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      No matter how far you run, your past catches up with you. And always at the worst possible time.

      Sally - The moment I met Slider, I couldn’t resist him. He stole my heart and won’t give it back. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him.

      Except tell him the truth.

      He can never know the darkness I came from, the threat that stalks my every waking moment.

      To keep him safe, I’ll run again, even though it will break my heart.

      Slider - I don’t just want Sally in my arms and my bed. She belongs at my side, my ring on her finger, forever.

      She’s hiding something from me, but before I can get to the bottom of it, I find out she’s in trouble. The worst kind.

      Someone wants to take my woman from me in the most permanent of ways. They don’t know who they’re dealing with.

      I’ll hand them hell on earth to keep my woman safe.
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      “Pregnant?” Ice turns so quickly, he almost loses his balance. “What do you mean, pregnant?”

      Seriously, dude, this is how you react? I need to get my ass out of here before World War Three begins. I gather the content of the file we were working on and pop out of my chair.

      “I think you need to explain the facts of life to him,” I say to Lisa.  “And no matter how much I would like to stick around to see where this conversation is going, I think I need to excuse myself.”

      Lisa’s not amused. She nods and waits silently for me to leave my boss’s office.

      At the door, I turn and apologize. “I’m so sorry. I forgot my manners. Congratulations to you two!”

      “Sally!” Ice growls and I dash out, but without closing the door ‘cause I’m a nosy bitch and there’s no way I’m going to miss listening in if I can.

      “How did this happen?” he asks. From his tone, I can’t tell how he’s feeling. Aside from surprised, obviously.

      For a minute, I put myself in Lisa’s shoes. I wouldn’t be happy. Not one bit. His questions are inappropriate.

      Actually, there’s only one possible right answer to that sort of information. It’s “Oh, how wonderful. I’m so happy.” Now that I think about it,  “I love you. I will always love you, please marry me,” would also be an acceptable variation.

      For sure, “How did it happen?” is not going to cut it.

      Lisa obviously agrees with me since she mimics him.

      “How did it happen?” Lisa’s answer is dripping with sarcasm. “Seriously? That’s all you have to say?”

      Silence. I count the seconds it takes for the sharp President of the Iron Tornadoes to realize how badly he’s messed up this time. My boss is a smart and fearless man. Seriously, he’s got balls of steel, but right now, I think they've crawled inside his body to hide in fear of retaliation. They should; after all, they are no stranger to the situation.

      “How? When?”

      Wrong answer again … from my position behind the door, I can’t observe body language or facial expression, but I can tell from Ice’s tone that he’s still processing the information.

      Early morning is not the best time of day for him.

      “Does it matter?” Lisa’s tone is so cold, the office temperature just dropped a few degrees.

      More silence and finally Ice sees the light.

      “No, no, of course not,” he blurts. “It’s great news! Really it is. I mean, we always said we wanted kids. Two or three…”

      “Well, you sure don’t look happy to me,” Lisa snarls.

      “I am, really I am.” The man hesitates. Now he must have realized he’s walking on thin ice. “It’s just that…”

      “What?” Lisa’s voice is a whisper.

      That’s bad. Lisa is all about control. She never shouts. She does the opposite; when she’s mad, she lowers her voice. Right now, she’s furious.

      “You said you didn’t want them right now, that you wanted to wait till you were more secure in your position at the DA’s office, so, I don’t know what to say.”

      Silence.

      Or maybe Lisa is saying something, but if she is, it’s too low for me to hear it.

      “Honey, I’m happy,” he says very forcefully. “Hell, I’m delighted. I wanted us to have kids yesterday. There’s just one thing though.”

      “What?”

      “There’s no way my kids are gonna be called Mayfield. No way. They’ll be born Hatcher, so you can’t stall anymore. You need to pick a date.”

      “A date, you mean a wedding date?” Lisa sounds thoughtful.

      “Of course, a wedding date,” Ice answers impatiently. “I’m not a doctor but my understanding is that unless there’s a C-section, the delivery date is sort of random.”

      The man’s sense of humor is going to get him in trouble today.

      “When is the due date anyway?”

      “I’m not sure,” Lisa answers.

      A bell ring that signals someone pushed the main office doors forces me out of my eavesdropping position.

