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Prologue 
 

Gaia wandered through the dense forest. Her trees greeted her with their songs as the winds 

whipped through their branches. Her bare feet made no sound as they tenderly crushed the thick 

bed of dead and decomposing leaves from autumn. Her hand softly caressed an ancient oak that 

rose from the abounding earth. She felt its life force coursing through the trunk as surely as 

humans could feel a pulse.  

This was her world. Spring had come once more, and with it, the life that she gave to all things. 

Life she had been giving for millennia. For eternity it seemed. She was Gaia. Tlaltechutli. 

PachaMama. Mother Earth. And hundreds of other names.  

She felt ancient, tired, and as old as her world itself. No matter how much she gave, it was never 

enough.  

Not anymore. These humans had become nothing more than a hoard of locust devouring all that 

she had built through the ages. Cutting down trees that had lived through hundreds or sometimes 

thousands of springs. Polluting the waters of her streams, lakes, and oceans with their castoffs, 

trash, and deadly chemicals. Her precious air with pollution so thick it hung like drapery over 

their cities. 

She, who had given them all that they had needed, had been cast aside in favor of gods. Male 

gods. Mere mortals, whose lives and works lasted but a short season only to be swallowed in 

death. Yet she was forgotten. Her works discounted. Her never-ending gifts of spring taken for 

granted.  

The earth would always be there for man. Always provide what he needed. Always be his to 

command. Or so man thought. 

A tear slipped from Gaia's green eyes, eyes as green as the moss that covered the north side of 

that great tree. Her golden-brown hand caressed it tenderly like a mother with her newborn babe. 

Her deep burnished red hair as thick and soft as the red clay earth itself fell about her face, hiding 

its celestial beauty for the moment as she contemplated it all. 

Something must be done about man. Something to stop him before he destroyed all that she had 

created. Something to restore the balance. She felt the tightness in her throat as the resolve 

welled up in her belly like magma collecting beneath a volcano. Death and destruction never 

came easy to her. But sometimes, they were necessary. To restore balance. And she feared this 

was one of those times.  

Her mind filed through the options. The earth was such a delicate eco-system. There were 

literally hundreds if not thousands of ways that she could tip the scales, bringing famine, 

pestilence, and disease. Putting the pitiful humans back in their place and giving her other 

creations a chance to flourish once more.  

But all that would wait for a bit longer. She caressed her fecund belly as she embraced the first 

pains of her labor that was to come. Another spring, another blessed babe to grow and bring forth 

her mother's will. She gritted her teeth as another much stronger contractions gripped her body.  
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This one knocked the air from her lungs and doubled her in pain. She fought to remain on her 

feet, to make it to the small cave that would provide her with the shelter and protection she 

needed to give birth to this new life. 

But each step seemed to be greeted with more pain. She felt her strength begin to drain as it did 

each winter when her green fields gave way to colorful leaves and eventually its winter coat of 

white that nourished and revived the frozen earth beneath it.  

Gaia fought through the deep haze of pain. This was unlike anything she had ever felt. 

Unnatural. She struggled to breathe as a pain sliced through her abdomen like a knife. She felt a 

warm trickle down her leg. She looked down, expecting to see the clear fluid of her waters 

breaking.  

Instead, she saw the deep red of her blood as it pooled at her feet and mixed with the decaying 

leaves and dark brown loam. She would have screamed but lacked the energy to do even that as 

she sank slowly to the ground beneath the great oak of time.  

She focused all her remaining energy upon only one thing, the babe. She gathered all her strength 

and pushed as hard as she could. She felt her body rip almost in two with the force of the 

contraction. But she also felt the relief that always came as her babe slipped from her body.  

The quiet forest was pierced with the robust shrill of the angry infant as Gaia reached between 

her bloody thighs to lift the child to her breast. She collapsed back against the trunk of the oak as 

the babe latched on to her dark rosy nipple. She winced in pain as the child seemed to almost bite 

at her flesh.  

She looked down at the child she held. Its head covered in the blackest of hair. Its skin was a 

couple of shades darker than her golden tones, almost the burnished brown of autumn leaves. But 

it was the depths of its black eyes that seemed to absorb all light. Taking with it the last of her 

breath.  

*** 

The babe transformed. She grew and aged with each suckle of milk from her dying mother's 

breast. Until she was a young woman. A breath-taking beauty with long black hair that fell to the 

small of her back, just above the gentle swell of her perfect heart-shaped bottom.  

She released the still warm nipple of her mother's breast as she listened to the last slow beat of 

the goddess's tender heart. She stretched and looked into the vacant green eyes of her mother. 

She lowered the eyelids with as much compassion as she was capable of. Her long fingers with 

sharp nails caressed the flesh that was rapidly cooling in the waning light of early spring.  

"I am sorry, mother. You were much too soft. Your compassion would have never allowed you 

to do what must be done now." 

With something that would almost approximate a smile, she turned her back on the corpse that 

was already decaying and returning to the earth of which it was born. She stretched out her arms, 

lifting her firm, young breasts with their dark brown nipples towards the skies.  
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"Earth, water, and skies.  Hear me now. I am Kālī. Your Mistress. The time has come. Death and 

destruction to all who fail to worship us." 

The young woman walked gracefully through the forest. Each step she took left scorched earth in 

her footsteps as the last of the flesh decayed from the bones of Gaia.  
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Chapter One 
 

“Damn it, Brent. I can’t just drop everything and jump on a plane halfway across the world 

because of another of your crazy theories,” Lauren Masters was losing patience with her ex-

husband.  

Brent Jacobs was brilliant. A genius, in fact. It was what had attracted her to him from the 

moment they met at summer science camp. She had been just nine, and at twelve, he was already 

the star of their little world. His ideas were extreme at times, more fiction than science, but 

always with enough basis in accepted principles not to be easily dismissed. They had been an 

unlikely pairing.  

Of course, it had been a decade before they became anything more than friends. His All-

American blond good-looks and blue eyes set him apart from other doctoral candidates at 

Oxford.  She was a lowly undergraduate taking his tutorial on plate tectonics. With her Scottish 

ginger hair, freckles, and hips, her Grandmam called ‘childbearing,’ the last thing she expected 

was for Brent to renew the adolescent flame that had resulted in her first kiss.  

But from the beginning, he called it a meeting of the minds. And when their bodies met a few 

months later, Lauren swore it was a nine-point-eight on the Richter scale. But their marriage had 

ended more like the Pacific Ring of Fire…seemingly constant eruptions, molten lava, and 

endless destruction. 

“Lauren, listen to me.” He pleaded on the other end of the video conference.  

Even in the dim light that enveloped him, she could see the dark circles and worry lines that were 

beginning to mar his gorgeous visage. Of course, at forty, most men had a few lines here and 

there. But they seemed deeper, more pronounced than they had just a few weeks ago when he 

had visited their girls.  

“Lauren, god damn it. Those are my girls too. And I want, NEED to know they are safe.” She 

could see him running his fingers through his short-cropped hair with just enough waves to tempt 

any woman to do the same. Goddess knew she had loved doing it. So many, many times. 

“Brent, I am in the middle of exams here. I have two papers in the final stages of edits for 

Science and the Royal Society. And Elise has not been doing well lately. I was called to school 

twice this week. You know that she cannot manage these kinds of sudden changes. It just isn’t 

possible right now,” she tried to sound logical even if she knew his once-great mind was beyond 

logic. 

He sighed heavily as his fingers scrunched in his short hair. Lauren knew what that meant; Brent 

was finished arguing. “I did not want it to come to this.” Then the screen went black.  

Lauren considered trying to ring him back. Demand to know what he meant by ‘come to this.’ 

Her skin prickled. When he was determined, Brent was almost like the tsunamis that they 

studied, unstoppable and dangerous to anything or anyone that stood in his way.  
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But the clock on her office wall reminded her that she had just half an hour to get across town to 

the special school that their daughter attended. Picking up her keys and donning the rain slicker 

that hung on the back of her office door, she opened the door.  

An odd feeling stopped her for a moment. She looked back inside the small office with its dark 

bookshelves and rows upon rows of texts and journals. The small window behind her desk 

provided little light on a dreary English spring day like this. She felt as if she were forgetting 

something. More accurately, as if she would forget it, as if she had to memorize this place.  

A woman of science, Lauren was never comfortable with these odd sensations that came over her 

occasionally. Her grandmother had called it the ‘sight’ and claimed it was a gift that ran strongly 

in the women of their family. As much as Lauren had loved her eccentric Grandmam, it was all 

just mystic rubbish as far as she was concerned.  

As ridiculous as the theories that Brent had pursued and espoused for the past seven 

years…doomsday prophesies that caught the Internet afire. When an eminent scientist and 

former ‘golden boy’ like Brent spoke, it gave needless credence to radicals.  

Lauren walked swiftly across the lush green lawns dotted with the austere buildings of learning 

that had stood for centuries as a beacon to the world’s greatest minds. Before Elise’s birth and 

their divorce, Brent had been as much a part of this place as she was.  

But as they sought out other great minds in the hopes of unlocking their child’s potential, Brent 

had drifted more and more towards radical pseudo-science. Lauren recognized that he had 

always stood upon the edge of accepted theory, but he seemed to slip further away from them 

and her with each disappointment.  

Starting the engine of her eco-friendly hybrid car, she forced her mind from the past. Even 

though the school was just a couple of miles away, she focused on the road and driving. Not 

upon things which she could not change. 

This school had a reputation as one of the best in the country in dealing with Autistic Spectrum 

Disorders such as Elise’s. But over the past month, her daughter’s increasingly erratic outbursts 

had strained even their resources. If Lauren were honest with herself, Elise’s behaviors lately 

were pushing her emotional reserves.  

She loved her youngest child, but sometimes she could not help wishing things had been 

different. Wishing that Elise had been as bright and caring as her older sister Megan. Hoping that 

science could give them the key to unlocking the world in which her child lived. Wishing that 

just once, when she hugged Elise at the end of the day, her child would look into her eyes, smile, 

and embrace her back.  

But as her father had said when her mother left them for another man and family, “If wishes 

were horses, then beggars would ride.” 

*** 

Brent Jacobs ran his fingers through his hair, stopping halfway and bunching them up until the 

mild pain registered enough to quiet his mind.  
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His ex-wife had never been one to ‘buy his snake oil’ as they used to tease about it jovially. She 

was always the first to challenge his theories, to punch holes in them. And he was a better man 

and scientist for it.  

Damn it; he missed that almost as much as he missed making love to her until neither could 

breathe and then falling asleep in one another’s arms, too tired to even move. Of course, waking 

her up with a steaming cup of her favorite English breakfast tea only to make love again was not 

bad either. The perfect start to the day. A perfect start that Brent had not known for over seven 

years now. Seven long lonely, celibate years. Because once you tasted the kind of love they 

shared, twin flames Grandmam called it, you did not settle for anything less.  

No, seven years of missing her perfect mind. The only one that could ever match his own…since 

that summer when the tiny red-head with the freckles, big green eyes, and attitude had spoiled 

his summer fun at science camp. He never stood a chance once his childhood nemesis began to 

blossom into womanhood. She was the only one he wanted — the only one he ever would. 

He missed the team that they had always been. He was the big ideas man, and she the logistician. 

The only one that could make his ideas work. And he needed that right now. Almost as much as 

he needed to protect her and their daughters. Lives depended on it. Lives of people he cared 

about.  

Over the past twenty years, he had seen enough lives destroyed at the whim of Mother Nature. 

But none of that, not even the worse, that still brought the occasional nightmare when he awoke 

trembling, sheets tangled, his bed wet with sweat, not even that utter destruction would match the 

global scale of what he knew was to come. 

But what he knew did not matter as much as what he did not know - when. And Lauren held that 

key. If anyone could tweak the algorithms of their simulation to give an accurate enough 

prediction to save lives, it was his wife.  

Ex-wife, he corrected himself. But that word never seemed right. He smiled as he thought of the 

sad country song he had first heard as a little boy. Yes, Lauren Masters Jacobs was the only 

woman he had ever loved and the only one he ever would. And that would not change until the 

day they placed a wreath upon his door and carried him away. He found himself humming the 

melody as he fought back the tears. 

“Damn it, Lauren. Why do you have to be so stubborn?”  

The husky laughter broke into his reverie, “Because it is the only way she stands a chance 

against you, my boy,” replied the older woman whose eyes always had reminded him of her, 

even if the green was a bit faded and their depths a bit sadder.  

*** 

Pulling into the tree-lined driveway in front of the modern brick and glass building that housed 

Elise’s school, Lauren noted that she had five minutes to spare. Other parents might take the 

opportunity to pick their child up early, but Lauren knew the importance of schedule and 

structure to her daughter. Such an impulsive action might cause an outburst that could last for 

hours and have ramifications for days to come. 
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She shook her head, which was another reason that Brent should have known better than to make 

such ridiculous demands on them. Sometimes, it seemed as if he lived in his own world every bit 

as much as their daughter did.  

Instead, Lauren pulled out her phone, checking emails and messages. One text, in particular, 

drew her attention. It was from Megan. Opening it, Lauren frowned. I hope to see you soon, 

Mum. I really, really love you and can’t imagine my life without you.  

Her words made no sense to Lauren. Of course, they would see one another soon. Once she 

picked up Elise, they would drive across town to the secondary school that Megan had begun in 

the fall.  

At twelve, her older daughter was everything a mother could wish for. Her mind was as bright as 

her parents’. Besides excelling in academics, Megan had also thankfully inherited her father’s 

athletic ability. Lauren had struggled throughout school to manage gym class, but Megan played 

football on the school team, the first squad even. Lauren welcomed her games as a chance to be a 

‘normal’ mum for a bit, leaving Elise with her Grandmam or a carer for a while. 

Her fingers hovered to press the button to phone her daughter, hoping to clarify this mystery. But 

according to the clock on her phone, it was time to pick Elise up. Just as she did not want to be 

early, she absolutely could not be late.  

Tucking her phone back into her purse, she reassured herself that she would have answers soon 

enough. Once she collected Elise, they would grab Megan. Perhaps even pick up a takeaway 

curry for dinner as well, she thought as she walked up the path to the school.  

Lauren shivered as she pushed open the glass double doors to the school. She wished she could 

shake off this uncomfortable feeling, dismiss it. But something did not feel right. It was probably 

just anger and hurt leftover from her conversation with Brent, she assured herself.   

Heading to her daughter’s classroom down the hall to her right, she took comfort in the steady 

clack, clack of her pumps on the tile floor. Some things never changed, it seemed, remembering 

her own days at school fondly. 

She quietly popped her head into Elise’s class, scanning the room for her daughter. Her heart 

sank. Elise was not in the classroom. That meant she had had another bad day and was in the 

sensory room most likely. At least, they had not needed to call her.  

Just as she turned to head further down the hall to the sensory room, Elise’s teacher noticed her. 

Lauren noted the odd expression on her face as she rose carefully from the table where she was 

working with a couple of children, finger painting their letters in shaving cream.  

“Hello, Dr. Masters? I was not expecting you this afternoon.” t 

“I came to pick Elise up, of course,” confusion in her voice. 

“But Dr. Jacobs picked her up before lunch. He assured me that he would contact you himself.” 

Lauren gripped the doorway tightly. Her world was tilting as if the ground beneath her feet were 

giving way to an earthquake. “What?” she stammered. 
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“I thought you knew. He is on the pickup list, of course,” the woman sounded more and more 

distressed.  

The school had policies about these sorts of things. Divorced parents were common enough, 

especially in families dealing with the stress of a special needs child. Lauren had just never 

considered it necessary to utilize those policies, preferring to foster her daughters’ relationships 

with their father. 

“Wait a minute,” the teacher walked back to her desk and picked something up. Returning to the 

doorway, she held out her hand, pressing a neat envelope into Laurent’s trembling fingers. “Dr. 

Jacobs said to give this to you, just in case he did not manage to reach you.” 

Lauren nodded as she clutched the envelope and forced a reassuring smile at the woman. She did 

not bother saying farewell. She was much too afraid to speak at that moment.  

She was not certain how she managed it, but somehow, she found herself back in the safety of 

her car, clutching the steering wheel. The note lay with her purse on the seat next to her. She felt 

light-headed, faint almost. She forced her breathing to slow. She tried to calm her racing mind 

and heart, but it seemed a futile attempt.  

“What in Hades are you up to, Brent?”  

Sighing, she forced her unsteady fingers to pick up the missive that her ex-husband had left for 

her. She tore it open and unfolded the paper. 

Lauren, 

I did not want it to come to this. If you are reading this note, then I failed to convince you with 

reason. I know that you do not recognize my theories. You have made that abundantly clear over 

the past seven years. But I cannot allow you to put our daughters at risk with your beautiful red-

headed stubbornness.  

One week. That is all I ask. If I am wrong, you and the girls return to England, and I will never 

bother you again.  

But I know I am not wrong. The world, as we know it, is about to change forever. I need to have 

you all with me, to be able to protect you, to keep you safe.  

If our love ever meant anything to you, Lauren, meet us at Kidlington. Our plane leaves at 4:15. 

We all want you on it. Please. 

Love always, 

Brent 

Suddenly Megan’s text made perfect sense. There was no need to race to her school or even 

phone.  Lauren knew; Brent had both of their daughters with him.  

She fought back the sense of betrayal. Elise did not have the faculties to tell her. But Megan? She 

must have known what her father was up to. The text made it sound as if she were even in 

cahoots with him. 
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Lauren crumbled the paper between her fingers. Brent had left her no choice. She had less than 

half an hour to get across town to the only airport in Oxford. It was hardly used these days and 

certainly would not have any trans-Atlantic flights. Then again, that did not matter. Thanks to his 

family’s oil wealth, Brent could well have any of several private jets at his disposal.  

Of course, she could phone the police. But the amount of time it would take to explain the whole 

situation, combined with the fact that they shared custody of Megan and Elise, meant that the 

authorities were unlikely to prove useful in this situation.  

Turning the key to start the car, Lauren sent out a plea to whatever entity there was out there, if 

any, “Let me be on time.” 

*** 

Brent strode into the cockpit of his father’s corporate jet. An older man bent over the control 

panel, double and likely triple-checking the instruments and flight plan. Jason Murphy, a senior 

Air Force pilot,  was actually more of a father than the one who had sired him. He had 

undoubtedly made more time for the mischievous little boy with the never-ending questions than 

the too-busy billionaire ever had.  

Jason had flown him almost everywhere since the day he was born. Even into some of the hottest 

and most dangerous places in the world, headline-making natural disaster areas that few others 

were privy to. 

As if he sensed his presence, could hear his thoughts, the old man turned in his seat and smiled at 

Brent, “Almost ready, boy. Just as soon as that wild filly of yours shows up, we can get outta 

here. Damn, I’ve missed that girl.” 

Brent shook his head as he chuckled, “Trust me, not nearly as much as I have, you old coot.” 

“You always did have it bad for that one. Ever since that summer, when I picked you up from 

that silly camp you always went to, I knew.” The man inhaled deeply and got that far off look 

that he had been getting more often, ever since… 

“I knew that look cause it was exactly how I felt about my Mildred.” 

He clasped Jason’s shoulders that, despite his years, was still ramrod straight. “I miss her too. 

She was a good woman.” 

Jason turned back towards the controls as he brushed his eyes with the back of his hand. “Yeah, 

well, thems hard to find. And when you do, you don’t let’em go.” 

“Sometimes, you don’t get a choice in the matter.” 

“You catch more flies with honey than you do with vinegar,” came the voice of his oldest 

daughter behind him. 

He had to chuckle as he wrapped his arm around Megan and drew her into his embrace, “Jason 

or Grandmam?”  
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Jason raised his hand, “Guilty as charged.” They all snickered over another of the man’s pearls 

of wisdom.  

When his daughter turned back to him, there was no smile on her face, only lines of worry that 

she was much too young to have.  

Brent felt the pain stabbing deep into his chest at that look. While he and Lauren had done their 

best to insulate their daughters from the nastiness of divorce, he knew it too well. It was why he 

had fought his ex-wife so hard.  

He always found it ironic that Lauren, the child of a particularly bitter divorce, had been the one 

who had ended their marriage. He shook his head as he remembered those last couple of years as 

they drifted further and further apart, fighting more and loving less. If he had it all to do over… 

“What if she doesn’t come, Daddy?” His daughter’s words echoed his own worst fears. 

“Oh, she’ll come,” he kissed Megan’s forehead. “She has to. I have the one thing she loves more 

than even her work. I have the two of you.” 

He did not tell their child that he had no idea how to get her on board the plane once she was 

there. But he had better come up with something quick as the familiar car drove up next to the 

plane.  

Even he was smart enough to know that he was in big trouble as he watched her open the door 

and walk towards the plane. Her shoulders slung back, her always impressive chest jutted 

proudly in the air.  

‘Damn it, down boy,’ he cursed his body’s natural reaction to her assets that had driven him 

insane since the time he was a fifteen-year-old virgin.  

He had far more to worry about than getting her back into his bed at the moment. He could 

almost feel the anger radiating off her like harmonic tremors before a violent eruption. And her 

eyes shone with a black fire hotter than Erta Ale. He just hoped he could survive another blast 

from the one person capable of utterly destroying him. 

*** 

When Lauren drove up to the tiny airport, it was not hard to find what she was looking for. The 

Jacobs Energy jet was parked just outside of a large hanger. Shoving her keys into her purse, she 

drew a deep breath. She hated confrontation. She always had. Especially with Brent. But he left 

her no choice this time.   

Stepping from the car, she drew herself up to her full five-foot-four-inch height. Squaring her 

shoulders, she thrust out her chest. As prepared for battle as she could be, she marched to the 

waiting plane.  

Brent stepped from the doorway as she approached. “Lauren, you came.”  

God damn him, why, after more than a quarter of a century, did this man still have the ability to 

take her breath away? The only man who ever had. But she did not have time to think about that 
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now. She had decided seven years ago that she was through playing things Brent’s way. Now 

more than ever.  

“Did you think I wouldn’t, Brent? You took our daughters.” She felt the heat rising in her face, 

confident that her cheeks were as red now as the hair that he alluded to in his letter. 

“Come on then. Get on broad. The pilot is ready to take off.”  

“No, Brent. I am not getting on this plane. I am here to take the girls home. Where they belong. 

Now.”  

Suddenly two figures appeared beside Brent. Lauren was, of course, expecting the fresh-faced 

innocence of her older daughter, but the creased face of the white-headed woman on his left took 

her by utter surprise. 

“Grandmam?”  

Her voice was barely more than a whisper at this latest betrayal. Though, she was not completely 

surprised. The woman that had cared for her after the breakup of her parent’s marriage shook her 

head. Grandmam had always adored Brent, counseling against the divorce even. 

 “You were always as stubborn as your mother. And look where that got her, child.”  

Lauren shivered at the verbal reminder of the string of betrayals and broken promises that had 

driven her from the woman who had given birth to her.  

“Grandmam, you don’t understand. This is crazy. Running away because Brent believes that a 

string of volcanic eruptions and earthquakes will destroy civilization as we know it. That is the 

stuff of science fiction, not science.”  

“Perhaps you are right, child. But what exactly do you have to lose? You are so stressed at work 

that you have a headache almost constantly. Elise has been so troubled lately that it takes you, 

me, Megan, and two carers to manage.”  

Turning to Brent, her grandmother placed her arthritic hand on his broad shoulders. “Look at it 

this way. The boy is offering you a week’s holiday. You write an email to your dean explaining 

that Elise is not well. The man gets some doctoral student to cover your classes. You can even 

focus on finishing those journal papers if you like, while the boy and I take care of the girls. 

What do you say?” 

Lauren shook her head. The way her grandmother explained it made it seem like a Caribbean 

cruise ship holiday. But the truth was that her crazy ex-husband was kidnapping their daughters - 

and her. 

Any doubt that might have remained was washed away by the pleading look in her eldest child’s 

bright blue eyes. Eyes that were so like her father's that it took Lauren’s breath away. “Please, 

Mum.” 
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Lauren shook her head as she began to climb the few steps into the luxurious private jet. She 

stopped at the top and faced her ex-husband. “One week, Brent. And I expect you to keep your 

promise. The girls and I come home, and you leave us alone. No more of your crazy theories.” 

If she did not know better, Lauren would have sworn that for a single moment, the obstreperous 

little boy that she had fallen in love with at science camp all those years ago stood before her. 

Then he was gone, replaced by the determined and almost demented man who her husband had 

become after Elise’s birth. 

“You have my word,” was his only response. He placed his large hand at the small of her back 

and escorted her to the half a dozen or so opulent brown leather seats that filled the small cabin.  

Lauren smiled weakly when she noted Elise and her favorite carer buckled into two of them. 

Megan and her grandmother took two seats facing them. That left the two front seats for her and 

Brent. She did not relish spending the next few hours of a trans-Atlantic flight with the man that 

was the cause of all this. But it seemed she had no choice.  

As if reading her mind, Brent offered her the window seat. “I have the data I told you about. I’d 

like to show it to you, but if you aren’t interested, I understand.” 

Lauren sighed as she buckled herself in, “Maybe later, Brent. Like Grandmam said, the past 

month has been a nightmare, and right now, I want to rest.” 

Brent nodded his blond head and turned towards the front of the plane. “Alright, then. I’ll just let 

the pilot know that we are ready to take off.” 

As Brent disappeared into the cockpit, Lauren questioned her sanity. Since the day she met Brent 

Jacobs, her logic had rarely won against his smile and the funny tingle in the pit of her stomach 

when he looked at her.  

After that last summer of science camp when she was fifteen, she had resigned herself to nothing 

more than idol worship. Something inside of her recognized that this man was unlike anyone she 

had ever met before. Or ever would.  

From a scientific perspective, she supposed it was a matter of the female’s desire to choose the 

best possible mate to sire her children. Any eugenicist would recognize that Brent Jacobs had 

superior DNA. Not only was his IQ over 160, but he had physical prowess not usually coupled 

with such a great mind. Of course, his blond hair, blue-eyed good looks made him model worthy. 

‘Admit it, girl,’ she chided herself, ‘you will never get over that man.’ 

