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“Hadassah? Are you ever going to come out?” Dominic’s voice floated through the bathroom door. 

Hadassah nibbled at her lip as she surveyed her appearance in the mirror. She forewent the white linen trousers in favor of her best pair of jeans, but now she thought it might look too casual. 

She sighed. Honeymoons were supposed to be easy, relaxing. Day one and she was already worried about how the natives would see her. Not that they really cared. 

“Hadassah?” Dominic asked again. “If you don’t answer me, I can only assume something has happened and break down the door.” 

It was no use. This was who she was, and she couldn’t change that. Hettie told her not to try. Aggie would be agitated at her for even thinking it. Oh, how she missed them both. 

“I’m coming.” Hadassah turned to the door and pulled it open. 

Dominic’s concerned gaze traveled over her loose hair, silk blouse, and slim jeans, then back up to her face. “Are you alright?” 

“I’m fine, thank you. I’ve only been in there ten minutes.” She rolled her eyes at him. 

“Fifteen,” he countered. 

Hadassah laughed and shook her head at him. “I feel too casual.” 

“You look just right.” Dominic took a step closer. “I’m in jeans, too. We don’t have to look spotless every moment of every day, now do we?” 

“I thought that was kind of how things work around here.” Hadassah shrugged a shoulder. 

Dominic rested a hand on her hair, then dropped it to her shoulder. It appeared the “no touching” promise only existed for last night. “Not this week. This week is all about you and me getting to know each other.” 

“Some couples do that before the wedding,” Hadassah teased. 

Dominic’s face fell a little. Those dark eyes pleaded for her to understand as he tugged her a little closer. He resembled a pouting puppy. “I’ll admit I screwed that up. Let me fix it?” 

How could Hadassah say no to that? He asked so honestly, and with such sincerity she couldn’t have refused him anything. “How do you plan to fix it?” 

“Well... shopping first of all.” Dom planted a kiss to the top of her head. “This little island has several little boutiques I’m sure you’d enjoy.” 

Even in heels, her head only came to his chin. Either she was particularly short, or he was particularly tall. Maybe a combination of both. 

Hadassah leaned forward against his chest. “I suppose... if you insist.” 

“Do you not like shopping?” 

“I like shopping just as much as any other girl.” Hadassah sighed. She had to tell him something, or he would assume she was holding out on him. “I just didn’t get out of the house very often to go shopping.”

“Didn’t get out of the house?” Dom held her at arm’s length to look her over. “Was your father abusive?” 

Hadassah never meant to lead him in that direction. Why would he automatically assume that? Did she come off as abused to those she came into contact with? “My father died when I was five,” she reminded him. 

Dom’s eyes slid shut for a long second before he nodded. “I’m sorry. You said something about that at the pageant. I’d like to hear more about your parents.” 

“Maybe later.” Today was meant for celebration and happiness, not the doom and gloom that inserted itself any time she spoke of the ‘unfortunate incident’. A term used too many times in the cold case file. 

“We have all the time in the world, but I would like to know more about you, now that you’re my wife.” He shrugged a shoulder.

Hadassah nodded enthusiastically. “As I would like to know more about you.” She slid her hand into his and gave it a tug. “We can talk while we shop.” 

Dom laughed and followed her toward the door. 

Hadassah smiled. She liked his laugh, and she wanted to hear it more often. For being married, they really didn’t know much about each other, another fact she intended to remedy. He promised her they would have a real marriage, and Hadassah intended to hold him to that. 
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WATCHING HADASSAH SHOP did more to lift Dominic's spirits than alcohol ever had. 

In some ways, she was still such a child. Innocence radiated from her in droves. Her clear eyes sparkled with enjoyment as she plucked things off shelves to examine them. They hadn’t even gotten to clothing yet. Dominic didn’t care one bit. 

If he could bottle her joy and drink it, he would. His own fears and inhibitions long ago warped his view of the world into a cynic’s dream. Why couldn’t he see things the way his new wife did? 

“You’re not listening anymore, are you?” Hadassah tilted her head and let those dark curls pool over one shoulder. 

Dominic rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry. My mind was... somewhere else.” 

“Oh.” Hadassah let her hands slip down off her hips. “Then I’ll change the subject. I don’t want to bore you.” Overnight, her demeanor around him changed from guarded and cautious to open and free-spirited. “Tell me what it was like, growing up in that house.” 

“Fun. Disturbing at times. Lonely.” Dominic reached for her hand and guided her toward the women’s clothes at the back of the quaint little store. Hadassah didn’t come to the mansion with much. He wanted to give her everything she needed and more. 