      I rush toward my desk in the reception area. We’re not expecting any clients but, every so often, we get walk-ins. Not today. It’s my other boss, Whizz, the second partner of the Friendly Persuasion Private Detective Agency.

      “We’re having a baby,” I tell him.

      Whizz frowns and tilts his head. “Not sure how Alienor and Slider would feel about that.”

      “Not you and I, silly!” I gesture toward the back offices. “Our team.”

      “Oh …” Whizz relaxes and nods. “Now I get it, but I thought Lisa didn’t wanna have kids right away.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Now I’m really curious. I can’t imagine Lisa discussing her family planning with our in-house genius.

      Whizz doesn’t get a chance to answer, as the door of Ice’s office slams open. A very irate Lisa storms out of the room and dashes past us. Ice is on her tail and calls out, “Lisa, please!”

      But Lisa ignores him, brushes past Whizz and leaves, slamming the door behind her.

      “I was going to congratulate you, bro,” Whizz says. “But now I’m not sure what to say. If she’s that hormonal after three months, I’m wondering how bad it’s gonna get for the last two quarters.”

      Ice and I stare at Whizz. I get to articulate the question before Ice can.

      “How do you know she’s three month along?” I ask.

      “Yeah, did she tell you before she told me?” Ice eyes him suspiciously.

      Whizz sighs and shrugs. “Nah, of course she didn’t. It’s just that I know how to count.”

      “How to count?” Ice does a lot of echoing today.

      “Well, yes. See, I figure she’s on the pill.”

      I nod. I have no idea what sort of contraception Lisa uses but the pill seems a reasonable assumption.

      “And she obviously skipped a few days when Russel kidnapped her.”

      I nod again as I begin to understand what Whizz caught instantly.

      “I figured she was too riled up to think about the consequences when they released her so …”

      “Ice’s gonna be a dad soon,” I say, finishing his sentence for him.

      “I am, aren’t I?” Ice finally cracks a smile. A wide smile. “You know, I did propose after the kidnapping and she said yes. Now if she’d only agree on a date, I could start planning the wedding. I know times have changed but I would rather my son not be born a bastard like his father.”

      “Then you better get cracking, man.”

      “Yeah, I will and I have a great idea for the venue of the reception.”

      “The Central Hotel ball room?” Whizz asks.

      Ice and I stare at him again, but this time as if he’s grown a second head.

      Is it true that it would be a great place to have a wedding party? Absolutely. But not for the likes of us. I have no doubt Ice will invite all the Tornadoes and possibly some of the Knights. Not the kind of crowd the management of the hotel would welcome with open arms.

      And now it hits me.

      I can’t do this.

      I can’t take Slider to another wedding reception.

      If I do, he’s gonna ask again and I just can’t.

      I can’t marry him.
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      I’m jolted out of the downward spiral in which I was falling by Whizz’s incredulous question:

      “You wanna do it at the Styx?”

      It’s so absurd that I forget my worries while waiting for Ice’s answer.

      “I always thought I would do it at the Club House but we’ve barely started to break ground on it, so, it’s gotta be the Styx,” Ice explains, as if holding a wedding party in a sex club was the most natural thing in the world.

      “But, but …” I’m so surprised I stutter. “What about Lisa’s friends?”

      “What friends?” Ice looks down at me as if I know something he doesn’t. Paranoia seems to be the flavor of the day.

      “I’m not sure.” I backpedal and find refuge in the armchair behind my desk. “I mean, there’s the people she works with. You know. Like her boss, Francis Wilson. Now, I realize you’re not a big fan of the District Attorney’s staff, but still, I think inviting your colleagues is something people do.”

      Ice makes a face and spins on his heel to return to his office.

      Pfff … Why am I meddling?

      This wedding is none of my business.

      But then again, if they eloped or did something private, it would solve all my problems. The last thing I need is another discussion with Slider on the subject of holy matrimony.

      “What’s eating you up?” Whizz asks after Ice vanishes into his office.

      I bite my lips and hesitate. How much do I trust Whizz? A lot. I really do. But is a lot enough to confide in him? I’m not sure. Yeah, I have issues. So bad that I can’t even confide in the man I love while I would trust him with my life.

      If I can’t tell everything to my man, could I talk to my bosses?

      As if reading my mind, Whizz shrugs with a beaten puppy look.

      “Come on,” he cajoles while taking a seat on a corner of my desk. “Tell your buddy. You know there’s nothing he can’t fix.”

