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      When he strode into the nursery and found it empty, a loud screech of rage burst from him. A primal, venomous sound that shook the plaster and would have made the one who’d angered him wet her pants in fright…if she were here.

      The screamer, in the grip of a full-blown tantrum, grabbed the nearby rocking chair and swung it hard against the wall, splintering it into matchsticks.

      Not enough.

      He tore the soft, white bedding from the crib and ripped it to tatters. But his rage bubbled like a volcanic inferno requiring ever more fuel. He kicked the wall, right through a hand-painted bunny, the momentary pain ignored by his adrenaline-soaked body. He ripped down the mobile hanging on the crib and flung it to crash into the wall, its fluffy little sheep lying in a tangled heap of string and broken plastic. A yellow moon lamp sailed across the room and broke through the window, the sound of tinkling glass raining down on the street below and finally waking him from his destructive tantrum.

      It wouldn’t do for the authorities to arrive. He didn’t have time for their stupid questions, not if he was going to catch them.

      Breathing deeply through his nose, he shoved his rage deep down inside, stored for use later when he found what had been taken. He paced the wrecked nursery, the cogs of his cold mind starting to turn.

      How dare she leave me! How dare she take my son! To think he’d thought her cowed enough. Never would he have imagined she’d have the nerve to dare to go against him like this. To actually plan her escape behind his back and succeed. That bitter fact made his rage try to rise again, and he tamped it down with promises. When he caught her, for he would find her. That stupid cow isn’t smart enough to escape me forever. She would regret ever defying him. He’d let her meet the force of his fury, let it sate itself on her fear and pleadings. The thought of her on her knees begging made him smile, a sweet appetizer to tide him over till he made it reality.

      But how to find her? He doubted she’d left a forwarding address. Ah, but she would have filled out paperwork when she enrolled. The university office would have an address, a contact in case of emergencies. The cow had a mother back East. Perhaps she’d fled there with the boy.

      She would never be able to flee far enough, though. He smoothed his dark hair back and smiled coldly. No, never far enough. He would search the ends of the earth to find his son, his heir. And when he found his son and his cow of a mother, well, he’d finally do the nasty, evil things he’d been dreaming of doing to her. Maybe then would the hunger of his wrath, that living creature inside him, be satisfied.
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      Three years later. . .

      As his calf cramped for the third time that night, he wondered, What, by all the higher powers, am I doing here? This was, to put it bluntly, degrading. I am the Hunter—renowned killer, stealthy stalker, and mysterious spy. Men respected and feared him. His foes trembled at his name, and the ladies. . .  Let’s just say the ladies loved him. Yet here he crouched, in the dark hour after midnight, hiding behind a rank Dumpster in an alley bordering some burger place. Definitely not something they’d be writing ballads about back home.

      And what was the mightiest of hunters using his carefully honed skills for? Sigh. Pixies. Yes, his latest mission involved the capture of one of the pesky little critters that had escaped through the thinning boundary separating the magical Realm from the rest of the world. Talk about a waste of his skills. He, who’d fought an ogre barehanded and won, the man who had taken on assassins and beasts of legend, reduced to hunting cute faerie creatures.

      When he’d accepted the assignment to work undercover from his feared commander on the other side of the boundary, he’d mistakenly thought he’d be seeing a lot more action. After all, the briefing he’d received had made him believe that he would be saving the Realm from being discovered and seeing their way of life destroyed.

      “The boundary is getting thin in spots, and we’ve had incursions into the Other Side. Completely unacceptable. We cannot afford to be discovered!” barked his commander as he paced his stark office. “The mundanes would never understand. We need someone on the other side. Someone with your skills to hunt down these trespassers and take care of them.”

      The hunter’s shoulders had straightened, and his already lean stomach sucked in. Excitement had filled him at the thought of a mission on the Other Side. His buddies would have, and had, killed for this mission. He’d just done it better.