“Expound...” she raised her eyebrows as if to goad him into telling her more. 

Dominic sighed. “I had the run of the place, so I could get into anything I wanted. Mother only complained when I broke her china or the one time I went exploring in her and father’s suite. Let’s just say I found some things I wasn’t supposed to, and also ended up drawing with her makeup.”

Hadassah laughed and slid her hand from Dom's to flip through a rack of blouses. “I’m sure she was thrilled.”

“So thrilled her face turned red. I’ve never seen her angrier.” Dominic laughed with her. “But, my life has always been lonely. I never had many friends, especially since I didn’t go to school. There were tutors and educators. Everything I needed to succeed except companions. So, when I went to college, I made sure to surround myself with them.” 

“That’s where you met Ellis,” Hadassah filled in the blank. 

It stung a little, that she only mentioned Ellis. What kind of relationship had those two had during the pageant days? Surely, if they were simply friends, Hadassah would have mentioned Madden and Enrique and Kyle as well. 

Dominic swallowed the inopportune jealousy and nodded. “Yes, that’s where I met all those losers.” He rolled his eyes. “They’ve stuck with me from there, so I’m indebted to them for that.” 

“That’s what friends do, stick together.” Hadassah sent a brilliant smile his way and flitted on to the next rack. 

Dominic absently flipped through a small display of dresses. His mother once told him that every woman should own a little black dress—though he had no inkling why. Until now, when one woman in particular caught his attention. 

He snatched it up and held it out to Hadassah. “You should try it on.”

“My hair is black.” Hadassah studied the dress like a foreign object. 

Dominic laughed and held it toward her again. “You can put your hair up. I think it’ll look good on you. We don’t have to buy it if you hate it.” 

Hadassah sighed and wrinkled her nose. Yet another adorable little action Dominic hadn’t noticed before. 

What happened to not letting his heart get involved? Why must he melt every time she said his name or smiled in his direction? It was weak and wrong. He shouldn’t. And yet, he couldn’t help it around her. She spoke to the deepest parts of Dominic's being. Parts he hadn’t thought existed until recently. 

“Fine. I’ll try it.” Hadassah took it from his hands and skipped toward a dressing room. 

Satisfied, Dominic folded his hands behind his back and followed her. “Tell me why you never left the house. Does it have anything to do with the fear in your eyes at the pageant?” 

“I never said I never left the house,” Hadassah shot back. 

“Beloved...” Dominic shook his head at her. “Believe me, you never left the house. You aren’t tainted by troubles of the world. Someone sheltered you quite well.” 

Hadassah paused in her steps, then slid into a dressing room and closed the door behind her. “I don’t like to talk about it. There are... extenuating circumstances.” 

“Hadassah, I only want to protect you.” He wanted to hold her and tell her it would all be okay, but how could he assure that if she didn’t tell him what went wrong in the first place? 

Frustrating, irritating woman. 

A long sigh came from behind the door, then the clack of something being taken off a hanger. 

“My parents didn’t just die,” Hadassah confessed quietly. “They were killed. I was supposed to be in the car with them.” 

“Oh, love...” Dominic closed his eyes. Maybe he pressed too far this time. She probably felt as though the killer would come after her, too. “I’m sure whoever murdered them hasn’t had any second thoughts about you. It was so long ago...” 

“He sends notes. That’s why I don’t go out.” 

Dominic’s heart plummeted. No wonder Hadassah looked so frightened. The poor girl was being stalked by a killer, and that killer made it a game to taunt her. A rage built up in Dominic far beyond what he ever dealt with before. This rage coupled with protective instinct, and he couldn’t do anything but swallow the symptoms. 

Hadassah cracked the door and stood silhouetted in the opening. Black lace enveloped her arms, over her shoulders, and split into a wide V down her back. The simple black of the rest of the dress hugged her figure to mid-thigh, making her slim waist look tinier and her curves more pronounced. 

Dominic swallowed. Hard. “You’re stunning.” She looked like a woman, not a girl. A very desirable woman at that. “Do you like it?” 

Hadassah tucked a curl behind her ear and nodded timidly. “I don’t know what I would wear it to, though.” 

“Well, we can cross that bridge when we come to it.” Dominic grinned at her, hoping to lighten her mood. Their brief discussion turned heavier than he intended for today’s little excursion. He owed it to her to bring her happiness back. 

Hadassah reached for the price tag. 

Dominic reached out to snag her wrist. A rush of adrenaline shot through him at the brief contact. He wondered if he would ever stop responding to her that way. 

