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Author's Note

 


As a white woman, I feel extremely blessed to have
friends in the African-American community who have educated me on
the challenges of living as a person of color in an often-racist
world.

When my daughter was in elementary school, at a
Title I (economically disadvantaged) STEM magnet school, her
first-grade teacher was an African-American educator by the name of
Rafael Robinson—who's won more teaching awards than you can shake a
stick at, and who is a very large part of the reason young,
disadvantaged African-American students are so incredibly
successful there. He is a beautiful role model for children who
don't often have a role model in their lives, a man who gives these
children a chance to succeed when the disadvantages of their lives
would often prevent them.

As I rapidly learned in my six years of volunteering
at Jamerson Elementary, it does indeed take a village. Mr. Robinson
determinedly led the charge there, accompanied by some damn
incredible teachers, staff, and parents who were going to give
these children a chance if it was the last thing they did. My
Darius in Whimsical Angel evolved from my experiences at Jamerson;
Darius is a tenacious young 19-year-old African-American male who
could have easily become someone who slipped through the cracks,
but who was given a helping hand by a group of people who were
determined to make sure he didn't become another statistic.

I wrote Darius in honor of all the people I've seen
over the years—like Rafael Robinson—who have thrown disadvantaged
children like him a life raft and have subsequently made this world
a little better place to be.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


To every Darius Wilson in this world: I
believe in you.

 



Prologue

 


 


Delaney Sedgwick paused in the
middle of icing some petit fours she was experimenting with for
Kelly Holland’s wedding to Riley Armstrong in less than a month,
and let her mind wander again.

It had been two weeks since she
and Kelly had been taken by Grigor Reizan and his crew of thugs.
The bruise on her cheek where Reizan had struck her had faded until
it was little more than a few yellow and green streaks now, and the
tenderness had almost disappeared completely.

Delaney thought about that
day.

She was still surprised that she
hadn’t been that afraid in the face of Reizan’s threats, but she
supposed that had been because Kelly had kept her that way. Kelly
Holland, Del acknowledged, totally defined the word badass.

Although, she thought, she’d been
amazed to discover she herself had more guts than she’d ever
realized she did. It was like her mind had gone still and clear,
she’d been able to focus and plan—even if she hadn’t known what the
hell she was actually doing—and she and Kelly had formed an
effective, efficient team, almost without thinking.

When she’d finally gotten home
after her meeting with the Coast Guard and the FBI after their
rescue, her mom had insisted Delaney be seen by a local
psychologist recommended to them by Rosi Armstrong. Marsha Sedgwick
was adamant that sometimes trauma could lay buried and creep up on
you when you least expected it.

Which was true, Delaney had
admitted, even as the psychologist had reassured her mother after a
few sessions that Del was fine, and there was no evidence of
permanent mental damage—much to Marsha’s relief.

However, no one knew Delaney had
often had more trauma in one day with that asshole, Tina, than
she’d ever had with the entire Percutio mess.

If anything had affected her in
the last several weeks, it was the shock of seeing Teagan Malloy
again last month after all her years away. Her first glimpse of
Teagan at the Whimsy Arts Center grand opening had sent Delaney’s
senses into a tailspin, from which they hadn’t yet recovered.

Teagan hadn’t changed much in the
over ten years since Delaney had last seen her. That tall, strong,
heavily muscled body. That thick, light red hair. Those brilliant
green eyes, and the killer smile that still soaked every pair of
panties in sight.

Del had learned that Teagan, the
Armstrong twins, and the rest of Teag’s posse—whom everyone now
referred to as the Seven—were closer than ever. Bryn, Riley,
Teagan, Trillian, Jaime, Blake, Drew, Kennedy, Casey—all former
Marines now, all University of Florida graduates.

The Armstrong twins and the Seven
had each pursued their goals with a single-minded purpose. When
they were done with their service and with school, they had banded
together to create the most successful security and protection
company for women in the Tampa Bay area.

They were amazing, just like she’d
always known they would be. It was ironic, she thought with a
bitter twist of her lips, that their accomplishments had come too
late for her.

Delaney sighed and threw her
spatula into a sink full of hot soapy water. If she was being
honest with herself, she’d admit she couldn’t ignore the reaction
of her body from just the thought of Teagan’s body.

Teag had always been able to
affect her like that, even when they were in high school and
Delaney was dating Tina.