      “This task we are setting before you will be difficult and require the utmost discretion. You will need to blend in with the mundanes around you so begin studying at once that you may blend in without notice. We’ve located a home for you near the agency offices that guard the portal. You will be given a mundane identity and job. You have one week to prepare.” His commander leaned forward on his scarred wooden desk and narrowed his eyes. “The Realm is counting on you, son. Your acceptance is assumed. Dismissed.” With a sharp salute, the hunter whirled about and marched out, shoulders straight, the huge smile on his face unseen by his commander.

      Back in the barracks, his comrades had whacked him overly hard in congratulations when they found out. He’d strutted around, the envy of all, and as he prepared to move into the Other Side, he’d harbored grandiose visions of his new life. Sadly, while the Other Side had proven to be wonderful with things as incomprehensible as magic itself—like cars, computers, and action movies—the job, unfortunately, had not turned out to be the heroic quest he’d thought it would be.

      Take where he hid now. For four nights in a row, he’d been staking out this stinking Dumpster, all because the agency had received reports of a little creature with wings in the area. He, the top of his class, reduced to faerie catcher. He even had a—sigh—net.

      Hold on a second, though. It seemed his stakeout was finally going to pay off. He heard a faint whirring sound that increased in volume as something approached and came into view. A tiny, winged figure flitted through the air. Pulling his facehood down to hide his face in the shadow of his hood, the hunter watched with predatory eyes, the professional in him taking over, as his prey hovered over the open Dumpster. With a quick look around and blonde curls jiggling, the little mite dove into the giant trashcan for a snack.

      Time to earn his keep.

      He stood up silently, and the hunter glided forward to peer over the edge of the bin. His prey, oblivious to his presence, nibbled on a discarded French fry with great gusto. With a swoop, the net came down, the low whistle of its flight not enough warning. With a scoop and a flick, he trapped the pixie within its silken threads. The little creature went into panic mode, its little body thrashing and twisting inside the net, its squeaky words coming so fast they were incomprehensible. “Enough!” snapped the hunter, almost immediately feeling contrite. He’d have fought, too, if someone had trapped him like a bug.

      The pixie settled down and peered up at him with big, jewel-like eyes, the reproach in them making the hunter uncomfortable.

      “Don’t look at me like that. You know you’re not allowed to cross the border.” The pixie’s eyes glistened. The hunter felt guilt poking him hard. After all, he happened to love greasy fries and burgers too, and he could understand the temptation.

      “Don’t do that,” he said, sighing. Why do I feel like such a bully?

      Squashing his guilt, he reminded himself of the job at hand. “You know you’ve got to go back.” Pulling out a small jar with holes in the lid, he lifted the net up and showed it to the pixie. “I don’t suppose you’ll just get in here, will you?”

      The pixie shook its head and crossed toothpick arms over a tiny chest. Wouldn’t his comrades be laughing at him now to see him reduced to begging a stupid pixie, which he could squish with two fingers, to obey?

      “Tell you what, if you get in the jar nicely for me, I’ll buy a bacon cheeseburger and a large fry for you to take back home with you.”

      The pixie tilted its head for a moment, considering the offer, then solemnly nodded. The hunter almost chuckled at its response. After all, it didn’t really have much choice, but at least the little mite wouldn’t go back empty-handed.

      Kneeling down on the dirty asphalt of the alley, the hunter set the jar on the ground and popped off the lid. Laying the net beside it, his large, yet nimble fingers spread the net open, taking great care not to snag or tear the pixie’s wings. The pixie stood up, and with a hard look at the hunter, sniffed before turning and fluttering into the jar. The hunter popped the cap with the air holes on and tucked it in his pocket, making sure the lid stuck out a bit for ventilation. So considerate of him. Not really, but his little sister thought pixies were cute, and she’d kill him if she ever found out he’d abused one. He might be tough, but his sister played dirty. He still had a scar from the time she’d found out he’d stuck frogs in her bed. And besides, while he’d never, ever, not even under the pain of torture, admit it, he kind of liked pixies too.

