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Author's Note

 


When I wrote
Whimsical Diva, I very pointedly made Isadora Nightingale, our
fictional domestic violence survivor, a woman who seemingly had it
all on the outside: white, straight, wealthy, talented, and loved
by millions. It was important to me to make it clear that domestic
violence isn't something only restricted to individuals who are
poor or marginalized or part of an ethnic or other minority. It's a
malevolent cancer that affects females everywhere, regardless of their
race, color, affluence, or gender identity. Needless to say, it
brought me great joy to bring Isadora’s abuser to a very satisfying
end.

As a licensed
hairdresser, my salon and I have been involved for many years with
an organization called Cut It Out
– The Beauty Community Against Domestic
Abuse. Hairdressers are in a unique
position to help abused women: We see evidence of scarring and
bruising that most others will never see, a salon is one of the
rare places an abused woman is allowed to go to by herself, and
survivors often feel safe confiding in their hairdressers when they
don't even trust their therapists or their spiritual advisors.
Salon professionals who are involved with Cut It Out have small cards with
resource information that they can give to a client, cards that are
small enough for the client to hide in her shoe. Ask the salon
manager where you go or your hairdresser if they are part of this
very important program.

 


If you or someone you know is in
an abusive relationship, you are not alone.

 


National Domestic Violence
Hotline

1.800.799.SAFE (7233) |
TheHotline.org

 



https://www.probeauty.org/pba-charities/cio/charities---cut-it-out-2020


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


For every domestic abuse victim out there who is
lonely, isolated, and filled with fear: You are believed and you
are loved.

 



Prologue

 


 


“You’ve got everything?” Nova
looked at the small pile of luggage by the front door then at her
older sister, Gillian. “I’ll be sending you the rest of your stuff
when you’re settled, so I guess there’s really not much to worry
about, is there?”

“No. There’s not.” Gillian
threw her arms excitedly around Nova. “I will never in a million
years ever be able to repay you for everything you’ve done
for me, Nov.” Her dark hazel eyes shone with tears.

“I’ll text you and Mom when we
stop for the night. It’s a long fucking drive to Albuquerque, but
Kip has everything under control, he says.”

Nova shook her head. “What you see
in a dude who has a name that sounds like a small, stinky fish, I
don’t have the first fucking clue.” She grinned as Gillian rolled
her eyes.

“Seriously, Kip is a really,
really good guy, Gill. You deserve him after everything you went
through with that fucktard, Charles.” Just then, there came a knock
at the door.

Gillian opened it to a man with
clear blue eyes and a perpetually sunny smile. “Hey, gorgeous. You
ready?” he asked as he stepped inside the apartment and kissed
Gillian. Next, he turned to Nova and pulled her into his arms for a
huge hug.

“I swear to you…I will protect
your sister with my life,” Kip vowed solemnly, squeezing the tiny
brunette. “I love her, Nova, and it will be over my fucking dead
body that anyone ever puts their hands on her again. Not while I
still breathe.”

Nova hugged him back just as
hard. “I know that, and I trust you, Kip. You’re a terrific man,
you’re both so good for each other, and I kind of envy
you…this massive adventure you’re going on.

“I hear Albuquerque is
wonderful and the Goddess knows, nurses like you two—you, a
critical care cardiac nurse and Gillian a kickass labor and
delivery nurse—will have jobs the minute you land in
Albuquerque.

“Now go, before you make me cry
and ruin my bad ass reputation.” Both Gillian and Kip hugged her
fiercely one more time then picked up Gillian’s luggage and
disappeared through the front door.

Nova listened to the silence in
the apartment for a moment then sighed and went into the kitchen to
get herself a beer out of the refrigerator. She typically didn’t
drink much—since she had to stay alert at all times—but a beer or a
cocktail once in a while was okay.

Christ knew she needed one after
the day she’d had today.

She slid back the sliding glass
door that led out onto the tiny balcony and closed it behind her
after she’d gone out into the balmy night. Seating herself in one
of the outdoor chairs, she curled her small bare feet under herself
then settled down to think about this shit show of a day.

APS. Now. Knew.

Fuck my life, she thought with
trepidation as she took a healthy swallow of her beer. She stared
out unseeing toward the park across the street from her apartment
complex.

