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        Restaurant on the outskirts of Lynyrd Station  - Daggett Winery and Restaurant - Melissa Marie

        Small Town in Texas where Axel grew up - Roarke Tx - Arlene Miklovic

        Ukrainian buyer of girls - Mikheil Ustymovych - LeighAnn Fender

        Ukrainian accomplice - Fedir Bulikov - Judy Gagliardi Wagner

        Ukrainian accomplice - Viktor (Wiktor) Boyko - Wioletta Slyk

        American who works with the Ukrainians - Kash Elliott - Kathy Franklin

        Kash Elliott's sister - Angel Elliott - Jo West

        Bar where Fedir is found - No Name Bar & Grill - Elena Pietrantonio

        Town outside of Minneapolis - Carlsford, MN - Jenny Brandenburg
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        Bridget's friend in law enforcement - Kevin, codename Cobra - Mechelle Hopkins Hypes

        Jax and Dodge's babies - Girl Maya/ Boy Myles - Belinda Jackson Hercule

        Kerry Harteker - Medical assistance
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      A GHOST agent fighting the demons of their past.

      An expert markswoman determined to save her son.

      And the enemies hellbent on tearing them apart.

      Needing an outlet from the pain of his past, Axel Dunbar finds salvation in the Army, fighting for his country. Now, eight years later, his strength and security comes as a GHOST agent, righting the wrongs of the world. He's used to getting down and dirty and cleaning up other people's messes, but when the latest mess is his own, everything changes.

      Wounded veteran and expert markswoman Bridget Byrnes is a self-sufficient and strong single mother--even with enemies trying to throw her off her game. But running into the man who stole a piece of her heart years ago is more than she ever imagined. He's still the sexy, strong, and irresistible man she remembers. And this time, he's not going anywhere. With a madman hellbent on revenge, her life is in danger. Axel will do anything to DEFEND BRIDGET. 

      

      Let’s stay in touch where bots, algorithms and subjective admins don’t decide what we see.  PJ Fiala’s Readers’ Club is my newsletter where I promise to only send you content you enjoy!   https://www.subscribepage.com/pjfialafm
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      Taking the electronic tablet the driver handed her, Bridget tapped the "Tip" icon, added a generous amount to the total, signed her name, and handed it back.

      "Thank you," she said as she opened her door.

      Traveling light, as this was a day trip, she had no luggage. She walked up to the beautiful, older, brick building on the outskirts of Lynyrd Station, Daggert Winery and Restaurant, and the heavy, oak doors with old iron handles opened before she reached them.

      Blinking in surprise, she stepped into the entryway which boasted stone walls, stone floors, and substantial, wooden furniture with studded accents. Decorations on the long side tables featured candlestick lamps with ornate shades, metal bowls with engraved wooden balls and a candelabra or two situated on the corners.

      It was all she could do not to murmur, "Wow."

      "May I take your jacket, ma'am?"

      She was flustered that she hadn't seen the man wearing black dress slacks, a crisp white shirt, and black vest with a black bow tie standing tall and straight as he waited for her to answer.

      "Of course, thank you."

      He helped her remove her jacket, folded it neatly over his arm, and asked, "Are you here for the Vickers’ baby shower?"

      "Yes, I am."

      This all seemed so unlike Sophie, at least the Sophie she knew in their Army days. But she'd heard that she'd married into money, though she'd never have guessed this much. Then again, you never knew about anyone, right?

      Suddenly feeling self-conscious and maybe underdressed, she looked down at her sleek, gray trousers and her soft, gray and white floral blouse and hoped she didn't stand out - in a bad way.

      The waiter, or supervisor, or whoever, bowed slightly from the waist. "Please follow me."

      He turned and she followed him into a room off to the left. The first thing she noticed was a wall of windows that looked out onto expansive gardens alive with varying flowers of every color, shape, and size. A tall wooden covered bridge graced the back of the property. The whole scene was picturesque and breathtaking.

      A baby grand piano stood in a corner close, but not too close, to a tall stone fireplace. High above was a narrow wooden mantle and on top of that lay a bobcat which looked as if it were watching her. She stared for a few moments and realized it was a real cat, though no longer alive, but an expert taxidermist had beautifully preserved it.

      "There you are."

      She turned to see Sophie still as gorgeous as ever, maybe even more so, with her full rounded belly, glistening, long, dark hair and shiny brown eyes. Her smile said it all, this woman was happy.

      "Oh. my God, Sophie you are simply glowing."

