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Old Flame




Chapter 1
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Kort Behrens stepped out onto the front porch of his elegant home late in the afternoon. With its tall windows facing the setting sun, the house sat back into the mountains of the Sierra Nevada range in Northern California, surrounded by a thousand acres of dedicated wilderness refuge land. For Kort, impressive at six feet eight inches on a heavy frame, with light brown hair beginning to gray at the temples, his home was the perfect hideaway for a man of his wealth and stature.

“All right, Ernie,” he told his estate manager. “I’ll be back in about a month, depending on how things shake out. You know how it is.”

“Indeed I do, sir,” the man of about forty-five told him. “Have a restful vacation."

Folding  his massive frame into the limo, Kort relaxed back to enjoy the drive.

His chauffeur, Emil, held the door of the limo for him. For most of the trip, he could simply sit back and relax.

Not too far south of Lake Tahoe Kort's plane sat waiting for him. He would spend the night at his favorite hotel and then fly to Houston the next morning. All in all, it should be a good trip. He had a little business to take care of before his vacation began, but that should take only a couple days.

Two hours later, his driver  let him out at the Reno Hyatt and passed his luggage to the concierge. Kort told him to come back around nine in the morning to be reach the airport by ten o’clock. 

Kort took some time to relax before dinner, which he liked to have at seven in the evening. A long drive always made him stiff, even in the roomy limo. Perhaps it was age creeping up on him. He’d turned fifty-five this year, after all. Even doing his best to stay in shape, the stress of his life took its toll. Still, he looked good for his age, his light brown hair only now beginning to show some gray at the temples.

Sinking into the luxurious bed, he dozed until the soft chime on his com woke him at six-thirty. After a warm shower and change of clothes, he took the lift down to the third floor dining room for a more formal meal with fewer irritations. 

Raised voices caught his attention as he entered the dining room, breaking his contemplative mood.

He located them a few tables away. The a woman with shoulder length blond hair looked beaten under the verbal assault from the man who stood across the table. Kort saw no reason for this sort of altercation in public, especially in a place like the Hyatt.  Time to intervene.

****
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LIZ HADN'T TAKEN A vacation in years. After her husband's death, she’d shut herself up in the house, her only company her Reiki clients and her cat, Puzzle. It took her a while to come back out and interact with people again.

This year, her children surprised her with plane tickets to visit them in California for her birthday. She hadn’t seen her grandsons in over a year and, at eight and ten years old, they were growing up fast.

Another surprise, which awaited her when she arrived, worried her a little, but she could hardly refuse—a month long, all expenses paid vacation, to Gambler’s Folly. With the shuttle flight, she would be gone for six weeks, departing in only a few days. All told, she would be gone six weeks, with the shuttle flight to the planet included. 

The package included an option to add time to the trip, if she decided to stay a little longer once she arrived. The Stella d’Oro, one of the nicest hotels in the capital city, of Speranza, held her reservation.

“This is so sweet of you, Kate, and you too, David. But what am I going to do for a month on Gambler's Folly? And who’s going to look after my house and Puzzle?”

“We have it all arranged, Mama,” Kate explained. “Mrs. Simms will take Puzzle over to her house and keep an eye on your place. You’ll be fine. I’m sure you’ll find something to do.”

“Like what?” she asked again.

“Mother,” David responded with a laugh, “Someone with your intelligence can take advantage of the time off and enjoy the scenery. Learn about the world. Go shopping. Make friends. Go to the beach.”

“I don’t like the beach,” she countered.

“You don’t have to swim. Walk along the water’s edge and pick up shells.”

“All right. You win. What will I wear? I didn’t bring much with me.”

“We’ll go shopping tomorrow,” Kate promised.

She didn’t buy much. Even staying for a month, she could do some laundry and make everything work. At Kate’s insistence, she bought a couple ankle length dresses, for dinner at the hotel. According to the brochure, the facility included an elegant formal dining room.

“But why would I go to a formal dinner by myself?” she asked.

“What if some handsome gentleman invites you out?”

With a shake of her head, she conceded.

The drive to the airport took about an hour and a half, from her daughter Kate’s place in Northern California, and Liz was nervous as a cat on the way. She hadn’t traveled at all since her husband died, and not much before that. Joe liked to stay at home and, since his death, she hardly ever went out.

They pulled up in front of the Hyatt, Kate got the bags out of the car, and walked Liz into the lobby. Checking to make sure the reservations were good, Kate gave her one more hug, after seeing her to her room, before leaving and telling her to rest.

It was still early and she hadn’t slept much the night before, so she lay down, sank into the down-filled duvet, and fell asleep before her second breath.

Liz was surprised when she woke at six o'clock. A hot shower helped sweep away the cobwebs. The blow dryer tamed her hair before she got dressed for dinner. She never wore much makeup, but liked a little eye shadow, eye liner, and mascara. With a quick swipe of mascara, she felt ready.

Checking her reflection in the mirror, she decided she didn’t look bad for a woman of her age. Her hair was beginning to gray a little, but it didn’t stand out in her blond hair. And the eye liner and mascara helped divert attention from the stress in her face.

With a final tug at the skirt of her black dress, she slipped on pumps and took the lift to the third floor dining room. She nearly got lost in the vast space and it took her a minute to find a table. She liked to slip around the edges of a room, tucked away out of sight.

Finding an out of the way table, she took a deep breath and began to peruse the menu. 

“Excuse me, Mrs. Murphy?”

Staring up at the stranger, she wondered what he needed.

“I’m Elizabeth Murphy, yes.”

