasn’t love or a future, and they always wanted him to get lost. As a kid with nowhere better to go, he’d spent a lot of time here. His uncle had taught him a few things about defending himself and using the ring as an outlet for his anger. He’d picked up a few pointers from watching the old vets spar.

      This place had shaped him, for better or worse, as had the old man who ran it.

      Russell had his own reasons for hanging around. His old man was an ass. The Stantons were loaded— old money, high standards. Russell seemed to have trouble meeting any of them; he had zero desire to please his old man, knew it was futile anyway. Ironic, that with all that money, the only thing Russ wanted to buy was an escape. So here they both were, each running from something, and they’d found each other.

      Edward and Julia Stanton were WSU alumni—go Cougars—and therefore provided a scholarship program for inner city youth to attend their alma mater. When Russ graduated high school, the only gift he’d asked for was that Seb be chosen as the ‘lucky’ recipient of said scholarship. They’d attended WSU together and graduated last month with MBAs in business administration. The boys had big plans. With Russ’ money and connections and Seb’s brains and business savvy, they were partnering up to invest in several endeavors. And it surely wouldn’t be anywhere near here.

      Tacoma was dubbed, ‘The City of Destiny’, but not for Sebastian and Russell. They were destined to leave it in the rear view as they drove away.
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        10 years later

        Coral Gables, Florida

      

      

      

      Sebastian swept through the bank of glass doors as he exited D&S Holdings, Intl., a twenty-story glass and steel modern structure in the heart of the downtown financial district on Brickell Ave. He ducked into the black sedan at the curb waiting to take him to Russ’.

      Standing at over six feet, with broad shoulders and some bulk to his large frame, he appeared to be an intimidating man, that fact made more so by his black hair, light blue eyes, and a scar above his right eye from the ring. Stanton didn’t pull his punches just because they were friends.

      Russell was a similar height and build, albeit leaner with less bulk, with dark brown hair and light brown eyes. The men were 32 and 33 respectively, both attractive, and both shared the same hard edge and boldness to their features. The one difference? Russ lacked the emotions that lingered in Seb’s eyes: loneliness, anger, and something predatory. Russell was easygoing, genial, always ready with a joke or a smile despite the bitterness he’d felt growing up. He wasn’t haunted by his past like a caged animal, forced to face his demons in every dark corner.

      Maxwell Denton glanced at him in the rear-view mirror. “Where to, Mr. D?”

      “Hillcrest, I’m joining Stanton for drinks.”

      “Are we celebrating?” Max asked.

      Seb winked at him in the mirror. “The takeover was a success. It was a good day.”

      Max knew the Hillcrest Lane estate well. Stanton’s property took up almost an entire city block in the rather posh neighborhood of Gables By The Sea. Russ and Seb spent several nights a week at either man’s home, drinking, talking shop, or sparring in the private gym. Both men stayed in great shape by burning off their aggression in the ring or with the bag. No golf or tennis for these two.

      Seb spotted Max in a gym he had sparred at five years ago. Max had been training for MMA right out of high school. Maxwell Denton had an exotic look about him. As a biracial man, half black and half Hispanic, with light brown eyes and dark curly hair, he attracted more than a few second looks. Seb admired his fighting style and had invited him to shoot a few rounds at the gun range he frequented. Max impressed him, and Seb hired him on as his driver and personal security guard. As Sebastian and Russell’s business grew, so did the number of guards Max supervised on his security team. He respected Sebastian Deschanel. He was loyal to Seb. But he knew Max couldn’t decide if he honestly liked Seb, even after five years of working for him.

      They drove out of the busy downtown streets of Brickell and headed toward the outskirts of the Gables. Bike couriers, cars, and pedestrians crowded the streets. Seb was occupied with a brief—detailing the financial structure of his newest acquisition, idly glancing up now and then. They passed a park and stopped at a light.

      Seb stared out the window and saw a young girl, about nine or ten years old. She sat alone on a bench, clutching a dirty blue backpack in her lap. The sun backlit her face. For a moment, Seb thought she looked like an angel, the glare giving off a halo effect. But her eyes…Seb recognized those eyes. They belonged to him as a kid: hungry, scared, alone. Those eyes didn’t belong to an angel. No parent in their right mind would leave a child alone on a park bench in Miami.

      As he waited for the light to change, he debated what her story might be. Should he be concerned for her? He had zero tolerance for child abuse or neglect, no excuses to offer for shitty parents. The light changed as they drove past. She looked up and met his eyes.

      He couldn’t describe the feeling that came over him. Couldn’t rationalize what he was about to do. But somehow, she was looking at him, through him. He felt physically tied to her at that moment. As if she had spoken to him. Like he was being called to take action.

      “Stop the car, Max.” Max pulled over beside the park. Sebastian stared at her another moment before he got out of the car.