When Teagan had pulled Delaney
against her to rest when they were on the Arusiak, Del knew she
hadn’t felt that safe and protected since high school either. She’d
felt as though there was nothing in this world that could ever
touch her, just as long as she was in Teagan Malloy’s arms.

A sharp knock came at the front
door, interrupting her wistful musings. Delaney frowned, dried her
hands on a towel, then went to see who it was. Her mother was at
the grocery store, her father was at work, and none of them were
expecting anyone.

To Delaney’s complete and utter
shock when she opened the front door, Teagan Malloy stood unsmiling
on the doorstep—her tall, muscled body clad in jeans, a black APS
polo shirt, boots, and a leather jacket. Mirrored sunglasses hid
her brilliant eyes.

Teagan slowly pulled off her
shades so that her intense, vibrant green orbs were visible.
Delaney caught her breath as those hypnotic eyes focused on her
face, with a laser precision and a heat Delaney couldn’t
ignore.

“Hi, Delaney. May I come
in?”


Chapter 1

 


 


Teagan Malloy, the Chief
Communications Engineer for Armstrong Protection Services and one
of the APS Seven—the seven team leads who made up APS management
along with twins Bryn and Riley Armstrong—stood in front of the
open front door of the Sedgwick home in Whimsy, Florida, and
watched the shock that played over the face of the black-haired,
blue-eyed femme who’d opened it.

Delaney Sedgwick, Teagan
thought to herself, scanning the startled beauty closely. The girl
Teagan had loved as far back as Teag’s senior year of high school,
almost eighteen years ago, and whom she hadn’t physically laid eyes
on in almost fourteen years, until approximately five weeks
ago.

Delaney had been a freshman at
Whimsy High—a shy girl barely fifteen years old who was universally
adored by her classmates for her sweet and caring ways—when
seventeen-year-old Teagan had fallen hard. Because both Teagan and
Delaney were small-town Whimsy natives, they’d known each other
casually all their lives. Delaney had always seemed so much
younger, however, that Teagan had never thought about her in
anything but a little sister kind of way.

Until Del had started high school.
Teagan had taken one look at the more grown-up Delaney—Teag’s
memories of Del and her kindness, her compassion, her open heart
flooding back—and she’d known right then and there that Delaney
Sedgwick was meant to be hers.

However, Teagan had been
devastated when she’d asked Delaney out and Del had turned her
down, telling Teagan with sorrow in her voice that she was dating
Tina Schaffner. Teagan could not stand the arrogant, smarmy
sophomore who manipulated everyone around her and who always seemed
to be out for what she could scam from people.

Teagan had heard, though, that
Tina’s mom was pretty sick. Dr. Kathleen Malloy, Teagan’s physician
mother, had told Teag when she’d asked that Mary Schaffner was a
good woman who had recently been diagnosed with a type of muscular
dystrophy called myotonic. Myotonic muscular dystrophy,
Kathleen had explained to her youngest child, didn’t usually hit
until an individual was around thirty or forty. The subsequently
slow, degenerative progression could span fifty years.

Teagan had felt sorry for Mary
Schaffner after Kathleen had explained the situation, but Tina was
another story altogether. She was evidently using her mother’s
illness to play Delaney and her soft heart like a fiddle. Tina’s
self-serving exploitations had totally pissed Teagan off, but she
had known there was unfortunately nothing she could do about
it.

Now, the APS team lead looked at
the beautiful woman she’d recently helped to retrieve from the
yacht where Delaney and Kelly Holland had been held hostage by a
foreign mafioso-type cartel head, and waited for Delaney’s
permission to come in.

When Teagan had burst into the
stateroom of the Arusiak after Kelly had told her where
Delaney could be found during their rescue, she had taken in the
scene at a glance: Grigor Reizan, the head of Percutio, dead on the
floor; a second Percutio associate, also dead; and Delaney standing
shakily next to the bed, behind which another Percutio associate
was lying bound and unconscious. Teagan had calmly held out her
hand, waiting patiently for Delaney to feel comfortable enough to
take it, before the two of them had ascended to the upper deck.
Today, standing on Delaney’s doorstep, Teagan acutely remembered
the fear and the anger she’d felt when Delaney’s life had been in
danger.

“Teag. Umm…sure, okay. Mom is out
shopping and Dad is at work. I’m home alone figuring out what I’m
going to do for Kelly and Riley’s wedding.” Delaney, a pastry chef,
blushed as she looked down at her flour- and sugar-smeared shorts
and T-shirt. “As you can see, I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

The heat in Teagan’s eyes deepened
as she ran her eyes up and down the petite woman. “From what I can
see, angel, you look sugar-sweet and just fine.”

