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Monday’s child is fair of face
Tuesday’s child is full of grace
Wednesday’s child is full of woe
Thursday’s child has far to go
Friday’s child is loving and giving
Saturday’s child works hard for a living
And the child that is born on the Sabbath day
Is bonny and blithe and good and gay
- Traditional Nursery Rhyme              




Chapter One
She could hear the footsteps crunching over the gravel parking lot. A shadow flitted across the ground. Sam’s heart beat hard enough that the sound filled her ears. But her training kicked in and she stifled her ragged breathing, eyes wide and sharp, waiting for her opportunity.
The car she was crouched behind had patches of rust around the wheel arch and she had an overwhelming urge to scratch her nose. Focus. Focus, she told herself.
It came slowly, not suddenly. A change in the direction of the sound, a twisting noise that meant that the man had turned. She glanced under the car, saw his feet pointing away from her, and knew that this was her chance.
Fast and smooth, that was what they’d taught her in training. Like it was all one movement, graceful, like a dance. The muscles in her legs bunched. She pushed up from the ground, her right hand already reaching down to her gun holster, her mouth already opening to form the words.
“Drop your weapon!”
She’d barked the order before she even realized what was happening. Before her hand dived into the empty holster, before her stomach sank down through her boots, before she could process the fact that she was, quite inexplicably, completely unarmed.
The man started to raise his hands, started to turn, but halfway round saw that her hands were empty. Then he laughed.
“Nice try, sweetheart.”
And his gun was leveled at her. She could have drawn an arrow-straight line from the barrel to her heart. Sweat slid down her back, her stomach clenched, her mouth dried up. So this was how it ended.
His finger tightened on the trigger. His face was nothing more than a blur like he’d been censored out of the film of her murder. She didn’t want to die. Not like this. Not like anything. She didn’t want to just flicker out of life like she’d never mattered.
And though she could see no evidence of it, she could feel the weight of something else. Someone else was dead. Someone else was unprotected. Someone who had been her responsibility. She’d failed again. And now she was going to pay the price.
Sam squeezed her eyes tight shut, opened her mouth, and began to scream long and hard.
She woke with her own scream ringing in her ears. The sheets were soaked with sweat and she was tangled in them. Tangled enough that it took a moment of struggle before she could sit up. Her hand was shaking as she reached for the glass of water on her nightstand.
“Only a dream,” she muttered between gulps of water. “Only a dream.”
It was five long minutes before she could trust herself to get out of bed without her legs buckling under her. Then, with a sigh, she thumbed on the light and began stripping the sweaty sheets from the bed.
A pile of fresh sheets lay already prepared on the dresser. Sam made quick work of the military corners as she re-made the bed.
✽✽✽
 
The music thrummed through her body, her muscles taut as she flew up into the air and seemingly floated back down to the ground. She fought to make her movements appear effortless, knew she was succeeding, despite the burning in her thighs and the crackling pain in her feet.
Rudy was there, waiting, poised. She trusted in him as she allowed herself to fall, felt the grip of his hands on her waist as he propelled her upwards one last time. The other women fluttered onto the stage, surrounding them as Rudy twirled her sedately around. Ali held the pose, still as stone, revolving like a statue as the music crashed and crashed and finally, resonantly, came to an end. And still she held it, Rudy’s fingers digging into her skin, the whole stage still now, like a breathing painting.
It was a relief when the applause started. It always was. There was always that moment of silence. A moment during which Ali knew the audience was trying to process what they’d seen, where the spell that had hung over the theater all night was being broken, where reality was creeping back in. But it was still a moment she dreaded, that silence hanging there, those few seconds where they could hate her, where they might laugh or jeer. As the clapping started, she finally allowed herself to breathe.
“Fucking brilliant,” Rudy muttered through clenched, grinning teeth as they took their final bow. “Missed that third lift at the beginning of the second act though.”
“No one noticed, we picked it up again,” Ali muttered right back. “We’ll go over it in practice again tomorrow.”
He squeezed her hand and dropped down into a bow, and Ali took deep breaths as she smiled and smiled and smiled.
The envelope was propped up against her dressing room mirror, surrounded by roses and carnations and makeup. It looked heavy, the paper cream and high quality. And Ali barely noticed it at first.
Her body was tired but sparkling with adrenaline still. She knew that she needed to take off her makeup and head home to crawl into bed. But she couldn’t quite persuade herself to sit down, not yet. Her muscles were conditioned to action, and relaxing was difficult.
She picked up the envelope without really thinking about it, her fingers searching for something to do.
“Coming downstairs for a drink?”
She half-turned, still opening the envelope, to see Greta standing in the doorway, still in costume with her bright pink cheeks and smooth blonde bun.
“Sure,” she said. “Why not?”
So much for an early night. Not that she could afford to drink much anyway. A single vodka and tonic was all her strict diet would allow for. She fumbled a card out of the envelope.
“I’ll see you down there then,” Greta was saying.
But Ali was already lost in the words, trying to get them to make sense and then praying that they didn’t make sense at all.
“I said, I’ll see you down there,” Greta said again.
But those evil, hateful, horrible words were still there, swimming around in front of her eyes and making her incapable of answering, of saying anything, doing anything. Her hand began to shake.
“What?” asked Greta’s voice from far away. “Ali? What is it?”
And hands were taking the card away, dragging it from her fingers. A heartbeat of stillness, then those same hands were on her skin, helping her towards a chair, sitting her down, pushing a bottle of water into her hand.
“I’ll get Jean-Luc,” whispered Greta, scurrying away.
Why her? What had she ever done to deserve words like those? She could almost laugh. The idea was laughable. She was a dancer, she’d never hurt a soul. She’d never been scandalous, she’d never done anything that could warrant this kind of attention.
Okay, so she’d had her share of crazed fans. Especially after she’d agreed to go on that TV show. Winning Dance of the Stars had been fantastic for her career, for bringing a little attention back to ballet as an art-form. But it had also led to a fair amount of unwanted attention. Nothing like this though. Never anything like this.
It was a relief when Jean-Luc swept into the room in a cloud of cologne. He took one look at the letter then shouted for security before pulling Ali up into his arms.
“Do not worry, little one,” he murmured, his French accent soothing and melodic. “We will find who did this.”
She let him hold her for a second only before pulling away. Having the company’s director take her into his arms wasn’t exactly how she wanted to end this evening. She’d worked hard never to give Jean-Luc the wrong idea.
“I’ll need a car to take me home,” she said abruptly.
Her voice didn’t shake and she was secretly proud of the fact.
“Bien,” said Jean-Luc.
Behind him, Greta smiled at her. “I’ll come with, if you want?”
Ali took a deep breath then shook her head. No. This was nothing. Some idiot trying to scare her. She wasn’t going to let it get to her. She had a life to live, after all.
✽✽✽
 
Jonas pounded around the corner of the track, sweat gleaming and making his buzz-cut hair sparkle in the morning light. Gritting her teeth, Sam put on a burst of speed and rounded the corner herself. Breath tore at her lungs and she was grateful that Jonas slowed his pace as she caught up.
“So, you up for it?” he asked.
“Ugh,” grunted Sam. Her lack of breath wouldn’t allow for anything more.
“It’s a job, Sam. And you need it. After what happened on the Allingham job, you need every break that you can get.”
“I know, I know.”
She was finally gulping down oxygen, her legs burning.
“I can refer them to someone else if you like?”
She managed to swallow, then sniffed. “Nah, I’ll take a look, see what’s what.”
It was nice of Jonas to recommend her for the job. Probably nicer than she deserved. Still, he’d always been nice. They’d served together, and it had been Jonas who’d been the first to jump to her defense, the first to have her back, the first to call her after they’d both come back home safe and left the army. The sound of his voice on that morning, when she’d been missing the structure and comradery of her squad, had been more life-saving than he knew. And, of course, it had been Jonas that had got her into the private security gig.
“Why does a ballerina need a bodyguard?” she asked, as they jogged down the straight.
“Death threats is all I know,” answered Jonas.
He sped up and Sam groaned but forced herself to keep pace with him.
“Any more nightmares?”
He’d reached their water bottles first and tossed hers over as they began their last circuit, walking now to cool down. Sam said nothing. Jonas was the only one that knew, but she couldn’t bring herself to admit last night’s weakness in the cold light of morning.
“You know,” Jonas said. “You came out of the army, came back from Afghanistan, a hell of a lot better and luckier than most people I know.”
“I know.”
And she did know. She’d been lucky. Seriously lucky.
“But this whole Allingham thing, it’s got to you, Sam.”
She snorted, took a long drink of water, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
“A guy got shot whilst I was supposed to be protecting him,” she said. “No, not just a guy. One of America’s favorite actors, one of the most familiar faces in the country. I was responsible for him, and he was downed on my watch.”
Jonas took a deep breath and blew it out. “You should see someone,” he said. “Get a little help. You know your insurance will cover it. Only the best for vets, you know that.”
She grunted.
“Think about it, Sam.”
Another grunt. She could see him shaking his head from the corner of her eye, could see his half-grin as he decided to let the subject drop for now.
“So, about that job?”
“I told you, I’ll go take a look.”
Her voice was kinder this time, less spiky. It was a miracle that anyone was willing to employ her after what happened with Jake Allingham. She was lucky on plenty of counts, and doubly lucky that she had someone like Jonas to look out for her.
“They’re expecting you at eleven thirty,” he said. “Don’t be late.”
“As if.”
She flashed him a grin and then capped her water bottle. The morning was cool and bright, but it was going to be a hot, smoggy LA kind of day. She could already feel the beginning of heat in the air. Still grinning she took off, feet pounding down the track.
“Last one back pays for coffee,” she shouted over her shoulder.
✽✽✽
 
“Well, what is it?”
Ali knew that she sounded brusque, angry even, that her voice had a screeching tone. And she knew that her attitude bugged the hell out of Jean-Luc. But just at the moment, she didn’t particularly care. She was spoiling for a fight. A close to sleepless night, a line so long at the coffee shop that she hadn’t had her morning espresso, and now this.
“Take a seat,” Jean-Luc purred.
He wasn’t going to rise to her. She narrowed her eyes.
“What the hell could be so important that you pull me out of morning practice?” she spat. “You know as well as I do that we need to work on that third lift for the second act. Want your show to crumble around your ears? Think tumbling dancers is the way to please the audience? Huh?”
He leaned back in his chair, steepling his long fingers, his hair making graceful waves around his face. He’d been a dancer once too, one of the best. Which made it hard to argue with him when he laid down the law about what would and wouldn’t happen in his company.
“Alena, you know as well as I do that you perform the lift wonderfully. It is Rudy that needs the practice, and he can practice just as well with one of the others.”
He always used her full name and it irritated her.
“So what do you want then?”
“We are to have a little visitor, you and I. I think this will be helpful. I want only the best for you, Alena.”
“A visitor?”
He smiled in a self-satisfied kind of way that made him look almost wolf-ish.
“A visitor,” he agreed. “Your new bodyguard.”
She didn’t have time to speak, didn’t have time to even think about what the word meant, before there was a knock on the door and it opened. And standing there was a woman. Compact, was the first word that came to mind. Compact with deep olive skin and fine bones, short dark hair slicked back of her face, hard green eyes the dark color of old bottle glass. And Ali found herself swallowing whatever she’d been planning on saying. Her pulse was racing and she was damned if she knew why.
✽✽✽
 
She was going to go in and be all business. Short, professional, to the point. That was the plan. She’d given the assistant a firm, dry handshake. She was feeling in full control of the situation. And then that door opened.
There was a man, she registered briefly. Sitting behind a desk, his hair longer than it should be, almost feminine looking. But he was swiftly dismissed.
It was the woman that took her attention, the woman that pulled at her gaze, that forced her eyes to stare, that made her heart throb in her chest and a familiar but unwanted warmth pool in her stomach.
She was lithe and thin, with muscles sculpted under her pale skin. Her blonde hair was piled messily on top of her head, her tights had holes and sweat still gleamed on her body. A fine-boned nose and eyes of the darkest blue she’d ever seen. Eyelashes so long that they had to be fake, except Sam knew instinctively that they weren’t.
She swallowed, her mouth dry. She wanted to reach out and shake hands, wanted to introduce herself, wanted to make only the best impression. But she couldn’t. Because she also wanted to take the woman and bend her over the desk and do unspeakable things to her. She wanted to intertwine their legs, wanted to push herself against that strongly muscled thigh, wanted to...
“Good morning.”
It was the man that spoke. Sam blinked away the pictures in her head. The job. The job was the important part. She cleared her throat.
“Sam Weaver,” she said. “Weaver Security. I’m the bodyguard.”
Her voice was shaking and she wanted to disappear right through the floor. Those blue eyes stared right through her and Sam cursed her stupid hormones.




Chapter Two
“This is ridiculous.”
It was the first thought that popped into Ali’s head, and it was, she figured, absolutely correct. Having a bodyguard was ridiculous. She wasn’t immensely rich, she wasn’t a Hollywood star, who the hell else had bodyguards? She could feel those deep green eyes boring into her from behind and she firmly refused to turn and look into them.
“It is not,” Jean-Luc said. “It is more than reasonable.”
Ali rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”
“You have received a death threat, of course it is reasonable that you have some protection. Ms. Weaver, why do you not tell Alena a little more of what you do?”
The woman cleared her throat.
“I protect,” she said, simply. “I will be with you at all times, I will ensure that any space you enter is safe for you. I’m fully trained in two martial arts and licensed to carry a weapon. It’s my job to ensure that you feel safe.”
Still Ali didn’t look at her. Instead, she glared at Jean-Luc. “Are you serious? I mean, really. I’m expected to let someone accompany me at all times like I’m some kind of child?”
“Not a child, a...”
But he didn’t get to finish.
“No!” Ali said. “I won’t do it. I won’t have someone, anyone, following me around all the time. I won’t have my privacy invaded. I need time to myself, I need time to center myself before performances, time to unwind after practices. I absolutely refuse to do this.”
“It’s for your own good.”
“I said no!” And she was getting angry now. More than angry. Furious. Mad at the idea that Jean-Luc thought he could control her life in this way.
“Alena...”
She stood up, pushing her chair back so quickly that it almost toppled over. “No. This is stupid, all of this. It was one letter. One crazy fan. I won’t have my life disrupted in this way. I won’t let one crazy idiot dictate how my life is to be lived. And you’re insane if you think I’d have this... this woman babysit me all day.”
Jean-Luc opened his mouth, but Ali wasn’t going to let him bully her.
“Absolutely not,” she said. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m supposed to be at practice.”
She swept out of the room, barely brushing past the woman who had stood behind her. She kept her gaze steadily forward but felt the green eyes watching her all the way down the hallway.
A bodyguard. As if. This was Jean-Luc over-reacting and being controlling. And she wasn’t going to allow it. That was that.
✽✽✽
 
“How’d it go?”
Sam lay back on the couch, her feet dangling off the end. “Not great,” she admitted.
“Sam, you didn’t screw it up, did you?”
“No!”
“I know it’s not the highest profile of jobs, or even the most exciting, but really...”
“Jonas, I didn’t screw it up,” she said, closing her eyes and resting her head against a cushion. “Honestly, I didn’t. She didn’t want a bodyguard, that’s all.”
The memory of her, the thought of the way she’d stormed out of the room, the raw emotion in an act so simple, made Sam’s stomach warm.
“I thought she had death threats?” Jonas said.
Sam grunted into the phone. “She did, apparently. But she’s still a dead no on the security thing, so I guess that’s that.”
There was the sound of a sigh. “I’m sorry, Sam. I thought this might be an opportunity. Sorry I wasted your time.”
“Not your fault.”
“I’ll keep an eye out for something else, okay?”
“Thanks, Jonas. You’re a pal. I’ve put some feelers out too.”
Feelers that were unlikely to find anything given her current reputation in the security field. Strangely, not many people wanted to hire a bodyguard whose last client had been shot.
She ended the call with Jonas and dropped her phone onto the coffee table. She liked working security, really she did. She liked being able to use her military training, liked being able to make her own decisions, being in control of situations. And for a while there she’d been doing well, had more clients than she could take on.
Now though, she hadn’t worked for weeks. There was money in the bank, but it wasn’t going to last forever. She looked around her sparse apartment. Maybe it was time to think about a change. Living alone was a luxury, and one she might not be able to afford for very much longer. Living alone in an apartment meant for two was even more of a luxury. Not that she’d had much choice other than to pick up the rent herself after Beth moved out.
If she didn’t find work by the end of the month she was going to have to seriously consider moving. She sighed and rolled over, burying her face in one of the couch cushions and silently screaming. Why did life have to be so stupidly hard?
A flash of a memory interrupted her scream. The dancer. Alena. Draped across a chair as though she’d been laid there by someone else. A tendril of blonde hair brushing her cheek. Sam’s stomach warmed again.
No, this was all for the best. Working with a client that she found so viscerally attractive would be a mistake. A big mistake. A distracting and potentially dangerous mistake. Plus, she’d sworn to herself that there’d be no more women after Beth. Not for a long time, anyway.
Not for a very long time.
Everything happened for a reason, her grandmother had always said. And the dancer walking out was a good thing. She seemed arrogant and spoiled anyway. Not the easiest of clients to work with. Combine the arrogance with Sam’s very obvious and immediate crush on her and, well, it was best all around that no contracts had been signed.
She rolled over again, blinking against the sunlight. Not getting the job was probably a good thing, but that didn’t change the fact that she needed work. She sighed and pulled herself up off the couch.
Her laptop blinked on the desk. She grabbed a glass of juice from the refrigerator and then sat herself down. Time to look for work.
✽✽✽
 
“He wanted me to get a bodyguard. In fact, he’d already hired one, had her come into the meeting and everything.”
“No!”
Greta’s mouth was gratifyingly open in shock as Ali told her why exactly she’d been dragged out of practice.
“I know, right? Crazy.”
But Greta was shaking her head a little. “I don’t know, Al, maybe it would be for the best. I mean...”
“You mean nothing,” Ali said, wiping cleanser over her face. “This is all a... how do you say it? A storm in a teacup?”
“Mmm.”
“It’s a lot of fuss about nothing. One stupid letter and suddenly Jean-Luc thinks...”
“Speak my name and I shall appear. Like the devil, non?”
Ali glanced up and saw the director’s flowing figure reflected in her dressing room mirror. She stifled a groan. She should have known better than to think that he’d let this go.
“See you later,” Greta whispered, sliding out of the room.
Jean-Luc closed the door. “We need to talk, you and I.”
“I’m not having a bodyguard,” Ali said, turning around on her stool. “End of story.”
“Then we have a problem.”
Ali scowled at him but he smiled back. He sat down on the couch against the wall, one long arm stretched out across the back, long legs crossed.
“Your personal safety aside, you are an investment, Alena. Much money has been put into your training, and more spent on choreographing shows for your skills. Money has been spent on marketing and advertising and all kinds of other things.”
“So?” She could see where this was going and didn’t like it.
“So, should something happen to you then this company, our investors, myself, we would all lose money. It is in our best financial interests to protect you, to keep you safe.”
“So I agree to your bodyguard plan or I don’t get to dance? Is that the deal?” Ali said, voice low and angry. “Or you’ll fire me perhaps?”
Jean-Luc laughed and shook his head. “No, my dear. Of course you’re not being fired. But we do have a problem here, you must agree. I think as long as you’re in the theater then we can rely on security here to do their jobs.”
“So I don’t need a bodyguard.”
“But you are not always in the theater,” he persisted. “You are in television studios, you make public appearances, you are everywhere right now. You are the new, modern face of ballet. Something that has increased our ticket sales and our investments significantly, I might say. But also something that puts you firmly in the public eye. And further into danger.”
Ali swallowed. He was right, but she wasn’t about to agree with him.
“So then, we come to the real point of me being here. I have spoken with the board, and we are in agreement. We cannot, of course, force you to have a bodyguard. We can, however, make other demands. We will leave the choice to you.”
“What choice?”
He smiled that self-satisfied, wolf-ish smile again. “You can have a bodyguard. Or you can make no further public appearances. You will only dance here. Nothing else. No talk shows, no reality television shows, no going to film premieres. Not even opening a supermarket. Nothing.”
“You can’t do that.”
“Of course we can. You belong to the company, Alena. Your image is our image. You can do nothing professionally outside of this theater without our agreement. It is in your contract.”
Ali closed her eyes. All of this because of one stupid letter.
✽✽✽
 
A dozen tabs lay open on her laptop. She hadn’t meant to get sucked down the rabbit hole, but now that she was, she was becoming more and more surprised by what she’d found.
The job, she’d thought, had been a step down. If she was being completely honest with herself, she’d been a little relieved that she hadn’t signed a contract with the ballerina simply because it was... embarrassing.
She wasn’t supposed to think that way, but she did. She’d protected A-list actors, politicians, some of the wealthiest people in the city. Guarding a mere dancer seemed like... Like she’d lost her edge, like she couldn’t hack it anymore, like... Like she couldn’t get any other kind of job.
Out of lust more than anything else she’d found herself typing Alena’s name into Google. Or Ali, as Sam now knew she preferred to be called. She wanted one more look at those sculpted arms, one more look at those cold blue eyes. Just enough to satiate the warmth in her stomach.
And then she’d started reading.
Alena Langerova was so much more than just a dancer. She was, according to all the press that Sam could find, which was a lot, a superstar. She’d made her stage debut at a mere sixteen, and now, seventeen years later, she had done it all. She’d danced for royalty, for the president, for sheiks and emperors. But Ali was no stuffy, traditional ballerina. Oh no.
After a stint on Dance of the Stars, a reality TV program that Sam had never had the desire to watch, Ali had become the new face of dance. She was everywhere, encouraging audiences to think of ballet as accessible, as... cool even. She was on talk shows, panel shows, even had her own YouTube channel. She was, even Sam could see, a force to be reckoned with.
Ali might not be an A-list actor, but she was definitely the flavor of the month in LA right now, and that made her an A-list celebrity.
Meaning the job wouldn’t have been a step down at all. In fact, it could have been just the opportunity she needed to get back on top of things. A job like that, protecting an up and coming star, someone whose face was everywhere, that could make Sam’s skills marketable again.
She groaned and very slowly lowered her head to the desk and banged it three times against the hard surface.
Things were never easy. Maybe it was better that the decision had been made for her. All of this fell under the heading of ‘could have been’. She could have been in the situation of having to decide whether she should turn down the job because she was undeniably and dangerously attracted to the woman. Or take the job because it would mean reclaiming her reputation. But she wasn’t. Because she didn’t have the job. Wasn’t even offered it.
She looked back at her screen, Ali’s face staring back, and wondered if it was too early to open a beer.
She’d just decided that it wasn’t and was searching for a bottle opener when her phone rang. She grinned. Jonas, it had to be. And if his day had gone as well as hers then he might be up for a beer as well. She rushed to grab it before it rang out.
“Yo!”
There was a second of silence, then: “Do you always answer the phone that way?”
A shiver ran down Sam’s spine. The voice was immediately recognizable.
“No, uh, no, I’m sorry, I thought you were someone else.”
“Obviously.”
Sam took a deep breath. This was going so well. Why the hell was Alena Langerova calling her?
“Can I... Can I help you?”
“Yes,” said the voice. “It occurs to me that I’ve been too hasty. And that I probably owe you an apology. Please understand that my outburst this morning was nothing personal. I just didn’t want...”
“Someone invading your privacy and following you around all the time,” Sam finished. “I know. I get it.”
“Right.” A pause. “Well, as I said, I was a little hasty. I’ve had some time to think about things and perhaps this isn’t such a terrible idea.”
“It’s not?” Sam closed her eyes and cursed herself. Seriously? That was her response?
“No, it’s not,” and there was a touch of humor in the voice now. “I think maybe I could use a little extra security for a few days. Just until all this... letter business gets sorted out.”
“Okay,” said Sam, slowly.
“Jean-Luc gave me your contract. I’ve signed everything and I’ll have it messengered over to you.”
“Okay.”
“Okay?”
Snap out of it. Jesus. Did she want the job or didn’t she? She was still very much on the fence. A good job with a woman she was attracted too. What was more important here? She took a deep breath. The job. That was what was important. Very important. She could control her feelings, she could be professional. She needed the job.
“Okay,” she repeated. “That’ll be fine.”
“Just for a week or so. Until the police track down the idiot who sent the letter.”
“Right,” Sam said. Then she had a thought. “If you could include a copy of the letter when you send the contract that would be helpful. It’s best that I know everything, have all the info.”
“Of course.”
There was another pause. This one more awkward.
“I’ll send the contract then,” Ali said finally. “Goodbye.”
Sam stood holding the phone to her ear for a moment longer. What had she done? She had the sudden feeling that she might have made a terrible mistake.




Chapter Three
Ali stretched and poured herself a cup of black coffee. Forty five minutes of yoga and a hot shower had relaxed her muscles and got her head straight. She was feeling good. Energetic. She took a burning sip as she watched the grey dawn from the kitchen window.
Living in LA hadn’t been her choice. It was just the way things were, the way things had been planned. And for the most part, she didn’t mind. She could hardly complain about the lifestyle that she led. More than enough money in the bank, an active professional life. But occasionally she did miss the countryside.
Her mother had always told her that it was her Czech blood. The Czechs, her mother had said, lived for nature. And Ali could remember spending weekends at her grandmother’s cottage, drinking in the scent of the forest, playing in the dirt and coming home barefoot to wash in well water.
The little garden that she could see from the window wasn’t exactly a Czech forest. But it was green, and a sight that calmed her whenever she had the chance to gaze at it.
She was just thinking that she’d need to leave the lawn maintenance guy a note when the doorbell rang. Out of habit she glanced at the microwave clock. Six-oh-two. Who the hell could be visiting at this time in the morning?
The door was already halfway open before she realized that maybe she should have taken a little more care.
“There’s a peephole. Use it.”
“What the hell?”
The woman was standing on her doorstep, a holdall clutched in one hand, frowning at her.
“The peephole,” she said again. “It’s for your own security. Make sure you use it. There’s no point in having a bodyguard, or a burglar alarm, or any other kind of security if you’re just going to open the door to anyone who rings the bell.”
Ali nodded, wrong-footed by the sudden appearance of the woman. “I, uh, didn’t know you’d be coming.”
“I start as of now,” the woman said.
She was strong, Ali could tell that. Small, certainly, but the word compact came to mind again. She looked powerful, maybe even a little frightening, with that slicked back hair and square face.
“Right.”
She was still frowning but as Ali watched the frown miraculously faded and was replaced by a dazzling smile. One that danced in her eyes, that made little dimples in her cheeks.
“We probably got off on the wrong foot,” she said, holding out a hand. “Sam Weaver. You can call me Sam.”
Ali grasped the hand, feeling the pressure of the shake. “Alena, Ali if you wouldn’t mind.”
Sam nodded. “You gonna let me in then, or should I do a walk around outside first?”
Feeling herself blush a little, Ali stepped back and allowed Sam to walk in. As soon as she was inside, the bodyguard gazed around her. Ali closed the door and Sam turned to it, giving it a visual inspection.
“Good locks,” she grunted. “And a peephole. There’s an alarm system?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Connected to the police?”
“Uh-huh.”
“With a stupid code like 1234?”
“No!” Ali bristled. As if she’d be that stupid.
“Good.” Sam looked around again. “Where do you want me to leave my stuff?”
Ali looked down at the bag in Sam’s hand. She could smell a spicy scent. Something sandalwood based, she thought, but also citrusy. It was clean and pleasant, but somehow seemed even more of an intrusion than having the physical Sam in her home.
“Your stuff?”
“A spare room maybe?” Sam said. “Or the couch. I’m fine sleeping on the couch. Whatever works for you.”
“Wait.” Ali took a breath. “You’re staying here?”
Sam dropped the holdall close to the door and turned back. “You agreed to all this. It was all in the contract. If I’m supposed to protect you, then I’m going to be close at all times. The only exception is in the theater, where Mr. Brouillard has assured me company security will take care of you.”
“I see.”
The green eyes softened a little. “I get it. I know this is intrusive. It’s the nature of my job. But I’ll try and make things as easy on you as I can. I’ll be quiet as a mouse unless you feel like talking. I’m simply here to make you safe, that’s all. And it won’t be forever.”
Ali bit back a response. Jean-Luc had made things very clear. If she wanted to continue living her life, if she wanted to do interviews, be a public figure, then she needed a bodyguard. At least until the letter situation was sorted. She didn’t like it, but she’d deal with it.
It wasn’t the lifestyle necessarily. Being on TV, being interviewed was nerve-wracking at best. But ballet was her life. It was all she’d ever known. And she hated that it was seen as a dying art-form, a pastime for the rich, the snobbish. Ballet was beautiful and everyone should have the chance to experience it. That was why she tried so hard to publicize what she did, what she stood for.
“Let me have a look around the house,” Sam said.
Ali raised an eyebrow.
“No opening bathroom cupboards,” said Sam. “Just a security check. Windows and doors, that sort of thing. You just go back to your normal morning routine. Don’t let me distract you.”
Like that was going to happen. Sam strode off into the living room and Ali followed. She might have to have the woman in her life, but she was damned if she was going to let her waltz into her house and just make herself at home.
“These windows should be locked,” Sam said, examining the front windows. “And those French doors over there, they need a bar lock.”
“Okay.”
She trailed behind Sam like a puppy dog.
“You’re going to need to give me access to your agenda. I’ll need to know where you are at any given time. I’ll need to be able to plan security checks for anywhere that you’re planning on going.”
Sam walked through to the kitchen.
“And you’ll need to get me keys to the house and the alarm code.”
She kept walking, through the kitchen, down the hallway, peeking her head into the bathroom.
“Does that window open?” she asked, nodding towards the tiny window above the shower.
“Yes.”
“Keep it closed then.”
She continued, going into the bedroom, flicking at the blinds.
“Keep these bedroom windows closed too.”
And that was enough. It was ninety degrees on a good day, and sleeping with the window open, rather than relying on the stuffy, too-cold air conditioning, was the only way that Ali slept well.
“No.”
“No?”
“No,” she said. “Do your job by all means, but you’re not going to rule my life.”
Sam turned to her, her silhouette outlined by the light coming through the blinds.
“This is what you agreed to when you signed the contract,” she said. “We do things my way or not at all. It’s my job to protect you, and I can’t do that unless you keep to the rules.”
Ali closed her eyes, bit her tongue, and took a deep breath through her nose. This wasn’t going to be for long, she told herself. A week probably. Not much more than that. She could do it. And she was damned if she was giving Jean-Luc the satisfaction of keeping her chained to the theater.
“Fine.”
She walked off back to the kitchen. She really hadn’t had enough coffee for this.
✽✽✽
 
