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He takes my face in both of his hands and stares into my eyes, "Paloma, I hope this is something you want to hear because I have to get it off my chest. I have fallen madly, deeply in love with you, and I can't hold it in any longer."

Staring into his eyes, into his soul, which he just bared to me, at this moment, I realize something I never thought I would experience has happened, "I have fallen madly and deeply for you too!"

With that, he pulls my lips to his, and we fall into a passionate kiss and embrace that makes me feel like my feet aren’t even touching the ground. I feel released from the cage that I had put myself in. Never again will I feel constricted and unable to love and be loved.

As we pull away, he looks me in the eyes again with a heavy cloud over his face, "Paloma, promise me something?"

"What?"

"Promise me we will never let anyone, or anything come between us."

As I am about to respond, we are interrupted. Surprised, we both turn toward the unfamiliar voice; I am startled to see the Lone Ranger standing before me again with those same familiar eyes. 

"Excuse me? Did you say something?" How rude, I think to myself. 

"Yes ...I said that may be a problem."

"What?" I sputter.

He doesn't answer but quickly reaches behind his head and releases his mask.

I gasp as I realize who he is and feel as if I might faint. 

As Colby reaches his hand to steady me, I breathe, "Jacob, so it is you!"

He gives me a pensive smile, "In the flesh!" Then he steps toward me. 

I am horrified, and my heart is about to spring out of my chest.

I hiss, "After everything.... how dare you!" 

"How dare I what?" He shoots back, looking from me to Colby. 

I feel even more incensed, "You aren't dead, Jacob, and you led me and everyone else to believe you have been six feet under for the last two decades. You can't just come waltzing back into my life and expect me to come running into your arms!"

"No! Of course, I didn't expect that, but I had to see you... and it's not like I just came back from the dead, Birdie...there is a lot more to it than that." 

I practically choke on my own saliva when he calls me Birdie.

"Don't you call me that! I shriek, my whole body shaking. 

He steps toward me, and I put my hands out to block him. 

"Paloma! I'm not here to hurt you..."

I interrupt him, "Why are you here, Jacob, and more pressing is why have you been stalking me and terrorizing Colby?" I am now shouting. 

I hardly notice the other people on the patio staring in our direction. 

Jacob looks shocked. 

Colby takes me by the arm and starts walking me toward the doors, "Let's go to my office where we can discuss this in private." 

I begin to yank my arm away from Colby's grasp. 

"Paloma, you and I both have many questions we need to answer, and Jacob is here to answer those questions." 

"Fine." I hiss.

With Jacob following us, we make our way through the crowded party to Colby's office. As soon as the door shuts, I turn to Jacob, looking at him straight in the eye, "Now tell me." 

Once again, he has a look of shock on his face, "First, I don't know what you are talking about. I have not been stalking you!" His voice cracks.

"The heck you haven't!" 

"I haven't, Paloma; I've been out of the country; I can't have been stalking you!"

"Then just who the hell has been leaving the cryptic messages? And, who has been sending me the cards and following me around, and who tried to kill Colby?" My head is spinning, so I sit on the white leather settee. 

Jacob takes a long deep breath and then sits in a chair opposite me. Colby sits next to me on the settee and takes my hand in his.

I look at Jacob, waiting for him to say something. He is still handsome but looks worn and aged beyond his years. His blonde hair is no longer vibrant, and his blue eyes lack their sparkle. I can't honestly believe that he is sitting here across from me...I feel like I am in the middle of a nightmare. 

"I sent you cards over the years that I won't deny, but you have to believe me; I have nothing to do with stalking. I only got back in the country a few weeks ago."

"Then who is tormenting me...and now Colby? Moreover, where have you been for twenty years, Jacob? I mean, how are you here?"

I am trembling, so Colby wraps his arm around my shoulders to soothe me. It isn't working. I put my hands on my head to calm the throbbing in my temples.

Colby says, "Jacob, it is a tremendous shock to see you. Paloma has been through a lot, and now here you are... it's very upsetting."

Jacob turns a sharp eye to Colby and then looks back to Paloma. "Yeah, I bet it's upsetting. Funny how you are here to soothe her. Who would have thought you would end up with my girl after all these years? What are the odds anyway?"

Colby sternly says, "That is off subject and hardly relevant right now."

Jacob gives him a challenging look, "Well then, Colby, maybe you can explain to Paloma where I have been all these years? You ought to be able to shed some light on things." 

I whip my head to look at Colby and see a dark shadow across his face. "Colby...what does he mean you ought to be able to shed some light?"

Colby doesn't answer but is staring at Jacob with his jaw flinching.

"Colby! Just what is going on here? Do you know something that you haven't told me?"