“The bad asses”—as she and
Clementine Martin had nicknamed the butches of APS—had discovered
tonight that there was quite a bit more to Nova MacLeod than they’d
ever known.

That she was far more than just a
tiny, snarky Whimsy femme and former professional food stylist, who
was now a legendary ice cream artisan and worked with Delaney
Malloy and Rowan Holland at the Whimsy Arts Center.

During the course of Delaney’s
rescue, APS had abruptly realized Nova had skills and a certain
kind of knowledge no food stylist or ice cream artisan should
ever have. And while they didn’t have any details, they’d made
it perfectly clear in the aftermath of the whole entire clusterfuck
that they would be going after answers from her.

Nova leaned her head back on the
chair’s headrest and groaned, the icy beer bottle clutched between
her nerveless fingers.

It’s not like I’d had a fucking
choice, though, came the acerbic thought. She loved
Delaney—Delaney was one of her soul sisters and had been for a long
time—and it was going to be over Nova’s dead body that Frank
Bellwood would touch even one hair on Delaney’s head.

Everything had gone down so
goddamn fast—Tina Schaffner’s murder, Delaney’s hostage
situation…but Nova was an absolute master at rapid rescues,
where there was often little time, if any, to think and plan. She
had the process down to a science.

Nova firmly believed that APS was,
hands down, the best protection and security company for women in
existence. She had anonymously sent more than her fair share of
battered women to them for their help over the years, knowing
they’d be safe and protected under the APS umbrella.

However, there was a much, much
smaller segment of abused women out there who didn’t trust
anyone. Their lives were so severely in peril, a woman who
even smelled like a flight risk could be dead at the hands
of her abuser the next day. These were the women that Nova had
helped to rescue for years, under the radar and unbeknownst to
anyone, even her close-knit family.

Except Gillian. Gillian
knew…because Gillian had once been one of those women.

Her beautiful, happy-go-lucky
older sister, who had been spirited and playful in high school and
college—and who had actually dated Teagan Malloy for a very short
while in high school before they’d both decided they were much
better off as friends—had turned into a wraith practically
overnight after she’d met Charles Galloway.

Nova’s lip curled in hate.

Charles was handsome and
personable, an immensely popular graduate student who had charmed
everyone around him. He’d lured a starry-eyed Gillian to his side
with presents and flowers and all the right words.

Things had seemed perfect between
the two of them at first, and Gillian had seemed happy.

Until Nova had noticed her
outgoing older sister was becoming more silent, more introverted,
and had even started dressing differently—frumpier, drabber, with
long sleeves and long skirts even during the hottest days of the
Florida summer.

She had repeatedly assured Nova
that nothing was wrong and that she was just fine. But Gillian’s
retreat into herself and her withdrawal from the lives of everyone
around her had continued unabated.

It was Nova’s first lesson in
domestic abuse. When she had unexpectedly strode into Gillian’s
room one day while Gillian was getting dressed, and Nova had seen
the hundreds of cuts, welts, and deep bruises that had
littered her sister’s body, she had violently thrown up—and then
had demanded to know exactly what in the fuck was going
on.

Gillian had tried to excuse it
away and lie about it, her fear palpable, but Nova wasn’t having
it. She’d forced her older sister to tell her about the abuse she’d
been suffering at Charles Galloway’s hands—and when Gillian had
started to scream hysterically that Charles had promised he would
kill her if anyone found out, Nova had felt herself going ice
cold.

Gillian had been her first
rescue.

Nova wrenched her thoughts back
to the present. Since that horrible day eight years ago, Nova had
become an expert at rescuing women who didn’t have anywhere else to
turn because they didn’t trust anyone—not even an organization as
noble and protective and upstanding as APS. They were too afraid
and in too much danger to even think about taking the risk
to contact them.

Enter Nova. Nova gave these women
money, set up contacts and safe resources in other cities for them,
often arranged train tickets in a circuitous route to hide their
tracks, then helped them to simply disappear one day.

In a few cases—like that of that
fucking waste of life, Charles Galloway—Nova had been instrumental
in making sure they’d ended up languishing in a Florida prison for
domestic assault and even attempted murder, afraid to pick up the
soap in the shower.

