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I want to thank my Grandma Elsie. While this book should have been a simple project, it took four times as long as it ought to have, and my grandma helped to keep me encouraged each step of the way.

Thank you for always encouraging and supporting me, Grandma.

This one’s for you. 

“Heaven knows we need never be ashamed of our tears, for they are rain upon the blinding dust of earth, overlying our hard hearts.” – Charles Dickens, Great Expectation. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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“Life has a way of changing right before people’s eyes, and you never know when it will happen.” Nadia read over the start of her news article a few times. The first line didn’t seem grabbing enough, but she was determined to get it finished today. She had promised Scully a travel story featuring the places in Africa that they were visiting, and in exchange, a nice new desk and expense account were awaiting her return.

He was trying to keep her happy. Nadia had been considering a career change, something to keep her a bit safer, and Scully was fighting it every step of the way. She had first tried to leave when she had won the lottery a few years ago, but the drama had sucked her back in, and of course the fact she hadn’t won enough money to keep her clothed and fed for more than a couple years. It wasn’t like she had won the mega millions lotto. Gabe, her best friend, kept telling her she loved the thrill of the action too much to leave, and that would always keep her in the limelight.

Now, Carlisle wanted her safe. Her parents wanted her safe. She wanted her safe. Everything still felt fresh from her trip to Houston and even her abduction a year or two before. Her need for action and adventure had begun to subside.

Then, of course, there was the other issue, the one she hadn’t told Carlisle about yet. She hadn’t told anyone, except her doctor, although technically her doctor had told her at her annual check-up.

Nadia brought her mind back to focus on the news article. She used to love the travel pieces for the simple fact she got to experience so many different things in life. She really had an internal struggle in the decision to step back from the news. Africa was a beautiful place. There were jungles on one side and plains on another. They had been expecting lots of wilderness and having to ‘rough it,’ but they hadn’t expected so much luxury in the hotel accommodations.

Carlisle never short changed anything. He always went all out, but she could still be surprised by his actions, and these accommodations topped her expectations.

There was a knock on the door before she saw Anabella stick her head inside. “Hey, sis, you ready? I hear there is a hungry hungry hippo waiting our arrival.”

Nadia laughed and turned away from her laptop to look at her sister. “Really, Ana? You sound like a television commercial.” Her hand absently went down to her stomach, and she placed a protective hand on top of it. She hadn’t yet told anyone what was going on, but since this would be her last adventure, she was going to enjoy these moments with her sister.

Anabella pushed open the door and came walking into the room, smiling. “It made you laugh, so I did my job. You look too stressed to be on vacation.”

“You did. Give me a sec. I’m working on this article so I can send it off. I’m just about done.” Pregnancy hormones had kicked in two weeks ago, and since then, she had become easily distracted. “Give me a sec,” was a something of a generous estimate. It would actually be a miracle if she managed to finish her article.

“News articles are your kryptonite, you know that?”

“Why do you say that?” She looked up at her sister and subconsciously she felt like she had a look of guilt on her face. She hated hiding big news, but it just wasn’t the right time. Anabella typically knew when Nadia had something up her sleeve, but thankfully, since Carter came into the picture, Anabella’s observation skills had been lacking.

Her sister shook her head back and forth. “The room could be on fire, and you would still be working on your laptop. Come on, close it down, and let’s go see the hippo.”

“The stories are important to me. I can’t help it. It’s like you and the martial arts. A guy could be holding a gun, and you’d bring your fists out.”

Both sisters laughed as Nadia closed her laptop and put her shoes on. “Did you grab your camera?”

Anabella reached into her shoulder bag, pulled out her single lens reflector digital camera, and raised it up to show Nadia. “Yep.”

“Dang, could your lens be any larger?” It looked like it stuck out five inches from the base of the camera.

“It’s an 800 zoom lens. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to get too close to any hippo.”

“Good point. Glad you’re on top of things.”

They made their way out of the room and down the hall where they met Carlisle and Carter in the concierge lounge. They were both dressed in comfortable yet expensive attire. Carlisle had on khaki pants with a blue and white button-down shirt, and Carter had on a green cardigan with a white polo and Calvin Klein jeans.

“Ladies,” Carter said as he raised his glass up in the air, saluting their entrance.

“Are you two ready to start the adventure of a lifetime?” Carlisle calmly said as he wrapped his arm around Nadia’s waist and pulled her close to kiss the top of her head.