      He folded up the net and slid it into an inside pocket, one of many—had he mentioned his leather duster had been custom designed for today’s modern hunter? Totally badass, as they liked to say out here on the Other Side. A term he still didn’t quite understand but had adopted after seeing it in many action-type movies.

      Now to find a burger place still open for business so he could keep his promise to the pixie and pick up something for himself as well before his growling stomach got any louder.

      Several hours later, having deposited the pixie and a double bacon cheeseburger, two large fries, and an onion ring at the agency’s office for transport back to the Realm, he made his way home, balancing a bag of burgers for himself–double patties of course–and an icy milkshake. Not an easy feat considering he rode a Harley while doing it.

      But he made it home fine. He’d always had incredible balance. Just ask his mother about the castle ledge incident, a fantastic example of dexterity that she still unfortunately remembered in great detail. He’d never understood how mothers could remember every single mischievous incident that happened in their children’s lives. And why did those embarrassing childhood moments always get mentioned at family functions or, even worse, get spoken of in great detail whenever he brought a lady friend home for his mother to meet? He’d put a stop to that! No more family functions and no more bringing women home. The latter was easy because a lot of the women he met weren’t the type you brought home to Mother anyways. Marriage and settling down were not high on his list of priorities, no matter how many grandchildren his mother hinted at.

      Coasting his bike up his silent street lined with dark houses, he clicked his garage door opener, still amazed at the technology behind it. A pity the Realm remained stuck in its old ways. Hadn’t they realized that magic didn’t have to be the solution to everything? This side of the boundary might be magicless, but the technology and machines they’d created over the years more than rivaled the finest magic a wizard could perform.

      Parking his bike inside the garage, he balanced his late-night snack in one hand as he carefully swung one muscled, leather-clad leg off the bike. Home at last. He fought to hold back a yawn. Damn late nights. He didn’t have any new missions planned for this week, so there would be plenty of time to rest. Clicking his key fob to close the garage door and arming his bike alarm, he strutted from the garage to the front door of his house, his keen eyes taking in everything around him.

      The neighborhood he lived in rested quietly at this time of the night—sweet suburbia, as his neighbor Bob liked to call it. The houses gaped darkly as their occupants slept. His gaze flickered to the houses on either side of his own. Always best to be cautious in case the hunter became the hunted, but he found nothing out of place.

      No, hold on a moment. Something had changed. The For Sale sign that had adorned the house next door to him for the last three months had disappeared. Damn, new neighbors. Hopefully they weren’t as annoying as the last ones. Annoying college boys partying all the time. Revving his Harley at six o’clock in the morning after one of the boys’ late-nighters and a friendly conversation had convinced them to relocate elsewhere.

      He’d helped the previous owner clean and repaint the place so she could put it up for sale. Hey, she was sixty-five years old, and she’d said please. He’d kill any man who accused him of going soft. Besides, she’d paid him. Hunting Realm escapees sounded great in theory, but the pay left a lot to be desired.

      The smell of his burger made him salivate, so he quickly checked his door for signs of tampering before entering. After a routine check of the house—he still didn’t quite trust house alarms—he finally went to sleep, after eating the two double burgers, fries, and milkshake of course.

      He awoke to screaming. Instantly, the hunter came alert and rolled off his bed, grabbing his gun—a modern concession—from under his pillow. Crouching, he sidled up to his window, which faced the backyard. Nothing in sight.

      The scream came again along with the dreaded words, “Eeeee! Goblins! No! No! Don’t hurt me!”

      How had the border patrol missed them approaching the boundary?

      Without thinking, instinct taking over, the hunter ripped up his window sash and dove into the yard. He ran in a half-crouch to the fence, gun tucked into his waistband. He grabbed the top of the fence and vaulted over it. His body immediately went into a tuck, and he landed with a roll on the dewy grass, springing up, gun in hand, eyes scanning for the troublesome creatures.