      I shake my head and can’t help but laugh at his pitiful face.

      “I really wish I could,” I say, patting his leg. “But there’s one problem you can’t solve.”

      Whizz leans over and whispers, “You know you can’t hide forever. He’s in town. He’s been snooping around for a few days and he’s good. Sooner or later, he’ll find you.”

      His tone is sort of playful but his words knock my breath away. I freeze, then move back in my seat as if he was the threat.

      “Hey, honey.” He drops from his sitting position into a crouch in front of me. Resting one hand on each of my knees, he whispers, “Breathe. Slowly. In. Out. Good. There … Take another breath.”

      I start breathing again and realize I’m shaking.

      “Why? When? How?” So many questions fire through my brain that I can’t figure out where to start.

      “At the university,” Whizz explains. “I was dropping off Alienor for an interview early this morning when I walked by the admission office and overheard your name … Well, not exactly your name but I figured Sally is such an old-fashioned name, they had to be talking about you.”

      I nod slowly and wait for the rest.

      “Leonard, that’s not your real last name, is it?”

      I shake my head and hold my breath.

      “Your mother’s maiden name?”

      I shake my head again and Whizz raises a quizzical eyebrow.

      “My dad’s family name.”

      Now Whizz frowns and says, “So you changed your name after he died?”

      Once more I’m amazed at Whizz’s memory. I must have hinted once to the fact that both my parents were dead. He remembers. He remembers everything.

      “Yeah, when Mom remarried, her new husband legally adopted me so we would all have the same name.”

      “I see.” He returns to his sitting position on my desk. “That man, the one who’s looking for you, it can’t be your step-dad. He’s way too young for that.”

      “In his early-forties, tall, skinny and handsome enough to charm the pants off every female in sight?” I don’t wait for Whizz to answer since I know who the man looking for me is. “Jerry.” I sigh. “He’s my step-dad’s son from a previous marriage. My mom adopted him at the same time Walter adopted me so I guess, legally, he’s my brother.”

      “And he wants to find you because?” Whizz cuts to the chase, asking the only relevant question.

      “Money,” I say. “There’s some sort of trust thing that has been set up. I’m not sure how it works but Walter, Jerry's father, gets most of the income as long as he lives but he can’t touch the capital.”

      “And when he dies?”

      “Well, part of it goes to my brother and I get the rest.”

      “Unless…” he prompts.

      “Something happens to me.”

      “Then he gets everything?”

      “Yep, that’s it.”

      “Fuck!” Whizz runs his hands in his hair and shakes his head. “And you ran 'cause you thought you were in danger?”

      Tears pool in my eyes as I recall the day I left home. I blink them away.

      “He and his dad, I’m pretty sure they killed my mother. They made it look like an accident but deep in my heart, I know they killed her.”

      “Wasn’t her death investigated?” Whizz asks.

      “Not at first, but then I confided to my mother’s lawyer and, for a moment, I thought the police were going to look into it.” Frustration brings fresh tears to my eyes.

      Whizz hands me a tissue from the box on my desk. I blow my nose and continue my story.

      “But Jerry is law enforcement. He made sure his buddies didn’t rock the boat too hard.”

      Whizz nods his understanding.

      “And he made it clear that if I didn’t keep quiet, he would make it look as if I were the one who had killed my mom.”

      “Of course. And so you fled because you feared you were going to be next?”

      “Absolutely. I did not run right away. You know, I felt I was safe for a while. I was young, but I was smart enough to understand they couldn’t possibly stage two accidental deaths that close together without arising suspicion, right?”

      “Probably not.”

      “So the week before I turned eighteen, I ran.”

      “And you’ve been hiding ever since?”

      I blow my nose again and think about it. I hadn’t thought about it that way. I was telling myself that I was lying low, but he’s right; I have been hiding.

      “Well, this ends today,” Whizz declares.

      I put on a brave smile but I’m afraid this isn’t going to work.

      Whizz has no idea who he’s up against.

      Jerry is just about as smart as he is evil.

      A deadly combination.

      The safest thing would be to run again.
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      “So, now that she said yes, did you guys start planning for the big day?” Catherine asks her partner as we settle into a booth at the Shamrock as we do every Thursday night.

      Everest shrugs and frowns. “I want to but … you know … my dad …”

      For a second, I can see the little boy who still inhabits this huge man and how much his father’s disease is affecting him.

