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In every storm, there was a looming darkness that could never be deterred or escaped. Its path would be unpredictable. The winds could shift in an instant, causing untold damage. 

The only way to be rid of it would be to let nature run its course and let faith guide us, hoping to still be standing in the end. 
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After three excruciatingly long and painful months, today was finally the day I’d been waiting an eternity for. It would decide if my tumor would win and take my life or if, by some miracle, my body had survived the fight, and I would have a future. Given the nature of my aggressive glioma tumor, the odds were highly stacked against me. 

Sitting up in my bed, I faced my nightstand and allowed my feet to hit the old wooden floor. A cool breeze swept across my naked scalp as I eyed the three clean bandanas on my table. My choices today were a pastel pink and white, blue and silver, or dark purple and white. Going for optimism and cheeriness, I selected the pink-and-white one to brighten my spirits. I folded the material in half from corner to corner and raised my hands to tie it around my head. 

Losing my hair hadn’t bothered me as I viewed it as a battle wound. Even though I was at ease in my own skin, I wasn’t comfortable with all the stares that came along with being bald. Hiding it from the world was much easier than enduring the lingering inquisitive eyes that had probed me all day, every day.

As I shakily rose from my bed, my empty stomach twisted and churned, causing me to dry-heave for oxygen. My mouth was bitterly dry. I craved water so much these days, so I forced my weak limbs to carry me to the kitchen to fetch a glass. Each movement was slow and took great effort as I was still recovering from the horrid effects of the vigorous chemotherapy treatments.

As I tipped the glass up and let the water glide down my throat, I had to bite back my natural urge to vomit. I briefly closed my eyes, inhaled a deep breath before gradually releasing it, and sipped at my drink, hoping this technique would quell my queasiness. 

My abdominal area grumbled loudly, and I knew that I would have to stomach some sort of food before my morning appointment. Nothing appealed to me in the slightest. My taste buds had up and left me three days into chemo and had yet to return. 

I lifted the Sara Lee bread off the top of the microwave and pulled out one slice of bread to pop it down into the toaster. Then, I grabbed the butter from the fridge and the peanut butter from the white pantry. 

When I went back to the toaster, I numbly stared at the glowing red light on it while accepting that there were no words to describe the feelings I harbored inside me or how rapidly those emotions could change. 

I was hollow, a lifeless empty vessel. My throat and stomach would tolerate a minimally sufficient supply of food and nutrients in my bloodstream. If I pushed my limits with my meals, especially breakfast, it would come up in seconds. My limbs moved only enough to carry me where I absolutely needed to go, and sometimes, they’d refuse to do even that. My heart beat just enough times to keep me alive. Some days, since the odds of survival were so greatly stacked against me, I wondered if I would care if my tired cardiac muscle stopped. I was that weak, that defeated, and that desperate to not feel any pain.

A ping sounded, and my toast popped up. I reached for it, snatched a paper towel from the roll on the countertop, and began to lightly spread the butter and peanut butter on the warm bread. 

I took my food to the brown stool at the kitchen island and sat down while listening for my roommate and best friend, Iris, to see if she was awake. No noise was coming from the hallway, so I assumed she was still asleep. I’d heard her come in around three in the morning, so she must have had a busy night at the bar where she bartended part-time. 

I bit into my toast and chewed. Even though I couldn’t taste it, my gag reflex kicked in full force, and I had to resist the urge to spit out my food. Breathing in and out through my nose while chewing, I pondered over all the other times when I’d been strong and on top of the world, back to the days when my faith had been unbreakable, when I had wanted to live, and when I’d solemnly vowed to make this tumor my bitch. 

This was going to be one of those moments where I so desperately needed to cling on to my faith and my dream to live my life to its fullest potential again. 

Just ninety days ago, I had been happily engaged to a man who made me believe the world was ours to conquer. Nick and I had been eagerly counting down the eight months and four days until we would say the words I do to forever. 

That blissful countdown had come to an abrupt end less than twenty-four hours after I’d received wind of my new countdown. I’d been given an estimated six months to live, if the tumor proved to be unbeatable. A mere six months—that was it. At that time, I’d only had half of a year to scratch off every single dream on my bucket list. 

At first, chemotherapy had been a breeze. It’d numbed the pain in my heart from being ditched by the man I’d believed was my soul mate, someone who would stand by me till the end of time. But I’d quickly learned that Nick had no intentions of sticking it out during good times and bad—or poor health, I should say. 

I managed another bite of my whole-wheat toast and swallowed. It tasted like garbage, but then again, everything did.

As a distraction, I let my mind drift, thinking of how quickly life could change. One minute, I had been planning a wedding, and the next, I was on death row with a low percentage rate of survival. 

My harsh reality had given me a raw slap in the face. I had welcomed the pain though because it was less agonizing than the truth. And the truth was, I had been left to face this storm alone—with the exception of Iris. She was all I had. 

Other than Iris, I had no family here in Sarasota, Florida. My foster parents, Joyce and Frank, had kicked me out of their home two days after my eighteenth birthday when their state aid for me had come to an abrupt halt. Needless to say, we hadn’t spoken since, and I was going to turn twenty-six at the end of this month. 

But Iris was my savior, my angel in the flesh. Morning, noon, or night, she would be my shoulder to cry on, giving me words of affirmation when I truly needed them the most. She’d force me to fight on days when I wanted to let the darkness swallow me whole, praying it would carry me away to a place without excruciating pain and heartache or the impending feeling of defeat. 

I managed to eat my entire slice of toast within fifteen minutes, which was rather good for me. I rose from my spot and dumped my napkin into the trash bin before turning to go to my bedroom to dress for the big day.

To my right, Iris’s door opened, and she came bouncing down the hallway with her arms open wide for me. “It’s finally here! Today’s the day we’ve been waiting for, Raelyn!” She gingerly threw her arms around me, as if I were a frail twig that might break. 