      They maintained eye contact as he approached her. He moved slowly, but with purpose, as if he were approaching a frightened animal he didn’t want to scare off. Seb kneeled before the girl. She was filthy. White blonde hair in knots, a scraped knee, and shoelaces untied. She was definitely alone. They each continued to watch the other, and before he even spoke, he’d sensed they had already silently communicated an entire conversation. They each recognized something familiar in the other.

      He swallowed hard before speaking, his tone calm and gentle. “My name is Sebastian Deschanel. What’s yours?” She continued to stare but didn’t answer. “Are you alone? Can I speak with your mom?” She looked panicked. Her eyes darted around, unsure, and he wondered if she was going to bolt. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m concerned for you, and I want to help.” Nothing— no response. “Listen, angel, I doubt your mom or your dad is here. I bet you’re hungry,” he let his gaz roam past her shoulder, searching for anybody that might have anything to do with her, “and I bet you’re worried about how the rest of your day will play out when it gets dark. I’m not here to stop you— I’m just here to help.”

      She continued to stare without saying a word. “Max!” he called over his shoulder. Max lowered the passenger window. “Bring me a bottled water.” Max hurried around the car and handed Seb a cold bottle. “Thanks, man,” Seb called out as Max disappeared back into the driver’s seat.

      Seb offered the girl the cold bottle. “Are you thirsty? It’s pretty hot out.” She took the water, uncertain, and drank a few sips. After a moment, she looked up into his eyes again.

      “Emmy,” she said in a small voice.

      “Emmy,” he repeated in a soft voice. Her bright green eyes shone with unshed tears. It punched him in the gut. “Emmy what?” Seb asked.

      “Emmaline Forrester.”

      Sebastian knew nothing about this little girl. He couldn’t explain why, but he knew he’d never felt more connected with anyone, ever, with the exception of Stanton. Seb sat down next to her on the bench as she stared down at her feet and clutched her dirty backpack.

      “Emmaline, I’d like to tell you a story. Afterwards, you can decide what you would like to do, okay?” She didn’t answer, but she shifted to face him.

      “A long time ago, I knew a boy, he was about your age. He didn’t have a dad. His mom wasn’t a very good person. He was always alone, this boy. Always hungry and always alone. Sometimes even scared. He was often tired because he didn’t feel safe at night when he slept, and he was always cold and dirty when he slept outside. He didn’t cry about it, though, and he didn’t ask for help from strangers. I think he believed there wasn’t any help, or possibly that it could make his situation even worse, somehow. We don’t get a lot of chances in this life, angel, to turn ourselves around, to change our path. That boy, nobody saved him. No white knight in shining armor. No new mom or dad or warm home. But he did eventually make a friend, someone who cared. Someone who saw him when he often felt invisible. It gave him hope, and it helped to quiet the fear inside his mind when he went to sleep at night.”

      When he paused for a minute, she asked, “What happened to him?”

      Seb gave her a wry smile. “He grew up to be big and strong and nobody dared hurt him again.”

      She peered down at her dirty sneakers and back up again at his eyes. “Was it you? The boy?”

      Seb gazed at her warmly. “Yes, Emmaline.”

      She stared up into his pale blue eyes. His face was in shadow, and his black hair and tan skin gave him an almost sinister quality. But somehow, she’d never felt safer in her life. He sure didn’t resemble a white knight, and his black sedan looked nothing like a horse. His black suit didn’t look like shiny armor, either. But in this man’s sincere gaze and patient manner, Emmaline Lee Forrester knew she’d somehow found her savior, her friend. The one who would quiet the fear in her mind when she fell asleep tonight.

      He handed her his phone and wallet. She offered him a hesitant look. “In my wallet you’ll find my ID. I’d like you to read the name on it and type it in my phone in a Google search.”

      He waited while she rummaged through his wallet, her eyes going wide at the amount of cash and credit cards inside. She located his license and typed the name into Google. They sat in silence for about ten minutes while she explored his identity online. She looked up at him, then at Max sitting in the car, then back at him.

      “Are you rich and famous?”

      Seb smiled at her. “I’m not famous, angel.” He thought about what to say next. “Who are you running from, Emmaline?” Her silence said she clearly didn’t want to answer that. He proceeded anyway. “Is it your mom?”

      “No.”

      “Your dad?”

      “No.”

      “Is it a foster family or a group home?”

      Her eyes grew wide. Bingo! “New Horizons,” she admitted.

      “The way I see it, you have three choices. After I explain, you can take as much time as you need to decide, okay?”

      Em nodded, her fingers fidgeting with the label on the plastic bottle of water.

      “Number one, I can take you back to the group home.”

      She shook her head no quickly.

      “Okay, I figured as much,” Seb surmised with a smile.

      “What’s my second choice?” Emma asked.

      “I can leave you here on this bench, just like I found you. I can get in my car and drive away, and you can carry on alone.”

      She stared at him, uneasy for a moment before he continued.