It was a testament to Nova’s
cunning—and the determination of the women she’d rescued to finally
be free of the terror they’d lived with for so long—that not a
single one of them had ever been found by their former abusers
after they had disappeared.

Nova had managed to keep her
secret life secret for eight years…but now it was all coming
to an end because of what she’d done tonight. She knew the
Armstrong twins and the Seven weren’t going to stop until they’d
pried every single detail out of her…and they were going to be
furious when they found out about the hazardous hidden life Nova
had kept from them for so long.

Delaney had explained Sin One and
Sin Two to her during a conversation they’d had not long after
Delaney had been punished by Teagan for her Sin Two violation. Nova
was uncomfortably aware that she had not only violated Sin Two,
according to the principles of APS, but she had smashed the
motherfucker into a billion infinitesimal pieces.

She groaned again, a trickle of
apprehension whispering its way down her spine.

Trillian Dacanay was going to
fucking explode when she found out exactly what Nova had
been up to over the years. Nova lifted her beer bottle to her lips,
trying to ignore the slight trembling of her fingers.

Nova had had a crush on Trill for
as long as she could remember. That dark blonde hair, those light
brown eyes…and the deep dimples that Nova had always felt she could
literally fall into. Trill, one of the APS Seven, ran their Geek
Crew, and had a formidable reputation as the smartest one of the
APS bad asses—which was saying something, given their collective
talents.

If I’m being honest, she
admitted to herself with another swallow of her beer, I’ve
always been somewhat intimidated by Trill’s brilliance.

But Trill was also sensual and
predatory, just like the rest of the APS management team. A woman
who found herself in Trillian Dacanay’s bed would find herself
captured and claimed, if only for one night, until her very soul
was devoured and her body had surrendered in a submission she would
be unable to prevent.

Despite Trill’s slightly
introverted, techie exterior, Nova knew deep down inside that Trill
was anything but on the inside. Any femme who got mixed up
with the handsome team lead would be hard-pressed to stay one step
ahead of her, even as she succumbed to Trill’s deadly, carnal
lure.

And Trill was coming for her.

Nova shuddered and picked up her
empty beer bottle, pausing before she went in to scan the street
below. She knew there was no way she could afford to get distracted
by this situation, not with what she had on her plate at the
moment.

Nova’s lips firmed and she
narrowed her eyes stubbornly. As much as she wanted Trill—as much
as she craved just one single night in her arms and in her bed—she
knew better than to fall prey to Trill’s lethal charm and handsome,
sexy body.

Moth, meet flame. Nova
shuddered again. She was a big girl, she told herself resolutely,
steeling herself against Trill’s hypnotic appeal. She had no reason
to believe she couldn’t handle it or Trill…and it would be
over her dead body that she would let either her raging hormones or
the dangerous butch from Armstrong Protection Services take
priority over the desperate women who needed her.

But as Nova pulled open the
sliding glass door to walk back inside her apartment, she turned
around and let her anxious eyes scan over the street one more time,
looking for the gleam of dark blonde hair and a sexy, predatory
smile in the moonlight.

Because Trillian Dacanay was
coming for her.


Chapter 1

 


 


“Are you sure you have everything,
Maria?”

Nova MacLeod stood in the waiting
room of Tampa Union Station on a bright June morning with a large
manila envelope in her hands. The fragile, jittery female standing
next to her, clutching a toddler in her arms, nodded.

“I think so.”

“Good. Your baggage is checked in
and is on the train, except for this small overnight bag for you
and the little one.” She smiled gently at the tiny girl peering
shyly at her from her mother’s arms as she slid the strap from her
shoulder.

“This is Amtrak’s Silver Star
train, and it will take you the whole way to New York City. It’s a
25-hour trip, so I booked you a roomette in the sleeping car. It’s
extremely small, but at least you and Valentina will be more
comfortable. I can’t even imagine a two-year-old sitting still in a
train seat for that long.” Nova rolled her eyes and Maria laughed,
becoming a bit more relaxed.

“Your mami and your
abuelo will meet you at Penn Station. This,” she waved the
envelope she was holding at Maria before tucking it into the side
pocket of the overnight bag, “is everything you’ll need to get
settled into your new life once you get to New York City, plus a
bit of cash.”