Iris had a natural ability to make me smile, even when I simply didn’t want to. Those big hazel eyes of hers always seemed to aim straight at my heart, sparking a sliver of hope and light into me. 

But as much as I wanted to believe in a positive outcome, I had to make sure she knew that the likelihood of this appointment working out in my favor was slim. I needed her to be prepared. If she fell apart on me in the doctor’s office, I’d undoubtedly lose it and have no one to hold me up. And I was already on the verge of crumbling. 

“Iris,” I began softly, “I hope you understand that there is a high probability that today might not go as you’ve planned in your head.” I searched her gaze while holding back an onslaught of tears. “I…I just need you to be prepared for the worst.” 

Iris slowly drew back and tapped her fingers across my cheek, giving me a friendly slap. “Stop it. I won’t tolerate any of your negativity,” she demanded sternly. “Your body has kicked this cancer’s ass these past few months, and Dr. Enright is going to confirm my beliefs in less than an hour,” she added confidently, referring to my oncologist, as she set her hand on her slender hip and tilted her head at me. “And after he does, you’re going to take me out to Starbucks, so we can have mochas.”

The thought of tasting chocolate on my tongue sounded heavenly. However, I knew I wouldn’t be able to taste its awesome flavor because everything I ate or drank tasted the same—bland. I tucked the negative thought away. I’d sacrificed enough recently. If by some miracle Iris were right, I’d have a mocha and drink all of it, praying it’d agree with my sensitive stomach. 

Returning my attention to Iris, I was in complete awe of her. She was strong, resilient, and confident enough for both of us. Her inner faith was unbreakable and admirable. I wished I could reach into her soul and borrow just a sliver of it, especially for this meeting with my doctor. 

Feeling the moisture running down my cheeks, I finally let out a deep breath. “Okay.” I nodded. “If he tells me I’m cancer-free, we’ll have a chocolate date.”

“Not if he tells you.” Iris narrowed her eyes. “When he tells you.”

I rolled my eyes in exasperation, knowing this was a losing battle. Iris’s determination was not something to be argued with, so I laughed. “Fine! When! When he tells me!”

“Attagirl.” Iris grinned and lightly patted my shoulder, as if I were a delicate flower. “Now, go peel yourself out of those pajamas and put on something cheery, so we can go hear the doc’s good news.”

So, I did, all the while clinging to Iris’s hope. 
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By the time Iris pulled into the hospital parking lot, I was regretting not bringing a paper bag with me. I was damn near hyperventilating, and we hadn’t even walked into the doctor’s office yet. My fingers were trembling, and my skin felt clammy. I was unsure of if I would pass out, have a panic attack, or cry. My emotions were getting the best of me, and I didn’t like feeling so vulnerable. 

Choosing a vacant space in between a minivan and a truck, Iris parked her white Honda Civic, and then she quietly withdrew her keys and slipped them into her purse. When she finally glanced at me, her eyes were tender and filled with compassion. “You ready?” she asked softly. 

I adamantly shook my head back and forth. “No,” I admitted truthfully. In fact, I wanted to deny how important this moment was going to be. It would decide my fate, my future. I wanted to run away and hide forever, but I could only escape the truth for so long. 

“You got this, Raelyn.” She set her hand atop mine and reassuringly patted me. “Today, you’ll get your life back. No more chemo.”

If my treatment option hadn’t worked, I’d be looking at another considerable choice to make. Either I would have to do another round of chemotherapy—the thought chilled my bones and made my stomach roll—or I’d have to live out the rest of my days being ill.

As if reading my thoughts, Iris squeezed my hand. “I want you to know that, no matter what Dr. Enright says, I will be by your side, and I will support you unconditionally, Raelyn. We will make it through this—together.”

Gosh, I love this woman. 

She was my rock. I’d never have survived this unwelcomed card that life had dealt me if it wasn’t for Iris.  

“Thank you.” I smiled, choking back another round of tears. 

“You’re welcome.” She let go of my hand and opened her door. “Now, get your ass out of the car, so we can get this over with.”

I had to laugh at her abrupt mood swing. One minute, Iris could be the sweetest person someone had ever met, and the next, she would be a complete hard-ass. She was a teddy bear with a grizzly bear heart. 

I exited her car, and Iris came up to me. She looped her arm through mine, and the two of us made the short walk through the parking lot to the front door of the brick building.

Once inside, the waiting room was rather quiet. Only two other people were in the office. One was a gentleman, who appeared to be in his mid-sixties, and he was reading the newspaper with his wife by his side. 

As Iris went to take a seat, I passed by the aquarium and headed to the counter to greet the receptionist. With all my visits, I knew her by her first name. 

“Hi, Beth. I have a nine o’clock appointment with Dr. Enright.”

“Hello, Ms. Jennings,” Beth greeted me with a kind smile while slipping on her black-and-gold reading glasses. She picked up a white clipboard and handed it to me over the beige countertop. “You know the drill. I just need your signature.”

I signed my name and the date before giving the clipboard back to her. 

“Thank you,” she said, grabbing what appeared to be my chart. She opened it and scanned the first page. “Is your address, telephone number, and insurance still the same?” 

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Great.” She motioned to the row of blue chairs by the bay window where Iris was sitting patiently. “Please have a seat. Dr. Enright will be with you shortly, dear.”

I joined Iris and placed my hands in my lap. To the right of two bold water paintings across the room, the clock displayed that it was ten minutes till nine. 

As I waited for what felt like an eternity, my heart hammered uncontrollably in my chest, and my pulse throbbed at my temples. Nerves crept in with every passing second, and my fingers began to shake. I linked them together to stop them and inhaled a calming breath. 

At five till nine, I was fiddling with the lower button of my blouse while quietly tapping my feet on the tiled floor. I itched to go up to the clock and fast-forward it to a measly five minutes before my mind went crazy.

