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All Rachel and Claire want is a peaceful life
together, but danger strikes, threatening to shatter their hopes
and dreams, putting their hearts, and their lives in jeopardy.
Eshee Yumiko, head of SeaBridge, seeks revenge for the damage
Rachel’s computer program trigger has caused, vowing to get even,
no matter what it takes. Derrick refuses to accept Claire’s
relationship with Rachel and her continued rejection of his
advances. His escalating fixation on her slowly turns into a deadly
obsession no one sees coming.

As their worlds collide, and choices come back to
haunt them, Rachel and Claire realize that a strong love demands a
strong heart.
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Chapter One

The mixture of mottled-gray clouds covered the early
morning Cleveland sky, contrasting the scant orange, yellow, and
faded green leaves left on the maple trees. Rachel Portola watched
out the bedroom window as the cold, moist November wind blew the
fallen dead leaves across the yard, forcing them into deep rustling
piles along the wooden fence line. She looked down and watched
Claire as she woke and rolled over, looking up at her.

“Bad dreams again?”

Rachel slid down, the warmth of the bed around
Claire beckoning her to move closer. She wrapped her arm around her
waist and nestled next to her. It had been months since Justin
tried to kill her to steal the computer program, months since their
survival, but the memories lingered, haunting her in the night,
long after the scars were healed.

“Sometimes when the dreams come, I can’t get the
feelings out of my head. It’s like we’re right there again.”

Claire slid her arm around her. “We’re safe,
rest.”

She blinked and stretched when the sun’s full light
flooded the bedroom, feeling Claire’s soft full breasts press
against her as her hand slid over her stomach and then up. She put
her hand over Claire’s. “I am never going to get enough of the joy
of waking up next to you.”

Claire leaned into her ear and kissed it, her breath
sending a shudder down into her core.

“What time do you have to be downtown at the Federal
Building?” Claire asked.

“Ten o’clock.”

“You’ve already met with them and the MI6 agent a
couple of times about the program Justin stole. It’s going to be
okay, isn’t it?”

Rachel turned over toward her when she heard the
concern in her voice. She kissed her shoulder and then looked up
into her face, seeing the pout Claire always got when she wanted to
say something but didn’t quite know how to say it. “They just need
some more information about the program—don’t worry.”

She waited, but Claire didn’t respond. She reached
up and gently ran her hands through her long wheat-colored hair,
tracing the scar on her temple with the tip of her finger, seeing
the muscles in her face tighten. “You shouldn’t be this stressed in
the morning. It’s not good for you.”

“Did it really help you to talk with a
psychologist?” Claire asked.

She slipped her arm around Claire’s waist and kissed
her face, brushing her lips against the side of her neck, catching
the familiar scent of the cocoa butter and vanilla body wash she
used. She lifted her leg over Claire’s thighs and slid onto her.
“Yes, it did. We went through a lot in Alaska, trying to survive
the plane crash, and then here in Cleveland, surviving Justin.” She
hesitated. She didn’t want to think about it. It made her sick to
her stomach to even say his name. “If you feel you need to talk to
someone about it, then you should. Betsy’s really good. She doesn’t
judge.” She moved against Claire, felt her nipples harden, the
friction sending tingling surges of heated want down through her
body. She caressed the sensuous curve of her hip, then down onto
her thigh. “Do you think you’d like to talk with her?”

“Mm, I don’t know. I just…I don’t know. I can’t
think right now.”

She kissed Claire’s neck, moving up. “There’s a lot
of good therapists out there. If you don’t feel comfortable talking
with Betsy, I’m sure she can recommend someone…You feel so
good…I’ll leave her number on your desk in case you’d like to call
her.”

Their breathing increased. Rachel spread Claire’s
legs with her thigh and pressed against her center, feeling her
heat and wet. She looked into Claire’s sea-green eyes, seeing the
flush of color around the iris, the sex blush on her cheeks,
feeling her own body react to her want, the need pulsing down into
her—her own nipples aching to feel Claire’s mouth surround them.
She felt Claire move against her thigh and thrust slowly.

“Did you talk to her about us?” Claire asked.

“What? Yes, I did. I talked about how I felt and
what was causing me pain.”