She smiled into Maria’s eyes with
warmth and put one arm around her in a hug. “Have a safe trip and
text me when you get there so I know you arrived safely.”

“Nova.” Streams of tears started
to flood down Maria’s face and she choked, unable to continue for a
minute. “There’s no way I can ever repay you for what you’ve
done for us,” she stammered when she finally got herself under
control. “You will be in my prayers for the rest of my life. May
God go with you always, because surely you are doing His work.”

“I’ve already told you the story
of my sister, Maria. It wasn’t that long ago that she found herself
in a similar situation as you, although she’s free and safe now.
This is just my way of helping other women who find themselves in a
dangerous domestic violence relationship and need to get out.” The
two women hugged once again, and Nova watched Maria and Valentina
as they exited outside to the boarding platform. She crossed her
arms and leaned against a large marble pillar, intending to wait
until the train pulled out before she headed back to Whimsy, and
settled down to think about Maria’s story while she waited.

24-year-old Maria Camila Narvaez
Estrada and her family had emigrated from Puerto Rico to New York
City when Maria was just a child. Five years ago, when Maria was
nineteen, she had met 27-year-old Emilio Ramos Morales while
working in her parents’ bodega and had been swept off her feet.
After Maria and Emilio had dated for about six months, Emilio had
persuaded Maria to move to Florida with him. I have a friend who
owns a construction company down there, he’d told her, and
because the weather is so warm all year round and construction
never stops, I can make a lot more money there than I can here in
New York.

He’d held Maria tightly and
caressed her face. I want to marry you, negrita, and I
can’t do that until I can save some money for us. “Negrita” was
a Puerto Rican term of endearment, and Maria had been warmed by his
affection. Excited, she had agreed to relocate to Florida with
Emilio and when they’d arrived in Tampa, she’d looked forward to
settling down and starting her new life with him in the Sunshine
State.

But no sooner had they stepped
foot into their new apartment, the false mask Emilio wore dropped
away and he showed his true colors as the cruel, abusive tyrant he
truly was. Maria had been shocked and frightened, especially after
the first time he’d savagely beaten her then had threatened her
life if she told anyone. For several years, Maria had suffered her
abuse in silence: broken bones, burns where Emilio had pressed her
fingers against the hot stove when he was angry, chunks of hair
torn from her scalp. Then, when Maria was twenty-two, she’d been
terrified to find out she was pregnant.

Nova felt the rage in her soul
when she remembered that Maria’s family hadn’t even known
about Valentina’s birth when Nova had called them. They’d been
shocked beyond measure to find out their Maria had had a child
without their knowledge.

Maria didn’t have a cell phone or
a home phone, wasn’t allowed to go anywhere without Emilio, and had
been accompanied by him to all her prenatal visits during her
pregnancy. Her weekly Sunday calls to her family were made in his
presence, where she’d pretended to be healthy and happy for both
her sake and theirs, but he had forbidden her to mention her
pregnancy to her family—afraid they would want to come down to see
the new baby when it was born.

What should have been one of the
happiest times in her life was shrouded in secrecy and terror.
Emilio had ceased physically beating her while she was pregnant,
knowing he couldn’t hide the marks of his abuse on her body during
visits to her obstetrician, but his campaign of terror had still
continued.

Nova’s rage simmered even more as
her eyes narrowed and she thought about that incredible piece of
shit. Maria’s account of everything he had put her through still
made the hair on the back of her neck stand up on end.

After Valentina was born, the
beatings had resumed, and life became even harder because of the
presence of Maria’s baby daughter. Although she had a new infant to
care for, Emilio still expected the house to be cleaned, his
laundry to be washed, and his dinner to be cooked, just as it had
been before Valentina’s birth. Her insides were torn up, unable to
heal, because Emilio had ignored the six-week postpartum period
needed for vaginal healing and forced her to have painful,
degrading sex with him. He had also refused to take Maria to any of
her postpartum checkups, saying that she’d had the baby, so there
was no need for her to have any special treatment anymore.

Both Maria’s days and nights were
agony, and even the joy of having her beautiful little girl
couldn’t keep her from falling into a deep depression.