Lauren shook her head; relaxing into the enveloping seat, she forced her mind from that course 

of thought. Despite the troubling day, she was asleep even before the plane took off. Then again, 

as the child of a bitter divorce, who rarely saw her mother and whose father was cold and distant 

at best, Lauren had never felt safe and secure with anyone other than Brent. She supposed that 

the fights over Elise’s course of treatment, the divorce, and even this could not change some 

things.   
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Chapter Two 
 

Brent swallowed back pain as he watched Lauren slumber. He had spent the last half an hour 

reliving a lifetime of memories with this woman. Bouncing between silent laughter and burning 

tears. Only one common thread…how had they come to this?  

It certainly was not from lack of love. Not just on his part, either. Even seven years after the 

divorce, he did not doubt that she still loved him. He remembered that final day, standing outside 

the courtroom with their solicitors, waiting to be called into the judge’s chamber. Against the 

advice of counsel, he had managed to convince her to speak with him alone.  

“Why, Lauren? Why?” he had pleaded. “You know you still love me…” 

She could not even look him in the eyes when she answered, but he heard the tears as her voice 

cracked, “Sometimes even love is not enough, Brent.” 

It was another of their many differences of opinions. Differences that Brent had always 

considered their greatest strength - until that day anyway. This woman had always balanced him.  

One of his hobbies, as they traveled, was local folklore and religions. Every time he thought of 

Lauren, it was as the yang to his yin, which had made the last seven years living hell. Only his 

daughters and the sense of purpose that he felt from his work, in particular, this project, had kept 

him going. Regenesis, as he had named it, was the culmination of his life’s work. 

Their lives’. And it had felt so strange without her.  

Putting into action all the ‘crazzy’ ideas on permaculture, regenerative culture, and sustainable 

living that they had shared late at night, sometimes freezing in tents, others sweating in huts. All 

the tidbits that they had assimilated from this culture and that as they explored the world’s 

magnificent wonders together. All of it, alone now.  

The tears burned his eyes again as he turned to stare out the window. He wanted to believe that 

theirs might have a happy ending now. And that this week she had given him, or he had taken, 

depending upon how you looked at it, that this week would bring them back together.  

But over the past seven years, Brent had become jaded, bitter. He had given up hope. Hope in 

happily ever after. Hope had once seen him through some of the most devastating acts of Mother 

Nature and the horrific actions of man against man. It had all been stolen from him with the 

single swipe of a judge’s pen on a piece of paper. 

Lesser men might have turned to alcohol or drugs. Maybe in some way, he had. Perhaps that was 

what his theories and Regenesis were. Nothing but the drugs of a walking dead man.  

He knew that she would undoubtedly say so. And he doubted very much that even this latest 

development would change Lauren’s opinion of that.  

He turned back from the darkness outside that window to look at her once more in the low light 

of the cabin. Even after seven years, she was still the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.  
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Oh sure, she was never comfortable with her freckles and red hair. Ginger, she called it. He 

could not stop his fingers from reaching out and rubbing a strand between his fingers. It was so 

much less than he wanted to do. His heart and body pleaded with him to bury his hands in the 

molten fire. To draw her closer and silence all her protests with a kiss so explosive that it would 

rate a VEI 8.  

Instead, Brent merely laced his fingers through hers as he leaned back and closed his eyes on 

what he knew would be more dreams of the past. Because that was all, he had…bittersweet 

memories of a lifetime with her and two beautiful daughters.  

As bitter as they could be, even if he had known how it would all end, he began to hum, “I could 

have missed the pain, but I’d have to miss the dance.” He sighed as he gently squeezed her hand 

and wished for things that never would be. 

*** 

Lauren awoke suddenly. She gripped something warm, soft, and firm in her left hand. She felt 

the roll and lurch of the plane as it shifted direction. For a moment, her mind was clouded and 

confused. Where was she? Then it came crashing back to her like the first wave of a tsunami.  

She was on a plane with her crazzy ex-husband, her daughters, and her grandmother. They were 

headed towards some secret location in the United States that Brent would not disclose to her. 

All because of another of his ridiculous doomsday theories. A string of volcanic eruptions that 

would release so much sulfur dioxide into the atmosphere that the earth would be cast into a mini 

Ice Age.  

Lauren berated herself for giving into him. Into them, her grandmother and oldest daughter were 

in on this too. She should have stood her ground. She should have called the police or the airport 

authorities or someone. She should have stopped Brent. Looking out into the night sky, 

enveloped in ominous grey clouds, Lauren cursed her stupidity. 

When whatever she was gripping squeezed her fingers back, Lauren turned her head to stare into 

the most breath-taking blue eyes she would ever see. The eyes that always got her into trouble.  

“Where are we?”  

“We are over the Canary Islands right now. The pilot had to re-plot our route. Katla blew just 

after we took off. It was not safe to fly the northern route.”  

“Well, Iceland does have the highest concentration of active volcanoes.” Lauren knew that this 

relatively normal geological event would only play into Brent’s ludicrous hypotheses.  

“I am just hoping that La Palma stays quiet long enough for us to make it across the Atlantic.” 

“Brent, you of all people should know how common eruptions are along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. 

A single eruption, no matter how big, does not prove anything.” 

Brent’s expression darkened. “Are you willing to listen to me, Lauren?” 
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With a heavy sigh, she nodded her head. “Brent, you know I have always been willing to hear 

you out on anything. Even when we disagree.”  

Her mind went back to those dark days after Elise’s birth. As they began to notice increasing 

developmental delays in their daughter, they had sought out the experts. Each doctor’s visit had 

seemed to result in another fight.  

Brent opened the laptop that sat on the table in front of them. “I always loved arguing with you, 

Lauren. No other mind has ever challenged me as yours does. Not since that first day.”  

His expression softened, and once more, Lauren remembered that little boy who had sat on the 

green grass, their friends gathered around him as they munched on sandwiches for lunch. Brent 

was refuting much of the science on space and time travel that their guest lecturer had spoken 

about in the morning session.  

He quoted Einstein’s theory of relativity, mixed liberally with the science fiction of Star Trek 

and Star Wars, to justify his theories of wormholes and alternate universes. Lauren had listened 

in awe for several minutes until finally, she could not hold back. “Yes, but…”  

It had become the theme of their lives, it seemed. Lauren was always the one that stood up for 

accepted theory, questioning Brent often. Even when years later, he was the tutor and she the 

student, she had often spoken up in class, highlighting points that sometimes conflicted with his.  

Of course, their friendly disagreements had taken on new fervor after Elise was born. They might 

have both wanted the same thing for their child, but they had markedly different ideas about how 

to achieve that outcome. It was one thing to disagree over scientific theory. It was another to 

fight over your child’s future. 

The screen came to life. Lauren turned her attention to it and his deep baritone voice that washed 

over her skin like the warmth of a bubbling hot spring fueled by earth’s unstoppable natural 

forces.  

“Alright, we agree on the basic mechanics of the carbon cycle that removes excess carbon 

dioxide and stores it in sedimentary rock on the ocean floor.” Lauren nodded her head in 

response. “In subduction zones, this rock from one plate is forced under the colliding plate, 

resulting in hydration melt.” 

“Is this Volcanism 101, Brent?” Her annoyance with him bubbled over. 

He chuckled, “Not at all, just establishing theory that we both agree upon.” 

“Yes, but instead of drawing straight lines from point A to point B, you twist accepted theory to 

suit your hypotheses.”  

“So, you see absolutely no connection between the recent increase in volcanic activity along the 

Aleutian Islands and the massive increases in carbon dioxide in the last century? To previously 

unheard of levels, I might add.” 

“Brent, that’s a major jump. You know that these things are cyclical. Volcanoes can be dormant 

for decades or even centuries and then erupt. For no reason.” 
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“Yes, but there is also the effect of glacial melt. As millions of tons of ice melt, the land beneath 

it can expand like a spring. The resulting tectonic shifts and earthquakes can open new fissures 

for this melt to rise. I believe those forces are what we see in action in Iceland.” 

“Even if you are right, Brent, that is just a small portion of the picture. There are dozens of other 

recognized geological factors at work here. Besides, you are talking about apples and oranges. 

Iceland is not the subduction volcanoes that recycle carbon dioxide. They are divergent, tearing 

apart to build a new ocean floor.” 

“Yes, but the earth is a holistic system. What effects one zone will have ripple effects on all 

others eventually.”  

“And that is where you get this ridiculous idea that we are entering another stage of the Holocene 

period…another Ice Age brought on by a series of volcanic eruptions…” 

“The likes of which has not been seen in written human history…over forty thousand years in the 

making,” he finished for her. It was a habit that had once endeared him to her, the ability to 

complete her thoughts. 

“That might play well in some late-night movie on the sci-fi channel, Brent, but we are trained 

scientists, and I don’t have to tell you the huge gaps in your theory.” 

“I know. I felt the same way until Monique Fournier and I spoke. Her paleo-climatology theories 

regarding the origins of the last Ice Age filled in those gaps perfectly.” 

“Don’t talk to me about that French hussy. She is not interested in real science, just getting her 

face on television.” Lauren bit her tongue to keep from adding ‘and into your bed.’ 

Brent shrugged his broad shoulders as the computer screen filled with a map of the globe dotted 

with red and yellow specks that Lauren knew represented volcanoes.  

“This is a simulation model that I just finished. The bar on the right is calibrated to global carbon 

dioxide levels. Watch what happens in terms of eruptions as I run the last hundred years of 

human history.” 

Lauren noted that each time the bar reached into the red zone, it was followed shortly thereafter 

by a light show representing global volcanic eruptions.  

Brent leaned forward and touched another button. “This is a forecast model covering the last ten 

years of emissions. If the previous patterns hold, this is what the model suggests will happen.” 

Lauren watched as the screen lit up like lightning strikes hovering above an erupting volcano. It 

began with red flashes in Iceland and moved slowly south through the Aegean to the Canary 

Islands and then across to the Caribbean. Dozens upon dozens of eruptions at places she 

recognized, areas they had studied. Vesuvius, Crete, Etna, La Palma, Montserrat.  

She shook her head in denial, “That is just a model, Brent. A pretty light show. There is no clear-

cut scientific evidence to support it.  You know the weakness of correlation studies such as 

yours. Even if an increase in eruptions preceded a period of increased carbon dioxide emissions, 
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that does not establish a causal link. There could be any of a thousand other factors at work to 

explain the phenomena.” 

Brent threw up his hands in frustration. “You always were as stubborn as a red-head.” 

A soft chuckle from the seat behind them caused Lauren to turn. “Yes, boy, we know she is 

stubborn. But admit it, that fire is why you loved her from the beginning.” 

A deep, rich laugh bubbled from inside Brent that sent need skittering along Lauren’s spine as 

she remembered the thousands of times he had sounded just like that. Often after another of their 

explosive lovemaking sessions.  

She could not help the way her nipples hardened at the memory as a broad smile cut across his 

face, erasing the worry lines and lightened the dark circles beneath his eyes. “Grandmam, I can’t 

deny that wisdom. And I suppose as long as I know that you are all safe, it doesn’t matter if she 

buys my snake oil.” 

The old woman winked at him. “That’s my boy. You win more flies with honey than with 

vinegar. And you got plenty of honey to offer a girl.” 

“Grandmam!”  

“What, child? A woman my age can still appreciate a thing of true beauty. You’re just lucky I’m 

not twenty years younger, or I’d give you a race for your money.” 

Brent chuckled and leaned over to take the older woman’s hand, drawing it up to his lips. 

“Elisabeth, as beautiful as you are, you know there has only ever been one woman in my heart.” 

Lauren felt her throat tighten as he turned towards her with those blue eyes alight with mischief. 

“I give up. You two are impossible.” 

Her grandmother chuckled, “I certainly hope you do, child.” 

Lauren ignored the comment, rising to check on Elise, who was sleeping quietly next to Katie. 

After tucking the weighted blanket about her daughter’s lap once more, she turned to the young 

woman who had become more an indispensable member of the family than an employee in the 

space of a few months.  

When it had become evident that she and her grandmother could no longer manage Elise’s care 

on their own, Lauren had posted advertisements on the bulletin boards around the college of 

education. Of the two dozen or so applicants who had applied to care for her daughter in the 

evenings and weekends, Lauren had hired two, Katie and a young man named Joe. While Joe 

had proven perfectly adequate in dealing with the seemingly endless crises that were the norm 

when dealing with autistic children like Elise, Katie had been exceptional.  

“How did they convince you?” Lauren asked the petite brunette, whose smile never seemed to 

erase the deep sadness in her warm brown eyes. 

Katie stared at her hands folded on her lap. “I needed a change anyway.” 
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Lauren nodded, knowing that now was not a good time to press the issue. Something had been 

bothering Katie for the past few weeks. Her grandmother had mentioned it on several occasions, 

but she had been too busy with work, articles, and her own life to pursue the matter. Besides 

Lauren was a private person, she assumed that if the younger woman needed her counsel, she 

would ask for it.  

“What about exams, though?”  

“I have a doctor’s note to cover the next few weeks.”  

Lauren’s green eyes widened at this pronouncement. She had noticed that the girl had lost a few 

pounds and looked paler of late, but she never realized that there was anything this serious. 

“Then should you be flying?” She queried in hopes Katie would be encouraged to open up. 

Katie looked out the window and shrugged. “It’s nothing that will interfere with me caring for 

Elise.” 

The stiff response was out of character with the close relationship they had shared. And while 

she was confident that Katie meant it to reassure her, it had just the opposite effect. Lauren 

thought about pressing the matter but decided, given the mess that her own life was in, it might 

be best to allow her friend to keep her own confidences.  

Of course, she would keep an eye on the woman; make sure that things did not worsen. The girl 

had become the baby sister that she had longed for her whole life. “Alright, but if you need 

anything, just ask.” 

Lauren looked across to where her eldest child slept. If the world were coming to an end, her 

young face certainly did not seem worried. Nor did Lauren’s grandmother; the older woman was 

fallen fast asleep in the brief moments after their exchange.  

She supposed it was well enough. It would allow them to avoid another confrontation. Her 

grandmother had never really adjusted to the divorce, pleading with Lauren to reconsider. It was 

not as if they had stopped loving one another, Grandmam argued. But Lauren knew - sometimes 

love just wasn’t enough. 

When she returned to her seat, she was relieved to see that Brent, too, seemed to have finally 

fallen asleep. For the first time, she noticed a liberal sprinkling of grey hair, especially at his 

temples. She could not stop her fingers from reaching out to brush a wisp of waves from where it 

had fallen against his forehead. 

Brent moaned in his sleep and leaned into her light touch. A soft smile touched his full pink lips. 

Lauren itched to bend forward and taste them once more. No man had ever turned her stomach to 

molten lava the way this man did. In her heart, she knew none ever would.  

‘What the hell,’ she thought. Giving in to temptation, at least partially, she brushed a light kiss 

across his forehead where moments before the stray lock of hair had rested. 

It was a mistake. Brent shifted suddenly in his seat. His striking eyes stared into hers. “Thank 

you, Lauren,” was all he said as he grabbed her hand, lacing their fingers together as he drew her 

down into the seat next to him.  
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Lauren fell asleep, wondering what he was thanking her for. Brushing the hair back? Following 

him into another hair-brained wild-goose chase? Or something far more primal? As primal as the 

molten lava and disastrous eruptions that they had studied for the past almost twenty years.  

*** 

Brent woke reluctantly. The dream had been so sweet and so fucking real this time.  

Their honeymoon. Hawaii, of course. Where else would two young volcanologists go to 

celebrate their love? It had been a working holiday of sorts as they made the occasional trips to 

the observatory at Kilauea. But there was plenty of time for other things too.  

He shifted slightly in his seat, trying to find a more comfortable position as his cock rose inside 

his jeans at the memory of one afternoon spent walking, laughing, and loving on a deserted 

beach near the observatory.  

What had begun as another of their friendly disagreements over their work had turned heated 

when he had playfully splashed water all over her. His cock thickened even more at the memory 

of how the white t-shirt had become almost translucent, clinging to her breasts, her nipples 

hardening in response to the colder water and warm breeze.  

They had ended up making love in a hidden cove that afternoon. Her cries and his absorbed by 

the music of crashing waves and carried away on the winds to mix with the ever-present gentle 

rumble of the billowing giant that fumed and frothed its molten magma into the waves not that 

far from their hideaway.  

That afternoon had been one of their slow burns like Kilauea itself. They had taken their time 

exploring, caressing, and learning one another’s bodies. Neither caring of Mother Nature’s 

explosive power that roared just beneath them. It actually added to the experience for them. One 

of those times that their whole existence just seemed to meld into one.  

“Fuck,” he whispered as he shifted a bit in his seat, coming awake more fully.  

Enough to realize that in their sleep somehow, Lauren had made her way into his arms. He 

sighed and shook his head. He knew that he ought to gently move her back towards her own seat. 

But damn, it felt so good. So damned good. For the first time in over seven years, things were 

right with the world. Like he was whole again.  

But he knew he was just kidding himself. As delusional as she accused him of being when it 

came to his theories and the alternative therapies he had advocated for Elise.  

He knew that if she awoke to find herself like this, she would not be pleased. So, why did he lace 

his fingers through hers? Why did he sit back watching the sunrise in the sky and contentedly 

holding the woman he loved as the plane approached its final destination?  

He was pondering those questions and preparing to relinquish his precious cargo when she 

buried her face closer into his shoulder, moaning and whimpering just like she had that day as he 

began to sink himself into her welcoming warmth. His cock went from half hard to full attention 

in a single heartbeat as he tightened his hold on her fingers, bringing them to his lips to taste 

heaven. 
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And consequences be damned, he needed his delusions. When the world fell apart around them, 

Lauren was always the one thing that kept him sane. And he needed her right now. Even if she 

was a reluctant participant.  

*** 

Lauren walked hand in hand with Brent down a deserted beach. Warm water lapped at her toes. 

They were deep in conversation, arguing a salient point of volcanology. Then Brent splashed an 

incoming wave; the spray soaked through Lauren’s t-shirt and shorts. They both dissolved into 

laughter. Brent drew her into the protective circle of his arms. His lips descended upon hers; 

warm, firm, and teasing. It seemed to go on forever, and when he finally did draw back, she 

whimpered softly. 

She was still half asleep when she felt a hand envelope her own. Her eyes came open just in time 

to see Brent brush those lips that she had been dreaming about across her knuckles. His eyes 

were lit from within by passion’s fire as he leaned over and whispered, “Baby, I haven’t heard 

that in seven years. You’re driving me nuts here, Lauren.” Those sexy eyes locked upon her 

mouth as if considering re-enacting the long-ago kiss from her dream. 

Lauren drew back quickly from his embrace and forced her head towards the window; light 

streamed in through the small porthole. “Where are we?” 

Brent shook his blond head as if to break the spell. “We are landing in about fifteen minutes.” 

“Yes, but that still does not answer my question, Brent. Where the hell are we?” 

A dark look passed over Brent’s handsome visage. A look that Lauren had come to know over 

the years meant that he was deciding whether or not to do something he was not sure about. 

“Brent, what could I do now? We are almost there. I agreed to give you your week. One week,” 

she reminded him. 

“We are landing on a small private strip. I have been working on Jacobs Energy land in West 

Texas for the past five years. Preparing for this time.”  

Lauren had thought as much. She knew her former husband had strong survivalist sympathies. 

Over the years, as they traveled from one geological event to another, he had always seemed as 

interested in the personal tales of survival as he was in the science of collecting data regarding 

the changes that natural disasters brought to the land.  

“Will it be just us?”  

“Of course not. A single-family lacks the knowledge and labor reserves to meet its own needs. A 

clan is much better equipped to survive long term.” 

“So, how many people in this clan. And who are they?”  

“About fifty people are living in the eco-village now, but I have sent the word out for others to 

join us as they can. A couple more jets are heading to rendezvous points around the globe. As 

soon as we land, this one will be refueled and take off again.”  
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“In the end, I estimate there will be two hundred to two hundred and fifty people joining us. 

Family, friends, and colleagues, mostly. I met a few military and survivalist types over the years 

to provide the village with defense should we need it. But the location itself is pretty remote. 

And the way we built it provides a great deal of camouflage.” 

They were interrupted by a loud moan from behind them. Lauren turned in her seat to see Katie 

trying to adjust the weighted blanket around Elise as the little girl kicked and screamed as if 

someone had doused her with boiling water. 

“The changing pressure is bothering her ears,” Brent surmised. 

Lauren’s fingers fumbled with the seat belt as she tried to stand. “No, Lauren, we are in the final 

descent. You can’t get up now.” He put out his arms to restrain her. 

“She needs me,” Lauren spat at him. 

Brent turned a bit towards Katie, “Try rubbing her ears and giving her a sip of water from the 

bottle.” 

The young woman nodded, grabbing a refillable water bottle from a pocket next to her. As she 

brought it to the child’s mouth, the first couple of sips dripped onto the blanket, but Elise soon 

caught on and sucked vigorously at the top. She quieted a bit but still thrashed against the seat 

belt restraining her, whimpering occasionally. 

She looked up when her father’s deep timbre soothed her across the distance of the small cabin. 

“It’s alright, baby girl. It will all be over soon. We are going to play with the ponies like Daddy 

promised.” 

The child turned her head away from the bottle and seemed to stare out the window as if looking 

for the promised ponies in the clouds. 

Megan joined the efforts, crooning, “Remember, I promised you we could play with the wooly 

sheep.” 

Lauren stared at Brent. “What is this place? Some Noah’s Ark?” 

“Not exactly. Wild animals tend to do better on their own, but we do need domesticated ones for 

food, wool, and some labor. As I said, it is a sort of eco-village; self-sufficient.” 

The rest of his words did not register as she felt the sharp descent, which marked their impending 

landing. She tried to force her breathing into the steady in and out that she had learned to calm 

her fears of flight. Well, specifically of taking off and landing, usually once they were in the air, 

everything was fine unless there was too much turbulence.  

As she felt the bump that announced their arrival at this mysterious destination, Lauren 

automatically reached out and grabbed Brent’s hand, where it rested on the chair between them.  

Brent squeezed her fingers back in the same old reassuring way that he had for years. “I forgot 

how much you hate this part. Maybe it wasn’t the pressure change bothering Elise at all. Maybe 

she is just like her Mommy.”   



 

-25- 
 

The big grin on his face irritated her. Lauren would have hit him at that moment, except that her 

hands were busy gripping the chair on one side and his warmth on the other. “I will get you for 

that, Brent Jacobs.”  

“Lauren, there is nothing you can do to me that you haven’t done already. But in case I forget to 

say this again, thank you. Thank you for trusting me this one last time. Thank you for allowing 

me to protect the women I love. Thank you for everything, Lauren.” 

Lauren had to look away from the brightness of his gaze. His words and the deep intimate tone 

of his voice alone were hard enough to fight. When Brent talked like this, she rarely had the 

strength to argue with anything he said. Nodding her head, she simply said, “One week, Brent. I 

mean it.” 
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Chapter Three 
 

Lauren felt the plane slow and come to a halt. Looking out the window, she saw nothing but 

rolling desert hills covered with low-lying trees and shrubs. If there were people and a village, it 

must not be close. 

Brent unbuckled his seat belt and stood up. “I’ll be right back,” as he disappeared into the 

cockpit. 

Lauren unbuckled her own belt and went to her daughters. Megan and her grandmother were 

already unfastened and collecting their meager belongings, a couple of backpacks. “Thanks, you 

two,” she accused. “I don’t have any of my stuff.” 

Megan winked at her great-grandmother and passed a dark green duffle bag that looked like it 

had seen much better days to her mother. “You’re welcome. It is mostly your favorite things. 

Dad said not to worry that he had everything else we would need here.” 

Lauren chuckled, “I bet he does.” 

Her grandmother laughed out loud, “That boy always did have everything your mother needed, 

Megan.” 

“Grandmam,” Lauren chastised.  

“What, child? Am I wrong?” 

Lauren was glad that the object of their conversation stepped forward just then. It gave her the 

excuse she needed to ignore her grandmother’s all too accurate assessment.   

Brent looked from one smiling woman to another, “Did I miss something?” 

“Nothing at all,” Lauren denied too quickly. “Is everything all right? Can we get off the plane 

now?” 

“Yes, of course. I was just getting some updates from Jason.”  

Lauren immediately recognized the name of the trusted friend and pilot who had often flown 

them and other scientists into some of the world’s most remote locations. His skills had always 

seemed almost magical, managing to get them into areas isolated by natural disasters, sometimes 

even before the government or aid agencies had arrived. She should have known that Jason was 

piloting the plane. Brent trusted few people, and Jason was one of them.  

“How is he?”  

“Things have been kinda rough this past couple of years. You knew that Mildred died? Breast 

cancer.” He paused as Lauren nodded her head. “The old coot tried to retire on me, but when I 

begged him for this one last favor, he could not deny me.” 
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“He was always more of a father to you than your own dad.” She had always been saddened by 

Brent and his father's strained relationship, though she understood why. 

“Yeah, well, then he is off to find his other son now. Travis is surfing the waves somewhere in 

Baja California. We haven’t been able to reach him on his cell, but he knows where the 

extraction point is for that area. There have been a series of small quakes in Southern California. 

So I am hoping the idiot is smart enough to realize what is up and gets his butt to it.”  

Lauren noted the dark shadows and deep worry lines on his face once more.  “I know how 

protective you are of Travis, but he is smarter than you give him credit for.” She was falling into 

old patterns already, defending his younger brother. 

“Smart never was the issue with that one. He could think circles around me. If he tried. His 

problem is that Dad and I babied him too damned long. He is the most irresponsible little brat 

there ever was,” his face turned redder with each word. 

“Come on; I think that is a bit harsh. I’m sure it wasn’t easy growing up the younger brother of 

the great Brent Jacobs, boy genius, Rhodes Scholar, and esteemed scientist.” 

“Well, he used it as an excuse not even to try. He has spent almost thirty years playing. Surfing, 

mountain climbing, sky diving. Anything and everything to avoid getting an education or a job 

or any other kind of responsibility.” 

‘But you can’t rest until he is here with the rest of us.’ Instead of saying it, she changed the 

subject. “You want to help me get Elise going.” 