Claire’s hand went over her back and moved down,
pressing her fingertips into her spine, pulling her into her. “I
should feel sorry I trapped you, but I can’t.”

“You didn’t trap me. I had a choice. Claire, that
feels so good.”

“Yes, but I didn’t give you much of a choice—it was
either choose me or leave.”

She felt Claire’s hand move up the inside of her
thigh.

“I fought so hard not to love you,” Rachel said. “I
don’t care what course our lives take us—nothing I do will ever be
as glorious as being with you.” She reached down and took her hand
from Claire’s thigh, interlocking their fingers, moving her hand up
and pressing it into the bed, thrusting into her. She slid down and
took a hard erect nipple into her mouth, tasting and feeling its
beauty.

Claire arched and reached down, moving her free hand
over the side of Rachel’s neck and shoulder.

Rachel moaned as she withdrew from Claire’s breasts
and moved down, licking her stomach, feeling the surges of ravenous
pulsating want.

✥ ✥ ✥

Eshee Yumiko, CEO of SeaBridge, stood motionless,
watching through the conference window, her arms folded tightly
against her chest. The operations chief, down below on the
production floor, instructed his staff how to adjust the machinery
to clean and bag the rice. A thin film of dust covered his light
green shirt, the protective mask he wore, once white, now a cloudy
gray.

Most of the employees had no idea the production was
a distraction from illegal operations, and those who knew didn’t
care—they were only concerned about their next paycheck. Eshee knew
labor was cheap in the Philippines, benefits were nonexistent, and
everyone waited in line for the opportunity to work. She pushed the
button and the window darkened, shutting out what she didn’t want
to see. She turned and looked at her stepfather, Bayoni
Bautista.

“How close is MI6 to finding out our operations,
Father?”

The muscles in Bayoni’s gaunt face tightened. He
moved toward the dark conference table, running his bony fingers
over its smooth mirrored surface, then sat down at its head.

Eshee could see the outward effects of the liver
cancer more clearly as she looked deeper into his face. The skin
was darker with a yellowish tinge, the elasticity gone, the lines
around the eyes and mouth deeper, and the sclera of his eyes now a
ghostly white.

Bayoni casually brushed a smudge of light discolor
from the pants leg of his tailored gray silk suit, the coat, once
crisp and form fitting, now hanging loosely over his drooping
shoulders. “Our sources are quite clear they suspect, and the
traitor is giving them accurate information, but they are looking
at their own interests, not toward the United States. I do not
believe they suspect we are skimming insurance funds there. We have
positioned ourselves perfectly in the health insurance system in
the US, and it will eventually prove to be our greatest asset. All
things come to those who wait, Eshee.” His face grew darker. “But
the program you purchased for our computer systems has caused more
damage than we originally thought. How close are we to getting it
corrected and out of our financial system?”

Eshee shifted her weight. She didn’t have an answer.
The security program that was intended to protect their
confidential financial data had embedded itself into a critical
part of their systems, and she knew he held her responsible as the
one who approved the illegal purchase of the program from Justin
McKinney. She held her hand close to her side, making a fist and
squeezing tightly. “Our best programmers are working to correct
it.” She could feel his wrath underneath his calm demeanor and knew
she needed to redirect him. “Who is the traitor who gave MI6 the
information, Father?”

Bayoni looked toward his trusted aide. Eshee watched
the aide leave, then looked back at her stepfather, seeing his
facial muscles tighten, his eyes narrow, the look of domination
sweep over his face—the look she had seen many times.

“Daughter, we must do what we must.”

Eshee nodded and took her seat beside him.

The aide returned with Gian Fujiyama, who entered
the room and bowed politely toward Eshee and her stepfather. Bayoni
motioned for the man to sit. Gian nodded and took a seat at the end
of the table, hands folded, head slightly lowered.

“How long?” Bayoni solemnly asked him.

The man kept silent, eyes fixed on the table.

Eshee rose slowly, the same look of dominance
reflecting back from her stepfather’s face.

“How long have you betrayed us?” She watched as
beads of sweat formed on Gian’s forehead.

He swallowed, continuing to look down, his hands
shaking slightly. “Six months.”