This appointment would determine everything, my whole life, and I was powerless to alter the outcome of it. All I could think of was that I should have rested more during my chemo treatments so that my body would be at its best, I should have eaten the proper foods to make sure I would have adequate nutrition to beat this tumor, and I should have drunk a sufficient amount of water, as it was a key factor to good health and flushing out my system. 

What if I did something wrong, and I worsened my chances to survive? 

I forced myself to stifle the profound urge to cry. I didn’t want to die. I desperately wanted to live.

Iris grabbed my hand and enclosed it between the two of hers, causing me to gaze up at her. “We got this,” she whispered to me so that only I could hear her. “You’re going to be okay, Raelyn.” 

I tried to let her strength seep inside my every nerve ending, including my mind and heart.

“Raelyn Jennings,” Olivia, the oncologist’s nurse, called from the door straight ahead of me. She was dressed in purple scrubs and clutched a manila folder in one hand. 

“That’s me.” As I leaped to my feet, my heart plummeted to my stomach. My knees trembled so badly with every step toward the nurse. 

“How are you today, Ms. Jennings?” Olivia kindly asked me once I was in the corridor with Iris on my heels.

I was always uncertain of how to respond to that particular question. Surely, honesty was the best answer, but that wouldn’t be too bright of an answer. Instead, I offered, “I’m okay. Thank you.” 

I automatically stepped on the nearby scale, and Olivia jotted down my weight. A frown marred my features when I saw that I’d lost another three pounds. I had truly been trying my best to eat, but it had been so difficult. I didn’t enjoy being scrawny and weak. I yearned to have my curves back, so I promised myself to eat a little extra at lunchtime. 

The nurse proceeded to pull out a metal tab from the back of the scale to document my height. At least I had that going for me, and I never had to fight with that number. 

Finished, Olivia led Iris and me into a room where she routinely checked my pulse, blood pressure, and temperature. She went to Dr. Enright’s desk that was placed against the left wall and lowered herself into the plush leather chair. “Any new medications or changes you’d like for me to note for Dr. Enright?” she queried, rotating to face me. 

I shook my head from side to side and told her, “No.”

“All right,” she replied, jotting down another note in my chart. “Any fevers?”

“Not since about three weeks ago, and I informed the doctor of it.”

“Okay.” Olivia smiled and rose from the small desk while closing my chart. “Dr. Enright will be here in just a few minutes.”

I thanked Olivia, and then she left Iris and me alone. My legs automatically began to pace the room from the two waiting chairs to the doctor’s desk to the cream-colored cot in front of me to a small sink and mirror on the far right corner of the room, only to repeat my tiny confined circle all over again. There was no soothing my anxiety. I was strung far too tight. One twitch of a muscle, and my short fuse would ignite, causing me to shoot off into the sky like a rocket. It was pure torture at its finest.

For the first time that I could remember since I’d become sick, Iris let me be, as though she knew how fragile I was. Each time I passed her, I dimly noted that she had shifted in her seat. 

At last, a knock sounded on the door. 

I nearly shouted, “Come in!”

Dr. Enright strolled into the room, calm and collected as ever. My gaze traveled over his face, attempting to read his royal-blue eyes, in hopes of finding the answers I so desperately needed. They revealed nothing, of course. He was a sealed vault. 

He tilted his head toward Iris, causing his gray hair to shimmer beneath the overhead lighting. Looking back at me, he said, “Ms. Jennings, how are you this morning?”

I couldn’t lie to him. This was Dr. Lucas Enright, the man who had to be around the age of my foster parents, and he held my future in his hands. He knew all my worst fears about this tumor—the main one, the possibility of having my life being ripped away from me. There was no reason to withhold the truth from him.

“I’m a mess,” I confessed on a whoosh. My chest deflated with the sudden harsh movement, and white stars danced in my line of vision.

Dr. Enright set his hand on my arm to steady me. I blinked several times until I observed his brows were scrunched together—in understanding or maybe pity. 

Gosh, I hope that’s not pity.

“Raelyn, please have a seat.” He guided me toward Iris. “With my old age, I’m afraid my reaction time has slowed. If you faint, I’d hate for you to hurt yourself.”

I sat down next to Iris. She linked her hand with mine as Dr. Enright pulled up his chair from my left and positioned himself right in front of me.

I stopped breathing. This is it—the moment I’ve been waiting for.

“Raelyn”—Dr. Enright let out a breath and smiled softly—“I’m not going to go into in-depth medical details that you might not understand. Hell, some of it I don’t even understand, as it clearly goes against science.” His tone was full of wonder. 

“Just tell me,” I cried unevenly, locking eyes with the doctor before holding my breath once again. 

“I’m delighted to say that you’re in remission, Raelyn. There will be no need to continue another phase of chemotherapy.”

Iris shot forward in her chair, making it squeak against the white tiled floor. “Oh my God,” she wept with a death grip on my hand.

The room began to spin as my vision blurred. Ten thousand emotions seized me and held me captive. That short emotional fuse I’d been worried about was now lit. 

“What?” I asked Dr. Enright, my voice splintering along with my heart at the possibility of his words being true. I was certain I had misunderstood him. “But…but you told me that my chances of survival were”—I blinked several times, but I stood no chance against the rush of tears—“minimal.”

“They were,” the doctor stated softly, shaking his head in awe. “I can’t really even explain it myself. As I said, the nature of your specific type of glioma tumor was extremely aggressive, and for it to respond to chemotherapy goes against science. My hopes were to give you more time, knowing the odds of a complete recovery would be slim to none. Today, I sit before you as a proud man to be proven wrong.” He revealed a genuine smile and handed me my most recent scan. “Your MRI is clear. You are in complete remission, Raelyn. You are cancer-free.” 

Riveted in silence, I glanced down at the MRI. The mass I recalled seeing on the original scan was indeed gone. By some miracle, it had vanished with my treatments. 