Brent’s face lit up at the mention of their child. He strode past her to the back of the small jet 

where Katie was collecting the child’s assortment of comfort things; chewy sticks, squishy balls, 

ankle weights, and the weighted blanket that she had been wrapped in throughout the flight. The 

child clutched her favorite doll, an old Raggedy Anne, with bright orange yarn hair and a striped 

red and white cotton dress.   

He bent down and scooped the child into his arms. Lauren’s heart skipped a beat as Elise 

wrapped her tiny arms around her father’s neck. “How’s Daddy’s bestest little girl today?” He 

crooned in that baritone, which always sent Lauren’s blood flowing like molten lava, burning 

everything in its path, especially her sanity. 

Brent carried the child past her as Katie finished packing the last of the child’s things into a large 

tot. She fumbled with it for a moment then fell in step behind the man. Drawing a deep breath, 

Lauren resigned herself to the week that lay ahead. A week in the company of a man, who still 

held her body, mind, and heart in the palm of his hands. ‘This is going to be interesting.’  

As if reading her mind, her grandmother came up behind her. “You did the right thing, child. 

That man loves his children - and you.  The thought of not being able to care for you would have 

driven him insane.” 

“Are you sure he isn’t already, Grandmam? Have you actually listened to his theories?” 

“I might not understand the science of things the way you do, child, but no one needs to tell me 

that something is happening. I have been on this earth for more than seven decades, and I have 
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never seen anything like this. It might not make sense to your logical mind, but my heart tells me 

that boy is on to something.” 

Lauren shook her head. “The sight again, Grandmam?” 

“Yes, the sight. And if you had half the sense you think you do, you would not dismiss 

everything you cannot put a name, number, or theory to. If you learned to trust your heart 

sometimes, you might still be married to that boy,” her grandmother rebuked her. It was hardly 

the first time Grandmam had made her feelings known about their divorce, but it was perhaps the 

strongest.  

“I’m here, aren’t I? I could have called the police, you know.” Lauren could not help but feel the 

need to defend herself to the woman that had been more like a parent than a grandparent, loving 

her through the darkest days of her life when neither of her parents cared enough to be there.  

“First sensible thing you have done in years, child,” the woman pushed past her, following Brent 

off the plane. 

Lauren looked at the last person remaining on the aircraft, her eldest child. “So Megan, want to 

tell me why you did not warn me what your father was up to?” 

The girl bent her strawberry blond head to stare at the tan carpet covering the floor of the plane. 

She shrugged her shoulders. “I love him, Mom.” 

Lauren’s green eyes misted over. Until that moment, she had not realized how much pain the 

divorce had caused her daughter. Ironic since she, of all people, knew the high price that the 

children paid when adults decided to call it quits. 

Reaching out, she placed her hand on Megan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I should never have 

placed you in the middle. Of course, you love your Daddy.” Lauren gave her a weak smile and 

drew her into a hug. ‘The problem is…so do I.’  

Drawing back from the embrace, she tried to change the subject. “So, have you been to this place 

before?” 

Her daughter’s face lit up. “Yeah, it’s where we came the past two summers. It’s awesome, 

Mum. Everything and everyone is sustainable. Dad designed it to use alternative energy. He 

brought the best of the technologies that Jacobs Energy has been experimenting on. He 

convinced Grandpa to use this place as the testing ground for most of it.”  

“And the food they grow here, wait until you taste it. Dad’s friends from A&M used this place to 

bring back some heritage varieties and test new hybrids. But the thing that Elise loves most is her 

pony.” 

Lauren was shocked at how much she had not known about the six weeks each summer that her 

daughters spent with their father. She knew, of course, that he took them to one of his father’s 

working ranches in West Texas; her solicitor even had the address.  

Of course, she faithfully made her twice-a-week calls to the girls, but the conversation usually 

centered as much around whatever fieldwork she was undertaking that year as their daily 
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routines. Megan had occasionally mentioned riding or playing with farm animals, but Lauren had 

no idea that they were so invested in this place.  

That Elise had her own pony. One of the therapies that she and Brent had agreed to try over the 

years was adaptive riding, but Lauren had given up on it after a few lessons when Elise seemed 

too frightened of the large animals. “Does she actually ride it?” 

Megan shook her head, “No, but she will stand there and stroke it for hours. She talks to it too, 

Mom. I swear she even says the word…horse.” Looking down at her feet, she blushed, “Well, 

sort of anyway. She calls it orshe.” 

Lauren promised herself then that she would use this week, not to finish the articles, but to 

reconnect with her daughters. Before it was too late, because she knew that sometimes things got 

so bad that there was just no way to fix them.  

Like her parents’ divorce. Like her relationship with her mother. Like hers and Brent’s marriage. 

She would not let her relationship with her children become one of them. 

She was drawn out of her reverie by Brent’s voice coming from just outside the small plane. 

“Come on, you two. Jason needs to get things moving, and you girls are in his way.” 

She draped her arm across their daughter’s shoulder. “Let’s get going. I can’t wait to see it for 

myself. If it is half of what you say it is, I’m sure it is wonderful.” 

Megan snuggled against her as they walked off the plane together. Since she was seven and had 

started to read herself to sleep at night, Lauren had forgotten how wonderful it felt to hold her 

child. She relished it for the moment and swore it would not be so long until they shared this 

closeness again.  

“Alright, alright. You never did have any patience,” she accused her ex-husband as she stepped 

out into the bright early morning light. “It was your one weakness as a scientist.” 

“Sweetie, science aside. I am a virtuoso of patience. I waited twelve years for you to grow up. 

And I’m still waiting for you to realize that nothing is stronger than the love we share.” 

Lauren’s heart shifted into overdrive. Her throat tightened at his bold words. Every little girl 

dreamed of the handsome prince that would sweep in on his white steed and save her from the 

dragon. Standing next to this man at that moment, nothing had ever felt closer to that daydream.  

But that was all it was, her mind protested. A silly daydream that was archaic. It put feminism 

back to the Dark Ages. Brent Jacobs was more mad scientist than shining knight. The Jacobs 

Energy jet was no white horse. And no dragons were waiting to devour her…or volcanoes 

waiting to erupt in masse. This was a wild goose chase, and she would be smart to remember 

that. 

‘Don’t let your guard down now, Lauren,’ she chided herself.  

Pushing past him without a word, she turned to her daughter. “You want to show me that pony 

you were talking about.” 
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*** 

Megan cast a forlorn look over her shoulder at Brent as she led her mother towards the series of 

rolling hills. “How about we get settled in first, Mum?” Turning back to her father, “Is Mum 

staying at our place too?” 

Brent cleared his throat, caught off guard at the question. He had not considered this particular 

issue. Of course, it made perfect sense for Lauren to sleep in their cabin near the girls. But was 

he prepared for being so near this woman? Knowing that she was asleep just down the hall 

would be a new form of hell.  

If the sexual frustration of a week with Lauren so close was not enough, the intimacy of being a 

family again was just as daunting. Hopefully, even working alongside her once more. If anyone 

could tweak their model to give them a closer prediction, it was Lauren. He ran his fingers 

through his hair as he realized for the first time just how difficult this week was going to be.  

Of course, he hoped like hell that he had gotten the approximations close enough. Acceding to 

her demand had been a considerable gamble. What if he were off by days or weeks? He would 

have to return Lauren and the girls to England. Knowing that next time would be even more 

difficult to convince her.  

He half-smiled at the all too common plight with volcanology. When to call for evacuations 

remained the biggest challenge. It was the boy who cried wolf. If they evacuated too soon, 

people would get antsy, and too many return to their homes, placing themselves back in danger. 

But if they waited too long, it did not bear thinking about. 

No, he would find a way. Even if his predictions were off slightly, he would find a way, some 

way to convince Lauren to remain. After all, this place was as much her brainchild as his. Their 

dreams come to fruition.  

Studying his ex-wife’s round backside, not that he would be averse to convincing Lauren other 

ways. He thought back to the way he had woken to her in his arms. It had felt so incredibly right. 

Of course, she had pulled away the moment that she realized where she was. But the soft moans 

and bright pink stains on her cheeks had given him hope that perhaps just maybe, Lauren felt 

even a fraction of the attraction that he still did. If so, he would undoubtedly use it to his 

advantage too.  

To their advantage. He never doubted for a moment and never would - they were meant to be 

together. “Of course, if you want, sweetie. Put her into your room. I will rearrange things. 

Perhaps Elise can stay with Katie and Grandmam next door, or I can bring in another bed. We’ll 

figure it out,” he reassured as Lauren turned back to face him with a scathing glare. 

It did not surprise him that she was upset about this latest development. He was confident that he 

would hear all about it later. It was another thing that he always loved about her - her courage in 

standing up for what she believed in. Even if that had worked against them in the end as every 

single decision about Elise’s care became a battle, another eruption of a different kind.  
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He flashed a smile at his daughter before continuing, “The important thing is that you are here 

now, and we are all together. Well almost. I need to speak to Daniel and Samuel. Double-check 

on a couple of things. Will you show your mom and the others where everything is?”  

That was partially true, at least, but it was also about getting his own emotions under control. 

And other things, he cursed his cock that had not fully softened since waking to her softness 

pressed against his chest.  

Brent was determined that if they were going to do battle again…this time, he would remain in 

control. It was the only chance he stood against her. Lauren was never comfortable battling on 

anything other than an intellectual level. The moment that emotions became involved, she turned 

and ran. Looking for someplace to hide safely. So this time, he would play by her rules. Beat her 

on her own ground. He just had to convince his damned cock and heart to go along with the 

game plan.  

His daughter exchanged a conspiratorial glance with him. He hated putting his child in the 

middle, just as much as he hated using Grandmam, but both of them had clearly chosen to align 

themselves with him on this one. And he was grateful for the help. Goodness knows he was 

going to need it.  

“Sure, Dad,” Megan led the small band of women towards the hills. “Things may not be as 

comfortable as we had at home. It’s pretty basic, actually. The living facilities are much smaller, 

and things like microwaves and television were energy drains that are not sustainable.” 

He watched her lead them away for a long moment. When had his child become such a strong 

and beautiful young woman? She reminded him so much of her mother. That same stubborn set 

of her chin. That same spark of intelligence and youthful idealism in her green eyes.  

He had lost so much. A few weeks in the summer, every other Christmas, and the occasional 

visits anytime he was close to Europe was simply not enough. His babies were growing up, and 

he was missing it. His chest tightened at the thought that one day all too soon, Megan would be 

grown, a woman just as determined and strong-willed as Lauren. 

His eyes drifted to his wife as she listened intently to their eldest daughter’s enthusiastic 

explanations. Once again, his mind wandered to the futile past time of wishing for things that 

could not be but should have been. He had made so many mistakes over the years. But letting her 

go was the biggest one of them all. He choked on that thought. Somehow he promised himself, 

somehow he would win her back. He had to. Without her, he was not whole.  

*** 

Lauren observed Megan as she spoke. Where had this mature young woman had come from? It 

seemed that in the space of a trans-Atlantic flight, her oldest child had gone from care-free 

soccer star to self-appointed leader.  

As they rounded the backside of the series of hills closest to the airstrip, Lauren caught her 

breath at the sight before her. These were not gently rolling hills but, in fact, houses of some sort. 

The South facing aspect of each ‘hill’ was a metal façade with expansive sliding glass doors that 
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opened onto front porches. Assorted plant pots graced most of them. The only distinctive feature 

of the ‘houses’ was the color, each a different hue of the rainbow and beyond.  

Megan smiled at her mother. “Dad’s tiny home idea. You remember? Old cargo containers 

buried beneath mounds of earth to conserve heat.” 

It was a dream that the two of them had toyed with for months before Elise was born. They drew 

up diagrams of the home they would build, away from the city. Each night after Megan was in 

bed, they would play with new features, new technologies to make it even more self-sufficient. 

Megan stopped by the second ‘hill,’ gesturing for her great-grandmother and Katie to enter. 

“This will be yours. It is not very large, but there is a small bedroom at each end. The bathroom 

is next to the bedroom on the left. A small kitchen is right next to that. Cooking and heating are 

provided by a wood stove. Someone will show you later how to work that.”  

“There is a small reception area next to that for eating, reading, or whatever. It may not seem like 

much, but around here, most of our time is spent outdoors, so the living facilities are more about 

a place to sleep. Our place is right across there,” she pointed to a deep brown-colored unit across 

the pathway and down a couple of houses.  

Her great-grandmother bent over and kissed her head. “You get your mother and sister settled, 

sweetie. We’ll manage. And don’t worry about showing us how to use the stove. I grew up with 

one, so I am sure I can figure it out.” Turning to Lauren, she added, “You should get some more 

rest. You look like crap.” 

“Gees, thanks, Grandmam. I wonder why? Kidnapped by my ex-husband and flown halfway 

around the globe because the world is coming to an end.”  

“Consider it a much-needed back-to-nature holiday, child. And get that rest.” 

Taking Elise’s small hand from Katie, Lauren tugged gently. The child fell into step with her 

mother and sister until they were a few feet from the front of their new home. Elise stopped, 

digging her heels into the sand. Throwing back her head, she howled, “Orsh-ie.” 

Megan smiled, “I told you.” Kneeling in front of her younger sister, “Yes, horsey. Doctor Doo-

Little is in the barn. I will take you there as soon as we get Mum settled at the house.” 

“Noooo,” the girl screamed in a high shrill tone.  

Lauren knew the look well. Patience and later were not words in the vocabulary of a child on the 

autistic spectrum. When her daughter wanted something, she wanted it instantly. “It’s alright, 

Megan. I’d like to see her pony.” 

Megan led them to the end of the row of hill homes. Turning left, they passed several more rows 

of the unusual abodes.  

“How many homes are there here?”  
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“I’m not sure anymore. There were a hundred and twenty this summer. But Dad adds another 

one every time a container is retired from use by Jacobs Energy. All of these were once used to 

transport drilling equipment.”  

Her daughter shook her head, “Granddad thinks he is as crazzy as you do, but he’ll do just about 

anything to keep him at Jacobs Energy since he came back after…” Megan trailed off 

uncertainly. 

“After the divorce, you mean. Your grandfather always was disappointed that your dad chose 

academia over the family business. He said he spent good money on your dad’s education to 

ensure that the company had the best leader at the helm when he was gone. He used to blame me; 

said it was all a waste. So, I’m sure he indulges your father’s whims.” 

“This isn’t some whim, Mum,” their daughter defended her father. “Dad is doing something 

important here. He is helping people to reconnect to our roots. To live in harmony with our 

world. And whether or not he is right about the volcanoes and another Ice Age, I’m proud of this 

place and him.” 

Lauren stopped and looked at her daughter. Megan’s blue eyes shone bright with emotion and 

perhaps unshed tears. “I’m sorry, sweetie. You are right. From the little I have seen already, I can 

tell this is an impressive experiment in cultural evolution.” 

Throwing up her hands at her mother’s words, Megan grabbed Elise’s hand and strode off down 

the pathway. “No, Mum. This is not one of your experiments. This is a community. A 

community of people that I care about and that care about us.” 

Lauren stared after her daughters for a moment. She choked back the distinct feeling of failure. 

Had she become so caught up in her career, in just surviving day-to-day life with a child on the 

autistic spectrum, that she had utterly lost touch with her older daughter? Was she following in 

her own mother’s footsteps, choosing one child over another? She could not bear the thought. 

But this was not the time to think about such complexities, as she followed after her daughters, 

barely noticing her surroundings. It was just a short walk before they emerged next to a small 

stand of mesquite trees. A large barn and corral stood next to them.  

Always a city girl, Lauren turned up her dainty nose at the smell that hung in the rapidly 

warming morning air. Urine, feces, and animal sweat greeted her empty stomach. And before her 

morning cup of tea too. 

Megan seemed to notice her discomfort, “You can go back to the house if you want. There are no 

locks around here. I can take Elise to see Doctor Doo-Little.” 

Lauren shook her head and drew in a deep breath. She regretted it immediately. Choking back a 

cough, “No, I really do want to see Elise’s pony.” 

“Alright then,” Megan led them into the barn.  

Lauren noticed few stalls with horses and cows, but most were empty. Towards the back of the 

barn, Megan stopped in front of a booth. Elise’s eyes lit up with joy. She jumped up and down, 

shouting, “Orsh-ie, orshie.” 
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Lauren followed the girl’s delightful squeals, stopping in front of the stall. “A miniature!”  

“Yeah, Dad thought if it was an issue of her being frightened of horses because of their size, this 

might be better.” 

Lauren watched Megan open the small paddock door. Elise ran inside and wrapped her arms 

tightly about the animal’s neck. So tightly that for a moment, Lauren worried about her cutting 

off its breathing, but the horse did not seem to mind. If anything, it seemed to lean into the 

enthusiastic embrace. 

She stood transfixed in silence for several minutes as her daughters played and giggled. Then 

Megan placed a small brush into Elise’s hand, and the child immediately began to rub long 

strokes down the hind flank of the animal.  

Megan stood up and walked to join her. “She will do that until someone stops her. Doctor Doo-

little loves her tendency towards repetitive motions.” 

Lauren fought back the moisture that gathered in the corner of her eyes, ashamed that she had 

given up so quickly on the horse idea. Why had she not considered this obvious solution?  

She faced the challenging mirror of truth. All of the therapies they tried were quickly evaluated 

on their usefulness and on the effort they took. Had her tight work schedule meant that she 

discarded other treatments that might have proven useful if given more time or effort?  

*** 

Brent stood in the doorway of the barn watching his girls. Once more, pride swelled his heart. It 

was not just the young lady that Megan was becoming, but at the progress, Elise was making. 

Lauren had accused him of burying his head in the sand, refusing to face the fact that their 

daughter had autism. But she was wrong about that. It was not that he did not accept that fact. It 

was more that he refused to see it as the ‘disability’ that society and even Lauren did.  

His gut had told him from the beginning that locked inside the sensory overload of this world 

was a brain to revile Einstein or Hawking. The problem was finding the key to open those doors. 

A way of bridging their world and his youngest child’s. A new way of communicating. They 

were not there yet, but in moments like this, his heart and mind caught glimmers of hope.  

Elise was hyper-focused again. Stroking the horse. Did anyone notice the intricate pattern that 

she repeated time and time again? It was more than just starting at the head and working towards 

the tail as she had been taught. No, she paused, stopping the brush for a brief moment over 

certain spots. Always the same locations too. Even though it had been months since she had been 

here, since she had touched the animal, the areas remained the same.  

He frowned, once more trying to put together the pieces in his own mind. Next time he would 

bring a diagram of horses, observe more carefully, marking the spots. Maybe if he took it to 

Brad, his veterinarian friend, when he arrived, he could make some sense of it.  

Or maybe he only saw what he wanted to see — wishing for things that were not there. But he 

remembered as a small boy finding solace in such matters. Three paces, pause. Four steps, stop. 
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It had been more than just a childish game for him. It had been a ritual.  One that he was 

obligated to complete.  

His chest tightened as he remembered the way that one nanny, in particular, had dragged him 

along. He had felt the alarm and panic growing with each missed pause. Finally, he had 

exploded, falling to the ground, kicking and screaming. His father had swooped in then, and 

Brent had trembled in fear. Sure enough, it had resulted in another spanking. But that nanny was 

gone too, and the one who came after was more tolerant of his idiosyncrasies.  

That was what the nice older woman, who had managed to weather five years of outbursts from 

him and the mighty Jim Jacobs both, had called them. Peculiarities. Eccentricities. She had 

accommodated as many of them as possible. Others she had helped him to overcome with the 

patience of a saint.  

Now, of course, he wondered, as he had for almost nine years since that first doctor spoke the A-

word. And the more he read, the more he saw of himself. His throat constricted as he watched 

Elise stroke the pony. He was almost sure he could see the pattern. It was right there if he just 

had a bit more time. 

But that would have to wait for another time, “I thought I would find my girls here.” 

“Sorry, Daddy, but Elise couldn’t wait to see Doctor Doo-little,” Megan apologized. 

Covering the short distance in only a few strides, he placed his hands on her shoulders. “Don’t 

worry about it, sweetie. When you weren’t at the house, I figured as much. How’s our girl doing 

this morning?” 

“She’s fine, Daddy. The moment she saw the house, she knew where we were. Maybe she will 

even settle down, now that she has the pony.” 

He kissed the top of his daughter’s head, relieved to have them safely here now. “Maybe, 

sweetie. But if I am right, Elise might be sensing things that we can’t. Some of the animals 

around here have been acting odd lately, too.”  

“Like those snakes you told me about in China?”  

He was pleased that she had remembered something they had talked about years ago. Both his 

girls were brilliant in their own way. “Exactly, pumpkin.” Not that that was surprising 

considering their mother, he looked at Lauren as she frowned. 

“You mean Doctor Weisong’s work with the headbanging snakes in Guangxi province?” 

“You’ve heard about it too, Mum?”  

“Although I am not certain of its validity, there is ample anecdotal evidence of animal behaviors 

around the world preceding natural disasters such as earthquakes. When the Greek city of Helice 

was flattened by a quake in the third century BC, historians reported that rats, mice, and weasels 

had fled the city before the event. Of course, the weakness of such reports is that there is no clear 

causal link. There could be any number of other reasons why they left.” 
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Megan and Brent looked at one another and shook their heads. How like Lauren to so easily 

dismiss anything that she could not immediately prove. But that was the same old argument that 

had gotten them to this point and one he was not going to make the mistake of repeating.  

Brent turned to his older daughter, “You want to stay here with your sister for a bit, and I’ll show 

your mom around?” 

Megan nodded, “Is Sammy around?” 

“He’s finishing up some homework I gave him before I left. But I told him you were here, so I’m 

betting the boy will finish pretty quick and be here before you know it.” 

Megan’s face lit up at her father’s words. She smiled and went back into the stall with her sister, 

taking a seat on a pile of hay in the corner. 

He was not sure he liked how his young ‘cousin’ and daughter had taken to one another. It struck 

a bit too close to home for comfort sometimes. But it was something else that would have to wait 

as he turned to his ex-wife, “Shall we?” 

Lauren only nodded her head as he placed his hand at the small of her back and guided her 

towards the door. Brent tried to ignore the searing heat that seemed to scorch his hand at this 

familiar touch. He thought that during the brief break, he had managed to get his libido back 

under control.  

But the truth was there never had been any way of controlling his feelings for this woman. Not 

since that first night when she had given herself to him in his dingy flatshare near the university. 

While he had not been a virgin the way she was, he had certainly felt like one. Nothing had ever 

felt like that. And he had somehow known nothing ever would.  

“Who is Sam?”  

Her words interrupted his memories, which was probably a good thing. “Do you remember my 

cousin Trent? He and his wife Stephie came to our wedding. Sammy is Stephie’s son from her 

first marriage. She and Trent were killed in a car accident almost a year ago. Sammy was fifteen. 

The state could not locate his father and was getting ready to put the kid in foster care. I told 

them I’d take him.” 

He shook his head as he shared his concerns with her. It was something else that had just always 

been so natural with this woman. “I think Megan has her first crush. She spent all of last summer 

trailing after the poor kid. But then he didn’t seem to mind,” stopping, he reached down and 

placed his fingers beneath her chin. Lifting her face to meet his gaze, “Reminds me of another 

young boy and his tag-along girl. I hope that theirs is a happier ending.”  
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Chapter Four 
 

Lauren forced her eyes away from those crystal blue pools whose depths threatened to drown her 

or her last shred of sanity anyway.  

“I thought you were going to show me around.” She needed the distraction. Desperately. This 

man was doing things to her. Things that she had thought long since dead. Things that only he 

had ever done to her. Her mind. And her body. 

Brent cleared his throat and nodded. He took her hand in his. When she made to draw back, he 

squeezed her fingers a bit. “There are rocks and holes in the ground. You could twist your ankle 

in those heels if you aren’t careful. And I know how much you love wild animals, so I’m just 

trying to keep you close by.” 

Lauren nodded at the mention of anything wild. It was a running joke with them. Since the year 

that another girl at science camp had put a frog in her bunk. When she found it, she had 

screamed so loudly that the whole camp came running. Of course, Brent was there first. And like 

a true hero lifted the offending creature and carried it safely outside.  

Over the years, it was a pattern that had been repeated time and again as they traveled the globe 

following disaster after disaster. Brent would check each path, the tent where they usually 

stayed, and their sleeping bag for anything that moved - except him, of course.  

“Still my girly girl, I see. How have you managed any fieldwork at all these past few years with 

that phobia of yours?” 

Lauren ignored his use of her pet name. “I am a big girl now, Brent. I have learned to face my 

fears and not give in to them.” She only hoped that she would be as successful at not giving in to 

other emotions, especially where this man was concerned. 

“I always knew you were stronger than you think, Lauren. I just wish that we could have grown 

stronger together as a family.” Tugging her hand, he led her towards an outcropping of satellites, 

wind turbines, and solar panels. A prefabricated building sat next to it.  

“This is the command center. It houses a collection of computers, televisions, and short wave 

radios. It also serves as a meeting place for a lot of people here. Of course, most people here 

have tablets or laptops that they use at home, and we all get satellite Internet and television.”  

He shrugged as she surveyed the area, “But this place houses the scientific team that collects the 

data from various locations: USGS, Kilauea, Yellowstone, and a couple of Icelandic 

observatories as well. We feed this data into the forecast model I showed you so we can make 

constant updates.” 

As they arrived at the metal doors, Brent pushed them open, stepping back a bit to let her pass. It 

was a tight squeeze, and Lauren’s breast brushed against his arm as she did. Her nipple pebbled 

instantly. She cursed her own body that seemed determined to betray her.  
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But a quick intake of breath from Brent told her she was not alone in this minefield of desire. 

Their eyes met for a brief moment, and the passion she saw in his blue depths was every bit as 

intense as it had been the first time they made love.  

“I’m sorry.”  

“Don’t be. I’m not. Touching you was always my salvation. No matter how badly the world was 

falling apart around us, I knew as long as I had you to hold, everything would be all right in the 

end,” his voice was a deep caress close to her ear so that no one else could overhear. 