“Don’t look at the price,” he enticed her. “I have a feeling you wouldn’t like it so much if you knew the price.” 

Hadassah laughed and nodded her agreement. “Okay, I won’t look.” 

Dominic slowly pressed his lips to her palm. “Thank you.” 

“I... should change back into my other clothes.” Hadassah blushed clear to the roots of her hair.

Dominic grinned. He did have some effect on her. He began to think maybe she was immune after last night, but no. It was a thrill to know he could have her if he wanted her. Just now, he desperately wanted her. She was his wife, for heaven’s sake. They had to consummate the marriage sometime. 

Dominic turned his thoughts down another, safer road, and blew out a breath. That woman would be the death of him, it was just a matter of time. 
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Hadassah startled awake and tried to catch her bearings. A soft whine wound down somewhere over her right shoulder. Once her eyes adjusted to the dim interior, she remembered. The private plane. 

She sought Dominic in the darkness and found him asleep across the aisle from her. At least he wouldn’t question her about the nightmare. 

Her head thunked back against the headrest. Hadassah sighed. 

The last week had been wonderful, but still something was lacking. Dominic took her anywhere she wanted to go, showed her things she never dreamed she would be a part of, but at the end of the day, there was a protective wall between their hearts. 

Do not yoke yourself to an unbeliever weighed heavily on Hadassah's heart, a pang of crushing guilt that shamed her life in Christ. Had she not heard God after all? 

Dom was an amazing man, far gentler and kinder with her than she deserved. She got herself into this situation, but... she thought she felt God in the middle of it. She thought she heard that still, small voice that beckoned her on to greater things. 

Maybe that was why they hadn’t taken the marriage beyond contract and the time they spent together. Intimacy wasn’t something Hadassah could ever hope for with Dom. It wasn’t fair to expect that much from an arranged marriage.

Still... Hadassah would like it to be a real marriage. One where love ruled and arguments turned to laughter. A marriage where they could grow old together and still have all that passion and care inside of themselves. 

Dom stirred as everything stilled and silenced around them. He glanced out the window beside him, then over to Hadassah.

She smiled at him. Smiles opened doors to places even quiet words and gentle touches couldn’t. 

“We’re home.” Dom unfastened his seatbelt and moved across the aisle to help her with her own. 

Once Hadassah was free, he took a step back and headed for the door. Hadassah followed without a second thought. She just wanted a bed of her own, this once. She was tired from constant motion and more social activity than she could remember in all her years combined. 

The pilot lowered the stairs. Dom exited first. He stopped to reached back a hand and help Hadassah down. 

She took it and gingerly picked her way down the stairs. She wore heels because no one knew if the media would be there when they arrived home. Hettie once told her to always dress as if the press were critiquing her. Yet another exhausting memento of Hadassah's new life. 

She stumbled on the last step, but Dom easily scooped her up and set her on solid ground. Hadassah smiled up at him gratefully. 

“Looks like the media is properly diverted.” Dom looked around, but didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. 

Hadassah followed his gaze. “Is security meeting us?” 

“No.” Dom took her hand and stroked a thumb over the back of it. “We’re driving home.” 

“In what?” 

Dom motioned in front of them as he began to lead her. 

Hadassah took in the sight of the navy blue Rolls Royce and swallowed. It was beautiful, but it was also deadly. She knew that better than anyone. A fancy car killed her parents. 

“I-it’s... beautiful.” Hadassah tried not to let her voice squeak. 

Dom grinned at her, as though she complimented his first-born, and nodded in the general direction of the car. “You want to drive it?” 

“No!” The panic welled up faster than she could control it. How did she explain this to him? What did she say? “I-I don’t... I don’t drive.” 

“That’s alright.” Dom stepped closer and stroked a thumb over her cheek. “I’ll teach you.” 

Hadassah simply nodded. There were no words to describe how an expensive car and a long country highway made her feel. “Is it... safe?” 

Dom stopped and looked her over. “Of course. Are you sure you’re alright? You look pale.” 

No, she wasn’t alright. The entire idea of driving petrified her. She couldn’t make her brain jump to another subject. She couldn’t get in that car. What if something happened to her? What if something happened to Dom? 

“Hadassah?” Dom cradled her head against his chest. “Shh, beloved. What’s wrong?” 

Hadassah didn’t notice the sound of her own sobs until that moment. Great. He probably thought her an over-emotional, super-sensitive woman. “I-I’m fine. Really.” 

“No, you’re not. You’re upset.” He stroked his large hand over her hair. “Will you tell me why?” 