“I thought that’s what this trip was to begin with, an adventure,” Nadia said in a cool reply.

“It is, my pet, but now we will be trekking our way into the wilderness where danger may loom in every corner. You must be very careful.” Carlisle’s voice had a way of taking a calm tone and adding some sort of sinister vibe to it.

“Sounds like you two just want to scare us,” Anabella told Carter as she ran her hand down the front of his shirt.

“A bit of healthy fear is good for anyone. Now come on. We got the jeep ready to rock and roll,” Carter replied, giving a sinister smile. 

The four of them turned towards the door and started walking out of the lounge, headed towards the elevator. As they walked up, the elevator doors slid open, and after the patrons inside stepped out, the four of them went inside and began their first adventure in Africa.

Hot summer days in Africa were completely different from the hot summer days in Houston. Carter’s body would eventually adjust to the different temperatures, but until then, he would be constantly wiping the sweat off of his brow. He wasn’t sure whose idea it had been to go out on a safari in search of the hippos. From what he had read, this particular animal was the most dangerous one they could possibly encounter.

“Carter, the girls want to get close enough for a picture with the hippo.”

Hearing Carlisle’s voice brought Carter back to the actions at hand, the jeep ride through the jungle. “Absolutely not.”

“See, you two are crazy. We won’t let you risk your lives just for a photo.”

“No way, Ana, this sounds like a trumped up idea Nadia would come up with. You’re smarter than that!” Carter declared.

“Hey!” Nadia protested. “I take offense to that.”

“It was your idea,” Anabella whispered.

“See!” Carter said, tossing his hands in the air. “No way, no how. Not happening!”

“Ana, I’m confused. Who died and made them the boss of us?” Nadia had an indignant tone.

“I became your boss the day you decided to join that chatroom.” Carlisle’s eyes squinted as he looked down on Nadia. His lips curved up in a sinister grin, and Carter couldn’t help letting out a laugh.

“Calm down, Mr. A. I’m sure the girls didn’t mean to drive us to drink so early in on our trip, right ladies?” Carter kept his tone neutral. He didn’t want to encourage their crazy ideas, but he didn’t want to come down on them hard either.

“Always the level minded man, Mr. J,” Carlisle retorted. “Nadia, you may see the hippos from a safe distance through your sister’s lens, agreed?”

Nadia nodded her head. It was plain to see by the look on her face that she was reluctant to give into her husband’s wishes. “Agreed.”

“Now that this is settled, are you two enjoying married life?” Anabella chuckled as she snuggled herself into Carter’s arms.

He loved when she leaned on him for anything. It had been tough to get her to drop her walls, but now that he had her, he wasn’t going to let her go. She always smelled of soap. Not the medical smell of soap, but the sweet lavender scent. It reminded Carter of his mother. 

In reality, a lot of what Anabella was reminded him of his mother, if he was honest with himself, from her natural scent to her compassionate, loving nature. He hadn’t spent a lot of time in the past thinking about the woman who had been taken from him at such a young age. Every time he watched or read anything about Batman, he couldn’t help feeling sorry for Bruce Wayne. He knew what it was like to be that orphan.

While Bruce’s family had been taken at one time, his family hadn’t been so lucky. His mother had been driving home from dropping him off at a friend’s house when she’d gotten a flat tire. She’d been kneeling on the ground, changing the tire, when a teenage boy had lost control of his car and hit her. She’d been sandwiched between the two vehicles.

His eyes always watered when he thought about her beautiful body smashed between those two metal, tank-like vehicles. Like Bruce, who felt the guilt for needing to leave the theater where his parents were then mugged and killed, Carter felt guilty that had he had needed to go out to his friend’s house that night. If he hadn’t, she wouldn’t have picked up the nail in the tire that had caused the flat.

He’d gone to therapy, where they had continued to tell him it wasn’t his fault. It’s never the child’s fault. The only one who agreed with him was his father, who then became the town drunk. Where most men didn’t leave their house without a wallet, Carter’s father never left home without a flask.

Each weekday there would be a different liquid in the container. The range went from vodka to whisky and anything in between. The nights that it was Patron were the nights that Carter dreaded most of all, Wednesdays. On those days, Carter always made a point to stay late at school or find some extracurricular sport he could participate in as long as possible.

This plan worked until Carter turned sixteen and wanted more freedom. He wanted his license, but his father wasn’t having that. He made him suffer as much as he could, forcing him to have the neighbors take him out for his driving tests.