The three of us sit there in silence but for the party still going on the other side of the doors. I am staring at Colby, who is staring at Jacob, and Jacob staring at me...the irony is stifling.

Finally, Colby breaks the silence, "Paloma, before I tell you this, you have to understand one thing...when all of this took place...I was forced to be silent. I had no choice."

I scowl at him, but he continues before I can muster a response.

He lets out an exaggerated sigh, "The accident that sent me home from the service was not a helicopter crash. Rather, we were on our first mission as part of a covert operations unit in training. On that initial assignment, I was in a high-speed car chase that resulted in a collision that left me with all those injuries. Jacob and the rest of the team were in a van and were not injured. Because my injuries were so extensive, I was pulled from the unit and sent back home. The rest of the team stayed and were put deep undercover. The helicopter crash was the cover story."

The sickness in my stomach is almost more than I can bear. "So, you are telling me you lied to me about the whole thing?" I move away from him.

"No! Didn't you listen? I was under orders never to breathe a word of the truth...had I told anyone the truth, and it got back to them, I know that I would have been eliminated. I had no choice but to live with that lie my whole life."

"If what you are telling me is, in fact, the truth which I have my doubts, then why can you tell me this all of a sudden? Just because Jacob has resurfaced?"

Jacob jumps in, "Actually, that is partially it. I was a part of this covert operations team for almost twenty years. Originally, it was only supposed to be for five years, but they kept extending it. Before I knew it, five years turned into eight, then twelve, and when I hit fourteen years, they started me in what they call the Slow Immersion Program. It's to help people like me who have been deep undercover to transition back into civilian life. It's about a year-long process, during which my family was contacted, and counseling was provided to help them through the process. Half the way through the immersion process, I was called back into active duty in the Middle East. Before I knew it, several more missions later and another five more years, I am finally given my final Immersion papers again."

I look at him and then at Colby. I cannot believe I am sitting here with Jacob, my past, and Colby, my present, and I was hoping...my future. Now, I am sure of nothing. 

Jacob continues, "I would normally have been in the program until the end of December, but the FBI has opened an investigation into Jacob Campbell's death because someone is using my fingerprints. I am now supposed to be looking into my own case."

I clear my throat, "I think I can shed some light on that. I saved all the greeting cards you sent me and many envelopes. Since I have been stalked lately, my friend suggested I have the cards tested for fingerprints...your prints are what came up."

"I see; well, it's a good thing I was almost out anyway. I could have gotten into trouble for sending you those cards. I can't believe you kept them all these years. Did you know they were from me?"

"No, I had no idea. I liked the idea that I might have had a secret admirer. I would never have dreamt it was you.... we buried you."

He looks away, "That is what kept me up at night, knowing how bad that losing me would have hurt you. I wasn't supposed to be gone that long. It was five years tops and a great bonus at the end. I thought we would have a great nest egg to build our life together. When I agreed to join the unit, I never knew I was giving you up."

I feel the tears welling up in my eyes. I never thought I would see Jacob again until I made it to heaven someday. With him sitting in front of me now, I feel raw, and my emotions are on fire. I hardly know what to do. I almost forgot Colby is sitting next to me.

I look at him, and the look of grief is written all over his face. He is hurting too.

"So, you came back early to put to rest the FBI investigation?"
"No, my superiors are handling that... I returned early because I knew I needed to handle things with you. All I could think about was how you must have been feeling!"

"Try betrayed Jacob.... I feel betrayed by everyone in this room, really. I get that you had no choice but to keep it all a secret, but I still have to process it. The realization that parts of my life have been based on a lie is not something I can just move past instantly. When I received the news that, in all likelihood, you were alive, part of me was in denial. Then another part of me knew that it must be true. Although, I didn't allow myself to entertain what I would do if I came face to face with you."

"I'm sorry I had to approach it this way. I knew it would be a shock to you, no matter what, for me to appear again. I got wind that you were down here, and after a few well-placed phone calls, I heard about the party tonight. I waited until the time was right to reveal myself to you."

"Wait, when did you say you got back to the states?" Colby finally speaks.

"I got back a week ago. I spent the first few days in D.C. and then flew back to Tacoma to visit my family. I flew down here this morning, checked into my hotel, and came to the party tonight."

Colby looks at me, "If he is telling the truth," he then looks back to Jacob, "If you can prove your whereabouts for the past few months, then that means we still have a stalker who is getting more dangerous by the day."

"Right, you mentioned a stalker...I haven't a clue what that is all about."

"I have been experiencing stalking activity for the last several months. The reason I was certain it was you is because of the cards you had been sending, for starters."

"You consider that stalking?"

"No!" 

I then explain in detail all of the guy's sightings in black and the car following me around.