One day, when Valentina was about
to turn two, Emilio had returned home from work to find Maria
passed out on the floor, unconscious and in shock from her
exhaustion and poor physical health. Emilio had slapped her awake,
hollering at her to get her lazy ass up and fix his dinner.
Valentina was screaming in her playpen and, as Maria had staggered
to her feet, Emilio had smacked the toddler across the face and
told Maria she’d better shut the brat up if she knew what was good
for her.

That was the day Maria Camila
Narvaez Estrada completely broke. Watching Emilio abuse her
daughter, just as he had always abused her, lit a fire in her soul
and gave her an ironclad determination to escape his evil as her
fierce mothering instinct rose with a vengeance.

Although Maria was isolated and
wasn’t permitted to talk to anyone, she remembered a conversation
she’d overheard in the waiting room of her obstetrician’s office
when she was about seven months pregnant with Valentina.

“Her name is Nova MacLeod and she
lives in Whimsy,” she remembered hearing the woman say to her
friend. “Desirée says she saved her life, I swear. This Nova woman
got Desirée away from that piece of shit before he killed her. I
guess that’s what she does for women, when they’re in danger and
they don’t have anywhere else to turn. She’s rescued a ton of
battered women, from what I understand.”

Maria had flipped through the
magazine on her lap, pretending not to hear the conversation, but
her mind had raced. She had filed Nova’s name away in the back of
her mind, knowing that someday—if she was ever brave enough and
could find a way to contact this woman—that she would be calling
Nova MacLeod herself…before she ended up dead.

After Emilio had slapped
Valentina—and Maria had vowed to herself that she would get herself
and her daughter away from him once and for all—it had dawned on
Maria that Emilio had ceased being as vigilant as he had once been
when it came to watching Maria. He had evidently assumed that since
she didn’t have her own cell phone or a home phone, on top of
having a toddler to look after now, she was far less of a flight
risk then she used to be.

Emilio had taken to dropping Maria
off at the grocery store with the baby, then waiting for her
outside in the car while she struggled with the groceries and her
daughter all by herself. After Emilio’s abuse of Valentina, Maria
had decided she would use that opportunity to try and contact Nova
MacLeod.

“Excuse me,” she’d said politely
to another shopper in the back of the store, her heart thundering
in her chest, during one of her shopping trips. “I’m such an idiot,
but I forgot my phone at home, and I promised I’d pick up a few
things for my sister. Would you mind very much if I borrow yours to
make a quick local call?”

The older woman had smiled then
had handed Maria her phone. “No problem at all, sweetie,” she had
assured Maria. “I’m going to step over there and pick out my Sunday
roast while you’re chatting with your sister, okay? Just bring it
over when you’re done with it.”

Maria had quickly looked up Nova’s
phone number and placed the call, looking around nervously and
praying Emilio didn’t pick today to come into the store. “Are y-you
Nova?” she’d asked, her voice shaking, when the confident,
self-assured female voice had answered.

“Are you safe where you are?” the
voice had immediately asked her.

“No. No, I’m not.” Maria had felt
her eyes fill with tears at this woman’s quick understanding of her
precarious situation. “But I want to be. I only have a few seconds,
but I heard you help women like me. My name is Maria, and all I
want to do is find a way to get back to my family in New York City
without my boyfriend finding out. I also have a two-year-old, and
I’m scared for her because he slapped her the other night. Please,
please help us.”

Nova shifted against the pillar as
her memories carried her through every event that had brought her
and Maria to this point, when Maria was finally safely on her way
home to her family with her daughter.

That phone call had been the very
beginning of Maria and Nova’s communication. On a subsequent trip
to the grocery store, Maria had found another shopper and had
fallen back on the “forgotten” phone excuse so she could call Nova.
Right away, Nova had let Maria know exactly where she could find
the tiny prepaid cell phone that had been hidden for her in one of
the aisles.

“The volume is off on the phone
and locked, but you should also know I will never, ever call
you at this number unless it is an absolute emergency. This phone
is for you to call me when you can, and for when we
have pre-arranged a time to talk,” Nova had told Maria when Maria
had called her for the first time from her new phone. “Don’t try to
hide this in your purse because that’s the first place fuckwits
like Emilio will search if they suspect something. Bury it in your
bra for now until you get home.