      No slimy green goblins awaited him. Instead, he stared in shock at three pairs of bright brown, very human eyes. Their expressions were comically identical with their mouths wide open in an O of surprise.

      Uh-oh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Suzie and her kids stared in stunned silence at the stranger who had vaulted into their new yard holding a gun.

      What a sight!

      A half-dressed, blond Adonis with moves she’d never seen outside of a movie was standing so close she could almost touch the smooth, lightly tanned skin rippling with muscle. Not that she had an urge to. Nope, being single suited her just fine, and she intended to stay that way.

      Gathering her two children in her arms, she sat up and stared at the stranger who hastily stuffed his gun in his pants—no pun intended—and backed away with his hands up. His wide eyes had a panicked look to them, and his cheeks flushed.

      Oh my God, he’s embarrassed. Suzie held in an urge to giggle. Anyone in their right mind should have been scared, but Suzie found herself more intrigued by the man who’d vaulted over her fence. Apparently, she and the kids weren’t what he’d expected to find.

      “Sorry,” he said, his deep baritone making her shiver. A velvety voice, like the kind heard on the radio when you were awake in the wee hours of morning. “I just woke up and heard screaming and . . .”

      Trust Jared to be the first to talk. “Loo, Mommy. Da man hath a gun. Ith he a po-wice man?” he lisped adorably.

      “Mine!” piped in Jessica, his twin. Did she mean the gun or the man? Knowing Jessica, both.

      “What? Um…” The stranger backed up toward the fence he’d flown over, his look of confusion finally making the giggles Suzie had been holding in burst forth. Tempted as she was to let him stutter a little bit more—after all, he’d scared them first—she kind of felt sorry for him, and knowing her two little angels the way she did, they’d make him regret his actions with a million questions. Time to save him.

      “Hi, we’re your new neighbors,” Suzie said cheerily, getting up and brushing the grass and dirt off her scuffed, holey jeans. Nothing like meeting a hunk in your sexiest stay-at-home cleaning clothes. Her always perfectly groomed mother would have been appalled.

      Suzie held out her hand, and with a bemused look on his face, her fence vaulter thrust out his to shake it. His large hand engulfed hers—and yes, he had matching big feet. The warmth of his callused skin grasping hers made her tummy turn over and a tingle race through her body. I must be coming down with something. The flu or some other virus because I am not attracted to him.

      “I’m Suzie, and these two little monsters posing as my children are Jared and Jessica,” Suzie said.

      “Hi,” said the twins in tandem, grinning at the stranger.

      “Hello,” he said, then seeing their expectant faces, “I’m Hunter.”

      Suzie almost giggled again. What an apt name though. With a body like his, if he weren’t the predator, then hunter would certainly be the next best choice. Okay, so she’d looked. After all, it wasn’t every day that a total babe almost landed in her lap wearing low-hipped track pants and no shirt to hide the flattest stomach and most deliciously muscled arms ever. However, that was all she’d be doing—looking. No touching. Definitely no touching. But God, those clear, bright blue eyes and sun-streaked, golden-tousled hair almost made her change her mind.

      “Sorry if we bothered you,” she said. “We’ve been cleaning all morning, and the twins needed to let off some steam.”

      “It is I who must apologize for my irregular behavior. I assure you it will not happen again,” he said, shrugging sheepishly.

      Jared tugged on her hand so she looked down.

      “Is he a po-wice man, Mommy?” he said in a loud whisper that sprayed.

      Good question. Suzie looked at the stranger. Good looks aside, why had he dived into their yard with a gun?

      “No, I’m not a policeman. Although I do work with them occasionally. I’m a private investigator,” he answered.

      Wow, a real PI. Suzie’s eyes widened, and in spite of her vow to stay celibate, her libido woke up and yawned with interest. Go back to sleep, she told her awakening body. I swore off men, remember?