“I’m—” I broke off and inhaled a fresh breath of air. “I’m cured?”

“Yes.” Dr. Enright beamed at me. Within seconds, his expression sobered. “But, Raelyn, I need you to understand that, more often than not, tumors such as yours have a high chance of redeveloping at some point in time. With that said, there is little knowledge of how long you will remain in remission.”

My throat swelled. I swallowed thickly at this new information while nodding. “I understand.”

Dr. Enright placed his hand on mine. His eyes filled with compassion as he said, “I will still need to monitor you closely, and we will need to repeat an MRI every three months.” 

“Okay.”

“Congratulations, Ms. Jennings.” Dr. Enright slightly lifted his hand and offered a handshake. “You are a free woman.”

I slipped my palm into his, overtaken by the emotions brewing inside me. 

I’m free…but for how long?
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Six Months Later

As I walked through the front doors of Adam & Jennings Accounting Services, I reveled in the feeling of the early morning slight breeze as it blew my sandy-blonde hair across my face. 

To most, it would be considered a nuisance but not to me. My hair—my real hair—was actually growing. It finally bounced with my strides and was even long enough to curl the ends, which made me feel like a whole new woman in so many ways. 

It was such a simple thing in life, yet to a cancer survivor, it was so much more. I’d been blessed to inhale the fresh air surrounding me for another day. I was alive.

I had three clear MRIs under my belt, and while I still feared the unknown of when my tumor might reappear out of thin air, I was determined to live life to its fullest. I wanted to have a thriving career, buy a tiny house on a prairie and decorate it with my own personal touch, and travel the world to see new places. Maybe someday, I’d even brave getting a tattoo.  

“Hi, Raelyn!” Tim Beckett scurried after me. 

En route to my office at the far end of the building, I waved at Kate and Liz. “Hey, Tim.” I smiled kindly at my personal assistant of five and a half months. “How are you this morning?” I queried, setting my briefcase down on my desk.

Tim had replaced Joe Hinesburg. Joe was my first assistant who had been with me for three years until he’d politely resigned when I fell ill. I completely understood his reason for leaving Adam & Jennings Accounting Services though. In my absence, there was no other place for Joe to move within the company, and he had a family to provide for. The two of us had parted on good terms, and I’d even written a letter of recommendation for him, so he could find another reputable job in the field. 

“Never better,” Tim replied with a wink, approaching the side of my desk with a brown disposable cup in his grasp. I could feel his eyes on me with each step. “I brought you your favorite coffee with cream and one sugar.” He grinned. “Just like you like it.”

I gently took the cup from him. With him standing so close, I had to tip my head up to meet his gaze. The man was a staggering six feet two against my petite five-four frame. 

“That’s very thoughtful of you, Tim.” I smiled. “Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome.” A shy smile spread across his thin lips, and his brown eyes shimmered a little too much. 

It made my belly coil with anxiety. I was hoping Tim wouldn’t start our jam-packed morning with the one question that would make me want to run ninety miles in the opposite direction of him—or any man, for that matter.

Right on cue, Tim asked, “I know it’s a workday and all, but I was hoping we could maybe have a bite to eat at that little café around the corner, if there is time for a lunch break today?”

My chest constricted around the walls of my heart, and my attention drifted to everywhere in the room but the man standing in front of me. 

There was only one thing I’d absolutely denied myself since I was given a second chance at life, and that was falling in love. Love was a fantasy. I’d learned my lesson in the worst possible way. I’d been left alone, nearly on my deathbed, to battle for my next breath by a man who was supposed to love me until the end of our days, in health and sickness. 

My stomach twisted painfully. That hadn’t happened though. 

There was something to be said about being a survivor. With a wound that had broken the flesh came a rough dark scab. It was considered the first stage of healing. A deeper incision of the skin was guaranteed to leave a scar in its place, especially when it was inflicted upon the heart. Instead of letting mine heal on its own, I’d stamped an armor made of impenetrable steel over it. That way, the armor would firmly seal over my heart, and they would fuse together, creating a bond stronger than any glue. This method would ensure my survival and save me from the possibility of ever allowing myself to be wounded again. It was a win-win all around. 

I met Tim’s disappointed stare, feeling the sudden unease in the room at my extended silence. I swallowed thickly. “I’m sorry, Tim. I can’t…” I began. My voice was light and sincere, hoping he wouldn’t take my words the wrong way. 

Tim was just trying to be nice, and he was a nice guy, but I knew where this conversation was leading.

“I know, I know. Not a date. Just work stuff,” he rambled nervously, tucking his hands into the front pockets of his gray-and-white pinstriped suit. His embarrassment didn’t go undetected by me as he continued, “I thought we could take Heathman’s file with us and review some numbers for your appointment with Damien at one this afternoon.”

I couldn’t help but feel that Tim was changing his tactics, using work as his main reason to spend extra time with me, but I was quickly distracted. Just hearing the name Damien Heathman made my nerves spike into overdrive. 

Heathman Enterprises was a huge account that my partner, Cale Adam, usually handled. However, Cale wanted to land another great opportunity with Bryson Hendricks, who had recently been shopping for a respectable accounting firm, so Cale planned to pass Heathman Enterprises over to me. 

I pushed my anxiety aside, knowing I was beyond ready for this appointment. I’d studied Heathman’s file for the past two months, and I knew it like the back of my hand. 

I politely told Tim, “I will block thirty minutes in my schedule late this morning, so we can look over the numbers together.” I nervously pointed to my desk and clarified, “Here. In the office. Say, eleven o’clock?”

“Sounds great.” Tim headed for the door. With his hand on the wooden frame, he softly smiled back at me. “See you soon.”

I emptied the rush of air I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, thankful I’d dodged a bullet. Now, it was time to get to work. 
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At my desk, I was knee-deep in finishing up some paperwork as Cale breezed into my office at half past ten. 