      “I’d rather not do that because then I can’t protect you. And I can’t guarantee that the next person that sits here will be as safe or helpful as I am.”

      She gave him a knowing look that said she understood him.

      “Your third choice is that I can take you back to New Horizons and⁠—”

      “But you said⁠—”

      “Emmaline, let me finish, please. I can take you back to New Horizons to get your things and to sign the necessary paperwork to allow you to come home with me.”

      Again, her head snapped up, and she stared up at him with wide eyes. Sebastian shared a gentle smile.

      “I can’t just take you home without letting them know, kiddo. That’s kidnapping,” he said with a smirk.

      “You would do that? You’d take me home with you, to live?”

      The disbelief on her face warred with the hope in her voice, and it was all he could do not to snatch her up in his arms and just— just hold her.

      “Yes, angel. I would do that. For you.”

      “What if I say yes and you trick me and leave me at New Horizons?”

      She was smart and brave, and she was breaking his heart. He knelt before her again and looked into her eyes.

      “Emmaline, I wouldn’t have offered it as a choice if I weren’t sincere. If I take you back there, it’s only for paperwork, and I won’t leave you alone. If you choose to come home with me, you’ll never be alone again. I'll give you my word.”

      She was quiet for a few minutes while she weighed her options. Then she raised those bright green eyes, the ones he swore could see right through him. “Is that your oath as a knight?”

      It was difficult to answer her as his voice became choked. “I’m no knight, angel.” Seb stood and offered her his hand. “Come, milady, your chariot awaits.” She rose and accepted his hand, and they walked toward the car.

      Max was waiting with the door held open. He gave her a friendly wink and a smile as she got in. Then, Max turned to Seb, waiting for directions.

      “New Horizons group home. I believe it’s in South Miami. Google the address.”

      “Yes, sir,” Max replied.

      As they pulled away from the curb, Seb took out his phone and called Russ. While it rang, he studied Emmaline. She sat hunched over her backpack, staring at her feet.

      Russell answered, “Stanton.”

      “Hey, I’m not going to make it. Something came up.”

      “Like what?”

      “Not now, Russ.”

      “Damn it, Seb, we worked hard on that deal. I was hoping to celebrate while we make plans for the next stage of redevelopment. What’s so damn important?”

      “I’ll explain later.”

      “Sebastian.” His tone held a warning.

      “It’s finally my turn to pay it forward, Russell.”

      “What are you talking about, man?”

      “Goodbye, Russ.”

      As he hung up, he heard his name being shouted.
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      Max pulled up alongside the curb of an older two-story home. They were common in this older section of Miami. Large, square, stucco, separated years ago into four smaller apartments inside.

      He gazed at Emma. “Is this the right place?”

      “Yes,” she answered.

      He tipped her chin up to meet his eyes. “I’ve got to ask you one more time, angel. Are you sure about this?” She stared at him solemnly for a minute.

      “Yes,” she choked, her eyes growing wet.

      Sebastian nodded and smiled, warm and patient. “Wait here with Max.”

      Exiting the sedan, he headed up the cracked walkway, overgrown with weeds. He could see a few tiny, curious faces peeking from the windows as he approached. Sebastian knocked sharply on the door.

      A minute passed before a woman opened the door. Seb guessed she must be in her fifties, brown hair, brown eyes, a large frame, wearing blue jeans and a blue scrub top with daisies. “Can I help you?” she asked in a heavy Spanish accent.

      “My name is Sebastian Deschanel. Can I speak with whoever is in charge?”

      “That would be me. My name is Rosa.” She rolled the R in her name heavily.

      “Rosa, is there somewhere we can speak privately?”

      Rosa glanced past his shoulder to the sedan parked at the curb. Kinda fancy for this neighborhood. “What’s this about, sir?”

      “It’s about a child who lives here. Emmaline Forrester.”

      She glanced back at the car again and could make out the silhouette of a child’s profile in the back seat through the black sedan’s tinted windows. “Please, come in.”

      He stepped inside the front hall and took in his surroundings. Scuffed wood floors, walls in need of fresh paint. Lots of children’s pictures hung on the walls. He assumed they were New Horizons’ past and present residents. A long narrow hallway split the home in half with a stairway at the end. Off to his right, he saw a den with a television, a large sectional couch that had seen better days, and shelves with old toys and tattered books.

      He followed Rosa to an office on the left. She closed the door behind them and gestured for him to take a seat.

      “You said you wanted to discuss Emmaline?”

      “I assume you knew she’s missing?”

      “And do you know where I can find her?”

      Sebastian took a moment to assess how he wanted to play this. He knew little about the red tape involved with taking a kid out of the system. But, as in all things in life, this was business and nobody played this game better than he did. Emma was, in theory, just another acquisition. And when Sebastian set out to acquire something, he seldom lost.

      “Rosa, what would I need to do in order to take custody of Miss Forrester?”

      “You want to foster her? Adopt her?”

      “Something like that, yes.”