      Sophie wrapped her in a warm embrace, and she reveled in holding her friend close. A slight thumping against her had her pulling away and she looked down at Sophie's baby belly.

      "I just got kicked."

      "You did." Sophie laughed. "She must not like all the activity today. She’s been kicking up a storm."

      "It's a girl? I thought you weren't going to find out before you had him or her?"

      "I don't know for sure, but I enjoy calling her a her because Gaige would really like a boy and it gets him flustered. He said he wouldn’t know what to do with a girl."

      Bridget laughed. "He has nieces, he should know a bit anyway."

      Sophie giggled, nodded and lay her hand on her belly.

      "Wow, I'm so stunned, Sophie. You look...content and so beautiful. Pregnancy agrees with you.”

      "Oh my God, I'm so happy, Bridget. I can't even put it into words how elated I am. Marriage agrees with me. My job agrees with me and this,..." She lovingly smoothed her hands over her baby bump. "This definitely agrees with me."

      Unable to resist, she pulled Sophie in for another hug as close as she could get and held on tight.

      "I'm so sorry I couldn't make the wedding, but Aidyn was sick. I can't leave when he's not feeling well. He had a flu bug that lasted only a couple of days, then he was as good as new."

      "How is Aidyn? What fun new things is he into these days?"

      "He’s great. He’s growing up so fast. Lately he’s into dinosaurs."

      "That's fantastic. I hope you brought tons of pictures."

      Laughing, she said, "You know I did."

      Bridget pulled her phone from her purse, scrolled, tapped, and looked at the face of her little boy, so adorable and innocent. "Here he is."

      Sophie took her phone and scrolled through her pictures. Her stunning smile and exclamations a tell as to how adorable she thought Aidyn was, too.

      "Oh my God, he's getting so big. You must be so proud. He’s just so precious.”

      "I am, always. He's a handful, but he's also mine. My mom says that he's just like me when I was his age."

      "Moms have a way of doing  things like that. I’m sure I’ll be hearing similar remarks from my mom." Sophie turned, put her arm around Bridget and began walking them to another room. "Come on back and let me introduce you to my friends. They're excited to meet you. I've been telling them of some of our exploits while we were in the Army."

      Bridget walked along with her friend, her hip not as sore today as other days, through this magical place and fought the feeling that they'd gone back in time. "I hope you aren't telling them everything!"

      The glint of mischief in Sophie's eyes gave her pause. "Not quite everything. Some things should be left for us. And Kate. We'll keep some of our memories of Kate and our antics between us."

      Wrapping her arm around her friend's waist she pulled her close as they continued to walk through a gorgeous sitting room furnished with large-scale leather high back chairs in front of yet another fireplace with a small table in between them. "I miss you both so much, Sophie. I was so devastated when I heard of her death. It broke my heart when you went missing for a while, I worried myself silly. I'm so relieved that you found Gaige again and that you're still with us. Between us, Kate will always be alive. At least here." She pointed to her heart and she meant it. Kate was just the best.

      "If this is a little girl I'm carrying, I'm naming her Kate."

      Bridget swallowed the lump that instantly formed in her throat. Blinking rapidly to stem the tears that threatened, she nodded, squeezed Sophie's waist, and whispered, "I think that’s perfect."
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      Axel couldn't help but feel melancholy. At least a bit. He'd always wanted to be a father. Always.

      "A father isn't something you want to be." One friend, Dick, teased. "An astronaut is something you want to be. You become a father when you get your girl knocked-up."

      When his high school girlfriend, Donna, found out she was pregnant, he dropped his plans to join the military and found a job in his small town of Roarke, Texas. He figured that he and Donna would get married. After the shock of finding out he was going to be a father, he was happy about it. He was sure he'd be a good one. Four months later, he found out through a friend that she'd had an abortion. She was a coward. She just moved away so she didn't even have to face him. And that was the end of his new job. He followed his original plans and joined the Army the very next day. Devastated, he pushed being a father to the far depths of his heart.

      Shaking the sad memory from his thoughts, he continued through the barn, the soft nickering of horses and the crunching of the fresh hay beneath their hooves filled his hearing and calmed him.

      Running steps from behind him had him bracing. Josh caught up to him and slapped him firmly on the back. "What's it going to take to lift you out of this funk you're in?"

      "I'll be fine, I'm just feeling sorry for myself."

      "I understand they have a paintball field in the back of the barn and courses set up around the property away from the restaurant. Wanna play? Or should I say, Wanna get your ass kicked?"