“It’s about time we met,” the man sneered.

“I don’t even know you,” she answered. “What do you want?”

“You may not, but you have received several letters from my boss concerning a debt of $10,000. We haven’t received your payment yet.”

“You’re with them? I’ve written back and explained everything to your boss. I can't find what the debt is for, and I don't have the money to pay it.”

“May I remind you of a trust your late husband set up for you? Or that you can borrow money from this trust?” the man asked.

“I’ve explained about that, also. There is nothing I can do. Go and talk to my attorney. If your claim is legitimate, I’m sure he’ll do what’s right.”

“Mrs. Murphy, it isn’t wise to anger the people I work for. I suggest you find a way to pay us what you owe.”

“Look,” she explained, beginning to panic. “I don’t know who you are, or who your boss is, but I’ve never owed anyone that kind of money in my life. And I can’t imagine Joe did either.”

“Mrs. Murphy,” he began again.

“No! Go away. Go talk to the attorney, but leave me alone.”

Her whole attention had been on the man across the table, but Liz suddenly felt warm, strong hands on her shoulders.

“Listen, friend,” a deep and vaguely familiar voice told the man. “You have the lady’s answer. Anything more from you is harassment. Call it a night.”

“This is a private affair and none of your business. Go away.”

“You turned your private affair into my business when you shouted it across the dining room. You are bullying this poor woman, who I understand recently lost her husband. Say goodnight.”

“Listen, buddy, I don’t know who you think you are, but I can make big trouble for you,” the man threatened.

One of the hands lifted from her shoulder and the man behind her spoke into his com.

“Security? I need to have someone escorted off the property from the third floor dining room. I’ve sent a photo.”

“You can’t do that!” the man across the table shouted.

“I think you’ll find I can,” he answered, as his hand returned to her shoulder. Liz felt so much safer with him here.

Almost immediately, two hotel security guards came down and took the man into custody.

“Anything else, sir?” one of them asked.

“No, thank you. We planned to have dinner.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

As they took the man away, Liz felt drained and slumped down in her chair. The hands left her shoulders and the man came around and knelt in front of her.

“I’m sorry your stay here has been marred...” he began, and then stopped abruptly, looking startled. “Liz? I mean, are you Elizabeth Stockton?”

Looking up into dazzling blue eyes that could belong to nobody else, she asked, “Kort? Is that you?”

“Yes. What are you doing in my neck of the woods?”

For some unknown reason, she sprang out of her chair and threw her arms around him. Tears previously held back began to trickle down her face.

“Hey, it’s all right now. I’ve got you. You’re going to mess up your makeup,” he told her softly.

Forcing herself to give him some space, she dabbed at the tears with the handkerchief he offered.

“I’m Elizabeth Murphy now. Our kids sent me tickets to come visit them, for my birthday.”

“How many kids do you have?” he asked.

“Two, a son and a daughter. Our daughter has two sons, who are eight and ten. What about you?”

“No. I married right after university, but it didn’t work out. A few years later, I tried again, and it lasted less than a year. I’ve been a bachelor most of the time since we last saw each other.”

“That’s a shame,” Liz said. “You were always such a sweet guy.”

With a hearty laugh, as delightful and sincere as she remembered, he answered, “Quite a few people would disagree with you. Would you join me for dinner? We'll catch up on old times.”

Seated comfortably at his table, Liz picked up the menu and began to look for something relatively inexpensive. She hated to waste money, even if someone else was footing the bill.

“Liz, order whatever you like. It’s on me tonight,” Kort told her.

“Oh, no. I couldn’t,” she insisted. “Anyway, I’m sure you’ve got better things to do with your money.”

“Not really. I have loads of the stuff. Why not enjoy it?”

“Seriously? What do you do for a living?”

Part amusement and part surprise showed in the look her gave her as he asked, “Do you watch the news?”

“Yes. Well, not watch. I listen to the news while I putter. Why?” 

And then her mind put the facts together and she began to sputter.

“Oh! What must you think of me? You’re that Kort Behrens—the billionaire who is always in the news?”

“Right in one,” Kort responded with a smile. “How many Kort Behrens do you know?”

“Oh, Kort, or Mr. Behrens, you must have better things to do than entertain me. I’ll go back to my room and order something from room service. Thank you for your help and everything,” she told him, as she began to push her chair away from the table.

“Liz, sit down. Please,” he insisted. “I may be wealthy, but I love to visit with old friends. People who knew me before the media splashed my life all around the world.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “I'm not even sure how to talk to you. I can’t believe the Kort Behrens I knew became one of the wealthiest people on Earth.”

“Sit down. Forget the money. I’m Kort, Liz, the guy who almost lost you over a balcony one night a long time ago.”

“Oh my gosh! I’d almost forgotten that dance.”

“It wasn’t one of my better moments,” he remarked.

“Nice save, though,” Liz added.

“Thank you.”

They reminisced over dinner and wine, and Liz relaxed and became more animated. After they'd finished, Kort suggested a walk around the gardens. Built like a bear, he towered over her. If he was anything like he’d been at university, the three-piece suit hid no fat, only washboard muscle. Fortunately, he had a mild mannered way. Someone his size, with a vile temper, would have been a very dangerous person.

“Are you headed back east tomorrow?” he asked her.

“It’s sort of funny, considering I don’t travel much, but I’m not. I’m headed to Houston.”

“What’s in Houston?”

“The kids bought me a vacation package—transportation and four weeks of vacation on Gambler’s Folly.”

“Five o’clock shuttle?” he asked with a curious look.