“Brent,” she whispered. 

In an instant, his expression changed. He was back to the cool, efficient scientist. “Come on; I’ll 

show you around. Introduce you to a few people,” he acted almost as if she were merely some 

colleague come to visit.  

“Fine.” 

Brent smiled and waved to a couple of people congregating in the large, glass-enclosed room that 

looked for the world like the worst of any academic break room. He led them into the enclosure, 

careful this time to give her plenty of room to pass.  

Unlike other command centers, Lauren noticed that rather than expensive vending machines 

hawking high-calorie, low nutrition food with even higher prices, there was a table in the corner 

with some cheese, jams, and what appeared to be fresh homemade whole wheat bread. Her 

stomach took that moment to growl, a reminder that she had not eaten yet.  

Brent looked at her. “Damn, I am so sorry, Lauren. Why didn’t you say something? I got so 

caught up dealing with Jason and security earlier that I completely forgot. You have not eaten yet 

this morning.” Turning to an older, bald man who was trying to get his attention, “I’ll be with 

you in a minute, Stan. Just let me get Lauren something to eat first.” 

“It’s alright. I can manage on my own,” she could use the break to get her hormones back in 

check. Or she hoped she could. 

*** 

Brent nodded, “Of course you can. You have been for seven years,” his voice was laced with 

bitterness and pain as he turned his back to her and walked over to his chief of technology. 

“Hey, Stan, what do you need?” 

“Wanted to let you know that I fed the latest set of data on the Katla eruption into the simulation, 

but it still is not quite coming out right.” Stan was the computer guru Brent had stolen from 

Jacobs Energy when he decided to retire.  

“Thanks. Has Monique looked it over?” 

“Yeah, she had no luck with it either.” 
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Brent looked through the glass as Lauren brought a piece of Jill’s homemade bread to her mouth. 

He had trouble concentrating on anything as her eyes flared wide, and she tilted her head back 

just a bit. It was almost the exact look of bliss that he had put on her face thousands of times 

when they made love.  

How could he be so fucking jealous of a hunk of flour and yeast? But he was. He wanted to be 

the one making her moan softly at the back of her throat. Fuck that; he wanted to make her 

scream again.  

He cursed his body as he shifted from one foot to the other, trying to relieve the tightness as his 

half-hard cock pressed against the zipper. Maybe for the next week, he should switch to wearing 

the ratty old sweat pants he slept in. Or until… 

He forced his mind back from the thousands of ‘what ifs’ and turned back to Stan. “Hopefully, 

Lauren can make more sense of it than any of us did.” 

Stan nodded, “Your ex, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Then you must be on better terms with yours than I am with mine,” chuckled his friend. 

“Nope, practically had to kidnap her. But I know the woman. She won’t be able to resist the 

chance to prove me wrong for long. And if that ain’t enough incentive, besting Monique will 

be.” He watched as she opened those green eyes and brought the bread towards her lips again. 

“Excuse me. And thanks. We’ll talk later.” 

*** 

Lauren ignored the twinge of regret that ate at her. Next to their daughters, Brent was the last 

person on the earth that she would ever want to hurt. But it was clear from his words that she 

had. Hurt him more deeply than she ever realized. “If wishes were horses, then beggars would 

ride,” she told herself as she headed towards the table of food.  

Slicing through the thick, dark crust, Lauren confirmed her suspicion. This was homemade 

bread, still warm from the oven. She slathered it with a touch of butter and strawberry jam, both 

of which also appeared to be homemade.  

Her mouth awoke with sensation as she bit into it. The taste was better than anything she had 

ever had, even in the most elegant bistros. The nutty flavor of the whole wheat combined with 

the creaminess of home-churned butter with just a touch of salt was complimented perfectly by 

the sweetness of the strawberry jam, which she recognized had no added sugar. Its natural taste 

was sufficient for the most delicate pallet. The textures, too, were a mix of soft and firm, robust 

and sublime exploding in her mouth and sending sensations racing along nerve endings to her 

brain. 

“Hmmm,” she moaned as she took another bite, closing her eyes to savor this one. 

“Don’t do that again, sweetheart, or I might come right here,” she felt Brent’s warm breath 

against the side of her face as he whispered.  
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Lauren’s mind filled with erotic images that his words elicited. Except it was she, who was on 

the verge of coming at the moment. Her nipples budded beneath the soft silk of her blouse. His 

voice, his words, hell, just Brent’s presence so close to her was more than her sex-starved body 

could handle. 

She steadied her nerves for a moment. Drawing in a deep breath, she turned to face him. “We 

can’t do this, Brent. We need to talk.” 

“You’re right,” he took her hand and led her towards the door.  

Lauren was not sure where Brent was taking her. She followed him anyway. Outside into the 

increasingly hot late morning sun, across the desert sands, past the barn where they had left the 

girls. 

“Shouldn’t we check on the girls first?”  

Brent shook his head, “They know their way around this place, and everyone knows them. We 

all sort of look out for one another’s kids. They will be perfectly safe.” 

Lauren wanted to protest that Elise had been more troubled lately, but she remembered the look 

on her daughter’s face when she held that brush and stroked the pony. Perhaps Brent was right. 

There was a small selection of a dozen or so all-terrain vehicles on the other side of the barn. 

Brent selected a four-wheeler and handed her a helmet. “Put this on.” 

Lauren buckled the helmet as she watched Brent do the same. He kick-started the machine and 

motioned for her to get on behind him. Lauren considered protesting. Sitting on the back of the 

dangerous vehicle, her arms wrapped about his waist, her front pressed against his broad back 

was not what she needed at that moment. But the determined look in Brent’s eyes pleaded with 

her.  

Shaking her head at her stupidity, she climbed on behind him. She had no choice but to wrap her 

arms about his waist, lacing her fingers together just above his belt buckle. But she did all that 

she could to keep a couple of precious inches between the rest of their bodies.  

That was not easy as Brent revved the engine, sending the machine lurching forward, her breasts 

brushed against the soft chambray of his plaid shirt. She was helpless to stop a soft moan that 

sounded remarkably similar to the one elicited by the fresh bread, but this sensation was far more 

intense.  

She did not believe Brent could hear her over the tin of the engine, but something was driving 

him. He gunned the engine, sending them racing even faster across the desert and away from the 

settlement. 

*** 

Brent tried his damnedest to remain focused on his driving as the desert flora and fauna sped 

past. But the sweet way her whole upper body pressed against his back was a new form of 

torture.  
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Was it his imagination, or had her nipples hardened into tight little eraser the moment that they 

touched him? Did that mean she was feeling the attraction as intensely as he was?  

Oh, he knew that Lauren had always been attracted to him, but these past few years, she had 

grown so cold and aloof that he just figured she was over him. Until she had somehow ended up 

in his arms while they slept. Now he was not so sure. 

The idea that these fires burned as brightly for her was reassuring. Even if it was false, it gave 

him hope that they might somehow find their way back to that thin strip of common ground upon 

which they had once built their paradise.  

Brent felt intense guilt as he sent a silent entreaty to Fate, the only god he was remotely 

comfortable acknowledging…and then reluctantly. Nonetheless, he pleaded for more time. More 

than just a week to convince this woman that their love was worth another chance. 

The problem was for them to have another chance, people would have to die, lots of them. So, he 

was torn between wanting to be right and hoping that Lauren could prove him wrong once and 

for all. He shook his head, but his gut told him that he was not. Not this time. 

He gunned the engine and headed towards an outcropping of rocks just over the ridge. He had no 

idea how this one would end. Probably in another screaming match like most of the last two 

years of their marriage. But at least their daughters would not see or hear it this far from the 

settlement.  

Of course, some part of him hoped for an eruption of another kind. 

*** 

Lauren was not sure how long they traveled or how far. It was hard for her to keep track of time 

when she was around Brent. It always had been.  

She remembered the summer science camp when she had been thirteen. Her body and mind were 

beginning to catch up to one another. And while she was not entirely sure about this whole sex 

thing, she had guiltily read more than one of Grandmam’s romance novels. Kissing definitely 

sounded like fun. And there was only one boy that she wanted to kiss. Her infinitely more 

mature, sixteen-year-old best friend.  

One night she and Brent had stayed out late talking. They realized they had missed curfew. What 

they did not know was that it was after two in the morning. Not only had they lost privileges and 

come very close to being sent home, but rumors spread around the camp that it was far more than 

talk they had been doing.  

Lauren had tried to ignore them. The rumors had led to more than one hot dream about what it 

would have been like if it were true. Brent, on the other hand, had blown his top. He had given 

one boy a black eye when he commented at lunch about Lauren’s virtue. They had learned their 

lesson. They were careful for the rest of the summer to stay close to their crowd and make 

curfew.  

But they weren’t kids anymore. And Brent had dispensed with Lauren’s virtue long ago.  
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None of that mattered. This man still drove her insane. This trip was proof of that. How the hell 

had she ended up in the middle of the West Texas desert with her ex-husband anyway?  

She did not have time to answer that question as Brent pulled the four-wheeler over near an 

outcropping of rocks and trees that provided an oasis of sorts. He got off first, walking to the 

trees and rustling them a bit. A couple of small mice fled the underbrush.  

“Coast is clear, my lady.”  

Lauren laughed, “Sir Galahad?” 

“More like a good old boy, I am afraid.” 

“I’m pretty certain that they are the modern-day equivalent.” 

“Besides…I’m not nearly as pure of mind or body as the great Sir Galahad. And that’s what we 

need to talk about,” he began to pace back and forth among the trees.  

Lauren knew that pacing meant one thing; Brent was trying to figure something out. And she had 

a pretty good idea what. “What are we going to do about us, Brent?” 

He looked up at her. “So, it isn’t my imagination? You feel it too?” 

She nodded, “I honestly thought after seven years, all that fighting and the divorce…this thing 

between us would have died.” 

“But it hasn’t. The fire is as hot as ever,” he quickened his pace and ran his fingers through his 

hair. “Hell, I think it might even be heating up more.” 

Lauren wanted to deny the truth of his words, but she could not. They had always had 

remarkable chemistry. Over the past seven years, when they had seen one another at conferences 

or when Brent picked up and dropped off their daughters, Lauren had braced herself for days and 

sometimes weeks of vivid, erotic dreams. Hell, she even made sure that her drawer was stocked 

with extra batteries, knowing that her toys were certain to get an extra workout trying to relieve 

the need.  

Which made her decision to follow Brent now even more ridiculous. “How the hell did I think I 

could spend…” 

“…a week with you and not want to…” he finished for her. 

She nodded as they both left the ‘to’ unsaid. It hung in the still, hot air.  

“What the hell we gonna do?” 

“We could try to avoid one another,” Lauren suggested. 

“This ranch maybe two thousand acres but most of it is undeveloped.  The compound itself is 

just three acres, and hell, Lauren, if an ocean between us didn’t work, what makes you think that 

getting lost on this place would?” 
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“But we could try focusing on the girls and our work. I mean, if you believe your theories, then 

you must be damned busy right now.” 

“Too damned busy. There are a thousand things I need to be doing, sweetheart, and the only 

thing I seem to be able to think about is you. The way you smell like honey even after a nine-

hour flight and being in a barn full of animals.”  

“The way you purred like a kitten over that damned bread. All I could fucking think about was 

how you used to moan the same way when I entered you,” Brent was frantically pacing. He did 

not even look up, studying the dusty toes of his cowboy boots as if they held the answers he 

sought to this predicament. 

Lauren watched the fluid flow of muscle beneath the worn cotton shirt. His tight jeans molded to 

his thighs and ass. The bulge behind that zipper left no doubt how tormented her ex-husband was 

at the moment. She remembered vividly the power that coursed through her body each time she 

would teasingly play with his zipper.  

She was not the only moaner. Although honestly, Brent was more like a growler. Deep rumbles 

from his chest reminded her of harmonic tremors that were almost certain pre-cursors to volcanic 

eruptions.  

Thinking aloud, “Then it seems we have only one option left. When a magma chamber fills with 

enough melt, the only way to release it is…” 

*** 

“…an eruption.” He stopped dead and stared at her. Was she giving credence to the dreams that 

he had only dared to hope for? “What are you saying, Lauren?”  

“I’m saying…some things are inevitable. The only thing we can do when a volcano reaches that 

point is to move people to safety, then stand back and enjoy the fireworks.” 

Brent sucked in a deep breath as the power of her words hit his brain like a pyroclastic flow 

leveling all sense of reasoning. “So, you’re suggesting…” 

“…that we screw our brains out for the next week,” Lauren bluntly stated.  

“But with conditions, Brent. I don’t want Megan or anyone else confused by this. This is nothing 

more than a volcanic eruption - an irresistible force of nature that we can do nothing to stop. 

Both of us need to recognize that and protect those around us.” 

Brent shook his head. He knew that Megan was far more astute than Lauren was giving her 

credit for. In all likelihood, no matter how hard they tried, their daughter would figure it out. But 

he was not in the mood to argue at the moment.  

He had much better ways of expending his nervous energy, “I think you are underestimating our 

daughter and what she is capable of understanding. But I can see your point.” 

“And Brent, this changes nothing. At the end of this week, you take the girls and me home. This 

is sex, pure and simple.” 
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Those were not the words that he wanted to hear at the moment. To be reminded that his ex-wife 

was using him for sex…no better than some fucking dildo with a pulse. He frowned at the 

bluntness of it.  

But in truth, while his mind might want to argue, his body was going to win this round. Hands 

down. Even if he ended up regretting it later. 

Besides, perhaps it was a bargaining chip that he could use. A tool in his never-ending war to 

remind her of just how good they were together. How good they always had been. Stronger as a 

team. 

If they were heating up the sheets and working side by side like they used to, it would be another 

opportunity to draw her into his web. Like Jason had said, you caught more flies with honey than 

vinegar.  

Honey…his mind went down a long winding path at the thought of slathering her body in it and 

slowly licking it off. Hell, he might even find some rope and give some of the kinky ideas he 

always heard Samuel and Daniel joke about a whirl.  

How would he feel about being on the receiving end the way Daniel sometimes let his wife? The 

rustling behind the zipper that made his jeans even more uncomfortable was the only answer he 

needed. He promised himself that sometime during the next week, they would try both.  

Not that he was telling his friend Samuel that. He was not opening himself up to the ribbing that 

Daniel took for being a ‘switch,’ whatever that was. And he had heard enough to know that 

riding crops were definitely out. But rope, teasing, and maybe even a bit of barehanded spanking 

that he could live with. 

He watched Lauren’s face. The way that she fidgeted from foot to foot told him that she was far 

less nonchalant about his answer than she wanted to let on. And that renewed his hope. If this 

were ‘just sex’ like she claimed, she would not be so anxious.  

Let her sweat. He did not want her thinking he was easy after all. He studied her a moment more 

as a plan began to formulate in his mind. A rough sketch for now. But it had possibilities. 

Definite possibilities. He would bind her to him, …in more ways than one.  

*** 

For a moment, a dark shadow crossed Brent’s face, and Lauren thought he might change his 

mind about the whole thing. Then he shrugged his broad shoulders, “Deal. A man dying of thirst 

will take whatever he can get.” 

Lauren had not until that moment realized how much she, too, wanted this time with Brent. So 

much so that she was not sure what she would have done if he had turned down her offer of 

casual sex. She liked to think that she had too much pride to beg, but the warm, wetness between 

her legs presented a compelling argument to the contrary.   

“So…” She did not have the chance to complete her thought before Brent strode past her to the 

four-wheeler. Fumbling inside a compartment, he pulled out a large foil packet and marched 
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back to the crop of trees. Tearing the package open, he unfolded a shiny silver blanket that he 

placed on the ground. 

Turning to look at her like the man dying of thirst that he mentioned, “So, what the fuck you 

waiting for, woman? I’m dying here.” 

Lauren threw back her head and laughed. The sound echoed about the canyon, wrapping them in 

the soft melody. It had been a long time since Lauren had laughed like that. A very long time. 

She had forgotten how good it felt. How good this man felt.  

But she was about to remember. Remember every last feel of strong muscles moving beneath her 

fingers. Every taste of sweet, hungry kisses. The sound of those deep growls washing over her 

skin. The sight of this great bear of a man brought low by the touch of her soft hands over his hot 

skin. And the unique smell of their love.  

And if the world was coming to an end, then this was the last memory Lauren Masters Jacobs 

wanted to take with her into the afterlife. 

She added a gentle sway to her hips as she walked towards Brent. Her fingers fumbled with the 

buttons on her blouse. By the time she crossed the short distance, she had managed to open only 

two, but it was enough to reveal the gentle swell of her cleavage.  

Looking up into those blue eyes, a blue that always reminded her of the hottest flame, she purred, 

“Don’t you think you’re overdressed, cowboy?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Brent began to work the buttons of his shirt. Lauren took the opportunity to 

watch the performance from a different vantage point as she lay back on the blanket, staring up 

at him. It was far more erotic than any Chippendale’s show, because she knew what lay beneath 

those dust-covered clothes. And better still, she knew it was all hers - at least for the next week. 

With her intent gaze upon his every move, Brent only managed to get about halfway before he 

cursed and tugged the shirt from his jeans. He quickly pulled it off over his head instead. Lauren 

smiled at his impatience and at the view of defined muscles covered with a sprinkling of blond 

chest hair that grew darker as it formed a line dividing his abdominal muscles in two. A line that 

disappeared in his jeans just above his belt buckle. A line that Lauren ached to trace with her 

fingers…and her tongue.  

Lauren noted that Brent’s abs were not as defined as they once were. Then again, at forty, she 

could hardly expect his body to be the same as it had been when they first became lovers. 

Honestly, she found that tad extra padding around his middle rather appealing. It made him real, 

more approachable somehow.  

She smiled as she watched Brent’s impatience grow exponentially. He jerked at his belt buckle 

until it gave way. He practically tore his jean buttons off before pushing them and his boxers 

down his thighs. Lauren’s breath caught at the sight of his exposed cock. Her heart skipped a 

couple of beats as her fingers itched to reach out and touch him once again.  

A string of foul curses punctuated the stagnant heat preventing Lauren from doing so. Lauren 

laughed again as Brent struggled to get his jeans off, tangled as they were about his boots. “I 
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know you cowboys have a thing about making love with your boots on, but I never realized how 

funny it must look.” The teasing felt good, like old times. 

Brent chuckled as he kicked off the first one and then the other boot. His jeans and boxers went 

flying with them to land on a bush a couple of feet away. “Funny is it, sweetheart? Let’s see how 

funny you think this is,” he covered her still-clad body with his. His hands seemed to be 

everywhere at once.  

When his mouth came down to capture hers, all rational thought fled. Lauren clung to him as she 

drank in the taste of his kisses. Coffee, sunshine, and all man blended into the headiest of flavors, 

intoxicating her senses until her head spun. His lips were almost brutal as they crushed hers, his 

tongue determined as it slipped inside her mouth. But Lauren was brimming with fire too.  

She was no innocent bystander in this explosive act of nature. Her tongue wrapped about his, 

dueling for supremacy. Her fingers gave into the need to explore, tracing the lines of his 

shoulders and back. She moaned at the feel of his soft skin.  

Her hands smoothed their way lower, running lightly across the tight muscles of his thighs and 

cupping his firm ass, pulling him closer to her until his cock wedged against the zipper of her 

trousers. She moaned, “Fuck,” into his mouth. Her frustration, at being so near and yet so far 

from what she needed most, got the better of her. 

Brent broke the kiss for a second. “That’s what we’re trying to do, little lady.” His fingers tore at 

the button and zipper of her pants. She heard something pop but was past the point of caring by 

then. When she felt the calloused skin of his hands, pushing the material down her legs, she 

sighed with relief and lifted her bottom to ease his way. Within seconds, this final barrier was 

breached.  

Lauren smiled as she reached up and pulled Brent back so that their lips were practically 

touching. “Thanks, cowboy. Now, where were we?” She proceeded to remind him with another 

searing kiss. Their bare legs tangled in the crunchy metallic blanket as they tussled for position.  

In the end, Lauren won this battle of wills. Brent lay on his back beneath her. Her legs curled 

about his thighs as she sat astride him. She took advantage of the position to explore, her fingers 

dancing about his chest and shoulders.  

But it was not enough; she lowered her hips until she felt his hard cock rub against her. Her hips 

rocked slowly back and forth, teasing them both with the imitation of the act.  

Brent rumbled like an ancient volcano awakening from a long slumber. In an instant, he flipped 

them. Lauren’s eyes flew open at the move. Even though their lips fought the battle of wills, she 

watched in fascination as the emotions rolled across his face - need, frustration, determination, 

pure lust, and something much more dangerous that she refused to acknowledge.  

Then she felt him, moving teasingly at her opening. It was all she could take. Closing her eyes 

once more, afraid of what she would see, she opened her legs a bit more, and he slid home, deep 

inside of her. As he had accused, she moaned at the feel of him. But the moan quickly deepened 

as she felt her body gripping his, arching upward as she came apart in his arms. 
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Brent growled, “Fuck, Lauren,” as he quickened the pace, pounding into her hard and fast. She 

felt the rough ground beneath her and knew that she would have more than a couple of bruises to 

show for this explosion, but she did not give a damn at that moment. The feeling of this man, this 

moment was too perfect as her orgasm went on and on, one billowing eruption leading into 

another.  

Then suddenly, it was too much as she lifted her hips to take him even deeper.  Like the column 

of smoke collapsing into a pyroclastic flow, she enveloped Brent in a tangle of arms and legs and 

hung on for dear life as she felt a matching deep rumble within his body. His tongue plunged 

deeper, as did his body into hers as he too came in a blaze.  

They lay there, a tangled mass of arms and legs for several moments. Brent’s head rested in the 

curve of her shoulder, their bodies still locked intimately. Lauren knew she ought to move, but 

nothing had ever felt better than moments like these after their explosive lovemaking. It was one 

of the few times in her whole life that Lauren ever felt completely safe.  

In the end, it was Brent who made the first move. Turning his head, he placed a gentle kiss on 

her forehead. “Sorry, sweetheart. I guess you are right. I don’t have any patience…at least where 

you are concerned.” His hands ran slowly down her body as if checking for injuries. “You 

alright? I’m sorry if I was a bit rough.” 

“Seems to me you weren’t the only one lacking patience, Brent. And I’m fine. Or I will be after a 

hot bath.” 

Brent tried to roll off of her, but Lauren wrapped her legs tighter about his waist. “I didn’t mean 

right this minute.” 

He smiled at her soft words, “Oh, do you have something in mind, Dr. Masters?” 

She matched his smile with a mischievous grin, “Well, Dr. Jacobs, it seems that sometimes a 

small eruption is a precursor to things to come.” To emphasize her point, she lifted her hips once 

more, drawing a bit of his still hard cock deeper inside her until she moaned softly against the 

heated skin of his chest. Brent met her with a thrust of his hips that took their breath away. 
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Chapter Five 
 

The sun was high over the scorching Texas desert before Brent and Lauren made it back to the 

compound. It seemed that whether or not Brent’s theories about one volcanic explosion 

triggering others were scientifically accurate, it was definitely true of their need for one another. 

One hot and heavy coming together had barely whetted their appetites for more, three more to be 

exact.   

It was not until they were dressed and on the ATV, her arms wrapped around Brent’s waist once 

more, that Lauren had come to her senses enough to realize what they had done. Unprotected sex 

was a risk that exceeded her scientific calculations. She had spent the whole ride back to the 

compound entering data and making calculations. She hoped that her assumptions were correct 

this time.  

She hoped even more that Megan and her grandmother had remembered to pack her old-

fashioned calendar that served as more of a journal, since she now stored most of her 

appointments on her phone. Always one to suffer from PMS, Lauren had taken as a teen to 

carefully charting her moods in the journal. Like the scientist she was, Lauren felt that it gave her 

some control of her body - the ability to know what was to come. 

As they drew back up to the other vehicles, Lauren cursed her lack of control with this man. For 

the millionth time in their lives together. Why did Brent Jacobs have the ability to make her 

forget everything that she held dear?  

Science could not explain the phenomenon. Lauren had long ago given up on the simple 

explanation of neurotransmitters that provided the brain with sensations of pleasure and love. 

This was not that weak. This was not merely love. It was an irrational obsession. One that even 

her logic-driven brain had been powerless to thwart over the years.  

Lauren could only hope that stupid neurotransmitters had something to do with it because she 

intended to do everything within her powers to burn them out this next week. Once and for all. 

She wanted to be free of the power this man held over her. The ability to control not just her 

emotions, those she had decided long ago meant next to nothing.  

No, what scared Lauren most about her ex-husband was his ability to override even the most 

logical of her scientifically formulated theories. One look, one touch, a couple of sweet words 

from Brent Jacobs blew it all to hell, like the north side of Mount Saint Helens in the 1980 

eruption.   

Lauren smiled at the memory. She had been just seven years old, but she remembered staring at 

the television fascinated as the BBC replayed those mind-boggling moments of video over and 

over again. It had been the moment that she decided to become a volcanologist.  

Why should she think of that now? Why the connection to this man? She chuckled, perhaps 

because he was just as destructive. Or maybe because her commitment to him was as eternal as 

her love of this scientific field.  



 

-49- 
 

When Brent stopped the four-wheeler, she quickly jumped off, needing to put some distance 

between them. Perhaps a little too late. Taking off her helmet, she tossed it on the back of the 

vehicle as she turned towards the barn where they had left the girls. Brent reached out for her, 

grabbing her arm.  

“They probably went to the mess hall for lunch. Either that or Megan found Sammy, and they 

went off exploring with Elise somewhere. I need to get back to the control center and look at the 

latest models. Check-in with our pilots and see how things are going at the rendezvous points. I 

want to give everyone as much time as possible to make it out, but I can’t risk waiting too long 

to call the planes back.”  

He scuffed his boot against the ground. “After you find the girls and get that shower, I could use 

a second set of eyes on my calculations, Lauren.” 

Lauren supposed she should be surprised that Brent would consult with her, given her adamant 

refusal to accept his theory. But after almost thirty years as best friends and colleagues, it seemed 

the most natural thing in the world to nod. “Sure, Brent. I’ll meet you there after my bath. You 

know I don’t necessarily agree with the assumptions that drive your model, but I am happy to 

check out the data you are feeding into the calculations.” 