      “… won’t stick around forever, so I would say the sooner the better, no?” Catherine finishes his sentence.

      She’s been doing that so often that if I didn’t know better, I would swear they’re a couple. Maybe Sally’s right when she says I’m a sexist idiot, I wouldn’t think twice about it if they were two men.

      Everest ignores Catherine’s question and turns to me and asks, “What are you smiling about?”

      “Sally,” I answer honestly.

      He laughs and shakes his head as if I was a hopeless case.

      “And while we’re on that touchy subject,” Catherine cuts in. “What’s with you and your traditional values? Why haven’t you made an honest woman out of your girl already?”

      It’s my turn to shrug.

      It’s not that I don’t trust my colleagues. Quite the opposite. I would gladly walk in the line of fire with them as my backups. It’s that I don’t want to talk about it.

      Maybe it’s inappropriate pride but, let’s admit it, I’m not about to tell them that I proposed a long time ago and that while she hasn’t turned me down, she hasn’t said yes.

      Every single time I ask, she always finds a good excuse not to.

      First, she wanted me to get reacclimatized to my regular life. She did have a point there. After a long undercover period, some guys do lose their marks. Giving me the time to make sure I wasn’t making a proposal I would regret was a smart move on her part.

      After that, she told me she was happy with her job, and that thirty seconds after the marriage, I was going to try to knock her up and that she didn’t want kids right now, not for a few years.

      I said I understood, but the truth is, I don’t. It’s not like I’m going to keep her barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen. She can keep on working or stop. It's up to her.

      I know it’s something else, something she’s not telling me, and I’m not sure if I should let it go as I have up to now or if I should push to get it out of her.

      “You know what,” Catherine says, all excited, “you guys should do a group wedding.”

      Everest and I exchange a horrified look. His eyebrows have shot up so high, they are seconds from flying off his forehead.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Everest almost shouts.

      “Are you out of your fucking mind?” I ask.

      Catherine raises her hands in a surrendering gesture. She seems genuinely puzzled by our reaction.

      “You don’t get it, do you?” Everest asks.

      Without waiting for her answer, I cut in. “The thing about a wedding day is that people want it to be special. They want it to be their own special day.”

      “Precisely,” Everest adds. “Look at Juliya. She’s been working on her wedding journal since high school. She’s cut out articles about dresses, and hairdos, and cakes, and what have you… never in a million years would she share her big day with anyone.”

      “But I thought…”

      “Yeah, in the old days…” Everest waves Catherine’s objection away, “MC group weddings were a thing. But that was when we were just a bunch of misogynistic assholes.”

      Catherine laughs. Hard. “In the old days, right.”

      Everest frowns and shakes his head. “Okay, we’re still a bunch of chauvinist males as far as the MC membership is concerned, but for the rest, I would say we’re pretty open minded.”

      I nod to indicate that I agree. The Iron Tornadoes don’t have any women as members. Of course they don’t! But they do have female staff members who are treated respectfully, and even the girls who work in their strip joint get good wages and get to keep their tips. All in all, they are a lot more decent with women than the traditional motorcycle clubs.

      “And while we’re on the subject of chauvinist males,” Everest adds, “just before I left the station, I heard Ezachia Smith will make headlines again tomorrow.”

      “What did he do now?” Catherine asks.

      “Well, seems like he tried preaching his ideal vision of modern society to the wrong crowd and got himself killed,” Everest answers.

      I’m surprised. I thought the President of the Unrepentant Southern White Wizards would have been wise enough to hang out with the right crowd in jail. But then again, he had such a high opinion of himself, he probably imagined his charisma would be enough to intimidate the other inmates and keep him safe. Obviously not.

      “His son came on the radio as I was driving here and ranted about the population of our jails,” Everest adds.

      “Yep, there’s a lot of unsavory people of all races there,” Catherine mocks. “Did he expect his father to do his time in a country club?”

      “Maybe. After all, we’re building quite a VIP section in our little facility. I’m sure Mayor Connor was happy to be in such good company,” I answer.

      “Now, now,” Catherine protests. “Mayor Connor had many faults but being prejudice wasn’t one of them. The man is an equal opportunity jerk.”

      This backhanded compliment has Everest choking on his beer and me laughing hard. The three of us make a good team and two of us tying
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