“Yes, as a matter of fact. Why?”

“This is quite a coincidence. I’m booked on the same shuttle.”

“To Gambler’s Folly? You’re kidding,” Liz asked in amazement.

“What flight are you on tomorrow morning?” Kort asked.

“I’m on the ten o’clock Delta flight. Why?”

“I can call and have your money refunded if you’d rather fly with me. There are fewer lines and hassles when you fly corporate.”

“Seriously? Won’t I be in your way?”

“Not at all. Once I reach Gambler’s Folly, I’ll have a couple things to check on for business, but for the rest of the time, I’m on vacation. No work on the plane or the shuttle. Just plain old rest and relaxation.”

“I don’t know, Kort,” she responded, hesitantly.

“Say yes, Liz. It’ll be fun.”

“If you’re sure,” she told him, not sure why she was agreeing.

“Perfect! I’ll have my driver come for your luggage in the morning. We need to leave by nine, which will land us in Houston early enough to have a late lunch, before we go on to the Spaceport. Do you have all your paperwork ready?”

“Yes, Kate and I made sure of that before she left the hotel.”

They chatted all the way back to the hotel, where they were besieged by people with cameras.

“Is this a new girlfriend, Mr. Behrens?” one of the reporters asked.

“No, Liz is an old flame from my university days. Say hello, Liz,” he answered with a smile.

“Hello,” she managed, as Kort turned away from the reporters and entered the hotel.

“Sorry about that. I didn't  expect them so soon. I’m glad we’ll be off planet tomorrow night. By the time we get back, they’ll have something else to talk about, hopefully.”

“I hope so. I never thought about reporters,” Liz told him, still a little shaken. “Old flame?”

Kort grinned widely at her expression, winked at her, and put his arm around her shoulders. When they got to her room, he looked deeply into her eyes for a moment.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said before he pressed a warm, gentle kiss to her cheek. “Sweet dreams, Liz.”

****
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AS LIZ CLOSED THE DOOR, Kort turned back toward the lifts. Had he honestly just kissed Liz? It was only a little kiss on the cheek, but still, he hoped she hadn’t been offended. Taking the lift to his suite on the top floor, he called his driver.

“We’ll have another passenger in the morning, in room 321. Elizabeth Murphy. When you come for my luggage, go and pick  hers up as well. She’ll be flying with us to Houston.”

“Are you sure she’s safe, Mr. Behrens?” the chauffeur asked.

“I knew Liz back in university. We wouldn’t have met again tonight if I hadn’t interrupted an altercation involving her.  Nobody is safer than Liz.”

“Very good, Mr. Behrens. Sleep well.”

If any of them had foreseen the weeks to come...
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Chapter 2
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After a restless night, Kort got up, finished did his morning fitness routine, took a shower, and ordered breakfast. Meeting Liz threw him for a loop, but he wasn't sure why. They’d been friends at university, but never actually dated. The old flame comment rather overstated their relationship. Since graduation, he hadn’t seen her again until yesterday.

Warm and friendly, Liz was an easy to talk to friend at university, but there had never been any strong sexual attraction. She never judged, but would always listen, even to complaints about a girlfriend or an ex. 

Life was less stressful then and she linked him to this simpler past. How far would this rekindled friendship go?

This question kept Kort from sleeping, this old friend who, in the past, brought him peace of mind. How would Liz feel about him today? If nothing else, he would have the pleasure of her company for the flight to Houston. Once they were on the shuttle, things might be different.

Emil called to remind him they should leave in fifteen minutes and assured him the luggage was all stowed away. Did Mr. Behrens want to escort his guest, or should he?

“I’ll go up. She may be a little nervous about the trip. Thanks, Emil.”

He’d chosen a pair of comfortable trousers, white shirt, and sports jacket for the day.  Slipping on the jacket, and grabbing his computer satchel, Kort took the lift to the third floor. With any luck, Liz would be ready to leave.

****
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“YES? WHO IS IT?” LIZ asked when the bell sounded.

“It’s Kort.”

Opening the door, she felt the warmth of his smile as a shimmer of energy sweeping down her body. How very odd.

“Come on in,” she said. “I’ve just got to grab my personal bag and sweater.”

“Did you eat this morning?” Kort asked.

“Yes, I ordered up some eggs and toast, thanks.”

With everything in hand, Liz  smiled up at Kort, slipped through the door he held for her, and accepted his arm as they walked strolled to the lift. She felt safe with Kort, and it wasn’t just his size. He’d always made her feel safe. No matter what troubles or worries plagued her life, she could go to Kort and he would listen.

And his sense of humor! He could turn nearly any statement against you in a humorous way. You had to keep your wits about you or you’d end up digging yourself into an ever expanding hole.

Stepping into the sunshine in front of the hotel, Kort waved and smiled at the media and saw her into the limo. Seemingly unconcerned, he strolled around the vehicle, waited for his chauffeur to open the door, stooped down to squeeze through the door, and then folded into the seat next to her.

“How do you get used to all that?” she asked.

“Treat them well, and they’ll usually cooperate by not being too aggressive. I’m afraid you’ve got them curious, though.”

“Me?”

Kort’s laugh was warm, as he explained. “I’m Kort Behrens, bachelor billionaire, and I have a new lady on my arm. What secrets can they ferret out?”

“Oh, my lord! I hadn’t thought of that,” Liz complained. “What should I do?”

“Nothing. Even if they alert the people on Gambler’s Folly, it’s best to leave them alone and go about your business. If they find anything juicy, the whole world will soon be informed, but aside from that, they’re a small nuisance.”