“That’s why we were always the best team going, little girl. I do the theory, and you handle the 

application.” 

Lauren shook her head, “One week, Brent. This is only for a week. Working together again, 

playing family, the sex. It all ends in a week. Don’t forget that.” 

Brent’s face darkened. A frown creased his forehead and crinkled those magnetic blue eyes. 

“Yes, Lauren. How can I forget with you reminding me constantly?”  

He stepped forward, and his hands caressed sensually up and down her arms. “But how about 

you take the time actually to live in the moment? How about for the next week, you remember 

we are a damned good team, maybe the best? And if we are going to save the lives of the people 

I…we care about, it is going to take us both.”  

His grip on her upper arm loosened, “And while you’re thinking about that…try this one. 

Divorced or not, we are a family. Those are our daughters. Mine and yours. And nothing is ever 

going to change that.”  

His other hand came up to her face, his fingers lifting her chin, forcing her to meet his blue eyes. 

“As for the sex, try the words - making love. It always fit us better. Whether it was hot and fast, 

surrounded by the world falling apart around us, or slow and gentle after the girls went to bed 

and we had argued and laughed. It was. It is love, Lauren. And nothing is ever going to change 

that either.” 

Lauren remained silent. His words shocked her sensibilities. It was not what she wanted to hear. 

Not when all she wanted to do was run as far and as fast as possible from this man. She jerked 

her arm from his grasp. “I’ll go find the girls, then grab that shower. I’ll see you in a couple of 

hours,” she pronounced with finality as she turned and walked away. 
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*** 

Brent had trouble forcing his mind to focus on the latest numbers coming in from Iceland. It 

seemed that like a fucking potato chip when it came to his ex-wife - once was never enough. Her 

whole theory about burning out like some asteroid as it entered the Earth’s atmosphere seemed to 

be nothing more than wishful thinking.  

And all he could think about was how soft her skin had been, how he could still smell her 

sweetness clinging to his skin. How good she had felt, how tight and wet and warm as he entered 

her for the first time in over seven long miserable years. The sound of her moans and especially 

those precious screams still rang in his mind. They probably would for a lifetime.  

Damn, he had not gotten around to tasting her sweet depths. Oh, well, there was always tonight. 

And the next. And the next. And if he had his way, a lifetime of them to come. 

Because while they were still no closer to proving his theory, to making the simulation work, to 

finding that elusive magical prediction in the crystal ball of science, he knew in his gut this was 

it. And there was no way in Hades that he was allowing her and their children back on a plane to 

a place where he could not protect them. Not even if he had to tie her up and keep her helpless in 

his bed for days or weeks. 

He growled as his cock thickened at the mere thought of it. Down boy. How the hell could he 

even still manage to get an erection after coming inside her four times already? The simple 

answer was Lauren. Since that summer when she spoiled everything by coming to camp a 

woman-child that he could not ignore, she had had that effect on him.  

“Get that brilliant mind off that woman, stud puppy.” The thick French accent of Monique 

intruded on his thoughts.  

It was enough to rapidly bring him back to reality, “How did you guess?”  

Her soft laughter echoed off of the glass of his private office. “Nothing else ever makes you 

smile.” Monique took a seat on the corner of his desk, “Well, your girls, of course. But I’m 

putting my money on their mère this time.” She reached over and pulled something from his hair. 

“Definitely, Lauren,” she used the French pronunciation.  

Brent could feel the heat rising in his cheeks as he cleared his throat. “So, did you have any 

better luck with this damned thing than I did?” He attempted to redirect the conversation as he 

pounded the keyboard. 

She shook her dark head, “Non, mon cheri, you know I am no use with such things. Have you 

convinced the girl genius that owns your couilles to have a go at it? Or only at emptying them?” 

Brent shook his head at Monique’s frank assessment of the situation. Not that he was in any 

position to deny that Lauren either owned his ‘balls’ or had emptied them. But that was perhaps 

one of the reasons why the two women in his life had never managed to get along. Monique’s 

brash and open French mannerisms grated on Lauren’s stiff upper lip.  

He barely bit back a moan at the thought of how good that upper lip felt wrapped… 
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“Earth to Brent,” Monique punctuated her words with a slap to the side of his head. Just like the 

big sister, he had always considered her.  

But Brent knew the underlying reason behind her angst. While his family might be safe, 

Monique’s were lost somewhere out there. “Has Daniel and Samuel been able to make any 

headway in locating them?” He broached the subject gently. 

Her face fell, and the fake smile dropped as she shook her head, “Non, Dwayne traced them as 

far as Mexico City.” Tears gathered in her dark eyes as she shook her head and rubbed perfectly 

manicured hands together slowly. “He discovered that Hector was murdered. A cartel, or so it 

seems. What does the life of one inconsequential politician matter against the billions of dollars 

of drug money? It is easy to cover things up with the corruption.” 

“Maria and the children?” 

She shook her head as the speed with which her hands moved increased. “No one knows. It is 

like they just disappeared. I do not want to think the worst, but what if…” 

Brent covered her tiny hands with one of his. He gently squeezed to reassure her, “If anyone can 

locate them, you know it is Daniel’s team. Why don’t we go and check in with them now? See 

how the evacs are going and if they have any more news.” 

She nodded her head and forced that smile once more, but Brent saw behind it all. He knew her 

pain because until a few hours ago, it was his own. The idea of being separated by thousands of 

miles from those you loved the most, not being able to provide for and protect them as the world 

fell apart all around them - it was overwhelming.  

He thought of his younger brother, Travis. Another good reason to check in with his security 

team to see if they heard from his prodigal sibling yet.  

Once more, he pondered life beyond just their little community. Of course, he had never made 

any secret of his theory. It was all laid out there on the internet for everyone, but he knew that 

only a handful of survivalists took it seriously.  

But if this really was the beginning of the end? What should he, or they, do with that knowledge? 

Shouldn’t they try to warn others so that they, too, could do their best to prepare and protect their 

loved ones? It was an argument that he and Monique had often had, how and when to raise the 

alarm for others.  

It was another conversation they needed to have with Daniel and Samuel. Because Brent had 

long ago lost his idealism. So far, the powers that be had been content to merely discredit him 

and Monique, make them look like kooks and freaks, mad scientists.  

But if they took this story to the major media, especially with Katla already spewing her gases 

into the air, disrupting travel over most of Europe, well, Brent was just not sure to what degree 

the government and corporate America would go to protect their interests.  

And until the others were safely here, was it worth taking the risk? He was sure it was an 

argument they would be having again soon, and one that Lauren was sure to weigh in on the side 

of caution. In this case, they were on the same side for once. 
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*** 

Lauren had foregone her shower for the moment in search of the girls. She had found them in the 

mess hall, as Brent called it. It was easy enough to find. She just followed everyone else to the 

large building in the center of the compound. Although she could just as quickly have followed 

her nose. If the homemade bread, butter, and jam that morning had been delicious, there were no 

words to describe the aroma drifting from the building now.  

She quickly found her daughters sitting at a table in the corner with Katie, her grandmother, and 

a young man she assumed was the mysterious Sammy. He was not what she had expected, 

though.  

For some reason, even though she knew they were not related by blood, Lauren had pictured a 

miniature of Brent, just as Travis had once been. But the dark-skinned, young man sported an 

Afro that made him appear remarkably like a young Michael Jackson.  

The only thing that remotely resembled Brent about him was the intensity of his eyes when he 

looked at Megan. It was a stare that she recognized, one that had stolen her composure just a few 

minutes before. In that instant, she seconded Brent’s earlier wish. ‘Please let their road be 

easier.’ 

“Hello,” she said as she pulled a chair out. “That smells delicious.” 

“I told you everything here tastes great. Not only is it grown fresh, but Jill is a brilliant cook. She 

and her family came here after her husband Daniel retired from the SEALs. He is part of dad’s 

security team. She’s American, but she lived for a long time in England. I’ll introduce you after 

lunch. But you should go get you something to eat now.” Megan rambled on enthusiastically 

about everything around this place. 

Her grandmother smiled knowingly, “Yes, child, you must be hungry. You look like you could 

use a bath too. Off exploring with Brent?”  

Lauren stared down at her dusty pants. “He was showing me around.” 

“Uh-huh,” was her grandmother’s only response as she winked across the table to Megan and the 

young man. 

Lauren tried not to look as if she were running away as she stood and headed across the room to 

the bright display of serving equipment.  

The blond woman, who was arranging dishes, smiled as she approached. “You must be Lauren,” 

she continued her work. “Brent and Megan have told me so much about you. I’m Jill.” 

“Then you’re the chef? The food smells great, and the bread this morning was delicious.” 

“Thanks,” the woman smiled. “Help yourself. Since it is so hot today, I kept things light. Salad, 

some more bread, and a bit of roast beef to give these guys their protein fix.”  

Tilting her head towards a table to their right, she added, “That’s my brood. My husband Daniel 

can’t live without his meat. Neither can his friend Sam. That’s him and his wife, Simone. She’s a 
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real character,” she added, looking towards the couple sitting at the table with her husband. “I’ll 

be happy to introduce you later. You go eat, and I’ll find you when I finish in the kitchen.” 

“Thanks, maybe another time. I am supposed to join Brent at the command center after I eat and 

grab a shower,” Lauren explained. 

“That’s right. You’re a scientist like him. No problem. You can usually find me around here 

from about four in the morning until three each day. I serve breakfast and lunch. Then everyone 

is on their own for dinner.”  

“Gives us families a chance to spend some time together. Don’t worry if you don’t feel like 

cooking, though. When lunch is over, everyone sort of grabs anything leftover. Makes life easy 

for the single guys around here or us moms, who are too tired to cook.”  

Lauren smiled and nodded, “Thanks. I’m not much of a cook anyway.” 

She finished filling her plate with the food and headed back to the table where her grandmother 

and daughters were sitting. Lauren noticed that Elise was managing to feed herself a slice of the 

buttered bread. 

“Elise, is that bread nice? You seem to be eating a lot.” 

Megan nodded, “She loves Jill’s cooking. Most of us do.” 

“I can see why,” Lauren took a seat. She noticed that Katie was quiet, picking at her food and 

pushing it around on her plate. “Everything alright, Katie?” 

The young woman nodded, keeping her eyes on her food. “Yes, just not feeling very hungry.” 

“Jet lag may have gotten you, sweetie,” replied Grandmam. “Why don’t you go back and take a 

nap? I’ll bring some food for later if you’re hungry when you wake up.” 

Katie looked up and smiled at the older woman. “Thank you.”  

Lauren took a couple of bites of the food, careful this time not to moan even though the food 

warranted it. Her grandmother fussed about with Elise as Megan and the young man murmured. 

Their eyes danced with laughter.  

“Megan, have you lost your manners? You have not introduced me to your friend.” 

Her daughter’s cheeks reddened a bit at her chiding words. “Sorry, Mum. This is Sammy. He is 

dad’s cousin, sort of.” 

Lauren smiled as she put out her hand to the boy. “It’s nice to meet you, Sammy. Brent told me 

about your parents. I’m sorry.” 

Sammy looked uncomfortably at his plate. “Yeah, well, Brent has been great.” 

Lauren nodded. Silence reigned for a moment before Megan asked, “Is it all right if Sammy and 

I head out. We want to hook up with Jess and Althea. They’re friends of ours.”  



 

-54- 
 

Her grandmother spoke before Lauren could finish chewing the bite of food in her mouth. “Sure, 

sweetie. You have fun. Elise and I will wander around a bit.” Her bright eyes pinning Lauren, 

she added, “I think your mother and father might have some unfinished business to take care of.” 

Lauren almost choked on her food at the clear innuendo. Swallowing her food quickly, she 

replied. “Actually, I am meeting your father. At the command center. To go over some of his 

calculations.” Her eyes flamed at her grandmother’s interference as she corrected her before her 

daughter got the wrong impression. Or the right one, given this morning tumbles in the bushes. 

“Great, then I’ll see you all later,” Megan said as she took Sammy’s hand and dragged him from 

the room. 

Lauren turned her attention back to her grandmother. “Don’t be feeding her any wrong ideas. 

This is only for a week. I don’t want her thinking that Brent and I are getting back together. You 

of all people should know how easily children are hurt by things they can never understand.” 

Her grandmother’s eyes softened. “Yes, child. I know how badly you were hurt by everything 

that my daughter and your father did. But Megan is much older than you were when they 

separated. And she understands a hell of a lot more than you think.  So, if you don’t want her 

getting the wrong ideas, I suggest that you don’t come in here covered in dirt, with twigs in your 

hair, and a hickie on your neck.” 

Lauren’s eyes flew open wide at her words. Her hand automatically reached towards her neck. 

“Oh my god! Please tell me no.” 

Her grandmother laughed, “It isn’t that noticeable, child. Finish your lunch, then get a shower 

and change your clothes. Megan put your bag in the girls’ room at Brent’s. You should find 

everything you need in it. I packed it myself.” 

“And that’s another thing. You knew. You knew about all of this. What the hell were you 

thinking? Didn’t you think you should tell me that my ex-husband was going to kidnap my 

daughters?” 

“He is their father, Lauren. The two of you share custody, so I would hardly call it kidnapping. 

And what I was thinking was how stubborn you could be.” 

Reaching across the table, her grandmother placed her wrinkled hand over hers. “Brent needs to 

know that his family is safe right now.  Whether he is right or wrong, he could never live with 

himself if he could not protect you and the girls.”  

“And you, child, need to stop and smell the roses. So, why don’t you do like I suggested and see 

this week as a holiday? Relax and enjoy. Live in the moment for once. Think about it. What if 

Brent is right? What if the world as we know it is coming to an end? Where do you want to be? 

Busy working away, building your career that might not even matter soon? Or here with your 

daughters, me, and the man you love?”  

Lauren forced her eyes away from the pleading look on her grandmother’s face. “I’m here now, 

aren’t I?” she replied defensively before she stood up, taking her plate to the table of dishes on 

the side. She came back to the table long enough to hug and kiss Elise. “I’ll see you both later.” 



 

-55- 
 

*** 

Brent and Monique had no problem locating Samuel and Daniel. They were in the emergency 

bunker buried over twenty feet underground. It housed the stocks of essential items such as flour 

and grain and an impressive arsenal of weapons. The likes of which made even Brent, who had 

learned to shoot a gun by the time he was five, more than a bit uncomfortable. 

But Brent truly had lost his innocence. He had seen too many disaster zones. And he knew that if 

the toll Mother Nature could exact upon her pitiful creations were not enough, then the atrocities 

that men could enact upon one another were far worse.  

While he was prepared to help any willing to work together to help themselves, he was not ready 

to leave his family or those he cared about open to attack from predators - animals or humans. 

So, alongside bags of sugar, flour, coffee, and other sundries were grenades, rocket launchers, 

and fully automatic machine guns. Obtained on the black market, and if that bothered his 

conscious, not as much as the thought of what might happen to his girls without such necessities.  

“Hey, you two, how are things coming?” Brent asked the two best friends that had together 

become the heads of his security team. He never forgot to thank Fate that years ago, in a bid to 

win some stupid Department of Defense contract, his father had generously replaced his standard 

security team with undercover Navy SEALs.  

The dark-skinned man with the natural smile and wicked sense of humor was the first to respond, 

“Hey, Doc, you find time to come up for air with the Missus?” 

Daniel playfully slapped his friend on the side of his head. “Leave the man alone, Samuel. It isn’t 

like you don’t find time for some afternoon delight with Simone.” The man turned to Monique 

with a smile, “Sorry, Ma’am.” 

Monique only laughed, “Don’t worry, mon cheri. I said the same thing. Not that I would not 

enjoy burying my face between her tits and motorboating.” 

Samuel and Monique laughed and high-fived as Brent and Daniel blushed. Brent cleared his 

throat after a moment, “Can we please get back to business, you two?”  

“Sure, Doc, whatever you say. You’re the boss,” Samuel joked. 

Brent shook his head and turned towards Daniel. “How are things coming? Are all the planes in 

position? Fueled and ready to go when we give the word?” 

Daniel nodded his head, “Yes, Sir. Of course, those in Europe are our biggest concern right now. 

Declan is channeling as much Intel as he can without breaking any laws or endangering his 

position, of course. But it looks like you got your family out just in time. Of course, trains, buses, 

and boats are still able to keep most of Europe connected.” 

He sighed before continuing, “But if you are right. If this is it. If other volcanos begin to erupt, 

especially Etna and Vesuvius, then all bets are off. No telling what chaos destruction on that 

scale might cause. The EU is no better prepared for such a wide-scale natural disaster than the 

US or anywhere else for that matter.” 
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Brent nodded his head. It was the tragic reality, but as omnipotent as man liked to think himself, 

in the end, Mother Nature held the ultimate power, to annihilate the whole species if she wished. 

And what few remained would be more than glad to finish the job for her if left to their own 

devices. “We still don’t have a clear enough timeframe to raise the alarm. But I’m hoping that 

once Lauren has a go at the data, we will have a better idea of what we are dealing with here.” 

“Smart as she is pretty then?” 

Daniel punched Samuel in the ribs, “That’s the man’s wife, buddy.” 

“I’m sorry, Doc. It’s just so much fun having someone to tease besides the old man here. Not 

that I don’t enjoy his switchy ass, but damn - fresh meat,” he laughed. “You have to give Simone 

all your birth information and hers so that she can do your charts. Though she’s already decided 

that…” 

“De stars be wif you,” Daniel and Samuel keeled over laughing, and even Brent had to chuckle.  

Until he looked over at Monique, he noticed her brushing her eyes with the back of her hand as 

she forced that fake smile wider. “Any word from Dwayne on that other matter?” he quizzed. 

Samuel stopped laughing as he shook his head, “Last we heard was yesterday, right after you 

took off. He said that he had a lead he following up in Rosarita, but we ordered him to get Chloe, 

the kids, and as many of the non-essential personnel as he could to the staging area in West 

Virginia.” 

Daniel broke in, “I’m sorry, Doc. I know we may have overstepped, but those are our family. 

And we figured that if you were concerned enough to kidnap yours, then we needed to give ours 

the best chance possible.” 

Brent smiled in reassurance, “No, that’s why I chose you two. If anything happens to me or I am 

not around, you can make decisions independently. The right ones too. As you said, I barely got 

Lauren and the girls out of England. And when La Palma goes…”  

The potential consequences of that one did not even bear thinking about. The worst destruction 

he had ever seen had come not from a towering volcano but normally calm, clear, warm waters. 

But if an earthquake had churned those waters enough to destroy whole villages, killing 

hundreds of thousands of people, and sweep life as they knew it away, then he did not want even 

to consider what a mega-tsunami might do to all those around the Atlantic Ocean. 

He drew his mind away from those dark days that had become the seeds of his new world view 

and Regenesis. “Once they get to the cabins at the bug out zone, please have him see if he can 

find out anything more. Have you heard from my brother either? He was supposed to be surfing 

somewhere around there in Baja California.” 

“No, Doc, afraid not,” answered Daniel. 

“We tried tracing his cell phone, but it was turned off or something. The last signal we got from 

it was in Rosarita too,” added Samuel. 

“Damned irresponsible little brat,” Brent cursed as he ran his fingers through his hair.  
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“Do not worry, mon cheri. Travis is a big boy. I am sure he will be fine. Even if he misses the 

plane, he knows where we are. I am sure he will find some way of getting here.” Monique put a 

reassuring hand on his shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. 

He shook his head as he covered her hand with his. “Thanks, Monique. I don’t know what I 

would have done without you these past few years.” 

Samuel shook his head, “Doc, might I suggest you don’t do that shit around your missus.” 

Brent tossed him a glare, “What? Lauren knows that Monique and I are friends. Have been for 

years. I’m sure…” 

Monique broke out in giggles, “Oh, yes, my sweet naïve friend. Samuel is perfectly right, mon 

ami. Your wife always sees green when it comes to me.” 

“But…” he stammered as he shook her head. 

His friend only smiled, “Oui, but Lauren does not know.” 

He could not hold back laughter at an oversight that explained so much of the animosity between 

his wife and friend. Monique had been honest with him from the beginning, so it just never 

occurred to him that Lauren had not figured out the score for herself. How could such an 

intelligent woman not have realized what was so blatantly staring her in the face?  

He would, of course, have to straighten out the oversight in his own sweet time. Until then, 

perhaps a bit of the green-eyed monster might serve his purposes. The idea of Lauren being 

jealous of Monique while preposterous was more than a bit reassuring as well. After all, you 

were not jealous of a man you no longer cared for, someone you were just using for sex. Now he 

just had to make his wife see the truth for herself.  

Not that he had ever been any good at that. 

*** 

The water felt refreshing as it sluiced down Lauren’s body. It washed not only the dirt and dust 

from her skin but the bone-deep tiredness of jetlag from her mind.  

But what replaced that tiredness were vivid memories of him. Brent. The way he felt when he 

touched her. When she touched him, all soft and hard at the same time. How he felt inside her, as 

if something that had been missing for years was suddenly found again. The way he smelled like 

coffee, sunshine, and man; and how he tasted of pure sin and salvation. His little growls of 

hunger and satisfaction as she touched him.  

Lauren moaned as the rough washcloth brushed across her sensitive nipples. Looking down at 

them, she realized that her breasts were still slightly pink. She shook her head at the memory of 

Brent’s slightly roughened face rubbing against her skin as he suckled at her. He had not shaven 

since hopping the plane to England, and the two-day-old stubble made for a delicious addition to 

the symphony of sensations that he was playing on her untuned body, bringing forth music that 

had long been smothered, hidden beneath the cold façade of a scientist.  
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But there was nothing cold about Lauren at that moment. Even as the warm water washed away 

the remnants of their morning sex-scapade and brought a measure of relief to sore, aching 

muscles, her body betrayed her, calling out for more. Calling out for Brent, again.  

With a grunt of displeasure and self-loathing, she turned off the water and stepped from the 

shower. She grabbed a towel and began drying herself. But that sensation, too, the rough material 

against her soft skin, elicited another moan.  

In some odd way, it reminded her of the feel of his calloused hands moving over her breasts, 

down her stomach, over her hips and thighs. She had ached for more. Hell, she had pleaded for 

his caress where she needed it most, between her legs.  

Lauren blushed and cursed at the memory of how easily she had succumbed to Brent’s touch. 

Then again, he had not been immune to hers either. Had he not growled and demanded her 

compliance at every turn? ‘Don’t do that…Not yet…Please.’ Theirs had been a war of wants and 

needs with no rules of engagement. The battlefield was rife with casualties, the biggest of which 

was her sanity.  

Stepping into the small alcove that served as a bedroom for her daughters, Lauren reached for the 

green duffle bag that had once been her ‘go’ bag. How many times had she and Brent grabbed it 

as they raced out the door to another natural disaster; volcanoes, earthquakes, and tsunamis? 

These past seven years, it had lain hidden in the corner of her closet. Just as her feelings for her 

husband had lain hidden somewhere deep inside her calculating mind. 

Opening the bag, Lauren found a pair of well-loved jeans and the almost threadbare t-shirt from 

her final science camp. That year had not been the same. Without Brent, who was already at Cal 

Tech, she had found the work tedious. Exciting and challenging but annoying. There was nothing 

to stretch the boundaries; no one to challenge the accepted theory. It became another round of 

digesting and regurgitating facts.  

Her fingers traced the worn emblem on the material. Even though she and Brent had remained in 

touch those five years when they were thousands of miles apart in distance, it had been almost 

lifeless, mostly via email. ‘As lifeless as the past seven?’ Her mind betrayed her. She shook her 

head and refused to examine that question any further.  

Reaching back into the bag, she searched for underwear. What she found brought a smile to her 

lips. Her grandmother’s meddling crystallized as she pulled forth a frothy, convection of pink 

lace and silk. She had forgotten her collection of erotic underwear at the back of her dresser. For 

most of these past few years, there had been no reason to wear it, no one to wear it for. Digging 

deeper, Lauren found nothing but the same. Her simple, utilitarian garments were nowhere to be 

found.  

But Lauren did find something else that she was looking for. Her fingers caressed the well-worn 

leather of her journal. Drawing it from the bag, she toyed with it on her lap for several moments. 

She knew that she needed to open it; confirm her scientific calculations, and relieve any 

remaining doubts.  

But? But what if she were wrong? The thought did not bear considering. 



 

-59- 
 

Determination outlined in every movement of her small hands, Lauren thumbed through the crisp 

pages. Towards the end of the book, she found what she was looking for. Reading and re-reading 

it again several times, she closed the book with a sigh. 

Her mind had been right. Her calculations were accurate. She was far enough past her last period 

that she should have ovulated days ago. There was little chance of their rash behavior that 

morning having any lasting consequences.  

So why did she feel almost disappointed? The last thing that she needed, that they needed, was 

an unplanned pregnancy. This was only for a week, after all. Complications like that did not bear 

thinking about given the divorce and this crazy, confusing situation.  

And while she loved her daughters, she was too old to start over again with breastfeeding, 

diapers, and everything that went with it. Still, she supposed that some dreams died harder than 

others. How many times after Elise’s birth had she dreamt of another baby? A little boy with 

blonde hair and cerulean eyes.  

She slammed the book shut as surely as she slammed her mind closed on that image. Picking up 

the scraps of lace, she donned what her grandmother thought passed as underwear. She pulled 

the jeans up her legs and the t-shirt over her head, tucking it into the waistband before buttoning 

and zipping them. Lauren found a pair of comfortable trainers in the bag and put those on as 

well.  

There was no mirror in the room, so she could not check out her appearance. She would have to 

assume that everything was fine. Remembering her grandmother’s comment about the hickie, 

she fumbled inside the bag, hoping to find one of the scarfs she favored when teaching. But there 

was nothing even faintly resembling her work attire in the bag. Sexy lingerie, comfortable t-

shirts, and jeans were the uniforms of the day for the next week, it seemed.  

With a shake of her wet head, she just hoped that her grandmother had been right, that the mark 

was virtually unnoticeable. She ran a brush through her hair, then sectioned it and braided its 

long lengths, securing it at the end with a Hello Kitty rubber band that she found on the dresser.  