Eshee watched as Bayoni stood slowly and left the
room. She got up and walked behind Gian, taking the gun with the
silencer from the aide’s hand. She pointed it at the back of Gian’s
head and fired, watching as the body slumped forward onto the
table.

“Clean it up,” she said, handing the gun back to the
aide as she left the room.

She went into the lavatory of her private office,
glancing only briefly into the mirror, refusing to see, merely
checking her face. She knew how to detach her emotions from her
actions. This was not the first time she had killed, and she knew
it wouldn’t be the last. She began to wash the blood spatter from
her arms and hands. She raised her head. The motionless face looked
back, the eyes narrowed, revealing a momentary flash of the
repressed conflict within. She immediately looked down at her
blood-smeared arm, refusing to see. To see what? The wrath of her
father-in-law—the pain of her stolen innocence? He had made her
what she was, and now he and everyone else would pay. She looked
back up to the faceless ghost in the mirror. I am not a
monster.

She put on a clean white lace blouse, went into her
stepfather’s office, and sat down in the large cushioned chair in
front of his ornately carved wooden desk, calmly crossing her
legs.

Bayoni reached out with his perfectly manicured
hands and gently touched the intricately hand-carved black mahogany
carabao figure on his desk. “Protect our operations in the United
States at any cost. Operations there must not be compromised. We
will extract the finances from them like a dodder plant feeding on
its prey.”

Eshee faintly smiled. “Yes, Father.”

She looked out the office window as the wind beat
against it. She could see the white-foaming waves rising from the
beginnings of a Philippine typhoon, hurling up, trying to get to
her, but she would defy it like she defied everything that opposed
her. Eshee Yumiko was going to get what she wanted, no matter what
obstacles were in her way, no matter who she had to kill, maim, or
remove from her path. She turned and looked at her stepfather,
remembering how he forced himself on her when she was twelve,
remembering his wrath when she tried to fight him off.

Yes, all things will come to those who
wait—I assure you, old man.

She went to the bar and lifted the stopper from the
decanter of lambanog, the faint scent of fermented coconut escaping
into the air as the raging storm reflected back into her eyes.

✥ ✥ ✥

Rachel reached out and placed her arm over Claire’s
lap while Claire sat up in the bed and opened a card.

“Aw, it’s a birthday card from Derrick.”

“What does it say?”

“Wishing you the best birthday ever. Looking
forward to you two coming for a visit soon, Derrick. He’s been
a great friend to us, don’t you think?”

“Yes, he has. I don’t know what we would have done
without him in Alaska. He’s a great surgeon, that’s for sure.”

She handed the embossed card to Rachel, who admired
it and then placed it on the nightstand.

“That’s very thoughtful, considering how busy he
is.” Rachel rolled over and reached into the nightstand beside her.
She brought out a dark purple velvet jewelry case wrapped with a
white ribbon and handed it to her.

Claire eagerly untied the ribbon and opened the
case. Her eyes lit up. “It’s gorgeous. Put it on me, please?”

Rachel took the delicate diamond and jade necklace
out of the case and placed it around Claire’s neck, kissing her
nape as she fastened the gold clasp. “Happy birthday.”

Claire turned and kissed her, wrapping her arms
around her. “Thank you, it’s beautiful. I love it so much, but my
birthday isn’t for another couple of days.”

“I know, but I couldn’t wait. I wanted to get you
something and surprise you.”

“It’s beautiful, Rachel, thank you so much.” Claire
began to caress her, her hands gliding over her body.

Rachel forced herself to look at the clock. “I’m
going to be so late.”

She reluctantly left her, showered, and began to get
ready for her meeting.

Claire rolled over onto her stomach and watched her
while she dressed. “I know I say it a lot, but you’re so
beautiful.”

She never heard it enough, not from Claire. She
buttoned the last button on her blouse, went to the bed, and kissed
her.

Claire’s firm delicate fingers made their way up her
thigh. “Don’t go—stay with me?”