It was always a little awkward, walking into someone’s home. But it was all part of the job. She’d been professional so far, something that she promised herself was going to continue. As long as they were talking about security, she could keep her hormones in check. Probably. No, definitely. She had to. But the smell of Ali, the scent of her home, the soft floweriness of it invaded her nose and make her stomach quiver. This wasn’t going to be the easiest of jobs.
She could see that Ali was uncomfortable, so she finished her rounds of the house before heading into the kitchen, delaying the moment when they’d have to be in the same room.
“Coffee?”
“Please.”
She accepted the hot cup.
“I usually leave for the theater at around seven,” Ali said. “I guess you’ll travel with me at least. I drive, but if there’s something else you prefer... an Uber maybe?”
“Driving is fine,” Sam said. The coffee was delicious. “And I’ll hang around the theater today. I want to get an idea of your schedule. And I want to check out their security before agreeing to leave you in their hands.”
“Okay.”
Sam took a breath. Time for what could be another uncomfortable situation.
“I read the letter.”
Ali said nothing, sipped quietly from her cup, but there was a slight tremor in her hand.
“I have to ask you. Do you have any idea who could have written it? It was... ugly.”
“That’s one word for it,” Ali said. She put her cup down finally. Morning light caught her profile and for a second Sam lost her breath. “And I can’t think of anyone that I know that would have written something like that. I’ve already told the police.”
“No enemies then,” Sam said. “No stalkers? Fans that are a little too enthusiastic maybe? You’re a public figure. And from what I read online you’re becoming more popular every day. Most actors tend to have at least a couple of weird-o fans. I can’t imagine you’d be much different. No odd fan mail?”
“The theater PR department handles all fan mail, I don’t see most of it,” Ali said. “I guess there is, was, one guy.”
“One guy?” prompted Sam. She might be onto something here. If she could not only protect Ali but also find out who sent that letter than it’d be a double win. A nice addition to her CV.
“He was just... Too enthusiastic, like you say,” said Ali. “A guy, Tom was his name, I don’t have a last name. He sent flowers a bunch, and security had to escort him out of my dressing room a couple of months ago.”
“Okay.”
“But I don’t think it’s him.”
“I’m not sure you can judge that.”
Ali smiled a little, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Sam sort of wanted to hug her, wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay. To protect her.
“He wasn’t like that,” said Ali now. “He was... Well, he had a crush. He asked me out a couple of times. I turned him down.”
“And he had to be escorted out of your dressing room?” Unrequited love could be a bitch.
“Not exactly. He, uh, well, he asked me out a few times. In the end I came clean with him, told him I wasn’t interested in him, wasn’t interested in any men at all...”
She trailed off and Sam waited for her to continue until slowly the words she’d said sank in and she realized what Ali was saying. So she was gay. A tickle ran across Sam’s skin. Beautiful, attractive, and gay as well. Not that it mattered. It didn’t. Not in the slightest.
“Okay.”
“And he was upset. Then a day or so later I found him in my dressing room after a show. I called security before he had a chance to say anything. But then he said he’d just come to apologize, that he understood, that he’d reacted badly, and he wanted to leave flowers and a note.”
“Did he?”
“Yes. The note said exactly that, that he accepted what I said and was sorry for over-reacting. But then security came and escorted him out anyway.”
Sam nodded. Not an ideal suspect. But a good place to start. She made a mental note to follow up on whoever this Tom was with theater security.
“We need to leave,” Ali said. “Or I’m going to be late.”
“Ready whenever you are,” Sam said, draining her coffee.
She watched as Ali gathered her things. The job was more serious than she’d thought. She’d dismissed the idea of a simple death threat. But then she’d read the letter. The hatred seemed to glow on the page. Whoever had written it was more than just a disgruntled fan.
Whether there was any real danger or not it was impossible to tell. In Sam’s experience, anonymous letters rarely resulted in actual actions. The writer was too cowardly to sign his name, which meant he was almost certainly too cowardly to do more than send a note. Still though, there was always a chance.
When they got outside Ali made a bee-line for the car and Sam had to stick an arm out to stop her.
“What?”
“Let me check first.”
Quickly she walked around the car, then bent to check underneath. There was no rust in the wheel arches, a fact that sent a stab of nightmare memory through Sam’s body.
“All clear,” she said, standing up again.
Ali rolled her eyes and unlocked the doors.
✽✽✽
 
“It’s just so stupid.”
Ali was stretching out, her leg up on the barre, her body pulled out along it so that her fingers were pulling on her toes. She felt her muscles lengthening, felt the burn as she dipped as low as she could.
“What?” asked Greta, leaning forward to grasp her own toes. “Having a bodyguard you mean?”
“It just seems... Pretentious, I guess,” Ali said. “And more than that, it’s intrusive. I mean, I have to have this woman stay in my house, for God’s sake.”
“It’s not stupid. It’s safe,” said Greta, stretching her arms up. “You’ve become such a public persona, this was bound to happen. Your face is everywhere these days. If you don’t want a bodyguard then maybe you should be... a little less public for a while.”
“Don’t you start,” grumbled Ali. “Jean-Luc said much the same.”
“Well, in that case, accept the bodyguard.”
“In my house?”
Sam was standing against the far wall, her bright green eyes drinking in the rehearsal space.
“Don’t complain,” said Greta. “When was the last time you had a beautiful woman stay at your place?”
Ali snorted a laugh and turned to face the other direction. A beautiful woman in her house. At least a year, maybe more. Even then it had been a one night stand. She didn’t have time for a relationship, never had.
“I’m just saying, things could be worse,” said Greta.
“Like how?”
“Like she could be a big, muscled dude like The Rock.”
Ali laughed again and bent to stretch her other side. As she leaned over she caught sight of Sam reflected in the mirror. A beautiful woman. She was beautiful. It wasn’t as though Ali hadn’t noticed. Just that she hadn’t noticed properly. She’d been so busy thinking of Sam as a bodyguard that it hadn’t occurred to her that she was also a woman. And an attractive one.
Those strong arms. Those green eyes. That firm jaw. The short hair all slicked back that would get messed up in bed, that would hang over her face as she leaned over. Ali shook her head a little, trying to dispel the warm feelings that were building inside.
But the fact remained that Sam was an attractive woman. And one that was going to be sleeping in her house. A tickle of lust shivered in her stomach. Maybe this situation was going to be even more awkward than she’d thought. She swallowed and took a deep breath. In fact, this evening might be a very strange one indeed...




Chapter Four
It wasn’t the first night that she’d spent at a client’s house, and it wasn’t the first night she’d spent with an attractive woman. It was the first time that she’d combined the two, however. Sam closed and locked the front door before running a check on all the windows, just to be sure.
It took longer than it probably should have done and she knew that she was just delaying the inevitable.
“Be professional,” she whispered to herself. “This is your job. This is an important job.”
She took a deep breath as she walked into the kitchen.
“I’m making chicken salad,” Ali said.
“You don’t have to feed me, I can order take out.”
“I might as well,” said Ali, not turning around. “I’m making it for myself anyway. There’s a bottle of white wine on the counter. You could make yourself useful and open it if you like.”
Sam followed orders, easing the cork out of the bottle with a smooth popping sound.
“Was this a normal day for you?” she asked, taking a glass and perching herself on the kitchen counter.
“Normal?” asked Ali. “I guess so, why?”
“No reason, just wanted to get an idea of how you operated is all.”
In truth, Sam was astounded at just what was expected of the woman. They’d been at the theater for over ten hours. The woman had danced for at least six of those, interspersed with massages, lunch, and a meeting with the PR department. And there hadn’t even been a performance tonight. Add in a show and Ali would be dancing for eight hours a day. Incredible.
“What time do you wake up?” she asked.
“Around five,” answered Ali, slicing some tomatoes. “I do forty-five minutes of yoga and grab a hot shower. Then I eat breakfast, decompress for a while and head to the theater. I usually get back here around this time, unless there’s a performance in which case it’ll be around eleven or so.”
“Jesus.”
Ali turned around a plate in either hand and Sam jumped down from the counter to carry the wine over to the kitchen table.
“Jesus?” asked Ali, setting the plates down.
“It just seems so... hardcore. Harder than I expected, I guess.”
Ali actually smiled at this. A real smile, one that sparked in her eyes. She sat down. “A lot of people don’t really understand the amount of work that goes into dancing like this,” she said, gesturing at Sam to eat. “Even once a show is choreographed and up and running we’re still improving it all the time. And there are still classes, still ways to improve technique, new things to learn.”
Sam looked across the table at her, saw the faint flush in her cheeks when she talked about ballet. “But you love it,” she said.
“I do.”
“What else do you love?”
Sam picked up a forkful of salad. Okay, so she was supposed to be being professional. But Ali had made dinner, and it was only polite to make conversation. She waited for an answer, but Ali just shrugged.
“Movies? TV shows? Music? Hang gliding?” prompted Sam.
She shrugged again. “Dancing,” she said. “That’s what I love. It’s what I do.”
“That can’t possibly be true.”
“I’ve danced since I was three. Everything I had, every penny we had, every moment I had, went towards me becoming what I’ve become. There was never time, or money, for anything else. Especially at the beginning.”
“The beginning?”
“When we first came to America.”
Sam frowned. Ali ate in delicate bites, her even white teeth nibbling at pieces of chicken. She was trying hard not to stare, not to pay attention anywhere that she shouldn’t. Her eyes skirted over the curves of Ali’s upper arms, not lingering, but a wave of warmth went through her anyway. She swallowed and blinked, bringing herself back to the conversation.
“You’re not American?”
“With a name like Langerova?” grinned Ali. “No, I’m Czech. My mother and I moved to California when I was six.”
“To dance.”
“To dance,” agreed Ali. “And that’s all you need to know about me for now. What about you? You’re military, no?”
“Army,” Sam said, reluctantly.
This wasn’t a conversation that she liked having. Not because she was ashamed of her past, she was proud. But because civilians generally had a very different idea of what the word military entailed. They rarely understood what a real soldier did or felt or experienced, and explaining it was close to impossible.
“And what do you love?” Ali asked.
Sam raised her eyebrows in surprise. She’d been expecting to be grilled about her service, asked about Afghanistan at least. But Ali apparently wasn’t interested.
“Sport, exercise,” she said. “Running, karate, tae kwon do, reading, watching TV, a million things.”
“So you’re not just about work?”
Sam grinned. “Nope, not me.”
Ali took another bite of chicken, chewed and swallowed, before asking: “What are you looking for? I mean when you come into the house and you walk around checking stuff. Is there something specific? Something that I should be on the look out for?”
Sam waved her fork. “Don’t worry about it. Let me take care of the security stuff. Why don’t you tell me about your day tomorrow?”
They sat at the table, drawing out their single glasses of wine for over an hour. Sam wasn’t staring, she was trying so hard not to. But she was enjoying the company. Okay, so Ali had come across as spoiled and arrogant at their first meeting. Sam had the feeling that she wasn’t really though.
There was a combination of a strange kind of naivety and a sort of over-experience. One that Sam found difficult to understand, but she could guess it came from devoting your life to just one thing. Ali had never been to university, had never had a life outside of dance. The one thing she knew she knew very well, but she knew nothing else. And after seeing her dance all day, even Sam had to admit that Ali had a right to be arrogant. She was incredible, beautiful, graceful, stunning.
By the time her glass was empty and Ali was yawning, Sam was starting to wish she hadn’t taken the job all over again.
“Bedtime then,” Ali said. “I’ll get you some blankets for the couch.”
Sam got up and cleared the table as Ali went off to find blankets. She rinsed the plates and carefully stacked them. She could get used to this. Could get used to eating dinner together, cleaning up together. If only Ali wasn’t a client. If only she’d met her in any other way at all.
“Ready for bed?”
The words came from behind her and were so intimate and familiar that they made her stomach leap with desire. She had to control her breathing before she turned around. Ali’s dark blue eyes were staring into her own, those long lashes curling up, a delicate eyebrow raised. For a second their gazes locked and Sam could swear she felt something there. A crackle of electricity perhaps. A burgeoning connection.
“Ready,” she said, voice barely steady.
Ali paused for a second, still watching, then nodded. “Goodnight then,” she said and walked away.
✽✽✽
 
She could still see those bottle-green eyes even though the lights were out and the bedroom was dark. They gleamed, shone in the darkness. Ali reached up to open the bedroom window and then hesitated.
Sam had told her to keep it shut. She stood for a moment, arms ridiculously raised, then turned around and flicked open the air conditioning vent instead. Just for one night, she told herself. Just tonight. She’d give in to Sam’s security measures and play the game.
She crawled into bed, body tired but mind still going over her day. She and Rudy had mastered the problematic lift. Greta had shown her a new stretching exercise. But she kept coming back to sitting at the kitchen table. To talking to Sam.
The bodyguard wasn’t what she’d expected, she had to admit that. She was casual, smart, fun to talk to. Okay, when it came to the security stuff she was tight-lipped, but then maybe she was just being professional.
And she was definitely attractive. Ali had had all of dinner to come to that decision. Over an hour of sitting opposite her and trying not to stare as she drunk in the sight of those high cheekbones, those green eyes, those unmade-up lips.
She shivered slightly and tucked her blanket more tightly around her. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad. Maybe she’d been too quick to judge. And Greta was right about one thing, if she had to let a bodyguard into her home, she’d far rather it was someone like Sam than the stereotypical male protector.
The scream was piercing, cutting through the darkness of the night and wrenching Ali from sleep. She lay, eyes wide open, heart thudding through her chest, fear crawling over her skin. It seemed never-ending, but it was the space of three quick breaths before she realized it had to be Sam.
Without a thought she jumped from the warmth of her bed and ran into the living room just as the screaming stopped. She could see Sam’s shadow already sitting up, so she flicked on the light.
Sam was drenched in sweat, her hair stuck to her forehead. She was panting and her eyes darted back and forth.
“It’s okay, it’s okay. You’re here. You’re with me,” Ali said. She took a step forward, put a hand on Sam’s clammy shoulder, the material of her t-shirt soaked through with sweat.
Sam’s fingers found hers and gripped them for a millisecond until the bodyguard realized what was going on and shook herself free.
“I’m fine,” she said.
“Let me get you some water.”
She came back from the kitchen with a tall glass and handed it over to Sam who had swung her legs around and was sitting upright on the couch again.
“I’m so sorry.”
The green eyes were looking at the ground.
“It’s fine. Not a problem.”
“Obviously I woke you up. And you have my apologies. I’ll try not to let it happen again.”
The water stood untouched on the table and Sam still didn’t look at her. Her body was shaking just a little and Ali thought about touching her again but stopped herself.
“A nightmare?” she asked.
Sam just nodded.
“About what?”
“Nothing,” said Sam. “Nothing at all. And I’m sorry again for disturbing you.”
Ali hesitated for a moment, but when nothing more came from Sam she turned and silently padded back to her bedroom, leaving the lights on.
✽✽✽
 
It happened again.
She quickly typed in the message to Jonas. It was too late to call, but she wanted him to know, felt the need to share with someone who might understand. And then she sat back on the couch, rubbing her face with her hands.
The dreams didn’t come every night. And she was damned if she knew which nights they chose. They’d started after the Allingham shooting, so there were no surprises about what caused them. But why tonight of all nights? Why tonight when she was sleeping on a couch in the house of a woman that she worked for? An attractive woman that she worked for.
Exactly because of that. Because Ali was attractive. Because the Allingham shooting was inextricably tied in Sam’s mind to the memory of an attractive woman. Another attractive woman.
She reached for the water, drank it all down in one. Her phone chirped.
You have to get some help, Sam.
She knew that. So why didn’t she? Shame perhaps. Fear. She’d told herself it was because she was too busy, because she couldn’t find time for counseling. Yet she hadn’t worked properly for weeks, so that couldn’t be true.
It was because she was embarrassed. Embarrassed that she wasn’t strong enough to help herself. She could admit that in her head.
She rubbed her eyes again. What must Ali think? She’d have to apologize again in the morning. Maybe take some mild sleeping pills tomorrow. If she drugged up then maybe the dreams wouldn’t come. Or maybe she wouldn’t wake up if someone tried to get into the house. So drugs weren’t the solution then. She picked up her phone.
I know. Thank you.
It was only a second before Jonas’ reply came back.
I’m here if you need me.
She checked the time. Three thirty or close enough. She wouldn’t be going back to sleep tonight. She’d spend the next couple of hours of darkness wallowing in self-pity, shame and embarrassment, she decided. Then she’d apologize again when Ali woke up, and do her best to put all this behind her. That sounded like the best plan.
But first, she needed coffee.
✽✽✽
 
She could hear Sam rooting around in the kitchen and contemplated getting up to join her. Her night’s sleep was ruined now. A definite disadvantage to having someone else in the house.
The nightmare bothered her. Not because it had happened, but because from the way Sam acted it obviously wasn’t the first time it had happened.
Not that Ali had a problem with people having problems. In fact, she was cautiously sympathetic. Sam had been a soldier, and she assumed she’d seen some terrible things. Perhaps there were good reasons why the woman couldn’t sleep properly.
On the other hand, it was also a sign of weakness. And the more Ali thought about it, the more important that seemed. She hadn’t wanted a bodyguard in the first place. And if she did have one, she at least wanted one strong enough to protect her.
Sam had seemed powerful, strong. But maybe she’d misjudged her. Because Sam was also obviously damaged, and not as strong as she’d like others to believe. Which in turn meant that maybe she wasn’t as effective a protector as she could be.
Putting all of this together Ali could see a glimpse of light. She didn’t need a bodyguard, but Jean-Luc was insistent that she did. Well, maybe if she told Jean-Luc just how weak his chosen candidate was then he’d be forced to reassess the situation. All Sam did was walk around and check the windows were closed, and Ali was fairly sure she was capable of taking care of that chore by herself.
She’d given this a try, after all. She might like Sam, and she actually did. But that didn’t mean that she needed a bodyguard. Getting her privacy back, not being babysat, was enough of a temptation for her to put aside Sam’s feelings about the matter.
Besides, the girl should get some help if she had problems. Maybe getting fired would be motivation enough for her to get some therapy or something. That way they’d both be getting what they needed.
She closed her eyes, trying to will herself back into sleep even though she knew it wouldn’t work. Yes, she decided. Talking to Jean-Luc about this might not be a bad plan. Maybe tomorrow night she could sleep alone and uninterrupted.




Chapter Five
Ali drove carefully. She was a good driver, cautious when necessary, but decisive as well. Sam, who rarely felt comfortable in someone else’s car, was less on edge than she normally would have been.
The morning sun shone through the windows, the traffic barely bad at this time in the morning. Sam yawned a little, the lack of sleep catching up with her. Ali had risen, done her yoga, showered, and they’d had breakfast. But last night hadn’t been mentioned. Sam knew she needed to apologize again, but was putting the moment off, not wanting to remind herself or Ali of the nightmare.
“Are you okay?”
The question came out of nowhere.
“Fine.”
“No, I mean after last night, are you alright?” Ali asked, eyes on the road.
“Fine,” Sam said again. “And my apologies again. I disrupted you and that’s not what I’m supposed to do.”
Ali sighed and glanced over. “You’re not supposed to come to work with me either, are you?” she asked. “Or did I misunderstand? I thought you said theater security could look after me.”
“You didn’t misunderstand,” Sam said. She was watching Ali’s hand grasping the gear shift, the long fingers, the pearlescent fingernails like tiny shells. She dragged her gaze away. “I’m supposed to take you to work and pick you up. And ordinarily you’ll be alone at the theater. I need to come in today though. I need to talk to Mr. Brouillard.”
“About?”
“I want to know how the police investigation is going.”
Ali nodded and moved the car over a lane.
Not another word was said for the rest of the journey and Sam was oddly touched. Touched that Ali had got up in the night, though truthfully after that scream she’d probably had little choice. Touched that she’d asked after her. And even more touched that she was sensitive enough not to delve deeper into the subject, that she knew when to leave well enough alone.
As she sat in the car she wondered just what it was about Ali that was drawing her in. Her looks were undeniably part of it. But there was more than that. There was something about her that made Sam curious, that made her want to know more. She was distant, cool, and Sam found herself wanting to get inside those barriers.
Not that she would. This was work. In the cold light of morning she was once again back to being glad that she had the job. She couldn’t jeopardize it. She needed to make a living, no matter how attractive Ali was.
“I should be done around six or so,” Ali said as she drew the car into a parking place.
“I’ll be at the stage exit,” Sam said.
Ali locked up and jogged off towards the theater and Sam watched her go for a long minute before moving herself.
Jean-Luc Brouillard was sitting draped over a chair in his office, the door wide open. She wondered if all dancers sat that way, if they were incapable of sitting properly on chairs.
“Ms. Weaver,” he said, looking up as she tapped on the door. “How is everything going?”
His accent was smooth, gliding over words like syrup.
“Just fine, sir,” she said, closing the door behind her. “I just wanted to come in and check on how the police investigation was going?”
He gave a very Gallic shrug. “No news,” he said. “I think this is not so easy to investigate.”
“Right.”
His light blue eyes examined her until she felt uncomfortable, like she was being mentally undressed. She shifted her feet.
“I hope you’re taking this seriously,” he said.
Sam frowned. “I take every job seriously.”
“Good. You are not part of our world and I think you might not understand just how important Alena is.”
“I do.”
He ignored the small interruption. “She is the best of the best. It has taken a great deal of money to keep her here in Los Angeles, not to lose her to New York or one of the European companies. She is, how do you say? A money maker. She’s beautiful, a perfect dancer, the only woman that I’ve ever longed to dance with, though my dancing days are over.”
He stared at her and Sam nodded feeling like she was supposed to understand what a big deal that was.
“And she is doing so much for our world. She is bringing in audiences that five years ago would never have considered the ballet. She is appearing on television. She is doing things that dancers do not normally do. She is special.”
“I understand, sir,” Sam said.
She felt a little patronized. There was something slimy about the man. For a moment she wondered if maybe he had concocted this entire thing, had the letter placed in Ali’s dressing room himself to get more press attention, to make Ali seem even more important than she already was. She filed the thought away, it was always a possibility.
“Good. You will not let anything happen to our Alena.”
He looked back down at the paperwork on his desk.
“There was one more thing,” Sam said. “Ali mentioned a man, someone that security had to escort out of her dressing room, Tom something. I’d like whatever information you have about him, please.”
“Of course,” Brouillard said, not looking up. “See security. They will give you all you need. They will have checked his identification if he had any.”
It was clear that she was being dismissed, so she left, closing the door more loudly than necessary.
✽✽✽
 
Ali leaped and Rudy caught her and she felt the stretching of her muscles as she reached up for the sky, making her silhouette as long and tall as she could.
“Good, good, and bring her down now.”
The choreographer was young, an ebullient and enthusiastic man with waist-length hair. Ali flashed him a grin. She liked him, like his new, fresh ideas, and was glad that Jean-Luc had decided to give him a chance.
“Let’s get the male corps on stage please,” he shouted now.
Ali moved towards the wings where she saw Greta’s face shining in the lights.
“Tell me everything,” Greta said as soon as Ali reached her.
“Everything about what?”
“About last night! About you and that delicious bodyguard,” said Greta.
Ali rolled her eyes. “There’s nothing to tell you about. We had dinner, we went to bed.” Greta’s eyebrows raised. “Separately,” added Ali quickly.
“Boring.”
“There’s nothing boring about it. She’s a bodyguard, she’s got a job to do. I’m a busy woman and I don’t have time for...”
For anything other than work, she didn’t add. And she wondered why she hadn’t mentioned Sam’s nightmare. That seemed like the kind of gossip Greta would enjoy, the kind of fact that she could transform into a tragic back story. Ali sighed. She really needed to go and talk to Jean-Luc about all of this, see if she could somehow untangle herself from this whole bodyguard situation.
“So there’s nothing between you then?” Greta said.
“Nothing. Why would there be?”
Greta shrugged. “Just asking.”
On stage the men were dancing and the choreographer shouted over the bouncing and creaking of the wooden boards.
“Girls now please!”
“That’s me,” said Greta.
She was about to run on stage, then she groaned.
“What?”
“I need my skirt,” she said, turning back.
“Where is it?” asked Ali.
“Back there, over by the stairs.”
“Go on, I’ll throw it to you,” Ali said.
The choreographer might be young, but he brooked no nonsense and Greta would be called out in front of everyone if she didn’t obey his instruction to get on stage. Greta beamed a grateful smile and ran onto the stage.
The wings of the stage were dim, the walls black-painted to prevent any interference with the stage lights. Across the way she could see the metal railings of the stairs that led down, one direction leading under the stage, the other towards some of the admin and security offices. And she could just see the pale pink of Greta’s practice skirt hanging from the rail.
She ran over, wanting to grab it and get back to the stage as soon as possible. She was already reaching out, could already feel the softness of the material under her fingertips when it happened. Her feet slid out from under her, the darkness of the stairs yawned beneath her. She struggled to right herself but couldn’t. The scream that broke from her lips didn’t seem to be her own.
✽✽✽
 
Security had provided her with all the info they had on Ali’s erstwhile stalker. And though Sam doubted he was the guy they were looking for, she was determined to track him down anyway. Better safe than sorry.
Backstage of the theater was like a labyrinth, and she was grateful to finally find a set of metal stairs that would at least take her to ground level. She’d be able to find her way from there, she figured.
She saw the flash of white and pink just as she put her foot on the second stair. She didn’t have to think. Her body acted automatically, propelling her up the stairs in a bound, arms outstretched so that the body fell into her. She grunted as the weight pushed her backward, but her center of gravity was far enough forward that she didn’t topple back. Only when she was holding the shaking body did she process the scream and realize that she was holding Ali.
Wrapping her arms tight around the warmth of her, she took a deep breath, then another, drinking in her scent. And then Ali was struggling to be freed.
“You okay there?” Sam asked.
“Yes,” Ali said shakily.
“What’s going on?”
The voice came from the top of the stairs, and looking up Sam could see a collection of pale faces staring down.
“Little accident, that’s all,” she said. “Nothing to worry about. Go back about your business.”
The faces continued to stare for a second before reluctantly turning away. All except one.
“My God, Ali, are you alright?”
Sam wrapped an arm around Ali’s waist, giving her support, wondering if she could make it back up the couple of stairs to the top.
“I’m fine,” Ali said again.
“That could have been disastrous. Jesus, Al.”
“She’s fine,” barked Sam, more shaken herself than she’d like to admit. “Please get back to whatever you were doing.”
The girl gave one last look, her eyes almost blank, then turned to leave.
“That was Greta, my friend,” Ali said. “There was no need to speak to her like that. She was just worried.”
“What happened?”
“Nothing, I fell. Slipped, that’s all.”
“Show me where you slipped.”
Something felt off. There was a prickling at the back of her neck. Her gut was telling her that this wasn’t an accident, though it had certainly looked like one.
“Right here,” Ali said, pointing at the dark floor.
Sam bent down, wiped her fingers across the ground and then rubbed them together before sniffing them.
“Water,” she said.
“So? An accident. Someone spilled something.”
“Really?” asked Sam, narrowing her eyes and looking around. “I don’t see any water bottles around here. I don’t see where the water could have come from. You’re allowed to take water on stage?”
“No,” Ali said immediately.
“So maybe it wasn’t an accident.”
“Or maybe it was.”
“Or maybe it wasn’t,” Sam said. “It’s my job to think this way. Trust me. Maybe you’re right, maybe someone brought a water bottle up here when they weren’t supposed to and just happened to spill it and not clean it up. Or maybe someone put the water right here at the top of the stairs.”
“Tenuous.”
“This is my job, this is what you pay me for,” Sam said.
It really could have been an accident. There was no reason to think otherwise. Other than that hinky feeling and the prickling at the back of her neck.
“I don’t need to be protected from water!”
“You don’t need a babysitter,” Sam said.
Ali was staring at her, her face creased with anger and Sam knew that she wasn’t wanted, knew that Ali thought she was over-reacting.
“Damn right I don’t,” she said. “In fact, I was just on my way to talk Jean-Luc into firing you, if you must know.”
Sam took a deep breath, then another. How to get through to the woman? She couldn’t definitively say that Ali was in danger. She couldn’t guarantee that she needed a bodyguard. She could only say that she thought it was a good idea for right now. She forced herself to stay calm.
“Listen, I know you hate this,” she began. “Nobody likes being followed around all the time. And you could be right, there might be no danger at all. In which case, a week from now, or two, or three, however long it takes, I’ll be out of your life and gone for good.”
“Excellent. Why not make that now?”
“Because you might just need some protection after all,” Sam said, still keeping calm. “Think about the consequences.”
Ali scowled. “What consequences?”
“If I hadn’t caught you you’d have fallen all the way down those stairs,” Sam pointed out. “You could have seriously injured yourself. You might never have danced again.”
As soon as she said the words she regretted them. Ali’s face went a dusky shade of grey and she began shaking again.
“I’m not deliberately trying to scare you, Ali. But it’s not a bad idea to have a little extra protection for a while. Just until we know if this was really an accident, or if someone might just have it in for you.”
Silently, Ali nodded.
“And I’ll need the mains back again!” shouted a voice from the theater floor.
“That’s me,” Ali said. “I need to go.”
“Are we in agreement?” Sam pushed.
There was a heartbeat of a pause, then Ali nodded. “Yes, yes we are. Just until all this is over. Until we know who sent that stupid letter.”
Sam watched as she scampered back to the stage, pausing just before she stepped out into the light, waiting for her cue.
✽✽✽
 
Her heart was still racing. The fall had frightened her. Sam’s talking to had frightened her. The idea of not dancing again terrified her. She’d dismissed Sam as weak, flawed last night because of her nightmare. But those arms around her, the strength in them, the comfort in them, had changed her mind.
Rudy was dancing, it was almost her cue. She kept her eyes on the stage as the rest of the dancers filed out. Her attention was on the stage, but she couldn’t help but overhear what happened next.
“That was incredible.”
It was Greta’s voice, off behind her.
“Just doing my job,” Sam responded.
“Still incredible though,” Greta said. “And kind of a little bit sexy as well. I mean, you swooping in all protective like that.”
Ali frowned and held her breath, but Sam said nothing. She ached to turn around and see the look on her face, but didn’t.
“So, I was wondering,” Greta said after a lengthy pause. “I mean, you don’t have to, but I was just wondering if perhaps, maybe, you’d like to get a drink with me sometime?”
Ali’s lungs burned with the breath she was holding. It took every ounce of concentration she had not to turn around, not to say something. This was none of her business. She’d told Greta she wasn’t interested in Sam. Yet just at that moment there was nothing that bothered her more than the thought of Sam going out with Greta. Even the idea of not dancing again faded into the background as she waited to hear Sam’s answer.
“Ali!”
The choreographer shouted and Ali snapped to attention. It was her cue and she was close to missing it.
Sam spoke just as she was stepping onto the stage. And she couldn’t be sure, but it sounded an awful lot like the word ‘no.’ She released her breath and an incredible lightness came over her.