"So, you assumed because it was confirmed that the cards were sent by me that I was also stalking you?"

"Yes, pretty much. Although, if you haven't been stalking us...who has? It has to be someone close to you. The stuffed Paloma, purple iris, finch figure, and the flowers with the card calling me Birdie...if they weren't from you...then it has to be someone who knows you that you would have shared those details."

He looks at me, "There are probably a few handfuls of people, including Colby, to whom I told things. I couldn't begin to remember them all. In the early days, I missed you so much that all I ever did was talk about you. As the years passed, that became less frequent, so it would have to be someone I would have been around earlier on."

Colby sighs, "I sure can't remember all the guys from the early days either. In fact, I hardly remember you. I don't think we ever said more than a few words to each other, and then after the accident, I was sent home."

"Yeah, that's right, we only worked together a couple weeks, and then...well, anyway...I will give it some thought and see if I can think of any possibilities. One other guy and I were all that was left of the original unit."

Colby stands up, "I need to check on the party. I imagine it will start winding down soon. I'll leave you two to sort this out and return in a little while."

I nod and look back at Jacob.

"How did you meet Colby...talk about a small world!"

"It's a long story, but I ended up joining his gym by the insistence of my best friend, and it has developed into something."

"Is it serious? It seemed to me it was by what I overheard outside...I guess that kind of answers my own question."

"Jacob, I don't know whether to be happy to see you or furious! Regardless, my relationships should be of no concern to yours. We haven't meant anything to each other for almost twenty years!"

"That's not true, and you know it. I have spent the last twenty years dreaming about what it would be like to have you in my arms again. To smell you and feel your silky hair and skin. The entire flight home from D.C. I rehearsed what I was going to say to you. I daydreamed that you would be thrilled to see me and tell me that you waited for the day...."

"Are you nuts? Did they perform mind games on you? Why would I wait for someone who I thought was dead? It makes no sense at all. I spent many years trying to get over you and the loss I felt. I often daydreamed that the whole thing was a mistake or that you had amnesia or something and would come back to me. Each year, that became less and less of a fantasy, and you became a distant memory. I have worked hard to make something of myself, and just when I have finally found someone who has managed to break down some of my barriers, you walk back in to mess it all up again."

He scoffs, "It sounds like you would be better off if I were still dead."

"I’m glad you are alive, but your return from the dead is bad timing.”

“I gathered that on the deck, but what am I supposed to do? Just sit back and let you fall for someone and not fight for my rightful place?”

“You can’t mean that you intend to just pick up where you left off? Life doesn’t work like that, and nor do I.”

“That’s exactly what I mean, and I will fight for you if I have to. I have maintained my love for you all these years, and I’m not allowing anyone or anything to stand in my way. Not even Colby.”

“Jacob, please, I have only just seen you alive for the first time in two decades. This is a lot to process. You have had all this time to build me up into a fantasy. I am sure once you get to know me, I am not the same person you preserved in your mind. I have only just found love with Colby and want to see where that will end up. Please, out of respect for me and what we used to mean to each other, don’t interfere.”

The room falls silent, and I hear the music has stopped playing. The voices and noise are lessening. I have a feeling the party is over.

“I’m afraid I can’t leave you alone, Paloma. I want you back, and if you give me a chance, I am sure you will find those feeling for me again.”

Before I answer, the door opens, and Colby walks back in.

“The guests have all gone, and I am ready to close up.”

I stand up quickly, thankful for the interruption. Turning to Jacob, “You should leave now. I’ll walk you out.”

He looks reluctant, but he stands up and walks behind me toward the elevators. Colby seems to stay back as if to give us space.

Once at the elevators, I push the down button and then turn to face him while taking a deep breath. I am startled as I look into his eyes...they are beckoning, pleading with me. “Jacob, I truly am pleased to know you are alive. However, there is no future for us...you are my past, and you must remain that way. I am sure your family is eager to have you back with them to make up for all the lost time. Please, just move on. You’ll meet someone, I’m sure of it.”

He leans over to my face as the doors open and plants a soft kiss on my cheek. “I can’t do that...I already told you. Things aren’t over between us, Paloma, not by a long shot. We have unfinished business. I’ll see you soon.” He says in a tone that was meant to rattle me. It worked. 

I do not turn to watch him leave. As the doors close, a cold chill runs down my spine. Yes, I do feel this is not over...I fear this has only begun, and things will only worsen.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


I wander back through the double glass doors to find Colby. I locate him standing in the middle of the field amongst a sea of helium balloons that have lost their oomph. 

“Hi.”

“Hi,” I reply.

“So, Jacob is back.”

“Seems that way, doesn’t it? I feel awkward, Colby.”