“You never make it easy for me, do you?” She felt
the familiar twinge of separation anxiety creep in from the dark
pathways of the past. She forced it back and looked into Claire’s
eyes, longing to stay with her. “You are the one who’s beautiful.
I’ll be back as soon as I can. Do you want to go riding later when
I’m done? Ash needs a good workout. I haven’t ridden him in almost
a week.”

“I can’t—did you forget? Tilly is flying in from Las
Vegas today for a long weekend, and I told her I’d pick her up at
Cleveland Hopkins, and I have an order I need to finish up in the
studio.”

“Tell her I said hello and that I’ll see her later
this weekend. Be careful driving—it’s supposed to snow today.”

✥ ✥ ✥

Derrick slipped out of bed and took off his Patek
Philippe wristwatch, placing it on the nightstand. He showered and
dressed, then packed the three new individually wrapped sets of
surgical scrubs inside the leather overnight bag. He never used the
hospital-provided scrubs—someone else had touched them and put them
on their body.

He was scheduled to perform the first of two knee
replacements in an hour. He stared at his cell phone. He wanted to
call Claire. He wanted to cancel his surgery schedule for the next
three days and fly to Cleveland. He wanted to take her out to
dinner, or go dancing, or take her to a show. Yes, he knew she
wasn’t ready, of course he did, but he would help her get ready.
The only thing he really needed to do was get Rachel out of the
way. He knew Claire didn’t really want to be with her. He knew that
in Alaska. She told him she was with Rachel, and he knew it was
only because she had been traumatized. Who wouldn’t be after what
she went through? So he would bide his time, carefully plan, and
then she would be his. Until then he would be their friend because
Claire felt comfortable when he included Rachel, and he wanted her
to be comfortable and happy. He would make her happy—he knew
it.

✥ ✥ ✥

Claire parked the car on the top level of the
airport parking deck. She hurried to the elevator, wrapping her
heavy coat around herself, shivering as the chilling wind assaulted
her. When she descended the escalators, she could see Tilly
standing near the baggage carousel, waving, luggage surrounding her
like brightly colored piles of oversized building blocks. Her once
red hair was now blond, she had lost weight, and she looked
tired.

“Tilly, I love that coat—is that the one?”

She hugged her and watched as Tilly smiled and
stroked the front of the luxurious coat, the muted colored fur
moving softly against the touch of her fingers.

“Yes, isn’t it fabulous? I like it almost as much as
the other one.” She crossed herself. “May it rest in peace.”

Claire bowed her head and smiled, remembering how
Tilly had cut up her beautiful fur coat so she would have something
to put on her bleeding blistered feet when they were surviving in
the rugged Alaskan mountains. “May it rest in peace.”

They both laughed as she helped her with her
luggage.

“Good grief, Tilly. You’re only staying for a long
weekend. My back is going to be out from carrying all this.”

“Be thankful we’re not going somewhere else, and I’m
only coming home. Sarah said she gets off work at the hospital
about seven thirty tonight.”

Claire flashed back to the of day of the plane
crash, to watching Sarah, their childhood friend, her hands soaked
in their blood, stitching Tilly’s slashed thigh with a needle and
dental floss. And then she saw her kneeling beside her to
stitch the side of her face. They would have all died if Sarah
hadn’t known how to put them back together.

“Claire?”

She forced herself back into the moment. “Yes,
that’s what she told me. I’m sure she’ll want to see you as soon as
she can. You at your mom and dad’s or downtown?”

“At home. God, I never learn.”

“I wish I could stay and visit with you at the
house, but I have an order I have to get done immediately, my last
one for the year. I’m so glad I decided not to take any more orders
after October. I love closing the pottery business from November
through January. It frees me up to really work on special pieces.
What’s going on with the show?”

“We’re dark until Tuesday, which gives me time to
rest my voice.”

Claire watched her shiver as she wrapped her fur
coat tightly around herself when they left the elevator. A deep
frown crossed Tilly’s face when she saw the gray and pale purple
colored clouds gathered to the north over Lake Erie as they made
their way east on I-480.

“I’m so glad I don’t have to drive in this weather
anymore. How’s Rachel?”

“She’s better, but she still has nightmares. Each of
us has struggled since the mess with Justin, but I think of all of
us, she’s struggled the most.”

“She sure went through it.”