Chapter Six
The air conditioner chattered and Ali tucked her feet tightly under the blanket. Normally she slept like a baby. Normally she was exhausted, physically and mentally. But then normally she wasn’t thinking about the woman currently sleeping on her couch. Or any woman, for that matter.
It had been a long time. No, strike that. It had been forever. She was no virgin. There’d been women, one night stands, the occasional two or even three night stands. But no more than that. Relationships were high on the list of things she just had no time for. Along with a personal social life, pets, children, time to watch TV or read a book, and a million other things.
Not that she regretted it, she thought as she listened to the air conditioner in the darkness. It was a necessary sacrifice. All of them were necessary sacrifices, things she had to give up in order to get what she truly wanted. Which was to dance.
A girlfriend was something so far outside of her experience that the idea of it was alien. So far from anything that she’d ever had that it had taken her this long, a good twelve hours, to realize that the burning she’d felt in her stomach as she’d listened to Greta hit on Sam had a name. Jealousy. She’d been jealous.
Which was ridiculous really, given that she had no claim on Sam and Sam had no claim on her and really nothing was ever going to happen or should happen. And besides, she didn’t even like Sam that way.
But then, why feel jealous?
She flipped over onto her back staring up at the dark ceiling and sighing. Why jealous indeed. Okay, so perhaps there were some feelings there. Sam was attractive, that was undeniable. They’d spent such a short time together, but that time was in close quarters, hell, Sam had practically moved in.
She was still exploring the idea of jealousy, prodding at it like a child pushing at a loose tooth, when the scream came.
It didn’t shock her so much this time. She’d practically been expecting it.
Without really thinking she got out of bed, shuffled down the hallway, flicked on the lights and went into the kitchen to pour a glass of water before heading into the living room.
✽✽✽
 
Sam had her head in her hands, heart pounding. There was the clink of a glass being placed in front of her.
“Thanks,” she managed to mutter.
She took a minute, two, to control her breathing, to get herself together. And when she finally looked up, Ali was draped across the chair opposite, watching her.
“Thanks,” she said again. “You really don’t have to...” She gestured at the water.
Ali shrugged. “Not a problem.”
“And I’m sorry, really sorry, this is the second time I’ve disturbed you and...”
And what? What else could she say? The nightmares were coming more often. They were starting to impede her ability to do her job. She swallowed, feeling her skin burn with embarrassment.
“It’s fine,” Ali said, her voice soft and deep. “But you really should see someone if you keep having nightmares.”
Sam nodded numbly.
“Service related?” Ali asked. “Or job related? Stress maybe?”
Sam cleared her throat. She’d spoken to no one except Jonas about the nightmares. But Ali deserved some kind of explanation.
“Job related,” she said. “Something went down, someone got hurt.”
“Killed?”
“No. But hurt.”
Ali nodded but didn’t ask any more questions.
Sam flashed her a small, grateful smile. She could get used to this. Someone who didn’t ask questions, someone who didn’t pry. It was nice. Comforting even, to have someone there when she woke in the night. Not that this was anything other than professional. Except waking clients up in the night by screaming wasn’t exactly professional, was it? She sighed and was about to apologize again when Ali spoke.
“I could make some tea if you like? I’ve got a tea my mother used to give me when I couldn’t sleep as a child.”
“That would be nice.”
Ali got up and went to the kitchen.
“You have insurance and stuff, right?” she asked as she pulled mugs from a cupboard.
“Obviously, why?”
“I meant, just, um, if you wanted to see someone about those nightmares. It’s PTSD, I suppose. You could get help with them.”
“I could,” Sam said, trying not to sound angry, not to get defensive.
“And... I’ve put my foot in it,” Ali said, hearing something in her voice. “I should be more diplomatic, I guess, more sensitive.”
“No,” Sam said, starting to blush again.
“Yes,” said Ali. “To be honest, I don’t exactly have many friends. I spend all my time with other dancers. I know the people in my company, that’s about it. I’m not exactly socially experienced.”
The small admission was sweet, it made Sam feel better about showing weakness. “So we’re friends now?” she teased.
And now Ali blushed, a sweep of light pink cascading across her cheeks that made Sam want to... something. Want to pick her up and throw her onto the nearest bed. Sam gulped, but Ali’s blush was receding.
“Well, we have to spend time together,” she said. “We’re in close contact. I’m still not as convinced as everyone else seems to be that I need a bodyguard. But here you are. Here I am. We should at least attempt to be civil with each other, shouldn’t we?”
Sam nodded and accepted a hot mug of sweet-smelling tea. “It makes things easier if we’re friendly,” she allowed.
“In that case,” Ali said, taking her own mug in her hands. “I’ll try and be a little more accommodating. We’re sort of stuck with each other, I guess.”
“For the time being,” Sam said and grinned.
It wasn’t until later, ensconced on the couch, warm and sleepy from the tea, that Sam gave real thought to this. Being friends with Ali would make things easier. And more difficult. Keeping Ali safe was easier if the woman would actually listen to her and give her opinions weight. Keeping things professional and not fantasizing about throwing her client onto the closest bed was going to be a lot more difficult if Ali was actually being nice to her.
But... but she wanted to be closer to Ali. Wanted to be her friend. Okay, she wanted to be more, but that was impossible. So why not settle for being friends? Being friendly? What was so bad about that? She could definitely use more friends. As sweet as Jonas was, he was the extent of her current social life.
She yawned, feeling sleep stealing over her. The tea, whatever it was, was good.
✽✽✽
 
“What?”
Greta was stretching alongside her, cheek brushing the floor as she flexed her back.
“What, what?” Ali said.
But she knew. Somehow, it had been difficult to face Greta this morning. Difficult to look her in the eye after overhearing her conversation with Sam. So she hadn’t. There’d been no chit-chat, no small talk, just Ali concentrating on what she had to do.
“There’s something wrong,” Greta said now.
“I’m fine.”
She’d decided that she did want to try and be friends with Sam. Sure, the woman was attractive. She also had other qualities. And she wasn’t a dancer. Something that seemed kind of important now. Nearly everyone Ali had ever known had been involved in dance in some way or another. Perhaps it was time to branch out. And why not Sam? After all, the woman was staying in her house. Sleeping on her couch. Waking her up every night.
And somehow constantly creeping into her thoughts.
“It’s because of the bodyguard, isn’t it?” Greta said.
Ali turned, surprised. “No.”
“Yes, it is,” Greta said. She sat up a little so that she could turn and look Ali in the eye. “I know you overheard me asking her out. In fact, I wanted you to overhear. I deliberately asked her whilst you were in earshot.”
Ali frowned and Greta sighed.
“Al, listen, there’s nothing wrong with having someone. A one-night someone, a one-week someone, a whole-life someone. I get worried about you sometimes. You have no life outside of here.”
“And hitting on my bodyguard accomplishes what exactly?”
Greta laughed. “It makes you jealous. Makes you understand what’s right under your nose.”
“I wasn’t jealous.”
“Which is why you treated me like I had the plague this morning?”
“I didn’t.”
Another sigh. “Ali, admit it. You were jealous, weren’t you?”
“No.” Greta arched an eyebrow and Ali steeled herself to lie again and then couldn’t. “Maybe a little,” she admitted.
“I don’t want to go out with your bodyguard,” Greta said. “Actually, I’ve been seeing the photographer that came to do our last brochure shoots, if you  must know.”
“The ginger guy?”
“Not ginger. Auburn,” said Greta. “What I did want was for you to see that you wanted to go out with your bodyguard.”
“I don’t.”
“Then why be jealous when I asked her out?” Greta asked reasonably. “I see the way you look at her. Why don’t you act on those feelings for once? Why don’t you have something for yourself, something that’s not related to the ballet?”
“Because...” For a moment Ali was lost for words. “Because she works for me,” she finished finally. “And because... because I’m too busy.”
Greta was about to say something else when the physiotherapist called her name.
“This conversation isn’t over,” she said, standing up. “You deserve to have someone Ali, if only you could see it. And that bodyguard could be perfect.”
She ran off, leaving Ali to stretch out alone.
Perfect. Sam was in no way perfect. Sam was, in fact, very flawed. She had nightmares, she was scarred, she was an employee, she was... maybe not even interested. And yet it was that lack of perfection that made her interesting. Perhaps.
✽✽✽
 
Ali was... chatty. Pleasant. And still a good driver. Sam had picked her up from the theater as arranged and gone with her to the TV studio, arriving at the appointed time. And then she’d stood and watched as Ali worked her charm on the interviewer.
She was charming. When she talked about dance, her whole face lit up like a child’s. Her enthusiasm was contagious. It was a whole new side of her, a side that Sam liked. She wondered if anything else ever made Ali’s face light up in that way.
When she’d arrived at the theater, Ali had been ready to go. But before Sam could escort her out a blonde woman had come running up to them. Sam had recognized her immediately as Greta. Allegedly Ali’s friend. The woman who’d made an inept and uncomfortable pass at her, a pass that Sam hadn’t even considered taking her up on.
“I’ve got to leave,” Ali had said.
“Just a second,” Greta had responded. “I just wanted to apologize.”
“For what?” Ali had asked.
“Not to you,” Greta had said.
And then she’d turned to Sam and apologized for asking her out, apologized for making her uncomfortable. The apology had only made what was an already weird situation more weird and Sam had felt more uncomfortable after the apology than she had before. But she’d caught a look between Ali and Greta, something that said that Greta’s apologizing had pleased Ali, had changed something between them.
Perhaps Ali was interested in Greta, Sam thought now. Maybe that’s why Greta had had to apologize, why Ali had smiled at her after. Ali sure as hell had shown no interest in Sam herself. And why would she, Sam told herself. There was no reason for Ali to be interested in her as anything other than a bodyguard, and maybe now a friend.
But friendships could grow, could be nurtured into something more. Sometimes.
A friendship could be a start. Because she wouldn’t be Ali’s bodyguard forever. Once this was over, once the contract was fulfilled, well, then there was no need to keep things professional, was there?
Except for that promise made after Beth had left. The promise that there would be no more women. That no one would distract her, no one would carry a piece of her. No one would leave her feeling incomplete if they left.
“We’re all set.”
Sam blinked and Ali was standing in front of her. So much for being professional and focused on the job. She hadn’t even noticed the interview had ended.
“You looked great out there,” she said, smiling.
Ali shrugged. “All part of the job.”
Sam led her out of the studio and they were discussing dinner plans in a way that made Sam oddly hopeful and excited at the same time. Yes, a friendship might be growing here. And yes, maybe it could be something else. Maybe it was time to let the past go, to be open to new things.
And Sam pushed the door of the TV building open to allow Ali out and then everything seemed to happen at once.
A clicking, a flashing of light that in Sam’s head turned into a flash-bang of explosion. She moved automatically, throwing herself first at Ali, pushing her to the ground, before rolling and coming to her feet, grasping at the dark clothing in front of her, muscles bunching in her arms as she pulled back to swing, her left hand letting go of the clothes, reaching for her gun.
“Stop! Stop! Jesus Christ, stop!”
“Sam!”
The man’s voice didn’t even register, but Ali’s did. The sound of her name drew her up just long enough that she saw the camera, that she realized what was happening. She dropped back, adrenaline flooding away from her.
“Jesus, I’m so sorry.”
The photographer fumbled with his camera before looking back up at her. “You’re insane. What the fuck was that about?”
And Sam knew what it was about. Knew that the sound of the camera, the light of the flash had provoked a flashback, that she’d been driven to protect Ali from a threat that didn’t exist. But she couldn’t explain it. Couldn’t find the words.
“I’m so sorry,” she said again, taking another step back.
Then Ali was there. And for a second Sam took comfort in the warm touch of Ali’s hand on her elbow. Her breathing came easier, her pulse stopped skipping around like a jumping beetle.
“Your friend needs to take a damn chill pill,” the paparazzo said, looking at Ali.
“She’s just my bodyguard,” said Ali.
And Sam heard nothing else. Something made the photographer back off, and then he was taking pictures of Ali and Ali was smiling and then somehow they were going back to the car and Sam was opening the door. But all she could hear were those three words. Just my bodyguard.
Not my friend. Not anything else. Not even ‘she’s my bodyguard.’ But ‘she’s just my bodyguard.’
And the words stung more than any bullet.




Chapter Seven
Ali let the hot water stream over her. She was less tired than usual. The TV interview had meant that she’d only danced in the morning. Perhaps, she thought, she’d take the time to make a decent meal. Something home-cooked. Something that Sam might enjoy.
She’d lost her temper a little there. Snidely telling the photographer that Sam was just her bodyguard. But she’d been annoyed, embarrassed. The drive back to the house had been awkward, the silence spiky and uncomfortable.
Now that she’d had time to think about it, time to take a hot, relaxing shower, time to lose the anger that had made her speak, she was a little ashamed of herself. Talking about Sam as though she were the hired help. Her mother would have called it putting on airs and graces.
Sam had a problem, sure. And it was obviously starting to affect her work. But that didn’t mean that Ali had to compound the issue by being unpleasant to her or about her. The woman clearly needed some help.
She was trying to be sympathetic. She switched off the shower. But something still lingered. Could Sam really be trusted to do her job if she was traumatized? Having nightmares was one thing. Jumping an innocent paparazzo for taking a picture was quite another.
She wanted to say that Sam shouldn’t be a bodyguard if she couldn’t handle it. But then she remembered the strength of Sam’s hands pushing her down. The wave of feeling that had come over her as she’d squatted on the ground for those few seconds that it had taken her to realize what was happening.
She’d felt secure. Protected. And... slightly turned on, she had to admit. Having a woman push her to the ground, race to defend her, had a certain medieval, chivalrous kind of appeal. She gave a little shiver as she rubbed a towel over her skin.
She hadn’t felt in danger, even when there’d been that second or two when she could have been in danger. Which meant that Sam was doing her job, right? Besides, if Sam needed help, maybe Ali was the one to persuade her to get it. Wasn’t that what friends did for each other?
Friends. Not just a bodyguard. Maybe she should apologize for what she’d said. On the other hand, maybe Sam hadn’t noticed it, or maybe mentioning it would make things worse.
Cooking though, that couldn’t make things worse. She only wished she had the time to make one of her mother’s recipes. But decent Gulas or Svickova took days to make properly. Still, she’d come up with something.
“Hungry?” she asked as she walked into the kitchen, bathrobe wrapped around her.
There was no answer, but she could feel that Sam was there. Hairs prickled on the back of her neck. She turned around.
Sam was there, standing in the middle of the living room. The blankets that had been on the couch were folded on the coffee table. The black hold-all was at Sam’s feet.
“What’s going on?”
“I’m giving you your privacy back,” Sam said.
“I don’t understand.”
Sam took a step forward, then reconsidered and rocked back on her heels. “Me waking you up every night is ridiculous,” she said. “So I’ve decided on some operational changes. I’m satisfied that the house is as safe as it can be, and your alarm’s all wired up to the police. So me staying here is probably over-kill.”
“Probably?” asked Ali. “That makes me feel secure.”
She was bristling with anger now, but something else was underlying it. Fear maybe, or sadness, she wasn’t sure.
“I’ll take you home every evening and check the house over before I leave you. And I’ll pick you up every morning,” Sam was saying. “You have my number on speed dial and can call at any time. Your alarm will alert the police if anyone tries to enter the property. You’re safe, Alena.”
Alena. The use of her full name didn’t escape her.
“And don’t I get a say in this matter?” she snapped.
“Operational decisions are mine to make,” Sam said. “It’s clearly stated in your contract. You’re absolutely as safe as you can be. Me not sleeping here is a solid decision, particularly if my staying means you get less sleep which in turn impacts your work. This is the soundest choice.”
Ali’s legs were starting to shake and she really didn’t understand why. She just knew that she wanted Sam to stay.
“What if I don’t want you to go?”
Sam half-smiled. “Alena, you didn’t want me here in the first place, remember? So you should be happy that I’m giving you a little more privacy. I assure you that my professional responsibilities will still be taken care of.”
Sam was picking up the bag now, hefting it over her shoulder and Ali wanted to yell at her to stop. But she didn’t. She just stood in the kitchen watching, the words not coming, her mouth not opening.
“I’ve checked the place over, you’re fine for tonight. I’ll be back to collect you in the morning. You’ll need to lock the front door behind me and re-set the alarm,” Sam said.
And then she was going, walking out, the door creaking as she opened it and banging closed behind her. And Ali was alone for the first time in what felt like forever.
✽✽✽
 
It was the smart decision, Sam told herself as she strode down the block towards the parking lot where she’d left her own car. Waking a client up at night was inappropriate. Ali would be perfectly safe if things were done this way. It was a professional decision.
And it had absolutely nothing to do with Sam being stung by Ali’s words. Absolutely nothing to do with the fact that Ali thought of her as nothing more than a bodyguard. Nothing at all.
She’d opened up to her. She’d told Ali about the nightmares. Okay, Ali had kind of figured it out herself, and Sam hadn’t exactly passed along a lot of info. But still, it was a start. It was more than she’d opened up to anyone other than Jonas in a long time. And Jonas didn’t count. Because he understood, always had.
No, this decision was professional. Not personal. Not in the slightest.
She freed her car from the lot, paying an extortionate amount of money to raise the gate and planned on adding it to her bill. As far as she knew she was being paid by the theater company, so let them sink the cost of parking a car in LA.
As she lingered in traffic she keyed an address into her GPS. Theater security had been more than happy to help, and had indeed checked the ID of Ali’s erstwhile stalker. And now she had an address.
The sun was starting to set, turning the sky bright orange with streaks of pink. And Sam couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d done something... if not wrong, something conflicted. She’d let feelings interfere again, she realized. And that just couldn’t be allowed to happen. Okay, sure, Ali was going to be safe with the new arrangements. But still, Sam shouldn’t have let herself care enough that she had to change the arrangements.
The sooner all this was over, the better, she figured.
Traffic was a nightmare, as usual in the late evening, and it was a solid hour before she pulled up in front of an apartment block. She left her blinkers on, crossing her fingers that no police were around at this time, and headed to the rack of doorbells.
No answer for Tom Linder. Not terribly surprising. She waited, pretending to root through her pockets for a key, until someone came out and helpfully held the door open for her. Then she tracked down Tom’s apartment and pounded on the door. Still nothing. No lights, no sounds of movement. Not a thing.
Sam sighed. What a damn day. She was striking out all over the place.
Back out on the street, she noticed a bar just across the way. Worth a shot. But the place was close to empty when she went in, with no sign of the curly dark-headed man whose picture she’d been shown by security.
“Help you?” asked the bartender.
“Looking for Tom Linder,” Sam said. “About six foot, dark curly hair. He come in here much?”
“Every now and again,” the bartender said cautiously.
A man sitting at the bar snorted. “He’s in here most nights,” he said. “Dan there’s just trying to be discrete. What’s Tom been up to this time then?”
“Not a thing,” Sam said. The bar smelled of old cigarettes even though smoking had been banned years ago.
The man shrugged. “Come to think of it, he’s been in less often recently. Maybe ‘cos of that girlfriend of his.”
“Girlfriend?”
“Yeah, she’s some kind of ballet dancer or something. Sweet to look at. Guess if my wife looked like her, I wouldn’t be hanging out in no bar either.”
Sam slid a thumb across her phone screen, bringing up a picture of Ali. “This her?” Figured that a desperate guy would boast to his bar buddies, though she was sure Ali wasn't anything like his girlfriend.
“Yep,” the man nodded.
Sam sighed and pulled a card out of her pocket. “Give me a call if you see Tom, if he drops in, if you think of something I should know. Whatever.”
The man pocketed the card without looking at it and Sam knew he wouldn’t do anything to help her. Just as she’d thought. The day was a bust.
✽✽✽
 
It was odd, being in the house alone. Sam had only stayed two nights, but now Ali felt lonely. She’d thrown together a salad and eaten, then found herself wandering around, checking the windows, as Sam had already done.
She didn’t really know what she was looking for. Sam was so closed-mouthed about security issues. It left Ali feeling like she couldn’t protect herself if she had to, not a nice feeling. But then Sam was in control, she supposed.
Sam.
She missed her, she realized. As much as she hadn’t wanted to share her space, now she missed her. How ridiculous was that?
Except it wasn’t really. Not if... She took a breath and rattled the bathroom window to make sure it was shut. Not if she really did have feelings for Sam. Was starting to have feelings for her.
The lust part was obvious. It was hardly new. Sam was nice to look at.
There was more than that though. Ali found herself wanting to go beneath the surface, to find out where those nightmares came from, to find out what her favorite ice cream flavor was, to find out where she liked to be touched... And the deeper than surface feelings kind of scared her. No, strike that. Definitely scared her.
Especially if Sam had no intention of reciprocating them.
She checked the bedroom window last and then, for lack of anything else to do, threw herself down on the bed.
The problem was that she thought Sam might reciprocate her feelings. She sensed something there, something that was battling with Sam’s need to stay cool and professional. And that something could be a connection. Maybe.
Mixing business and pleasure was a bad idea. She’d had flings with enough dancers to know that. But Sam wasn’t going to be her bodyguard forever. Perhaps the best thing to do was to hold out, to wait until this was over. Then, maybe, something more could happen.
Ali smiled a little, the idea comforted her. Just wait. Just be patient.
The waiting was the hard part though. Because she kind of, sort of, really did, want to uncover Sam’s secrets. She wanted Sam right here on the bed next to her. The taste of her skin, the smell of her hair, those powerful arms around her. She shivered a little, and her hand crept downwards, skating over her hip bone, until her fingers found her warmth.
✽✽✽
 
“Mixing business and pleasure is a terrible idea,” Jonas said, slugging back a mouthful of beer straight from the bottle.
“And that’s the most trite advice I’ve heard all day,” Sam said.
“I wasn’t done,” Jonas said, gesturing at the bartender to get him another bottle.
“You’re right though,” Sam said. “I mean, I of all people should know that. After what happened. Having any kind of distraction is a bad idea.”
Jonas turned to her. “You need to let that shit go, Sam. It’s going to eat away at you otherwise. You made a mistake. Yes, someone got hurt. And yes, you feel bad about it. But you gotta move on. If you don’t, you’re going to find yourself without a job. All of this is starting to affect you, you know. I can see it, even if you can’t.”
Sam sighed.
“And I wasn’t done,” Jonas continued. “What I was about to say is that mixing business with pleasure is a terrible idea, but this won’t be business for very long, will it?”
“She only thinks of me as a bodyguard,” Sam said. “Her exact words: ‘she’s just my bodyguard.’”
“So? Put a little work in. Charm her. Show her the Sam that I know. ‘Cos pretty soon this gig will be up, and if you don’t make your move then, well, she’ll be gone, won’t she? And you’ll be alone again.”
“Alone is best.”
Jonas punched her arm, not hard, but none too light either. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Alone isn’t best, and you know it’s not. I know Beth leaving hurt. But that’s yet another thing you need to let go of. Leave the past behind, where it belongs.”
“Easier said than done,” Sam said, draining her beer.
“Then don’t come asking for advice that you don’t want to hear. Want another beer?”
Sam shook her head. “Nah. I’ve got an early start, I’d better head home.”
Jonas gave her a rough hug before she left and she was feeling better. Better for having talked about things anyway. Better enough that she could sleep. The beer helped.
The nightmare came in the early hours, waking her screaming and sweating as always. But as she lay in her bed trying to catch her breath Ali’s face flashed in front of her eyes and she felt a wave of calmness come over her. Her heart slowed a little and she could breathe again.
Jonas was right. She needed to be professional for now, and she was being. But there was going to be an after, there was going to be a time when she wouldn’t be Ali’s protector. All she needed to do was persuade Ali that she was more than just a bodyguard.
The thought of Ali sparked something inside her. Her skin tingled and her hand started to move down. In just a few minutes she was once again writhing and sweating in the sheets. But for an entirely different reason.




Chapter Eight
Sprinklers were running in the early morning coolness, watering the lawns of houses that Sam could never hope to afford. Not that she’d ever wanted a garden. But the noise was enough to almost distract her from her nerves.
Stupid nerves. Nerves she really shouldn’t be feeling. She’d collected herself, calmed herself, thought over everything. Jonas had been right. It was her job to make Ali see her as more than just a bodyguard if that’s what she wanted. The woman wasn’t a mind-reader for God’s sake. If Sam wanted this relationship to become more than just a business one, then she needed to work at it.
Obviously, she was going to do her job first. But who knew how long the job would last? The sooner the death threats got figured out, the sooner Sam could ask Ali to grab dinner or... something. She really hadn’t thought that far ahead.
But her stomach was jumping and her hand shook just a little as she reached out and pressed the doorbell.
“What...? Oh, hey.”
Ali was still in her yoga gear, hair rumpled and skin shining with a faint sheen of sweat. Sam’s heart leaped at the sight of her.
“Um, shouldn’t you be showered already?” she asked. “I’m here to pick you up, as promised.”
Ali frowned and Sam’s heart beat harder still at the little crease between her eyes. Surely she wasn’t still angry about last night.
“I, uh, I’m sorry if I was a bit short with you last night,” she said. “And I’m sorry about the photographer, and I’m sorry about the nightmares and, Jesus, I’m sorry about just about everything.”
Saying it out loud she suddenly realized just how terrible a bodyguard she’d actually been. She wasn’t surprised that Ali didn’t want her. Yet Ali was opening the door wider, was stepping back to let her in.
“I don’t have rehearsal today,” she was saying. “I should have told you yesterday, but in all the fuss of you leaving, I forgot. There’s a fire inspection and so I’m off for the day. But come in anyway. Want breakfast?”
The invitation was so natural that Sam found herself accepting without thinking, stepping inside, following Ali to the kitchen.
“Need some help?”
“Sure, you crack some eggs into that bowl,” Ali said, pushing the bowl towards her.
Together they made breakfast, speaking of nothing other than what they were doing. But Sam had the feeling that something was hanging in the air, that the apologies she’d begun weren’t done yet. She was content to wait, however.
Preparing breakfast was companionable, nice. Her hand brushed Ali’s as she pulled toast from the toaster, a shiver of pleasure running up her arm that she was careful not to show on her face. They danced around each other, Sam careful to keep her distance, juggling the preparation until everything was ready.
Only when they were at the table did Ali finally break the silence with the question that Sam had been dreading.
✽✽✽
 
She deserved some kind of explanation, though she was sure that Sam didn’t want to give her one. But if they were going to get closer then there had to be some kind of honesty between them.
“What happened?”
There. Done. Asked. Sam stirred her eggs with her fork. “What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean,” Ali said. “All those apologies you gave, you’re right. You haven’t exactly been on top form, you know.”
“I–”
“Wait,” Ali said, holding up a hand. “I’m not exactly complaining. I can’t say that I’ve felt unsafe. Quite the opposite, in fact. But I do think I’m owed some kind of explanation. I think I deserve that, don’t you? Besides, talking about things helps, in case you haven’t heard.”
“Yeah, so people keep telling me.”
“So talk. What happened with this whole job, someone getting hurt, whatever it was that went on. Whatever it is that’s haunting you. Tell me about it.”
Sam closed her eyes for just long enough that Ali thought she wasn’t going to answer. She was prying. But she wanted to know, and she wanted Sam to trust her, to share something with her. Maybe if she understood better, maybe if Sam let some of the pain out, maybe then she’d be able to sleep better.
“Fine,” Sam said, opening her eyes. “I was working a detail with an actor. He was coming out of a restaurant that had been checked over already. I was waiting in the car for him to finish, was supposed to meet him at the door when he came out. I didn’t. He didn’t wait, came out into the parking lot instead, and there was a shooter there. Some crazed fan. The actor got shot in the arm. I got out of the car in time to mop up the blood.”
Ali waited but Sam simply picked up her fork again and started eating eggs.
“That’s not the whole story,” Ali said.
“There’s not a lot more to it.”
“Why didn’t you meet him at the door? Why didn’t you see the shooter in the parking lot? Neither of those things sound like you.”
Sam sighed and put her fork down again. “Because I was distracted.”
“Distracted by what?” asked Ali.
“Nothing.”
“Distracted by what?” she pushed.
Sam’s fork clattered to her plate. “Distracted by texts from my ex-girlfriend who was still my girlfriend at the time and who was threatening to leave me,” she spat. “Distracted by trying to save my personal life even though Beth had already found someone else, was already sleeping with someone else. Not that she told me that. No, she let me woo her and try to save everything whilst all the time she was going behind my back. That’s what I was distracted by. Okay? Happy?”
Ali took a breath, then another and picked up her fork. “Yes.”
Eyes on her plate she started eating until she heard a strange sound. It took a second to realize that Sam was trying to smother a laugh. “What?”
“You,” Sam said. “I lay all that on you and then ask if you’re happy, and you just say yes. Like me spilling my dirty secret to you is just par for the course.”
Ali took a mouthful of coffee and swallowed before she answered.
“You shouldn’t have been distracted,” she said. “But then, nobody’s perfect. And to be honest, if this... person was so intent on getting to this unnamed actor then I don’t think you could have stopped him anyway. I mean, even if you’d gone to the restaurant door, the shooter would have had time to get into the parking lot unseen and take a shot anyway, wouldn’t he? Or she?”
“He,” Sam said. “Gay crush gone wrong, I’m afraid. And maybe.”
“So, you’re human.”
And it was humanizing. Ali wasn’t about to judge, she hadn’t been there. But the idea that one woman could cover all possibilities, could ensure the complete and total safety of someone else seemed ridiculous to her.
“I’m human,” Sam said.
Possibly the only sensible thing would have been to help this actor understand the threat. Teach him what to look for, teach him how to help protect himself. But from her short time with Sam, Ali had the feeling that this wasn’t what had happened. Sam had taken complete control and had failed. That was what bothered her, that was why she had nightmares.
“Feel better for talking?”
Sam sighed. “I’d feel better if I could finish breakfast. What about you? You’ve got no rehearsal today, so what’s it to be? Shopping? Movies? What do you do with your time off?”
Ali shrugged. “I’ll hit the gym probably. There’s a studio there that I can dance in for a couple of hours. A workout. That’s pretty much it.”
“Pretty much it? Is that all you do? Dance?”
Ali rolled her eyes. Civilians never understood. “Dance is a commitment. You have to give everything to it, or you achieve nothing. Do you have any idea how many girls want to be dancers? I need to be on top of my game every single second.”
“You need a plan B.”
And this, she remembered, was why it was better to date dancers than to go outside of her world. “There’s no plan B.”
“Well, what do you do when you’re too old to dance? Or when you get injured?” Sam asked.
A small chill ran down Ali’s spine. But she said nothing. Those were things she didn’t like to think about.
“We need to come up with something else for you to do, a hobby,” Sam was saying.
We. We need to come up with. The chill was replaced by something else, a warmth. Maybe this could become something. She liked the sound of ‘we.’
“Maybe,” she allowed.
Sam nodded. “Alright. I’ll take you to the gym, and bring you back here. But then you’re going to have to stay put for a couple of hours. I’ve got an idea. Something we can do together. I’ll come and pick you up again around half past four. Okay?”
Sam’s eyes were dancing and Ali was drawn into them. Seeing her enthusiastic about something was new, nice, exciting. So she nodded. “Okay.”
✽✽✽
 
Gyms should have bars, Sam decided. Okay, she could see why they didn’t.  But still, a beer would go down well right about now. Ali had said she’d be two hours at least, which left plenty of time for thinking.
“One green protein shake.”
The waitress in the small cafe placed the glass in front of her and Sam thanked her whilst simultaneously wondering what had prompted her to order something that looked a lot like what her father had used to dredge out of the bottom of his fish tank.
She’d opened up. Told Ali everything. And talking had made her feel better. Sort of. It hadn’t made the shame, the pain, the fear go away. But a little of the weight had gone. Maybe there was something in this talking business.
It had been so long since she’d built a connection with someone else, she’d forgotten how complicated it could be. Filtering out the bad from the good, deciding what to share and when. With Beth it had been easier, she thought. But then they’d been friends first. With Ali she was never quite sure what to say. And sometimes she didn’t know what she was going to say until the words were spoken. Like this morning, spilling everything like that.
This morning. She glanced at her phone. She needed to make a few calls. Ali needed something that wasn’t just performing, she needed an outside interest. She seemed so lonely somehow, and Sam wanted to see her around others, wanted to see how she interacted. And, as Ali herself had pointed out, so many girls wanted to be dancers. She grinned to herself. That’s what had given her the idea.
She took an experimental sip from her glass. Jesus, it tasted like licking the inside of a lawnmower. She pushed the glass away and picked up her mobile. Time to arrange a little distraction for Ali. Maybe that would loosen her up enough to open up a little more. Because it had only occurred to Sam when Ali had rushed off to do her workout that Ali knew an awful lot more about her than she knew about Ali.
✽✽✽
 
“So, like a date?”
“A date? I don’t know if it’s a date.”
It could be though. Kind of. Couldn’t it? Sam had definitely said that whatever was happening this afternoon was something they could do together. Was that a date? Did she even want it to be a date?
“Maybe you’re right. Half past four is a strange time for a date,” Greta said. “On the other hand, maybe she just wants to get started early...”
Ali laughed and lay her head back on the couch. “It’s not a date. It’s... a thing.”
“A thing,” agreed Greta. “So, what are you wearing to this... thing?”
Ali switched the phone to her other ear. Wearing? She hadn’t even considered that. “Uh, I don’t know.”
“Jeans and a strappy top,” Greta said immediately. “That’ll do you for most things. Restaurant, bowling, dancing, whatever she chooses.”
“You’re making too much out of this,” Ali said.
“And why shouldn’t I?” Greta asked. “You deserve this, Al. You get your girl. Take a little time out for yourself, think about something that isn’t the damn ballet.”
Why did everyone suddenly want her to ignore dancing, she wondered. But she said: “Fine, I will. And I gotta run.”
“Shower and shave,” advised Greta.
She was still laughing when Ali hung up.
It might not be a date, but in the end, Ali decided that she didn’t want to regret anything. So she primped just in case. Probably not a date, but still. A date would be inappropriate. She’d never agree to a date. Not yet, anyway. Not until Sam’s contract was finished.
So, not a date. She pulled on skinny jeans and walked through a spritz of perfume. Definitely not a date.
Her stomach was turning over, she felt shivery and warm all at the same time. When was the last time she’d felt like this? She was just waiting for the doorbell to ring. When had she ever felt like this?
And when the doorbell did finally ring she had to force herself to take a deep breath and walk slowly to the door.
“Hey.”
Sam was standing there, baggy camo pants with more pockets than anyone could need, tight black t-shirt that showed the definition of muscles on her stomach. Hair slicked back and shades on and Ali’s blood pressure went through the roof. Christ, she’d never seen anything sexier in her life. A pool of warmth spread between her legs.
“Ready to go?” Sam asked.
All she could do was nod.
“Okay if I drive?”
“Uh-huh,” she managed to squeak out.
She was beginning to think that maybe she should fire Sam, just to make dating okay. Jesus, she had to snap out of this.
“Good day?” Sam asked as she drove.
“Yeah, yes, relaxing, great. Nice to have some time off,” Ali said. Calm down. Just calm down. “You?”
“Um, yes, I suppose,” Sam said, making a left turn. “Not far now.”
Ali watched her from the corner of her eye, noting the firm profile, the tight jaw, wondering what it would be like to kiss her. She really needed to calm down. This was idiotic. She wasn’t a horny sixteen year old. Really, she wasn’t. It was just the idea of... of being on a date, of being liked, of being... together with someone.
“Here we are,” Sam said, pulling the car into a space on the street.
Ali looked up at a light grey pre-fab building. A sign above the door read The Girls' Club of Los Angeles Chapter Six. She frowned.
“Where are we?” she asked.
“This,” Sam said. “Is our plan for the rest of the afternoon. Come on.”
And it really wasn’t a date. Ali’s heart sank.