      Axel laughed out loud. "Fuck you, I can beat you blindfolded."

      "Let's put it to the test, smart ass."

      Running through the woods, shooting paintballs at his friends sounded like just the ticket to bring his mood back to its usual happy self, busting his friends chops.

      Following Josh, who seemed a little too eager for fun and games considering they'd just come off a nasty government mission involving some major international arms dealers that nearly went south. But everyone had their own way of shaking off the hazards they'd faced during an operation and putting their minds right. His usually involved hitting the shooting range and firing off a hundred rounds or so. Then a hard workout, followed by a long nap. There was something about the smell of gunpowder, then sweating profusely followed by a hot shower and deep sleep. He usually woke, ready to go and eager to take down more vile scum.

      He heard his friends and teammates teasing each other in the tack room off the barn and entered the room to see them selecting paintball guns and the colored paintballs of their choice.

      Wyatt laughed and said to Gaige, "Isn't Sophie going to kick your ass when you go into the restaurant covered in paint?"

      "Fuck you, I'm not the one going in covered in paint. That's for you losers."

      Dodge looked over at Axel, winked, then shot Gaige in the thigh, leaving a big blue splotch on his jeans. Gaige howled as the paintball hit. At this close range, those little suckers hurt like a bitch.

      "You just earned yourself an ambush, Sager."

      Dodge laughed. "We'll see."

      Gaige replied, "For the record, your wife is the one who will kick your ass if you go in soaked in paint."

      Dodge laughed out loud and shook his head. "Yeah, Jax probably will. But the makeup sex is amazing."

      Josh, Jax's twin, yelled, "Stop that. I don't want to hear about you having sex with my sister."

      The room full of guys laughed. Lincoln shook his head. "You've seen her lately haven't you? She's carrying twins and looks like she'll have them any day now, so clearly, she's had sex."

      Josh pointed his paintball gun at Lincoln, but Lincoln turned and ran from the room, out the backdoor where their guide waited for them.

      "Chicken!" Josh yelled. But he quickly burst out laughing.

      Axel's mood was already lifting. Yeah, this is what he needed, some fun with his friends, shooting, getting dirty and then eating a delicious meal. Today was looking up.

      ***

      Axel and Gaige ducked behind the large rock they'd found for cover. This game required them to form teams. There was a flag in the ground on the other side of the deep ridge. Each team had to come out 'alive', which meant in paintball terms, not hit during the game. Axel looked over the top of the rock, his eyes scanned the uneven terrain, and he watched for the other teams. A paintball flew over his head to the left and he dropped down immediately. "Fuck. They know where we are."

      "Okay, let's move out to the right. That Oak tree over there will provide us some cover."

      "Roger. You go first and I'll cover you."

      "Roger." Gaige crept low to maneuver to the edge of the rock. Axel looked around the right side of the rock and waited. Slowly pulling his gun up, he glanced around the area, then whispered, "Go."

      Gaige took off running to the Oak tree, dove on the ground and made it just as a paintball whizzed by Axel's right ear.

      Ducking behind the rock again, he situated himself to the side of the rock Gaige had just vacated, looked over at his friend, who had hunkered down behind the tree and was looking around. The rustling of leaves had him looking up over the rock to see Josh running for cover to a location across the ridge from them and taking fire. Using the diversion to run to the tree, Axel took off as fast as he could and slid on his heels as he ducked behind the tree, still alive.

      Gaige smiled then patted him on the back.

      Gaige's phone buzzed in his pocket, and he rolled his eyes, "We're caught for sure now."

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he whispered, "Vickers."

      "Gaige, this is Mrs. Vickers and it's time to get back for lunch. What are you guys doing anyway?"

      "We're playing paintball and you're going to get us killed."

      "Well, I'll just say this, if you all make Jax wait another minute to eat, she'll kill all of you and you won't have to worry about being killed by a paintball. She's eating for three and she's hungry as a bear."

      "Shit."

      Axel laughed and shook his head. "Poor Dodge."

      Gaige pocketed his phone, stood behind the tree, and yelled out to his friends and co-operatives.

      "Dinner time. Dodge, especially you, your wife is starving and she's getting hangry."

      Josh could be heard laughing the loudest but some of the other guys were laughing loudly, too. Then Josh stood first, hands up and said, "Calling it."

      But, as guys do, rather than letting him just call the game, they each pummeled him with paint. His howls of pain could be heard over all the shooting, leaves rustling and laughing.