“I do too. I know you are upset about the helicopter story, but you must understand I was sworn to secrecy. Clearly, I couldn’t make an exception, not even for you. To this day, my parents still believe the helicopter version of the truth. If my father knew the true story, he might never have tried to shame me all those years. You have no idea how often I wanted to throw the truth in his face."

Suddenly, the trepidation I had about Colby and his involvement in this dissipates with just those few words. I now understand fully.

“I understand the lie. I really do. Just let me sit on it for a few days. In the meantime, I fear Jacob and all that nonsense aren’t going anywhere. So, let’s see if we can pick up where we left off before we were rudely interrupted earlier.”

He gives me his panty-dropper look and hollers over his shoulder as he runs over to the control panel, “Then let’s do this right!”

Next, I hear a soft and sensual beat coming over the speakers. It's sex music if you ask me. Colby rejoins me in the middle of the room as we are surrounded by white, silver, and purple balloons. 

I turn to my left, and there he is. His hand extended, “May I have this dance, Cleopatra?”

My eyes lock with his, and then intense desire and need for this man take over my entire body. It is just him and I alone among the hundreds of balloons. 

“Why yes, of course, Marc Anthony, I would love to have this dance with you.”

We dance for what seems like a dreamy eternity. The feeling of his perfectly sculpted physique moving against mine to the music mesmerizes me. 

I feel my spine tingle under his hand pressed against the small of my back. His other hand holding onto my left hand. A firm and tight grip to not let go or allow me to break away. His scent consumes me as his body draws me closer. The passion that lies between us is beginning to pulse out of control. 

He slips one hand to the upper part of my dress and drags the zipper from the top to the small of my back. Slowly he lowers one side of my dress as he runs his lips along my collarbone to my shoulder. I know exactly where this is going, and I do not resist...I can’t resist him. My dress drops to my waist, and I push it down to the floor, revealing that I am wearing a sexy corset top and matching white satin thongs. 

I reach around the back of Colby’s costume and return the favor. I pull at the zipper of his costume, and he grabs my hand tightly, “Queen Cleopatra...are you ready for me?” He removes the sling and, with my help, removes the costume. 

Our bodies now pressed against each other, entwined as one. There's no other place I would rather be at this moment. Colby grabs me harder around my body and presses his firm lips into mine. I tug on his lower lip with my teeth as I feel the heat in our bodies rising.

Lying amongst the sea of balloons, Colby’s body on top of mine, I feel him getting harder and my need for him growing more potent. All that can be heard is our breathing becoming heavier and the sexy music still thrumming in the background. He runs his hands up and down the sides of my legs to my torso. His hands gently caress my face he seals his lips over mine. I could kiss this man all night.

With a swift movement, Colby removes my panties and pulling me under him, melds his body with mine.  Our bodies move in unison to the music as we make love among the balloons. As we hit our crescendo and climax together, I think this has to be one of the most romantic we’ve had thus far. We end our session with more kissing. Colby moves off of me and lies next to me on the indoor turf with the balloons swirling around us, disturbed by his movement. 

All of a sudden, I hear a crashing sound in the distance in the facility. Colby freezes and tries to listen as he stands up and places his finger over his lips for me to be quiet.

“What was that Colby?”

“Shhh, just be still.”

“Someone is here, Colby.” My heart is racing. 

“Yes, I know. Stay here, Paloma...don’t move.” 

He slips back into his clothes and shoes. I hand him his sling, follow his lead and swiftly put my clothing back on while chills run up and down my body. 

Colby walks quickly to the control panel near the entrance, turns the lights to full brightness, and turns off the music. 

Does he think I am crazy? I'm not going to stay here when obviously someone is watching us or was in here while we were making love in the middle of the floor! Keeping a safe distance behind him, I watch Colby as he checks the main entrance and walks up the stairs to the loft area. It sounded like the glass sound came from up above us in the distance.

My body is shivering in the now freezing cold gym. Shivering and scared for who or what could be waiting for him up there. I wait midway on the stairs and hear crunching glass like Colby is walking on it.

He checks the whole upstairs and down, and everything is secure. 

“Everything is secure. It is a champagne glass that shattered. Every level is secured. Either someone was in here watching us, or it was just a glass that fell down. I happen to think that someone was in the facility. I just have an eerie feeling about this.”

“I feel that as well, Colby.”

“Now whoever is planning and plotting all of these little schemes against you is now attacking my facility and me. I am none too happy about this.” 

I advance toward him, take his hand in mine, and squeeze it slightly. “I am so sorry. I never meant for you to get involved in this crazy land.”

“Paloma, I am with you through this. You aren’t going anywhere without me. We will get to the bottom of all this.” He takes both hands, cups my face, and gently kisses me on the forehead. 
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