On his eighteenth birthday, he finally had saved enough money to purchase a used vehicle. He found a random used car, a beat up Dodge truck. He handed the salesman a thousand dollars, filled out some paperwork, and took off east.

He was from a small town in the hill country of Texas. He drove down Interstate-45 for a few hours until he landed in Houston, where he found a job and a place to stay. It was when he met Ivy that his life really changed. She was the one who had led him to Carlisle and the brotherhood. Even now, decades later, thinking back on his start, he felt his eyes get misty.

Ivy had been in her mid-forties when they’d first met, but she hadn’t looked a day over twenty-seven. Her skin had been as smooth as a baby’s, her hair fire red. She’d enjoyed being that shockingly beautiful woman in the room. Ivy had taken him under her wing and taught him how to survive. Her brother was Abraham. Carter never had gotten a first name from him, but Abraham was in charge of the North American brotherhood. They were the two who trained everyone and ensured they got paid.

Thinking about his start, where he had come from, made Carters chest pull tight. He heard himself suck in a deep breath and let it out calmly.

“You okay, honey?” Anabella whispered in his ear.

Carter realized that his eyes gave him away to her every time. He had told her about his past when she’d asked how he and Carlisle had become acquaintances. She knew him well enough now that hiding things like this from her was out of the question. With a slow nod, he nuzzled his head against hers and softly replied back, “Yeah, just thinking about Mom.”

She cupped a hand over his cheek and said, “She would be proud of you, you know that, right?”

“Yeah. Doesn’t make it any easier that every time I take in the scent of you. It reminds me of how much I loved her.”

She placed a soft kiss on his lips and nuzzled him back. “I understand. I wish I could have met her.”

“Me too. You would have loved her.”

“I’m sure I would have.”

Carter let the remainder of the drive go by without further thought of his troubled past. He wasn’t the same boy he’d been when he left Bandera, Texas. He was a man now, and men didn’t let silly things like the past haunt them forever.

“Nadia, you writing anything about the adventure for the paper?”

She turned around from the front seat and smiled at Carter. “Yeah, I am. In fact, Ana interrupted me as I was trying to come up with a way to complete my news article. You know I love my travel section. Scully always gives me plenty of freedom; I just don’t know what angle I want to take, like with the Houston one, I did the homeless. What cause do I want to push this time? You know?”

Carlisle was quick to respond. “You know, you don’t have to have any specific angle. You could simply write a news report on how beautiful this country is. I mean, look at all of the nature passing us by as we drive to these hippos.”

Carter watched Nadia shrug her shoulders.

“Something tells me Nadia is the kind of girl who likes causing trouble with her writing, otherwise she doesn’t have any fun,” he said.

Everyone in the jeep laughed, and then, off to the right, they saw the lake that they were told about back at the hotel. It was too far off in the distance to see a clear view of the animals, but they were close.

“Ana, get out your camera!” Nadia said.

“On it!” Anabella replied.

Carlisle slowed the jeep down and cautiously turned off the road and onto the off-road path, heading towards the lake. The horizon looked serene. There was wildlife roaming the grounds in each direction they looked. The birds overhead were swooping and soaring, their colors making a vivid contrast to the clear blue sky.

“They are so beautiful,” Nadia said as she stepped outside of the jeep after Carlisle parked the vehicle.

“Hard to believe we live on the same planet when you see nature like this,” Anabella replied as she walked over to her sister.

“Humans will be the destruction of this land,” Carter said in a slightly lowered volume.

“Don’t be such a pessimistic man,” Anabella told him.

He shrugged. “Nature of the job.”

“That’s why what we do is so important. Have to get rid of the trash of society one way or another so we can preserve it for your nephews and future generations.” Carlisle had walked over to the sisters and wrapped his arm around Nadia. “Right, my pet?”

“I suppose. I just... I want to enjoy the beauty of this land.”

“Enjoy away. Don’t let a couple of grumpy old men stop you.”

“Speak for yourself, Carlisle! I may be grumpy, but I am far from an old man.”

“Depends on who you’re asking,” Anabella teased him as she gave him a soft elbow to the side.

“Well, I see where I stand with this crowd. Guess I’ll just stay in the jeep while you three go enjoy yourselves. Carlisle, don’t forget to take your walking cane for balance. Hate to see you throw out a hip.”

Everyone laughed at one another, and then as a group, they began to gradually walk towards the lake.

