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Part One

Shielding Her Heart
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Bridget Shannon couldn’t believe her luck: it was only the beginning of the day, and she already had her only class get canceled. 

Sure, the professor had to take care of a sick pet, but if she knew anything about golden labs, it was that they ate everything. More likely than not, the professor’s pet had swallowed a pair of underwear, and her professor was going to have to get the dog examined.

It didn’t surprise her much. This was the second time in a year she’d had a class with this professor, who then had to cancel because of her dog. Either way, it meant she got the entire rest of the day off.

At least I didn’t have to drive to get here.

Smiling to herself, she spun on her heel, and raced from the room where the sign about the canceled class had been taped. Outside, the sun kissed her skin, making the entire Kenstone Grove campus gleam. The tangy, grass-scented air pinched her nose, and the red-brick buildings glowed warmly in the late spring morning.

Hurrying down the stairs, she all but skipped down the sidewalk towards home. She hadn’t gotten far, though, before she caught the upraised voice of her adopted sister, Eula, filling the air. The hard, uncertain tones of it slowed her Bridget almost a stop. Tiptoeing closer, she jumped to hear a male voice speaking over her sister’s.

Peering around a line of bushes separating a bench area from the school, she found Eula and her sister’s boyfriend glaring at each other.

“Being uncomfortable with something is always a valid reason for not doing it, Mike,” Eula said, but her voice was low, and trembled with fear.

“You’re just acting like a child!” Mike said, towering over her with his broad shoulders. “You always do this. You said yes to off-roading, but the second we actually get out there and start driving around, you chicken out. You didn’t even wait until we finish the course before you wanted to turn around!”

“Because I was scared!” Eula shouted the words. The despair in her voice cut to the heart of Bridget, but before she even had a second to process it, he screamed back:

“You’re such a coward!”

Immediately, Bridget’s back went ramrod straight, and her blood ran cold in her veins. Clenching her hands into fists, she marched right into the clearing. 

All she saw was her delicate, empathetic, homespun sister bursting into tears, sobbing about wanting to break up, before Bridget slid in front of her. Without a care for her own safety, she faced down Eula’s boyfriend with her fists on her hips.

Once, Bridget had considered him to be like a younger Prince Eric from The Little Mermaid. Now, he just appeared to be a jerk with a superficially pretty face. It made her even angrier.

He jumped so hard at the sight of her that he fell back a step. The fury on his face gave way to astonishment. “What the—?”

“It’s time for you to go, Mike,” Bridget said, her voice loud, but calm.

He kept staring at her, like he couldn’t believe she was real. When it was clear that she wasn’t leaving, he backed up another step.

She didn’t wait for him to get the message. Taking Eula’s arm, she led her crying sister out of the clearing, and towards the nearest building on campus. The second she couldn’t see her sister’s ex anymore, Bridget wrapped her arm around Eula’s shoulders.

“Are you okay?” she whispered, hugging the girl close.

Eula nodded into her shoulder. “Better now that I’m away from him. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t shown up when you did. It’s like you have a sixth sense for this stuff.”

Bridget snorted, and shook her head. “I just don’t like seeing my family hurt, especially not the family I chose for myself,” she said. Freeing one arm, she offered the girl a tissue from her purse.

Eula blew her nose with a honk, and then gave Bridget’s waist a squeeze. “You know what I think? I think you’ll find your own, fearless man one day, and he’ll be so blown away by you, he won’t know what hit him,” she said, straightening her homespun dress, and checking that her braided crown was still in place.

Bridget started to laugh, but the pounding of footsteps behind them made her jump. Fearing Eula’s ex was about to tackle her from behind, she spun, her elbow cocked for throwing.

“Whoa, hey!”

Eula gasped. Bridget froze, startled at the sight of a tall, chiseled, sandy-haired man huffing and puffing behind her. He threw his hands up in surrender.

“Sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you, I just...I heard the arguing from my window.” He pointed to the brick building beside them, motioning to the top floor, and then smoothed down his shirt. “I...I know that guy, we used to be friends. I wanted to apologize for his behavior. And, well, for my lateness. I didn’t make it down the elevator in time to stop him from yelling at you like that.”
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Gaping, Bridget turned to Eula. Her adopted sister looked as shocked as she felt. Unlike Bridget, though, she managed to close her mouth, and offer him a watery smile. 