It was probably a good thing that there were no mirrors in the room, she thought as she imagined 

what she must look like. Sexy lace push-up bra straining thin skin-tight cotton shirt and jeans 

that hugged her round hips. No make-up, her hair plaited like she was a schoolgirl Megan’s age 

and a child’s barrette to secure it no less. But since there did not seem to be a Wal-Mart around 

this place, she supposed it would have to do. It was only for a week anyway. 
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Chapter Six 
 

Lauren hovered in the doorway of the command center. The place was buzzing with activity. On 

the wall furthest from the door, three large-screen television sets were playing the news; CNN, 

BBC, and Al-Jazeera in English. Faces seemed most intent upon BBC, which was covering the 

ongoing eruption in Iceland.  

Against one wall was a row of computers. Several were occupied by what appeared to be grad 

students. Lauren recognized data from the USGS on seismic activity off the West Coast on the 

one closest to her. Nothing special, this sort of information was generally available on the 

Internet. On the other wall were a couple of doors, probably private offices.  

Lauren scanned the room once more, looking for Brent and seeking any familiar face at all. But 

she did not recognize anyone. She hesitated for a moment, reluctant to enter this inner sanctum. 

She had already turned and was about to leave when the door opened from outside.  

In walked Brent, she recognized the tall, thin auburn-headed beauty with him immediately. It 

might have been five years since they had spared at an international conference on climate 

change, but Lauren swore that this woman did not look one day older. She envied the woman, 

whom she knew was almost a decade older than her but could still pass for twenty-something.  

Monique Fournier was a climatologist. The glorified weather girl of sorts had made a name for 

herself by jumping into the fray surrounding global warming early. But she had quickly diverged 

from the consensus, favoring instead the theory of a New Ice Age brought about by the Gulf 

Stream's halting.  It was the science of Hollywood movies, and Monique had dropped from favor 

because of her alliance. For the past five years, she had not published a single article in a peer-

reviewed journal. 

Neither had Brent; it suddenly occurred to Lauren. Was this place what they had been up to? 

Looking at the natural way they laughed with one another, a streak of jealousy coursed through 

her. Had they been up to something more than just junk science?  

The thought tormented her as scenes from the morning’s lovemaking with Brent played like a 

bad movie in her head. Lauren tried to push past them. “Excuse me. I was just leaving.” 

Monique smiled, a look that Lauren always felt was a little too perfect, a little too practiced, and 

much too calculating. “Lauren, dear, so nice to see you again. I hope you are getting settled. 

Brent was telling me about his trip to England.” 

Lauren could only imagine what Brent must have said to the woman. How easy it had been to 

convince her to come. Easier still to get her into his bed. Hell, not even a bed. Rutting around in 

the wild like a couple of senseless teenagers. She cursed herself for being a fool. It was apparent 

from looking at these two that she did not belong here — she, who was the third wheel.  

“I just bet he was,” she spat, pinning Brent with a glare that she hoped conveyed her annoyance 

with him for taking this woman into his counsel. What was between them was between them. 

Certainly not some joke to be shared with this…siren. 
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Brent cleared his throat. “Something isn’t quite right with the model. We were trying to figure it 

out. I told Monique how glad I was for a fresh set of eyes.” 

“Yes, you always were so good at the application side of things. Algorithms and data checking is 

more your forte. Those kinds of things do my head in. Brent and I are much more the big picture, 

theory types,” the woman seemed to purr.  

Lauren fought back the urge to slap the woman.  If Monique had spent any time doing the 

calculations and checking her ludicrous theories, her career might have amounted to more than 

merely consulting with Hollywood on low-budget sci-fi movies. “Yes, well, without the right 

maths, those theories will never be accepted by our peers. Is that why you have not published in 

what? Five years? Ten?” 

Monique shifted uncomfortably. But it was Brent that stepped in then. “Monique has been a bit 

busy, helping me out around here. We have all watched enough of those movies to know that 

what we are working on here would never be accepted anyway,” he smiled. That thousand-watt 

grin that he always used to smooth things over with her.  

After all these years, it should not have worked. She should have pushed right past him. She 

should have said enough with this whole crazy thing. She should have demanded that he put her 

and the girls right back on a plane home.  

But she did none of those things. Instead, “Yes, well, if you still want my help, then perhaps 

those fresh eyes you were talking about could find where your calculations are off.” She turned 

to Monique. Smiling proudly, “We wouldn’t want Monique to do her head in with all those 

algorithms now, would we?” 

Brent laughed. The deep, rich melody washed across her skin like a thunderstorm after a long 

drought. Goosebumps rose on her arms. Her nipples pebbled painfully inside the lace that 

suddenly seemed too rough on her skin. She could feel the blush rising from her chest, up her 

neck to her face. She knew that in moments, her cheeks would be the same bright red as her hair.  

Monique glared at her. “Yes, well, Brent, mon ami, I better get going. There are some other 

things I need to check on.” 

Turning back to Lauren, she crooned, “It was nice to see you again, mon cheri. It always amazed 

me how such a smart woman could be so damned stupid when it came to some things. But at 

least you had the sense to listen to him this time. I’m sure we’ll be seeing lots more of each other 

this week.”  

Before Lauren could come up with a pithy reply, the woman had turned and disappeared back 

through the door. She felt the angry frustration coursing through her body. Fuming, she turned 

towards Brent. “You want to show me your formulas. Anything that woman had something to do 

with is bound to have big holes in it.” 

“Monique may be unconventional, sweetheart, but she is the second-best mind I have ever met.” 
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Insulted by his words, Lauren started to push past him. “You always were an arrogant bugger. 

Since the two ‘best’ minds have already been working on the damned thing, I don’t see what I 

could possibly add.” 

“Second best. Like I told you last night, darling, you were always the one mind that I loved 

sparring with the most.” 

Lauren looked down at her shoes. The heat was returning to her cheeks. Hesitantly she added, 

“Oh well, sorry then. If you want to show me the data and algorithms, I’ll see what I can do.” 

Brent placed his hand at the small of her back and turned her back towards the large room. “I’ll 

get you set up in my office. You still take your coffee black? Afraid there isn’t any tea around 

here, not much call for it. But I’ll ask Jill to add some to the supply stocks for the command 

center.” 

“Coffee will be fine,” she followed his lead across the room towards a closed door.  

Coffee and tea were not what occupied her mind. The familiar way he touched her, even 

something as casual as a hand on her back, it was enough to distract anyone. How was she 

supposed to focus upon complex theorems when he touched her? When he looked at her like 

that.  

Opening the door, he ushered her into the small office. It had only a desk, chair, and bookshelf. 

But she noticed there was a framed picture on his desk. It was the last family picture they had 

taken seven years ago. She picked it up as he fumbled with the computer, turning the machine on 

and entering his password.  

Her fingers caressed the lines of his face through the glass. She remembered that day well. They 

had taken Elise to another doctor. She was supposedly the best in her field. But Brent had 

stormed out halfway through the meeting, unsatisfied with the grim prognosis that the woman 

offered. Lauren had finished the appointment alone.  

They had barely spoken two words on the long drive from London to Oxford, but the moment 

they were inside their house and Elise was tucked safely into her bed for an afternoon nap, they 

had both unleashed.  

Sharp words that bit to the bone. Allegations flew. ‘You don’t want to accept the truth.’ ‘You see 

only what you want to see.’ It was the beginning of the end. The divide created by those words 

grew with each day that passed. Both so profoundly hurt that there was nothing left to say.  

But the moment that Megan had come bouncing into the house, shouting a reminder about the 

family pictures, they had both plastered smiles on their faces. Like robots, they had functioned 

on autopilot to get the girls ready and drive across town to the photographer that took their 

picture each year. The photograph that they used on their holiday cards.  

This picture looked like any other — a happy young family. But if you stared at it for a moment, 

you soon realized that things were not as they appeared. Each adult clung tightly to a child, 

careful not to touch one another in any way. The smiles, too, seemed stiff, not reaching the eyes 

or the soul.  
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Lauren shook her head and placed the photograph back on his desk as he finished bringing up the 

program that powered his model on the screen.  

“I’ll get you some coffee and tell the others not to disturb you. I have some more things I need to 

check on. When you finish, let me know.” 

Lauren smiled and nodded. How like Brent to realize that she would need time alone to dissect 

and analyze the information. But then again, they had worked together for most of their lives. 

And if she were honest with herself, it felt damned good to be working with this man again. 

*** 

Brent pondered the exchange between Lauren and Monique as he checked once more on the 

preparations that security was making for the new arrivals. Once he sent out the call, what was 

now a trickle would rapidly escalate to a flood.  

As it was, there could be no more air extractions from Europe, but several people were making 

their ways to alternatives. He was leery of attempting a sea rescue at this point. If La Palma did 

erupt…and if the weakened flank of Cumbre Vieja did collapse… Well, the models, according to 

‘sources,’ were as unreliable as his and Monique’s.  

And those scientists had been just as discredited as they were. The scientific community could be 

as cliquish and unforgiving as any other group with its ‘in crowds.’ Anyone, who did not 

conform, was, of course, ostracized. But he had never been a conformist.  

He chuckled, was his bad boy of science what attracted Lauren, to begin with? He had to admit; 

he had missed their mental sparing as much as he missed the sex, holding her at night, and his 

daughters.  

“See you been keeping company with the Missus again, Doc,” Samuel chuckled as he came up to 

stand next to Brent by the vast world map with blue and red dots that hung on the wall. 

“What makes you say that, old man?” Brent had just sort of adopted Daniel’s nickname for their 

friend. 

“That smile,” Samuel replied as he fingered the dots scattered across Eastern Europe. “What 

about them?” 

“I was thinking the same thing myself. Jason said that we don’t dare attempt another flight into 

Northern Europe…even using a Southern flight plan across the Atlantic like we used to come 

back. And I am not comfortable using boats. Not even my father’s oil tankers stand a chance 

against a mega-tsunami. Well, we don’t know for certain, depends on whose sim you believe, but 

it is not worth risking lives, in my opinion.” 

“Agreed. Which leaves air extractions from Northern Africa,” Samuel pointed to Morocco. “Or 

Asia, but where from?” 

Brent pointed to a tiny spot on the map, “Bhutan is the most stable and friendliest option. I will 

make a couple of calls to my contacts. See if they will allow us to use their airfields. But even 
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then, that means stopping to refuel a couple of times on islands in Indonesia and Hawaii.” He 

frowned, “And perhaps even land journey from the West Coast, depending on the situation.” 

“Damn it,” Brent ran his fingers through his hair. “If we only had a better idea of what to 

expect.” 

Samuel chuckled, “Back to the Missus, are we?” 

Brent laughed, “I never left the woman. And yeah, I got her set up on my computer before I 

came here. I am just hoping she can figure it out before it’s too late.” 

“Are we talking before your week is up or before things get out of hand?” 

“Both, either,” Brent tried to focus on the map and looking for answers to questions they did not 

fully understand. After a moment, he gave up and turned back to his friend, “Heard anything 

from your folks?” 

“Yeah, Dwayne and Chloe made it as far as West Virginia. They are held up there on the farm, 

making final preparations for the trip and waiting for as many others to arrive as possible. Most 

of the wives and kids are either there already or heading out soon.” 

His face tightened, “Of course, the guys can’t leave until the last moment. Only in the worst-

case…” He sighed and shook his head, “Is this even really happening, Doc? I mean, I know we 

put all this hard work into this place, but I guess…” 

“What? Did you think I offered you some cushy job?” Brent put his hand on his friend’s 

shoulder, “I didn’t mean it like that. I understand…all of this must have sounded like one of 

those cheesy movies you watch on television on a Sunday afternoon.” 

“And to answer your question, I don’t know yet. Not for certain. And that is the problem. By the 

time we do…” Brent could not even bring himself to say it. 

“It might be too late?” said Daniel from behind them. 

Brent turned to face him as he nodded reluctantly. Unable to even admit it aloud.  

Daniel crossed the room, pointing to four blue pins on the map. Two in England, one in 

Germany, and one in Southeast Asia, “Those are Jill’s sons. Look me in the eye, Doc. Is it too 

late for them?” 

Brent felt helpless. It was not the first time over the past two decades he had done so. There were 

too many of them to count. But he knew that as bad as those were, the magnitude of this one 

could eclipse them all combined.  

But this was not just his employee. These were his friends. Hell, they were closer than family. 

And they deserved the truth, “I don’t know, Daniel. I’m doing my best here to figure things out.” 

Daniel nodded as he put his hand on Brent’s shoulder, “I’m sorry, Doc. I know you are. And I 

know how heavy a burden this is for you. But I need as much information as I can get. Those 

boys are smart. Given half a chance, my money is on them to find their way here somehow. But 

we have to give them that chance, Doc. If those were your sons, what would you do?” 
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Brent weighed the question seriously. He knew that Jill’s sons were in the military. More than a 

few of their people were. But while it was one thing to delay to the last minute, as Samuel said 

with their people in the US, it was another to do so with thousands of miles and an ocean 

separating them, especially with Katla already closing off much of the air travel across the 

Atlantic.  

But if he was wrong. If, as Lauren pointed out, this was just a single Icelandic eruption, no 

matter how bad. He was playing god with the lives and careers of people he cared about. And on 

what? This was more of a gut feeling at this point. Certainly not something he could prove 

scientifically. Hell, he could not even make his own damned simulation work.  

To be fair, though, he had risked his life and Jason’s, as well as jail, to ‘kidnap’ his family. He 

was doing everything he could and worrying himself sick about his brother. Hell, he had even 

tried to convince the pompous old bastard that he called a father to join them.  

“Daniel, I can’t take that kind of responsibility. I can’t give the bug-out order to any essential 

personnel. Not yet. Not based on what we know so far.”  

He paused and inhaled deeply before continuing, “But you didn’t ask that, did you? You asked 

what I would do if those were my boys. You know how much you and Jill mean to me. Hell, I’m 

closer to all of you than I am my own flesh and blood.” 

“So, to be honest, get them out. I can’t tell you if it may be too late already, but I do believe that 

every day, every moment we wait makes it riskier.” He sighed under the weight of it all, “But be 

honest with them. This is their careers and their lives that are on the line. If I am wrong. If they 

leave their posts now…” 

Daniel squeezed his shoulder lightly, “Doc, trust me, you don’t have to tell me the risks those 

boys are taking. And even if they chose not to leave, I need to make sure they have the 

opportunity. Even if it will kill their mother.” 

Brent wished again that he had better answers for his friends. Something more than the certainty 

of uncertainty. But it was a story that was all too familiar. As much as his wife and other 

‘esteemed’ colleagues wanted to believe otherwise, volcanology and, honestly, most of the 

sciences were as much a guessing game as a trip to Las Vegas.  

A very high-stakes poker game, partly based upon odds and partly the luck of the draw. 

Calculated risks that cost people, usually other people, their lives. And as much as they might 

like to dress it up with formulas and theories, the truth was that his gut was just as valid a 

predictor as anything else.  

And that was what he was betting on. Not just with Jill’s sons, but with his wife too. The odds 

were getting higher by the minute. And he just hoped that this time Fate was on his side. 

*** 

Lauren was still pouring over the data and calculations several hours later when Megan popped 

her head into the office. 
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“Mum, are you coming to dinner? Grandmam has made a nice casserole out of the leftover roast 

and some potatoes,” the young girl asked as she stood in the doorway. 

Lauren blinked to clear the glare from the computer screen. She noticed that the outer offices 

were empty and dark, except for the dim glow from the mainframes as they continued their work. 

How had she let the time slip away from her? But that was always so easy to do when a new 

theory or problem caught her attention. 

She still was not buying the snake oil of total destruction that Brent was selling, but after hours 

trudging through the data he and his team had collected and archived, she had to admit 

something unusual was happening.  

The need to see the project to its end warred in her mind with her responsibilities as a mother. 

Looking up at the smiling face of her eldest child, she wondered how many dinners had she 

missed in pursuit of science and her career.  

Wasn’t that part of the problem? What brought her here, to begin with? She had so lost touch 

with her family that it had been easy for her grandmother and daughter to conspire with Brent. 

She remembered her promise that morning as the plane landed - to get to know her children. 

Well, no time like the present, as she stood up and stretched. 

“Sure, I’m coming to dinner.” 

Lauren was a bit shocked at how happy and surprised her daughter looked at her pronouncement. 

“Just give me a couple of minutes to shut down the computer.” 

Megan smiled and nodded. “I’ll wait by the televisions,” she pronounced as she disappeared into 

the other room.  

Lauren smiled; even if the world was coming to an end, some things could still be counted upon, 

like teenagers’ attraction to television. She turned back to her work, hitting a few keys to save 

her files and shut down the computer for the night. Then she walked across the tiny enclosure, 

pulling the door closed behind her.  

As she predicted, Megan was sitting at one of the desks near the display of large screens. Her 

face glued as the latest news show ran footage of the Iceland eruptions. Lauren felt the intense 

need to reassure her child, realizing for the first time the weight that Brent’s plans and the 

secrecy must have carried for Megan. 

“You know these types of eruptions are cyclical. Iceland is right in the middle of the mid-

Atlantic Ridge. As a divergent tectonic region…” 

Megan shook her head and held up her hands. “Mum, I don’t need volcanology 101. Both my 

parents are geologists…volcanologists. I could have passed 101 before I could even read. 

Divergent, subduction, eruptible melt, pyroclastic flows. I learned what those meant before I 

knew my ABCs.”  

Looking back at the screens, they both watched as the newscaster made comparisons with 

previous eruptions; 2010 in Eyjafjallajökull and the 1973 eruption of Eldfell volcano that saw 
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man’s greatest triumph over the tremendous power of Mother Nature with their massive lava-

cooling operations on the island of Heimaey. 

But it was the 1783 and 1784 eruptions at Skaftáreldar, the worst in the island nation's history, 

that seemed most appropriate. An eruption that saw the death of over half of the livestock and a 

quarter of the country’s people.  

The effects of that eruption extended far beyond just the tiny nation. Contemporary reports that 

volcanologists had studied suggested that its effects reached most of Europe and parts of North 

America. An outpouring of gases, hydrogen fluoride, and sulfur dioxide gave rise to what had 

since become known as the "Laki haze" across Europe, resulting in thousands of deaths from 

respiratory failure, especially among the elderly, the sick, and small children.  

The meteorological impact of Laki, as it was called by most, contributed significantly to several 

years of extreme weather in Europe. In France, a sequence of extremes, including droughts, bad 

winters, and a violent hailstorm in 1788 that destroyed crops, resulted in a build-up of poverty 

and famine that may have been a catalyst for the French Revolution in 1789. 

In North America, it resulted in the longest and coldest winter in history. Some scientists even 

thought that the eruption contributed to weakened African and Indian monsoon circulations that 

saw widespread famine across those regions. Perhaps the eruption extended its menacing hand 

halfway around the globe, exacerbating the Tenmei famine in Japan. 

Lauren shook her head as the facts raced through her head. No one was arguing with Brent that 

volcanic eruptions could have cataclysmic and relatively long-lasting impacts upon the fragile 

weather systems on this small planet on which humans lived. That was proven over and over 

again as scientists studied the patterns of volcanic eruptions. Still, the idea that man-made 

greenhouse gases, the same gases naturally produced by eruptions, could work in reverse to 

trigger eruptions…that was a leap that Lauren was too grounded in fact to make.  

Watching the explosion of gray smoke and lightning swirl about the white-topped mountain 

peaks, she admitted that the next couple of years might not be easy ones across the world. She 

even pondered the effect that those gases might have upon Elise’s already fragile health. But she 

simply did not buy Brent’s snake oil…she could not. 

Forcing her eyes from the screen, she willed herself to smile at her daughter. “You said 

something about dinner?” 

Megan nodded as she hit a button on the remote, blanketing the building in nothing but the dim 

glow of backup lighting and the whir of mainframes chewing and spitting out data and 

calculations.  

*** 

Brent tucked Elise in for the night. Even though it was spring already, it was still cold enough at 

night in the desert for her weighted blanket. He knew that it offered her some comfort, the 

pressure providing the deep touch that she eschewed from hugs. He guiltily bent and stole a light 

kiss on the top of her head. But even that caused her to rouse a bit. 
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It had taken her almost an hour of tossing and turning before she finally exhausted herself out. 

Sometimes he wondered what was going through her little mind. What did she think about that 

kept her so preoccupied? But something was happening in her mind, something that was likely 

so brilliant that it eclipsed his, Lauren’s, and Megan’s, of that he had no doubt. 

It was another of the multitudes of things upon which he and Lauren did not agree. It was, in 

fact, the only one upon which they had been unable to find common ground. The one that had 

become so embittered that there was no way forward for them. The one that had torn them apart 

as surely as continental drift. But what Brent was counting on was that continental drift worked 

both ways. The same forces that tore them apart could pull them back together.  

And if the very fact that Lauren had gotten willingly, if reluctantly, upon the plane was not 

enough to fuel the embers of hope that had never died in him, then this morning’s romp in the 

desert was. He tried to keep those hopes under control. After all, Brent had never for a single 

moment believed that Lauren would go through with the divorce. He had dragged the whole 

thing out for over a year through mediation and counseling. He had fought her every step of the 

way.  

But she had. Seven years later and that still hurt him worse than anything ever had. Not his 

father’s disappointment in him. Nor his mother’s years buried in the bottle and addiction to 

prescription drugs that had ultimately taken her life during his Freshmen year in college. Not 

even the sibling rivalry that he had never been able to bridge with his baby brother.  

The only thing that came even close was missing his girls. He looked over at the double bed, 

which filled most of the tiny space. Megan still had her head buried in her phone, messaging 

friends back in England who were waking and getting ready for school.  

He smiled at how much like her mother, their oldest daughter looked. It was like stepping back 

in time a quarter of a century. His throat tightened just at the thought of how beautiful Lauren 

had been the summer he first noticed her as more than a pesky little brat that was always 

challenging every theory he had.  

“Time for bed, kiddo.”  

Megan smiled at him, “So, where is Mom sleeping if Elise is here with me?” 

He laughed at her playfully teasing, “My bed. And before you get any ideas, I am taking the 

couch.” 

“Aww, Dad, where’s the fun in that? I mean, I just figured after this morning…” 

He frowned; he had been confident that their eldest would be capable of managing the situation. 

But the hope he heard ringing in her voice reminded him of Lauren’s conditions. “Your mother 

and I had some things to discuss; that was all.” 

“Oh, come on. I am not Elise, Daddy. You and Mom only have two speeds: drag-out fights and 

too hot to handle. You think I don’t remember the kisses and the way you could barely keep your 

hands off one another. Gees, I knew Mum could be a total prude, but I did not realize you had 
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turned into one too since the divorce,” she accused as she set the phone on the shelf next to her 

bed.  

“Especially since Mum was sporting a hellacious hickie at lunch today,” she teased. 

Brent knew that it was useless to deny their junior scientist’s observational skills. “Just don’t go 

getting your hopes up, kiddo, as your Mom keeps reminding me, one week. And that is down to 

six days now.” 

Deep lines creased his daughter’s forehead, “You aren’t going to hold to that, are you, Dad? I 

mean if… Well, if you are right, I don’t want us all to be separated — different countries. 

Different continents, even. And an ocean apart.” 

Brent heard the anxiety rising in his daughter’s voice. He bent and kissed the top of her head. 

“I’m gonna do everything I can, kiddo. You have my word on that.”  

“You could always just tie her up, you know.” 

He frowned at just how close Megan was to his earlier assessment of the situation. “Go to sleep. 

You know that we get up early around here.” 

“Good night, Dad,” she turned back over.  

“Night, sweetie,” Brent crossed the room and turned off the energy-efficient light on the wall 

between his daughters’ bed.  

“Just give it some thought, Dad,” she teased as he closed the door.  

The communal area was empty, and he was sure that Lauren would not be waiting naked in his 

bed as much as he might like the idea. Perhaps she had gone to check on Grandmam and Katie, 

but they had gone home an hour ago. She might have gone back to the command center, though, 

have another go at the program.  

He opened the sliding glass door to find the one thing he sought. What he had been missing for 

too damned long. The woman of his dreams. The only one that fit the bill. He inhaled and could 

almost smell her sweetness in the crisp desert air. Lauren Masters was as beautiful now as she 

had been all those years ago. More beautiful, in fact. A sight for sore eyes, as Jason would say.  

***  

Lauren stood on the front porch of the tiny container building that was her home for the next 

week. Dinner had been quiet and straightforward. As Megan promised, her grandmother had 

turned the leftover beef and bits of potato into a creamy English pie complete with fluffy, layered 

crusts. It seemed that even the end of the world could not put a dent into her ex-husband’s 

appetite as he demolished a third of the pie all by himself. She, Grandmam, Katie, and her 

daughters made quick work of the rest.  

Little had been said of the events that brought them here. Instead, they had all pretended it was 

another family dinner, sharing updates on football, school, and soap operas. Brent had even 

remembered how much her grandmother loved her soap operas. He had told her not to worry; he 
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would show her how to stream episodes on the laptop while she was there. The whole evening 

seemed surreal. 

Was this whole trip just a diversion? Goodness knows Brent had been against the divorce from 

the beginning. He had made numerous attempts at reconciliation, too many to count.  Was this 

just another of those in cahoots with her grandmother and their daughter? Had she played into his 

hand with their wild sex among the cacti?  

If the man did think that the world as they knew it was coming to an end, he certainly seemed to 

be rather casual about it. Sure, he had built this whole compound. But that did not necessarily 

have anything to do with the other. Brent had often spoken about a desire to get away from the 

pressures of modern life, to get back to nature and live more sustainably.  

Looking around her at the dozen or so other homes that made up their street in this eco-village, 

she realized that many of its features were straight out of the late-night musings that she and 

Brent had shared when she was pregnant with Elise.  

The pregnancy had been difficult. In addition to morning sickness that lasted well into her third 

trimester, Lauren suffered from excruciating heartburn that kept her up late each night. As a 

diversion, the young couple had taken to planning a weekend retreat for their growing family, a 

place away from everything, especially those demands of modern life. They had even talked 

about living there full-time once their careers were more established, once they both had tenure. 