“Stop right there, that’s perfect,” Anabella said to Nadia. She had her hands held up in a square shape with her thumbs and forefingers touching. “That will make a great picture. It could go on the front page of the travel section for your news article.” She brought her camera up to her face and zoomed in with her lens. With a few adjustments, she caught Nadia in her leather jacket with her arms crossed, smiling at the camera just as one of the hippos was opening his mouth in the lake. It was a perfectly placed work of angles.

“Got it?” Nadia asked.

“Yep, and I’m sure this is going to look fantastic. I worked it so you looked like you were standing right in front of the hippo.”

“Awesome, can’t wait to see it.” Nadia walked over to her sister and looked down at the digital viewing screen of her single lens reflector camera. “How could you see anything, the sun is so bright it’s flushing the screen out.”

“I had to look through the peep hole. Trust me, it’s perfect. I’ll show you when I get back to the hotel.”

“I will have to come up with some great story about us being on a safari to go with that image. Damn, I should have brought a camo jacket and not my leather one.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t melted away in it yet,” Carter chimed in.

“How many times do I have to tell everyone, I go everywhere with this baby. It’s gotten me through many rough times.”

“Sis, it’s time to retire the jacket,” Anabella teased.

Nadia wiggled her finger at her sister and grinned. “Don’t get me started on the bad habits that you need to give up, missy. I’ll call Kain right now, and we will start listing them all.”

“Them all?! Are you crazy? I don’t have any bad habits.”

Carter chuckled under his breath, and everyone turned and looked at him. Anabella raised her eyebrow and tilted her head to the side. “Excuse me, is there something we need to discuss in private?”

“No, no. Nothing at all, I promise, babe!” He held his hands up in the air as if saying he surrendered.

“Don’t you ‘babe’ me. Speak now or forever hold your peace, Carter Jackson!”

Anabella saw out of the corner of her eye that Nadia had moved closer to Carlisle, and they had started walking off on their own towards the forest. She turned her attention back to Carter and began to walk forward.

“I promise, Ana, I love everything about you. I was just laughing. There isn’t anything I would change. Except for that evil eye. It would scare even the Dali Lama.”

That made her laugh. She reached him and then wrapped her arms around his midsection. “I’ll accept that answer, but you have to remember you are always on my side when it comes to Nadia. Never show weakness!”

“She is family, Ana. It’s not a competition.”

Shaking her head, Anabella said, “You don’t know women at all.”

“Well, let us be fair, does any man really know women?”

“Good point. Let’s go join them.”

The four of them stopped three hundred yards away from the hippos. They stood there in silence, enjoying nature. Soon there were giraffes that had made their way to the water and were now enjoying the refreshment the lake provided.

“We should have brought a picnic,” Nadia said.

“Ten steps ahead of you,” Carter replied as he turned around and jogged back to the jeep. The three of them waited patiently as Carter rummaged around the trunk of the jeep and then made his way back to them with a large cooler in hand. “Dinner is served.”

He placed the cooler on the ground and opened it. He pulled out a blanket that he handed to Carlisle to spread out. Pretty soon the men had four place settings all laid out with food, utensils, and beverages.

There wasn’t anything quite like a picnic in Africa with your family. Anabella looked around at Carter and then the animals. She hadn’t realized how much he had begun to mean to her until this moment. Somewhere along the line, things had changed. She just wasn’t quite sure when that was. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Picnics and hippos were a great way for the group to not only work up an appetite for dinner but also to enjoy time together as couples. The four of them were able to break off into pairs and spend time with one another without any interruptions. On the way back to the hotel, they enjoyed talking about the sisters’ parents. William and Laura always traveled the world. While growing up, Nadia and Anabella envied their mother’s ability to be so carefree and travel to anyplace that she desired.

They had always wanted to marry men who would be able to provide them that same type of experiences that their mother had found. Anabella wasn’t jealous of Nadia, exactly, for finding Carlisle. At first, the whole situation with Mr. A had put all of them on guard. None of them were exactly sure that he would be good for her, but after two years, she had come to be an active member of their relationship, and while sometimes Anabella felt like the third wheel, that feeling had lessened since Carter had become such a prevalent person in their lives.

Anabella had first thought he was a bit extravagant. His house in Houston was a mansion, and not a small sized one, but a very large plot of land. Often times, it felt to her like she was staying in a resort when she was there visiting. He had wanted her to quit her job so she could travel
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