 


* * * * *






Standing aside so that Teagan
could come into the house, Delaney couldn’t breathe as her memories
hit her hard.

She still remembered when Teagan
had first approached her at Whimsy High to ask her out. Delaney had
known Teag for years, of course, since they’d both grown up in the
tiny, close-knit hamlet of Whimsy, but they’d never talked to each
other on more than the most superficial level. Del had never had
the first clue that Teagan might actually be interested in dating
her.

Delaney had been crushed, but
she’d regretfully informed the handsome Teagan that she was dating
Tina Schaffner. I hope we can still be friends, Delaney had
told her shyly, feeling her heart squeeze with unexpected
disappointment. Del could still remember the look Teagan had given
her: regret, doubt, protectiveness.

Coming back to herself, Delaney
turned and faced Teagan, feigning a calm she didn’t feel. “Can I
get you anything to drink, Teag? Water? Iced tea?”

“No, thanks, Del. This is going to
have to be a quick visit since Trill and I are starting a new
investigation later this morning and I need to meet up with her
shortly. I just wanted to come by and see how you were doing.”
Teagan’s keen eyes probed her face.

Delaney was taken aback. “I’m
fine, actually,” she said, a bit guardedly. “Things were a little
scary and pretty overwhelming there for a while, but Mama Armstrong
sent me to a great guy who helped me to process everything.” Rosi
Armstrong, Bryn and Riley’s mother, had insisted Delaney call her
Mama Armstrong just like the Seven did.

“I’ve also decided I want to be
Kelly when I grow up.” Delaney’s eyes turned soft as she thought
about her new friend. She knew the bond they’d forged through their
shared ordeal would be a lasting one.

Teagan laughed. “She is
fantastic, isn’t she? I, however, don’t know if the world could
handle two Kelly Hollands.” She grinned at Delaney, who giggled
despite herself.

“Thanks for checking on me,
Teagan. I really appreciate it.” Delaney started to relax in
Teagan’s powerful presence. “But between doing the wedding cake for
Kelly and Riley’s wedding and talking to Ember about my new bakery
design, I have lots of good stuff to focus on now.” Ember was the
architect who’d designed the Whimsy Creative Arts Center and the
Dream Creamery for Kelly’s sister, Rowan.

Teagan’s hypnotic eyes never left
Delaney’s face. “Have dinner with me tonight, Del. Trill and I
should be back by six o’clock. I can run home to take a quick
shower and pick you up about seven o’clock.” Delaney felt electric
shock run down her spine.

“Teag,” Delaney said helplessly,
not knowing what to say and wondering if she should refuse. “I… I…
You…” She stopped, flustered.

Teagan approached Delaney
cautiously before lifting her hand and running her fingers down
Del’s cheek. Her eyes darkened as she softly touched a bit of the
faint discoloration that still marred Delaney’s pale cheek.

“Even though Kelly beat me to
it…if I could personally kill Grigor Reizan for what he did to you,
Delaney Sedgwick, I would do so joyfully. The thought of
that piece of shit touching you in any way, let alone causing you
any type of harm, has had me on the point of violence.” Teagan’s
voice was mild and calm as she continued to caress Delaney’s cheek.
“Say you’ll come to dinner with me tonight, angel.”

“I’ll come to dinner with you
tonight, Teag,” Delaney heard herself tell Teagan as she stared up
into those mesmerizing eyes.

Teagan smiled down at Delaney from
her impressive 5’10” height, then bent over to lightly kiss her
lips before releasing her and stepping back. “Is the Pier House
Grill okay with you? Have you been there since you’ve been back in
Whimsy? Wade Jimenez is still there, still doing a bang-up
job.”

Delaney shook off the trance
Teagan had put her under. “No, I haven’t been yet, but I would love
to go. Wade was always such a great guy. Rowan says the only thing
you badasses will eat is protein and rabbit food, though, so long
as I can get some pasta, we’ll be good.” Teagan threw back her head
and laughed.

She flashed her devastating smile
at Delaney before heading for the door. “That sounds just like
something Ro would say and yes, you can get some pasta. I have to
get to work, Del, but I’ll be back at seven o’clock to pick you
up.” Teagan slid on her mirrored sunglasses before heading out the
door. “Have a good day, angel. I’m looking forward to catching up
tonight.” Then she was gone.