Tearing my gaze away from my task at hand, I saw Cale’s vibrant green eyes lock on mine as he continued forward with his usual sense of superiority and mischief. 

“Hey, Rae.” Cale smiled casually. 

I quirked a brow at my business partner and longtime friend as he sat in the brown leather chair across from me. “Raelyn,” I corrected him for the millionth time. 

Placing his hands behind his head, he leaned back in the seat and shot me his famous teasing smirk. “But that’s a mouthful. Rae is only one syllable.” 

I was so glad to see him in a good mood. It was a rare sight these days. Still, I couldn’t help but playfully narrow my eyes at him. “Because two syllables are so much harder to say?” 

He snapped his fingers and then pointed at me. “You got it.”

I rolled my eyes, knowing I’d never win this battle with him. Cale had been calling me Rae since college, only doing so to grate on my nerves, like a big brother would pick on his little sister. It was annoying and frustrating, to say the least. 

I picked up a random piece of scratch paper on my desk, wadded it into a ball, and chucked it, aiming for his pretty boy face. “Is there a reason you are here to see me? Some of us have work to do.”

Laughing, he caught it in his hands in the nick of time. The rapid movement caused a loose strand of hair to flop forward on his forehead. “You mean, other than to bother you? No.”

Before I could figure out what to toss at him next, Cale added, “I just stopped in to see if you were ready for your meeting with Damien Heathman.” His expression softened. “I know how nervous you get before you meet with clients.”

Another bad thing about close friends was that they knew your weak spots. I, for one, was a catastrophe waiting to happen when it came to presentations and public speaking. No matter how much I practiced and memorized my speech, I’d always clam up, and my mind would go blank. I was hopeless. 

That didn’t mean I would ever acknowledge my weakness aloud, so I feigned complete nonchalance and squared my shoulders. “I’m not nervous,” I stated on a fib. “I’ve read Heathman’s file at least twenty times, front to back, so this should be a walk in the park.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Cale lifted his hand and tossed the wad of scrap paper in the trash can at the right of my desk. “Damien is an outstanding guy. I don’t foresee him giving you any trouble—as long as you know your numbers.”

“That’s a relief,” I replied, knowing I could always trust Cale to be honest with me. 

Plus, he and Damien were friends outside of work, so my partner’s admission put me at ease. 

“All right.” Cale rose from his position and stood before me. “I have an appointment with Wittman and Sons Law Firm at twelve sharp. I expect to be back in time to sit in on your meeting with Damien, but I want you to go ahead and start without me if I run a few minutes late.”

My heart fell with the weight of Cale’s words related to his ongoing heartache over his unexpected divorce from Sage. Of all the people who I’d thought would be married for the long haul, it was the two of them. They’d been the perfect couple all through college and exchanged vows shortly after we’d graduated.

“Are you okay, Cale?” I asked, unsure of what else to say. Then, I silently chided myself for my stupid question. Of course he wasn’t okay. I quickly recovered with, “I mean, is there anything I can do for you?”

A dozen emotions skirted across his features. The grief and regret were apparent in his eyes, and I hurt for him. 

“No, thanks.” He smiled sadly. “Don’t worry. I’ll be okay soon.” 

“I’m sorry.” I squeezed my hands together in my lap, wishing I could give him a hug. 

Cale wasn’t a hugging kind of guy though. He rarely showed his feelings, and when he did, he would be a ticking time bomb with a short fuse. I didn’t want to be the one to set him off. 

“Don’t be.” He sighed, hiding the pain in his eyes. “It took me a long time to realize that Sage and I were never meant to be husband and wife.” He tucked his right hand into the front pocket of his suit and shrugged. “Separating is the best thing for the both of us. I don’t want to be the one to drag her down.”

Confused, I wanted to ask him to elaborate. 

Before I had a chance to respond, Cale opened the door and said, “See you later, Rae. Good luck.” 

I frowned at my door. Something had been off with him lately. I only wished I had the slightest clue as to what that might be.
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After my rundown over Heathman’s account with Tim, I felt confident and prepared. Gathering all my necessary documents, I stacked them into a neat pile on the corner of my desk. It was twenty till one, but I wanted to be extra early to my meeting, so I could be in the room first to help keep my nerves at bay. 

My head whipped up at the sound of a light tapping on the door. 

“Come in.”

“Hey, Raelyn.” Kate, our secretary, popped her head into my office and smiled. “Mr. Heathman, your one o’clock appointment, is here. Would you like me to take him to the conference room, or should I seat him in the waiting room?” she asked, shooting my whole plan to shit.

I let out a deep breath. There goes having the upper hand of being the first person in the room. 

Surely, men like Damien Heathman, who was our top-paying client, were never seated in a waiting room, so I told her, “No, that’s all right, Kate. Please show him to conference room A, and tell him I’ll be with him in just a moment.”

“Of course. Good luck.” She winked.

All I could do was nod as Kate shut the door. Once alone, my breathing began to accelerate, but I tried to remind myself to remain calm. After all, Heathman Enterprises was already a secured account with Adam & Jennings Accounting Services. I was merely showing Damien that he was being transferred to capable hands. 

With my self-assurance firmly tucked back into place, I lifted my files and tightly clutched them to my chest. I walked to the door where I opened it with clammy fingers. My pulse hammered unsteadily with every step down the narrow hallway en route to my destination. I focused my attention on the elegant water paintings that Cale and I had collected in an effort to spruce up our office.

Tim was waiting for me outside the conference room with the wooden door still closed. He leaned his tall, slender body toward mine. “You ready?” he asked with a grin.

“Yes, of course,” I said, feeling anything but.

His eyes searched mine with worry. “Would you like me to sit in on this with you until Cale arrives?”