      “Well, you would need to apply with the Department of Social Services. Speak with Emma’s caseworker.”

      She started shuffling through the mess on her desk, looking for Emma’s file.

      “If you’re approved after a background check, you’d have to attend classes on foster parenting. Then the caseworker would approve a temporary custody arrangement where you are monitored frequently. After a period of time, if all goes well, the judge signs off, and she’s yours.”

      She’s already mine, he thought.

      “What kind of period of time?”

      “It all depends on the case, the child, the child’s parents. Sometimes the process is quick, like a year. Sometimes it drags out longer.”

      A year was quick? “What are Emmaline’s circumstances?”

      “I’m sorry, sir, I’m not able to discuss that with you. We are a private run group home, but I am monitored by DSS. If I recommend a suitable arrangement for a child to the caseworker, my recommendation often carries a lot of weight. Emma is a quiet child; she refuses most of the counseling and other programs designed to help these kids. This isn’t the first time she’s run away.”

      Sebastian was becoming angrier and more frustrated with her cavalier attitude about the missing child. “And why is that, do you think?” His voice hardened.

      “Who knows, sir? I don’t know what that child has seen or what she’s been through. But she doesn’t make friends here easily. She’s gotten into arguments with the other kids here plenty of times. She has one friend, though, a boy her age, but he was placed in a temporary foster home last week, and she hasn’t been right ever since. Sir, are you a relative?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know where she is?”

      “If I do, am I required to report it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      “Because I have no faith that she won’t run again tomorrow. That she will end up on the evening news as a statistic. And that nobody will look for her or look after her as diligently as I would. This is a case of ‘act now and ask forgiveness later’.”

      He leaned over her desk and braced both arms. There was a lethal glint in his icy blue eyes. Determination, strength, and something dangerous. It caused the hair on her neck to stand up.

      “I’m quite certain my lawyer will disentangle me from any consequences of my rash actions, but I’ve made up my mind.”

      “And what is that, sir?”

      Somewhere in the house, a child screamed. Sebastian imagined it could have been Emmaline, who’s cries for help fell on deaf ears. “I’m taking custody of Emmaline immediately— for her welfare and protection. You may see her briefly, to assess her safety and willingness to live under my care, but she will never reside here again. You can forward my information to her caseworker.”

      With that said, he threw down a business card onto her desk, waiting for her to make her move. She studied the card for a moment. “Why would you go through all that trouble for a child like that?”

      Sebastian was sure there were a million suitable answers to that question, but he could only think of one. “Why in the hell wouldn’t I?”

      He left her to ponder that while he went to retrieve Emma. Rosa was no doubt performing a Google search on him right now or maybe calling the police. He opened the car door and knelt down to Emma’s level.

      “Hey kiddo, you doing okay?”

      She looked so scared, he just wanted to put his arms around her.

      “Is she gonna make me come back?”

      “Emma, what did I tell you?”

      “You said I didn’t have to, ever again.”

      “Do you trust me, angel?”

      She nodded cautiously.

      “I need you to come inside with me for a moment. Ms. Rosa wants to make sure you are safe. She wants to ask you if this is what you want—she needs to hear you say it.” She got out of the car and stood, but didn’t move forward. “Take my hand.” He looked at the tiny pale hand in his larger one. Hers was cold, the nails caked with dirt. He wrapped his strong, warm fingers around hers. “Don’t let go, okay?” She squeezed harder, making his heart do the same.

      As they approached the house, he looked over his shoulder. “Max, front door! Nobody comes in or out until we leave.”

      “Yes, sir,” Max nodded.

      They found Rosa still seated at her desk. She looked up at them hand-in-hand. She must have figured out his net worth by now because she had an overly polite look on her face. When most people figured out who he was, they became either intimidated or greedy. It seemed Rosa was an opportunist about to take advantage of his predicament. He stared at her and waited for it.

      “I’m glad you’re safe, Emma.” She took in the scraped knee and filthy appearance and asked, “Are you hurt?” Emma shook her head no. “Mr. Deschanel wants you to go stay with him. Is that what you want?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Her voice was soft, but confident.

      She considered it for a moment before replying. “Go upstairs and gather your things while I speak with Mr. Deschanel.”

      Emma looked reluctant to let go of his hand. “Go on, angel, I’ll be right here.” She took off like a rocket and disappeared up the stairs.

      “You understand, I have to report this to her caseworker right away. And I don’t know what she’ll do. It might be possible to delay the call, and I may be able to give you my full support when I speak to her.”

      Agh, and there it is— the bribe.

      Instead of grabbing her throat, he did what he always did in these situations. He reached for his checkbook.

      A minute later he heard Emma’s footsteps on the stairs as he tossed the check on her desk. “I hope those six zeroes help you decide I’m the good guy.”

      She looked at the check with wide eyes. “Thanks for your very generous donation to New Horizons, Mr. Deschanel.”