After Delaney had cleaned up the
kitchen and changed out of her stained clothes, she took a glass of
iced tea out to the backyard and sat by the sparkling pool—her mind
on a certain red-haired, green-eyed, badass butch.

 


* * * * *






Delaney remembered how Teagan’s
eyes used to follow her down the hallway at school, even after
she’d told Teag she was dating Tina Schaffner. Del’s heart would
flutter when she caught one of Teagan’s looks, but she was always
careful to hide her reaction from a very jealous Tina.

The girls in her high school—gay
and straight—had always sighed whenever Teagan Malloy had paid them
even the slightest bit of attention. It had been a bit
disconcerting to be the sole recipient of Teagan’s laser focus,
however, especially when Del had been dating someone else.

Teagan had hung around as part of
a crew that was legendary by Whimsy High School standards. Teag had
long been best friends with the Armstrong twins, Bryn and Riley,
and the rest of their tribe—Casey Christiansen, Jaime Quintero,
Kennedy Weston, Blake Seibert, Trillian Dacanay, and Drew
Hollister. All incredibly butch. All extremely protective of girls.
And all unbelievably smoking hot.

As gorgeous as they all were,
however, Delaney had never had eyes for anyone but Teagan. It had
been sheer hell watching Teagan date so many other girls after Del
had turned her down. The definition of torture was witnessing the
blatant flirting in the hallway when Teagan would pass by, or
hearing the awed conversations in the girls’ bathroom from the
seniors about Teagan and her sexual skill.

It was small consolation to see
how many girls had tried—and failed—to ensnare Teagan Malloy
permanently.

The female population at Whimsy
High had eventually started calling Teagan “Casanova” at school
because she wouldn’t get serious about anyone. She dated
constantly, but it was always light-hearted and fun, never anything
meaningful. The minute any girl tried to take it too deep with her,
Teagan was out.

By the time Del had figured out
she was being played by Tina Schaffner toward the end of her
freshman year, Teagan had plainly moved on. Rumor also had it that
Teag planned to enlist into the Marine Corps with the rest of her
tribe when she graduated at the end of the year.

Delaney had always found it a
little bit mysterious how Teagan and the rest of her friends were
so similar to one another. They were all the same age, shared the
same sexual dynamic, and they all seemed to want to do something
that centered around protecting women as a career.

It was, Del had decided, almost
karmic, in a sense. Like the Goddess had stuck them all together
and created this great big plan for them, so they could fulfill a
very special divine destiny on Her behalf.

Delaney, meanwhile, had totally
backed herself into a corner with Tina. Even when Delaney had
finally seen Tina’s true ugly colors, she’d found herself caught in
a trap she was unable to get out of, irrevocably stuck because of
Tina’s disabled mother. Mary Schaffner had always treated Delaney
like a daughter, grateful and thankful for even the smallest
assistance from Del.

There was no way
Delaney was going to leave Mrs. Schaffner to the mercy of Tina, who
was all charm on the outside, but a mean, narcissistic pile of crap
on the inside. Del was scared about what Tina might do to her sick,
fragile mother if she wasn’t there to protect Mary.

Although Delaney had always wanted
to be a pastry chef, she’d decided to go to college to get a
general business degree, figuring if she opened her own bakery
someday, it would come in handy. She’d stayed local for Mary
Schaffner’s sake, even though she’d heard through the grapevine
that Teagan and her crew were planning to go to the University of
Florida in Gainesville after their four-year tour in the Marines
was up.

During Delaney’s last year of
college, Tina’s mother had started making noise about moving back
home to Michigan. Her great-uncle’s house was for sale and the
family was willing to give Mrs. Schaffner a really great deal on
the property. With the terms they were offering, Mary would be able
to pay cash and purchase the house outright.

Tina had thrown a fit, but Mrs.
Schaffner had been extremely determined to go back to her hometown,
especially since she kept growing weaker from the muscular
dystrophy. This way, she’d told Tina pointedly, she wouldn’t ever
have to worry about being homeless, and her disability benefits
would be enough to provide for her daily needs.

Immediately, Tina had started
manipulating Delaney, throwing massive amounts of guilt at her for
abandoning Mary and letting them move to Michigan alone. She then
insisted that Delaney come with them, since it was Del’s “fault”
that Mrs. Schaffner was so dependent upon others now. Mrs.
Schaffner, however, had tried to vehemently insist Delaney stay in
Tampa Bay and pursue her long-desired career as a pastry chef,
rather than move to Michigan with them.