Chapter Nine
“Sam!”
It wasn’t just one voice, it was a whole collection of them. From the warm, adult tones of the woman standing by the door to the reedy, excited voices of the kids gathered around the foyer. Sam grinned and then took a step back as two of the smallest girls ran at her. One clung to each leg and Sam ruffled their hair.
“Now, how am I supposed to get inside if you’re both pinning me down?” she asked.
“Dinosaur!” squealed the smaller of the two.
With a fake roar, Sam managed to stomp inside the building, the two girls still clinging to her.
“Now, now, let’s give Sam a second to get acclimated, shall we?” said the woman who had been at the door. “Why don’t you two run off and make sure there’s enough cups at the water cooler?”
The girls fled and Sam turned to see Ali hovering in the doorway.
“Jayce, this is Ali, the one I was telling you about,” she said to the woman. “Ali, this is Jayce, den mother, volunteer, boss of this chapter house, and all around angel.”
Ali stepped inside, looking around her. The children had gone back to their own games, their own conversations. “What is this place?” she asked.
It was Jayce that answered, her braids moving as she talked, beads clicking together as her hands gestured to the building around her. “This is a chapter of the Girls' Club. We’re a non-profit organization that provides extra-curricular opportunities for girls from underprivileged backgrounds. We run after-school care programs and offer a range of activities that most of these girls wouldn’t otherwise have the chance to partake in. We also work on female empowerment, women’s rights, and creating the kind of strong, beautiful women that this community needs.”
Ali frowned a little and Sam wanted to laugh. She looked so sweet when she was confused.
“That’s wonderful,” said Ali. “But...”
“But what are you doing here?” Sam asked, helpfully.
Jayce rolled her dark eyes at Sam. “You didn’t tell her?” Sam shook her head. “You, my dear, have come to teach the girls a dance lesson,” she said to Ali.
Ali’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.
Fifteen minutes later, Sam had her hands wrapped around a mug of instant coffee and was leaning back against a wall watching Ali through a large internal window.
“You know, I was a little worried when you brought her in,” Jayce said, coming to stand next to her. “But the kids were so excited about ballet that I couldn’t say no.”
“And now look at her,” Sam said with a grin.
“She’s a natural,” agreed Jayce.
About thirty girls were arranged in lines, their eyes glued to Ali, their attention fully focused on her.
“Haven’t seen you for a while,” Jayce said.
“Work’s been busy.”
“The kids miss you.”
“Work’s been rough,” Sam said.
“You sure about that? That it’s work that’s been rough and not you that’s been rough?” Jayce asked. Her voice was smooth and deep, her eyes liquidy and warm.
“A little of both maybe,” Sam admitted.
“You know, if you ever need to talk, then I’m here.”
Sam nodded but didn’t say anything. She’d always considered Jayce more of Beth’s friend than her own. As if reading her thoughts, Jayce spoke again.
“Beth doesn’t volunteer here anymore,” she said. “She moved to the fourth chapter, says it’s closer to home and work. So if that’s what’s keeping you away, don’t let it.”
Sam puffed out a breath of air, then nodded again. “It’s part of the reason. But so was work. And so was me not being completely myself. But you’re right, I need to show up more. I love being here, love being with the kids. I need to make time.”
“I’m not trying to guilt you into volunteering again,” Jayce said, with a laugh. “What with all this ballet, I’m not sure you’re going to have many takers for tae kwon do for a while.”
Sam laughed too now. “Well, gotta balance things out. A ballerina that can fight like a hell-cat sounds like a pretty awesome combo to me.”
Jayce laid a hand on her arm. “We’re here for you when you need us,” she said quietly. “We’re always happy to see you. You have a family here, don’t feel like you have to stay away.”
A telephone rang in a nearby office and Jayce rushed off to answer it, leaving Sam watching Ali, now teaching the girls to stand in different positions. She really was a natural at this.
A family. It had been a long time since Sam had had a family. Both her parents were dead, her father a mere eighteen months after her mother, both happened while she was in Afghanistan. She was an only child. She was used to going it alone.
But here, yes, it had been like a family. When she and Beth had used to come night after night, playing with the kids, talking to the parents, holding pot lucks and workshops. And looking over to see Beth with a small child in her lap it had been easy to think that one day Sam would build her own little family.
And then it had all been broken. Gone. And she was alone again. It had been so painful, was still painful, that coming to the center had been impossible. Yet she’d done it, for Ali she’d done it. Just to help her. And watching her now she was starting to have those same old feelings again. Ali was a natural with kids. The girls were loving her.
“Jesus Christ.”
She slurped a mouthful of luke-warm coffee. What was getting into her? The woman was a client. Okay, maybe something might happen at some point in the future. But here she was standing and watching her and practically planning their 2.4 kids.
Ali was now balancing on one leg, and a host of shaky little girls were doing the same thing. Sam smiled. Maybe 2.4 kids wouldn’t be so bad. Mind you, persuading Ali to go that far would be the problem. They hadn’t even had a date yet.
✽✽✽
 
It hadn’t been a date. Of course it hadn’t. Yet the disappointment had been so palpable, so visceral, that she’d almost turned and walked away. Now though, with small girls shouting her name and demanding her attention, she was glad that she hadn’t. She’d enjoyed teaching the kids more than she’d ever have believed.
“Why don’t we give Ali a break for a few minutes,” Jayce said. “There’s juice and cookies in the rec room if anyone’s interested?”
There was a cheer and then the sound of feet slapping on the ground as the kids raced off to get their snacks. And Ali let out a sigh of tired relief.
“You’re a hit,” Jayce said. “They love you.”
“What little girl doesn’t love the ballet?” Ali said, smiling.
“I didn’t,” said Sam, coming over and handing Ali a bottle of cool water. “I always preferred cowboys and indians.”
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Ali said.
“You ready to get out of here?”
“Yes. But first, thank you.” She turned to Jayce. “Thank you for letting me come and be a part of this.” And then to Sam. “And thank you for bringing me. I enjoyed this more than I’d ever imagined. Seeing those girls, seeing how passionate they were, it reminded me of me. The way I used to be.”
“The club always needs help,” Sam said.
“You’re welcome back any time you like, the girls would love another ballet lesson,” added Jayce. “But no pressure, I’m sure you must be busy.”
“I am,” Ali said. “Unfortunately.”
“Shame,” Jayce said.
And by the time they were getting back into the car, Ali had almost reconciled herself to the fact that this hadn’t been a date. A date that she hadn’t wanted. Except she did. She bit back a scream. Why was she suddenly so un-focused, so confused?
“You looked great in there,” Sam said.
“Thanks.”
Her tone was short enough that Sam went back to driving and Ali regretted the sharpness in her voice. But she couldn’t help it. She was angry this hadn’t been a date. Angry that Sam was somehow taking away her single-mindedness. And angry because she was angry because this hadn’t been a date. As if that made any sense whatsoever.
When Sam drew the car into the driveway, she hopped out as fast as she could.
“Hold up there,” shouted Sam. “Gotta do the checks first.”
She wanted to scream again. Just for a few minutes she’d forgotten why Sam was there. Forgotten that this was a contractual engagement, not an actual... friendship, affair, budding romance, confusing whatever it was that she might want. Or not want.
And she was about to yell, about to tell Sam just to leave her alone, when she noticed the fluttering of white paper on the door. Her heart skipped a beat and she froze, a step half-taken.
“That’s right, let me go in first,” Sam was saying.
Ali felt a light brushing against her arm as Sam skirted her, and then Sam too stopped.
“It’s a letter,” Ali said unnecessarily.
And then Sam was turning to face her, those strong hands were coming up, were clasping around her upper arms, the touch of skin on skin making Ali’s pulse speed up. Dark green eyes were looking into hers. Sam’s lips were close enough to kiss, close enough that if she just moved an inch she could...
“It’s fine,” said Sam. “You’re fine. You’re going to stay right here and I’m going to check it out. Alright?”
Ali nodded, mesmerized by the eyes, not wanting Sam to move. But Sam removed her hands and strode towards the door. The letter was half-in, half-out of the mail slot. A slot that was supposed to be decorative only, a nod towards an earlier age. Ali watched Sam pull gloves from one of the many pockets in her camo pants and slide her hands into them before reaching for the letter.
And she remembered the words of the first one. Sentences that she could never forget coming back to her now, the vitriol of them just as harsh, just as shocking. She swallowed. Who could want to do this to her? Who could she have offended so badly that they could even subject her to the words, let alone the actions the words described?
“It’s nothing.”
“What?”
“It’s nothing,” Sam said, stepping back down the path toward her, letter fluttering in her hand. “It’s from Greta. Here.”
Ali accepted the letter, flipping it open. A short message. She’d dropped by, rehearsals would start a half hour later the next day, she’d returned the scarf she’d borrowed (it was in the mailbox at the end of the drive), oh, and she hoped the date had gone well. Ali felt the warmth of blood rushing to her cheeks. She glanced up at Sam who was studying the front door. Nothing seemed amiss. Maybe she hadn’t read that far.
“Shall we go in then?” Sam asked, noting her glance.
“Yeah, course. Yes.”
Sam gently took the keys from her hand and began opening the front door.
“It’s normal to be afraid,” she was saying. “I’d be freaked out if I were you too. But everything seems fine. The alarm is on, the door was locked. Nothing to be worried about.” She held the door open and Ali stepped inside. “I’ll just do my rounds and then I’ll get out of your hair, okay?”
“Fine,” Ali said. “Oh, I’ll be starting a half hour later tomorrow. So you can come later if you like. Or, you know, come for breakfast. Or coffee. Or whatever.”
She needed to thank Sam for setting up the class, for showing her something different. And, she could admit, she’d liked having Sam for breakfast.
“Yeah, sure,” Sam said, and she was already looking around, checking the front door again and then moving on to the windows.
As soon as Sam disappeared down the corridor to check the other rooms Ali knew that she didn’t want to be alone. The letter had scared her more than it should have. She knew it was nothing. But she didn’t want Sam to leave. For a million reasons. She wanted Sam to stay, even if she woke up screaming. She wanted Sam here, in her bed, or at worst on the couch. She wanted to feel safe.
✽✽✽
 
She’d thought it was a date. Or at the very least she’d told her friend it was a date. Sam’s heart wouldn’t stop leaping around in her chest. She couldn’t stop herself from grinning. She’d scanned down the letter and she was sure that she hadn’t let her emotions show. But still. Ali had feelings. For her. Or hopes. Or something.
She checked around the house. Obviously, nothing could happen yet. But when it could, when the contract was over, well then, then maybe something could. There was the possibility. And the thought filled her with joy, with excitement, with a light so bright she had to smile.
The bedroom was last, and she kept her eyes steadily averted from the bed and then finally managed to wipe the smile off her face. Professional now, business-like now, more later. After.
“Everything looks fine,” she said, coming back into the living room.
“Please stay.”
It took everything she had not to agree immediately. Ali looked lost and sad, standing alone in the middle of the living room. But staying would be a mistake. If she stayed she wasn’t sure she could stop herself from doing something she might come to regret.
“There’s no need for me to stay. Everything’s fine and you’re safe here. Just give me a call if you need anything. You’ll be just fine.”
She was already walking towards the front door, already reaching for the latch. And Ali was following her.
“I’m not sure,” Ali was saying.
But Sam was already opening the door, already turning back to say goodbye, finding that Ali was closer than she’d thought.
The door was open, the night air was cool, and from far away came a deep banging sound. Sam jumped, moving to push Ali down, away from danger, stopping herself just in time.
“A car backfiring,” she managed to say, heart thudding, adrenaline racing.
Ali nodded.
And there was only an inch between them. Only that short distance separating them. And she didn’t know what happened, didn’t know who moved first. Didn’t know if it was the adrenaline or the fear or the lust that made it happen.
All she knew is that their lips were touching and Ali’s hand was on her cheek and her arms were reaching up and then she was disappearing into a kiss so sweet, so hot, so deep that she thought she might never come up for air.




Chapter Ten
Sam's lips were softer than she'd imagined. With her professional, spiky exterior, Ali had thought she'd be more masculine, more powerful. But the kiss was gentle, sweet and soft. It made her melt inside. It made her push her body closer, aching to get Sam's touch, wanting nothing more than to be held.
One of her hands snaked up Sam's back and then, inexplicably, she felt a shiver of cold. It took a millisecond to realize that Sam had broken the kiss, that she'd stepped away.
Her green eyes were clouded. With lust, Ali thought. But something else too. Confusion.
“I'm so sorry,” Sam said, quiet, voice shaking.
And then she was gone, fleeing down the garden path into the darkness. A moment later, Ali heard the sound of a car engine starting up. She sighed and closed the door.
She understood the problem. She wasn't stupid. Sam had feelings for her, she had feelings for Sam. That much was very clear, no matter how badly they might have expressed themselves. There was a connection there, a spark. But there was more. There was their professional relationship, the contract between them.
Ali thought she could overlook it. Okay, so it wasn't the best of ideas to get involved with someone who was supposed to technically work for her. But it also wasn't the worst of ideas. She had faith in Sam, knew that she'd be looked after. She'd never felt anything other than safe with Sam there. And she knew that their contract would end sooner rather than later. No, she could accept that a little personal stuff could mix into their business.
Sam, however, couldn't. And she knew exactly why. Her last client had been shot because Sam had been distracted by personal business. So of course she didn't want to be involved in anything right now.
Which left two choices. Either wait until their contract was through. Or persuade Sam that she wasn't going to be a distraction.
Her brain knew which was the smarter decision. But her body certainly didn't agree.
She took a deep breath and realized that she was still standing in front of the closed door. Her stomach was a pool of liquid lust and her legs were shaking.
“Calm down,” she spoke aloud. “You're not a teenager. Calm down.”
But she felt like a teenager. She couldn't wipe the grin off her face as she marched into the kitchen to prepare something to eat.
✽✽✽
 
How could she have let it happen? She'd driven straight home, jumped straight in the shower, trying to wash the feelings away. But it hadn't worked.
And now she lay in bed in the dark trying to think of an excuse, trying to blame anyone other than herself. She wanted to say that she'd been taken by surprise, that she hadn't realized what was happening. But that was a lie.
She'd known from the second that she'd seen the look in Ali's eyes that they were going to kiss. And she'd let it happen. Wanted it to happen. Wanted more. Still wanted more.
But she couldn't be distracted.
“Just wait,” she whispered into the darkness. “Just wait until the contract is over.”
Even then though, even if they didn't work together, could she trust herself to get involved again? Trust herself to trust someone else, let someone else inside? She honestly didn't know.
Maybe the best thing to do was to walk away. But she couldn't leave Ali unprotected. And she couldn't deny that every cell of her being screamed to be with her. The kiss had felt like completion, felt as natural and right as anything she'd ever felt in her life. Like the first time she'd put on a uniform, the first time she'd fired a gun. Just... right.
But that didn't mean it was.
She sighed and groaned and tried to think about something, anything else. And then the phone rang.
She picked it up and listened, already starting to pull on pants before she'd hung up.
“I'll be right there,” was the only thing she said.
And heart beating out of her chest, blood singing through her veins, she cursed herself for leaving Ali alone.
✽✽✽
 
Her first instinct had been to hide. In a cupboard, under the bed, anywhere. In the end, she'd wrapped herself in a blanket and was curled in a corner of the couch when Sam finally arrived.
“I'm so sorry.”
“There's nothing to be sorry about,” Sam said.
But there was. She was being stupid. It had been nothing. Just a feeling. And now she felt like an idiot for calling. Now Sam would just think that she called to get attention, because of the kiss, because... Because.
“What happened?” Sam asked, patiently.
“I felt like I was being watched. It was probably nothing. Stupid really.”
But she could still feel eyes on her, still feel her skin crawling.
“Did you see anything? Hear anything?”
Ali shook her head. “I told you. It's stupid. I shouldn't have called.”
“Nope,” Sam said, glancing around at the window locks. “You need to trust your gut. We've all got a sense for when things aren't quite right. Takes a strong person to listen to that little voice that says something's wrong though. You did the right thing in calling.” She looked over and for a split second Ali could feel those lips again. “I'm just gonna take a look around outside. You stay put.”
It was nothing. She had no idea where the feeling, the fear had come from. She was sure it was nothing now. Except maybe her mind playing tricks on her, trying to persuade her to get Sam back here. To get more of that kiss. That wonderful, terrible kiss.
There were an agonizing few minutes until Sam walked back again. And then the look on her face stopped Ali apologizing again.
“I'm not certain, but I think there's footprints out there,” she said.
The fear came back. It was easy to forget sometimes exactly why Sam was here. Easy to forget that there was someone out there that wanted to hurt her. Ali pulled the blanket tighter around herself.
“Here,” Sam said, handing her something.
It was a small black device with a string attached to it. “What is it?”
“A panic button,” Sam said. “It's connected straight to my mobile. You press that button, I'll come running, no matter where I am. I want you to wear that any time you're home alone, got it?”
“Got it.”
Sam looked around and for a second Ali thought she was going to leave and the fear welled up inside her again.
“It's early enough now that it's closer to morning than not,” Sam said, finally. “I'll stick around. You go back to bed, try and get some sleep.”
“I'm not sure that I can,” Ali said.
“What about some of that tea?” asked Sam.
Ali nodded and began to get up. “I'll...”
“No, I'll take care of it. You've had enough excitement for one night. Stay where you are.”
Enough excitement. And the prowler wasn't even the half of it. Because as scared as she'd been, her heart hadn't beat anywhere near as hard as it had when she'd kissed Sam. When their lips had brushed and touched and... She swallowed.
No point thinking about it. Sam hadn't said anything. Sam hadn't even shown a sign that it had happened. It was obviously something that was meant to be forgotten. She'd just have to try and wait.
✽✽✽
 
Don't mention the kiss.  If she didn't mention it, didn't even think about it, then maybe it would be like it had never happened. Business came first. Protecting Ali came first. No distractions. And she'd promised herself no more women. Not after Beth.
Her heart hurt as she made tea. Physically hurt. Ali was beautiful, sexy, and lonely. Something inside Sam made her want to look after the dancer. But the reality was that even if she let something happen then she'd probably screw it up. Just like she'd screwed up with Jake Allingham. Just like she'd screwed up with Beth. And she liked Ali. She didn't want to screw her up.
Ali hadn't mentioned anything, hadn't tried to touch her or get too close to her. So maybe this was something that they were both regretting. She picked up the hot mugs of tea and carried them carefully into the living room.
As she put the mugs on the coffee table she glanced over at the picture on the mantle.
“That your mom?” she asked.
Ali nodded.
“She looks like you.”
“I look like her,” Ali said, picking up her tea. “She was beautiful.”
“Has it been long?”
“Three years.”
“You must miss her.”
God knows, she missed her own mom. Her dad too. Not that they'd been incredibly close. But she missed having someone to call, missed having someone that loved her no matter what.
“It's still painful,” Ali said.
“We don't have to talk about it,” Sam said, settling onto the couch as far away from Ali as she could get.
“No, it's okay. It's nice to talk about her sometimes. She was an amazing woman. She did everything for me.”
“She brought you to America,” Sam said.
Ali smiled. “She left everything behind. Her family, her job, everything. She worked three jobs to pay for my dance lessons. We lived in a one room apartment over the top of a Chinese restaurant. My clothes forever smelled like soy sauce. She barely spoke English.”
“Sounds tough.”
“It was. But it was fun too. We had each other. Every day was exciting. Every day I got to dance. She knew that coming here was the only way I could live up to my potential, that's what she told me. So she sacrificed everything to give me my chance. I just wish... I wish that she'd been around long enough that I could repay her for everything she did.”
“You feel like you owe her.”
Ali nodded. “I do. And that I can never make up for her sacrifices. The only thing I can do is be the best, show her that all she did wasn't for nothing.”
That explained a lot. Explained why Ali was so focused, so intent on dance and only dance.
“She'd be proud of you,” Sam said, slowly. “I mean, I didn't know her, but any parent would be proud of what you've achieved.”
“Are your parents proud of you?” Ali asked.
“They're both gone now. But yes, I think they were. Proud when I got into uniform. But I always felt that I could have done more.”
“You served your country, what more could you have done?” asked Ali. She sipped at her tea.
“Been happy, I suppose. Got married, had kids even.”
Ali said nothing. Sam thought for a second, then decided what she had in mind was worth saying.
“There's more to life than work. There has to be. And I think any parent wants their child to be happy. I know, I know, dancing does make you happy. But there's more, there's always more. Being fulfilled is about balance, I think. You can't just depend on one thing to make you happy. You can't put all your eggs in one basket.”
Which was exactly what she'd done with Beth, though she'd only realized it later.
“Nothing has ever made me as happy as dancing,” Ali said quietly.
“Have you ever tried to let something other than dancing make you happy?”
There was a long silence as they both drank their tea. Sam was content to let the thoughts sit, not needing to pursue them. Ali needed to open her life up, she could see that. If not, then a year from now, or five years, or whenever her knees gave out or her body got too old, she'd have a catastrophic fall to earth. One that would destroy her, Sam could see it coming. She'd seen it in soldiers, men and women that had given everything to achieve their dream of being in uniform. And then, when that uniform was removed, there was nothing left, no dreams, no hope.
“You know, I might try to sleep for a while,” Ali said, finally.
Sam nodded and let Ali take herself off to bed. She settled on the couch and closed her eyes. Maybe she'd get an hour of sleep herself.
✽✽✽
 
For the first time that she could remember dancing wasn't making her happy. Not that it made her unhappy, just that... something had changed. Something wasn't right. She went through the day, through the rehearsals and practices. But something was lacking.
Sam had left her at the theater. But it didn't matter. Even without her there, she still couldn't stop thinking about that kiss. Couldn't stop thinking about being happy. Because perhaps Sam had been right. She'd never given anything other than dance the chance to make her happy. Or anyone.
“You okay?”
Greta popped her head into the dressing room.
“Fine,” Ali said.
“Really? You just seemed a bit off. Distracted maybe. Are you coming down with something?”
Ali smiled. “No, I'm absolutely fine.”
“She's not wrong.”
Ali's smile vanished. She hadn't heard Jean-Luc coming and Greta skittered off as he appeared at the door.
“You were off your game today, as the Americans say,” Jean-Luc said. “I suggest you get your head together.”
“Of course,” said Ali, not looking him in the eye.
“We don't have dead weight, Alena. You know this. You don't dance to perfection then I give your parts to someone else. That is how it works.”
“Understood.”
He stayed for a moment longer, she could see his shoes under her eyelashes. Then he left.
Fantastic. She took a deep breath then gave up. Today was a write-off. She grabbed her bag and beat a retreat. Sam was meeting her at the stage door.
The drive home was silent. But Ali's head was whirling, working, deciding. For the first time in forever she wanted something that wasn't dance related. She wanted Sam. She wanted to see what was going to happen. Screw waiting, screw the fact that they worked together. Screw Sam's reluctance. Sam deserved to be just as happy as she did, and she knew that Sam wanted this. But she also had the feeling that Sam wouldn't take what she wanted, wouldn't have the courage to take it. Which meant that the decision was hers.
It was the waiting and the doubt and the dancing around things that were the problem. It was time to face up to things. Time to decide and act, not to think. If this all ended in disaster and hurt then so be it. They wouldn't know unless they tried, right?
Sam pulled up in front of the house and got out of the car. Ali followed. She had to do this. If she didn't she wouldn't be able to think straight. She'd dance badly. Greta would get her parts. But that wasn't the only reason. She had to try to be happy outside of the theater. She had to show her mother that she could be happy. She had to have something just for herself.
Sam unlocked the door and gestured for Ali to go inside. She did, but then she turned.
“I know all the arguments,” she said, stumbling over her words a little. “I understand why this is a bad idea, why you might not want this. I also understand that there's something here, something between us.”
“Ali, I–”
“No, let me finish,” Ali said. She took a deep breath then held out her hand. “I'm only going to ask once. Sam, I want you to stay with me tonight.”
“I can sleep on the couch, I guess,” Sam said, her eyes on Ali's hand.
“That's not what I meant,” said Ali, coolly and calmly.
She stretched her hand out a little further, begging Sam to take it.
“Stay with me tonight?” she asked again.