“A small nuisance? What would you call a big nuisance?” Liz asked.

“Losing a good friend to a misunderstanding. Ignoring a problem and inconveniencing those depending on you.  Important things.”

“You are the oddest man I know,” she stated, shaking her head.

“I always try to please, Liz,” Kort said, those blue eyes dancing. Who could forget those eyes?

After a quick drive to the airport, they circled around to his plane.  Liz stared in  amazement at all the seldom noticed people normally in the background. When the limo pulled to a stop in front of a large private plane, the stairs were being positioned for boarding.

Liz was nervous as they boarded. Flying normally made her a little skittish, but this, even more so. Kort assured her, if she could fly commercial, there would be no trouble flying with him privately. She watched as the chauffeur and one of the flight crew put their luggage in the plane’s hold and locked it all in. 

“Ready?” Kort asked.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Liz replied, accepting his hand as she stood up out of the limo.

The interior of the plane startled her. Comfortable seating, with a choice of a recliner or sofa, simply invited one to get comfy for the flight. It reminded her, in a way, of the rail coaches from centuries earlier.

“Now, for takeoff you’ll need to sit in one of the upright seats. Once we’re aloft, feel free to relax. In case of turbulence, there are seat belts at each seat, so you don’t have to give up comfort for safety.”

Kort treated all his crew members with respect and warmth, from the pilot in the front to the cabin crew, not as inferiors or underlings, reinforcing her previous impressions of him.

“What has you so deep in thought?” he asked, breaking her reverie.

“Oh, this and that. Like I said, I seldom travel and the whole trip is out of my comfort zone. But this certainly puts the cap on it.”

“What? A short flight with an old friend? I hope we’re still friends, anyway.”

“Of course, we’re still friends. Why would you think we wouldn’t be?” she asked.

“You might have thought me a little aggressive in getting you on my flight. I hope you weren’t offended.”

“No, I’m not offended, just nervous about the trip.”

“No reason to be anxious. I’ll be with you all the way to Gambler’s Folly. Who knows? We may meet each other while we’re there as well.”

“I don’t want to interrupt your business or vacation. As busy as you are, you must need the break.”

“Having a drink or meal with a friend is hardly stressful. Unless I need to take you in hand, I think I can manage without too much effort,” Kort said with a grin.

“Don’t start with me,” Liz said, feeling the familiar beginnings of a mock argument. 

“Oh, Liz. It’s been too long,” he answered. “But I’ll give you a break today. Enjoy the flight. If you want to take a nap, feel free.  I’ll probably doze off, too.”

****
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THE FLIGHT WOULD TAKE about three and a half hours. Just enough time to have a nap while he tried to sort out his thoughts on Elizabeth.  Few friends were as much fun to mock-argue with as Liz, at least argue in a good-natured way, about nothing of consequence.

She hadn’t been looking for husband material, only a fun time, which may have been part of her charm. This is the way he’d always seen her. They had fun together. Good, clean fun. But meeting her again brought out other emotions as well.

When Kort he awoke from his nap, they were making their descent into Houston. Stretching out stiff muscles, he looked over at Liz, still napping away,  her face serene, with a little smile. He hoped the smile was about him.

“Liz? Time to wake up. We’re getting ready to land,” he told her softly.

When she didn’t respond, he reached over and stroked the back of her hand. She quickly drew her hand away, and replaced the smile with a frown, which seemed a strange reaction. Perhaps her marriage hadn’t not been a happy one.

“Liz, come on,” he called more loudly. “We’re almost to Houston.”

A long stretch followed her huge yawn.He remembered she’d always been extraordinarily flexible. As her eyes opened, she drew in a quick breath and she glanced around hurriedly.

“Liz? Is everything all right?”

“I think so. I forgot where I was for a moment. You said we’re almost to Houston?”

“We should land in about fifteen minutes. My chauffeur will put our bags in the car, and then we’ll find some lunch before the shuttle begins to board. What are you in the mood for?”

“Anything is fine.”

“Do you like Thai or Chinese? They have a lot of Mexican food around here, too. And, of course, there’s always steak.”

“I haven’t eaten Thai in years. It’s a little hard to find in rural Appalachia,” Liz told him.

“Thai it is, then. I know just the place.”

The landing went well, but  her fingers clutched at the armrest of her seat.

“All right?” he asked.

“Landing always makes me nervous. It’s too close to crashing.”

“Any landing you walk away from is a good one,” Kort said, quoting the old saying. “Let’s go eat some lunch. We can’t check in for another two hours.”

Liz had never been afraid to eat. She’d managed to stay at a good weight, after all these years, even if she carried a little extra padding, but he didn’t like stick figure women anyway. With his size, they always seemed so fragile. Liz, on the other hand, might be a lot of fun.

What was he thinking? Get your mind out of the gutter, Kort told himself. Why would she be interested in him? Liz, who might be intimidated by his social position, but would never let it dazzle her.

“Kort? Where have you gone?” Liz asked.

“Somewhere a long way away,” he admitted. “How is your lunch?”

“Fantastic! I’d forgotten how much I love Thai food. Thank you, Kort.”

“Well, I couldn’t let you starve, could I?” he teased.

“Are you saying I need to watch my weight?”

“Not at all. I like a woman I can get hold of and wrestle to the ground.” 

Where in hell had that come from? Wrestle to the ground? Good lord, what must she think?

Liz doubled over in laughter, partially easing his embarrassment. Apparently she wasn’t offended.