Delaney’s parents, Marsha and
David Sedgwick, had unhappily agreed with Del that Tina’s mother
was at risk for neglect—if not downright abuse—if she was left
alone with Tina, and that it would be best if Delaney went with
Mary Schaffner for now. Delaney had promised them she would come
home just as soon as she was sure Mrs. Schaffner wasn’t in any
danger from Tina.

That had been ten years ago.

When Mary Schaffner had finally
died a couple of months ago—putting an end to years of pain and
suffering—Delaney had seen the woman she’d loved like a second
mother decently buried, then packed just two bags and caught a
flight to Tampa a week later while Tina was at work. She’d stayed
in touch with her old high school friend, Nova MacLeod, during the
years she’d been gone, and Nova had been instrumental in helping
Delaney return to Florida.

Delaney swung her bare foot and
sipped her iced tea as she stared at the calm blue water of the
pool, lost in her memories of the past.

She’d managed to go to culinary
school to become a pastry chef while she was in Michigan—after a
massive blowout fight with Tina—so Nova had arranged for Delaney to
do the desserts for the grand opening of the new Whimsy Creative
Arts Center and Dream Creamery, just a few weeks after Delaney’s
arrival. Nova had become good friends with Bryn Armstrong’s
fiancée, Rowan Holland, who owned the WAC and the Dream Creamery.
Rowan had been appalled when Nova had let her know everything
Delaney had gone through during her years away.

When Bryn had mentioned to Rowan
that Delaney had always been well-liked and well-respected by the
entire APS crew, Rowan had ordered a beautiful pastry equipment
Welcome Home! gift from everyone to help Delaney get started
on her career as a pastry chef in Whimsy. Delaney had cried upon
receiving the beautiful gift—although she’d felt so far removed
from the girl she once was, she hadn’t been sure she deserved it.
She felt old, cynical, and worn out, a far cry from the innocent
girl whom everyone remembered.

Teagan, she knew, had continued on
her path as Whimsy’s Casanova, just as sexual and predatory as
she’d been all those years ago. Recently, Delaney had been standing
at a fresh vegetable stall at LocalHarvest, Whimsy’s Saturday
open-air farmer’s market, when she’d startlingly heard a group of
women talking about Teagan and the rest of the APS management
team.

“I am definitely going to
get me some more of that,” one of the women said smugly, enjoying
the envy of her friends. She flipped her long, sleek blonde hair.
“That gorgeous red-gold hair, those killer green eyes, and
all those muscles. Gah! I swear to you, I couldn’t even walk by the
time she was done with me. It’s no fucking wonder they call her
Casanova.

“There’s more where that one came
from, too,” the blonde added. “I hear there are nine of
them. Each and every one is supposedly a fucking god and
they are a legend in and around Tampa Bay. The twins are taken,
unfortunately, but the others? Open hunting season, bitches!”

Delaney sighed and finished her
iced tea, still looking dejectedly into the pool and thinking about
“Casanova.” The legions of women Teagan constantly seemed to
attract apparently hadn’t diminished over the years.

It was heartbreaking, but… Delaney
was sure the last woman someone like Teagan Malloy would
ever want to get involved with was a woman who was so sexually
screwed up, she’d only had sex one eminently forgettable time in
the past almost fourteen years.

She picked up her cell phone and
dialed a number, ignoring the tears that had started to fall down
her face.

“Kelly?” Delaney choked out
through her tears when her friend answered the phone. “Kelly, I
need you.”


Chapter 2

 


 


Teagan slammed the door to her
apartment once she got inside, pissed off beyond all recognition
and ready to shoot something.

Or someone. Teag swore she
was going grab the APS charter plane, fly to Michigan, and fucking
kill a useless, arrogant, piece of shit motherfucker before the
asshole could waste any more of the planet’s oxygen. Teagan pulled
off her leather jacket, took off her concealed carry holster, got a
beer out of her refrigerator, collapsed into a big, comfortable
armchair in her living room, and brooded.

The day had started out
wonderfully. That morning, Teagan had persuaded Trillian Dacanay to
delay their work trip to The Villages for thirty minutes so she
could pop over to “check on” Delaney Sedgwick. Trill had rolled her
eyes with a cynical smirk, then grinned and rubbed her arm when
Teag had punched her. “Get off my dick, Dacanay,” Teagan had
groused, then shook her head and gave her friend the finger as
she’d climbed into her truck.