Claire glanced over and saw Tilly’s moist eyes.

“Damn, I’m such a crybaby when it comes to all that
crap we went through.”

“How’s your back?”

“It’s a mess. The Caprice Organization is so good
about doing what they can to help me protect it while I perform,
but I don’t think it will ever be like it was before the plane
crash. I have to wear the brace almost all the time now.”

Claire reached over and took her hand. “I’m so
sorry, Till.”

“Don’t worry—I have drugs.” She smiled. “What’s
Rachel been doing to help herself? How’s her leg?”

“She’s been done for a while now with her
psychologist and physical therapy. Her leg’s good. She bought a
gorgeous quarter horse and has it out near Kirtland at one of the
big farms out there. She named him Ash. She said it means
friend. I go riding with her once in a while—someone is
always looking for riders for their horses—but mostly she goes by
herself. I tried to teach her how to use the potter’s wheel, but
she’s not interested.”

“Has she had any offers on her computer program
yet?”

“She’s narrowed it down to two. I think she’s just
about ready to decide.”

“How much do you think she’ll get for it?”

“Forty to sixty million.”

Tilly looked at her and gasped. “Holy shit, that’s a
lot of money.”

“The program is a game changer for corporations.
Justin may have been an asshole, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew what
it was worth when he stole it from her. Remember, he got twenty-one
million for it underground, and from what I heard, that was only
half of what he and Henson were supposed to get.”

They were almost at Tilly’s mom and dad’s house when
the sleet hit.

“Damn, I hate driving in this crap,” Claire
said.

“Living in Vegas, I don’t miss it in the least.”

They turned into the tree-lined driveway of the
two-story red brick house. Claire helped her with her luggage as
Mrs. Evans met them at the front door, smiling and hugging.

They stepped through the doorway and into the living
room.

Mrs. Evans hugged her daughter again. “You two are
so beautiful. I just can’t understand why you aren’t married yet.”
She walked into the kitchen to get them coffee.

Claire called after her, making sure she heard her.
“I’m divorced, remember, Mrs. Evans?”

Tilly rolled her eyes. “Yeah,” she mumbled, “I want
to get married and have a marriage just like Mom and Dad’s. Why
shouldn’t I be miserable like the both of them.”

“Shush.” Claire tried not to laugh. “You just
haven’t met the right man yet.”

“Well, I have no desire to get married, right man or
not.”

“That’s not true, and you know it.”

Tilly walked her to the door when she was ready to
leave, grabbing her arm and holding on. “Don’t leave me here.”

Claire laughed and hugged her. “Come over when you
have time. I know Rachel would love to see you.”


Chapter Two

Rachel put the file carefully back into the black
folder, zipped it closed, and handed it to Commander Brice
Chambers, head of MI6’s covert corporate surveillance and cyber
operations.

“What do you think?” he asked.

Rachel smiled as she listened to his thick English
accent, like butter on a hot freshly baked biscuit. “I think
SeaBridge Tech is in a world of trouble, and I’d like to know why
you think I can help you, Commander. I gave you all the information
I could about my program, which they bought illegally from Justin
McKinney, and I’m not sure there’s anything more I can do to help
you.”

Commander Chambers explained, “SeaBridge was only
slightly on our radar about a year and a half ago when there was an
incident with their Philippines coastal operation, just outside
Manila. We have been watching them closely since their ties with
China have become lucrative, and they have infiltrated the European
markets, but red flags went up recently when their financial
accounting program glitched and exposed some of their highly
confidential data. Their corporate holdings are vast, but there are
several pieces we haven’t been able to put together yet. The
trigger you placed in your program has given us the opportunity to
track their financial activities. We think they had their
programmers review your program but did not find your embedded
trigger until they initiated the software into their financial
program, and your trigger disrupted their systems. Until recently,
we had an inside person feeding us information, helping us
interpret the data, but we suspect he was compromised and
eliminated.”

Red flags were going up all around her. Someone was
eliminated by SeaBridge or by someone else. Who? Was Commander
Chambers being forthright, or did he have a hidden agenda? What did
he really want? “But how can I help you?”