“Liz, you’ll have to pardon me. I seem to be missing the filter between my brain and mouth today.”

“No, the visual is quite amusing, and I’ve not had a good laugh in some time. Thank you.”

“We still have a little time before we need to be at the spaceport. Is there anything you’d like to do, or should we go ahead and be at the front of the queue?”

“Let’s go on to the spaceport. I’ll be nervous about missing the shuttle, until I’m on board.”

“Any idea what deck you’re on?” Kort asked.

“I think it’s deck 1B.”

That would be a small interior room. This would have to change.

“Are you sure? Do you have your papers?” he asked.

“Yes, they’re here in my bag.”

“Let me have a look. I’ve taken this flight several times before.”

Liz handed him the papers and sure enough showing her in 1B. His suite was on the fifth deck. He doubted they would move her to his deck, but something better should be manageable.

“Do you want to use the lady’s before we go?”

“Yes. I’ll just pop out for a couple minutes. Be right back,” she told him. Liz stood from her chair before he could scoot back from the table. 

Quickly, he called one of his people and explained what he wanted and that the change in price would be on his account. Soon, he received confirmation of the change of berth, from 1B to 3C, a junior suite, with viewing windows to the outside.

“Thanks for your help. This only came about this morning or I would have called sooner. I’ll put in a word for you.”

He'd scarcely finished his call when he saw Liz making her way back. Before she sat down, he asked if she was ready to head out.

“Might as well get it over with,” she replied.

“You don’t sound convinced you’re going to enjoy the trip.”

“I’m not. I don’t travel much any more and the idea is a little daunting, being so far from home.”

****
[image: ]


EVEN KORT BEHRENS WENT through check-in and security, so they were able to stay together all the way through boarding. But when Liz handed the purser her papers, he told her she had been moved to 3C, which she should like a lot better. When Liz asked why it had been changed, he said he couldn't answer her. He only knew what he'd been given.

As Kort got his confirmation, she stood puzzling about the reservation.

“I may have had something to do with that,” Kort admitted.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“I'm familiar with the layout of the berths, and thought it a shame you wouldn’t even see the stars on your first trip out. So I made a call. I hope you don’t mind.”

“What am I going to do with you?” she asked. “No, I don’t mind, but it feels a little awkward.”

“You’ll be over that soon enough,” he assured her. “Now, let’s go find your berth.”

Up to the third deck, left, and a short walk up on the right took them to her room. Using her card to open the door, Liz walked in and looked around in amazement, while the young man with the concierge brought in her luggage.

“This is marvelous, Kort. Thanks so much,” she told him.

“There’s a map in the paperwork you got earlier. It’ll help you find the dining room, the snack and fast food corridor, hairdresser—things like that.”

“I’ll probably get lost anyway,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“Shall I come escort you for dinner? You can’t get lost on my arm.”

“Thanks, Kort, but I’ll be fine. Really. Unless you want to have dinner with me. I don’t need a baby sitter.”

“Elizabeth, you wound me,” he said with a dramatic gesture. “If I didn’t want to have dinner with you, I wouldn’t ask.”

“All right. What time should I be ready? And what should I wear?”

“Around seven-thirty should be good, and dressy but not formal would be fine for the dining room.”

“I’ll see you then,” Liz told him. 

Kort’s look said he wanted to say or do something, but wasn’t sure. Instead, he nodded once, before he turned back toward the lifts.

What was she going to do about Kort Behrens? He seemed much more interested in her than she would have imagined from a chance meeting. He could have the company of any woman he wanted. Why her? Surely it couldn’t be serious. 

It would wear off in a couple days most likely. Liz decided not to worry about him, while she opened her bags and got out what she would need for the evening. Her nicer little black dress should work for dinner. The gold and pearl earrings would go with it. 

After the hectic day, Liz arranged for a wake up call and stretched out for a nap. Once her eyes closed, she dropped into a heavy sleep, with only some strange dreams for company.

****
[image: ]


KORT STRODE DOWN THE corridor toward the lifts shaking his head. He hadn’t been ready to leave Liz so soon, but he needed to slow down and figure out his thoughts. Why the sudden attraction? He’d very nearly taken her into his arms for a kiss before he left, which would have been a disaster.

Though good friends in university, they’d never dated, meeting during club meetings and other social functions. They came from different places and backgrounds, she from small town Appalachia, and he from Dallas, Texas. His father began to build the Behrens empire while Kort was a child, so by the time Kort got to university, money was not an issue for him. Liz struggled to make ends meet.

As the company grew, so did his responsibility, until his father retired and left him in charge of Behrens Enterprises. Now he spent his days with meetings, budgets, plans for new products, and irritation, which is one reason he built his home out away from everything and surrounded by nature.

What had Liz been up to since they’d last met? Running a quick search, he found she did some teaching right out of university, some nursing, and finally became a certified Reiki master. Her husband, Joe, died four years ago, leaving her everything in his will. 

Out of that everything, the house and a substantial trust were the only things of relevance. The house meant she wouldn’t have to worry about a roof over her head. And the trust would keep Liz comfortable for the rest of her life and have some left to pass on to her children.

Curious.

Nothing appeared out of order, if you left out the amount in the trust. He came up with several explanations which weren’t suspicious. Just as he’d thought. He found nothing sinister about Liz. 

Was he exaggerating her feelings for him? She probably wasn’t as attracted to him as he was to her, so, once they reached Gambler’s Folly, they would go their separate ways. Perhaps he could persuade her to have dinner with him once or twice. Liz wasn't acquainted with anyone on Gambler's Folly, so wouldn’t she appreciate dinner out with a friend?