      "I'm gonna get you fuckers."

      Dodge stepped out from behind Josh, laughing. He slapped Josh on the back and shook his head. "Had to do it, bro."
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      Bridget sat at a small table with two other women, Skye Winter, who was married to Lincoln, and Megan Montgomery, who was married to Ford and tried desperately to remember everyone's names. She'd been introduced and wonderfully welcomed by all of these women but meeting everyone all at once made it harder for her to remember their names.

      Megan leaned forward and caught her attention.

      "What do you do for a living, Bridget?"

      Finally, she had a topic she could talk about. Though, it was often frowned upon.

      "I own a shooting range. I mostly work with women, training them how to handle their weapons, clean them, take care of them but mostly how to shoot them precisely and safely."

      "That is so cool. I'm envious of you. Maybe one day you'll help teach me how to shoot."

      "I'd love to. What do you do for a living?"

      Megan laughed and she found herself being the envious one. She was gorgeous with her perfect teeth and long, auburn hair. Her skin was flawless, and her eyes were the greenest eyes she'd ever seen.

      "I used to be a nurse, now I'm a stay-at-home mom of an almost two-year-old daughter, Shelby, and as you already know Ford's wife. Since they're schedules..." She motioned around the room, but mostly toward Jax, who was sitting in a chair, looking very uncomfortable, "are so unpredictable, it's impossible for me to work outside of the house. I'd never know when I needed daycare and for how long."

      "I can understand that. I have a son, Aidyn, who'll be five in a few months, and I had to set a regular schedule with my business so my mom, who watches him, could have a life, too."

      Skye looked at her. "Do you have pictures of Aidyn?"

      Bridget pulled her phone from her purse and scrolled to her pictures. Finding the photo file of Aidyn, she tapped the first one and turned her phone.

      "Oh, he's a good-looking boy. He has the prettiest hazel eyes I've ever seen." Skye looked up at her and smiled. "Must take after his father."

      Bridget swallowed. "Yes, he does."

      Skye passed her phone to Megan, who had similar compliments and Bridget smiled at the praise. Megan handed her phone over, and Bridget asked, "Do you have pictures of Shelby?"

      Megan smiled. "Of course, I do." And proceeded to pull her phone from her purse, tap and scroll.

      "Oh, gosh, I get it now. "Shelby, Ford. Haha, that's great."

      Megan laughed, "Ford also has a son named, get this, Falcon."

      The women all laughed as the door swung open from the back of the room and their group of men, covered in paint of varying colors and hues, entered. The women all grew silent and stared at them.

      Jax was the first one to speak. "What the hell have you been doing?"

      "Playing paintball." a man about Jax's age, who looked remarkably like her, with an enormous smile answered.

      Jax sat forward in her uncomfortable chair and looked the men over. Skye leaned forward and quietly said, "Uh-oh."

      "I can see you back there, Sager."

      A tall, blond man with broad shoulders stepped forward a sheepish smile on his face.

      "Hey, Little Mama, how are you three doing?"

      Jax looked him up and down; though he wasn't plastered in paint, his pants were dirty like he'd been playing in the mud and there were leaves hanging from the back of his t-shirt.

      "Geeze, I don't even know what to say. You make me mad, sad and jealous all at the same time. You're taking your clothes to Mrs. James to clean that mess up.”

      Dodge laughed and so did most of the other men, though they were trying to hide it.

      Bridget leaned forward and asked quietly, “Who’s Mrs. James?”

      Skye responded, “She works at the compound and does everyone’s laundry. At least those who live there, and I’m guessing, Dodge’s.”

      The ladies at her table giggled and Bridget wondered not for the first time, what the compound was. Sophie had mentioned it before, too.

      Sophie stood and walked over to a man, though he didn't have a ton of paint on him, had a few spots here and there. Taking him by the hand, she walked toward Bridget, Megan and Skye.

      "Bridget, this is Gaige. Gaige, this is the infamous Bridget Barnes. Sharpshooter, entrepreneur and amazing mom."

      Gaige had green eyes, a nice smile and he stood tall and proud. He held his hand out toward her and Bridget shook it.

      "It's nice to finally meet The Gaige Vickers I've heard so much about over the years."

      He smiled, but his eyes turned to look into Sophie's, and an instant pang of jealousy stabbed her in the heart. That look. The one Gaige gave to Sophie and Sophie returned. She wanted that.