“When you get home, even before
you’ve unloaded the groceries, say you really have to pee and run
to the bathroom. Then hide the phone in your tampon box. Dudes are
totally freaked out by stuff like that so he’ll never look
there.”

Maria had managed to hide the
phone without incident when she and Emilio had returned from the
grocery store that day. Then, she had continued with her life as
usual while Nova had put Maria’s escape plan together as quickly as
she could.

When the day for Maria’s escape
came, Maria took Valentina into the grocery store just as she
normally did, but they had continued through the store to the back
and slipped out the freight receiving door, where Nova was waiting
for them in her car by the receiving dock. After quickly buckling
Valentina into the car seat Nova kept for these purposes, they had
taken off and headed for Tampa Union Station, where Nova had put
Maria and Valentina on the train under an assumed name, heading to
safety with Maria’s family in New York City.

Maria’s parents and grandparents
had been grieved and angered when Nova had called them right before
Maria’s escape and had told them about everything Maria had been
suffering with Emilio while in Florida. They were also shocked
beyond words when they’d found out about Valentina’s existence…but,
after their initial astonishment, Maria’s mami and
abuela were clearly eager to start spoiling her right away,
grateful and thankful for Nova’s assistance in rescuing Maria and
her child. It took Nova a little more effort, however, to calm
Maria’s menfolk down.

“Maria doesn’t need your
vengeance. She needs your love and your protection,” she told
Maria’s papi and abuelo frankly, knowing how
hot-blooded the Puerto Rican culture could be from her acquaintance
with Jaime Quintero and the Armstrong twins of APS.

“I will be doing everything in my
power to make sure Emilio Ramos Morales never abuses another
woman again. In the meantime, the very best thing you can do for
Maria is love her, protect her, and make sure she knows she’s not
to blame for any of this. She’s going to need medical care
and a good therapist for a while, so she can heal and purge herself
of everything she’s been carrying around for the last five
years.

“Maria has been through one hell
of an ordeal, and you should all be very proud of her strength. I
suspect that because she was also raised in a family as strong and
as close as yours is, she was able to survive as she did all these
years.” After talking to Maria’s family, Nova was confident that
Maria would eventually be okay and would ultimately be able to heal
the physical and mental scars left on her from Emilio.

Her mouth curled as she watched
the train finally pull out then turned to walk back to her car. She
wished she could send APS after Emilio, to throw him a beating just
as severe as the ones he’d given to Maria all the years they were
together. They’d fuck his ass up for sure.

But…although APS had discovered her secret life a
couple of days ago, after the whole clusterfuck with Tina Schaffner
and Frank Bellwood had gone down, she was still reluctant to
involve anyone else in her rescues. These women felt safe with her
and her alone—which is why they hadn’t gone to APS in the first
place, as noble and honorable as they were.

Nova wasn’t about to jeopardize
any feelings of safety and security she could give to them, no
matter how small. The abused women who found her were so severely
at risk, it was anyone’s guess if they would still be alive
tomorrow. They were too frightened at the thought of going to
anyone for help—except for Nova.

Nova then rolled her eyes as she
thought about the icing on this week’s shit cake.

She knew there was a huge
reckoning with the APS management team in her future. Nova had been
avoiding Trillian Dacanay for two days now as a result—because
Trill had already proved she was determined to yank every secret
Nova had right out of her. Trill would be coming after her for
every single detail about her hidden life. Based on their brief
interaction the night Delaney had been rescued from her hostage
situation, it was not going to be a pleasant conversation
either.

Nova sighed as she strode toward
the entrance, tired and ready to head back across the Howard
Frankland Bridge to Whimsy. She had a new gelato flavor she wanted
to test when she got back to the Dream Creamery—plus, her mother
had called her about a possible food-styling contract for a local
movie that would be starting to film next month. As Nova moved
toward the front doors, however, her eyes suddenly widened and she
stopped dead in her tracks, surprise and not a small amount of
trepidation sending a shiver down her spine.

Trillian Dacanay was standing
inside the doorway, her hands on her hips, and her eyes focused
with a laser-like intensity on Nova’s pale face.


Chapter 2

 


 


Trill studied the diminutive
brunette who had stopped dead in her tracks with wide eyes when
she’d caught sight of Trill. She then saw Nova firm her jaw
resolutely as she resumed her stride toward her.