Carefully choosing his clothes for the evening, Kort arrived at her berth right at seven-thirty. She beamed up at him through the open door, in a sleeveless black dress, the full skirt falling about mid-calf. Gold earrings with pearls and tiny diamond accents gleamed as she moved.

“Kort? Is anything wrong?” she asked.

He must have been staring.

“No, you look lovely this evening. Ready?”

“And hungry.”

“I know just the place,” he told her with a smile. 

Offering her his arm, they strolled down the hall and took the lift to the first floor dining room, where they were seated at his favorite table. Liz picked up the menu and began perusing it, looking concerned.

“Anything on the menu should be included in your package,” he said. “It usually is.”

“It seems a little expensive,” she said. “I guess they have a captive audience.”

“Enjoy yourself, Liz. You only live once,” he told her. “You might as well have a little fun.”

“I think I’ve forgotten what fun is, to tell the truth.”

“I understand the feeling. More often than not, I let business rob me of pleasure, but not this month. This month, except for a small amount of time for business, I am worry free and on vacation. You should join me.”

“How am I supposed to do that?” Liz asked. “I’m on a package holiday, with a limited budget. I don’t know a thing about the place, and you remember how easily I get lost.”

“Oh, Liz, come on. We’re not going to be that far apart. Where are you going when we arrive?”

“I’m staying in Speranza, at the Stella d’Oro.”

“There you are then. I’ll be in Speranza most of the time. Let me show you around.”

“We'll see, once you sort out your business.”

****
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THE TRIP TO GAMBLER’S Folly would take a week and it seemed Kort was determined to take her under his wing while they traveled. They shared meals during their first two days on board. He showed her his favorite places on the shuttle, and several times they’d gone down to the park, a delightful lounge area filled with potted plants and small trees. 

At one point, Liz drifted off and woke with Kort’s arm around her, cradling her head on his shoulder. She apologized to him for sleeping, but he’d smiled and told her he was glad she could relax.

The third evening when her door chimed, her visitor wasn’t Kort, but the rude man from the restaurant in Reno.

“What do you want?” she shouted in exasperation. “I’ve already told you all I know.”

“But that doesn’t make the debt go away, Mrs. Murphy. You still owe my boss ten grand.”

As he moved to enter her berth, she stepped forward and closed the door. Instead of retreating into the room, Liz sidled sideways to keep from getting pinned into the corner, as she felt panic starting to rise.

“You need to leave now, before I call security,” she stated firmly.

“What good will that do? I’ll simply come back, or someone like me will. Do yourself a favor. Make arrangements for the payment.”

As she opened her mouth to answer him, she felt hands on her shoulders again, familiar hands, moving her back out of the way.

“Buddy, whoever you are, leave Mrs. Murphy alone.”

“I’ve had enough of you putting your nose in where it doesn’t belong,” the man replied hotly. 

He must have been insane, Liz thought, as he took a swing at Kort. 

She wasn’t sure what happened next, exactly. One minute the guy swung a fist at Kort’s face, and the next, he lay face down on the floor, with a huge foot between his shoulders.

“Yeah, this is Kort Behrens. I’m in front of 3C with Mrs. Murphy. We need security,” he said into his com.

“Kort, what can I do? Why is he here?”

“We’ll talk about it later, Liz.”

Security came within a couple minutes and hauled the guy away. 

“Do you have your card?” Kort asked.

“I don’t think so. When he tried to push past me into the room, I closed the door. No,” Liz said after looking in her pockets. “And I don’t have my purse either.”

“Don’t worry. After dinner we’ll replace it. Ready to eat?”

“I’m not sure. I’m almost too upset to be hungry,” Liz admitted.

“Something to drink first?” Kort asked.

After a glass of wine, she felt a little calmer, so they went to the dining room and ordered their meals. As she pondered her situation, Kort’s voice broke her reverie.

“Can you can tell me anything about this problem?” he asked.

“Not much. I don’t understand it. About six months after Joe died, I got a letter addressed to him demanding repayment of ten thousand dollars. I had no clue how Joe acquired the debt, but I wrote back and explained that he’d died.”

“Did they stop bothering you?” Kort asked.

“No. Not long after that, I got another letter with the same demand. I took it to the attorney who manages the trust and asked him to look into it.”

“What did he find out?”

The attorney had come up empty in his search. There were no papers in Joe's records corresponding with the debt and nobod had contacted him about it. He wrote to the address Liz had from the letters and asked for documentation, but heard nothing. About every three months. Liz got another demand, which she turned over to the attorney. 

"Without documentation, it will never hold up in court. It looks to me like they’re stepping up their game. This could be dangerous, Liz.”

“What am I supposed to do? The terms of the trust give me a monthly allowance. That’s all, except in case of an emergency, when I can request assistance. I don’t have ten grand lying around to give away to unknown people for unknown reasons.”

“Even if you did, you would be unwise to pay them. Do you mind if I do a little snooping for you?” Kort asked.

“If you feel like snooping, go ahead.”

“Who is your attorney? I’ll start with him and see what the two of us can come up with.”

“You don’t have to do this, Kort. It isn’t anything to do with you.”

“I’m helping out a friend who’s in a bit of a jam. No big deal. I have a bit of clout here and there.”

“Thank you again,” Liz said. “Maybe you can do better than we have so far.”

“At least this guy won’t bother you anymore on the shuttle,” Kort assured her. “He’ll be in the lock-up, until we reach Gambler’s Folly.”