Disappointment rolled through me at learning that my wingman was still amiss, but I quickly squashed it like a small bug. It was just me and the numbers. They were facts—consistent, reliable, and truthful. There was no room to doubt them. I could do this.

“No.” I shook my head adamantly and reiterated, “I can do this.” The latter was more reassurance for myself than for Tim. 

I’d just have to follow Cale’s advice that he always used when he felt intimidated by powerful clients that our company depended on. I’d search Damien for some kind of flaw visible to the eye. Maybe I’d get lucky, and he’d have a ketchup or mustard stain on his shirt for me to stare at, a large bald spot on top of his head, or a big red pimple on his crooked nose that I could focus on. I just needed one minor imperfection to zone in on. 

“Yes, you can.” Tim set his hand on my shoulder and gently squeezed it. “Go get ’em, tiger.”

“Thanks.” I laughed nervously. 
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After Tim opened the conference room door for me, I casually strolled inside where I came to an abrupt halt at the sight of the man across the room. Damien Heathman was standing in front of a long, narrow window with his right forearm resting on the side of the wooden trim, slightly above his head, with his torso facing me. The door closing behind me sounded at my back, but my attention was focused solely in front of me. 

“Oh God,” I breathed out in a whisper. My heart crashed against my breastbone at a dangerous speed, momentarily shaking my armor out of place, as I drank in the sight of Damien Heathman.

His dark brown hair shone in the natural lighting beaming in through the glass, nearly making him glow. His shoulders and arms filled out every perfect inch of his black suit in all the right ways and narrowed in at his waist. His posture radiated strength and confidence that was palpable in the room. 

As I desperately tried to fortify the steel armor around my heart once again, Damien turned to face me, and a pair of shielded gray eyes met mine. They were so dark, troubled, and completely guarded that it was as if he were concealing himself from the world…and me. As his eyes effectively wrecked me with their intensity, my breath was knocked clear out of my lungs. 

Over the course of the next several beats, time appeared to suspend as our gazes remained locked on one another, green against gray, taking each other in, him assessing me and me gauging him. I was rendered speechless, completely riveted and captured by his powerful stare. 

When he finally made the first step toward me around the rectangular oak table in the center of the oblong room, my natural instinct to run slammed into me, begging me to get as far away from this man as possible, yet my feet remained unresponsive to my mind screaming at me to take flight. Somehow, I knew he would be hazardous to my heart. 

I tightly clutched my files to my chest like they were my lifeline, yet it didn’t stop my pulse from hammering and pounding wickedly in my veins. I wanted to break our connection, but I wouldn’t dare look away from those penetrating gray eyes that were still holding me as he continued to close the distance between us. 

I was a quivering mess, not him though. No, Damien continued straight for me with deliberate, purposeful strides. Each one seemed like an electrical spark to my heart, as if trying to bring it to life, and my body felt hot, really hot.

He neared with confidence, and my impulse to flee grew stronger, as did my unexplainable resistance to leave the confined space. 

My mind continued to refute back and forth over its internal struggle until Damien came to a stop in front of me, and I was forced to take in the full impact of his stunning features. His strong cheekbones led to a square jaw, and his muscular, tall body towered over my petite frame. 

Oh, sweet Jesus. I drew in a shaky breath. 

He was utter perfection. 

As his gaze slowly traveled all over my face, lingering here and there, the hard edges of his own seemed to soften…or maybe they were just replaced with curiosity at my peculiar reaction to him—which of the two, I was unsure. 

When he outstretched his hand between us, I had no choice but to look straight into those powerful grays again. 

“Raelyn Jennings?” His voice was low and alluring. 

I was embarrassed by my lack of manners to introduce myself first, but my brain couldn’t string together two words for the life of me. 

“Yes,” I replied breathlessly, attempting to hide my bundle of nerves and how he’d deeply affected me. “Damien Heathman, I presume?” I gingerly set my hand in his. 

The shocking current I’d felt at the sight of him was nothing compared to his touch, and I jolted back from the connection.

In a feeble attempt to sidetrack myself and regain my composure, I frantically let my gaze roam up and down him, searching for a nasty blemish on his devastatingly handsome tanned skin or a gigantic stain on the front of his black suit paired with a collared white shirt and black-and-gray tie. 

God, where is your mustard or ketchup or ranch stain? I need something! He has to have at least one flaw visible to the eye! 

Damien cleared his throat and laughed. “Excuse me?”

My entire body went rigid, practically seizing with fright. No. No. I couldn’t have possibly said that aloud. 

A warm thumb and index finger gently clasped the bottom of my chin and lifted it until I had no other choice than to look at those gray eyes that rendered me speechless and stupid. 

Damien tilted his head to the side, thoughtfully perusing me. “I didn’t have mustard or ketchup or ranch for lunch,” he stated, confirming my worst fear, before arching a curious brow. “Is this how you greet all your clients?”

Appalled by his question and my lack of professionalism, I gaped at him while my armor clamped back into place. “No, of course not!” I sputtered as my body temperature rose a few degrees against my will.

The corner of his lip twitched, revealing a semblance of a smile. The faint movement created a slight dimple at the side of his full lips. “Just me then?” He grinned, his eyes pulling me further into a flustered state of haze. 

“Never.” I laughed to mask my embarrassment. 

“Interesting.” He thrummed gruffly from the back of his throat as his thumb trailed down my neck, sending waves of heat scorching in its path. “And this?” he stated, no doubt referring to the reddened flesh of my skin. “That’s not normal either?” 

Now, I was just pissed—not only at his brazenness, but also at my stupid reaction to a man I didn’t even know. Without a single thought, I slapped his hand away, the sound reverberating throughout the closed room. 

“No,” I stated harshly. “And how ungallant and egotistical of you to point it out.” At his stunned expression, I tried to recover myself. “This building is rather hot and humid in the summer months.” 

“Indeed.” He grinned mischievously. The look appeared to lighten the shield around his eyes, softening them. 