Hadassah squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t say. She promised Morgan she wouldn’t give anything away, and she meant it. As much as she wanted to explain, Dom would never understand until she told him every detail. She could never do that. 
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DOMINIC DIDN’T UNDERSTAND why Hadassah cried. Did he do something? Did he say something wrong? Her sobs tore at his heart. He didn’t know what to do. 

“I can’t tell you!” she wailed. 

Half of him wanted to shake her and make her tell him the truth. The other half wanted to hold her tightly and never let go. Something about Hadassah begged for his indulgence and protection. She called to the most natural instincts inside of him, and he had no choice but to respond to her spell. 

“It’s alright. Everything’s fine.” He swallowed his own curiosity and unease to comfort his wife. “Let’s get you home.” 

Dom turned her toward the car. 

Hadassah's entire body tensed in his hold. 

Dominic stopped to reevaluate the situation. She acted normally until they started to talk about the car. A ludicrous notion, but... “Hadassah, are you frightened of my Rolls?” 

Her head nodded against his chest. 

Dominic flinched. He didn’t want to see fear in her eyes again. He didn’t want to be the cause of it. However, he needed her to know he would never hurt her. 

He tilted her chin up and looked down into her face. So beautiful, so afraid. “Hadassah, do you trust me?” 

Her features twitched, as though the question hit her hard. She thought for a long moment, then nodded again. 

“Then trust me to get you home safely.” Dominic dropped a kiss to her pouted lips. 

“What if something happens to the car?” 

She rode in cars before. He rode with her, on multiple occasions. Why did this one scare her? “How often have you ridden in vehicles around town, hm?” Dom tried for a light tone. 

Hadassah shook her head. Raven curls flew out around her. “This is different.” 

“How is this any different? All cars are basically the same, some are just a little prettier than others.” He took her hand in his. 

“You don’t understand.”

“Make me understand.” Dominic wanted to know. He wanted all of her, every secret thought and innocent desire. Why wouldn’t she give it to him?

Hadassah shook her head again. “I can’t.” 

He might as well stop trying. She wouldn’t tell him anything. He only hurt her by pushing further than he should. “Okay. But, trust me this once? I swear I’ll get you home safely.” 

The answer came so quietly Dominic feared he might have imagined it. “Okay.”

He led her to the car himself, making sure to buckle her in and treat her with the utmost care. 

Dominic slid into the driver’s side with little trepidation, until he saw her face. 

Hadassah's fingers clenched together so tightly in her lap, they turned white. Her lips pressed into a single thin line against her blanched skin. 

In a move solely instinctual, Dominic reached over and took her hand into his. “It will be alright. I’ll see to it.” 

Hadassah gave him a tight nod and an even tighter smile. 

Dominic didn’t understand her fear, but he wouldn’t overlook it. This irrational fear of Hadassah's settled into one more open slot among the puzzle pieces of her mysterious past. 

One day, Dominic would discover the full truth. Maybe not tonight, while she looked so deathly frightened, but one day.

Dominic took his hand away just long enough to start the car and put it in gear, then kept her hand in his for the entire drive home.
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Merrick Crowe looked around the outside of the standard white-picket-fence house. Boxes littered the porch and a few plastic tubs sat in the front yard. An expected sight when the family within chose to move away. All the better for his career.

“Merrick!” Kurtis Higgins, former head of security, waved from the front porch. Too strange, to see him in jeans and a work shirt instead of his usual suit. 

Merrick pasted a smile on his face and strode up the few steps to meet him. “Kurtis. I’m so sorry you’re leaving the security detail. It won’t be the same without you.”

“Well, thank you for your condolences.” Kurtis laughed and motioned a hand toward the front door. “Come in, come in.” 

As if he had a choice. Protocol demanded he get this meeting over with. Kurtis knew even more about the entire security force than Merrick, his second-in-command. Besides, Kurtis still possessed all the threat logs, except Dominic McCrae’s copy, of course. 

Dominic kept his fingers in every aspect of his own life and business. That would be tricky to work around. 

Merrick stepped through the door behind Kurtis. Somewhere in another room, a child screeched and screamed. Merrick winced. How did the guy live like this? 

“Alexis!” Kurtis called through the house. 

A tall blonde emerged from a doorway, the wailing toddler on her hip. “Yes? Oh! Hi, Merrick.” 

Merrick inclined his head at Kurtis’ young wife. The age gap was practically ludicrous between them, but the man claimed he loved the girl. Whatever. Their life, their rules. Morality was only as good as the standard a single person set for himself. 

For some people, morality didn’t exist. Merrick liked it better that way. 