      Soon two other men came to their table and she was introduced to Ford and Lincoln. She watched as most of the other men wandered into the other rooms, presumably to clean up and not be yelled at.

      Yvette, who she'd met earlier, stood next to a tall, very tall dark-haired man with tattoos everywhere and a beard called out, "Let's all go into the dining room and have lunch while it's warm."

      The group meandered through the room, but Sophie and Gaige waited with her as the rest left the room, then they walked with her to the dining room. Just like the rest of this gorgeous building, the dining room was as opulent as expected. Long dining tables were decorated with black table linens. Gold and red centerpieces were placed every few place settings, candles were lit, and the room was romantic.

      "Wow, Sophie, this place is amazing."

      "It is.  Jax talked me into having my shower here. She had her shower here last month and I fell in love with it. I probably shouldn't have spent so much money, but it's our first child. Plus, I'm trying to make up for some special people you know who won't be able to share this with me. Not that this makes up for Tate and Kate's absence, but for some reason, I wanted to make this so special, so if they're watching from heaven, they'll see I'm doing well. Does that seem stupid?"

      "Of course, it doesn't."

      Gaige leaned in and whispered, "Plus, you two are worth it."

      He lovingly patted her belly, then kissed her nose. "Let's sit, I'm hungry."

      Sophie giggled and took Bridget's hand. "Sit with me."
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      Axel splashed water on his face and raked his hands through his dark hair. He'd grown it out a few years ago since he was still a bit self-conscious about the scar that ran down the right side of his face. Wyatt had a matching scar on his left side they'd gotten from the same asshole they were trying to bring in on a mission five years ago. The suspect was high and went after Wyatt first; his scar was worse extending down his teammate's neck. He was afraid he'd lose his teammate. He'd jumped the guy and the knife-wielding suspect cut his face before he took the asshole out. Growing his hair long had women noticing his hair and not his scar. At least the few times he'd had an opportunity to meet a woman, but nothing ever transpired beyond meeting them. He worked so much it wasn't easy to meet women. Kind of hard to be a father when you weren't there. Life had a way of punching a person in the gut then laughing in his face.

      There was a time he’d dreamed of a wife and babies and a regular nine to five job. He’d set his sights on that when Donna got pregnant. He’d dreamed of playing games with his kids and going to soccer games. But, those days were over.

      Washing his hands, he grabbed some paper toweling and dried them off. Exiting the bathroom, he made his way to the delicious smelling food and the voices of his friends in the dining room.

      Stepping into the dining room, he saw three tables set up in the room for their group and no other tables. Gaige and Sophie had rented the place for the day, just like Jax and Dodge had done last month.

      Josh looked up at him as he entered the room and waved him over to sit across from him.

      "Most everyone is paired up, except us and the smoking-hot redhead next to Sophie."

      He tilted his head to the table across the room.

      His eyes followed the direction of Josh's head and landed on her. The redhead. The one he had a hard time forgetting about all these years later. Looking away from her was almost impossible. She was still a knockout. Her shiny, red hair hung down over her shoulders. A slight wave of hair curved around her left cheek and created the perfect softness for her face. Not that she needed it. But, he knew from the little bit of time he'd spent with her that she was tough. Former military, self-assured, dauntless. Dammit, she was like a drug to him. And then she was gone.

      "What, you know her?" Josh's voice broke into his thoughts.

      His eyes moved from the softness of her hair to Josh's brown inquiring eyes. "Um, yeah. At least I think it's her."

      "No way. How do you know her and how is it you know her but haven't claimed her?"

      His eyes landed on Josh. "Claimed? What are we wolves?"

      "I mean, what is she, batshit crazy or something?"

      "No. I mean I don't know. I don't know her that well, I just met her a few years ago at a bar."

      "Did you..."

      "Knock it off." His eyes landed on her again. Same full lips. What he could see from the table up, she was still slender and delicate. But he also remembered a woman who knew what she wanted and expected to get it.

      She laughed at something Sophie said and it was like a gut punch. Damn she was sexy. He could barely hear her laugh over the voices of his friends talking in the room, but what he could hear brought a memory crashing into him. They were sitting in the bar at the hotel both were staying at. He used a cheesy pickup line, something about falling from heaven and she laughed. Then she looked him square in the eyes, hers the prettiest green he'd ever seen. She leaned in and the fragrance she wore, citrusy and fresh, wrapped itself around him as her lips curved up in the most beguiling smile.