But Elise’s birth had brought those dreams crashing down around them. From the moment that 

she held her new daughter, something inside of Lauren had known that things were not right. 

Elise had difficulty breastfeeding. She had tried everything; even the lactation consultant had 

proven futile. Then there was the constant crying that the doctors dismissed as colic; she would 

outgrow it, they said.  

Over the coming months, she never did. Each loud noise, bright light, and sometimes even 

Lauren’s touch sent the baby screeching and screaming. Lauren worried that the neighbors in 

their block of flats would call the police, accuse them of abusing their child. As her baby missed 

milestone after milestone, the doctors finally listened to her mother’s instinct. Referrals poured 

in, one specialist after another, medical tests and evaluations became their life.  

It had taken close to a year for a diagnosis, and even then, the doctors had not agreed. That was 

when the fights had begun. Battles that took on new meaning as she and Brent disagreed on the 

most important thing of all, how to best help their child.  As always, the battle lines were drawn. 

She and accepted science on one side versus Brent and… 

Warm hands caressed her arms. She had not realized until that moment how chilly the night air 

had become. But the heat rising from the familiar and assured touch was in stark contrast to the 

cold darkness that surrounded them. 

“I was just coming to look for you, darlin’,” his deep whisper caressed her ear. 

“Are the girls asleep?” Lauren tried to refocus the conversation. Being alone with this man was 

the last thing she needed right then. She had come out here to think, to figure things out. Like the 
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mainframes at his office, she needed to chew up data, run the calculations, and spit out a likely 

scenario of events based upon probabilities and accepted scientific theory.  

The problem was…when she was around Brent Jacobs, she had never been able to think. His 

hands moved lightly up and down her arms. Hairs stood on end. The goose flesh had little to do 

with the chilly desert night and everything to do with this man. The way he made her feel. 

Because when it came to Brent Jacobs, that was all she did - feel.  

“Brent, we need to talk.” Did her voice sound as needy and breathless as it did ringing in her 

ears?  

“Talk, Lauren,” he stepped closer, wrapping his strong arms about her, enveloping her in 

warmth. The heat of his body overpowered her.  

“Brent, we can’t keep doing this,” she whispered into the night air. 

“Doing what, sweetheart?” His hands began to caress her once more. “Can’t keep loving each 

other?” His mouth was against the sensitive flesh of her ear. His words breathed like a prayer 

into them.  

Lauren felt her resolve melt under the power of it. His breath was hot, burning her skin like 

pyroclastic flow rushing down the side of a mountain, taking with it houses, trees, plants, and 

animals, all life.  

“Brent,” she whimpered even as her body leaned into his embrace.  

His tongue lapped gently at her ear lobe, tracing its lines slowly. His hands continued the slow 

up and down caress of her arms. How could arms and ears be such erogenous zones? 

Her whole body strummed with bent-up sexual energy. Her breasts felt uncomfortably heavy as 

they strained against the silky confines of her lace bra. Wetness flooded the matching panties, 

moving like lava through the crevices, collecting and pooling, awaiting an eruption, building like 

magma beneath the surface until it reached the tipping point, exploding forth with power and 

beauty.   

She cursed her body and its never-ending need for this man. “Damn it, Brent. You know we 

can’t do this here. Anyone could see us.”  

He chuckled into the softness of her flaming red hair. “Isn’t that part of the fun? Knowing how 

exposed we are. Wondering who might be watching us.” His hands trailed softly across her 

shoulders, down her collar bone, until they hovered just above the painfully engorged globes of 

her full breasts.  

“It’s not like we are doing anything naughty. Two lovers wrapped in one another arms. Enjoying 

the night, nothing more.”  

“Goddamn it, Brent,” Lauren cursed the power that he held over her. She knew that she should 

kick him in the shin or someplace a far sight more painful. She should run inside, slip into the 

double bed that she was sharing with Megan. 
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But it was his bed that held her imagination. His bed…in his bedroom, …in his house. And 

Lauren knew that despite jet lag if she did that, she would not sleep. She would lie in that bed all 

night long, next to the daughter that their lovemaking had created. Her mind would play like 

some bad soft-core porn, images of the things that they had done — the things they could be 

doing.  

“I hate you,” she spat at the futility of it all as she pulled away from his embrace. Stealing her 

nerves for a night of torment, she turned towards the door. 

He smiled down at her. His blue eyes danced with mirth. Mirth that she did not share at the 

moment. She raised her hand to slap the look from his smug face, but he captured it. His gaze 

locked on her face; he turned her hand and drew it towards his lips. He placed a soft kiss in the 

palm of her hand. 

“There’s an empty cabin next door, sweetheart. Care to join me?”  

War raged in Lauren’s brain. Logic told her that despite her boasts earlier of a week of wild 

fucking, she would burn this fire out forever; she was in real danger. Not even the fiberglass suits 

used for sampling lava could withstand the heat that she and Brent generated when they made 

love.  

She should call it all off…now. Demand that Brent take her back home, back to the ivory towers 

of academia, back to scientific theory, back to safety.  

But something more primal rose in her too. Something that pleaded and demanded that she 

sample this man and the feelings he brought forth in her. Begged her to surrender to the heat and 

fire that they created.  

One week, her mind reasoned. One week to walk on the edges of this sleeping giant that 

bellowed and boomed, huffed and spewed with heat, fire, and energy that was more than 

sufficient to destroy everything in its path.  

Of course, the trick would be not getting burned. And Lauren Masters recognized that would not 

be easy. Brent’s presence was enough to melt her insides. His casual touch could singe her soul. 

And the eruptions their bodies caused when they came together were definitely a VEI 8 - a 

super-eruption. 

Despite their destructive and deadly potential, few volcanologists could resist the beauty and 

power of an eruption. And while scientific logic might argue against it, many secretly prayed for 

the once-in-a-thousand lifetimes chance to witness such an event.  

Lauren was no different. She was as addicted to the beauty and power of eruptions as the rest of 

them. Her scientific mind be damned. She, too, wanted to taste the power of thousand-degree 

rocks, gases, and ash propelled forth at hundreds of miles per hour. She wanted the lightning and 

thunder. She wanted it all. 

And the only person that had ever been able to give her that was here, right now. A mere step 

away. Offering it all to her. Those blue eyes begged her to take the chance one more time. 
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“What about Elise? What if she wakes up?” Lauren reasoned. Looking for an excuse, a reason to 

choose safety. 

Brent smiled as he pulled a monitor out of his back pocket. “Got these last summer when the 

girls visited for that very reason.” 

Lauren hated that boyish grin that meant he had thought of everything. It had always infuriated 

her. But at that moment, she was in no mood to argue. Her body still strummed with harmonic 

tremors that science recognized as a predictor of eruptions, molten lava moving slowly upward 

through those crevices towards the surface, pushing aside everything in their path. All reason 

fled.  

“One week.” Was the reminder of their deal for Brent or her, she wondered as she took his hand 

and rushed the few steps to the small house next door.  
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Chapter Seven 
 

Clothes flew almost before the door closed. Lauren’s fingers ripped through buttons on Brent’s 

shirt, pushing it from his shoulders. They tarried over his warm skin, caressing the corded 

muscles of those broad shoulders. As hard as those muscles looked and felt, they were still her 

favorite pillow, comforting and secure.  

Of course, at forty, his body was no longer that of the athlete he had once been, but in some odd 

way, she preferred the few extra pounds that he now carried. It made him more ‘real,’ more 

‘human,’ more ‘approachable’ for someone like her. She had always found Brent irresistible, 

perhaps more so in this mature and slightly padded incarnation. 

Brent’s hands were busy too. His fingers tugged at the button on her jeans until it sprang free. 

Then he jerked her t-shirt from where it was tucked into her jeans, pulling it over her head. The 

fresh night air caressed the skin on her chest and stomach as he tossed the shirt across the room.  

The hungry look in his eyes as they took in her breasts clad only in sheer pink lace was enough 

to warm her once more. And the low growl that was torn from his throat as he lifted his hand to 

cup and caressed her left breast sent an answering heat coursing through her.  

Lauren closed her eyes and reveled in the firm, sure caress. When his calloused fingers found her 

nipple, she moaned at the intense sensation of the roughness. Her breasts filled his hands to 

overflowing. He squeezed the soft flesh gently.  

His other hand came up to cup and weight her right breast, repeating the process through the soft 

material that hid nothing. Her nipples puckered into tight buds as his thumbs brushed slowly 

back and forth across them. Lauren cursed the bra that kept her from feeling his touch against her 

bare skin.  

“Please,” she whimpered as she opened her eyes, looking up at him, pleading for more. 

Brent chuckled. “You say I’m the one that has no patience. Seems to me, sweetheart, that it is 

always you that can’t wait.” His eyes darkened with emotion as he removed his hands from her 

breasts, stepping back a bit.  

“This morning was hard and fast, baby girl. Tonight, I’m gonna take my time. I’m gonna touch 

and taste and love every inch of that lush body of yours. I’m gonna get to know it all over again. 

And I’m gonna remind you of what we’ve both been missing these past seven years, Mrs. 

Jacobs.” 

Lauren shivered. She recognized that look now. Determination. Sheer, stubborn determination. 

Whether it was finding an answer to a scientific problem that intrigued him, or breaking a horse, 

or getting what he wanted from her, it was a look that Lauren had seen hundreds of times. A look 

that meant almost certain victory. Only once had it failed - the day that she signed the final 

divorce decree.  
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Lauren was not sure that she could stand even a single night of the type of lovemaking that he 

described. Hard and fast in the desert heat had been enough to singe the synapses in her brain. 

What would slow and determined do?  

Thinking fast, she tried distraction and seduction of her own. She lowered her eyes and stepped 

forward. Her fingers traced the dusting of hairs down his stomach, where they disappeared into 

his jeans. Her fingers toyed with the button there. “I need you now, Brent.”  

He shook his head and smiled as his fingers covered her hand. He pulled it back from the button 

on his jeans as he spoke. “Then just imagine how badly you’re gonna need me after I’ve kissed 

and licked every corner of your body.”  

To accentuate his words, he brought her hand to his lips. He began with a light kiss in the center 

of her palm. But that soon turned into a soft lick. How did the guy manage it? His lick was ideal. 

Not too sloppy wet but not dry either — just a perfect reminder of a different kind of wetness 

that was building between her legs. 

Her throat tightened impossibly as he drew her ring finger into his mouth. He stared deep into 

her eyes as he applied gentle suction, slowly pulling her hand back until just the tip of her finger 

remained between his lips. He nipped at her finger. Just enough pressure and pain to bring 

pleasure.  

“Something is missing, sweetheart,” his hand turned hers over, and he placed another soft kiss in 

her palm. Stepping forward, he drew her into his embrace. He smiled at her like a little boy with 

a new toy, “But not for long.” 

Lauren opened her mouth to set him straight. To remind him of their deal. But Brent was not 

interested in words. His mouth covered hers. There was no preamble. No soft kisses that built. 

This was a full-out assault on her senses. His tongue swept inside her open mouth. Waging war 

against hers, taking no prisoners.  

The battle was over quickly. Lauren surrendered with a whimper of pure feminine need. But still, 

Brent fought on. His tongue parried and thrust. Doing exactly what he had told her, he would, 

learning and tasting every nook and cranny of her mouth.   

Lauren hated her body. Hated the heated pleas and whimpers that she was powerless to stop. 

Hated the way that it shook and curled about Brent. Curled about him like a cat, rubbing and 

pleading for his attention. But she did it anyway. Her body betrayed her, and she did it all. 

*** 

Brent’s hands moved slowly up her arms and shoulders. His lips never left hers as his hands 

trailed softly across the area. His fingers made quick work of the clasp at her back. She moaned 

into his mouth as he loosened her bra. Brent smiled against her lips as his hands moved slowly 

back up her arms to her shoulders.  

His fingers brushed softly back and forth across the soft skin there. He traced her collar bones. 

And he continued the assault on her senses with kisses like a man dying of thirst. His tongue 

boldly swept inside her mouth until the pain and emptiness of the past seven years faded into the 
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background. Even worries about the future, volcanoes, and Ice Ages could not withstand this 

heat. Every thought except the taste, smell, and feel of this woman disappeared.  

Only when she was whimpering and rubbing her body against his like flint sending sparks to 

light the kindling, only then did Brent gently push the straps off her shoulder and down her arms. 

Their fingers entwined as the bra came free on one side, slipping down her arms until it pooled 

and dripped between them.  

Brent drew back from the kiss with a sigh. He released her fingers but kept a firm hold of the 

lacy confection. He brought it slowly to his face, rubbing its softness against the stubble that 

covered his cheeks. He smelled it, drawing in her scent. It should not be sexy, sniffing 

underwear. But he had missed the smell of her, the subtle fragrance of roses laced with pure 

Lauren. It was his drug, and he was jonesing for a fix. 

“I like this a far sight more than that industrial white boulder-holder that you were wearing this 

morning.”  

Lauren blushed, “My breasts are not boulders.” She lifted her arms to cross about her chest, but 

Brent stopped her, his hands firm on her arms.  He swore that her nipples tightened even more as 

he looked at her breasts. 

“Baby, those tits are a thing of real beauty. I remember the summer you came to science camp, 

the summer after they developed. I couldn’t pay attention to a damned thing that any of the 

professors said. All I could think was where those things had come from.”  

He chuckled, “Of course, I knew all the science of puberty and where they had come from, but 

that did not stop my adolescent mind from its fascination with them.” 

Lauren dropped her eyes, “You were so distant that summer. I thought I had done something 

wrong, said something wrong. I was afraid you didn’t want to be friends anymore.” 

Brent placed his finger beneath her chin, lifting her face until their gazes met. “Oh, sweetheart, 

you were thirteen years old. And I was a stupid kid of fifteen who had no idea what the fuck to 

do when his best friend suddenly grew from a little brat that followed him around and bugged the 

ever-living hell out of him with her questions, questions that he did not have the answers for. 

Suddenly, she was not a kid anymore. But she wasn’t a woman either, and I knew better than to 

give in to the feelings I had.” 

His hands cupped the round flesh once more. His thumb brushed back and forth across her nipple 

as he whispered, “But we aren’t kids anymore, Lauren. And there’s not a damned thing stopping 

me from living out every single fantasy I had that summer. Laying in that hard bunk bed, 

surrounded by five other dweebs that I knew were having the same fucking fantasies that I was 

about these. You don’t know how hard that summer was.”  

He chuckled as he tucked her bra inside the back pocket of his jeans. He pressed forward against 

her thigh, rubbing himself against her. “How about we find out how hard things can get tonight, 

sweetheart?”  



 

-77- 
 

He did not wait for her answer. His lips captured hers once more in another searing kiss. One 

hand remained on her breast, cupping and kneading the softness, but the other went to the small 

of her back. It drew her against him tighter still until she could feel every inch of his hard flesh 

pressed into her. He moved them then, using his hand at her back, he guided them the few steps 

across the room to a couch against the wall. 

When the back of her knees hit the hard surface, he dropped his hand from her back. The 

movement was so quick that Lauren did not have time to right herself, falling backward into the 

soft cushions. Brent towered over her as he spoke. “You’re still overdressed for what I have in 

mind, Mrs. Jacobs.” 

He knelt on the floor between her spread thighs. He lifted her foot and made quick work of the 

sneakers and socks that she wore. When he finished, he brought her foot to his lips. He nipped 

and sucked at her big toe before repeating the process with her other foot.  

This time he playfully nibbled each toe, “This little piggy went to market, this little piggy stayed 

home, this little piggy had roast beef, this little piggy had none.” He paused as his hands 

massaged her instep. Smiling, he added, “and we’ll get back to this little piggy later.” 

His hands trailed from her foot up her denim-covered legs. His fingers traced the seam that ran 

inside her thighs. When the trail ended as those seams converged at the conjuncture between her 

thighs, at her very core, Lauren drew in a quick breath and held it. 

Brent looked into her eyes as his fingers traced circles in the material, too light to feel, but too 

evocative not to. Lauren’s hands moved to the zipper, but he brushed them aside. “No, no, 

sweetie, that’s my job.” 

She whimpered again, “Then do your damned job, Brent.” 

“Patience, patience, sweetheart. We have all night,” he whispered just inches from her lips now.  

*** 

Lauren’s body strummed and surged with the bent-up need. She bit her tongue to keep from 

crying out with the force of it as Brent once more turned to his deliberate teasing. Cupping her 

core in the palm of his hand, he lowered his face towards her bare breasts. He hovered just above 

them. His hot breath caressed her skin as his fingers toyed with her.  

Lauren thrashed on the couch, trying to get up, trying to end this torture, to take what she 

wanted. But Brent held her down with his hand between her open thighs. Suddenly, Brent 

gathered both of her hands in his other one. She felt something soft wrapping about her wrists.  

She looked up to discover that Brent was tying her bra about them. She increased her efforts. 

Fear and panic rose in her. This was a game they had never played. Bondage was not something 

that Lauren fancied.  

The child of a bitter divorce, trust had never come easy for her. This game robbed her of the 

control that she so desperately needed. Required a level of that trust that she had never known. 

Had no desire to know now. 
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“Brent,” she pleaded as she fought him. “Don’t do this.” 

He stopped then. His face was mere centimeters from hers. His eyes found and held her gaze. “I 

would never hurt you, Lauren. Never. You know that, right?” 

The pleading tone in his voice tightened an invisible chain around Lauren’s heart. A chain that 

not even a divorce decree and seven years apart could unlock. A chain whose key Lauren feared 

was lost long ago.  

“Brent,” she whispered once more. 

His response was a soft, sweet kiss. It rocketed her through time to another kiss. Their first. She 

had been sixteen. Sweet sixteen and never been kissed, as the saying goes. It was Brent’s last 

year at science camp, and they had stayed out late talking, too late again.  

Walking along the deserted beach, they had stopped to watch the waves. The waves of the ocean 

that they knew separated them. Lauren had wondered aloud how she would ever survive science 

camp summers without him. In the soft moonlight, he had taken her hands in his and drawn them 

to his lips.  

They both knew things were changing forever that summer. The nerdy kids that they had been 

were gone. The future uncertain. There were no easy words, false promises to be broken. Brent 

had said nothing.  

Instead, he had looked deep into her eyes and lowered his face slowly until their lips touched. 

Just lips and hands, but it was the most fantastic thing that she had ever known. It probably still 

was — the perfect first kiss. 

This kiss was as soft, as gentle, as sweet. And held as many unspoken promises as that long-ago 

memory.  

Lauren was stunned. Unable to move or think. She was stuck once more in a tsunami of feelings. 

It was not a comfortable place for her.  

She fought back. Testing the bonds about her wrist, but they did not give. She wriggled beneath 

Brent. Turning her head to the side, she reluctantly broke the spell-binding kiss.  

“Brent, let me go. I mean it,” she protested. 

*** 

“Naughty girl,” Brent’s palm came down hard on her outer thigh. She jumped in shock as she 

stared at him, her eyes wide as she struggled against the bonds. 

But Brent had other ideas. His hands repositioned themselves on either side of her hips, holding 

her down firmly. “Now, where were we?” Then he blew softly across her chest.  

Brent bent his blond head, laying it between the round globes of her breasts. His face buried in 

her flesh. He stayed like that for several long moments. He indeed was in no hurry, as he had told 

her. He wanted to enjoy the soft feel of her skin against his. And her smell again drew him under 

her spell.  Some primitive and ancient act between their simian ancestors repeated.  
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When Lauren’s struggles began to take a decidedly more erotic turn, becoming more about 

seeking out his touch than freeing herself from his bonds, Brent gave her a taste of what she 

wanted and needed. And taste it was, as he licked and sucked at her engorged breasts.  His mouth 

fulfilled the promise he had made, tasting every single millimeter of her flesh.  

Sensations rocketed through him as he licked, nibbled, and toyed with her breasts. It seemed an 

eternity as he teased and tormented her with his mouth. He was rock hard and his jeans tight and 

confining. But the discomfort allowed him to keep his focus. 

And he was focused. Focused upon loving her and binding her to him in a way that no piece of 

paper ever could. He knew now deep inside that she still loved him. That no divorce decree 

could end that. That she had missed and needed him just as much as he had her.  

The problem was convincing his stubborn, red-headed wife of that fact. But he was determined 

that was precisely what he was going to do. Even if he were wrong, and his gut told him he was 

not, but even then, even if the world as they knew it went on and on, it was not right, not 

complete without her by his side. And he would do whatever it took to show her that. To, for 

once, prove her unprovable theorems. 

He licked the underside of her breasts. First one and then the other until he ended in the middle. 

Slowly he trailed his tongue down her stomach. When he got to her belly button, he stopped.  As 

with her breasts, he blew softly across its surface. Then licked around its edges, like water 

swirling down and down the drain, his tongue drew deeper and deeper into the recess. He used 

his hands to lift her hips, bring her closer to his mouth. Then he sucked softly at the center before 

continuing his trail of kisses lower. 

When he reached the top of her jeans, he paused. He smiled up at her. “Now we can get rid of 

these,” he pronounced slowly in his deepest, sexiest Texas drawl that he knew drove her wild. 

But instead of using his fingers to quickly deal with the offensive material, he used his teeth 

instead to toy with it. The process was mind-numbingly slow. Chinese water torture with a 

sexual element.  

The button was difficult. Once or twice, he almost gave up, but he had never been a quitter. 

When it finally gave way, he smiled as he looked up at her. Her upper teeth were pressed so 

tightly into her lower lip that it turned white around the edges.  

He smiled wider, knowing that meant she was trying to hold back moans. But not for much 

longer, he would make sure of that. She was no longer fighting the bonds around her wrists, but 

he was not stupid enough to comment on that, knowing it would just incite her to do so again.   

He turned back to his task. Once the clasp on the zipper was securely between his teeth, he made 

quick work of that. He looked up at her once more as he slipped his hands inside the soft denim 

and pushed it down her hips. This time, not even her teeth buried in that pouty lip could hold 

back the whimper that spoke volumes about what this little game was doing to his wife. 

Damned good thing, too, because it was fucking living hell on him. He swore that his cock was 

going to burst his zipper at any moment. He had always exerted patience and caution with 

Lauren from that first kiss they shared at space camp until the moment he had taken her virginity 
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but never had the stakes been higher than now. This was make or break…and he was not about 

to lose. Not again. His mind could not even comprehend the pain of a lifetime like the past seven 

years.  

He forced his mind from that path onto the more pleasant present as his fingers tangled inside the 

soft lace of her panties, but instead of taking those with the jeans, he smoothed them back into 

place, another layer of torture to be dealt with later.  

Brent shifted where he knelt on the floor, trying to somehow find a more comfortable position, 

one where his jeans were not so fucking tight, pressing uncomfortably against his throbbing 

cock. He was not successful and cursed under his breath as he finished the job, drawing her jeans 

off first one and then the other leg.  

He held her gaze as he lifted her foot. “Oh yes, I promised I would get back to this later, didn’t 

I?” he bent his head to lick at the sole of her feet. His hands held the heel of her foot as his 

fingers worked magic on the arch, kneading and massaging.  

The action brought back other memories. Lauren had always loved his foot massages, especially 

when she was pregnant. The moment she got home from work, he pampered her with warm 

baths, herbal tea, and massages that were mind-blowing. He gave new life to her feet, hands, 

head, and back with his touch. Until the stress of her day and the extra burden of carrying their 

babies inside of her were eased, and she could rest, relax, and sleep comfortably.  

As if reading his thoughts, something he swore on occasion that they could do with one another,  

“You know you missed your calling. Screw science; your gift as a masseuse is impressive.”  

“Nope, these hands were always just for you, sweetheart,” he drew her little toe deep into his 

mouth, sucking and nibbling. By the time he released it and moved onto the other foot, he swore 

that the scrap of lace between her legs was visibly wet. He wondered how much more of this 

delicious torture he could take. 

Still, Brent continued his slow seduction of her senses. He trailed kisses, licks, and soft bites up 

her ankle and around her calf muscles. He spent forever teasing the back of her knee. When he 

moved on to more intriguing areas, it was soft bites on the inside of her thighs.  

*** 

Lauren practically screamed with relief as he neared the soaking lace that covered her sex. Her 

mind imagined the touch of those lips and tongue where she needed it the most. She cried out as 

Brent bit down harder on the soft flesh just below the elastic edge of her panties.  

She cried out even louder when he shifted his weight once more, leaning back and lifting the 

other leg with a naughty smile. 

“God damn it, Brent, I can’t take any more of your games,” she spat in frustration as she tried to 

sit up. But leaning back as she was against the cushions of the couch, it was easy for Brent to 

keep her off balance. He tightened his hold on her foot and placed one hand firmly over the 

heated flesh of her mound.  
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“I’ve been dreaming about this moment every night for seven years, Lauren. Dreaming about the 

things we did together. Dreaming about the things I wished we had done. Remembering your 

smell. Your taste. This afternoon might have been a quickie; well, a few of them. But now that 

we’ve blown off steam, I intend on taking my time. I’m going to make every one of those dreams 

come true.” 

His eyes held hers as he started the whole process again. “Because if this is just one week, I’m 

going to make it a week that neither one of us will ever forget.” He paused between each phrase, 

licking and sucking her toes in turn. He stopped once more with her little piggy, as the nursery 

rhyme called it.  

“Imagine it, Lauren. This is what I’m gonna do to that lovely little clit of yours,” his voice 

deepened with a desire that she recognized all too well as he used his tongue to draw tiny circles 

round and round her toe, lower and lower until it disappeared inside his mouth. He sucked the 

tender flesh up and down several times. Then he bit it hard. Not hard enough to bruise or draw 

blood, but hard enough to make Lauren yelp with surprise.  

And she did…she imagined it all. Imagined the things that he would do to her. To her throbbing 

clitoris. She knew that it would take just one stroke, one touch. She was so incredibly close. She 

tried to end it then. Shifting her hips on the couch, she attempted to squeeze her legs together. 

She squirmed, trying to release her hands from the bondage of her bra. Just one touch, one 

stroke. If she could free her hands, relieve the ache. But none of it worked. 