      “Consider giving Emmaline a few days to settle in before you report her.”

      As he led Emma to the car, neither looked back. They weren’t leaving anything behind.
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      Bellemeade House sat on ten acres in the heart of Coral Gables, just blocks away from Vizcaya and Miracle Mile. The large house was typical for the area: old world Mediterranean style, white stucco, black wooden shutters, red tile roof, and a fountain centered in the circular drive, surrounded by acres of lush green lawn dotted with palms, hibiscus, and bougainvillea.

      A large, black, wrought-iron fence with an electric gate enclosed the estate. Out back, there was a garage with an apartment above it where Max lived, a tennis court, and a large pool with a waterfall and hot tub. The small pool house next to it had a wet bar, guest room, and a sauna. There was a large outdoor covered patio with an outdoor kitchen, large television, tables and chairs, and a gaming poker table. Several lounge chairs and a few hidden speakers completed the area.

      They pulled up to the massive gates. A black iron plaque on a stone pillar read ‘Bellemeade House, 1920’. As they rounded the terra-cotta driveway, Max found Emma’s eyes in the rear-view mirror and said, “Welcome home.”

      Emmaline appeared floored and very nervous. “Is this really your home?”

      Sebastian swallowed down the emotions that threatened to choke him. Sympathy for her, fear, uncertainty. Would she reject him and his home when she got a look at the inside? Would she run in the middle of the night, leaving him to search for her, afraid for her?

      “It’s your home, angel.”

      Seb got out and looked back, but she hadn’t gotten out of the car yet. He circled around Max, who was retrieving the bags from the trunk, and opened her door. Emma stood speechless, taking it all in. Sebastian held out his hand once again.

      “Come on, kiddo, I’ll show you around.”

      They walked through the foyer, and that’s where he lost her again. Emma stood rooted to the limestone tiles and gaped, in awe of the luxury surrounding her.

      The walls were Venetian plaster washed in a warm cream that blended with the limestone floor. A massive stairway that curved up to the second floor with a wrought iron banister stood to the right. She would be able to see many rooms off to her left and right, and beyond the stairs lay a huge formal dining room with the largest chandelier she’d probably ever imagined. Emma would count twenty chairs at the table. The back wall was all glass French doors that opened onto a terra cotta patio, and next to the doors was a hallway that led to the kitchen.

      Seb tried to see his home through her eyes. He imagined what a shock this must be for her, having no idea where she came from, but knowing where she’d recently been. He knelt down and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Emmaline⁠—”

      She looked up into his soft gaze, trying to look brave, but he could feel her nervousness.

      “Talk to me, angel.”

      “I—I don’t belong here,” she stammered.

      The tug on his heart turned into a shove. He hugged her tight and murmured in her ear. “You belong with me, angel. I’m sure of it.”

      Seb loosened the hug and looked into her eyes.

      “Together, we will make this our home,” he promised.

      “Together,” she repeated. Sebastian nodded, and she hugged him again for a long moment.

      She wrapped her thin arms, with skin so soft and warm, around his neck and for the first time in his entire misbegotten life, he felt needed. Purposeful. Seb could feel her fear easing and his own fear mounting. There was nothing he possessed he wasn’t afraid to lose. If he walked away from everyone and everything in his life and started over, he knew he’d be okay. But it was becoming increasingly evident that he could never walk away from this girl.

      And God help the person who tried to take her from him.

      An older woman appeared from the dining room. Jennie McCann was a sixty-something heavyset Irish woman with short gray curls and kind blue eyes. She had a serene smile, warm hands, a strong Irish accent, and often treated Seb like a grandson rather than her employer.

      “Well, there you are, child. Max called ahead and said you were coming,” she said to Emma.

      “Emmaline, this is Jennie McCann. She cooks and cleans up around here,” Seb explained. Jennie wrapped Emma in a bear hug. “If you ever need a snack, you can find me in the kitchen.”

      Although Jennie couldn’t see it because she still had Emma wrapped in a fierce hug, Emma was smiling. She released the child and stood.

      “Come on, I’ll show you around,” Seb insisted.

      The door opened and slammed a moment later.

      “Sebastian!”

      Fucking hell, Seb thought quietly. Sebastian turned to see Russell.

      “Yo, man, why’d you bail on me? I thought we were celebrating.”

      Emma moved to stand a little behind Sebastian.

      “Hello, doll.” Russ looked at Seb. “Who do we have here?”

      Seb turned to Jennie. “Why don’t you take Emma upstairs and get her settled in her room.”

      “C’mon, child.” Jennie led her upstairs by the hand. On the landing, Em turned back and looked at Russell. He smiled but looked confused.

      “Go on, I’ll be up soon.” Seb turned and headed for his office, determined not to do this in the foyer.

      Russ followed him into the office, decorated in navy and charcoal tones.

      “Who’s she? What the hell is going on?”

      “Sit down, Russell.”