“Frankly, we need you to get into their entire
system. They are heavily involved in illegal international
activities that are affecting the European financial markets, and
we would like you to work with our cyber division.”

“My program was designed to automatically encase and
protect sensitive data in the event of an unauthorized attempt to
breach the system, and then trace back to detect the origin of the
attempted cyberattack. The trigger I put into the program is
designed to break down those protections and disrupt the system so
I can trace where it’s being used. I suspected Justin McKinney
would try to steal it, and I knew I had to protect myself and the
program. Where does SeaBridge run their actual mainframe computer
operations?”

“Manila.”

“Commander, I’m sure you have very capable coders,
and I am willing to give you the sequencing for the trigger—for a
price, of course—so why me?”

“Because you know your program better than anyone. I
can’t take a risk of anyone else getting into the program and
making mistakes. Our initial meetings with you were to assess, and
now that I have done that, I feel strongly you are the only one who
can help us.”

“What kind of travel are we talking about?”

“England and possibly Manila.”

“And all I have to do is help your coders or hack
the system myself?”

“Yes.”

“How much are you offering for my services?”

“Name your price.”

She tried to lower some of the remaining red flags,
but they were still waving in the stiff breeze coming from across
the pond. “How soon?”

“Within the next four days. I realize that doesn’t
give you a lot of time, but since we have lost our inside contact,
we are pressed to deal with this problem as soon as possible.”

She looked directly into the commander’s brown eyes.
“I’ll need a little time to decide. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Rachel, we wouldn’t be here unless we thought you
could help us. These SeaBridge people are very powerful, and I
believe, based on what we know, that they are dangerous and have a
lot of financial resources to get what they want. They don’t care
about international laws or rules, or who or what they destroy. All
they want to do is glut themselves on their financial gain. They
have to be stopped, and I believe you have the unique skills to
help us.”

They stood and shook hands, the commander placing
his other hand over hers, looking directly into her eyes. She saw
the genuine concern in his face as he searched for her answer.

“We need you. Please say you will do this. I have
been told you have been through some difficult trauma. I wouldn’t
ask you to do this unless I felt it was absolutely necessary.”

She looked directly into his eyes. “Commander—”

“Please, call me Brice.”

“Brice.” She nodded. “I’m not the only one who went
through that trauma. My companion went through it with me, and she
is very stressed right now. I don’t think I can leave her and feel
comfortable about it.”

“Then bring her along. I’m sure she will enjoy
London, even if you can’t always be with her. I know my wife would
love to play tour guide and introduce her to our friends and
family. She’ll make her feel comfortable and welcome.”

He smiled, and she knew he saw the answer in her
eyes.

She drove to the park near Claire’s house and sat in
her car making phone calls. She called Jack Ralston, who had
arranged her security in Alaska. They discussed her concerns for
Claire’s safety and made a backup plan in case things did not go
the way she hoped they would in London. She called Tilly, then put
in a call to Michael Waverly, her attorney.

“Let’s accept the offer from Louisiana. I think it’s
the better deal currently on the table, and it will free me up. I
won’t have to deal with other prospective buyers.”

“I agree. I’ll draw the papers up and have them
ready for you to sign by tomorrow afternoon. They’re going to be
very pleased, and I’m excited for you, congratulations.”

Rachel added, “Michael, I’d like you to finalize my
will and set up the accounts and trusts we’ve discussed. I realize
the accounts won’t be funded for four to six weeks, but I need the
paperwork ready within the next three days. Also, I want the power
of attorney and durable power of attorney put in Claire’s name and
ready with the other paperwork.”

She stopped at the doorway of Claire’s studio,
watching her while she worked at the potter’s wheel, her graceful
hands moving effortlessly as she worked the piece of pottery.

Claire looked up and smiled. “I’ll be done in a
little while—I can’t stop now.”

Rachel nodded and went into the kitchen, setting the
mail down on the counter by the ceramic lit pumpkin, the two
painted china pilgrims, and the Indian. She made herself a sandwich
and thought about what she had decided to do, knowing there was a
risk, but not knowing how Claire would respond.

Claire came in and kissed her as she sat down beside
her. “How’d it go?”

She wasn’t ready to tell her. “It went okay. I’m
going to change to go riding. You sure you can’t go?”

