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Chapter One

 


Nate got out of his car and looked around at
the nice neighborhood. The houses were small but clean and
well-kept.

He’d been on the road for a few hours and
wanted to get into the nearest hotel and crash, but first, he
needed to check on Tessa. She was the sister of his teammate,
Jerry, and Jade, Cole’s woman, seemed to think she was in trouble.
Since Jerry had died in action, it was the rest of the team’s job
to look after them.

He knocked on the front door, and a moment
later, a small woman came and opened it.

She was surprisingly pretty. He vaguely
remembered seeing her at her brother’s funeral, but the whole day
had sucked, so he really didn’t pay attention to anything other
than getting through the day.

“Hi, my name is Nate. I’m your brother’s
teammate and friend.”

Tessa nodded. “Hello. Yes, I remember you.
What can I do for you?”

“May I come in?”

She looked behind her and then back and
nodded. “Sure.”

When he stepped into the house, he saw the
fear she was trying to hide. “Are you afraid of me?” he asked.

She looked shocked. “What, no.”

Nate heard murmuring from another room.

“Is that your mother?”

Tessa nodded. “She’s not doing well at
all.”

“May I see her? I didn’t get a chance to
talk to her.”

“Sure.”

Nate followed her down a hallway and into a
back bedroom. The first thing he noticed was Jerry’s mother propped
up a bit and a man leaning over her with a paper and pen.

“Here, Rosalyn. Just sign this, and I
promise I’ll take care of Tessa.”

Tessa gasped. “What are you doing,
Gary?”

The man spun around and then turned white
when he saw Nate.

“Nothing.”

The man was five-nine and maybe a hundred
and forty pounds, and Nate didn’t like him on the spot.

“Gary. My mother can’t sign anything. She’s
too ill.”

“You know she’d want me to take care of you.
You need to get her to sign this.”

Nate walked toward him and snatched the
paper out of the guy’s hands.

Gary gasped and tried to grab it from him,
but Nate just put his hand around his neck and squeezed, making him
try to get him to release his neck. He read through the paper in
disbelief. A lawyer’s office stated that if Tessa’s mom signed the
paper, everything she owned and her daughter would become his.

“What the fuck is this?” Nate asked.

Tessa came alongside him to see. Nate got
pissed when tears came to her eyes. “Gary, I want you out of here,
and never come back. I can’t believe you tried to trick my
mother.”

Gary pushed himself away from Nate, fell to
the floor, and stood, touching his neck. “Tessa, you know that’s
what your mother would want.”

“That’s a lie. She knows how I feel about
you. She’d never consent to this.”

Nate folded it and put it in his pocket to
look over later. He wanted to check into the lawyer that would
write something like this up. “Listen to the lady.”

“Who are you, and what do you want?” Gary
asked.

“I’m Tessa’s friend, and I’m here to take
care of her. You’re no longer needed.”

Gary turned red, and his hands clenched over
and over. Nate wanted him to try to hit him because then he could
knock him out.

He took a step toward the man and murmured,
“I’m giving you one warning. You ever set foot in this house again
or try to talk to Tessa, you’ll have me after your ass, and I know
a lot of ways to kill a man and bury them so no one can find
them.”

“Are you threatening me?”

Nate’s eyes widened dramatically. He pressed
a hand to his chest and looked at Tessa. “I didn’t threaten him,
did I?”

She smiled and shook her head. “No, I didn’t
hear anything.”

Nate was a little afraid the man would have
a stroke when he stood rigid and red in from of them with his mouth
opening and closing, but nothing came out.

“Heed my warning well,” Nate said. “I don’t
give second chances.”

Gary ran out the door, yelling, “You’ll pay
for this.”

They heard the front door slam shut.

Nate watched Tessa go to her mother and talk
softly to her before she straightened the blanket.

Then Nate stepped up to the bed and lifted
Rosalyn’s hand. “Hello, Mrs. Hicks. Do you remember me? I’m one of
your son’s friends.”

“Oh, yes.”

He had to bend to hear her. From her raspy
breathing, he knew she didn’t have long.

“I want you to know that your daughter isn’t
alone. I promise she will be taken care of, and I won’t let
anything happen to her.”

He saw the relief in her eyes and then the
smile on her face.

“Thank you. I’ve been so worried.”

“You don’t have to worry. You get some
sleep, and I’ll come to see you later.”

“All right. Thank you.”

He gently laid her hand down on the mattress
and then followed Tessa out of the room. She closed the door until
it was cracked open and then walked into the living room and looked
around at all the boxes.

“It looks like you’re packing up,” Nate
said.

“A lot of these are Jerry’s that I haven’t
had time to look at, but I have been going through things. When my
mom … goes, I don’t want to stay here anymore.”

“In the house or in the city?” he asked.

“Both.”

“Do you know where you want to go?”

“Jade told me about where she lives, and I
thought I’d go there. It seems she’s the only friend I have
left.”

“Why is that?”

“Most of them moved away, and the others
didn’t like it that I had no time for them because I was taking
care of my mother, or Gary scared them off.”

Nate pointed at the sofa. “Do you mind if we
sit?”