Chapter Eleven
She could list the reasons why she shouldn't take Ali's hand. Alphabetically, in order of importance, backwards if necessary. She could fill a sheet of paper with all the excuses that she could make, most of them good ones.
What she couldn't do was shatter the hope in those blue eyes. What she couldn't do was deny that her heart was pounding, her mouth was watering, her legs were shaking.
No more women. No sleeping with clients. Protection is the priority.
But her hand was reaching out, her fingers were brushing Ali's, and then before she knew it the door was slamming closed and Ali's mouth was on hers.
The wood of the door pressed into her back, Ali's tongue searched for hers and Sam felt the desire rising, felt the pumping of blood through her veins. And she felt more, a sense of completeness, a sense of right, like this was inevitable, a script already written out for her. As Ali pressed into her, curving her long body against hers, Sam's hand reached out and grasped her hips, pulling her closer, and something inside her snapped.
She relaxed a little, just enough that Ali's thigh could slide between hers, enough to complete the connection. Her fingers began to move, tickling up Ali's back, tangling themselves in her hair.
“We shouldn't,” she managed to groan, dragging her lips away for a millisecond.
“Don't care,” panted Ali.
“You're my client.”
“Don't care.”
“I can't...”
“Don't care.”
The truth was, neither did Sam. Not right now. Not with Ali's lips pressing against her neck, nibbling the delicate skin. Not with hands skating over her hipbones. Not with the pulsing, pounding, vibrating need inside her. She closed her eyes and saw stars, circling and twirling behind her eyelids, dancing in time to Ali's soft kisses. Ali inched forward, pressing that firm thigh up against her center and she could take no more.
“Come,” she growled, tearing herself away and grabbing at Ali's hand.
She half-pulled her towards the bedroom, but Ali stopped her half way, pushing her hard against the wall for another searing kiss.
“Can't wait,” Ali gasped.
Sam looked into her dilated pupils and grinned. “It'll be worth it,” she promised.
She allowed Ali one more kiss before breaking away and striding into the bedroom, letting Ali follow, knowing that she would.
In the pale light of the streetlights streaming through the window, she slowly undressed the dancer. Her skin glowed pale and her chest trembled with each breath. Her fingers stumbled with clasps and zippers, hands shaking, but Ali stood still and silent, letting Sam drink in the sight of her.
And when she was naked, her body glorious and lithe and entrancing, Sam gently picked her up and lay her on the bed. She managed to yank off her boots and camo pants before kneeling on the mattress. She was going to worship this woman. She was going to treat her like the queen she was. Her hand reached down to part Ali's thighs, and she could already see glistening wetness.
Her blood pulsed through her as she prepared to pleasure Ali in ways that were going to make her scream.
“Oh no,” Ali said, catching her wrist and dragging her down.
“No?” Sam asked, pulling back a little.
“I'm not a doll, I'm not a princess, you don't get to control everything Sam, not this time.”
Ali was pulling her down, rolling her over, the strength in her seemingly fragile body immense. And Sam fought back, just for a second. Just until Ali roughly parted her legs, thrust her thigh in between them again, and she felt that delicious pressure. Hands were already pulling at her tank top, at her sports bra, not removing them, just moving them. Ali's mouth searched for something and found it as Sam yelped with delighted pleasure.
Agonizingly slowly, Ali began to rock against her, the pressure against her center becoming harder then softer then harder again, and her lips and tongue suckled at a nipple and Sam felt sweat starting to bead on her forehead. She pushed herself upwards, her hands traveling down the curve of Ali's waist, reaching between her legs, searching for wetness. She took deep breaths, pushed down the dark need inside herself, controlled it.
“No, no,” Ali whispered, raising her head in the darkness and breaking the connection with Sam's breast. “Not me. You. No control, Sam. Take what's yours. Lie down. Let me do this.”
And when her mouth returned to where it had been and a spike of pleasure ran all the way through Sam's body there was no point fighting it anymore. Her arms fell to her side, her hips arched upwards to meet Ali's thigh and she abandoned herself to the pounding, rushing, breathlessness of what Ali was doing to her.
✽✽✽
 
Ali groaned, the curve of Sam's fingers still inside her, her entrance still clasping and releasing Sam's digits. She hung on to the feeling for as long as she could, thinking of Sam's cry of pleasure as she'd climaxed, thinking of the rough need in that voice as Sam had bucked and thrust underneath her. She'd thought Sam exhausted until she'd been roughly pushed away, pushed back onto the mattress, and then Sam's fingers and tongue had begun their work and she'd known that Sam was far from exhausted.
Slowly, slowly she drifted back down to earth, the light-headed, drowsy feeling of finality swirling around her. Sam withdrew her fingers, slid back up the bed toward her. There was a slow, soft kiss and Ali could taste herself on Sam's lips.
“Not bad,” she said as Sam settled beside her.
“Not bad?”
“Well,” she shrugged. “For a first time, you know. It wasn't bad. I mean, we all get better with practice and...”
It took Sam that long to realize that she was joking, to start to laugh and threaten to tickle her. Ali clamped her arms down, not letting Sam's fingers achieve their aim.
But, Ali noticed, Sam hadn't denied that there would be time to practice. She hadn't said that this was a one time only thing. In fact, quite the opposite, Sam looked more comfortable, more relaxed than she'd ever seen her. That hair was no longer sleeked back, it was ruffled, a lock trailing down over her face. Her body was compact, as powerful as Ali had suspected, but soft as well, welcoming somehow.
Sam settled down, snuggling against her and Ali felt a warmth inside. Not lust, well, some lust, but more than that. A sense of comfort. She could get used to this. She wanted to get used to this. It was an odd feeling, she couldn't remember ever having felt... comfortable afterward. Usually she was already planning how to escape, or how to get the woman out of her house so she could get a good night's sleep. But she wanted Sam to stay.
“Thank you,” she mumbled.
“No. Thank you,” said Sam sleepily.
“I mean thank you for staying even though I know there's a million reasons not to,” Ali said.
And how to explain. How to explain that she'd like Sam to stay for longer than just tonight? That she'd like to build something, like to try this, that she wanted more? She swallowed. Just come right out and say it. That's what her mother would have told her to do, 'you don't get if you don't ask,' she'd say.
“Sam, I, uh...”
Sam twitched and then shot up in bed, one hand pinning Ali's shoulder to the bed.
“What?”
“Shh!” hissed Sam.
Ali frowned and was about to say something when she too heard what had alerted Sam. A soft crunching. Almost as if... As if someone was walking close to the windows, as though feet were trying to walk quietly on gravel. Her heart started to beat faster.
“Stay here!”
Sam was already pulling on her pants.
✽✽✽
 
She breathed shallowly, trying to be as silent as she could. The cool night air prickled on her skin, almost cold after the heat of the bedroom. Her heart was hammering, but she was in complete control. The comforting weight of her gun against her back gave her confidence. She swallowed and paused, feet still, sure now that she was hearing someone.
There was a flitting of shadow and she saw her opportunity. As the figure stepped around the corner of the house she flung herself at it, going straight for the knees in a football-style dive. Unexpected and effective, a move she'd relied on before.
Sure enough, the legs above her buckled and the figure came tumbling down as she rolled out of the way. In one sure movement, she slid her gun from her waistband and simultaneously caught the wrist of a flailing arm, twisting it up and back. The figure grunted with pain.
“Keep still and you don't get hurt.”
Another grunt.
“You armed?”
“No! No, I don't... No, I'm not armed!”
She re-holstered her gun and gave the man a good pat down anyway, coming up with nothing. Then she pulled off the black cap he was wearing, revealing a thatch of curly dark hair. Tom Linder. She should have known. Ali's stalker back to make another visit. A wave of protective anger came over her and she pulled the man up by his elbow, wrenching his arm around behind his back and marching him towards the front door.
Her heart skipped a beat when she saw Ali standing there. Pale and fragile in the moonlight. So easily hurt. She could so easily be gone.
“Sam, what is it?”
“Nothing for you to worry about,” Sam said, coming to a decision. “Close and lock the door. I'll send someone over to take care of you, to get you to work. I'll text you a code word, if you don't hear that word, you don't open the door, got it?”
“Sure, yes, but...”
“I'll take care of this,” Sam said, already turning away.
She waited until she heard the snick of the lock and the beep of the alarm before marching the man to her car. She didn't want Ali to see this, to hear this, and that left only one real option.
Tom Linder's apartment was neat, which surprised her. She'd expected a bachelor pad, lots of LED lights and clothes on the floor. But the space was large and open and dishes were piled clean and shining next to the sink. She hadn't let him speak a word during the drive, hadn't wanted to hear him. And now she pushed him towards the couch.
She took her time, texting Jonas to pick up Ali just a few hours from now, sending a message with a code word to Ali. All the time she could feel fearful dark eyes on her.
Only when everything was done, when arrangements were made, did she pull a chair from the dining table and slump in it. The man watched her but didn't speak.
“So, care to explain what you were doing?”
“You're not the police.”
She narrowed her eyes at him but could tell the bravado was just for show. In fact, sitting here, looking him in the eye, she had an unshakable feeling that this wasn't the person she was looking for. There was something about him, a weakness, something that told her he wasn't to blame for the death threats.
“Talk to me or talk to them, no skin off my nose,” she said.
He remained silent, chewing on his lip.
“This got anything to do with your little crush on Alena?” she asked.
He blushed and looked downward and when he looked up again she could see a spark of moisture in his eyes.
“It's not what it looks like,” he said. “It's not. This all... It was all a misunderstanding is all.”
“A misunderstanding?”
He nodded and looked miserable. “I was a jackass, a total douche. Yes, I liked her, and I thought she liked me. And when she told me she wasn't interested, that she was gay, I... Well, I reacted like an asshole. And I've regretted it ever since. I... I'm not that person. I don't want to be that guy. I hate that I reacted that way.”
There was a ring of truth in his words, a pained look on his face that made her believe him.
“Doesn't explain what you were doing creeping around her house late at night.”
He cleared his throat and took a breath. “Someone was looking for me. A friend at a bar I go to sometimes told me. Said someone was trying to track me down, said it might have something to do with Alena. I got scared.”
“Uh-huh.” She leaned back in her chair. He seemed willing enough to talk himself into trouble.
His eyes darted from side to side and then he leaned forward. “I got scared. Thought maybe it was a lawyer or someone serving me papers or something or... I don't know.”
“Someone serving you papers,” Sam said. And all of a sudden she wasn't taken in by him anymore, wasn't believing.
“Yeah.”
She sighed. He'd had this experience before. He knew that sooner or later his victims would take out restraining orders, that someone would try to catch up with him, that he'd be busted.
“So what?” she said. “So you thought you'd go over there and scare her into dropping her charges?”
“No!” He looked at her again and there really were tears in his eyes. “I thought I could explain, that... That I could just talk to her.”
Sam shook her head. She'd need to call the police. “Nice try,” she said. “But I don't buy it. I know your sort and you're not getting away with this. Want to talk about the death threats? The notes? Hmm? Or shall we leave that for the cops?”
His brow furrowed and he shook his head. “Death threats?”
And she believed him again but knew she shouldn't, knew that he was a good liar.
“Death threats,” she repeated.
He shook his head. “Cops have already talked to me,” he said. “Done handwriting analysis and everything. Checked out my alibi. I didn't know exactly why, though death threats make sense. They've cleared me. Nothing to do with me.”
And Sam closed her eyes. It wasn't him. He was an asshole and a manipulative, scary man, but he wasn't the one she was looking for. With a sigh, she took out her phone and called the detective in charge of Ali's case.
It was long after dawn by the time she was done at the police station. And she knew for certain that Tom wasn't the one sending threatening letters. She was tired, her body aching as she climbed into her car. But she couldn't rest yet. There was something that needed to be done.
Ali standing so fragile in the doorway. Ali that could have been hurt. Ali that she'd just found and that could be taken from her so easily.
If Tom had come just a little sooner, would she have heard him? Of course she wouldn't. She'd have been too focussed on Ali, on her sighs of pleasure, on the touch of her skin. She'd have been distracted.
Which was exactly why she wasn't supposed to have anything to do with women. And definitely wasn't supposed to sleep with clients.
Not that she hadn't wanted it. Not that it hadn't been... Mind blowing. Amazingly, terrifyingly brilliant. So good that even now her body was screaming out for more.
But it had to stop. It had been a mistake, a mis-step. She should have been stronger, should have waited. And Ali needed to know that.
She had to nip this in the bud. Protecting Ali needed to come first. Maybe later, maybe after, maybe Ali would understand. But right now, right now they needed to stop, take a step back, focus on the priorities.
She drew her car up in front of the theater.
God, she hoped that she wasn't screwing this up. Hoped that Ali would understand. Hoped that she'd know it wasn't personal.
Two people were dancing on stage, their movements graceful and slow, the curves of their bodies magical. But it wasn't quite perfect, and even before she was close enough to see faces she knew Ali wasn't dancing.
“What is it?”
Jean-Luc Brouillard was sitting and watching, his eyes glued to the stage.
“I'm looking for Ali. For Alena.”
He didn't even look at her.
“She's not here.”
Her heart started to thud. “Not here?”
He shrugged. “Somebody called and said she was sick, taking a rest day.” Then he did look at her, eyes burning blue. “I assumed it was you.”
Panic was already creeping into her veins, fear metallic in her mouth. She said nothing, just turned and ran back up the aisle, toward the exit, toward her car, toward whatever awaited her at Ali's.




Chapter Twelve
“And up, two, three, four, keep your arms nice and curved, like bird wings!” called out Ali.
She grinned as twenty two little girls began chirping like birds.
“Beautiful!”
It had been a spur of the moment decision. She never took time off sick. Never. But there was no performance today, and she knew she was step perfect for her roles. She'd had little sleep, what with worrying about Sam and then... not worrying about her, hand creeping lower as she remembered the slick touch of her tongue.
And by the time a large man with a military buzz cut had arrived at her front door and spoken the code word, Ali knew that she needed a break. A little time for herself. To find herself. To find something.
So she'd shown up at the Girls' Club. It was Saturday, so she assumed they'd be open early. And Jayce had greeted her with a grin and Ali had stepped in like she belonged there. And the girls were calming her, were keeping her mind from whirling with the million things that it was trying to contain.
Starting a relationship with Sam had been the last thing on her mind. But seeing Sam dash out of the door last night, seeing her panting and dirty, holding that man by the arm, had shown her just how quickly life could change. One minute Sam was laughing and smiling in bed, the next she was throwing herself at strangers, into the mouth of danger.
She wanted Sam, there was no denying it. She wanted to see her smile when she came home, she wanted the touch of her hand when she was feeling sad, she wanted to curl up and sleep beside her. And why shouldn't she have that?
“What now?” asked one of the little girls.
Apparently being birds could only keep them occupied for so long.
“What about butterflies?” suggested Ali.
She smiled again as the girls got up on their tiptoes and started flittering around the room. Here was another thing she could get used to. The children were so warm, so accepting, so full of energy and creativity. She could see how teaching them could be satisfying.
“Ali!”
The voice was sharp and loud and every child stopped, turning towards the door. Sam stood, her face pale. Ali turned back to the children.
“Okay, I need lots more butterflies,” she said, crisply. “I'll be watching from the window, so don't stop flying!”
And then she ushered Sam out of the room.
“Don't ever do that again,” Sam said, harsh and cold.
“What?”
“Disappear without telling me what you're doing or where you are.”
“Jonas knew, the man you sent to pick me up. He brought me here. I assumed he'd tell you.”
“I need to know where you are all the time. And what the hell are you doing here?”
“Teaching ballet,” Ali said as calmly as she could. “Care to tell me what happened last night? Or are you too busy yelling at me like a kindergartener?”
She didn't want to be angry, she knew that Sam had been worried and that was why she was being short. But still. She was a grown woman, if she wanted to go somewhere, if she wanted to call in sick, she could.
Sam closed her eyes and took a deep breath and Ali saw the bruise of shadows under her eyes. She was exhausted. In clipped, military style, Sam filled her in on what Tom had done and said.
“But it's not him?” Ali said finally.
Sam shook her head. “Police confirm it's definitely not. I think he'll stay away now, he's already moved on to someone else, an actress who's in the process of getting a restraining order against him. He was only coming for you because he thought he could persuade you not to press charges against him.”
Ali's legs were shaking and she sank onto a  bench against the wall.
“So we've still no idea who sent the letter?”
Sam shook her head and perched on the edge of the bench. “And we need to talk about something. About last night.”
She listened as Sam explained, reasoned. And she understood. She knew Sam was right, knew Sam needed to concentrate on her job and that she was being realistic, not hurtful. But it didn't stop the pain.
She wanted Sam. Wanted to be with her. And here she was, telling her that it was impossible, at least right now. And she wanted to scream because it wasn't fair. Because she'd finally found someone that she wanted and she couldn't have her immediately. Childish, but it was how she felt.
“Ten minutes earlier and I wouldn't have heard him,” Sam said.
And the look of regret, the obvious pain on her face made Ali nod in agreement. Though the last thing she wanted to do was agree to end things now.
“Not forever?” she asked, her voice trembling more than she wanted it to.
Sam swallowed, then shook her head. “Let's see where we are when all of this is over,” she said.
It wasn't a definite answer. Ali nodded anyway. Why push things? If this wasn't what Sam wanted, if this had been a one night stand, well, who was she to criticize? She'd had the 'I need to focus on my work and not you right now' talk with more than one woman. She couldn't complain about being on the receiving end for once.
“So what now?” she asked.
“Now we carry on as before,” said Sam. “And we get to the bottom of this.”
Ali leaned back against the wall. There seemed no end to this. Whatever it was the letter had started, she hadn't asked for it. It seemed no closer to being solved, to completion. It wasn't fair. All she wanted was to live her life, to dance, to... love. The letter had brought Sam into her life though, she mustn't forget that.
“Carry on as before,” she said. “Okay. I can handle that.”
Sam gave her a grateful smile before a door banged open and a flood of little girls came running out.
“You said you were watching,” said a girl with curling blonde hair. “But you weren't we saw you. You were talking, not watching.”
“I'm watching now,” Ali said, standing up.
She didn't look at Sam as she went back into the room, children hanging from her hands. Who knew what would happen? What could happen? And she didn't know Sam well enough to know if this was a gentle break up or the real truth.
✽✽✽
 
Sam called the cops twice a day. But there were no real updates. And after a couple of days she was sure that no one was putting much energy into solving Ali's case.
She needed this solved. She needed it solved because every second spent in Ali's company without touching her was torture. Because every time she caught a glimpse of her, every time she smelled her light scent, every time she heard her voice, her heart started banging rhythms that made her pulse race and her legs weak. Because she didn't know how much longer she could control herself.
“We need a lead,” she said to Ali in the car on the way to the theater. “Something, anything.”
“I don't know anything,” Ali said, cautiously taking a turn. “We've been over everything and I just can't help you.”
“It has to be someone inside the theater.”
This was a new idea, one she'd been pursuing and she thought she was onto something. Someone in the theater would easily be able to access Ali's dressing room, would easily be able to spill water on the floor. Someone who belonged wouldn't be noticed. It was the obvious answer.
“Who?” asked Ali. “I've known these people for years. They're the closest things I have to friends, to family. No one would hurt me, Sam. I hate that you're starting to think they would.”
She was trying hard and knew that Ali was too. But she also knew that Ali didn't completely believe in her, that she wasn't sure that Sam really did like her. It was all too much to think about, to deal with.
Solve this first, she told herself. Get rid of the complication, then you can deal with the rest. Then she could...
What? She could open her heart up just like she'd done with Beth? Was that really a risk she was willing to take?
Yet another thing she didn't want to think about, couldn't deal with. Not yet.
Ali drew up in front of the theater. Sam watched her walk away and wondered if she could let her go for real. If, when the time came, she could sit and watch as Ali left her.
✽✽✽
 
“Sam thinks it's someone inside the theater,” Ali said, sipping slowly at her water bottle.
Greta's eyes widened. “Really? But who? I mean, seriously?”
Ali shrugged. “I don't know. I don't really buy it. I mean, who here would want to hurt me?”
Greta stopped filling her own bottle from the fountain and capped it.
“This has been going on for too long,” she said. She looped her arm through Ali's and they began walking to the practice room. “I mean, really Al, this all needs to be cleared up.”
“Tell me about it.”
“And I don't just mean for the sake of your affair.”
Ali bristled a little at the word affair. Greta knew about Sam, of course she did. Ali had had to tell someone. But affair didn't really cover it. Didn't come close.
“Maybe it's time to seriously consider reeling things in,” Greta was saying.
“Meaning?”
“Meaning taking a step back,” said Greta. “Not quitting exactly, but being less public. Maybe do fewer interviews, maybe start, I don't know, just taking things a little easier.”
She knew what was being implied and she didn't like it.
“Which would mean you taking on a few of my roles, I suppose?” she said tartly.
Greta squeezed her arm. “You know I don't mean it like that,” she said. “I'd do it if I had to, but I'd far rather you were carrying the weight of a show than me. But, well,” she sighed. “Your safety has to come first.”
“Maybe,” allowed Ali.
And perhaps it was time she started taking things a little easier. Greta could take on a couple of starring roles. She'd have more time, she could volunteer at the Girls' Club more often. She was getting older, she hated to admit it but there would be a time when she couldn't dance for twelve hours a day or more. Perhaps slowing down was the best thing for everyone.
“Come, come, quickly now!”
Jean-Luc was standing in front of the practice rooms, clapping his hands as dancers scurried inside.
“What's all this about?” Ali asked. Jean-Luc rarely deigned to visit practice rooms.
“Search me,” said Greta. “I suppose we're about to find out.”
Jean-Luc ushered everyone inside and closed the door, clapping his hands again for attention. Dancers sank to the floor gracefully and Ali saw how the director's eyes were gleaming. This was going to be big, whatever it was.
“I have just come from a meeting of the board of directors,” Jean-Luc said, his accent gliding over the words. “And I'm pleased to say that we have been granted a rather large bequest. A seven figure sum, in fact.”
There was a rousing cheer and Ali felt herself grinning. The company was a successful one, but even with their fame money was always going to be an issue. Ballets were expensive to perform, and tickets could only be sold for so much.
“There is more,” Jean-Luc said. “As part of this bequest, in fact as a condition of it, we will be adding a new show to our repertoire. As of Monday we will begin rehearsals for...” He let the moment hang for a second before saying: “Sleeping Beauty. In the original.”
Sleeping Beauty. The original choreography. The ballet that a sickly eight year old has seen and been inspired by. The child that would go on to become Anna Pavlova, the greatest dancer the world had ever seen.
Ali's heart thrummed with excitement. This was it. She'd dreamed of playing Sleeping Beauty since she'd been old enough to have dreams. But she'd never had the chance. Until now. It was the part of a lifetime.
All thoughts of stepping back, or taking things easier, fled. This part had to be hers. It belonged to her. It was everything she had ever worked for. Tears of happiness pricked her eyelids. It was the chance of a lifetime.
Beside her, Greta's hand squeezed her arm so tightly that she could feel fingernails digging into her skin. She shook her arm free as Jean-Luc waited for silence again.
“There can be only one choice for Beauty,” he said.
She knew it was her, so why was she nervous? Why was her heart thudding and her pulse racing?
“Alena Langerova,” said Jean-Luc, beaming at her.
And Ali knew that she'd never feel this happy again.
✽✽✽
 
Sam wiped the sweat from her face with a towel and grabbed her water bottle. It had been over a week since her last tae kwon do class and already she could feel the lack of form. Her legs felt like rubber as she squatted next to the bench and pulled out her phone to check her messages.
One missed call. She tapped at icons until she brought up Jonas' number to call him back.
The exercise helped. Helped take her mind off things. But that didn't mean she didn't need to come up with a plan. A new plan. One that was going to help Ali, solve the case, get her back to a place where she could decide things with her heart instead of her head.
“Yo.”
“S'up,” Sam said.
“Are you sitting down?”
“Mostly,” said Sam, clutching on to the bench with one hand as her squatting thigh muscles started to burn with strain.
“Good, because I've got news for you. I got a lead on a job. A big deal. Starts next week. A big name actor, can't be named until the contract is signed obviously, but we're talking top of the A list. Private security detail, full six month contract.”
“Sounds good,” Sam allowed. It sounded better than good. A six month contract was more stability than she'd had in forever.
“I'm not supposed to mention numbers, but we're talking big payday here,” Jonas continued. “And... I think I can get you in.”
Sam sighed and shook her head. “There's no way they're going to want me after Allingham,” she said. “Not a chance in hell.”
“That's where you're wrong,” said Jonas. “In fact, Allingham recommended you for the job according to my sources. Which means it's yours for the taking.”
Sam sat down on the floor, her legs unwilling to hold her any longer. A secure job. Long contract, plenty of cash. A big name actor, meaning her reputation would be stellar again. It was everything she needed.
“It's based in New York is the only bummer,” Jonas said.
There was a slow crackling over the phone line as he waited for some kind of response. New York. About as far away from LA as she could get. As far away from Ali as she could possibly be without leaving the country.
“I can send one of my guys in to finish up this ballet contract,” said Jonas. “All I need from you is an answer. Yes or no?”
Yes or no. One word. Sam's mouth was as dry as ash.




Chapter Thirteen
The collection of girls was grubby, their hair mussed up, cheeks red and mouths laughing. Sam grinned, they'd done a good job.
“Alright, I'm gonna need three laps of the gym,” she said. “Then we can call it a day. Nice work, ladies.”
The girls hopped to it and their little legs started the trip around the gym. Sam grabbed her water bottle and stood well out of the way. She'd neglected the center after Beth, she knew she had, and she felt bad about it. She was determined to make up for her neglect. And since Ali was in rehearsal, it made no difference if she taught a tae kwon do lesson or two.
“They missed you.”
Jayce was leaning against the wall, watching the girls run with a smile.
“I missed them,” said Sam.
“I understand why you didn't come back, after Beth. But I'm glad you changed your mind.”
Sam looked at her shoes and sniffed. Beth. It always came back to her. They'd met when Sam was home on leave. And they'd been inseparable since the first night, half-drunk on tequila and giggling to each other. Two more tours their relationship had lasted. Two tours where she'd seen her comrades' marriages break down, where she'd seen how tough it was to keep a relationship going when one person was a million miles away and facing danger every day. Two tours when she'd considered herself so lucky to have someone like Beth.
And when she'd got out, when she'd come home, she'd thought the worst was over. Thought that they'd survived the hard times, and now they only had to live the good times. Except having her around all the time was too much for Beth. Too much for them both maybe.
“You doing okay?” asked Jayce.
Her eyes were still on the kids, who'd slowed down significantly as they started their second lap. But her voice was soft and kind.
“I'm alright,” Sam said. “Just... confused, I guess.”
“Confused?”
“At life. You know how it is. Just when you finally get the thing you want you find out it might not be the thing you want at all.”
The job. The damn job. She wanted it so badly it hurt. But the thought of leaving Ali hurt more even though... Even though there shouldn't be anything there, even though she shouldn't give her heart away again.
“Isn't that just the way of things?” Jayce said.
Jonas had given her a couple of days. Said she could have time to think about it. But the deadline was coming up and she still hadn't decided. Still didn't know what she was going to do.
“She's a good one,” said Jayce.
“Huh?”
“Ali. She's a good one. Distracted it seems. But pretty. Nice. And she cares about the kids. You can see that from the way she acts with them. And believe you me, there's no one faster than a kid when it comes to spotting a fake. She's a nice girl.”
She was a nice girl. She was a girl that provoked feelings. But was that enough? Enough to turn down the opportunity of a lifetime for? Right now they were in close contact, every day they saw each other. How would things change once they weren't? It was all very well to promise that after the contract was over she'd have her fling, but what if that was all it was? A fling?
“Sam!”
A little girl with cherubic cheeks and flaxen hair was pulling at her sleeve.
“What is it Madison?” Sam asked, smiling down at her.
“Is the dancing lady coming back?” asked the girl, earnestly. “We liked the dancing part. Me and Georgia want to be ballerinas now. Is she gonna come back?”
Sam shot a glance at Jayce who shrugged.
“I don't know, sweetie,” she answered honestly. “But in the meantime, you'd better get your laps done, because even ballet dancers need to be fit and strong.”
The child trotted off. Ali had made no commitment here, there was no reason for her to come back. She was good at teaching the kids, she looked like she enjoyed it. But her career wouldn't let her make commitments like teaching a group of disadvantaged kids. Her career would always come first. And if Ali couldn't make a commitment to a group of sweet little girls, could she really make one to Sam?
✽✽✽
 
Ali stretched her body as far as it could go, feeling the secure safety of Rudy's hands on her waist. The music came to a soft, glowing end and they held the pose for longer than they needed to. Until Rudy lowered her and Ali found herself dashing tears from her cheeks as she smiled and tried to choke them back.
“Jesus, are you okay?” Rudy asked his face a picture of concern. “Did I hurt you? Are you alright?”
“I'm fine,” she sniffed, smiling at him. “Fine. Just...”
“Just this,” he said, face softening. He twined his fingers with hers and squeezed her hand. “I get it.”
They had just danced Beauty's first dance with the prince. The classical choreography, the music, and the import of what she was doing had caught up with her. The tears had spilled without her even noticing them. This was what she had worked for. This was going to be her crowning achievement.
“I'm going to change,” she said. “We both need to get out of here.”
She squeezed Rudy's hand back for a second, then fled to her dressing room.
Her crowning achievement. Dancing Sleeping Beauty had to be it. It was the top of the top, the reason she'd become a dancer and she only now realized that once this was done there'd be nothing left. Once this was achieved there was nothing else that she wanted. And what then?
Of course she'd known that at some point she'd have to stop dancing. That point wasn't now. She still had her health, she was still physically capable. But the early mornings were getting harder, the evenings were more tired. And there was no other role she'd ever wanted as much as Beauty.
She'd dedicated her entire life to this. What happened when it was over? She was sad. Happy, thrilled to be playing the part, but sad as well. But not as sad as she might have been a week ago or a month ago.
Dancing was everything to her. Yet she'd slowly started to realize that dancing didn't just mean being part of a company. Perhaps there was another role for her. Perhaps there was something else she could do.
She pulled out her chair and sat down, legs tired and mind heavy. Could she live without the constant rehearsals? Without the early morning wake up calls and the late night performances? Without the workouts and the pressure and the diets and the... strength it took to do what she did? Yes. Yes, she knew she could. Could she live without dancing again? No. Of that she was sure. But taking a step back in the company didn't necessarily mean never dancing again.
Her phone beeped. Sam was here, waiting at the theater door. Quickly, she pulled on sweatpants over her tights and a flowing shirt. There were things she needed to think about. Important things. But not things she was ready to talk about. Not just yet.
“You're quiet.”
She placed a plate in front of Sam and sat down.
“I'm sorry. Just tired. I did a tae kwon do class at the Club this afternoon.”
Ali nodded and picked up her fork. She started eating but she was watching Sam. Something was off. She could see it. Something in the way she moved, in the way her eyes looked sort of unfocused. After a couple of bites she sighed and put her fork down.
“Are you regretting what happened the other night?” she asked.
Better to be blunt, better to lay it out there. If she was going to be hurt, better that it happened now than later.
“No,” Sam said. “Yes.” She paused. “A little of both. I don't regret sleeping with you, what we did. I regret when we did it. I feel like I let you down, and let myself down. It was unprofessional and it shouldn't have happened. I shouldn't have allowed it to happen.”
“You know, we were both there,” said Ali. “I let it happen too. Why should all the blame be on you?”
Sam shrugged and picked at her food.
“We've agreed that we'll limit the distractions. I can't say I'm happy about it, but if that's what you need, then I'm willing to wait,” Ali said. “So what's the problem?”
Sam blew out a puff of air. “It's not that,” she said. “It's something else.”
“Care to share?”
“It's nothing.”
Yet it so obviously wasn't nothing. Ali hated this part, hated the dancing around subjects, the game playing. She was used to violent criticism, blunt, forceful and to the point. It was the only way to make a great dancer, and in her opinion, the bluntness at least was the foundation of honesty. The foundation of, well, of a relationship.
“It's not nothing. Please tell me.”
Sam shook her head and Ali raised her eyebrows. She hadn't expected a flat out refusal.
“You said we have to stop sleeping together because you can't be distracted, and yet you're very obviously distracted right now,” she said. “Which seems hypocritical.”
There was a shadow of a smile at that. Finally, Sam put down her fork, wiped her mouth with a napkin and took a sip of water.
“I got offered a job,” she said.
“Which hardly sounds bad.”
“It's in New York. It starts next week. I'd have to arrange cover to finish up your contract.”
Her heart dropped out of the bottom of her stomach. Leaving. Sam going. She hadn't thought about that, hadn't counted on it. She'd just assumed that they were on hiatus, that once her problem was solved they'd start something. Start a relationship. She blinked away emotion.
“Is it a good job?” she asked.
“Very,” said Sam.
“Then you should take it,” Ali said.
She stood, picked up her plate and went to scrape it into the trash. She was trying not to cry, trying not to be angry or sad. It was impossible, of course, but she was adamant that she wasn't going to show how she was feeling.
“Take it?” asked Sam.
She turned around, her back to the sink.
“Take it. You deserve it.”
“What about...?”
“We barely know each other,” Ali said. “You can't risk a sure thing for whatever we might have, whatever might happen here. That's ridiculous.”
She watched Sam's face fall slightly. And then she spoke the real, blunt truth.
“You know I'd do the same to you,” she said softly. “If I was offered a part, a job that was amazing for me. You know I'd put my career first. I always have done.”
Sam stood and brought her own plate over. She didn't say anything, just nodded as she scraped the plate and put it in the sink. Then she took her jacket from the back of her chair.
“I've done all the checks already,” she said, not looking at Ali. “You'll need to lock the front door and set the alarm. I'll be back in the morning to pick you up.”
And then she was gone. Ali leaned back against the sink, waiting for the click of the front door closing, holding her breath. Only when the door was closed did she finally give in and let the tears flow.
✽✽✽
 
She woke in a pool of sweat, her heart thudding through her chest, her breath coming in gasps. Three empty beer bottles cluttered the nightstand, her attempt at helping herself get to sleep, to sleep through the night. She'd fallen asleep alright, but as her heart began to calm a little she saw the cold darkness and knew that she wasn't even close to sleeping through the night. Her throat was raw from screaming and as soon as she could sit she reached for a water bottle, glugging down several mouthfuls as though she could wash the nightmare away from the inside out.
And then she collapsed back onto the bed.
The nightmare had been different. This time it wasn't Jake Allingham. This time it had been Ali. This time she'd watched a bullet spin, had watched Ali fall, had watched as blood feathered over the tarmac and flowed into the drain. This time had been personal. And more frightening than anything before.
A risk. That was what Ali had called it. Taking a risk on her, on them, passing up a sure thing. But, and here was the kicker, it wasn't a risk. Sam knew that. God knew she was acquainted with risk taking. And lying right here in her bed alone in the darkness, the only time that true honesty could be achieved, when no one else was there and nothing else was happening, she could be honest.
She loved Ali.
She didn't want to. She was terrified of it. But that didn't stop the fact that she did. That she probably had since the first minute she saw her, arrogant and draped over a chair, dismissive.
Something just clicked inside her. A series of connections was made, hormones were produced, whatever it took to fall in love with someone, that's what had happened. And it wasn't like she'd had any control over matters at all.
And she hadn't realized, hadn't truly realized, until just a few minutes ago. Waking up screaming and sweating and opening her eyes and longing for the first face she saw to be Ali's. Knowing that Ali was who she needed, wanted, the one who could calm her. Knowing that if she slept by Ali's side the nightmares would be less fierce, less frightening.
Okay, so Ali herself might be a risk. She couldn't guarantee how Ali felt about anything. But she'd seen her face, seen the emotion she was trying to hold back when she'd mentioned leaving. And she thought that maybe Ali might be feeling the same way. The commitment? Could Ali commit to anything? Well, if Sam was staying right here in LA then Ali wouldn't need to change anything. The only commitment she'd need to make was... was to love. Maybe she couldn't do that. But maybe she could.
She sat up in bed, grabbed her phone from the nightstand and then hesitated, just for a second.
Risk taking was what she did best. It was how she made her living, evaluating risk. It was what drove her and excited her and...
And there'd be other jobs. But there might not be another Ali. She thought she'd blown all her chances, all her luck, in finding Beth. But maybe someone up there was giving her a second chance.
She typed out the message with both thumbs. Short and simple. 'The job's a no, thanks for the offer. Will explain later.' And then she sent it to Jonas.
She was shaking now, half with chill from the mixture of sweat and air conditioning, half from how scared she was of the feelings that she realized she was harboring. She'd turned the job down. That was only the first step though. The next part would be harder.
Next, she needed to tell Ali how she felt. And be ready to accept whatever Ali said in return.
Her heart started pounding again.