****
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KORT AND LIZ SPENT a nice evening over dinner, and once she’d eaten, Liz began to relax. After dinner, they took a walk around the deck, stopping for an after dinner drink, before he took her to security for a new key card.

Back at her berth, he looked deeply into her eyes and told her not to worry.

“I’ll see if I can find out anything. I have a couple friends who are good at this sort of thing,” he told her.

“What should I do?” she asked with a shake of her head. “How did they find me so far from home, and then follow me onto the shuttle? I didn’t even know about this flight until about three days before I left Reno.”

“I can’t help you,” Kort said. “Try to get a good night’s rest. Do you want to meet for lunch tomorrow?”

“Are you sure I’m not in your way?” Liz asked.

“If you were in my way, I wouldn’t extend the invitation. Around eleven?”

“You were always hard to resist, Kort Behrens. Eleven would be fine,” she told him with a warm smile.

Watching her close the door, Kort waited for the lock to click on the other side. Taking the lift back to his suite, he made arrangements for a call to Gambler’s Folly. Around half an hour later, his call went through.

“Hello,” someone answered. “Kort? What’s going on?”

“Dam! Glad you took the call. I’ve got a small favor to ask.”

“And here I expected to spend a dull evening in the casino,” Damiano Leone said, amusement in his voice. “How can I help?”

Kort explained Liz's problem to his friend and asked if he could look into it.

“Can you send me some information?” Dam asked.

“Yes, and I can send you an image of the man who’s been hassling her. See if you can find out who he works for.”

“I’ll be glad to, Kort. When are you going to be here?”

“Should be in three days, late in the afternoon.”

“And this friend of yours. Are the two of you involved?”

“Not at the moment, though I wouldn’t mind,” Kort answered truthfully. 

“Did you have business on Gambler’s Folly aside from vacationing?”

“I have a couple leads to follow up on some counterfeit parts. At least one of the shipments headed your way is counterfeit. I decided to check it out myself, since I would be on planet already.”

“Very good, my friend,” Dam said. “I look forward to seeing you again.”

“Same here. Oh, and will you check on a reservation for Elizabeth Murphy? She’s coming to Gambler’s on a vacation package deal. I don’t imagine they put her up in the best rooms you have, so I’d like to upgrade her, at my expense. A queen suite, if possible.”

“She’s staying at the Stella d’Oro?”

“Yes.”

“Do I sense romance in the air?” Damiano asked.

“I couldn’t be that lucky. Besides, I swore I'd never marry again..” Kort answered. 

“The great Kort Behrens has no luck with the ladies?”

“You understand how hard it is to find someone who can deal with us shifters.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, amico. Stranger things have happened. Have you heard about Dmitri?”

“I know he’s mated, but got no details. You’ll have to fill me in,” Kort said.

“See you in a few days. Unless the information I find is critical, I’ll  wait until you’re here.”

“Thanks, Dam. I appreciate it.”
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Liz couldn’t get Kort off her mind. Imagine meeting him again after all these years. She hadn’t realized the Kort Behrens from university was the same Kort Behrens in the news. For someone so wealthy and famous, he seemed the same as she remembered him—warm, sincere, and with a great sense of humor.

Should she wish him luck when he went snooping into her little problem, or hope the whole thing simply disappeared? What should she do? The situation stretched back over three years. Any time a letter came, she and her attorney searched for answers, but came up with nothing.

What could he do that she and her attorney hadn’t done? Of course,  Kort's money and connections offered him more options. She only wished it would end, as she found it quite tiring.

Kort came to her door to take her to dinner, offering her a red rose, complete with bud vase.

“You looked a little down after this new incident. I thought you needed a little cheering up,” he’d told her.

Over dinner, she asked about his marriage. What went wrong? 

With a huge sigh, he began to explain. He met Faye a couple months before graduation. She was beautiful, intelligent, and with interests similar to Kort's. They seemed the perfect couple. 

For the  church wedding, they met with the pastor, about a week before the ceremony. The night before the appointment, she said there was something they should discuss.

Faye decided not to take his name and thought she should tell him, before they talked to the pastor, in case Kort wanted to change his mind. He suggested hyphenating their names, but she declined.

“It seems a little late to be discussing something like that,”  Liz said. “I mean, a week before the wedding?”

“Yes, well, I thought it over and decided it wasn’t a big deal. I was disappointed, but went ahead with the wedding.”

“So, what happened?”

This was only his first surprise. He was given the management over one of the Behrens Enterprises locations, so they bought a house and began to get settled. Right after their marriage, they chose to wait on starting a family until the house was furnished and their careers were stable. 

“Seems reasonable,” Liz answered.

“I thought so, Kort said.  "When I thought we should begin thinking about children, she said no. She couldn’t bring a child into a world as troubled as Earth was at the time. ”

“Oh, Kort,” she said. “You always wanted a family, especially with your father’s business. It would be good to have a son to carry on after you.”

“Anyway, I grumbled, but what could I do? Relations became a little tense for a while. And then she began going to meetings with some quasi-religious group. It made her happy, so I allowed it to continue.”

“I can’t see you getting into any quasi-religious stuff,” Liz said with a chuckle. “You were always so very level-headed.”

“It made her happy, which eased the strain between us, until she announced we were going vegan.”

“Vegan? You? Mister steak and potatoes?”

“Yeah, which brought things back into turmoil. No way in hell would I become vegan. What she chose to eat was her business, but I expected meat on my table.”

“How did that go over?” Liz asked.

“Not real well, but she eventually agreed, after several more arguments on the matter.”