“I want to, but I have to get this piece done.”

Rachel kissed her and stood, looking back at the
figurines on the counter and then at Claire. “I see my people are
outnumbered as usual.”

Claire laughed.

Claire was curled up on the sofa, going over her
schedule when Rachel got home. She bathed, dressed, and went into
the living room, then sat on the leather sofa next to her.

“Did you have a good ride?”

“Ash was full of vinegar, but once he settled down,
he did great on the trails.” She began to unbutton Claire’s blouse
and kissed her neck, feeling the warmth of her skin against her
lips. “I sold my program today.”

“You did? How much did you get for it?”

“Fifty-two million over the next two years.”

Claire put her arms around her. “That’s wonderful,
congratulations. I’m so happy for you. Let’s go to bed.”

They went into the bedroom and she pulled Claire
down onto the bed with her.

“Claire, I want us to be financially comfortable for
the rest of our lives.”

“You know I’m loaded. I don’t want you to ever worry
about money.” Claire began to kiss her as she started to take her
blouse off. “I know you’re coming into a lot, but if you didn’t
have a dime, I’d take care of you.” Claire smiled. “The thought of
that is such a turn-on to me. I wonder why?”

Rachel laughed, then kissed her neck just under her
chin, that sensitive spot she liked. “Thank you, baby, but I just
want to make sure you’ll be okay, and I want to make sure Tilly and
Sarah will also be secure. I owe them my life.” She kissed her
cheek and then brushed her lips against hers, feeling her mouth
open.

Claire broke away and held her by the shoulders,
looking at her. “You may feel you owe them your life, but you do
not owe them your money. First rule of finance for the rich is that
rich people are rich because they’re smart with their money.
Believe me, you saved their lives and mine.”

“I’m rich.”

Claire hugged her again and laughed. “If anyone
deserves it, you do. Yes, you are very rich. I want you to have
Michael contact my financial advisor. You’re going to have a lot of
work to do to handle that much money.”

She wanted to tell Claire she was taking her to
London, but that news could wait. There were more important things
needing her attention.

She eagerly peeled Claire’s clothes off.

✥ ✥ ✥

The temperature dipped below freezing. Claire built
a fire in the fireplace and brought blankets out, spreading them on
the rug in front of the hearth. Rachel brought out pillows and
another blanket, then went into the kitchen and fixed coffee for
Claire and herbal tea for herself.

Claire leaned back on the pillows and sipped her
coffee, watching her, then abruptly sat the half-finished cup down
on the hearth. “What are you not telling me? Other than saying it
was okay, you haven’t said one word about your meeting with
MI6.”

Rachel looked at her.

“Oh God, what is it?”

“MI6 wants me to assist their cyber division in
London. I can’t tell you all the details because it’s classified,
but I can tell you I’ll be gone for one to two weeks.”

Claire sat upright, rigid, the muscles in her face
suddenly tight. “No.”

Rachel touched her hand, trying to calm her. “It’s
going to be okay. It’s just consulting.”

“It’s too soon after everything we’ve been through.
Please don’t go.”

She pulled Claire to her, kissing the side of her
head. “It is not a big deal.”

“I don’t want you to go. I can’t bear it.”

She held her tighter. There was no way she was
leaving her behind. “You’re going with me.”

Claire pushed back and looked at her. “What?”

“You’re going with me. Your passport’s up to date,
isn’t it?”

Claire grabbed her. “I’m going with you?”

Rachel laughed. “Yes, you’re going with me.”

Claire wrapped her arms around her and rocked her
back and forth. “I’m going with you. Are you sure?”

“Yes. I told Brice I wouldn’t go without you.”

Claire broke her embrace and looked at her. “You’re
absolutely sure? You’re not going to change your mind at the last
minute or something?”

“I’m not changing my mind. I’m not going without
you. But first, Michael’s going to bring some legal papers by for
you to sign.”

Claire sat back and reached for her hand, taking in
a deep breath and smiling. “What kind of papers?”

“I think the technical term is advanced planning.
Actually, I’m leaving everything to you except relatively small
gifts to Sarah and Tilly, some to my foster parents, and some to
the Tribal Council on the reservation in Arizona.”