Chapter Fourteen
The house was grey in the dawn. Cold and silent, even the birds weren't singing yet. Ali trod carefully, as though she might wake someone, but no one was there. The silence was so complete, so perfect, it seemed wrong somehow to disturb it.
Her eyes ached from tears. Just when she'd been ready. Just when she thought she'd found something that she didn't even know that she was looking for. Just when the future hadn't looked so empty after all. And now Sam was leaving.
She curled up on the couch, wondering how she was supposed to go to work, how she could dance like a feather with this heaviness on her. And at first she didn't notice the crunching of footsteps. Slowly, slowly the sound penetrated her brain. Then came the scratching at the door. She grasped for the panic button that was supposed to be around her neck or at least close by before remembering she'd left it beside the bed when she'd unsuccessfully tried to sleep.
Adrenaline started to flood through her, her muscles stiffened and readied for action. Her mouth went dry as she stood up and then crouched beside the couch, hidden from view.
It was only when the key slid into the lock that she realized how stupid she was being. She managed to stand up just as Sam opened the door.
“You're awake.”
Ali nodded. She just stood there in the middle of the living room, not sure what to do, what to say. Sam took a deep breath, so deep she could see her chest rising and falling and she wanted to take her in her arms, wanted to hold her so close that she could feel her heart beating. But she didn't move.
“I'm not going to New York.”
That perfect sphere of silence returned for two, three long seconds. Then Ali could hold herself back no longer. She choked out a sob.
The next thing she knew, she was being sat on the couch, Sam was patting her leg. It was so patently obvious that Sam had no idea how to handle a crying woman that she started to laugh.
“What?”
“Nothing,” she said, reaching for a tissue. “Nothing. Why aren't you going?”
Another deep breath, this time she could hear it.
“I'm falling in love with you.”
Six words. Six simple, easy to understand words. Yet it took a full minute for them to sink in, for the meaning to clarify.
“You love me?”
“I think so.”
And she laughed again, this time longer and harder.
“What?” asked Sam again.
She shook her head. “It's just... not quite how I expected this moment to go.”
Sam shrugged. “I don't think I had any expectations. I just knew that I had to tell you. I guess laughter is a better response than, I don't know, yelling or screaming. Although if I had to expect something I guess words would be better. Do you, um, do you, you know?” She swallowed, took another breath. “Do you maybe have some feelings too? Or am I imagining this? Or...?”
All she could do was nod.
“Yes?” asked Sam. “Yes, you do?”
She nodded again.
How to explain this? She'd never felt this before. Could honestly say that she'd never fallen in love before. In lust, certainly, but not in love. And then Sam had walked in. Controlling, strong, obstinate, infuriating at times. She hadn't been wanted, she hadn't been invited, but in she had strode anyway. And whatever happened, happened. Whatever magic love was, feelings were, it had happened. Like waving a wand.
All she knew was that she didn't want Sam to go anywhere. She didn't want to have a life without Sam in it. Not as her bodyguard, but as more than that. She couldn't imagine not opening the door to find Sam there, waking up to know that she wouldn't see her again.
Sam cleared her throat. “Could you maybe, um, say it?” she asked hesitantly. “I mean, I think I kind of need to hear it, if you wouldn't mind. No pressure or anything, I mean, if you're not ready.”
She looked up into those deep green eyes, saw the fear and the hurt and the anxiety in them. She saw the sharp cheekbones, the hair slicked back still wet from the shower. She saw pale freckles. And she knew she wanted this face to be the first thing she saw in the morning and the last thing she saw as she closed her eyes.
“I'm falling for you too,” she said.
It seemed too soon for 'I love you.' The most she could do was echo Sam's words. But it was enough. Enough that Sam was pulling her closer. Enough that their lips were meeting. Enough that her heart was finally full.
✽✽✽
 
She glanced across at Ali and grinned. She just couldn't help herself. Ali was concentrating on the road, but it didn't matter that she hadn't seen. Sam felt... light. Lighter than she had in a long time. Making the decision to go for this, admitting her feelings, it was like a weight had been lifted from her. Maybe, she thought, her life was finally turning a corner.
After Beth leaving and the Allingham incident she'd been starting to think that she was destined for failure. But now, this, Ali, this couldn't be a failure. Sure, it was still chancy, she knew that. But so was every new relationship. No risk, no reward, that's what her commander had used to say.
“I'll walk you in,” she said as Ali drew up in front of the theater.
She tried to make it sound professional, but in truth she just wanted to eke out the minutes that she could spend with Ali before work.
Ali took her hand as they walked across the parking lot, and even though Sam was working, even though they couldn't really start anything yet, she felt her heart about to explode with pride. As they reached the door, Ali squeezed her hand then let it go and Sam pushed through into the backstage area.
She knew immediately that something was wrong. Ali stopped short as she opened the door to her dressing room and Sam's skin prickled. She scanned the room looking for obvious threats. It took a second until she saw the envelope, creamy white and propped up against the mirror.
“Stop!”
Ali was about to reach for it. Sam snapped on latex gloves from one of her many pockets and grabbed the letter first. She flicked her eyes over it and swallowed in disgust then made to put it back into its envelope.
“No,” Ali said. “Give it to me.”
“You don't have to read it,” Sam said. “You know what it is.”
“It's my letter and I have a right to know what it says.”
Ali's eyes were hard and Sam really didn't want her to see the message. But what choice did she have? She pulled out a spare pair of gloves and handed them over, before passing Ali the letter.
She waited as she read it, knowing what Ali was reading. Don't dance Beauty, the letter warned her. You'll regret it. You'll never dance again.
And then Ali was sliding the letter into the envelope and placing it gently on the counter and sinking into a chair.
“What's Beauty?” Sam asked.
“A role. Sleeping Beauty. It's the company's newest show. It's the role I've wanted since I started dancing. It's... It's the biggest thing that's ever happened to me.”
Sam bit her lip and nodded. “Okay.”
“I'm not backing out of  it,” Ali said.
“It could be for the best. I mean, just until things cool down.”
“No!”
The word rang out loud and clear, so sharp that Sam took a step back.
“No,” Ali said, more quietly. “I won't. This is all I've ever wanted. I'm doing it.”
Her blue eyes looked up at Sam and Sam knew that she was never going to be talked out of it, so she nodded.
“I'm thinking about... stepping back a little after playing Beauty,” Ali admitted.
“Quitting dancing?”
“Not exactly, but doing less, playing fewer roles with the company, working on something else, something for the future.”
Sam's heart sped up a little. She'd been so sure that Ali couldn't make a commitment to the Girls' Club, had worried about Ali making a commitment to her. But it looked as though Ali's outlook on life was changing. She stepped closer, putting a hand on Ali's shoulder, seeing those blue eyes looking up at her, the fragile face, and all she wanted to do was fix this.
“I will find whoever this is,” she whispered fiercely. “I give you my word that I will. Whatever it takes.”
Ali bit her lip and nodded. Sam took the envelope from the counter.
“The police need to see this,” she said. “And I'll be back for you after work. Don't go outside without me.”
And then she left, practically running out of the theater, anxious to put her mind to solving the problem. Solving it so they could be together.
✽✽✽
 
She believed Sam. For once she believed that someone else was going to do the work, that someone else would help her. She watched her go, wondering what had prompted the morning. She was thrilled, light and floating inside her head, that Sam had come to her. That Sam had decided to be honest about her feelings. It was... so adult, so mature, so grown up and real and wonderful. And Sam had been so earnest and genuine that she couldn't not believe her.
And now Sam was going to take care of everything and then they could be together. They could try this, build something. Her stomach leaped with excitement at the very idea of it.
“You're in early.”
Greta stuck her head around the doorframe as usual and then froze.
“What is it?” she asked. “Another letter?”
Ali just nodded and Greta came further into the room, close enough to touch her, to put an arm around her shoulders.
“Al, I'm sorry. Can I get you something? Some water? A coffee?”
And suddenly it all didn't seem so bad. Ali shook her head.
“No, I'm... fine,” she said, meaning it. “Sam's taking care of this. She's given me her word and I believe it. And I'm not letting whoever this sniveling little coward is win. I'm dancing. So, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to go and get stretched out.”
She stood up and left, leaving Greta staring after her.
It was still only a little after seven and Ali was alone in the warm up room. It had been such a full morning, so many things happening before coffee that she was a little overwhelmed. Stretching helped calm her mind.
And as she stretched, she thought. Her life was changing. She knew that, could scent it. Things were beginning to move around her. First Sam, then Beauty, then the Club. And far from being sad about things changing, she was excited, she found. Excited about Sam, excited about finally getting her dream to play Beauty.
Then there was the Club. All those little girls. All those girls that didn't have what she had had. She had the beginnings of an idea. An idea so fresh and new that she didn't want to jinx it by talking about it. It was still forming, coming together in her mind. But the longer she thought about it, the more exciting she found it.
✽✽✽
 
They stopped for take out. Sam insisted. Ali spent way too much time cooking for her, it was only fair.
“You know I'm on a strict diet, right?” Ali had said.
“Then I've got the perfect place,” grinned Sam.
Two Poke bowls were nestled in the brown bag that Sam was carrying and Ali had her arm looped through hers and life really couldn't be better.
Well, obviously it could. She could have solved the problem, she could know who was sending death threats. But she had the beginnings of a plan for that. One that she wasn't quite sure about yet. She'd need some advice, but she thought it could work. She'd give Jonas a call in the morning, he'd help.
“It feels right somehow,” Ali was saying. “Dancing to the original choreography, I mean. It's just the right thing to do for a ballet as important as this one.”
She grinned. She had little idea what Ali was talking about, but she could see that it was important to her, that she was enthusiastic about it. She pulled her a little closer so that their bodies were pressed together, hips knocking as they walked down the sidewalk toward the car.
The bang came from nowhere. In the split second that the sound hit her ears Sam's adrenaline spiked and her muscles tensed, her breath shortening and her hand reaching for her gun.
“It's nothing.”
Then Ali was grasping her arm again and the grey mist in her vision was already dissipating. The adrenaline was gone as suddenly as it came.
“It's nothing,” Ali said again. “Kids with firecrackers, a car backfiring, nothing important.”
Sam took a breath then nodded. She started to walk again, her legs carrying her weight just fine. The moment was gone, over. Ali was still holding onto her arm.
“Thank you,” Sam said quietly.
“For what?” asked Ali.
And Sam didn't even know how to explain. How to explain the calmness that Ali exuded, the way just her presence was enough to soothe fears, to stop the nightmares in her tracks. If she'd been alone that noise would have had her heart racing for a good half hour after. With Ali there though, things were different. She felt...
Safe. She felt safe. And it was a strange feeling, one she'd never had from someone else before.
“For what?” Ali asked again.
Sam smiled, then laughed. “For everything,” she said.
They walked companionably toward the car. Could life get any better than this? Sam didn't think so. She thought this was just about as perfect as things could be.




Chapter Fifteen
She planted her feet on the floor and kept her hands on the desk and the detective stared right back at her. He had a patch of white in his hair and Sam found herself wondering if it was natural.
“There's nothing more we can do,” he was saying.
“What about some kind of recon or surveillance?” Sam asked.
He laughed, not unkindly. “We're not the military, Ms. Weaver, that's not what we do.” He spread his hands as if in apology. “Honestly, as important a person as your client is, this is LA. We're loaded up with stalkers and death threats and all the negative sides that come with fame. Unless you suspect someone directly or catch someone in the act, then there's not a lot more I can do to help you.”
“So you're dropping the case?”
She was angry, though she'd told herself she wouldn't be. She'd expected the reaction, but hearing it out loud was more irritating than she'd expected.
“No,” he said. “Not dropping. Just not prioritizing. If something happens, if we can match those prints we found to someone, then we'll take care of business. Until then, well, Ms. Langerova has you to look after her, doesn't she?”
Sam didn't answer this. She stood, held out her hand to shake and then left the detective's office. Not the ideal meeting, but it had gone more or less as she'd thought. Which meant she moved on to plan B. A plan that, in her opinion, was far stronger.
“Sam, we can't do that,” Jonas said when she told him.
They were sitting in a cafe a few blocks from the theater.
“And why not?”
“Because... because it's putting a camera in a dressing room, that's why not,” he said, looking uncomfortable.
He was blushing so hard that even his scalp was turning red under his buzzcut. Sam bit back a smile.
“Alright, first of all, Ali will know about it. I'll make sure she does, so you won't be watching anyone undress. In fact, I'll watch the footage myself, how about that?”
His eyes narrowed a little and then he broke into a grin. “So, uh, you and she are...?”
And now Sam was blushing too. “Yeah, I guess. I mean, after all this is solved and all, you know.”
He whooped loud enough that several people turned to look at him. “Sorry, but damn, Sam, that's awesome. I mean, I guess it is, are you happy?”
She grinned. “Ecstatic. But nothing's going to happen until I figure out this anonymous letter thing, so if we could...?”
“Yeah, yeah right.”
“Okay, second of all, it's private property. So all we gotta do is get permission from the owner, right? It's not like we're mounting cameras in dressing rooms at the mall. In fact, I've already called Jean-Luc Brouillard, and he's given me the go ahead to do whatever I need. He'll clear it with the board and the security department.”
Jonas still looked unsure, but he was warming to the idea.
“Listen, the police have got nothing. I've got nothing. A hundred people are in and out of that theater every day. I just need something to work with is all. We'll do it for a week and see where we are after that. Come on, Jo. You're the only one I can trust with this.”
Finally, he nodded. “I'll do it. Got just what you need back at the office.”
“Sooner rather than later?”
“Yes, fine. I'll do it.” He sat back in his seat and looked at her. “So you and the dancer, huh? I wouldn't have thought it.”
Sam frowned at this. “And why not?”
He shook his head a little. “Well, I wasn't too sure you were in the right place for starting something new, that's all.”
She shrugged. “Maybe I wasn't, but I am now.”
“Really?”
“Beth's gone. I get that. She's gone for good and it hurt. For a long while there it hurt. But it is what it is. She found someone else.”
“She found several someone elses.”
Sam swallowed. “I know.”
“You got cheated on, Sam. In every which way. While you were out there risking your ass, she was here sleeping with anything that moved. And you didn't find out until it was way too late. Until she couldn't hide it anymore 'cos you came home.”
She nodded. The words were still painful to hear, though they were true. “But life has to go on, Jo. I gotta get back out there. Trusting is a choice. If I don't choose to trust, well then, I just get alone, right? And I don't like being alone. That's what I've learned from all this. I hate it. I want someone there waiting for me. I want to look forward to getting home.”
He grinned. “Good come back. And if you think you're ready on that front, then go for it. But what about the other stuff?”
“The nightmares?”
“The PTSD, Sam. Call it what it is. There's no shame in it, it's come for most of us at some point or another.” His face was serious, his eyes soft. “You getting the help you need for that yet? You get on to the VA and get some therapy sorted out?”
She shook her head. “I don't need it.”
“Really? Nightmares stopped, have they?”
Again she shook her head. “They haven't. But they're getting better, I think. Besides, Ali makes things better. I'm calmer around her. Yesterday there were some kids playing with firecrackers or something and one went off and I didn't spring to attention or anything. I'm getting a handle on this, Jo.”
He wrapped his hands around his coffee, making the paper cup look ridiculously small. “That's not how this works, Sam.”
“Like hell it's not. I found someone that makes me feel better.”
“No, you found a woman that you like and that hopefully likes you back. But expecting someone else to fix you isn't fair. It's not fair on her and it's not fair on you either.”
“I don't expect her to fix me.”
He leaned back a little again. “So she makes you feel better, calmer, and the nightmares are starting to get better. Let me ask you this. What happens when things get worse again? Because they will. You'll get stressed out, you'll be tired, whatever, and one night you're going to have a horrible nightmare. Or you're going to hear that firecracker and you're going to pull your gun on some kid. What then? Are you going to blame her for not making things better? Is it going to be her fault? Because that's where this leads.”
She rolled her eyes. “Of course it's not.”
“Of course it is. You can't give someone a responsibility and then expect them not to feel guilty when they can't fulfill it.”
She could feel the anger building inside her and Jonas knew her well enough to recognize it. He reached across the table and took her hand.
“I'm trying to help, not to hurt,” he said.
“I know.”
He sighed. “Sam, you're an awesome woman. You were an awesome soldier, and you're an awesome bodyguard. And part of the reason that you're good in the field is because you can divorce that emotion out. You take control of things and you do what needs to be done. But you have to learn that you can't control everything all the time. You shouldn't control everything all the time. Every now and again you've got to hand over that control to someone else for a little while.”
“So now I'm too controlling?”
Jonas laughed and it was so genuine that a little of her anger leaked away.
“Sam, you've always been too controlling, and I think you know that. There's nothing wrong with taking care of business. But there's also nothing wrong with getting a little help from time to time.”
“And why shouldn't I get that help from Ali?” she asked.
“If you had a toothache would you go to her to pull your tooth?”
“Depends on the circumstances.”
“You know what I'm saying here, Sam. And as much as you might not think you need it right now, you should still look after your mental health. We've both seen what happens to people who don't. There's no shame in getting help.”
She took a breath and blew it out. Then she nodded. “Enough already. You've made your point. The dressing room camera. When can you do it?”
He pursed his lips in thought for a second. “I got what you need at the office, so as long as you've cleared it with Ali and the theater I can go in at lunchtime and set you up. Won't take more than a couple of minutes.”
“Perfect.”
She pushed her chair back.
“Think about what I said, Sam.”
“Will do,” she said, but she was already making her way out of the coffee shop. She'd heard enough advice for one day.
✽✽✽
 
Rudy lifted her and she turned her body weight just enough that the landing should be soft and elegant. But as she came into the turn, her feet caught up on each other and she stumbled yet again.
“Ali, you okay?” Rudy asked, bending over her with concern.
She gritted her teeth and nodded. It was the third time that the turn had ended badly. For some reason she just wasn't getting it.
“Take ten,” shouted the choreographer.
Ali walked slowly off the stage, into the wings, and then down the stairs to the back stage area. She pulled on her sweater and grabbed her water bottle.
“Having trouble?” Greta asked.
“A little,” admitted Ali.
But it was nothing. It happened. Some steps just took a while to gel was all. Greta went up on her toes and with a deft movement completed the turn in the middle of the corridor.
“Show off,” grunted Ali, uncapping her water bottle.
“Have you thought more about what I said?” Greta asked, coming down off her toes. “About stepping back?”
Ali shrugged. “I'll think about it after Beauty,” she said.
“But... the letters and the threats.”
“Sam is taking care of it. She gave me her word.”
Greta took a step nearer, stroking Ali's upper arm, her face gentle. “But Al, you really need to think about yourself right now. You need to concentrate on you. Take a little time out to collect yourself. This must all have been terrifying for you.”
“I'm fine,” Ali said.
This was starting to annoy her. Everyone being so worried about her. She wasn't a child. Besides, she was starting to think that Greta really did have ulterior motives.
“How can you be fine?” Greta asked. “Ali, I'm saying this for your own good.”
“You're saying this because you want to dance Beauty,” Ali said before she could stop herself.
Greta blanched, two pink spots of color appearing high on her cheeks. “How can you say that?”
“Because it's true, isn't it?” In for a penny, in for a pound. The words had already been said and Greta's reaction told her that she'd touched a nerve.
“Of course not.”
“Yes, Greta, yes, it is. You want to dance this part. In fact, you'd like to dance all the main roles, wouldn't you? Unfortunately, you've forgotten your place. You're only corps, I'm prima, and that means that you don't get to pick and choose.”
“Prima? Prima?” Greta spat. “You can't even land a simple turn. I was watching you out there. You're losing your touch, Alena.”
Ali rolled her eyes. “And you're jealous. If you think that I'm stepping down just to hand you my roles, you're wrong.”
Greta's hand was coming up, Alena knew she should stop speaking. But her temper was high and the words kept spilling out.
“There's a reason I headline and you don't,” she continued saying. “And it's a simple one. I'm better than you.”
The sound of the slap rang down the corridor, and Ali heard it before she felt it.
“Bitch,” spat Greta.
Ali reached out, grabbed hold of Greta's upper arm, digging her nails in and stopping her from slapping again. Footsteps were coming down the corridor, but she didn't turn to see who was coming, didn't care.
“You listen to me,” Ali hissed. “You touch me again and I'll ensure that you never dance here again.”
“Behavior like this will ensure neither of you dances again.”
Jean-Luc loomed in front of them, a strange half-smile on his face but anger dancing in his eyes. Ali let go of Greta's arm. Greta bowed her head for a second, then ran off, leaving Ali staring down Jean-Luc.
“Dancers are all the same,” he said, no longer smiling. “We're all immortal until we're not.”
“Meaning?”
He stared at her for a long time, chills started tickling up her spine and the hair on the back  of her neck was prickling.
“Meaning that one day you will never dance again.”
He turned on his heel and left. Ali put her face in her hands and rubbed at her eyes. Jesus. What a morning. Between Greta's manipulating, not landing that stupid turn, and Jean-Luc's... whatever that was that just happened, she was seriously considering a lunchtime drink. She took a breath.
Okay. Not a drink. But she would allow herself a little something. A hamburger from the greasy stand down the street. Her fatal weakness. Only to be eaten in the most dire of circumstances and on the darkest of days. Today, she thought, really had to count as a hamburger day.
✽✽✽
 
She was packing the last of the groceries into the trunk of her car when the phone began to ring. Ignoring it, she placed two paper bags side-by-side hoping that they'd stay upright, and then slammed the trunk closed, retrieving her car keys from her mouth.
Ali had been feeding her long enough, she'd already decided that. So it was her turn. She'd just had time to swing in at the market before picking Ali up, or so she'd thought. Clicking the engine on now she could see that she was running a solid ten minutes late.
Still, ten minutes, that wouldn't make much of a difference. Ali always spent a little extra time talking or unwinding or whatever it was she did there anyway. Sam's heart filled up with the thought of seeing her face again. The pure normality of shopping for two had excited her. She hadn't had to shop with someone else in mind for too long.
She was about to reverse out of her parking space when the phone rang again. Shit, she'd almost forgotten about the first call. She put the car back into park and fumbled for her phone.
“Sam Weaver,” she said as soon as she picked it up.
“There has been an accident.”
She recognized Jean-Luc's gliding accent from the very first word. But it took a second before the words made sense as a whole. Then an icicle of fear stabbed through her stomach.
“What? How?” she managed to stutter.
“It is Alena. They are taking her to Midtown now.”
Sam didn't bother to end the call. She threw her phone onto the passenger seat, revved the engine and flew back out of the parking spot. She wrenched the car into gear and screeched off, trying desperately to think of the best way to get to Midtown hospital during rush hour.




Chapter Sixteen
Pain. Pain and bright lights and shouting and movement.
She tried to shift herself. Something was pressing into her from behind. But she couldn't move.
“Stay still, stay with me here, don't move.”
She had no idea where the voice was coming from. Perhaps it was someone she knew. She didn't think so though.
“A sharp prick, just on the back of your hand.”
She wanted to ask what, why, but her lips were cracked, her mouth dry, she couldn't form the words.
“Let's take care of that pain for you.”
The lights started to dance around her and finally she was able to move something. Her lips curved into a small smile. Dancing. Dancing lights.
✽✽✽
 
She was iced through. Like she'd been deep frozen. Her muscles were sluggish, her thoughts the only thing that could move fast. Cold, cold ice ran through her veins and her stomach felt watery.
“Move!” she shouted.
But the traffic stayed still.
Christ. Again. It had happened again.
She wished she knew what kind of accident, wished she had more information. But then, did it really matter? What mattered was that once again someone had been injured on her watch. Once again she'd been detailed to protect someone and they'd been hurt.
More than that though. Once again she'd been distracted by a woman.
She screamed in frustration, banging her fists on the steering wheel and eventually giving up. With a quick look over her shoulder she pulled the car out and began racing down the hard shoulder of the road. Illegal, sure, but she didn't especially care right now.
She drove as fast as she dared, and as fast as the traffic would allow her to. But in her head she was bargaining, making deals with herself, with God, with anyone who might be listening.
“Just let her be okay,” she whispered. “Just let her be okay.”
It had to be bad. She couldn't imagine that Jean-Luc would have called her otherwise. It couldn't be something small. It...
“Stop!”
She yelled at herself. She needed to stop thinking, stop assuming. She didn't have the information she needed. Not yet. The hospital was getting closer, she'd have what she needed soon enough. She'd know soon enough.
But above all this, above the distraction, the fear, the guilt, there was something else. There was the overarching weight of thinking of Ali lying there alone. Thinking of Ali surrounded by doctors but so achingly alone it made Sam's heart hurt. She should be there, should be with her. Ali had no one else.
Alone. The word echoed around her head. Alone. If... if the worst happened... she too would be alone.
“Stop!” she shouted again.
She managed to pull into the hospital parking lot but barely bothered to find a space. She simply pulled up on the end of a line of cars, not even looking to see if there were painted lines for parking. Then she threw herself out of the car and ran faster than she'd ever run before into the hospital.
“Ma'am, there's a line.”
The receptionist wore white and had hair so tall that it shook when she spoke. Sam glanced around her.
“I just need a second, it's an emergency.”
“Let her go ahead,” said a sad looking older man behind her.
“Help you?” asked the receptionist.
“Alena Langerova. She was just brought in, an emergency, I guess. Can you tell me where she is?”
The receptionist clicked on her keyboard then shook her head. “No Langerova here.”
The older man put a hand on Sam's shoulder and she shrugged it off, turning around in the same motion. “What?” she asked, knowing she sounded aggressive.
“She'll be in the ER probably,” the man said quietly. “Her records won't be in the system yet if she was just brought in. Try there.”
Of course. She was an idiot. She ran off without even thanking the man, following signs to the emergency room.
✽✽✽
 
People were in action around her, she knew that much. But whatever she'd been given, and she was sure now that there were drugs involved, kept her from interfering. Kept her from feeling. Kept her from doing anything really, other than just lying still and thinking.
It was strange not to be acting, not to be moving. And it took a minute or so to grasp on to the thread, to remember why exactly she was here. Why was she here?
She had danced, she remembered that much. She'd finally nailed that turn that had bothered her all morning, she remembered that too. She remembered being exhausted, but satisfied. Then what?
Someone, Jean-Luc maybe, had called time on the rehearsal. A little late. Only a couple of minutes, but still. Sam was coming to pick her up. She didn't want to be late.
So she'd run. Run lightly down the stairs, picked up speed along the corridor, needing to get her bag from the dressing room. A quick in and out. That's all it was supposed to be.
The door had been open. She remembered that because she'd slowed a little as she approached but had seen the crack of light so hadn't bothered to stop. No, she'd barged right through the door.
Then it had happened.
She didn't know what. Couldn't put the timeline together in her mind. There had been a cause, certainly. That was the part she didn't understand.
The result, on the other hand, that she knew.
Her feet had slipped from under her. The balance that she relied on, the instinctive sense for where her body was in space, had gone. Suddenly there was nothing there. And she was floating, weightless, falling, waiting for Rudy's arms to catch her as they always did.
Except Rudy wasn't there.
No one was there.
There was no one to catch her.
✽✽✽
 
“Langerova,” she said again.
The nurse sighed tiredly. “Any other information?”
Sam wanted to scream again. She took a breath. “She's a dancer. Was just brought in from the theater?”
“The operating theater? She'll be in recovery,” said the nurse, half-turning away.
“No, the theater-theater, not an operation. She just came in.”
“I'm sorry, ma'am, I can't help you.”
Reluctantly, Sam let the nurse out of her clutches. She turned a quick circle of the waiting area before realizing what she'd seen. The blonde. What was her name? Greta. That was it. Greta was standing there, still in a leotard and everything. Beside her a tall man with glasses was talking to her. He must be Ali's doctor.
Before Sam could make a move, the man was striding away from Greta. She ran to catch up with him, pulling at his elbow.
“Ms. Langerova,” she said. “I need to know how she is.”
He stopped in his tracks and peered at her through his glasses. He looked tired, black bags under his eyes.
“And you are?”
“I'm... a friend,” she said. What the hell else was she supposed to say?
“I'm afraid I can't give out patient information to anyone that isn't family,” he said, trying to turn away.
Shit.
“She doesn't have any family.”
The doctor shrugged. “I'm sorry, I really can't help you.”
Jesus, considering she was in a hospital it was surprising just how many people couldn't help her. She took a deep breath, tried to calm herself, to sound somewhat normal.
“Is she alright?”
The doctor hesitated and then swayed his head from side to side. Sam wasn't exactly sure what that was supposed to mean, but at least it wasn't an outright no.
“Will she dance again?”
That was the only other question on her mind. If Ali's career had been destroyed she'd never forgive herself. Ali would never forgive her.
The doctor looked at her again, staring hard. She tried to read him, tried to get some kind of answer from his eyes.
“I'm sorry, I really can't give out that information,” he said finally, pulling away from her.
She let him go. Greta was still here. Greta would know.
Greta was pulling on a sweater. “What do you want?”
“How is she?” asked Sam. “The doctor wouldn't tell me anything. But I saw him talking to you. How is she? Please?”
“Don't know.”
She was picking up car keys now, rummaging in her purse. “Please, I know you're her friend. You have to know that she and I are... are involved. Please, just tell me how she is.”
Greta turned to her, eyes cold and hard and Sam felt that chill again. “I told you, I don't know. The doctor told me nothing except to come back later. That's it.”
Sam swallowed. “What happened?” she asked more quietly.
Greta snorted. “Seriously? What happened?”
“Yes, I wasn't there.”
“That's kind of the point.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning, you were supposed to be protecting her, weren't you? And yet you weren't there. And yet you're here asking me questions. Because you've got no fucking idea what the hell happened.”
Sam rubbed her face. She deserved that. She totally deserved it. Greta wasn't saying anything that she hadn't told herself.
“I know,” she said now. “I know. I'll... I guess I'll come back later.”
“I wouldn't bother if I were you,” Greta said, pulling her purse over her shoulder.
“Wouldn't bother?”
“If you really think that Ali's going to want to see you, you're insane. You were supposed to be protecting her. And yet here she is. Who knows if she'll ever dance again. You seriously think that Ali's going to want to see your face? Idiot.”
She stalked off. Sam's legs started to shake. She managed to get herself onto a chair. A hard plastic chair that dug into her back. She leaned forward, putting her head in her hands.
What had she done?
Greta was right. She'd spoken out of anger, but that didn't take the truth out of her words. There was no way in hell Ali was going to want to see her.
✽✽✽
 