Delaney had been startled to see
Teagan, but then seemed shyly happy as they’d stood in her mother’s
living room and talked. Delaney had agreed to go out to dinner with
Teagan that night and hadn’t pulled away when Teag had lightly
kissed her goodbye. Teagan had felt like she was floating on clouds
when she’d left the Sedgwick house.

A date. She finally had a
real date with Delaney Sedgwick, almost eighteen
years after Teagan had first asked her out. However, that had all
changed when Kelly had called her later that afternoon as Teag and
Trill were driving back to Whimsy from The Villages.

“Teag? It’s Kel. Everything’s
good, broki, no worries, but I need you to stay calm and
listen to me, okay? Delaney called me a while ago and asked me to
let you know she’s changed her mind about going out to dinner with
you tonight. She said she didn’t have your number so she couldn’t
call you herself.”

“What the fuck?” Teagan’s voice
was low and deadly. Trill, who was driving, cut her eyes sideways
at Teagan when she heard Teag’s tone.

“I’m getting together with her in
just a little bit to find out exactly what the fuck is going on,
Teag,” Kelly said, sounding pissed. “All I know is that she was
crying and she kept saying that someone like you could never
be interested in someone like her.”

What the fuck?

Teagan was livid. Delaney was
skating perilously close to committing Sin One—an APS spanking
offense where a femme who belonged to one of them put herself down
or caused mental or emotional harm to herself.

Delaney Sedgwick may not know it
yet, but she belonged to Teagan Malloy—body, mind, and soul.

“I have a feeling there’s a
dickhead motherfucker up in Michigan who’s going to be meeting my
fist if she ever dares to show her face in Whimsy again,”
Kelly continued wrathfully.

“I love all my girls, but Del has
jumped to my number one best friend position because of everything
we went through together on the Arusiak. I will be
goddamned if some worthless piece of shit is going to make
her feel bad about herself,” Kelly growled. “Delaney is fucking
wonderful.

“Something else has her, not
scared exactly, but really closed off from the world, though. I’m
not going to stop until I fucking figure out what it is, Teag. From
what my girls and the twins and the Seven have told me, this is
not the Delaney you all remember.”

Teagan was holding on to her
temper by the skin of her teeth. “Okay, Kel,” she managed to say
calmly. “I’m going to go home and wait for your call then. Thanks,
little sis.”

The rest of the drive from The
Villages was made in silence. When they’d gotten back to Whimsy,
Trill had wordlessly let Teagan out in front of their apartment
building, knowing that if and when Teag was ready to talk, she’d
know where to find Trill.

Now, Teagan was absentmindedly
peeling the label from her bottle of Heineken when there was a
strong knock on her front door. She got up to answer it and found
Trill, Kenn, and Casey standing there, all casually dressed in
sweatpants and T-shirts. Trill looked at the bottle of Heineken in
Teagan’s hand and silently raised the six-pack she was holding.

When they were all settled in
Teagan’s living room, the quiet continued, although it was not an
uncomfortable silence.

The Seven all lived in an
extremely secure eight-unit apartment building directly across the
street from the APS headquarters complex. Each of them had their
own two-bedroom, two-bathroom apartment; the extra unit was used
for additional storage. Each apartment was soundproof, wired to the
gills with failover and other sophisticated wireless technology,
had an extraordinary security system, and was so close to the APS
complex, they could return to headquarters at a moment’s notice
whenever it was necessary.

Despite their formidable sexual
reputations, none of them had ever brought a woman back to her
apartment with her, however. As far as each of them was concerned,
this was their home and their sanctuary, a place to where few
people outside of family, their APS colleagues, and very close
friends were invited. It was not a place where they took
meaningless hookups.

After a while, Teagan finally
broke the silence. “You’ve all known for almost twenty years that
I’ve never been the least bit interested in any of the women I’ve
ever dated. That I’ve been hung up on Delaney Sedgwick since we
were all seniors in high school, and she was a freshman.”

Teagan knew that, had she not been
ready to talk yet, Trill and Kenn and Casey would have simply sat
there in wordless support for a while, finished their beers, and
then silently departed. However, Teag was ready to let off some
steam in the company of a few of her best friends.

“It’s been almost fourteen fucking
years since I’ve even laid eyes on her. Those first four years, we
were all in the Marines while she was finishing up high school and
starting college. The past ten years, she’s been up in Michigan
with that asshole piece of shit, Tina Schaffner, taking care of
Tina’s mom because that lazy-ass fuck wouldn’t.” Low growls greeted
Teagan’s words.