      Russ took a seat in one of the charcoal leather club chairs, and crossed his ankle over his knee, waiting. They faced off over the desk, the tension between them mounting.

      “Seb,” Russ started.

      “Give me a minute while I find the words, man.”

      “Okay, I’ve got all day.”

      Sebastian didn’t doubt that, so he had to figure this out quick. “I’m taking custody of her.”

      “Who? The girl?” Russ couldn’t have sounded more confused if Sebastian had said he was moving to Mongolia.

      “Yeah.”

      “Who is she?” Russ sputtered.

      “I found her today,” he said on an exhaled breath.

      “Seb… Sebastian.” Russ put his hands up in front of him and chuckled anxiously, like he was trying to decide if this was a joke or not. Seb didn’t appear to be joking, though, so Russ got serious again.

      “People find lucky pennies in the street, Sebastian. They find dropped keys and wallets and lost dogs. They don’t find children. You can’t just pick up kids and bring them home. That’s kidnapping, there are laws!”

      “Russell,” Seb began, but Russ just kept going.

      “She’s a person, Sebastian, she’s not a puppy!”

      Seb sighed and raked a hand through his dark hair. Russ got up, crossed to the sidebar, and poured two glasses of whiskey. He handed one to Seb and sat back down.

      “Start at the beginning.”

      After Seb had repeated the day’s ordeal, he sat back and waited for Russ to say something. And waited some more.

      “Say something,” Seb demanded.

      “I have no words, Seb,” Russ answered sincerely. “What the hell can I possibly say?” Russ added. “I’ve never known you to do something so rash in your life!”

      Seb nodded. “I will not regret this decision Russ, I promise.”

      “How can you know that? Huh, Seb?”

      “I’ve never been more sure about anything,” Seb vowed.

      “Indeed?” Russ bit out. “You were meant to find her?” His doubt was clear.

      Seb looked him in the eye. “She found me.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? You weren’t fucking lost!”

      A long minute passed before he answered. “Yes, I was,” he choked out.

      Russ grew flustered. “And she’s going to just fix it all?”

      “I can’t explain how I know this, Russ, but she’s going to save me.”

      Russ stared hard at Seb. “From what?”

      “From myself!” Seb admitted.

      “She’s a child, Seb! She looks like the one who needs saving.” Neither said anything for a while. They refilled their drinks and sat back down. “I support your decision, Sebastian, as I always have. Just tell me what you need.”

      “I don’t need anything,” Seb grated.

      “So you’re just going to do this alone? Raise a child by yourself?”

      “Correct!” Seb countered.

      Russ just laughed. “What do you know about raising kids?”

      Seb was becoming annoyed with the twenty questions. “I don’t know, Russell. I’ll figure it out, okay?”

      Seb rose to his feet and started pacing, his heart pounding wildly. He paused when he felt Russ’s strong arms come around his shoulders.

      “We’ll figure this out, don’t worry,” Russ promised.

      Seb grunted and broke the hold.

      “Now, go get the girl so she can meet her Uncle Russ.”

      Seb balked. “Now isn’t a good time. She’s had a rough day. I’m going to work from home this week while she gets settled. I’m expecting a visit from her caseworker, and I’d rather not entertain her in our office. We don’t want an audience.”

      “You need to call Hamilton Richards in legal and warn him of impending legal action.” Seb nodded in agreement. “I’ll leave you alone for now, Daddy Warbucks, but tomorrow I want to meet little Orphan Annie.”

      “Russell, I don’t have to be in a ring to knock you out, bro. Watch what you say about her.”

      “Duly noted. Call if you need me.” Russ winked and walked out. But Seb knew he’d be back tomorrow without a doubt.

      

      Sebastian stood in the doorway of her room for several minutes, watching Emma settle in, touching things here and there while she familiarized herself with her new surroundings.

      What was it about this girl that made him drop everything and zero in on her needs?

      She looked fresh from a shower, the dirt gone, a bandage on her scraped knee. Her white blonde hair was clean and smooth, curling somewhat on the ends. With her pale face clean, her green eyes shone even brighter.

      Emma noticed him staring and gave him a shy smile. He cleared his throat. “If there’s anything you don’t like about your room, we can change it.”

      “I love it!” Em assured him. “It’s a royal princess room.”

      “Well, princess, then it’s perfect for you.” Sebastian smiled at her with affection.

      Sebastian could see why she chose this room as he looked around and took in the floral wallpaper, wood floors scattered with plush pink rugs, white furniture, a vanity, and Tiffany lamps here and there. He’d never done a thing to the room. Many of them were already furnished before he bought the home, as this one was. “Tomorrow, Jennie will take you shopping for new clothes, toys, and anything else you need.

      “Will you be there?” she asked with hope.

      “I don’t enjoy shopping. I have some work to complete.” He tried to ignore her crestfallen expression and the way it made him feel, like he was already disappointing her.

      “Did you have time to look around?” he asked instead.