Dismissing his comment, I gestured to the conference table to get us back on track. “Please have a seat, Mr. Heathman, so we can begin our meeting.”

Without giving him a chance to respond, I skirted around him, careful to make sure our bodies didn’t brush along one another. Here I was, falling face-first at this rude but gorgeous man when I had a job to do. 

Well, no more.

My nude pumps clinked against the tiled floor as I went to the head of the table. I sat down and opened my folder, so I could organize my notes. Luckily, I knew my presentation well, but I still wanted to have them in the proper order. 

I was briefly surprised when Damien unbuttoned his jacket and seated himself in the first chair at my right side. It was entirely too close for my liking, but I quickly regained my composure. 

Once I was ready, I glanced over at Damien, who had been waiting patiently for me. I wanted to start our meeting out strong, so I kindly said, “So, Mr. Heathman, I presume Cale has informed you that I’ll be taking over your accounting needs from here on out.”

His brows lifted at my confidence, and he retorted, “Actually, I believe I’m here for you to prove that you’re worthy of such a valued position.” He sat forward in his seat. His tall torso towered over me, giving me the impression that he was sizing me up. “I take my business seriously, Ms. Jennings. When it comes to placing my company’s finances in someone else’s hands, I expect nothing less than complete honesty and perfection in return.” 

“I absolutely agree, and that’s exactly what Adam and Jennings Accounting Services intends on continuing to give you.” I acknowledged him with a tilt of my head. 

Clearly, Damien Heathman played hardball. 

I handed him a few sets of copies of my numbers that I’d made for him. “I already took the liberty of thoroughly familiarizing myself with your accounts, and I have some great ideas to present you with.” 

“Good,” he replied, grabbing the papers to look them over. “Let’s hear your best pitch then, Ms. Jennings.” He leaned back in his chair and grinned. “I’m all yours.”

He definitely was not mine, but I was more focused on clearing the other misconception at hand, so I told him, “Mr. Heathman, let’s just get one thing straight before I begin. I have no intention of pitching you anything. To me, it relays a fabricated speech with room for uncertainty and broken promises. I will give you nothing less than you deserve, which is showing you the numbers and facts because they never lie. Then, you’ll have every possible scenario in front of you to determine the future of your businesses.” 

I thought I saw a sliver of admiration in his eyes before they went unreadable. It gave me just the right amount of courage to go full speed ahead. I dived deep into each and every one of Damien’s companies, reviewing their expenses, where cuts could be taken, profit margins, and areas for improvement. I explained where a healthy calculated risk could be afforded and other areas that needed growth to increase revenue first. Then, I gave him the total numbers of all his companies together.

Cale quietly entered the room somewhere in the middle of my presentation. I momentarily faltered as Damien’s demeanor shifted, and he narrowed in on my partner. Cale seemed oblivious to Damien’s peculiar assessment though. When Damien returned his attention to me, I quickly shoved the thought aside and recovered flawlessly, knowing I had a job to do. 

All the while, Damien came at me left and right with solid questions. I was proud of myself for being able to answer all of them. My preparation had paid off, no doubt. I instantly admired Damien for keeping up on his companies as well as having a professional accounting service as a second opinion. I personally knew firsthand that one could never be too safe. Whether someone was in charge of billions or just a few hundred, they needed to account for every hard-earned penny, and Damien didn’t fall short on his involvement. 

When I finally finished, I was nearly out of breath. 

Regarding me, Damien sat quietly in his chair and stroked his thumb back and forth across his pen until he finally softly said, “I have to admit, you’re not what I expected.”

At my left, Cale leaned forward and linked his fingers together with a broad smile on his face. “See?” He smirked at Damien. “I told you, no one is more thorough than Jennings.” He pointed at the north end of the building. “Her name is on the front of my office for a reason. Raelyn is one of the best.”

I ignored the urge to correct Cale and say our building since our partnership was fifty-fifty, but I refrained. It was probably an honest mistake, and I was too eager to hear Damien’s thoughts. Plus, I was confused as to why the whole time Cale had spoken, Damien had kept his attention on me without a single glance at Cale. It was rather unnerving. My instincts told me there was some kind of unspoken animosity between Cale and Damien, and I was clearly out of the loop. I swallowed thickly, suddenly feeling uncomfortable at my discovery. 

Damien distracted my reservations by lifting his hand to run it back and forth along the base of his chin, intently observing me. “You’re very good at your job. I’m quite impressed.”

“Thank you,” I replied. Gathering my paperwork, I gave him my most valued motto, “Numbers never lie.”

“They don’t,” he agreed with a tilt of his head. Then, his eyes went black, and his jaw twitched. “Or they’re not supposed to.”

I was about to ask what he meant when Cale leaped to his feet. The movement sent his chair flying backward. “Well, spectacular job, Rae.” He clapped his hands together. “I’ll expect an update on Mr. Heathman’s file on my desk each month.”

Damien shot Cale a cold stare. “That won’t be necessary. I believe Ms. Jennings is fully capable of taking over my accounts from here on out.”

Cale shifted on his feet, making me frown in confusion. Yes, something was definitely going on between these two, and suddenly, I didn’t want to find myself wedged in the middle of it. I’d have to voice my concerns to Cale later when we were alone. 

“Very well then.” Cale cleared his throat and faced me. “Be in my office in ten.”

The atmosphere instantly went tense. I didn’t need to look at Damien to confirm the animosity pouring out of him. I could feel it. 

I decided to be the go-between just once. “All right,” I told my partner. Then, I gave my full attention to Damien. “Let me see you out, Mr. Heathman.” 

I advanced toward Damien while gesturing at the door. “Right this way.”

Seconds felt like hours before Damien tore his gaze away from Cale and peered down at me. His eyes were fully guarded and distant, but his head nodded subtly. 