“Oh, my gosh, I’m so sorry. Yes, take a
seat. Would you like something to drink?”

“Not right now. Come here and sit beside me.
I’ve got a few questions.”

Tessa sat a few feet away and turned toward
him.

They sat silently, staring at each other for
a moment.

He asked about her mother’s illness and what
the neighbor had done so far. Nate planned on keeping a very close
eye on the situation and needed all the information he could get.
He also planned to stay in town because he knew her mom didn’t
long, and he didn’t want to leave her alone, and she’d need
him.

He didn’t stay long because he could tell
Tessa was exhausted. On the way to the hotel, ideas on how he
wanted to deal with Tessa raced through his mind. There were so
many possibilities they’d have to discuss. But later.


Chapter Two

 


A few days later, Nate walked into the house
and looked around to find Tessa. She was standing in the kitchen,
talking to an older woman.

The relief on her face when she saw him made
him ten feet tall.

“Hey, babe,” he said and wrapped an arm
around her waist. “How are you holding up?”

Tessa wiped the corner of her eye with a
tissue she had in her hand. “I think I’m okay.”

“Who is this young man, Tessa?” the older
woman asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Mrs. Thomas, I’d like you to
meet Nate. He was a friend of my brother’s.”

The woman stared up at him. “Are you going
to take care of her, young man?”

Nate nodded. “Yes. You don’t have to worry
about her.”

“Good. I think it is best for her to leave
the neighborhood. One house owner on the block scares me. I think
he’s obsessed with her.”

“I got the same feeling,” Nate said.

He glanced down at Tessa and squeezed. “Are
you ready to go to the funeral, babe?”

“Yes.”

Mrs. Thomas patted her arm. “A few of us are
going to stay here and set up a meal for everyone.”

Tessa hugged the older woman. “Thank you so
much. I’ll miss you when I leave.”

“We’ll miss you, too. You’ve always been so
sweet and helpful.”

Nate turned around and led her out the front
door into his rented car. “You’ll have to tell me the way,
babe.”

Tessa pointed to which way to turn, and
within twenty minutes, they were pulling into a parking lot of a
small building that was next to the cemetery.

He helped Tessa out of the car and led her
into the building.

An older gentleman in a suit stood by the
front door. “Oh, Miss Hicks. I am so sorry. If there is anything
you need, don’t hesitate to call.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bellson. I’d like you to
meet my brother’s friend, Nate Jenkins.”

Mr. Bellson shook his hand. “Are you helping
this poor dear?”

“Yes, sir,” Nate said.

“Good. You may go in any time you’d like. We
have your mother at the front. A few people have already gotten
here.”

“I hope I wasn’t late,” Tessa said.

“No, dear. It’s just a few of her long-time
friends that wanted a little time with her.”

“Okay. Thank you,” Tessa said.

Nate could feel her shaking, but she was
holding it together. “We’ll get you through it.”

She smiled at him and then turned her
attention to her mother’s coffin.

“I’ll be right behind you.”

“Thank you, Nate. You have no idea how much
this helps to have you here.”

“I told you I’d be here. We also have to
talk about how you’re introducing me. I’m not just your brother’s
friend. I’m yours now, too.”

Tessa nodded and moved toward her mother’s
coffin.

Nate stood directly behind her. Not close
enough to touch, but she would be able to feel his body heat. His
hand sat on her hip, and they stood there.

A few people came up to them to give her
their condolences and to see her mother.

He could tell it wasn’t easy for her and
worried because this was just the visitation. They still had the
funeral and the burial.

He had no idea how long they stood there
when a sound at the doorway caught his attention. He grinned and
tapped Tessa on the shoulder.

“Look, baby. Look and see who came to be
with you.”

Tessa turned and then gasped. “Jade is
here?” She burst into tears but had a smile on her face.

“Yes. She wanted to support you and be here
for you.”

“Cole is here, too?”

“Yes. He wouldn’t allow her to travel
without him,” Nate said.

“That’s nice.”

Nate smiled down at her. “Would you like to
be taken care of like that?”

She waved to Jade before she answered. “I
think so. But I don’t like to go on dates, and I’m not sure where
I’d meet a man like that. Now, I don’t have the time. I have to
sell the house, pack it up, move a few states over, and find a
place to live and a job. It’s all so overwhelming.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I can help
you with all of that.”

Tessa stared up at him. “I can’t ask you to
do that, Nate. You’ve already done so much for me.”

“Let me help you, baby. I hate that you
think you don’t have anyone, because you do.”

Jade and Cole made it to them, and Jade
hugged her tightly.

“How are you?”

Tessa sighed. “I think I’m okay. I’m shocked
that you guys came. You didn’t know her.”

“But we know you, Tessa. We’re your family,”
Jade said.

Tessa teared up and hugged Jade again.
“Thank you.”

Nate tapped her shoulder and then pointed to
the doorway.

Jade gasped. “The whole team is here?”

Nate grinned. “Even those knuckleheads are a
part of it. Just think, you’ve got four brothers now.”

She looked up at him. “So, I call you
brother?”

Nate tapped her chin. “No, you’ll call me
something else that we’ll discuss later.” He nudged her toward the
guys. “Go say hi, baby.”
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