      She immediately perked up. “There’s like fifty bedrooms up here.”

      He couldn’t help but grin. “Perhaps more like eight.”

      Emma looked toward the door and asked, “Where’s your room?”

      Seb turned and pointed to the door. “Right across the hall. If you need me, just knock. Jennie’s room is at the end of the hall, if you need her for anything.” She was quiet for a minute. She seemed to have something on her mind. “Emma, do you want to ask me something?”

      Em chewed her lip. “Am I supposed to call you Daddy now?”

      Seb couldn’t explain why he suddenly felt disturbed by the moniker. He gave her a hard look, and she shrank back. “I’m not your father, Emmaline. I’ll never be your Daddy. Don’t call me that,” he snapped.

      “Wha—what are you then?” she stammered.

      Seb had to swallow three times before he could speak. He worked so hard to keep his temper in check most of the time. It would be unforgivable if he scared her. He wanted her to trust him.

      “I am your guardian. I will protect you and keep you safe. That is all, Emmaline. I’m just—here, if you need me.”

      He hated himself for failing her. Hated the disappointment on her face. Seb had hurt her, and he was unable to comfort her because he wasn’t willing to take back his words. “I’m sorry, Emma,” he choked out. Sebastian turned his back on her and walked away, so he missed the tears streaming down her face.

      Hours later, Seb lay in bed, tossing and turning. He was startled when he heard the door creak open. His eyes adjusted to the light filtering in from the hall. He made out the image of a young girl wearing a white nightgown, with white blonde hair glowing from the light that touched it.

      Again, he had the impression that she was an angel.

      It startled him to see her in his room. Sebastian sat up and rubbed his blurry eyes. “Emmaline, are you okay?” She didn’t answer him, just climbed into bed next to him and lay on her side, not facing him. He was so surprised he didn’t know what to say. Maybe she sleepwalked? “Emma, honey, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “I can’t leave.”

      “Why not?”

      “I need you.”

      “What for?”

      “To quiet the fears in my head so I can sleep tonight.” His words from earlier, repeated from her lips, fisted his heart like a vice.

      Sebastian squeezed his eyes closed. It felt like she was forgiving him. Emmaline must be so disoriented in a new home with unfamiliar people. He just wanted to comfort her. He wrapped his arm around her.

      “Good night, angel,” Sebastian whispered against her hair.

      “Good night—Sebastian,” she whispered back, testing out his name for the first time.

      He listened to her breathing ease into sleep. Maybe they could both find some peace tonight. It’d been a long time since either of them had been able to rest easy.
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      During the next week they settled into a routine. They became familiar with each other. Seb learned Emma loved French toast, hated the color purple, and loved to read. She was fascinated with the library at Bellemeade House. Sebastian and Emma made a habit of sitting together in the living room at night while they each read their own book. Emma learned Sebastian liked black coffee, hated dressing in business suits, and loved the color green.

      Emma had met Russell Stanton twice so far, and he’d put her at ease and made her laugh. Russ brought her flowers, Emma’s first bouquet ever, and promised to take her sailing soon.

      On Emma’s fifth day in her new home, her caseworker, Mara Delgado, paid a visit to Sebastian. He’d known she would show, eventually. Seb showed her into the living room and sat opposite her.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Mara said as she sat down. “I understand we are dealing with special circumstances here. Emma was a flight risk, and you were trying to provide safety and stability immediately by bringing her here, but we have laws, guidelines, and regulations that dictate the order of our actions.”

      Sebastian said nothing, so Mara continued. “I don’t believe you were intentionally breaking rules or even aware of the rules you broke, so I’d like to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

      You can think whatever you like, sweetheart, but you’d be wrong, he thought. But Sebastian said nothing, and she continued again.

      “I wish to find Emma a suitable home, Mr. Deschanel, where she can bloom and mature. I’d like you to show me around, talk with Emma, and ask you some questions before I decide on her placement.”

      Sebastian had little desire to be interrogated or judged. It was clear he was Emma’s best and only shot at a good life, so why was she wasting his time? But he’d play her game, for Emma’s sake.

      He got up and crossed to the intercom on the wall and buzzed the kitchen. “Jennie, can you bring Emma to the living room, please? I need to speak with both of you.”

      “Yes sir, right away.” Jennie was prompt to answer.

      Seb sat back down. “Did you have questions while we’re waiting?”

      “Yes, I have several forms to be filled out for a financial affidavit, background check, and a formal application for fostering.”

      Mara received a penetrating stare, as if he were assessing her and not the other way around.

      Sebastian replied, “You can either leave them with me or fax them to my secretary, since she handles all of that.”

      Mara nodded, then inquired, “Are you married, Mr. Deschanel?”

      “No,” he replied curtly.

      “Dating?” she asked.

      “I don’t see how that’s relevant,” Sebastian evaded.