      "Look here, handsome, I don't fall for stupid pickup lines. I'm not an easy mark. I don't even flatter easily. So, if you think you have a shot with me, you'd better bring, not just your A game, but your A plus, plus game."

      He laughed and he remembered how her eyes watched his. He knew, in that moment she was smitten, and she'd be his by the end of the evening. He brought his A plus, plus game. He brought it over and over if memory served.

      "You fuck with Sophie's friend and Sophie will kick your sorry ass."

      Looking at Josh again, he grinned.

      "Well, I haven't had my ass kicked by a pregnant woman ever."

      Jax, who sat across the table between Josh and Dodge, leveled a scary gaze on him. His stomach tightened at the look in her eyes. She'd been rather testy lately, big as a house with twins, not able to work out like she used to and worried about what in the hell she was going to do with twins and how would she work. The decision had been that her mother, Pilar, would be moving into the wing they added to their home. So, Jax was stressed, pregnant and irritable.

      "Today going to be your day, Axel?" she asked softly.

      "No, ma'am." he replied. Then he thought he should soften her up a bit. He smiled at her and winked. That usually did the trick. Usually. Today she just stared at him, she didn't even move. He squirmed in his chair, twice and then she burst out laughing.

      "Gotcha."

      "It's not fair 'cause you're huuugg...pregnant."

      "You almost got your ass kicked just now. You call me huge ever again and I don't care who's around, you're going down."

      Tapping on a glass had them all turning toward the front of the room and Roxanne, Hawk's wife, as she called for attention.

      "Thank you all for coming today to help us shower Sophie, Gaige and Little Vickers with gifts. These two, finally, and when I say that I mean FINALLY got their act together and tied the knot. Then didn't waste any time getting pregnant. So, we'll need to hurry and eat then open the gifts, 'cause now that they have their rhythm, they'll be moving fast."

      The crowd in the room laughed and he couldn't help himself, he looked at her. Irish. That's what he'd called her. She said she had been the top of her class on the gun range and the only sharpshooter in her unit.

      Just as he remembered her nickname, she turned her head and their eyes met. The bolt of lightning that shot through him intensified as it landed in his cock. She nodded slightly and he squirmed again, this time for a much different reason.
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      Bridget stood as they left the room. The lunch had been delicious, the gifts lavish, and she was thrilled that she'd opted for the one thing she thought no one would think of for a baby gift. She'd sent it ahead earlier this week to Roxanne, who was kind enough to bring it today. It was a collection of books for the baby, swaddles, and a sling for carrying the baby around when you just must get stuff done. She assumed no one else had gotten them anything like this, according to Roxanne, and she felt relieved when she sent them. She’d been very lucky that Sophie had mentioned Roxanne, the wife of Hawk Delany, who worked with Gaige. Sophie had told her about Roxanne’s unusual silvery-white hair. She’d been spot on in her description.

      Just as she made her way to the door to head out to the room where they'd first gathered for dessert, he was there. Robert Beckman. Butterflies came to life in her tummy as he neared her. His aftershave, which was so damned sexy, wafted over her and she remembered the night they'd spent together. Telling herself what a dirtbag he was though, she steeled herself against his charms. That damnable smile, his full lips, those hazel eyes. Dammit, that had been the first thing she'd noticed about him five years ago.

      "Irish, I had no idea you and Sophie were friends."

      She stopped just before exiting the dining room and he stopped alongside her.

      "I'm going to go way out on a limb and say there are so many things you don't know about me it would make your head spin."

      His brows came together, then quickly relaxed. The surprise at her words showed in his eyes for the briefest of moments before speeding off in another direction.

      "Let's rectify that. Have dinner with me tonight and you can spin my head."

      "I can't. I've got someone to get home to."

      She saw his smile fall and the disappointment on his face. It felt good to disappoint him. She'd been so damned disappointed these nearly five years in so much about him.

      "Fair enough." He then held his hand out for her to exit the room first and she raised her head, squared her shoulders and walked out to the rest of the shower guests who'd gathered around while Sophie opened gifts.

      Opening them one at a time, she was once again relieved when gift after gift was different from her gift. Silly thing to worry about, but she worried just the same. Trying to exchange something from afar was a pain.

      Feeling as though she was being watched, her eyes darted toward Robert many times. Each time she found him staring at her and each time she looked away quickly. A couple of times she saw his brows bunch and knew he was puzzled by her reaction to him.

      She decided to find Roxanne to thank her for bringing the
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