“Dacanay? What the fuck?” Nova
didn’t hesitate as she marched right up to the APS team lead and
narrowed her honey-brown eyes. “Are you stalking me now? Because
I’m busy and I’ve got shit to do.”

“Mmm hmmm. You’ve also been
avoiding me for two days, little diva.” Trill arched her brow as
Nova blushed unexpectedly. “There’s an outstanding conversation we
need to have, which you well know. So…here’s what we’re going to do. I’m taking you out
for an early lunch. There’s a great little pizza place within
walking distance and their bianca pizza with spinach and grilled
chicken is to die for.”

Nova’s eyes narrowed even further
as she snarked, “I thought bad asses didn’t eat anything but rabbit
food and protein. Doesn’t the thought of eating carbs make your
head explode?”

“We break the rules on special
occasions. Of course, not as often as you break the rules,
I’m sure,” Trill’s eyes bored into Nova’s as she crossed her
muscled arms and moved out of the doorway, “but we’ll get to that
part of the conversation later. We’re going to eat and have a nice
lunch…and then you’re going to start talking, Nova MacLeod. You’re
going to tell me every goddamned secret you’ve kept from
us—from me—over the past I-don’t-know-how-many years, and
why.

“Starting with why the fuck you’re
at Tampa Union Station watching an Amtrack train depart at
ten-thirty on a Wednesday morning.”

 


ɚωɚωɚωɚ


Nova felt her heart sink. The
stern look on Trill’s handsome face told her the APS team lead was
completely serious and wasn’t about to let Nova evade her and her
questions any longer. And yet…

“No,” she replied calmly, keeping
her facial expression uncompromising despite her nervousness. The
look of astonishment that hit Trill’s face would have been comical
if Nova hadn’t felt like she was going to throw up. Nova swallowed
hard but continued with steely determination. “Just like I
explained to you the other night, Trill, I am neither an APS wife
nor an APS girlfriend. I’m also not an APS employee. The secrets I
keep are not always mine to tell either, so I’ll be
goddamned if I’ll break a confidence just to satisfy your
curiosity.”

“Curiosity?” The barest hint of
anger edged Trill’s usually even tone. “The other night, you sailed
right into the middle of a dangerous hostage situation, sight
unseen, expertly guided Delaney Malloy through what she needed to
do to take down her captor—as cool as a fucking cucumber, from what
I understand—and you think we’re curious? We’ve known you
for fucking years, Nova—since the fifth grade, as a matter
of fact—so you’ll excuse me if we were all just a wee bit taken
aback by your transformation from a food stylist and ice cream
expert to a fucking special forces operator.” With her arms crossed
the way they were, Trill looked like she was coiled like a
rattlesnake.

Nova snorted and rolled her eyes.
“Exaggerate much?” She folded her arms across her own chest in turn
and glared at the handsome butch in spite of her trepidation. “Why
does APS feel like they need to know so badly? It’s obviously
something I’ve been doing for a while now and you haven’t been any
the wiser. I wasn’t fucking joking when I said some of the
secrets I keep are not mine to tell, Trill! You can’t tell me that
APS doesn’t totally respect the confidentiality of their clients,
because I know that you do…so you need to
respect that when I say I can’t tell you, I can’t fucking
tell you.”

Nova huffed and rolled her eyes
again. “Honestly, why the hell do you even care, Dacanay? What
difference does it make to anyone at APS what I do or don’t
do?”

Uncharacteristically, Trill lost
her temper. “Because we care about you, Nova!” She pulled
the tiny brunette into her arms. “I care about you!” Nova
froze in astonishment when Trill anchored her firmly against her
hard body. “You gave me a goddamned heart attack the other
night when I found out you were involved up to your earlobes with
bringing that fuckwit Bellwood down. You remember, the man that had
both a hostage and a gun? Jesus Christ!

“And then, I find out you have all
this knowledge about how to manipulate dangerous situations where
someone might be at risk, and how to climb into an opponent’s head.
Why the fuck do you know how to do these things, Nova?!”