“Well, thank you—what’s your name?” Eula asked.

“I’m Ewan,” he said, finally catching his breath enough to smile back.

“That was really sweet of you, Ewan. Thank you,” Eula said. Tugging Bridget’s sleeve, she turned back to the sidewalk, already cutting across campus.

With a smile to the man, Bridget started to follow, but Ewan made a noise. Pausing, she glanced at him over her shoulder.

“C-can I at least walk you to wherever you’re going?” he asked, eyes wide and earnest.

Bridget couldn’t deny it: the request was sweet. It tugged at her heartstrings, begging her to see the offer as something straight out of a romance novel. She even felt for him a little, bearing the brunt of their reaction to his former friend. 

At the same time, he hadn’t actually made it down to the confrontation. She’d had to stop it on her own.

Intentions were one thing. Actions were another. And part of her feared that, if he’d been friends at any point with Eula’s ex, there must be something in him that was similar to Eula’s ex after all.

Plus, remember our rule about letting boys take us places before we’ve had at least one hefty conversation with them, she told her throbbing heart.

“No, but thank you, Ewan,” she said, keeping her tone as smooth as warm butter on bread. A little bit of her heart panged when his shoulders slumped in disappointment. 

That’s not good enough for me to turn my back on my decision, she told her empathetic organ. 

“We'll see you around school!” she said. Before he could protest, Bridget took her sister’s arm, and walked with her the rest of the way to the rec areas on the other side of campus. 

As soon as they were out of earshot of him, Eula sighed, long and loud.

Bridget raised an eyebrow at her. “Yes?”

Her sister shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Oh, nothing,” she said, watching Bridget from the corner of her eye. “Only...you didn’t say no on account of me, did you?”

Bridget’s jaw dropped, and she pulled her sister closer. “No! Of course not. I said it because I have rules about guys, and them walking me places. Besides, we only just met him, and I never get to walk you to Chess Club.”

“As long as that’s all it is,” Eula said. As they stopped in front of the brick-faced, Kenstone Grove college rec center, she tucked a loose strand of hair behind Bridget’s ear, and smiled. “Thanks again for this. I feel like I owe you a coffee, or something.”

Bridget made a face, and opened one of the double doors for her. “Not even remotely. Have fun,” she said, and made her way back down the sidewalk.

Campus had quieted in the time since her class had been cancelled. Without the bustle of the crowds, she almost wanted to linger a bit. The grass looked soft enough to sleep on, and there was just enough of a breeze to keep from feeling toasted by the mid-morning sun. 

Twisting her mouth, she remembered all the work she had to do for tomorrow, as well as all the chores waiting for her at home.

That doesn’t mean I can’t relax just a little, right? It’s already such a beautiful day... 

As she considered taking an extra moment for herself, she caught the sound of footsteps thudding the sidewalk behind her. Fear pierced her chest. On instinct, Bridget moved further into the center of campus, aiming for the nearest building. 

Sure, it could’ve been anyone. At the same time, being a girl, and being alone, she wasn’t willing to take chances. 

Keeping her stride calm and even, she held her purse tighter, and tried to walk with determination. Only when the footsteps sped up outside the door to the administrative building did she glance back.

Eula’s ex, Mike, was charging right at her, his face tight and red with fury.
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Shock and fear spiked through her chest. She thought she ought to scream, but she couldn’t seem to get the sound out of her throat. 

Instead, she froze, caught in trying to size him up as he came to a stop in front of her. He pointed a large, trembling finger in her face.

“You shouldn’t have said anything,” he said, baring his teeth as he spoke. “You should’ve stayed away and let us deal with this as a couple! But no, you had to come charging in like you knew everything, and all you did was make things worse for us!”

“She’s my sister,” Bridget said, her voice coming out both hard and calm. To her dismay, though, the fear she felt rattling her bones put a tremble into her words. 

At the back of her mind, she prayed her didn’t hear it.

Instead, he snarled at her. “I don’t care! It’s none of your business!” he said, his voice rising with every word.

Bridget suppressed a shudder, forcing herself to stand up as straight as she could. 

He’s a bear, she told herself, remembering a camping trip she and the girls had taken last summer. He’s a bear, that’s all he is. Make yourself big. 

“What happens to my sisters is always my business, and you had no right to treat her the way you did!” she said, pointing a finger right back at him.

He stepped towards
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