Together, Damien and I ambled out of the room. All the while, I felt Cale’s heated eyes on my back. I had no idea what in the hell was going on, but I intended to find out.

Once Damien and I reached the front doors of the building, Damien opened it and spoke softly, “Walk me to my car?”

I wanted to say no. I really did, yet for some reason, I found myself nodding my head in agreement and crossing over the threshold. 

I squinted at the bright light that assaulted my line of vision until my eyes adjusted. The tinge of humidity in the air did nothing to ease my irritation. My mind was scattered. I had so many questions for Cale, and nothing would help my qualms until I had answers. 

Damien and I crossed the parking lot and came to a stop in front of a shiny black Mitsubishi R8 with matching rims that had a hint of chrome around the edges. It was sleek and sporty. 

“Wow,” I murmured in awe.

Damien’s eyes were on me. “Do you have a thing for cars, Ms. Jennings?”

“Oh, yeah.” I bit my lip, imagining what it would feel like to slide down the plush leather seat and take it for a spin. “And this one’s a beauty.”

His eyes glowed with mischief, almost as if his gray irises shimmered with sparkling silver. “Glad you think so.” 

He grinned devilishly. The look was so unreserved and strikingly hot that it nearly knocked me off my feet. 

Before I could connect my brain and body together, Damien asked, “Do you have your phone with you?”

“Yes.”

He outstretched his hand between us. “Can I see it?”

“Sure,” I answered without a second thought. I reached into the pocket on the front of my plum-colored knee-length skirt to hand my iPhone to him. “Wait. Why?” I asked, baffled, as I tried to snatch it back.

Damien dodged my efforts and tapped his fingers against the touch screen. “A great accountant should always keep in touch with her clients, and vice versa.”

The quick change of topic back to work had my nerves resurfacing. I felt like I was on a roller coaster, getting whiplash.

“Damien, wait,” I repeated, gently setting my hand on his. 

His movements stopped, and he looked down at me. 

Again, that same spark of electricity ricocheted throughout my body. It was stronger this time. But what captivated me the most was how Damien’s irises flickered with light. They almost mirrored the way I felt inside when we touched. His eyes were stunning. He was stunning. 

Gasping, I yanked my hand away, as if I had been electrocuted. 

He opened his mouth to speak, and then he closed it and shook his head from side to side in wonder. I didn’t need to ask what he was about to say because we had both been on the receiving end of something inexplicable.

I needed to get out of here. It was now or never, and it had to be now. 

Cautiously, I extended my hand to him. “I must get back to work. Can I have my phone back?”

He drew his brows together. “Raelyn?” he said my name, as if in question.

“I have to go.” I folded my fingers into my palm and out again in a flicking motion. “Please?” 

“Okay.” 

He handed it to me, and I tucked it into my pocket.

I had to end whatever this was that was transpiring between us. He deserved the truth. 

So, I took a small step away from him and let out a deep breath. “I’m not sure I can be your accountant.”

Shock flitted across his face before he quickly recovered. “Why not?”

I shook my head and put more space between us, so I could think more clearly. “There is obviously something going on between you and Cale, and I don’t want to get in the middle of it.”

He considerately looked at me and seemed to silently deliberate on something before he asked, “Did Cale say that?”

“No, but I’m not blind.” I unleashed a humorless laugh. “I could feel it back there in the conference room. Whatever issue you have with my partner, you need to work it out with him.” 

“I don’t have a problem with Cale,” he deadpanned.

“And I don’t believe in bullshit,” I tossed back. 

He narrowed his eyes, challenging me. “Neither do I.”

“Good,” I said, relieved, as Damien said at the same time, “But if it’s thrown at me, you’d better believe I will fire it right back.”

“I haven’t the slightest clue as to what you’re talking about,” I said defensively. “But I hope you’ll understand that’s why I have to walk away from your account. I’m sure Cale will be happy to assist you.”

“That’s not an option.” 

He closed the gap between us, and my breath quickened. That palpable energy returned between us. 

I willed my body to appear indifferent to his proximity, but even I could hear the change in my breathing as he murmured, “Our meeting changed everything, Raelyn. It’s too late for me to walk away, and we need to talk. Have dinner with me tonight.”

“Are you crazy?” I gawked at him and nearly tripped over my feet in an effort to get away from him. 

“Absolutely not.”

“I’m busy,” I replied with a straight face. I wouldn’t be going anywhere with him. 

“Then, tomorrow night.”

“I have plans.”

Damien lifted his hand and tucked a loose strand of my hair behind my ear. It made my heart pound erratically in my chest. 

“You’re not going to win this argument, Raelyn.” A small smile played at his lips. “I’m a man who goes after what he wants, and I always fight to get my way.”

I withdrew from his touch and arched a mischievous brow at him. “Is that so?”

“Undoubtedly.” He lowered his arm.

Wanting to knock his ego down a notch, I closed the small gap between us and leaned into him. It took everything I had to ignore his manly fresh scent that threatened to overwhelm my senses as I said, “Then, I suggest you find another accountant who excels with numbers and is willing to spread her legs because that’s never going to happen with me.” I smiled and spun on my heels without a backward glance. “Good-bye, Damien.”

I made it all the way inside my office before my phone beeped in my pocket. Against my better judgment, I pulled it out and read the text message. 

Damien: Tomorrow, Raelyn. I’ll pick you up at 8 p.m. Trust me. You’ll want to hear what I have to say. You said it yourself. Numbers never lie.

Refusing to give him the satisfaction of responding, I hastily set my phone down on my desk. I found comfort in knowing that I wouldn’t be at work at that hour of night, and Damien didn’t know where I lived. It looked like the odds were in my favor, yet my gut knotted itself within my stomach at the last sentence of his text message, wondering what he could possibly have to say to me. 

No, numbers don’t lie. But does Damien? And why do I have the feeling Cale is tangled right in the center of this web?
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