“From what my mom told me years
ago, Mrs. Schaffner had a slowly degenerative type of muscular
dystrophy called myotonic. Delaney always took care of her
because—again—that asshole wouldn’t.

“Mom said Mrs. Schaffner was a
lovely woman who loved Delaney like she was her own daughter. You
can bet Del wasn’t about to leave Tina’s mother unprotected.”
Teagan continued to peel the Heineken label from her bottle of
beer.

“That’s typical,” Kenn said,
speaking for the first time. “Delaney’s been like that since we
were in grade school, always caring about everyone around her. I
don’t remember the first person who didn’t like or respect
her.”

Teagan nodded at Kenn in
agreement, then continued her story. “When Mrs. Schaffner finally
passed away a couple of months ago, Nova said Delaney only stayed
in Michigan long enough after that to give Mrs. Schaffner a decent
burial. Afterward, she packed just two bags worth of stuff and
caught the first flight to Tampa. Nova said Del told her she was
done and she was out.”

“About fucking time,” Casey
muttered.

Teagan’s eyes darkened. “I went to
see Del this morning and asked her out to dinner. She seemed happy,
she agreed to go out with me, and then I left to meet up with
Trill. We have that new investigation starting up in The Villages
and we needed to hit the road. Then Kelly called me this afternoon.
She told me Delaney had called her and asked her to call me to
cancel our dinner date because she didn’t have my phone number.”
There was electric silence in the room.

“Kel is fucking pissed as
shit…telling me that Delaney was upset and kept saying over and
over that someone like me would never be interested in someone like
her.”

“What the fuck?” Trill,
Kenn, and Casey burst out at the same time, their expressions
savage.

“Cuz.” Trill was irked. “That
woman is going to find herself over your knee if she keeps on with
that kind of bullshit.”

“Tell me about it,” Teagan agreed,
her expression growing even darker. “Kelly’s gone to talk to
Delaney face-to-face and she told me she’s going to get to the
bottom of this shit. She’s also threatened to introduce ‘Tina the
Twat,’ as Nova calls her, to her fist if that bitch ever shows up
in Whimsy.”

“Little sis had better not think
for a minute she’s having that kind of fun without us.” Kenn’s
eyebrow quirked as Trill and Casey crossed their muscled arms and
rumbled agreement.

Just then, the four of them raised
their heads as Teagan’s cell phone began to ring.

“It’s Kelly.” Teagan snatched her
cell phone up from where she had tossed it on her end table, her
heart thundering in her chest. “Hey, Kel.”

“Fuck my life.” Kelly sighed, her
voice sounding tired. “We need to have a very private conversation,
Teag, so tell whoever’s there that you’ll see them later. I haven’t
been given permission from Del to share this with anyone other than
you yet, so tell them I love them and we’ll talk soon.”

When Teagan was alone once again
and had gotten back on the phone, there was a long silence before
Kelly started to speak.

“Teag.” Kelly paused, considering
her words before she plunged on. “You know Del’s never been
involved with anyone but Tina, right?”

“Right,” Teagan said slowly,
unsure where this was going.

“So…she would have absolutely
no sexual experience with anyone other than Tina,
right?”

“Right,” Teagan repeated again as
butterflies began to dance uncomfortably in her belly.

“Teag.” Kelly paused once more
before she huffed impatiently. “Oh, fuck it. Teag…it looks like the
last time Delaney had sex with Tina was when she was a freshman in
college. Almost fourteen years ago.”

Teagan felt an icy shock that
froze her to her seat.

Kelly’s voice shook a little bit
in distress. “Number one, then… If she’s only ever been with Tina,
that would mean Delaney has had no sexual contact with
anyone for almost fourteen years. And the little bit of sex
she did have with Tina while they were in high school, and
then when Del had just started college, didn’t sound like it was
all that, quite frankly.”

Kelly sighed again. “Number two…
Delaney hears things, Teagan. She always has, she said, going back
as far as your senior year of high school when she was just a
freshman. She’s heard about—and sometimes seen—how so many girls
and women throughout the years have looked at you and talked about
you like you were this sexual god…and how nothing has
changed, even eighteen years later. Even, she said, after ten years
of her being away.”

Teagan couldn’t breathe.