Claire leaned forward and squinted. “I gather this
is a little more serious than you’ve led me to believe?”

“Claire, I’m leaving the country and working with
MI6. This thing with SeaBridge is connected to me because they
bought the program from Justin, and my trigger has caused a lot of
problems for them. You and I are going to be smart and protect
ourselves. If anything goes wrong in London, I want you on the next
flight back here. That’s the only way you’re going to go with me.
Do you understand?”

Claire sighed heavily. “Well, what can I say—you’ve
made up your mind, so if that’s the only way I get to go with you,
then that’s the way it has to be, but I think you’re being pretty
bossy about it.”

Rachel smiled. “Them’s the terms, sweetheart—take
’em or leave ’em.”

Claire threw her head back and laughed. “Take ’em,
take ’em, take ’em!”

“I know you probably think it’s overdoing it, but if
things do go south, and you have to come back early, you’re going
to have some old friends with you. Jack has arranged for Jacob
Locklear and Frank Hawkins to be with you. I want you to promise me
you’ll do what Jack says. The backup plan is for you to go to Las
Vegas and stay at Tilly’s under security. It’s Jack’s home turf,
and he can protect you better there than here, and I don’t want you
alone. Tilly said she would love to have you there with her, and
Jack will handle everything.”

She could see Claire’s hands tremble slightly.

“This all sounds a little dangerous for you. I don’t
want you to get involved in this.”

“Claire, I’m already involved. We need to get on
with our lives. I need to do this. It won’t be like it was before.
It’s not the same thing. I’m under MI6 protection, and I’ll only be
there as a consultant, but I’m not taking any chances when it comes
to our safety. It’s going to be okay. I sent Jack the money he
needs for now, but if you will, I’d like you to cover any other
costs until my funds are freed up.”

“If I say no, will it stop you from going?”

“I love you so much, but I need to do this. I feel
it in my heart.”

“Rachel, you’re driving me crazy. I feel like my
emotions are raw and exposed all the time with you. I just want to
take you somewhere and be alone. I don’t want to share you with
anyone right now.”

“I completely understand. I think it’s a natural
feeling after what we’ve been through. I don’t want to be away from
you either and that’s why you’re coming with me to London. It’s
selfish of me, Claire, but I can’t bear the thought of us being
separated, and no matter what, I have to know you’re safe. Jacob
and Frank know what they’re doing, so please, if it comes to
that—no going rogue like you did before. I mean it.”

“I know. I won’t. I promise.”

“Because last time, you took off back here to
Cleveland and almost got yourself killed.” Rachel felt the muscles
in her jaw tense and her heart rate increase. She pushed the
thoughts back down into the dark places.

“I swear to you, Rachel, I’ll do exactly what they
say.”

“And if you have to go to Tilly’s, you’ll follow
what Jack says, right?”

“Yes, I will. Please don’t worry about it. I don’t
want you to worry about me if I have to come back. I want you to
stay focused, so you can be safe. When are we leaving?”

“Saturday morning. We have to be at Cleveland
Hopkins early.”

“Saturday? Good grief, Rachel, that’s not any time.
What were you thinking? Will we be on the flight with the
commander?”

“Yes.”

“Is he good-looking?”

Rachel smiled. “He is, but he certainly can’t
compare to you. I’ll introduce you at the airport if you promise to
behave yourself.”

Claire leaned in and kissed her. “Rachel, you think
you are such a badass, but you’re not. Let’s not talk about it
anymore for now. I just want to be with you and make love.”

“I just want to be with you and get warm,” Rachel
replied with a smile. “Let’s go back to your room and put the
electric blanket on—I’m freezing.”

They picked up their pillows, went back into
Claire’s room, and got in bed. Claire piled the covers over her and
got in next to her.

“I just had a flashback of lying next to you, trying
to keep you warm in that cave,” Claire said.

“Don’t think about it. I’ve decided to push every
thought about that mess out of my mind. Better days are ahead of
us. I’m sick of thinking about Justin, Alaska, and everything that
happened. Let’s not do it anymore.” She changed the subject. “This
feels so good.”
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