      “Whassa priva gator?” lisped Jessica, her wide eyes shining as she gazed in—uh-oh—adoration at Hunter.

      To her surprise, he answered Jessica, crouching down to her eye level. “I find people who are lost and things that are missing,” he said seriously.

      Jessica cocked her head as if in thought. “Can you fin’ ma baby?”

      “Oh, sweetheart,” said Suzie, crouching down, too, to look her daughter. “I told you she’s in one of the boxes. We’ll find her soon, I’m sure.”

      Jessica hung her head and said, “Okay” in her saddest little voice, lower lip trembling. Suzie held back a sigh at Jessica, her natural-born actress and drama queen.

      Hunter was new to Jessica’s ploys, though. “How about I give you a hand and help you unpack and find her?”

      What? Suzie opened her mouth, but it was too late.

      Jessica beamed up at Hunter. “Fank you.”

      “Hey, me too,” piped in Jared. With twins, everything went in pairs.

      “Did you lose something too?” Hunter asked Jared.

      Jared’s head bobbed. “Ma dinothaur, an’ my car, an’ my thord, an . . .”

      “Well, why don’t you both go choose a box to unpack, and your mother and I will be inside in a moment to help?”

      Oh, we will, will we? Suzie thought, annoyed at his assumption.

      The children ran off with a squeal, their three-year-old legs pumping. If she could only bottle that energy, she’d be rich.

      Suzie waited till they were in the house. “You don’t have to stay. We’ll find the stuff. It’s in there somewhere.”

      “I’m sorry. I guess your husband must be inside unpacking.”

      “What? Oh, no husband. Just me and the twins.” She shook her head vehemently. No, that rotten bastard, whom she thankfully had never married, was long gone, and good riddance.

      “Well then, let me give you some aid. I’m not expected to start any new cases for a few days. You could consider it my welcome gift.”

      “Okay,” said Suzie, still somewhat surprised at the offer. Surely, he had better things to do. Maybe he’s got an ulterior motive, her paranoid mind retorted. He could be an axe murderer or rapist or. . . just a nice guy.

      “I will return in a moment after I’ve changed into more suitable attire.”

      Suzie felt like saying, don’t bother. She could stare at those abs all day. Hey, looking is not touching. Although she bet he felt good to the touch, too. Suzie chided herself for her naughty thoughts but still watched in fascination as he jogged and vaulted back over the fence. God, the way his muscles rippled when he moved. . .  It made her feel a heat she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      “Mommy,” wailed Jessica. “Jari ma’e a mess.”

      “No’ me,” yelled Jared.

      “Coming,” sighed Suzie. Who needed a cold shower when you had two very active three-year-olds?

      [image: ]

      What the hell happened out there?

      Hunter shook his head and pinched himself. Nope, definitely awake. So how, by all the powers, had he found himself volunteering to help a stranger and her two kids unpack? Although, with looks like hers, hopefully they wouldn’t be strangers for long. Even with her hair caught in a ponytail, he could tell it was thick, long and dark, the stray wisps framing a creamy complexion, drawing attention to her full lips.

      As for her body—nice and curvy with a full bosom. He’d always liked a woman with curves. Full hipped with a nice handful. . .

      Whoa. Not a good idea to get involved with the neighbors, even a sexy one. Think with your head, he admonished himself, not with your groin.

      Okay, but he had promised he’d be over to help, and he always kept a promise, no matter what sanity—or drunken—level he’d been at when making it. He changed into a scruffy pair of blue jeans and a well washed T-shirt with a Harley on the front then vaulted back over the fence to get this over with.

      [image: ]

      When he tapped on the sliding glass door leading to the backyard, Suzie jumped. She hadn’t really been sure he’d come back. A part of her wished she’d cleaned herself up a bit, but she’d restrained herself. After all, she didn’t care what he thought of her looks. She had no need to impress him since she had no intention of trying to attract his attention. But she still couldn’t help the hand that fluttered up and tucked a loose strand of hair back.