“You're going to start to feel a little sleepy,” a voice said. “A little spaced out. It's normal. Just go with it.”
The lights were dancing again. But Ali wasn't smiling now. She wanted out of this. She wanted to feel herself, not to feel sleepy. She wanted to be back at practice. Wanted to land those jumps again. Wanted to make that troublesome turn. She wanted to be back in her real life, not here in this... this nightmare.
But there was something she wanted more. Someone she wanted more. Sam. Where was Sam? Why wasn't Sam here?
“Sam?”
It was the first word she'd spoken. She managed to force it out, used all her strength but it was barely a whisper.
“What's that, sweetheart?” asked the voice.
“Sam,” she said again.
“Is that your name?” asked the voice. “Alright then Sam, just you let the medicine work. Close your eyes, take nice deep breaths, and let the pain go away.”
She didn't have the energy to explain. Her fingers twitched. She wanted Sam to hold her hand. She wanted Sam to tell her this was going to be alright. She wanted Sam.
Her last thought as her eyes started to close was of Sam's bright green eyes. They glowed in her memory as her eyelids fell and the world turned into fuzzy blackness.
✽✽✽
 
She could see no other way. The drive was a blur. Every now and again a chorus of car horns would sound and she'd pull away from a green light that had been red the last time that she looked. And eventually she got there, though she remembered little of the journey.
She walked into the theater, following the same route she'd taken the very first time. If only she could turn back the clock. If only this was the first time. If only an irate and dismissive ballet dancer was waiting for her up those stairs, waiting to say that she didn't need a babysitter, that she certainly didn't want a bodyguard.
Sam's legs carried her up the stairs. She steeled herself for what she was about to do. But it was for the best.
Greta had been right. There was no way that Ali would want to see her now. Maybe ever. The least that she could do, the only thing she could do, was give Ali a clean break. Let things go, walk away. She couldn't force Ali to look her in the eye, couldn't force her to speak to the woman who'd potentially ruined her life.
A creeping little thought in the back of her mind squirmed around. Maybe this was about herself. Maybe she was the one that couldn't look Ali in the eye, that couldn't face what she'd done. Couldn't face yet another failure.
The door stood half open but she knocked anyway.
“Come.”
She took a step over the threshold and Jean-Luc looked up at her.
“Ah yes, the bodyguard. What a fine investment you turned out to be,” he sneered. “I suppose you are here to... what? To get some information? To find out what happened? How exactly you failed in your duties? Is that it?”
“No,” Sam said.
She'd decided that on the way over. It was the only really clear thought that she'd had. She didn't want to know. She couldn't hear the details of her failure. Sure, maybe her imagination was worse. But that was the price she'd have to pay. Imagining Ali writhing in pain, imagining the look on her face when there was no one there to stop her falling or slipping or whatever the hell else had happened.
“No?” Jean-Luc asked.
“No. I've come to resign. Obviously, this entire affair was my fault and I hold all responsibility. So I'm resigning from the contract right now.”
“The payment?”
“Void. There's nothing owing.”
Contracts were paid upon completion. That was the deal here. Her reputation hadn't been good enough to be paid up front. Her reputation would never be good enough now.
Jean-Luc nodded. “Very well, consider the contract finished. That will be the last of it.”
“Thank you,” she said.
And she was already turning towards the door, ready to walk out for good, when he said:
“Unless... Unless we decide to press charges of course. Dereliction of duty, that sort of thing. I assume the board will decide on these matters. I know nothing about them.”
She closed her eyes for a second. There was no point fighting this. She deserved it. She nodded. She waited for just one second before she turned to leave. Waited until she had the strength to go down the stairs again.
And then she walked out. Out of the office, out of the theater. Not looking back.
It was over. All over.
What the hell was supposed to happen now?




Chapter Seventeen
It was a military thing. Sleeping whenever possible. But it had always been Sam's default. If life went wrong, she went to sleep. Arriving home and throwing herself on the bed she'd closed her eyes and fallen into a troubled sleep. Blocking out everything that had happened seemed the right thing to do.
But it meant that when she woke up screaming and sweating it was only seven in the evening. She scrubbed at her face, waited for her heart to calm down, and then took a long hot shower.
What the hell was she doing? She sat on the floor of the shower, letting the hot water flow over her.
No job. No Ali. No nothing. How had it all come to this?
When she finally managed to drag herself out of the shower going back to sleep wasn't on the cards. Instead, she pulled on camo pants and a tank top. If sleeping her troubles away wasn't going to work, then maybe she should try drinking. Yet another military solution.
There was a bar at the end of her street. Not one that she'd gone into before. It was old school. Neon beer signs in the window and a smell of cheap cigarettes. But it was close. She went in and sat on a rickety barstool, ordering herself a beer and a whiskey. If she was going to do this, she was going to do it right. It could be the only thing she was able to do right.
“Long day, huh?”
The bartender was in his forties, biker mustache and sleeveless t-shirt, tattoos dancing up his arms.
“Something like that.”
Behind him a TV was blaring a sports game to the otherwise empty bar.
“Guy problems?”
She looked at him not really prepared to have this conversation. “Girl problems,” she said, daring him with her eyes to make an issue out of it.
He just shrugged. “Women. More trouble than they're worth, 'cept when they're not.”
He gave her a nod and moved down the bar, wiping glasses with a cloth that couldn't possibly be clean.
She swirled the whiskey around in her glass before tipping it back in one shot. It burned all the way down. She closed her eyes against the sting of it, but as soon as she did a picture of Ali appeared in her mind.
Ali alone and scared. Ali in a hospital bed. And that led naturally to Ali falling down the stairs, tumbling and freewheeling, and Ali opening a package that exploded as her fingers touched it, and Ali...
Stop. Just stop. Sam took a deep breath.
She'd failed, she understood that. She'd failed in everything. Okay, Ali might be alone now and scared. But it was better in the long run if she didn't show up at the hospital carrying flowers. Even if Ali thought that she could forgive her, how could she spend the next month, year, decade looking at the woman who was responsible for her being hurt? How could Ali ever trust her again?
No. It was better that she stayed away. Better for everyone.
She stared at the bottom of the empty glass. What now? Now that she'd successfully destroyed pretty much everything, what was she supposed to do? Re-upping with the army was out of the question. Maybe the French Foreign Legion would take her? She sighed.
“Want another?”
The bartender was looking her way and she nodded,  putting the empty whiskey glass on the counter and sipping at her beer. The TV went to commercial and a lizard started asking her about car insurance.
Goddammit. She wanted to have all these emotions. She wanted to be sad and cry, to be angry and shout, but all she had was a terrific emptiness. A hollow feeling inside. She smiled to herself. She couldn't even do emotions right.
“Here ya go.”
The bartender slid another whiskey towards her just as explosions began to sound.
Without a thought, Sam was sliding off the stool, crouching behind the bar and scanning her surroundings for the source of the shooting. Her adrenaline was high and her breath came loud and fast.
“Yo, just the TV.”
The bartender was looming over the bar, his hair hanging down over his face. Sam looked up at him, still cautious.
“Some damn car commercial is all,” he said.
Feeling stupid, pulse still racing, she stood again. He looked at her, sniffed. “Forces?”
“Army,” she said.
He nodded. “Was army myself for a while. Seen plenty of that before. I thought they had all that touchy-feely stuff nowadays to make you kids better. Not like the old days when it was drinking and screaming and in the end putting your gun to  your head 'cos you couldn't take it no more. Known a few like that.”
Sam drained the whiskey glass and pulled out her wallet. She laid twenty bucks on the counter, not knowing if it was enough or too much. Then she walked out, not saying another word.
The night was still warm though it was dark now. She walked slowly towards her apartment. She needed help. She could see that. She'd always known that. She needed more help than she could get from Jonas, or even from Ali. This thing was bigger than her, scarier than her, and she had no control over it at all. It terrified her. It terrified her that she couldn't sleep through the night, that she constantly humiliated herself in public, that she didn't know when or where it would strike.
And Ali wasn't there to calm her. Would never be there to calm her again.
She walked up the steps to her building. She needed help. What she wanted was for someone to come in and tell her how to deal with all this, what to do, how to do it. Someone to tell her how to live her life.
She put her key into the lock. She needed help. She just didn't think she was strong enough to ask for it alone.
✽✽✽
 
“I cannot knock on a curtain.”
Ali's eyes fluttered open. The first thing she saw was Jean-Luc standing at the end of her bed. He was wearing a long, fluttering white linen shirt that made him look somewhat like an angel.
The second thing she saw was her leg, heavily bandaged. Her stomach fell a little. But it didn't fall completely until she'd scanned the rest of the small cubicle and found that there was no one else.
“Sam?”
Jean-Luc snorted and pulled out a chair, coming to sit by the side of her bed. “Gone. Resigned. And all for the better. She did a poor job of protecting you.”
Ali wanted to close her eyes again. Sam thought she'd failed, though Ali knew in her heart that there was no way that Sam could have protected her from this. What could she have done? She'd fallen, slipped, that was all. It was an accident. And Sam couldn't be there to catch her every second of the day.
But combine this with the Allingham incident and Sam must be in pieces. Still though, she'd have thought that Sam would at least have shown up. Shown some support. Held her hand. They were supposed to be... What were they supposed to be? They had a promise to start something, that was all. They were nothing, in the end, she supposed.
“Do not look so sad, little one,” Jean-Luc said. “I am here to bring you the good news. Someone finally decided that as your technical employer I was as close as you were getting to next of kin. So I bring information.”
“Information?” Her mouth was dry and she wanted water but Jean-Luc didn't notice.
He grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Your leg is injured, yes. It didn't look good for some time. But they did some... I don't know the words for this. Some doctor magic, some surgery, and now it all looks good.”
She shrugged.
“You will dance again, Alena. That is what I am telling you. You will dance again.”
And she knew that she should be elated, over the moon, crying tears of happiness. But she just wasn't. She felt flat. Sad. Sam should be here. She wanted Sam here. But Sam obviously didn't want to be here. Sam couldn't face her, couldn't face thinking that she'd failed again, couldn't face the guilt that she had no reason to feel.
“That's good,” she managed to murmur.
“It is good,” Jean-Luc said, a satisfied smile on his face. “You will not be fit to dance Beauty, I am afraid. But your career is not over. Greta will take this part. There will be others for you. When you are better.”
So Greta had got what she wanted in the end after all.
“You said that one day I will never dance again.”
Jean-Luc patted her hand and sighed. “I did, didn't I? I was not, however, talking about an accident. Or even sabotage, as it may be. I was talking about being grateful for what you have.”
“Do you miss it?”
“With every fiber of my body,” he said. “I miss what I used to have, the ease of movement, the body that obeyed my every instruction. I would give up everything, anything to have one last dance the way I used to dance.”
“There is nothing more important to you?”
“No,” he said. “But that is my fault. I never pursued a relationship, I never had children, I never had hobbies. I never had anything other than dance. My world revolves around it. Without it I am nothing. Even now, I am so much less than I used to be.”
He paused, hesitated, and Ali waited. He had never spoken to her this way before, and she could hear the sadness in his voice.
“As your director I would never say this,” he said after a while. “But as a fellow dancer, I must. Find something else, Alena. Do not give up dancing, but do not make it everything. Find someone or something that can consume you when the dance is over.”
She nodded, slowly. She'd thought she'd found someone. But that someone turned out not to be the person she thought she was. Sam, strong Sam, would be here, facing up to life's problems. Except she wasn't, she'd run away. And maybe that was for the best.
“I will leave you to sleep,” Jean-Luc said. He sounded flatter, sadder than before. “I will be back, as will some of the others. You will not be alone.”
He left with a flutter of curtain. She was alone though. But maybe that was the way things were supposed to be. She wasn't going to give up completely though. Sam might not be the woman she'd assumed she was, but Ali was getting better and stronger all the time. She'd had a plan before, and she wasn't about to give it up just because Sam was a coward. Screw Sam. She could do this alone.
She reached for the cup of water on the bedside table, a straw hanging out of it at a crazy angle. It was far away and her fingertips just brushed it. She almost managed to pull it closer, until the entire cup toppled over and water flooded down to the ground.
✽✽✽
 
The pounding at the door was making her head hurt. She had no intention of opening it. It had been four days, no, five days, since she'd last been outside. And she had no desire to see any kind of sunlight yet.
“Sam, I swear I will knock down this damn door if you don't open it.”
Shit. It was Jonas. But then, who else would it be? She shifted a little on the couch. Where had the time gone? Five days of lying on the couch watching whatever was on the TV, never changing the channel. Five days of thinking about what a screw up she was, how far her life had fallen.
“Sam, I know you're in there. I've looked every place else. Open the door or I'll knock it down.”
She shifted again, but couldn't quite bring herself to actually get up.
“Sam?” The knocking stopped for a second. “Sam? You haven't done anything stupid, have you? Sam?” And the knocking got louder, more forceful.
It was the pain in his voice that made her get up. The idea that he would miss her if she was gone, that he worried about her. And when she finally opened the door he took her into his arms and almost suffocated her with a hug.
“Jesus, I was worried for a second there,” he murmured. Then he pushed her back. “And Jesus, you stink. And you look like hell.”
“I...”
But she had no excuses. She just shook her head, lacking the energy to speak anymore.
He looked her up and down and then closed the front door. “Go and get in the shower.”
“No, I'm not really in the mood for company.”
His eyes turned harder. “Take a shower, soldier. That's an order.”
Her muscles obeyed before she had time to think about it. She took the shortest shower she could, full military style, with cold water right at the end. And when she climbed out she even went to the trouble of pulling on clean pants and a t-shirt. She felt infinitesimally better when she came out. More so when she saw that Jonas had tidied up, folding the blanket on the couch, clearing the dirty dishes.
“I owe you some kind of explanation,” she said softly.
“Nope. I know everything. More or less everything,” he said, sitting down on one end of the couch. “I went to get the video from the theater, ran into that French dude, and ended up with pretty much the entire story. What I didn't hear I could put together from knowing you. And now you're sitting here feeling sorry for yourself, proving my guesses were right.”
“I'm not feeling sorry for myself.”
“Bullshit. You fucked up. Or you think you did. And rather than manning up and asking for help, or apologizing and facing your mistakes, you're here feeling sorry for yourself. I'm not going to let that happen.”
“Oh, you're not?”
For the first time in days she felt a spark of emotion. Okay, so it was anger, but it was better than the emptiness she'd been feeling before.
“I'm sure as hell not. You and I are going down to the VA to make you a counseling appointment. Just as soon as we've cleared up this dancing business.”
She sighed feeling a relief that she hadn't been expecting. Having Jonas take control of things, having him come with her to get help, that made things easier.
“Let's go now.” Better to get the tough part over with.
Jonas shook his head. “First there's something you need to deal with.” He waved a small flash disk at her. “Recordings from the dressing room camera. You need to see this.”
“No.”
Absolutely not. She was drawing a line under everything, cutting herself off. It seemed the smart and healthy thing to do.
“Yes,” Jonas said firmly. “You owe it to yourself, you owe it to Ali. You will watch what is on this tape and then you will deal with it. If only so you can have some kind of closure.”
“No.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Don't make me order you again. You need to do this, Sam. You need to see what's on this tape. Trust me.”
“No, I can't handle this, Jonas. This was all my fault, I can accept that. But I can't...”
“It wasn't your fault. And when you see the tape you'll see why. The accident wasn't your fault, but not finding out who's responsible for hurting your client, that would be your fault. Do you see that? You can't control every second, every movement. Nobody can, not even the best protection officer in the world. But you can do your utmost to ensure that your client gets some kind of resolution.”
She sighed. She really, really didn't want to see the tape. She didn't want to see Ali. Not even on a screen.
Jonas held the flash disk out to her. His arm stretched out over the space between them and stayed there for what felt like hours. Finally, Sam gave up. She took the disk from his hand.




Chapter Eighteen
Jonas was right, she owed this to Ali. She owed her answers. It wouldn't make up for her failure, but at least it could help make things right. Or righter. This was nothing to do with herself.
But as she gunned her car down the street, avoiding the worst of the evening traffic, she knew that this was a little about herself too.
She hadn't wanted to watch the video. But now she'd seen it all. The grainy high-colored frames were engraved on her memory. She knew exactly what had been happening, exactly who was to blame, and she had a fair idea of why as well.
All she needed now was to collar the culprit. Get the cops involved. And it was all done and dusted. A nice, clean ending. She could walk away with the job finished, if not completed the way she'd have wished. And closure, as Jonas had told her, was important.
She yanked the wheel of the car, almost spinning it into the theater parking lot. She knew she wouldn't be too late. A snick of the car lock, thudding footsteps, running faster than she needed to she pounded up the steps.
And when she appeared in the doorway, Jean-Luc had the grace to look surprised.
“I thought you had resigned?” he asked, that accent making the words sound sexier than they had any right to.
“I know everything,” Sam said.
“Everything?”
“What happened to Ali, the death threats, everything.”
He nodded. “I suppose it is too much to hope that you do not wish to involve the police?”
She spiked with anger. “That's not my decision. Ali gets to decide that.”
He nodded again. “Well then, I suppose you had better tell me all you know.”
He sat calm and still whilst she told him. He didn't interrupt, didn't show any reaction at all. She found herself calming, letting the anger go. What was done was done, she couldn't prevent it now. But she could get some kind of atonement. And when she was finished, Jean-Luc picked up his phone and spoke a few words and then sat back in his chair.
They both sat in silence now, waiting. Sam was calm, tired even, though she'd done nothing over the last few days. She could hear the steady thrum of her heart and she wanted to ask Jean-Luc about Ali, though she didn't want to hear his answers.
A soft knock at the door, the creaking as it opened, and then Greta was standing pale and blonde in the entrance. And as soon as she saw them both, tears pricked into her eyes.
“Sit down,” Jean-Luc said. He nodded at Sam, letting her take control of matters.
“We know,” Sam said. “You planted the letters, the death threats.”
Greta shook her head.
“There's no point denying this, we have evidence. We have fingerprints on the letters themselves, you'll be caught.”
“I wrote them,” said Greta. “I didn't put them in the dressing room. That was Craig. He had enough reason to be in the theater, no one would suspect anything.”
“Craig?” asked Sam, confused.
“A photographer we use occasionally to shoot brochures and programs,” Jean-Luc said.
“My boyfriend,” Greta said.
As if it made any difference. It was still Greta that was to blame. Sam wanted to be angry with her. It was her fault that everything had been destroyed. But she just couldn't summon up the energy. Seeing this pale girl subdued, crying, shamed, she knew she should be furious, but the anger wouldn't come.
“And then the accident.”
She'd seen it with her own eyes. Seen Greta slope into the dressing room, seen something spilled on the floor, a bottle in Greta's hand.
“I'm going to guess some kind of oil mixed with water?” she said.
Greta nodded.
Enough to make Ali slip as she walked in, enough to hurt her, maybe only bruise her, maybe break her. But little enough that it would be absorbed by Ali's clothes as she fell, or quickly wiped up by Greta herself, leaving nothing behind. Except for the video footage that Greta hadn't known they were collecting.
“Why?”
Greta sighed. “Can't you guess?”
It was Jean-Luc that answered. “You wanted her roles.”
“I wanted a chance!” Greta's voice was louder now, angrier. “And you wouldn't give me one as long as Ali was here. All I wanted was a shot to show you what I could do. But no, Ali got every starring role, every main part. Does that seem fair to you?”
“Alena is a wonder,” Jean-Luc said slowly. “The sort of dancer that appears once in a generation. You should consider yourself fortunate that you could dance with her.”
Tears were streaming down Greta's face now and Sam didn't need to hear more. Didn't want to hear more. There would be excuses and recriminations, and she didn't need to hear them. Her job was done.
“Here,” she said, pulling a copy of the flash disk out of her pocket and sliding it along the desk to Jean-Luc. “The video footage. The cops should be here any minute.”
Greta paled even further at the mention of the police. Sam had called the unhelpful detective as soon as she knew. He'd be on his way over. And her part in matters was done.
She left without saying anything, without looking at Greta. It was really over now. All over. There was no reason for her even to be thinking about Ali. And yet, as she got into her car, Ali's face haunted her mind.
✽✽✽
 
“You're comfortable?”
“I'm fine,” Ali said, adjusting the cushions under her leg a little.
She took deep breaths, happy to be back in her own home, happy to be surrounded by her own things. Rudy stood awkwardly by the couch.
“Can I get you something?” he asked. “Coffee? Water?”
She looked over at the coffee table, laden with water bottles and iced tea containers and cookies. He'd obviously had a field day at the convenience store down the street and his thoughtfulness touched her.
“No, I'm really fine, Rudy. Thank you so much.”
He scratched his head and he looked so young, his legs too long, his arms too long, that Ali flashed him a grin that she really didn't feel.
“Rudy, you've been a star and I'm absolutely fine. I'm glad to be home and glad to have a friend like you to help me out.” Which was more than she could say for Greta or even Jean-Luc, neither of whom had shown up to help. “But I'm kind of tired now.”
“Ah, right, yes. I'll go. Just let me know if you need anything.”
She eyed the crutches propped up against the end of the couch. She was mobile, she could get to the bathroom and anywhere she needed to go.
“Will do.”
He stepped over and dropped a kiss on her forehead. A platonic, friendly kiss though for just a second she wished she could love someone as perfect as him. Rudy was shy, quiet, a brilliant dancer, and never had a bad word to say about anyone. Rudy, she knew, would never cheat, would never lie, would never do anything awful. His husband was a lucky man.
“I'll call you later to check up on you,” he promised as he left.
And she was alone again.
She picked up her phone. Nothing. Still nothing from Sam. Not even a message, not a text to ask if she was okay. It hurt. She understood, she guessed. Understood that yet another perceived failure was too much for Sam to face. That Sam's problems had caught up with her, that she wasn't as strong as she appeared. But that didn't stop it hurting.
She lay back on the sofa and was closing her eyes when she remembered something. Pulling herself up, grasping for the crutches, maneuvering her body, lacking any semblance of grace, she finally managed to stand. And then she hopped to the front door. She locked the door and set the alarm. Just as Sam would have told her to. If she'd been there.
✽✽✽
 
The thing with being unemployed is that there was plenty of time for thinking. Which sucked, because the last thing that Sam wanted to do was think.
It was inevitable though. As much as she tried to drown out her thoughts with crappy TV, they were still there. And the last two days had driven her to a few conclusions.
The first was that she couldn't have prevented Ali's accident. That was a tough one. It was difficult to cede enough control to admit that the accident probably would have happened even if she had been there, even if she'd spent every second with her eyes glued to Ali.
As hard as it was, it didn't stop it being true. She could not have prevented Ali getting hurt.
The second conclusion was equally hard. She couldn't be a bodyguard. At least not right now. She was messed up enough, lacking in confidence enough, jumpy enough, that bodyguarding just wasn't for her. It was obvious now that she saw it. Obvious that she should probably have quit after the Allingham incident. But she'd wanted to get straight back on the horse, had thought that the best way to get her confidence back, to make the nightmares go, was to go ahead and work. She'd been wrong.
Which left her with a dilemma. Just what the hell was she supposed to be doing now? She'd lost her job, her career. And she'd lost Ali. There was just a big, black, gaping hole inside her. One that she simply hadn't noticed before. But then Ali had come along and filled that hole so perfectly that now, without her, the space was achingly noticeable.
And there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. Not a thing.
“You decent?”
Jonas' shout came from outside the front door, but there was already the sound of a key sliding into the lock. He'd insisted on taking a spare key, had said that he'd be in once a day to check on her. And she'd let him because she loved him in his own way and knew that he was worried.
“Butt ass naked,” she shouted back.
“Fantastic,” he said, opening the door. “Can't wait to... oh.” He pulled a fake sad face. “You're all clothed and everything.”
Sam snorted a laugh. “Nice try. As if I'd let you see me naked.”
He grinned and flopped down on the sofa at her feet.
“Alrighty, it's time to get things in order. You've had enough time to feel sorry for yourself and to work things out in your head. So talk to me. Tell me what you're thinking.”
“I need to quit guarding.”
“Agreed,” he said. “At least for a couple of months. You need to get your head together.”
“I need to...” She took a breath. “I need to get help.”
“Also agreed. I've already talked to the VA and you've got an appointment next Tuesday for a counseling session. I'll drive you there, make sure you show up. It ain't gonna be easy, but it's going to get the job done. Next?”
He was making everything so simple, so logical. But she was damned if she could think of what came next.
“Next?” she asked.
“You've wrapped up your last contract, but there's one thing that you haven't done. Put in a report.”
“Oh no.” Her stomach sank at the idea of it.
“Yes,” said Jonas. “Ali deserves to know what really happened, and you need to be the one to tell her. You need to show up in person and make your report to your client.”
“No.”
Jonas took a deep breath and blew it out of his nose. “Alright. Truth time. You and I have been through some shit. I know you probably as well as I know myself and vice versa. So I've got a question for you. Regardless of anything else, and a simple yes or no answer please, do you love this woman?”
It wasn't a question that she'd been expecting. But there was only one answer.
“Yes.”
“Right. On a professional level, you're a fantastic guard, Sam. But you do have one problem. You can't accept that not everything can be controlled for. There is no perfection in the world. There will always be unexpected situations to deal with, and there is no way you can 100% guarantee that a client will be safe. That's why we have professional insurance, that's why there are no guarantees in our contracts.”
“Okay.”
“Okay. You're a control freak.” He held up his hands to stop her yelling and she forced her mouth closed. “Face it, you are. And sometimes that's a good thing. It makes you assiduous, hard working, you cover as many possibilities as you can. On the professional front, that's not bad. On a personal level, well, that ain't going to work for you.”
“I–”
“I'm not finished yet, Sam. There's a reason that we don't date clients. There are ethical concerns, certainly, but there's also the question of distraction, and the problem of power. The relationship between a bodyguard and client is unbalanced. A real relationship, a loving relationship, has to be about equality.”
“I know that.”
“Do you? If you have any hope of salvaging all of this then you have to realize that mistakes are going to happen, that there's no such thing as perfection, that you can't always be looking after Ali and she can't always be looking after you. That you have to be equals. You have to cede some control to her.”
She was about to answer when she bit the words back. They were fair points. If, for example, she'd told Ali what to look for, how to be suspicious, how to be careful, rather than just controlling every situation, well, perhaps the accident wouldn't have happened. She swallowed. Jonas was right, but there was a big assumption riding on this.
“You're talking like I want to get her back.”
“Don't you?”
“Fine. You're talking like I can get her back.”
Jonas leaned forward a little. “Maybe you can, maybe you can't. You're going to have to change yourself if you want a relationship with her to work. But you can do that, you know you can. The only question now is whether you love her enough to want to try again.”
“No, the only question is whether she'll let me in her sight again,” Sam said.
Because really, could Ali possibly want to see her?
“You won't know until you try,” Jonas said. He grinned at her. “I'll tell you something though.”
“What?”
“If she lights up when you walk into a room the same way that you do when her name is mentioned, if she smiles half as much as you do when you talk about each other, if her pulse races the same way that yours does when I talk about her, then she won't be able to turn you down, Sam.”
Sam's heart skipped a beat. “I don't know.”
“You've faced bullets, Sam. You fought wars. I've never seen you back down before. Is she really that terrifying?”
“Yes.”
Jonas laughed. “Sam, I'll order you if I have to. Get out there and talk to her. She deserves answers. You deserve closure. And you both deserve each other. You have to do it, soldier, you know you do.”
Sam hesitated for a long minute. And then she stood up. Jonas was right. She needed to do this.