Trill’s light brown eyes darkened
and flamed. “You know how much we at APS respect client
confidentiality, so I’m not going to ask you for any names. None of
us would ever in a million years expect you to break your own
confidences. But we’re going to lunch and you sure as fuck are
going to let me know what’s going on with you, so I can figure out
why I don’t feel like you’re safe. And then…I’m goddamn going to
make sure you are safe.” Unexpectedly, Trill slid one strong
hand around the back of Nova’s head and kissed her.

Through her shock, Nova felt as
though she was drowning even as her body welcomed Trill’s touch.
She’d never before seen cool, logical Trillian Dacanay display so
much emotion, aggravation, or downright anger.

According to Rowan, Kelly, and
Delaney, Trill was an absolute machine at work and in the
community. She was kind and personable with the public but also
somewhat introverted and detached—except for when she was with the
Armstrong twins and the rest of the Seven—and was fully occupied by
her responsibilities as the head of the data and technical security
crew, whom everyone at APS called the Geek Crew.

She was systematic, analytical,
and so fucking intelligent, rumor had it there was no one in the
seven-county area APS monitored who could outthink her. To see her
display so much open emotion like this sent Nova’s senses reeling.
Before she thought about it too much, however, she stood on her
tiptoes and wrapped her arms around Trill’s neck to return her
kiss, sinking into Trill’s dominance and giving herself over to
this moment in time.

Although Trill was the shortest
one of the APS management team at 5’7”, she was still a full six
inches taller than Nova’s slight 5’1”. Nova felt completely
claimed, even owned by the handsome butch as they continued to kiss
each other.

When Trill finally raised her
head, she smiled faintly at Nova’s flushed cheeks and wrapped her
arms more firmly around Nova’s trembling body. “Come to lunch with
me, little diva,” she whispered, running her mouth over the shell
of Nova’s ear. “I will not ask you to break a single confidence, I
promise you. Nor will I insist you tell me anything you don’t feel
is relevant to this particular issue.”

Nova quivered as Trill’s voice
grew predatory. “But I will continue to stalk you, Nova MacLeod—and
I promise you that you will not escape from me—until I find
out just what the fuck is going on.”


ɚωɚωɚωɚ


“Now,” Trill sat back and downed
the last of her iced tea when they were done eating lunch, “where
should we begin, Nova? I have a lot of questions. How about we
start with why I found you at Tampa Union Station on a weekday
morning, watching an Amtrak train depart?”

Nova sighed, fidgeting a bit, and
steeled herself for the upcoming conversation. She and Trill were
seated at a rear corner table in a little NY-style pizza joint
about a ten-minute walk from Tampa Union Station. To her surprise,
Trill had captured her hand as they’d started to walk to the
pizzeria and had refused to let it go until they were seated.

To Nova’s further amazement, she’d
discovered that she had loved eating lunch with Trill. She
was stunned to find out that the normally reserved, taciturn butch
was funny and relaxed in a casual setting, when she was able to set
aside her massive APS responsibilities for a time. Trill had asked
her intelligent questions about the food-styling business during
lunch and had been fascinated by Nova’s depth of knowledge and
years of experience in the field.

When Nova had explained to her
that sometimes motor oil was used to mimic pancake syrup in food
styling, then smirked as she told Trill about the time some fool
key grip on a movie set had arrogantly swiped his finger through
the set’s pancake dish and licked his finger, Trill had thrown her
head back and howled with laughter—the free and easy sound a
complete shock to Nova’s system. The sight of Trill’s gorgeous deep
dimples on full display from her laughter had also caused Nova’s
heart to flutter.

She actually thought she might
have fallen right then and there—just a little—from both Trill’s
sexy-sounding laughter and those devastating dimples. But all too
soon, lunch was over, and Trill was back to being her serious,
analytical self.

“Just talk, little diva.” Nova was
surprised at Trill’s kind and easy tone, even with her gravity. “I
don’t want you to become overwhelmed while we’re talking, so we’ll
take things one at a time. Why don’t you start by telling me why
you were at Tampa Union Station this morning?”

Nova stared down into the dregs of
her iced tea for a long minute, resigned to the fact that there was
no way to get out of this now.

“I need to start at the very
beginning, Trill, or else you won’t understand,” she finally said
slowly as she took a deep breath then looked directly into Trill’s
eyes. “Eight years ago, I burst into my sister Gillian’s room
unexpectedly one day while she
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