“Alexis, would you bring us some of those cookies you made? We’ll be in the office.” Kurtis pecked her cheek as he passed her. 

Alexis sighed, but nodded. “Okay. One minute.” 

Merrick didn’t pay attention to the rest of her explanation. He stepped into Kurtis’ office and relished the quiet. Screaming children disconcerted him. They always had. 

“Sorry about that.” Kurtis came in behind him and shut the doors. “Lydia is teething, and she’s having a really hard time with it.” 

“I’m not here to talk about your kid, Kurtis.” Merrick internally chided himself for the harsh tone. He was supposed to endear himself to this man, not push him away. He quickly added on to the end of his sentence, “as cute as she is.”

People said things like that, right? He didn’t know why it seemed stupid to him. Children were all the same. Little monsters.

Kurtis nodded and pulled out the binder of current threats. “Let’s get through this, then. There are several that seem relevant. Repeaters.” 

Merrick slid into a nearby chair and leaned forward. This was what he lived for, the adrenaline and the danger. “Tell me about them.” 

Kurtis flipped through letters, emails, and blog comments as he explained the common threads between a few more obscure threats. He took less than two minutes to page through the irrelevant threats with Merrick. 

Somewhere along the line, Alexis brought cookies. Even Merrick couldn’t say no to a treat like that. 

The sweet, chocolate tang on his tongue reminded him of his mother’s treats during his childhood. Merrick clenched a fist and pushed back the memories. Now wasn’t the time. 

Lately, it became harder and harder to compartmentalize between work, home life, and his true purpose. The lines all blurred together, and he didn’t know how much longer he could keep sane without trying something drastic. His vengeful spirit thirsted for blood. 

“This guy’s our real issue,” Kurtis brought Merrick back to the matter at hand. 

A series of letters escalated from strong dislike to murderous intent, all signed by the same name: T. 

Merrick raised an eyebrow. He had to admit, the excellent, almost poetic, structure of the letters impressed him. If only he could write like that. 

“We should eliminate him,” Merrick murmured to himself. His job was to keep the boss happy, and the boss was happiest when there weren’t any attempts on his life. 

Kurtis shrugged a shoulder. “I try not to take lives if I don’t have to, but it’s your show now. Don’t do anything illegal, and make sure you know his identity before you start shooting people.” 

Merrick grinned. By now, Kurtis knew better than to try to dissuade him from doing his job in any means he saw fit. Merrick's means might be a little unconventional, but the results were worth it. Now he could teach his ways to the rest of the security teams. They would join him and, in the end, he would be their beloved leader. They would all do anything for him.

At least, that’s how he saw the future going. His vision and the way life worked often lined up. Even Fate knew better than to tell Merrick Crowe to rethink and try again. 

“I won’t get the team in trouble, Kurtis. Relax.” Merrick slammed the ledger shut and offered a smile. “I have it under control. You taught me all I know.” And now the student will surpass the teacher. 

Kurtis nodded and scratched at the back of his neck. “I suppose you’ll be moving in here after we’re out. You won’t have to room with Ron anymore.” 

“I’m frankly surprised he still exists on the team.” Ron was the most inept, inconsiderate, selfish jerk Merrick ever knew. If it wasn’t illegal to throttle him, Merrick would have done him in ages ago. 

Kurtis chuckled and shrugged a shoulder. “He’s an asset. They come in all shapes and sizes, you know. You can’t tell everything about a person by how they act.” 

Merrick nodded, only half listening. He was already making plans to be rid of this threat once and for all.
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For the entire week they’d been home, Hadassah and Dom didn’t see each other more than a passing hello at breakfast. He had matters to attend at work, things he let go to spend time with her on their honeymoon. 

Lynette tried her best to keep Hadassah company. Hadassah knew she was a poor compatriot to her mother-in-law. She moped too often and remained silent so she wouldn’t complain. 

Aside from scooping her into his arms and planting mind-numbing kisses against her lips, Dom hadn’t made a move to solidify their marriage in any other department. Even Hadassah was beginning to wonder if she was doomed to a life without true love. 

She would talk to Hettie about it, but the woman would only tell her to take matters into her own hands. Which left her Morgan or Ellis to talk to. Since talking to Morgan would be awkward in this situation, she settled on texting with Ellis.

He offered little help, but a willing ear. 

Hadassah soon gave up trying to get him to understand.

What good was a marriage if there weren’t children? She didn’t want them yet, of course, but one day she dreamed of being a mother. Of being there for her own children in ways he parents never were for her. Of simply being there, period. 

For as long as she could remember, Hadassah wanted a family. One where her husband came home to her every night and her
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