      “Come in,” she shouted, staying on her knees to mop up the rest of the juice that Jared had spilled. Three years old, such a wonderful age—old enough to kind of know how to do things for themselves but still too clumsy to do them neatly. All children should come supplied with a robot maid, one with a vacuum attachment in one hand and a rag in the other.

      Hunter had no sooner stepped inside than two whirlwinds materialized and threw themselves at him. Looked like her little angels had themselves a new hero.

      “Hunta! Hunta!” screeched Jessica, hugging his leg.

      Jared, being a boy, hung back and showed off his Ninja Turtle moves. “Hi-ya,” he exclaimed, thrusting out a chubby fist.

      Poor Hunter had that dazed look on his face again. Well, he’d volunteered. He’d think twice before he did that again.

      “Hey, ankle biters, tone it down. You’re going to make him go deaf.”

      The children, rebuked, calmed down for all of about three seconds.

      “See my woom,” said Jessica, tugging on Hunter’s hand and dragging him through the kitchen while Jared kept up a mostly incomprehensible chatter alongside them.

      When he turned to look at her helplessly, Suzie shrugged and smiled. She watched, with way more interest than necessary, the wiggle of his ass in his tight jeans as he walked stiffly into the other room. She’d deemed looking okay. It was the touching she had to stay away from.

      Wiping up the last of the mess, she stood and rinsed her rag in the sink. Looking up, she paused to admire the view of her very first backyard from the window over the sink. She’d been so excited when they’d found this place. Well within her budget, a nice neighborhood for the twins, and, best of all, no one knew where she’d disappeared to, so there was no way he could find them. With an unlisted phone, a mailbox in town, and no credit cards, she’d done everything she could to ensure they stayed hidden. Hopefully, it would be enough.

      It seemed awfully quiet in the other room. As any parent will tell you, that was not a good sign with kids. Silence meant pictures drawn in pen on the walls, several rolls of toilet paper shoved down the toilet with water rising, climbing of furniture in preparation for flight. . .

      Preparing for disaster, Suzie walked into the other room and stopped dead at the scene. The silence hadn’t been due to Hunter being duct-taped to a chair by the children. No, it was even more shocking. He’d managed to actually get the children to help him unpack, and they were doing it willingly!

      How the hell did he pull that one off?

      Hunter had opened one of the boxes on the living room floor. Pulling out objects, he handed items to the twins one at a time with a serious nod. The children solemnly nodded back and then, with a grin, scampered off to various parts of the house to deposit their item.

      Hunter flashed her a white smile—with teeth like that he could be a poster child for Colgate. Suzie felt her tummy tingling in response.

      “You have very nice children.”

      “Yes, they can be adorable when they want to,” she said, wondering if she’d entered an alternate dimension.

      “Looks like the movers just deposited everything into this room. Perhaps you could tell me where you want the boxes, and I’ll move them to make it easier to unpack,” he said, gesturing to the cardboard towers.

      “Are you sure? Some of them are kind of heavy.”

      He just lifted an eyebrow at her and, with a grin, grabbed two boxes.

      Suzie laughed and shook her head. “Okay, smartass. Those two go into the kitchen.”

      With a strut that had her lower parts tingling again, he took off with the boxes. Under her direction, even with the children underfoot trying to be too helpful, they soon had the boxes divvied up into the rooms they belonged to.

      The house had three bedrooms, but the children would be sharing one for now so she could have her own workspace. As a web programmer and graphic design artist, she had the luxury of working from home. Great for her because it meant no daycare expenses, but it sucked at the same time because she could work only early mornings when the kids were sleeping or at night after they went to bed. But it paid the bills, and best of all, she could work in her jammies.

      By the time five o’clock hit, the house had begun looking like a home. Most of the twins’ toys and books had been unpacked. Jessica had her doll and Jared, all of his various must-have toys.

      “Mommy, I hungie,” said Jared, her bottomless pit.