      “Well, typically, single men don’t apply for custody of children. And a constant string of failed relationships, or the lifestyle of a single man, perhaps isn’t healthy for Emma to witness.”

      Was she even being serious right now?

      He tried to refrain from grinding his teeth.

      “Perfect. I don’t date. Any other burning questions?”

      “How many other people will be in Emma’s life?”

      “I have a driver, housekeeper, and a business partner. It’s a small circle.”

      She wanted to ask if he was gay, but she knew she wasn’t legally allowed to ask that, so instead she asked another question also on her mind. “I only have one more question. Why did you choose Emma?”

      Sebastian’s response was rapid. “I didn’t. She chose me.”

      Mara was about to question him further, but Jennie and Emma interrupted them.

      “This is Jennie McCann, my housekeeper and cook. She’ll be watching over Emma when I’m working.”

      Jennie shook hands with Mara, then took a seat in the far corner of the sitting area in case Ms. Delgado had more questions for her.

      Mara turned to Emma. “Hi, Emma, I’m glad you’re doing better.” Emma just smiled at her. “I’m glad to see you smiling, Emma, it’s been awhile.”

      Sebastian hadn’t known Emma long, but he could tell it wasn’t a genuine smile. He knew Emma was uncomfortable and untrusting of most adults, especially those with authority over her. He loved that he already knew that about her and that he was learning to read her.

      Emma kept up the routine. “You should see my new room!”

      “Sure, take me to it,” Mara smiled back.

      Emma looked at Sebastian. “Why don’t you take her upstairs by yourself? I’ll wait here. I think she’d like to talk to you alone.”

      Mara sat on Emma’s pink Laura Ashley quilt and watched Emma float around her bedroom, explaining this and that. She’d never witnessed Emma so open and content before in the two years Mara had been assigned to her. She was almost—shining.

      “It’s a beautiful room, Emma, are you happy here?”

      “Yes, Ms. Delgado.”

      “Do you want to stay with Mr. Deschanel?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She was curious and had to ask. “Why did you choose him, Emma?”

      “He needed saving,” she admitted in a timid voice.

      Mara thought that was an odd thing for a child to say, but Emma had always struck her as an old soul, a peculiar child. She completed her tour of the house and grounds and met Maxwell Denton, the driver and personal security for Mr. Deschanel. Mara rejoined Sebastian in the living room once more.

      “I’m leaving with a good impression, Mr. Deschanel. As I said, these are unusual circumstances, but I see a good outcome here. I will visit with Emma every week for now, and if you can complete the paperwork tomorrow, I’ll grant you temporary custody. I will also need to run a background check on the people in your circle, who will be in direct contact with Emma, giving her care on a daily basis. If you have any problems with Emma, behavioral or otherwise, you must report them to me forthwith.”

      Fat fucking chance, Mara, Sebastian thought.

      “I’m leaving you a copy of the background info from her file, and you will need to sign up for our parenting class for foster parents. We meet once a week for six weeks. I cannot consider you for permanent custody until that’s completed.”

      Sebastian grumbled at the thought of becoming a student for the next six weeks. Russell was going to get off on this way too much.

      Mara continued. “Emma has asked me to put her in touch with her friend, Avery, and I will follow up on that, if you don’t object.”

      Sebastian was more than a little curious. “Tell me about Avery.” Seb wanted to know more about this boy who meant so much to his Emma.

      “Well, he’s a good kid. They met at New Horizons. Same age and background. He got into a lot of trouble defending her, which is another reason I’m approving you for temporary custody. He’s not there to buffer her from the bullying if I send her back. Other than that, no serious behavior problems,” Mara concluded.

      “If that’s what Emma wants, that’s fine with me, for now. If you arrange a visit, I’ll have Max pick him up and bring him here, while Jennie or I supervise them.” She thanked him and he showed her out.

      Done and done, now he could take a deep breath for the first time that week.
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        * * *

      

      The following week, Sebastian,wearing a charcoal suit and pale gray shirt, returned to work at the offices of D&S Holdings, Intl.. He made his way past reception with a wave and a nod at the receptionist in the front office staff. When he opened the door to his office, he was speechless.

      Pink helium balloons and streamers decorated every inch of available space. A huge banner was taped to the wall above his desk that read ‘Congrats, it’s a girl!’ A pack of diapers topped with a pink bow sat on his desk.

      Russell came up behind him, holding a glass of champagne, laughing. Seb rolled his eyes as he set his briefcase down and closed the door. He couldn’t help being annoyed and humored all at once. He had to admit, Russ got him good this time.

      “I suppose this is your idea of a joke?”

      “Oh, come on, Seb, it’s fucking hilarious,” Russ said as he tossed back his champagne. He held a flute out to Seb, who refused it, and Russ shrugged and downed his too.

      “How’d it go with the caseworker?” Russ asked.

      “Good, I guess. I’m mired down in paperwork and legal forms and applications, and I have to attend parenting classes for six weeks. She’ll be checking in weekly
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