Chapter Nineteen
She pounded on the front door as hard as she could, but there was no answer. Her heart thudding she made a circuit of the property but saw nothing. Only then did she pull the key out of her pocket and let herself in.
Ali wasn't there. She saw the trappings of sickness. The bottles and cookies on the coffee table, the rumpled blanket and pillow on the couch. Ali had been here, she wasn't still in the hospital. But she wasn't here now.
She threw herself onto the couch. If she wasn't here, then where the hell was she?
“Where is she?” she asked the portrait sitting on the mantle.
The picture of Ali's mother stared back. It was odd, seeing someone so much older that looked so much like Ali. The photo made it clear how Ali would look a decade or two from now. Still beautiful. More beautiful even. Sam's stomach turned a flip thinking of Ali's face, of her body. And she realized that she wanted to see Ali a decade from now, wanted to see her older. She wanted to be there, no matter what happened.
Ali had every right not to want to see her again. She'd have every right to throw her out, to sue her for dereliction of duty, to slap her soundly across the face. Every right. But... But Sam couldn't not try.
The emptiness of not having Ali was consuming, painful, hopeless. She knew with a certainty that she'd rarely felt before that Ali was the only thing that could make her whole again. If only she could find her.
“Where is she?” she asked again.
She narrowed her eyes at the portrait and tried to think. She wasn't at the theater, that had been the first place she tried. Possibly she was at the hospital, maybe she had some kind of check up. In which case she'd be home sooner rather than later. And probably wouldn't take kindly to coming home to find Sam just sitting on her couch like she belonged. Or...
Or there was one other place. One place that she might be. Sam jumped up and raced out the door. She knew where Ali was.
She heard the sound of little feet hitting a sprung floor. The smell of dust and wood greeted her nose as she pushed through the main door of the Club. As soon as she stepped into the foyer she locked eyes with Jayce through the window to her office. Jayce raised her eyebrows but said nothing, just gave a gentle nod of her head towards the gym. Sam swallowed. Her guess had been right.
Carefully, she made her way around to the windows overlooking the gym. She kept herself to the shadows, not wanting Ali to see her, not yet. And when she looked down, her heart almost broke.
A host of small girls were running around on tiptoes, joy clear on their faces. They ran and spun and laughed, and in the middle of it all was Ali.
She was in a wheelchair, leg bandaged fat and white and propped up. Sam felt a wash of shame. The injury made her feel bad, though she'd accepted she wasn't responsible. But she felt shame for abandoning Ali, shame because she hadn't been there, shame because Ali had needed someone and Sam had been so shit-scared of her own failure she'd run away.
Her heart beat faster, adrenaline started to buzz around her system. She had to do this, had to at least talk to her. Maybe Ali wouldn't want to see her, maybe she'd get thrown out. But she had to try. She steeled all her courage, more than she'd ever needed before, and grasped the door handle to the gym.
✽✽✽
 
At first, she didn't believe it. She thought the figure in the doorway was a mirage, a figment of her imagination, a side-effect of the pain medications she was still taking.
After a moment she admitted to herself that Sam was real. Her heart pounded in her chest, her mouth went dry, a wave of heat washed through her stomach as her body remembered the bodyguard's touch.
Another moment went by, and then she remembered the pain. Not the pain of her injury, but the pain of being left, the pain of having no one there, the pain of dealing with all this alone. Okay, Sam was damaged, she wasn't as strong as she appeared. But there was no excuse for not even sending a text, no excuse for ditching her as soon as she was injured.
“What now, Ali?” asked one of the little girls.
She tore her eyes from the doorway and forced a smile on her face. “I want two laps of the gym, and then pair up and practice your positions, okay?”
The group of eager faces nodded at her and then feet began banging on the wooden floor. Ali half-turned, but she could already sense Sam close by. She felt the heat, could smell her scent and her body responded even harder than before.
“Hi.”
Sam's voice sounded hoarse, as though she hadn't used it in a while.
“I don't want to talk to you.”
Ali didn't know why she lied so quickly. She wanted more than anything to talk to Sam. What she didn't want was to have to deal with whatever was about to happen. Apologies, justifications, reasoning, she just didn't want to hear it.
“I understand,” said Sam.
Ali closed her eyes, listening to the little girls run, trying to distinguish the sounds of Sam's footsteps walking away. Not that she wanted her to go. But perhaps it was for the best. If Sam wasn't strong enough to handle a failure, if she wasn't strong enough to face up to what had happened, then she wasn't strong enough for a relationship either.
And that was the only thing that Ali wanted. She knew that now. Knew that she wanted to be with Sam, wanted to be happy, wanted to cook dinner and go on vacation and share her thoughts with someone. But she couldn't do that if that someone constantly needed to run away.
She opened her eyes again, expecting to see the door swinging shut. But Sam had stepped closer.
“I have no right to ask,” Sam said. “But I'd like five minutes of your time.”
The running footsteps had slowed now, there was a crackling in the air as two dozen pairs of little ears strained to hear a conversation that they played no part in. Ali sighed.
“No.”
“Yes.”
Sam's eyes shone green and hard and it was that that decided her. There had been a flash of strength, a flash of the old Sam.
“Get out of here.”
Sam had no time to respond. The door was opening and Jayce was slipping inside, she clapped her hands brightly.
“Okay girls, Ali's asked you to run laps and I don't see a lot of running happening. Let's get to it!”
And then she jogged over to Sam's side.
“The two of you need to take this outside,” she said, looking serious. “We don't have adult conversations in front of the kids. You should know that by now.”
She spun around, watching the girls run their laps and Sam strode toward the door without question. Not knowing what else to do, Ali rolled her wheelchair after her.
✽✽✽
 
She'd never felt so terrified in her life. Not even facing grenades or rockets in the sandy desert. Her legs felt like water and she couldn't take full enough breaths to fill her lungs.
“You deserve to know what happened,” she said, as soon as they were outside in the corridor. Best to take care of business first. Perhaps Ali would calm a little as she spoke. “The letters, the accident, they were down to one person.”
“I know,” said Ali. “I know everything. How could I not?”
And Sam saw the flash of pain. “She was your friend,” she said. “It must hurt.”
“You were more than a friend.”
She thought that Ali hadn't planned to say the words, that they'd just slipped out. But she understood immediately why she'd said them.
She took a breath and sat down on one of a row of chairs against the wall, wanting to be closer to eye level.
“I'm fucked up.”
Ali opened her mouth to speak, then slammed it shut again.
“No, listen to me. I get it. I know. And there are a hundred reasons and excuses and justifications, but none of them come close to saying what needs to be said.”
“So why are you here?” asked Ali, not meeting her eyes.
“Because I have no choice.”
“Someone forced you to be here?”
“No. Not like that. This, us, whatever, it's bigger than me. I can't not be here. I can't not try. I don't know how to explain it except to say what needs to be said and then...”
“And then run away again?”
Sam blew out a breath. This was not going well. The words wouldn't come. She didn't know how to explain what she wanted to say. She nodded, swallowed. Start again.
“I made many mistakes,” she said softly. “I tried to control everything. Rather than teaching you how to look after yourself I assumed that you were incapable and that I needed to do everything. Which is impossible. I should have trusted you to take on your share of the responsibility.”
Ali nodded but said nothing.
“I let fear get the better of me. I let my weakness control me. I should have been there for you in the hospital, but I wasn't. I told myself it was for you. I told myself that it would be easier for you if you didn't have to look at me, if you didn't need to see the person that ruined your life. But I was lying. It was for me. I couldn't deal with another failure, I was afraid. I was afraid of your pain and your anger.”
“And now you're not?”
“I am,” allowed Sam. “But I know I need to face things. I need to face you. I need to apologize.” She hesitated for a second, then said: “From the depths of my heart I am sorry. I'm sorry that I didn't teach you how to protect yourself, and I'm sorry that I wasn't there for you when you needed me. That is what I came to say.”
Ali looked at her now, and there were tears in her eyes though she blinked them back. “You left me. That hurt.”
“Hurt more than the accident?”
Ali laughed bitterly. “The accident was nothing. In fact, maybe it was a good thing. It gave me time to think, time to plan what comes next. Because you were right about dancing being my whole life. It's dangerous to put all your faith into one thing.”
Sam's mouth was dry, but she had to ask, she needed to know.
“The injury... Will you, I mean, can...” Again the words wouldn't come.
“I'll dance again,” Ali said.
But she didn't sound as full of joy as Sam had expected. She barely sounded like she believed it.
“That's good,” Sam said.
Ali didn't speak, ripped her eyes away from Sam's face again. And Sam knew she'd lost. She stood up. It was time to go, really go this time. She'd explained, she'd apologized, what else was there left to say?
Her legs shook as she got up, shook as she took the first step and then the second. A third step and a fourth and something was screaming inside her, like she was physically tearing herself away from Ali. And she couldn't help it, couldn't stop it. She was terrified and yet if she didn't say it she'd never forgive herself. She turned back one last time.
“I love you.”
“What?”
Seriously? She had to say it again. She took a step closer, two steps. “I love you.”
And Ali was looking at her again. “You love me?”
“I don't deserve you. I don't deserve a chance. But I'm changing. I'm seeing a therapist. I'm getting out of the protection business for a while. I understand the mistakes that I made and I'm trying to avoid making them again. But the only thing that I can think of is that I love you. That without you my life is an empty hole of nothingness. That with you I'm calmer, happier, more complete. I can't imagine not waking up next to you every morning. I can't imagine not coming home to you in the evening. But I don't deserve you.”
“Then what do you deserve?”
✽✽✽
 
So close. It was so close to what she needed to hear. Ali knew that she loved Sam. But she couldn't let herself admit it, couldn't let herself truly feel it until she knew that Sam was strong enough to take it.
“What do you deserve?” she asked again. “You think you're such a failure, so tell me what you deserve.”
And there it was. That spark of anger, that spark of the real Sam. Sam's cheeks flushed.
“Screw you,” she said.
“Really?” taunted Ali. “That's your come back? I asked you a question.”
“I deserve to be loved,” Sam said back, voice clipped and tight. “I deserve to be helped and loved and challenged. I deserve a chance to grow and change. And if you can't see that, if you can't do that, then you're the one that doesn't deserve me.”
And the ice around Ali's heart suddenly shattered into a million pieces. Sam was so angry, so righteous and the flush in her cheeks made her eyes shine and Ali couldn't do this anymore. She couldn't deny it, couldn't stop it.
“Sam, I love you.”
Sam had braced herself to yell, Ali could see her taking a deep breath, but then she frowned and the flush fled from her cheeks.
“I love you, Sam,” Ali said quietly.
Sam sank back down into the chair she'd vacated and Ali reached out to take her hand.
“I love you,” she said again. “But this has to be equal. We have to be equally deserving of each other.”
Sam nodded, the light of disbelief still clear in her eyes.
“Neither of us is perfect, Sam. And we're going to need help, both of us. I've spent so long buried in dance that I don't know how to do anything else. You're going to have to teach me. And you've spent so long in control that I don't know if you know how to let things go.”
“But you'll teach me,” Sam said softly. Her fingers tightened around Ali's.
“I'll teach you,” Ali said.
Their faces were inches apart. Ali let herself smile. For the first time since her accident she felt... light. As if she were dancing, twirling in the air without the pull of gravity beckoning her to the floor. Her heart beat faster, Sam's smile matched her own. And the attraction was like a magnet, nothing could force them apart.
They both moved simultaneously so it was impossible to say who started the kiss. But from the second their lips touched Ali knew that she'd made the right decision. Kissing Sam was like coming home, it was like her first pirouette, it was the most perfect, wonderful thing she had ever felt.
The cheering and clapping didn't penetrate her mind at first. Sam was the one that pulled away, the one that turned, Ali just followed her gaze. And there, lined up in front of the windows, was a collection of little girls, all applauding and cheering as if their lives depending on it.
“We've got an audience,” Sam said.
“I'm used to it,” said Ali. She turned back to Sam. “Think you can get used to it too?”
Sam shrugged. “For you, I'll give anything a try.”




Epilogue
She crouched, breath coming hard and fast, the sidewalk slick with rain. She could see the flecks of rust in the wheel arch of the car she was hiding behind. Rust. Car. She tightened her hand around the grip of her gun. But even inside the dream she knew it was a dream. Even as she crouched she began the mantra, began telling herself over and over that this wasn't real.
It was a minute or so before she began to pull herself up out of sleep. She'd already seen the man move, had already stood up to face him, had already pulled her gun. She had a gun this time. The powerlessness, the vulnerability of being unarmed had gone. But she could feel the night tugging at her, pulling her out of the dream.
She woke wrapped in the sheet, but not screaming. She had no sense that she'd made any noise at all. Her breathing was fast, but she could control it, going through the exercises that she'd been taught. Slowly she calmed herself, let her eyes close again.
As she drifted back towards sleep she felt a hand reach for hers. Ali squeezed her fingers and Sam smiled as she let sleep claim her again.
✽✽✽
 
Up at five and then a strenuous six hours of filming, but it had been worth it. Ali couldn't stop grinning as she walked through the door.
Judging Dance of the Stars had not seemed ideal when her agent had contacted her. But then the pieces had come together and the ideas had sparked and eventually Ali had agreed to a three month sabbatical from the theater in order to film.
Because TV paid. And as she smelled the fresh pine dust in the air and saw the lights streaming in through the newly installed windows she knew that three months without dancing properly had been more than worth it. She was still grinning as she walked towards what was going to be her office.
“And there's the star,” Sam said, spinning the office chair around. “Missed you this morning.”
“How did you get in here?”
“I'm a security professional, remember?” Sam said, grinning at her. “Though to be honest, there's no rear doors fitted yet so it's not exactly tough to get in.”
Ali's heart skipped as it always did when she bent to kiss Sam's cheek. “Everything okay?” She knew Sam had had therapy that morning.
“Better than okay, I've been cleared to go back out in the field again,” Sam said.
And Ali suddenly knew why Sam was here, why she was bouncy and happy and smiling. It had been eight long months, but getting back into the action was all Sam had been able to talk about for weeks now.
“We'll have to celebrate,” Ali said.
A trickle of fear went down her spine thinking of Sam going back to work. But she didn't let it show. Sam knew how to take care of herself, she needed to be supportive.
“Not until I've had the grand tour,” Sam said. She stood up. “The Alena Langerova School for Dance, I want to see every nook and cranny.”
Ali laughed. “We're not done yet, we won't be opening for at least another month.”
“That's not going to go over well with the students,” Sam said. “Half my tae kwon do class at the Club are already pissed that they're not ballerinas yet.”
“We'll be open soon enough,” Ali said, taking Sam's hand and pulling her up off the chair. “So, come look.”
She looped her arm through Sam's as she took her on the full tour, through the dance rooms with gleaming mirrors, the changing rooms, the classrooms.
“This is all amazing,” Sam said. “So much done in such a short time.”
“You can thank Jayce for that,” said Ali. “She was a star. She pushed through all the grant proposals and really went to bat for us.”
The idea was that eventually the school would be self-supporting. Not one child was going to have to pay tuition. Ali had made a vow to herself that she would never turn away someone who wanted to dance.
“What about through there?” asked Sam, pointing to a doorway.
“We're going to put dormitories through there, for boarders,” Ali said. “But we're going to need to wait on that until more money comes in.”
Sam shook her head. “This really is incredible.” She paused and Ali felt those bottle green eyes on her. “You're sure about this? Sure this is what you want to do? I mean, it's going to take a big time commitment.”
Ali turned the corner back to the office. “I know,” she said. “Which is why I'm stepping down as prima once my sabbatical is up.”
Sam plonked herself back on the spinning office chair and Ali perched herself on the corner of the desk. She felt Sam watching her.
“Sure?” asked Sam.
“Sure,” she said. “I'll still dance. I'll dance in galas, and in a show now and again. But I need to slow down. And the school has to be my priority, at least for a while.”
Sam nodded.
“Which reminds me,” said Ali. “I know you're getting back in the field and all that, but I was hoping that you'd help out a little. We're going to need some decent security, locks, alarms that sort of thing.”
Sam frowned. “I'm not sure about that.”
There was a spark of anger. No, of fear. Was Sam already getting sucked back into being a bodyguard, already getting subsumed by the idea of guarding someone else?
“Meaning?”
“You'll have to ask Jonas.”
“Meaning?” asked Ali again.
“Meaning...” Sam took a deep breath. “Jonas has offered me a partnership in his security company. I've got the money, I can buy in. It would mean a lot more office work.”
“But I thought you wanted to get back out into danger?”
Sam smiled and shook her head. “You're not the only one that's been reconsidering priorities,” she said. “It's time that I thought about the future. And going into management would give me more time. I loved the work that I did, but I can't do it forever. You know that.”
“Are you afraid?” Ali asked.
Sam nodded. “Yep. You bet I am. And even though I've been cleared for active duty, it doesn't mean that I have to do it. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I thought I might prefer waking up next to you in the morning rather than sitting guard all night in some hotel corridor.”
“Fair enough,” Ali said, with a grin.
There was a gentle tapping on the doorframe. Ali turned, and so did Sam. When Sam saw who was standing there, she rose and her hand went to her holster.
“Sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt,” said Greta. She held out a piece of paper. “I just wanted to bring over the signed contract.”
Ali took the paper and she could feel that Sam was holding herself back. She wasn't stepping in, wasn't trying to control the situation. She'd been meaning to talk to Sam about this, and it was pure chance that Greta had walked in at just that moment. She thanked Greta and watched her leave.
“What's she doing here?” asked Sam.
There was a tightness in her voice that told Ali she was trying to control her impulses.
“I've given her a job,” Ali said.
Sam took a deep breath and stayed calm. “You didn't press charges against her, we talked about that, and I don't pretend to understand, but it was your decision. Giving her a job though?”
“She'll never work anywhere else,” Ali said. “And she's good, very good.”
“But...”
“But nothing. I don't want to carry this around with me, Sam. I don't want to be bitter or regretful. What happened, happened. It's done and over with. I can still dance. But that accident gave me time to think, time to plan. Without those months of rehab I wouldn't be here, wouldn't be standing in my own school. I'd never have taken the time away from dancing to accomplish all this. And like it or not, that's because of Greta.”
“She...”
“No, Sam. This is my choice. I don't want to be beholden to anyone. We all make our decisions in life, we all make our sacrifices, we all make our choices. Some of those are good, some bad. But we all deserve a second chance. Greta has learned from what she did, the choices she made. And if she hasn't, well... I'll have a top notch security company on-side, won't I?”
Sam smiled reluctantly at this. “Yes,” she said. “You will.”
Ali pulled a piece of paper from a stack in the middle of the desk. Might as well take care of all the complications at once.
“There's something else we need to talk about,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
Sam stared down at the paper. In the top corner a small face peered out. Blonde curly hair, bright blue eyes, a girl no more than nine or ten, she thought.
“Who's this?”
“Her name's Katka,” said Ali, slowly. “She's the daughter of an old friend of my aunt's. She lives in a little village just outside of Prague. She's been dancing since she was three.”
“Okay,” Sam said slowly.
“Her parents heard that I was opening a school and, well, they want her to attend. They can pay full tuition, which means money to help those students who can't pay tuition.”
“It's a long way from home for a little kid,” said Sam.
“It is,” Ali said.
“And the dormitories aren't even built yet.”
“They're not,” agreed Ali.
Sam looked down at the picture, and then up at Ali. “This kid needs this?” It came out as a question.
“She'll achieve more here than in a little village in the Czech Republic,” Ali said. “But I haven't agreed to anything yet. Not without speaking to you.”
Sam looked back at the picture. There was something about the child, something that reminded her of Ali. But this was a big step. Okay, the kid wouldn't be their kid, but she was still a child, a responsibility. Someone that needed to be cared for, looked after. She tried to imagine driving a kid to school, but the image that popped into her head instead was Ali comforting her after a bad nightmare.
“We have a spare room,” she said.
“Are you sure about this, Sam?”
And she looked at Ali again, grinning wider than ever. This was it, this was the time. She'd been carrying the damn ring with her forever. She'd told herself that she needed to wait, that she wanted to wait until she was cleared to work again, so that she was truly healthy, that her mind was her own.
But it had been about more than that. It had been about a kind of... security. And all of a sudden, the thought of Ali looking after a child, the thought of sharing a child with Ali, even if this particular one wasn't theirs, woke in her a sense of completion. A sense of family. Something she'd been looking for all along without realizing she'd been searching.
“I'm sure,” she said.
Ali tucked the paper away again and opened up one of the desk drawers, looking through it for something, and Sam spotted her opportunity. She plunged her hand deep into her jacket pocket, finding the ring box and gripping it tight.
She didn't have the words for this. Didn't have the ability to explain just what Ali meant to her, just why she was asking. But she knew she didn't need the words, knew that Ali knew and that everything could remain unspoken, just sensed between them. All she needed to do was gather up the strength to speak those four little words. Just four. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Just go for it. Just do it.
“Will you...”
“...marry me?” finished Ali.
Sam flashed her eyes open to see Ali holding a small box with a silver ring sparkling inside it.
“You...”
“Did you think I didn't know?” Ali said, smiling. “You've been antsy about something for weeks now. And I wasn't going to let you do this alone.”
Sam placed her ring box on the desk, Ali putting hers beside it. “We're a team,” she said.
“Always,” Ali said. “We might have different strengths and weaknesses, but we do things together.”
Sam nodded. “But neither one of us has answered the question yet,” she said. “You know, the marrying one.”
Ali laughed. “Alright then, on the count of three. One, two, three.”
“Yes,” they said in perfect synchronicity.
A round of applause started, with small voices cheering. Sam turned around confused, to see Jayce with a collection of small girls standing around her.
“Sorry!” Jayce said, black curls bobbing. “But you did invite us to look around as our weekly field trip.”
Ali was laughing and Sam joined in. It seemed only fitting that everyone was here.
“Who wants a dance class?” Ali said, standing up.
A chorus of voice screamed out yes. Ali walked around the desk, picking up Sam's hand as she did so.
“Never alone,” she whispered.
“Never alone,” said Sam.
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Full of Woe: A Monday's Child Romance
Chapter One
It was starting to get dark. The light spilling across the road was misty and dimmed, like looking through a glass of water. Beth flicked on the headlights.
“You should stop.”
She kept her eyes firmly on the road. She didn't need to look over, didn't need to see Cara's lifted eyebrow, her dark hair spilling over the back of the seat. She didn't need to see her tugging at her seatbelt as she always did in the front seat, only really comfortable when it was tucked under her arm. A position that wasn't safe, as Beth frequently reminded her. Though she supposed now that it didn't matter that much.
“I'll stop when I'm ready.”
But she was already eyeing the gas gauge. The arrow hovered just above the red triangle. Fuck.
Cara sighed. “What exactly do you think this is going to achieve?”
“What?”
“Running away.”
“I'm not running away.”
Cara snorted and Beth refused to look at her still. There was no point. She knew every inch of that face, had kissed every atom of it, could draw it from memory from the delicate arch of a cheekbone to the tiny chip in the front right tooth.
“You're not supposed to lie to your wife,” Cara said after a moment of silence. “Wasn't that in the vows?”
Beth frowned. Love, honor, obey, all those things, but she remembered nothing about lying. Cara was trying to lighten things, trying to  make her feel better, as if she could really help.
“It's a temporary running away,” she allowed. “Not permanent.”
“It'll be permanent if you don't stop and get gas soon. We'll be stranded on the edge of the highway ripe to be murdered. Hey, we might even get on one of those true crime podcasts that you like so much.”
She ignored this. She was already looking out for a sign for gas. This might be a last minute trip, but that didn't mean it needed to be completely disorganized.
“Punch bug red,” Cara said, as a red Beetle zoomed past them in the next lane.
Beth missed the sting of the punch that didn't come. “I hate that game.”
“Why do you think I make you play it?”
There was more silence, the radio was firmly switched off. Beth scanned for gas station signs and Cara didn't say a word. She was usually so good at breaking Beth out of her darkness, making her smile again, giving the worst day a glimpse of sunshine. But not today. Not tonight.
Finally, Beth saw a familiar red and yellow sign glowing in the fading light and switched lanes. She pulled into the gas station, swinging the car around so that she stopped in front of a pump. The place was deserted as she got out of the car and closed the door with a meaty clunk.
The smell of gas invaded her nose, fragrant and dangerous, as she stood in the warmth of the evening filling up. She didn't think. Not of more than which direction they were heading and how full the gas tank was. Northwest, she figured. They'd be in Nevada in what, an hour? Two? Her grasp of geography wasn't exactly great. It didn't help that she couldn't remember how long she'd been driving for.
She hooked the nozzle back onto the pump and screwed on the gas tank lid before walking over the brightly lit forecourt and pushing inside the small convenience store. Her stomach grumbled and she paused to pick up a couple of bags of chips on her way to the counter. As an afterthought she grabbed a small bag of cookies. Cara's favorite.
She deposited her items on the counter, where a dark-haired man was idly flicking through a magazine. He scanned the chips without looking at her.
“And pump four,” she said.
Now he did look at her. For a second his face was blank, then a wave of recognition passed over it, lighting his eyes and making him smile.
“Hey, I know you.”
“No,” Beth said, reaching for the chips.
“Yeah, I do. 'Course I do. You're uh, give me a second.” He looked up and to the left for a split second before the answer came to him. “Harmony Grey, right? The singer? Country singer?”
“No,” Beth said again.
“Yeah, you sing that one... Uh...” He hummed a few bars.
“No,” Beth said.
She stared him directly in the eye, daring him to say different, daring him to press the matter. He considered it, biting his lip, before shrugging.
“Whatever,” he said, ringing up the cookies.
He knew she was lying and she didn't care. Elizabeth Harmony Grey. Beth to family and friends. Harmony Grey to the millions of faceless, adoring fans. Well, faceless until she walked into a gas station. Or a shopping mall. Or a restaurant. Or a cemetery. Or anywhere else in the country. Then they made themselves real, gave themselves names and faces and expected conversation and signed t-shirts and whatever the hell else they could wring out of a brush with fame.
“Fifty-three eighty-one,” the clerk said.
He was staring at her and she fumbled for her credit card before remembering it had her name on it and opting to pull crumpled bills from her pocket instead.
She handed him two twenties, a ten, and a five. “Keep the change,” she said, turning around and walking off.
“What a bitch,” she heard him mutter, just as the front door dinged on her way out.
In the past she might have said something. But now she didn't. It wasn't like he was wrong after all. She was a bitch. Harmony Grey wasn't. Beth was. But then what was Harmony Grey? She sighed and let herself back into the car, throwing the snacks onto the backseat and pulling out before she'd even got her seatbelt on properly.
When she came to the entrance back to the highway, she kept going. Best to change direction now that she'd been recognized. No point in letting the world know she was heading towards Nevada. A new plan was necessary. Not that the old one had been a plan exactly, just a direction. She picked a road and drove.
✽✽✽
 
She was drenched in sweat already, the black tank-top sticking to her skin and her hair sticking to her face. She accepted a bottle of water and glugged down half of it standing in the wings. The screams and roars of the crowd filled her ears and her heart was beating double time.
“More water?”
The girl had to lean in close and yell to be heard. She was young, still excited about being involved in something like this. Beth shook her head. Her thirst was gone. She needed to get back out there, needed to keep the energy high, the excitement at boiling point.
She glanced over at the drummer, his sticks held high over his head in the bright lights of the stage, just waiting for her signal. She grinned and gave him the nod.
One, two, three beats, and the bass joined in, then the familiar strains of All You Mean to Me, her biggest single to date. The crowd went wild and Beth felt a jolt of renewed energy. She ran back out onto the stage, the lights blinding her, her guitar already raised in her hands.
And as she sang into the mic she meant every word, laid every lyric down with meaning and passion. Her fingers found the familiar chords without instruction from her brain. She sang and when the audience joined in for the chorus she felt almost on top of the world, almost like perfection.
She was leading into the next refrain, tailing off the end of the second verse, words she'd written but never really thought about before. Not like this.
And there you were, she sang, and all the world stood still.
And she couldn't help it, couldn't stop her eyes from straying across the audience, looking for the face that she knew wasn't there, couldn't be there, would never be there. Maybe it was the lyric, tossed aside so carelessly and suddenly given meaning. Maybe it was a glimpse of dark hair. Maybe it was the world standing still for just a millisecond, just long enough for her to realize that the face wasn't right, that the dark hair was too long, that the smile lacked a chip in the front tooth. Just long enough for everything to come crashing down again. Maybe that's what it was.
Her throat closed up. The words wouldn't come. Her fingers stopped, joints suddenly inflexible and incapable of moving. Her mouth opened, but no sound came. The band kept playing, the audience kept singing until they too trailed off.
The silence, that was what she remembered. That moment of silence when in an auditorium of thousands of people she could hear the soft vibration of a guitar string. Then the whispers, the stares. Her mouth closed, the tears started and she couldn't stop them.
With fumbling fingers she unclipped her guitar strap, letting her instrument fall to the stage, hearing it crash, knowing it was damaged, not caring. It took every ounce of strength that she had to make her feet move. But she did it. Through the blur of tears she could see her feet moving, first one trembling step, then another, until finally, thankfully, she was running, sliding into the dark anonymity of the wings.
The girl was still standing there, still holding out a bottle of water its surface covered with chill condensation. And that was the last thing that Beth remembered, seeing a drop of ice cold water shiver and then drip in slow motion towards the floor. Everything was black before the drop even hit.
✽✽✽
 
“Where to now then?”
Beth shrugged. “Heading north,” was all she said.
“I'm not sure you can out-run fame,” said Cara.
She'd be staring through the window now, hypnotized by the highway lights, lulled into silence soon.
“I'm not sure that's what I'm trying to do.”
“Of course you are,” said Cara. “Else you'd be heading to I-40 going back to Tennessee. That's home, and you know it is.”
“I live in LA,” Beth pointed out.
“Doesn't mean that's home.”
Beth closed her mouth. She didn't want to argue. Not that they really did. Four years of marriage and she couldn't remember a single argument. That wasn't Cara's way. When they disagreed about something Beth was the one that yelled. Cara just shut up and waited for the moment to pass, waited until Beth was calm and they could discuss rather than argue. It was simultaneously sweet and irritating as all hell.
She kept driving, kept her eyes on the road. What had it been? Nine hours? Ten now? Close to it. The hum of the tires on the tarmac, the buzzing of lights flicking past the window. It was fully dark and Cara was silent.
She needed some kind of sign. And then she got one, both figuratively and literally. The Oregon state border flashed by. Without really thinking, she switched lanes and got off the interstate. Not that she had a clue where she was going. She suddenly wanted the comfort of small roads, the blanket of darkness, not the false artificialness of the interstate.
There were mountains now, curving roads that reminded her just a little of home. Enough that she opened her window a crack, wanting to smell the loamy freshness of mountain air.
“Still not Tennessee,” said Cara.
“It wouldn't kill you to see a little more of the country,” Beth said and then regretted it.
Cara had always been a homebody. She'd refused to move to LA, not that that had turned out to be such a bad thing in the long run. Brooks Lyon, Beth's fake-tanned agent, had insisted on keeping the marriage a secret anyway.
“The country scene's a conservative one,” he'd explained in his office one afternoon, voice all reason.
And since Cara wanted no part of the limelight anyway, they hadn't fought him on the issue. They'd been content having their private world, away from the lights and the music. A private little world in the blue hills of Tennessee, so far from the tan and white falseness of LA that Beth hadn't been able to wait to make the trip every second weekend.
She yawned.
“You should pull over.”
“For what?” she asked. “There's nothing here.”
And there wasn't. Just mountain and road and darkness.
“There'll be a motel or something soon,” she said after a few minutes.
She could feel the heaviness of sleep on her shoulders. Cara was right. She really did need to stop.
She kept driving.
She didn't know if she didn't see the turn properly, or if she did but just chose not to take it. She'd never remember, not even months, years later. She did remember the sudden freedom of no longer  being in control of the car. The rush of movement as the vehicle began to slide, the bump as the smooth tarmac changed to something else under the tires. The rush of light as a car passed by them, the angle of the headlights all wrong as Beth's body began to strain against the pull of the seatbelt.
And then the slow stop, the squeaking, ticking, hissing, calming of the car as it rocked to a halt.
She let out a breath.
Something pulled against her shoulders and she realized it was her own weight. The car was half twisted over, almost upside down. She wondered if she was supposed to free herself or wait for help. The issue didn't seem pressing.
Fantastic. Wonderful.
A break down on stage, the world's press camped outside her house, fleeing in the night. And now this. An accident. The media would have a field day with this. Had she been drinking? Had she lost it? Was she on drugs? Heading to rehab?
Only Beth knew she was clean and sober. A lock of strawberry blonde hair dangled in front of her face, tickling at her nose. In the distance, she heard the slow whine of a siren. Someone must have called for help. She'd wait. Be patient. She really didn't have the strength to save herself.
The engine ticked as it cooled. Beth swallowed. She could use some water. There was water in the glove box.
With shaking hands she reached over, navigating the world at an angle, managing to unclasp the glove box and find the water bottle.
She couldn't help but see the passenger seat. Couldn't help but look over. As long as she didn't look she could imagine, could just think it, and everything was fine. But the second she glanced at the upholstery she couldn't deny the facts of the matter.
The passenger seat was cold and empty.
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