      “Me too,” piped in Jessica.

      “I’ll take my leave that you may have your dinner,” said Hunter, who stood leaning on the kitchen counter.

      Suzie felt an irrational urge for him to stay. “Listen, why don’t you stay for dinner? It’s not much—Kraft Dinner and hot dogs—but you’re more than welcome to some.”

      “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

      “Pwease stay,” begged Jessica with her big, pleading eyes. “You can haff my pwincess bowl.”

      “Well, how can I say no to an offer like that? If it’s not too much trouble,” he said with a look at Suzie.

      “No problem. Come on, kids. You set the table while I get the water boiling.”

      A half-hour later, with only a few minor skirmishes as they decided where Hunter would sit—between the twins—they all sat down for dinner, or so thought Suzie with a smirk. An educational experience for Hunter, who obviously hadn’t spent much time eating with children. No food ever looked the same after you’ve seen it being spit out, partially chewed so that they could have a drink of juice then—gross—stuffed back in their mouth.

      For dessert they made super-duper sundaes—ice cream with bananas, peanut butter, and chocolate sauce. Hunter looked at his portion dubiously but, after a few bites, wolfed it down as quickly as the kids.

      “That was delicious,” he said, leaning back and patting his tummy. The kids giggled and leaned back, aping him.

      Suzie laughed. “I discovered that magical combo when I was pregnant with these two. When you’re pregnant, eating takes on a whole new dimension, as did my hips,” she said ruefully, eyeing her rounded figure.

      “I say your hips look great,” drawled Hunter. “Skinny women are way overrated.”

      Suzie hadn’t been fishing for a compliment, but his remark and his admiring gaze made her blush. “Oh, thank you,” she said, flustered. She busied herself clearing the table and carried the mess to the sink. Turning around to grab the last of the dishes, she hit a brick wall. Hunter had already grabbed the rest of the dishes and stood right behind her. She bumped into his solid chest and stumbled back. She felt his large, firm hand grasp her around the waist to steady her, and she gasped as a sensual heat flowed through her body. She looked up at him to say sorry, but the words got caught in her throat at the smoky look directed at her. His body, so close to hers, radiated heat, and she felt a matching warmth spreading through her own body.

      They stood there, staring at each other, frozen, waiting for the other to move. A thump from the table broke the trance, and he moved back.

      Suzie looked over at the kids. Jessica had slumped onto the table, half asleep. Jared drooped, not far behind. Their long day had finally caught up to them. Hunter, seeing their drowsy state, picked up Jessica in one arm and then scooped Jared up in the other. Wow, those muscles sure are useful, Suzie thought as she led him upstairs to the kids’ bedroom.

      Suzie stripped Jessica and dressed her in her nightie then sent her to the bathroom and did the same to Jared. Hunter, who had disappeared, came back with two small cups of water, which he put on each child’s nightstand.

      “How—” said Suzie.

      “The children told me quite a bit about themselves today, including the fact that they need a nightlight and a drink of water for bedtime. And also that Mommy,” he said, grinning as he called her that, “gets scared during thunderstorms so they need to crawl into her bed to make sure she’s all right.”

      “What else did they tell you?” she asked. Oh God, exactly how many secrets had the children revealed?

      “I also know you’re scared of spiders, that Jessica hates carrots, and Jared wants to be a cowboy and an astronaut.”

      “I wanna be a priv gator,” said Jared sleepily as he shuffled back into the room.

      “Me too,” said Jessica, right behind him.

      “Well, for now, you both need your sleep,” said Suzie, kissing and tucking them each into their own bed.

      Jessica held up her arms and puckered her lips. “Wanna kiss, Hunta.”

      Hunter, with a look at Suzie to see if it was all right, knelt down and gave Jessica a wet, smacking kiss that had her giggling. Jared, being a boy, didn’t want a kiss but beamed at the manly handshake Hunter gave him. Suzie, watching all this, felt a pang. If only their father hadn’t been such a lying, uncaring bastard. Her children deserved—no, correct that—needed a father. Even just one day spent with Hunter, their first real masculine influence, seemed evidence of that. Perhaps she should revise her no-man policy. For the children, of course.