“I feel there’s more,” Liz said.

"Faye got more involved with the group and spent less time at home, sometimes getting back home late in the evening. I complained, she pouted. I shouted, she cried. I didn’t know what to do.”

One evening he came home, after a tough day at work, and discovered Faye had moved into the guest room. When he demanded an explanation, she explained the head of their group said one could never truly reach enlightenment, while clinging to pleasures of the flesh, such as gluttony, sex, and alcohol. All the usual suspects.

This was the last straw. Kort told her certain expectations came with marriage, and sleeping with his wife was one of those expectations. While she was content to remain married, she insisted on a celibate relationship, which he wouldn't agree to. He talked to his attorney the very next day."

"How did she take it?" Liz asked.

"She took it surprisingly well. On advise of counsel, I offered to pay alimony, which she refused. She moved into the religious compound to be closer to the head guru, and didn't want the house. And that was that.” 

“How long did it last?”

“All in all about three years,” Kort told her. “How about you and Joe? I know you were together for a long time, but you don’t seem like you were particularly happy.”

“Oh, that’s quite a long story. Are you sure you want to hear it?”

“Why not? We can commiserate with each other.”

After Liz graduated, she moved back home and found a job teaching music at the local elementary school. She hadn't met anyone at university she cared to settle down with, but prospects at home were pretty slim. When Joe asked her out, she accepted and, within six months, he proposed.

"I must have been desperate, feeling this was my one and only chance at having a husband and family."

“So, you finally met your master, huh?” Kort said, with that look he’d always given her when he said it. She felt her whole body blush, from her toenails to her roots.The warmth of the blush began at her toes and raced to her roots.

“How can you do that, after thirty years?” Liz protested. “No, I did not meet my master. You and those crazy books you used to read.”

“They were good for a laugh,” he said with a wide grin. “Especially with you. Nobody reacted quite as humorously as you did.”

“Yes, well, I never understood why I reacted so radically.”

“About Joe,” he said. “Did he treat you well?” 

He provided well enough. Their house was paid for, a little property which backed up onto national forest land, and he made decent money. He was never violent and, when he died, he left Liz  enough to live comfortably. While theirs wasn't a close relationship, they were mostly happy. They each had their our interests, which helped. She joined a  local book club and Joe played cards a couple times a month. He and his friends from work always got together around the big football bowl games. There may have been some minor wagering on the games, but  nothing serious.

“I hear a ‘but’ somewhere,” Kort said.

“I’m probably silly, but I found our physical relationship disappointing, and I think he did, too. I just don’t become excited, so sex was rather dull.”

“You’re saying you felt no passion? You? One of the most passionate people I’ve ever met?”

“I may be passionate about a lot of things, but sex isn’t one of them,” she admitted.

“Now, I find that hard to believe,” Kort told her. “More like he didn’t care enough to make it happen.”

“Whatever. I talked to several of my friends with similar problems. Sex was a quickly finished affair, with nothing to write home about.”

“Liz, I’m sorry. You needed someone who made you feel alive, who could find your passion and build on it.”

“We take what we get, I guess.”

“Have you considered remarrying?” Kort asked.

“What for? I’m fine at home, with my pets and my clients. What would a husband do for me?”

“I think the right man could do wonders for you,” Kort said. 

“Why haven’t you remarried again? You said you’d married twice, but the second marriage ended quickly also.”

Behrens Enterprises had grown quite large, when he married the second time, but it ended quickly. He found out she only married him in order to make out on a divorce settlement. His attorneys sorted it out and he'd been pretty busy since.

"Besides, it’s hard for one of my kind...” and he let his voice trail off.

“What kind would that be?” Liz asked.

“It doesn’t matter. Suffice it to say that unless I find that elusive creature, my soul-mate, I shall remain alone.”

Soul-mate? Did Kort actually mean what she thought he meant? She and Joe were both of shifter blood. Enough to allow their son to shift with no problem. Living so close to the forest gave him room to practice his other shape.

Looking around, Liz took in the number of people in the dining room.

“Maybe we can talk in my berth after dinner,” she suggested.

“If you’d like,” he answered warily.

They talked nonsense during the rest of the meal. After dessert and a tour around the deck, they went back to her berth.

“Now what is it you wanted to ask?” Kort said, once they sat down.

“It’s about soul-mates,” Liz said, trying to work her way into the subject. “How do you mean the term?”

“Oh, heart of my heart, light of my life sort of thing.”

“So, you don’t mean bond mates, bonded pairs, mated for life?”

“What do you know about bond mates?” Kort asked intensely.

“Only that shifters can sometimes be lucky enough to meet their soul-mate or bond mate, the one with whom they will happily spend the rest of their life.”

“And how do you know this?”

“Because I’m a shifter,” Liz said quietly, hoping against hope he understood.

Kort stared at her for so long Liz began to worry. And when he spoke she could scarcely hear him.

“You’re a shifter?” he whispered.

“Yes. Eastern black bear. You?”

“Yes. Kodiak. Oh god, Liz. I never knew.”

“That’s sort of the way we all are, isn’t it?”

“What about Joe?”

“Shifter? Yes. Soul-mate? No.”

“So your children and grandchildren are shifters?”

“Yes. At least, we hope the grandkids are. Neither of them is old enough to shift yet, but they should have no problem. My son-in-law is also of shifter blood.”

“Could this have anything to do with your problem?” Kort asked.

“I'm not sure how.”

“This changes things considerably,” he said.

“If you’re worried, your secret is safe with me. I’ve been keeping my roots secret all my life.”
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