“So, of course she’s felt
there would be no way a popular, experienced butch like you would
ever want a naive, inexperienced femme like her…not with
that kind of history, she said. And I can’t say I don’t get where
she’s coming from, if I’m honest…especially if I’d heard the gossip
she has.”

“She… Why… How could she
ever think that?” Teagan felt her anger catch fire. “She’s
bright and she’s beautiful and she’s so motherfucking brave, she
has the Armstrongs and the Seven in fucking awe of her.”

Teagan paused for a minute,
feeling her rage hit the stratosphere. “Don’t you fucking
tell me. That goddamn bitch from hell.”

“Bingo.” Kelly’s voice was grim.
“Apparently, Tina the Twat made it her priority to destroy
Delaney’s self-confidence. Even though Del was the one who
initially stopped having sex with Tina, Tina has always made it
seem like the only thing Delaney was ever good for was as a
nursemaid. Like there was never anything the least bit desirable
about her as a woman.”

“I will fucking kill that
cunt.” Teagan’s voice was so icy mean, even Kelly’s heart froze in
fear for a moment. Kelly blew out a deep breath and let her nerves
settle for a minute before she continued.

“I told Del flat out there is no
fucking way any of you would ever look down on her because
she chose to exclusively devote her life to taking care of a sick
woman who otherwise had nothing and no one.”

Teagan heard Kelly’s voice catch
again. “I also told her that as much as Bryn and Riles and the
Seven already admire the fuck out of her, learning about the
sacrifice she made—just so she could protect Mary Schaffner—would
make every single one of you fall head over heels in love with her
grace and her spirit and her decency.

“And…I may have overstepped,
Teag,” Kelly admitted after a short pause, “but I also told her it
was my belief that the reason you’d cultivated your public Casanova
mask for all these years was so that you would have a shield.
Because if you couldn’t have her, then you weren’t
interested in having anybody.”

There was dead silence on the
phone.

“You aren’t wrong, Kelly.”
Teagan’s voice was quiet when she finally spoke. “I fell in love
with Delaney and have known she was mine since I was seventeen
years old. Eighteen years is a long time to wait, and Christ knows
I’ve been anything but a saint in that time. But she’s been the
only one I’ve ever truly wanted, Kel. The only one I’ve ever
needed.”

“Broki.” Kelly’s voice was
suspiciously filled with tears. “Go get your woman. Now, tonight.
She so wants to believe, Teag, but that motherfucking slug has
destroyed her belief in herself. That’s why she seems so different.
She’s guarded and she’s tired…and she’s grieving too, because Mary
Schaffner meant something to her and she’s had no one to mourn
with.

“Del needs you as much as you need
her, Teagan. She needs your love and your safety and your
protection…and she also needs to finally realize just how many
people love and need her. I’m texting you her number, Teag.
Go and get your femme.”

 


* * * * *






Delaney slowly came out of her
parents’ house, a small duffel bag clenched in her hand, and shut
the front door behind her. Teagan reached her in the next minute,
taking the duffel from Del with one hand, then sliding a strong,
muscled arm around Delaney’s petite frame, holding her securely
against Teagan’s much larger one.

“As much as I’d like to kiss you
until you can’t breathe right now, angel,” Teagan said softly, “I
think I’d rather wait until we’re home and you’re more settled,
however long that takes. I know we’ve been able to talk a little
bit, Del, but the only thing I really want tonight is to finally
hold you in my arms while we fall asleep.”

When Teagan had called Delaney
immediately after Kelly had texted her Del’s number, Teag had been
stricken by the insecurity she heard in her beautiful femme’s
voice. Keeping her rage under wraps, she’d gently shared everything
she and Kelly had talked about.

“I don’t want you to be freaked
out or feel pressure or anything like that, Delaney. But I think
you need to know that I have long loved you, ever since the day I
asked you out when I was seventeen.”

Teagan was candid. “I know that
doesn’t seem possible to you with as many women as you saw me date
over the years, Del. But I want you to understand that, in alpha
butch world, sex and love often have very little to do with each
other. The Armstrong twins and the Seven are not only highly sexual
butches, baby—we’re instinctive predators too. We’ve always been
that way, every single one of us.

“However,” Delaney heard the smile
in Teagan’s voice, “these days, it would never occur to Bryn
to look at another woman besides Rowan. Same with Riley and Kelly.
I really want you to believe it’s the same for you and me as well.
I don’t have the slightest interest in looking at another woman
ever again either.

“You’re mine, Delaney
Sedgwick. You’re mine and I’m yours and I will never let you
go.”
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