      After closing the door three quarters of the way and blowing kisses through the crack, she and Hunter headed back to the living room.

      Okay, now what? Without the children to buffer them, Suzie hesitated, at a loss as to what to say to Hunter. Had she become so socially inept in the three years since the kids had been born? Sure, she could hold her own in a discussion of Max & Ruby versus the Backyardigans, but she didn’t see her hot neighbor being that interested in kids’ shows.

      “Um, would you like a drink or something?” she offered lamely.

      “No, I’m fine, thank you. Do you need help with anything else?”

      “Oh no. You’ve done enough today. I can’t thank you enough. If there’s any way I can repay you,” she said with an inquiring look. Oh yes, she could think of many ways to repay him. Unfortunately, all of them involved him naked. She really needed to get some sleep.

      “My pleasure,” he said, his deep, baritone sending a shiver through her body. His eyes looked smoky again in the dim living room, and Suzie felt herself leaning toward him, like a plant seeking the light.

      He cleared his throat, and the moment passed. “Well, I guess I’ll leave you to enjoy your evening. If you need anything, just knock. I work odd hours, but leave me a note if you need any help.”

      Oh nice, Suzie, scare the nice man off, she chastised herself. He probably thinks I’m some sex-crazed single mom.

      “Yes, well, thanks again,” said Suzie, walking him to the door, the front door this time. He waved as he strode across the front lawn to his place, and watching him, Suzie had an irrational urge to chase him down and drag him back. She’d enjoyed his company today, something that hadn’t happened in a long time. He had an easygoing presence about him, and his patience with the children verged on the level of sainthood. But getting involved with a hunky neighbor. . . Suzie shook her head. Bad idea. She’d come here to escape from one man, and if she wanted to give the children a stable home life, she should restrict her dating—if she chose to date again—to men well outside the neighborhood where she wouldn’t have to run into them if things went wrong.

      But still, it had been a long time since a man had made her feel so attractive, and on that thought, she went to work organizing the little knickknacks that still needed a home. Her thoughts filled with what-if’s involving her hot new neighbor.
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      As soon as Hunter got home, he jumped into a cold shower. He needed one after spending time with the sexy Suzie next door. He’d come so close to kissing her in the living room. She’d looked so perfect with her long brown hair wisping around her face as her ponytail came apart and her full lips, sensual and inviting. He knew what he’d like those lips to be doing!

      As they’d worked together, he’d found himself sneaking peeks at her bottom when she bent over, its round fullness begging for a playful slap. Her full breasts, stretching the cotton of her T-shirt, a tempting duo that would fit so nicely in his hands.

      By the higher powers! Had he turned into a randy teenager again with a hard-on every time a woman smiled at him?

      Come on, think of something different. How about her children? The pair of them proved cute and precocious, he’d quite enjoyed interacting with them. He’d never really been around kids before, and he had to say that the experience with the twins had made the idea of settling down eventually not as scary as he’d once thought it. Something that would please his mother to no end. She’d been subtly hinting for years that he should settle down.

      As he imagined his own little troop of children running and playing while he and their mother—who looked an awful lot like Suzie—lounged, he fell asleep.
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      A few kilometers away, while the city slept, a man in a dark cloak pushed through a thin spot in the boundary and emerged in an alleyway, not too far from the burger place Hunter had staked out the night before.

      Sniffing the air, he smiled. A cold, calculating smile. The kind of smile that said bad things were about to happen.

      Finally, I am free again. Free to finish what I started several years ago. Free to make those who had dared thwart me pay. Free to fulfill my destiny.

      Soon now, the man thought as his predatory eyes took in everything around. He would take back what had been stolen from him. And when he did, the whole world would pay.
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