She closed her eyes in defeat as Brent continued the torturous trail back up her leg. She prayed 

and pleaded that this was the last. That this time, he would end it. This time he would give her 

the release she needed so desperately. 

When Brent reached the end of his magical trail, she arched her hips  - an unspoken plea. She 

whimpered and looked down at him, kneeling between her open thighs, his handsome face scant 

inches from what she needed most. “Please,” she begged as she strained at her bonds once more. 

Brent smiled as he acceded. But only partially gave her what she needed. His face buried in the 

lace of panties, he drew in another deep breath. Lauren blushed bright red, so red that she feared 

her cheeks matched her hair. “Brent,” she protested at the intimacy of the act.  

“Need, sweetheart. I want to smell how badly you want me. I want to remember that smell for 

the rest of my life, and when I die, I want this moment, that memory, to be the last thing that 

goes through my mind.” 

Lauren was not sure how it was possible, but his words flooded her cheeks with even more color. 

She dropped her gaze, afraid of what her eyes might reveal. Fearful of what Brent might see 

there. 

She felt his hands lift her hips, bringing her sex even closer to his face. But this time, instead of 

just inhaling, she felt his fingers slip beneath the edge of the lace. He worked it down her legs 

until the scrap of material hung from her foot.  
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Lauren waited. Her eyes averted. The blush still brightly coloring her chest and face. She did not 

want to look up. Did not want to witness whatever erotic intimacy her ex-husband had in store 

then.  

Her body was still wound tight like a toy jack in the box, waiting to burst forth at just one more 

crank of the handle. She needed that one more crank. Prayed for one more turn - one touch. 

Long silent moments filled the chilly night as the moonlight drifted through the glass door. She 

surrendered. Looking up, Brent held her foot in his hand. Her panties dripped from her ankle like 

lava winding a path down the side of Kilauea.  

She refused to beg again. Her pleas did no good. Brent’s face was a mask of determination once 

more. She would not lower herself, demean herself further, she promised. She turned her head 

away. 

*** 

“Look at me, Lauren,” Brent commanded. 

“No,” she spat with anger and frustration. 

It was not the first test of their wills. It was merely another in a long line of battles. The score 

was fairly even between these two pig-headed, stubborn mates.  

But Brent was not deterred this night. As he said, he had seven long lonely years. Years filled 

only with science; his theories…and sweet, torturous dreams of the only woman he had ever 

loved, would ever love. Those dreams drove him on then. 

He lowered her leg. Positioned her foot over the bulge in his jeans. His hips rocked against her. 

“Remember how good it feels, baby girl. You want me buried deep inside that sweet pussy, don’t 

you?” 

He watched as the muscles in her throat tightened at his words. “Damn it, Brent,” she cursed as 

she looked back up at him.  

He smiled then, rubbing his cock against her foot, a very different type of massage than the 

earlier one. He lifted her leg until her panties dangled next to his face. Turning his head, he took 

the material between his teeth. He moved his hand enough to slip them off her foot, leaving them 

dangling from his mouth. Lowering her leg to the floor, he took them from his mouth and held 

them over his face, breathing in deeply. 

“Need smells sweet, darlin’. But as much as you might want and need me right now, it’s only a 

fraction of how much I have needed you these past seven years.” Brent admitted with reluctance 

as he tucked her underwear into his back pocket.  

Leaning forward, he returned to licking and nibbling at her inner thighs. “How much I need you 

right now, baby girl,” he whispered against her skin.  

His breath brushed across the swollen flesh that peaked through the bright red curls covering her 

sex. Lauren moaned for what seemed like the thousandth time that night. But not even an infinity 
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of this woman’s moans and whimpers would ever be enough to assuage the hunger and need that 

burned as brightly as the bubbling magma pools of Erta Ale. 

He sighed, reluctant to bring this game to an end, but it was not just her increasing needs that 

drove him onwards. Despite their morning tryst in the desert, his own needs burned as brightly. 

Besides, he knew this would not be the only time they made love this night.  

No, it was a pattern he knew well with her. Afterward, they would talk and laugh as they 

spooned until they drifted into slumber. Only to awaken during the night to fires that burned just 

as bright once more. No, their love was far from dormant. And after seven years without a single 

eruption, he knew that this magma chamber had loads more eruptible melt and gases inside it.  

Much, much, much more. Theirs always had been and always would be one of those rare 

supervolcanoes. Like Yellowstone, it was constantly bubbling and boiling, spurning an array of 

geological wonders, yet still capable of the most powerful of eruptions, a VEI 8. And he braced 

for just that now. 

Brent turned his head slightly and gave her what she needed. His tongue moved softly across the 

bud.  

Lauren practically screamed as that one touch ricocheted through her body. Tendrils of desire 

burst like magma from Vesuvius, running from her body through his. He always swore in 

moments like this that the words the preacher echoed from the bible were valid… ‘and the two 

shall come one flesh.’ 

But the eruption was only beginning as Brent bent his head closer. His teeth scored the 

hypersensitive flesh. He knew the pain would be enough to forestall a full explosion. He knew 

this woman’s body as well as his own, maybe better. He left Lauren half satisfied, which was 

what he intended as he began again — licking, sucking, and nibbling softer this time.  

Brent buried his face deeper into her folds. His efforts re-doubled as he picked up the pace, 

licking and sucking at her clitoris faster. The circles that he painted with his tongue grew firmer 

and firmer. He timed the pressure to match the tiny circles she made with her hips. Arching into 

his face, then softly retreating, but never that much.  

He felt it build. Until once more, it burst forth. An eruption that would not be stopped. Her body 

bowed off the couch. Her scream filled the night air, bouncing and echoing through the confined 

space. Her legs shook uncontrollably like the earthquakes that accompanied a volcanic 

explosion.  

Like the north face of Mount Saint Helens, he felt her need collapse in upon itself, propelling 

downward, unstoppable destruction, and utter beauty - the power of Mother Nature herself. 

He was the one moaning around her clitoris as her explosion rocketed through his body. Like the 

eruptions, they studied it never ceased to amaze, the utter beauty and power of each blast. The 

fact that he could do this, give that release to his mate, always humbled and inflamed him. 
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He fumbled with his jeans, finally releasing his cock that had been confined for much too long. 

But this time, it wanted confinement of a much different kind. It needed to be buried once more 

inside the tight confines of her body — home at last. 

As her muscles clenched and relaxed, drumming their ancient rhythm of release, he lunged 

forward. For a moment, their bodies battled once more. Lauren’s muscles were bunched tight 

from her orgasm. They blocked his way. Then he pushed harder. Her body relaxed a bit.  

And together, their efforts overcame it all. Brent sank deep inside her. It was his moan that rent 

the silent night then as her body squeezed and milked his. He pushed deeper until he swore that 

he could feel her very soul. She still throbbed from the mind-blowing orgasm that his tongue had 

given her.  

Those ripples ricocheted through his cock and pushed him even higher. He wanted this round of 

their loving to be as slow and torturous as the build-up to it had been. But he was not sure he 

could last. Even with the morning’s eruptions, those seven years of need were far from appeased. 

He was the spider trapped in its own web. 

He rocked his hips forward, touching something deep inside of her. A bundle of nerves that 

science said did not exist, but that experience had taught them brought immense pleasure. 

Lauren’s legs tightened about his waist, drawing him deeper still. He felt another of her orgasms 

breaking once more like another fissure opening up. She lifted her hips, drew circles in the air 

with them. Taking him deeper, retreating. 

Brent tightened his fingers on her thighs. “Damn it, Lauren. Slow down,” he pleaded. 

“Fuck no,” she growled as she found a rhythm that threatened to exceed it all. Her legs squeezed 

his waist even tighter, so tight that he wondered how he could breathe. Then again, he was 

beyond the point of really caring. He had driven them to this point. Pushed them past all reason. 

Teased and tortured her until she took her revenge.  

It was his turn now. And Lauren knew just what to do to send him over the edge.  A snarky smile 

played upon her lips as she tightened her muscles.  

“Holy shit,” he groaned as he surged forward. His hands on her thighs tightened until the skin 

beneath his fingers went white. There would be tiny bruises later as a reminder of this night, but 

neither cared just then.  

His hips began to move in earnest then, picking up the dance that she led. Together their bodies 

pirouetted and retreated. Pounding away the oldest and darkest of rhymes, the dance of life. 

Then he felt the next rush of energy surging through her body, racing for release. Lauren looked 

up at him, “Now, Brent. Come with me,” she pleaded. He could not have fought her pleas if he 

wanted to. And he was far from wanting to. With a deep groan that matched her high keening 

scream, they came together.  

Brent collapsed on top of her. They lay together, unspeaking for several long minutes. Their 

bodies trembled and shook with the aftershocks. He loved this part; he always had. Just being 
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inside of her, feeling the tiny tremors. Skin to skin, sweaty with the air full of the combined 

smell of their love.  

Lauren was the first to break the silence. “That was not fair.”  

Brent smiled and kissed her nose, “You know what they say about love and war, sweetheart. And 

this is a bit of both.” 

“Yeah, well, you remember that buddy when I get my revenge.”  

Brent chuckled. He caught his breath as his still hard cock move deeper inside her with the 

sound. “Oh, I am, sweetheart. And I can’t wait for the things that amazing little mind of yours 

will come up with.” He rocked his hips forward.  

The games had begun. And neither intended to lose.  
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Chapter Eight 
 

Lauren was floating through the clouds. More like flying, gliding above it all. The sun was 

bright, warming her face as the wind gently caressed her cheeks. Spreading an array of soft 

kisses everywhere it touched. 

“Good morning, beautiful,” the soft, deep whisper of her ex-husband was enough to pull her 

from the dream as she sat bolt upright in the bed. 

“Shit,” she looked out the sliding glass doors that were still just slightly ajar. The sun was so 

bright that it hurt her eyes and much higher in the sky than she would have thought. Her heart 

raced at the ramifications of that. “What time is it, Brent?” 

Her ex had that ‘eat-shit,’ little boy grin on his face as he picked up a steaming cup of coffee 

from the table next to the couch/bed. But not even the peace offering of her first cup of coffee 

was going to save his sorry, but hot, ass from this one, “I told you that no one could know about 

this. What were you thinking? What about Megan? Knowing that we spent the night…”  

She could not even put words to what they had spent the night doing. It had been amazing, unlike 

anything they had ever…  

After that first time, they had talked, caught up a bit on one another’s lives over the past seven 

years, and laughed. She had forgotten what it felt like to talk and laugh with this man, who had 

always been her best friend as well as her mentor and lover.  

She reached for the cup of coffee, needing something to do with her hands and her eyes. Better to 

look at the mug of black magic than the visage of the man, who had spent the night worming his 

way back into her heart and mind. Not that she had ever managed to get him out.  

No, Brent Jacobs still held the title of her one and only lover. Well, if a drawer full of toys did 

not count. But even with those, it was always fantasies of this man that fueled her orgasms, more 

than batteries and buzzing motors. Damn him, “Damn you, Brent.” 

He bent forward slowly, and the moment his lips touched hers, her mind cleared once more. He 

tasted sweet, better even than her morning coffee. She was glad for the hot liquid in the cup. Not 

spilling it gave her something else to concentrate upon other than the taste and feel of this man’s 

kisses.  

Damn, Brent Jacobs. He was not the only man she had ever kissed. She had briefly tried dating - 

a couple of colleagues from other departments at the university. While she had enjoyed the 

outings and conversation, she always dreaded the disappointment of this…the kissing. None of 

them had been this man, which was why it had never gone any further.  

He nibbled at her bottom lip then ran his tongue along it before drawing back. “If you would let 

me speak, Mrs. Jacobs, you would discover that our daughter is eating breakfast right now. I told 

her that you had gotten up early and were already in the command center.” 
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He motioned towards a tray of food and neatly folded clothes on the table next to him. “I said I 

had just stopped in for our breakfast. So, eat a bit then as much as it pains me to suggest covering 

those delicious curves, grab a quick shower, and get dressed. We probably have no more than 

fifteen minutes before our daughter makes her way there.” 

She glared at him, “And you wasted precious moments of it…” She rubbed her lips softly against 

one another. She hoped their child was not as astute as her grandmother would be. She knew that 

she would hear some comment from the woman about her tender and slightly swollen lips from 

the hundreds of breath-stealing kisses they had shared last night.  

His laughter caressed her mind as she noticed the fine lines about his eyes. It was not fair. 

Almost thirty years and this man only got better looking each and every one. She shuddered to 

think what he would look like at seventy. She gripped the mug tighter to keep from reaching up 

to caress his blond locks that were beginning to lace with white. The thought of a whole head full 

of that snowy softness should not make her wet and tingly, but it did.  

Everything about this man did, always had. From the moment her sexual appetites had begun to 

bloom as a young woman until the day she died, she knew that this was the only man she would 

ever truly want. And no amount of wishing otherwise would help.  

“As much as the idea of conserving water by joining you in the shower appeals to me, I think it 

would take far longer than we have to wash your back.” His fingers reached out and tweaked her 

nipple, an action that elicited an involuntary moan from her.  

“But we don’t have that kind of time. I bought you a clean t-shirt and underwear. Figured 

wearing the same thing two days in a row might blow your precious cover with our baby girl. 

And no, there are no more hickeys on your neck. I heard about that one from Grandmam too,” he 

smiled as he stood. 

Lauren bit her lower lip as she tried to keep her mind from the way his jeans hugged his perfect 

ass. Damn the man for being so sexy on top of a genius. And the most romantic, intense lover 

that no other man could hold a candle to. 

As if to prove his point, he stopped in the doorway with the sunlight dancing off his golden hair. 

With that smile, he crooned, “I couldn't see the light. I didn't know day from night. I had no 

reason to care. Well, since you've came along, I can face the dawn cause I know you'll be there.” 

His blue eyes glistened in the morning light, and Lauren would have sworn that they clouded 

with unshed tears for a moment, “Good morning, beautiful, how was your night? Mine was 

wonderful with you by my side. And when I open my eyes to see your sweet face. It's a good 

morning, beautiful day.” 

Damn, did the man have to serenade her with a sweet country tune? One day she would find that 

fatal flaw in him. The one that would finally extinguish this flame of love. Douse its fires until it 

was nothing more than a sleeping giant, dormant and harmless.  

So, why was that thought not comforting? Why had she not been able to find that flaw in seven 

years apart? Even his stubborn determination, the alternative therapies for Elise, even this 
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damned wild goose chase, she could not begrudge him even those because she knew that at their 

core, he did them out of love.  

“Get that shower, sweetheart. Don’t worry about rushing. I’ll make an excuse to Megan that you 

have run out for fresh air and coffee,” he stood there for a long moment, just looking at her.  

While it made her uncomfortable and self-conscious, it also made her feel beautiful, wanted, and 

very much loved. Safe, only Brent ever made her feel truly safe. “I love you, Lauren. And 

nothing will ever change that. You always have been the only woman for me.” 

His laughter bubbled and rumbled, breaking the morning silence, “So, no catfighting with 

Monique. For the record, I never have. The woman would rather have you in her bed than me, 

beautiful. Not that I can blame her from where I am standing. But I never did learn to share my 

toys, so don’t even think it, woman.” 

Lauren was left confused and shaking her head as he disappeared into the morning sunshine like 

her golden boy. She hated the way that it left her feeling bereft and alone. She forced herself to 

eat a few bites of the fresh muffins and finish her coffee before rising to walk naked to shower.  

“I’m gonna wash that man right outta my hair.” Brent was not the only one who could sing first 

thing in the morning. Even if she did not believe her own words. And even if her ears almost hurt 

with her pitiful attempt. 

*** 

Brent was still whistling the tune that had been stuck in his mind since he woke to the feel of her 

curves pressed tightly against him. His cock had been hard as it nestled in its favorite spot 

between the soft cushion of her ass cheeks. It was utter and complete perfection. For the first 

time in over seven years, all was right in his world again.  

Until the moment he opened the door to the command center, and all chaos broke loose. People 

were rushing from computer screen to computer screen. The television was blaring the BBC. It 

took him a moment for it all to register. He was still trying to process it all when Monique came 

up to him. “Laki blew too.” 

“Damn,” he rushed to his office. He ran his fingers through his hair as the thing powered up.  

Looking up, he was glad to see that Monique had followed behind him and tarried in the 

doorway. “We are downloading the latest data from Iceland and feeding it into the model.” She 

shook her head, “But still no luck.” 

He sighed, “Lauren will be here shortly. She’s…” 

Monique giggled, “Having trouble walking this morning?”  

Brent chuckled; that was his friend, as irreverent as ever, even as their worst fears appeared to be 

unfolding before their eyes. Her friendship and this place had been all that kept him going these 

past few years.  
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He frowned as he realized what all of this meant for the woman personally. He pushed a button 

on the walkie-talkie on the corner of his desk. It crackled as it came to life, but Samuel’s voice 

broke the silence, “Yeah, boss?” 

“Any news from West Virginia?” 

“I’m on my way to your office…” 

“Right now,” the man towered behind Monique with a broad grin.  

Brent chuckled at the comedy duo, “Come in so that we can talk.” 

But before the door could even close behind them, Megan burst through it. “Is it true, Daddy? Is 

there another eruption?” 

He stood up quickly, crossing the room to his oldest daughter. “Yes, princess. But…” 

She stared up at him in panic. Brent sighed as he realized that even those closest to him had not 

truly believed this was coming. Of course, he was confident that Lauren would argue this proved 

nothing. And to some extent, she was right.  

Right now, though, he was more concerned with soothing their daughter. “Relax, sweetie. We 

don’t have enough information yet. It is still too early to know. This could be something minor. 

Just another of your old man’s wild goose chases.” 

Megan shook her head, “But what if it isn’t, Daddy? All of my friends are back there. What’s 

going to happen to them and their families?” 

It was the same question that had been weighing so heavily upon his mind since Katla began to 

erupt. Even more so now. Where was the line between raising the alarm and inciting anarchy?  

One thing was for certain: they could not count on governments, any of them, to make the 

correct call on that one. Modern history was rife with examples of just how ill-prepared they 

were to do battle with the all-powerful Mother Nature.  

But as he had told Daniel, raising the alarm too soon carried just as many risks. Rushes on stores, 

riots, even civil war. So, where was the line? And what might be the consequences to those they 

cared about most?  

“Let’s see what they have to say on TV while the data downloads. Then we’ll have a better idea. 

Okay, princess?” 

She nodded her head slowly, but he saw the fear and worry in those bright green eyes that were 

so much like her mother’s. He knew as he guided her and the others back into the central part of 

the building that his daughter had lost something precious today — her innocence.  

He remembered how that felt…and he had been much older. Much, much older. Was that also 

the reality of this new world into which he believed mankind was being birthed?  

It was not the first time he had watched as childhoods were lost. But perhaps he too had been 

naïve, had not counted all the costs. He might be able to keep Megan physically safe here, but 
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what about mentally and emotionally? How had he failed to consider those consequences? And 

now that he had, what was he going to do about it?  

He pondered it all as he watched the faces of those closest to him. He saw the shock registering 

on every single one of them. But he supposed he understood that too. Theories are one thing, but 

until the worst happened, until you witnessed the absolute power, havoc, and devastation that 

those nice, neat scientific theories did not fully explain, until then, it just did not seem real. 

Perhaps it never could? Maybe even he was a bit caught off-guard by this one. 

*** 

Lauren was still whistling the show tune as she made her way to the command center twenty 

minutes later. But the music stopped when she saw everyone gathered around the television 

screens in the middle of the room. At first, she thought it was just more about the eruption of 

Katla, but she quickly realized that it was another more famous or, more accurately, infamous 

volcano that was rumbling to life. 

“Laki?” she asked as she approached the group. 

Brent nodded his head. Those small lines in his forehead appeared deeper than ever as he spoke, 

“Laki began erupting a couple of hours ago, and now it looks like the Grímsvötn fissure is 

coming unzipped.” 

“Like in 1783, Dad?” Lauren had not noticed Megan off to the group's side with her friend 

Sammy and a couple of other teens a bit older than her daughter.  

Lauren shook her head, “We can’t know that yet, Megan. It is still much too early to predict 

these things. A previous eruption is not necessarily a predictor of future ones. This could be 

much shorter and less volatile. It is not even all that surprising. Laki is part of the EVZ, East 

Volcanic Zone, same as Katla. So, it could easily be localized.” 

Nothing could prepare Lauren for the eruption that followed her words. “Come on, Mum. Does 

everything have to fit your neat little scientific formulas? Do you always have to be right? What 

if just for once something bigger is at work than our limited knowledge can account for?”  

Her daughter threw up her hands and shook her head. “I get it, Mum. It is about control. About 

everything fitting nicely and neatly into place. About being able to predict what happens next 

based upon history. But not everything works that way. Remember I am the child of divorce too? 

I know how it feels. How you just want everything to make sense again. But guess what? Things 

don’t work like that.” 

Her daughter was trembling by the time she finished her outburst. Lauren wanted to slink off into 

the desert alone. To have all her fears and anxieties laid bare before a room full of strangers, by 

her daughter, was a nightmare. But she also recognized the truth in her child’s words and the 

pain behind them. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”  

She wanted to reach for her daughter, take her into her arms, and kiss it all better as she had 

when Megan was a toddler. But she knew this one was not that easy as her daughter had said. So 

instead, she turned to her ex-husband, “Do you still want my help, Brent?” 
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His smile was tight as he nodded his head, “Always, Lauren.” 

She swallowed all those emotions. She had gotten good at that after a lifetime of practice. 

Looking at the man, who had kept his word to taste and explore every inch of her body the night 

before, well, except for him. “Do you have the latest data to feed into your algorithms?” 

“It’s downloading as we speak,” he replied. “I really need your help here, sweetheart. There are 

people, lots of people that I care about, depending on us getting this right. You know as well as I 

do what happens if we raise the alarm too soon or too late.” 

Lauren nodded her head solemnly. It was the biggest challenge of volcanology. Accurately 

predicting eruptions so that they could save lives.  

She turned to their daughter once more, “Care to bring your old lady some fresh coffee?” She 

struggled to keep it light. 

Megan smiled at her, “What, no tea? It must be bad,” she teased. “Thanks, Mum.” Her daughter 

crossed the short distance to stand in front of her. Megan pressed a kiss to her cheek, “With you 

and Dad working together, I know it will be alright.”  

Then she and her friends were gone. And Lauren was left to face her ex-husband and the others. 

“I’ll get you set back up in my office, sweetheart.” Brent placed his hand at the small of her 

back.  

Even that light touch sent harmonic tremors coursing through her body. Damn, the man. Why did 

he have to prove the scientific theory that one small eruption could keep triggering larger ones? 

And why, after their brazen tussle among the tumbleweeds and their night in nirvana, was her 

body still aflame for this man?  

It was a question that was more perplexing than Brent’s crazy Apocalypse theories ever could be. 

And perhaps just as unsolvable. So, for now, she would focus on the calculations at hand and 

leave those mysteries for another time. 

*** 

By the time Brent had finished setting Lauren up in his office once more, complete with a fresh 

pot of coffee and more muffins that their daughter had snitched from Jill, Megan had disappeared 

from the command center.  

He knew he had to go after her, have a serious talk with her. The problem was he did not know 

what to say. How to reassure her. How much to tell her even. Sure, she was bright like he and 

Lauren had been, beyond her years. But she was still a child.  

The truth was this thing was bigger than he was. And if what his gut was telling him was right, if 

this was it, then he was quickly discovering that even he had not adequately prepared for the very 

thing he had poured his heart, soul, and money into for seven years.  

He began to scour the village for her. He tried her room first, the kitchen, the cabin where 

Grandmam and Katie were staying. All the obvious places. Of course, everyone here knew 

everyone else, and there was no real danger, but still, he was worried.  
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He found Sammy, Jess, and Althea hanging out with Elise at the barn, but no sign of Megan. 

“Hey, kiddo, do you know where Megan has run off to?” he asked as he put his arm around his 

cousin’s shoulder.  

When had Sammy gotten almost as tall as he was? And was that hair on his face? Brent realized 

that perhaps he had spent so much time working, he had not been living. 

“She said she needed some time alone to think. She went off into the desert on one of the ATVs, 

but she promised to stay close, so she should be fine,” Sammy replied. “She asked us to keep an 

eye on Little Bit. Said she would be back in time for lunch for sure.” 

Brent sighed as he pondered the best course of action. It was another way that Megan was so 

much like Lauren. He had learned early on in their relationship that his wife needed to be alone 

to think sometimes. While he carved the stimulation of brainstorming, bouncing ideas off of 

other brilliant minds, and talking things through, they were different. So, he had learned first to 

give Lauren her time alone, then once she had her ideas formulated, only then to engage her.  

Perhaps it was best to do the same with Megan? Like Sammy said, she should be safe, and he 

could always catch up with her over lunch in a couple of hours. “Thanks, kiddo. I’ll catch her 

then, I suppose.” 

Sammy looked up at him. He was smiling, but Brent could tell it was forced. “Is this it? Is it 

really happening? Is the world really coming to an end? The Apocalypse and all?” 

Once more, Brent was left to answer the unanswerable, “I don’t know yet.” It was as close to the 

truth as he could give anyone but left him feeling powerless and impotent.  

Well, except around Lauren, he chuckled at the random thought. But once more sent a silent 

thanks to Fate that now of all times, she was back in his life. Just when he needed her most. In 

more ways than one. 

He frowned as he said his good-byes to the group of teens. He knew better than to disturb Lauren 

just yet. The best option was to check in with Daniel and Samuel to see how things were coming 

with them. He knew that they were more than competent to handle it all and that he was probably 

a pest. He certainly hated the way his father always micromanaged him. But he just needed to 

see if there was any more word on Travis or Monique’s lost family.  

He did not even have to go as far as the bunker to find them this time. They found him, in fact, 

near the small pool of ATVs and other vehicles. “Just the man we were looking for,” Samuel 

smiled. “What’s up, Doc?” 

Brent still chuckled at the pun, “You tell me. How are preparations coming? And any word on 

the prodigal brother or Monique’s family?” 

“Everything is running smoothly in terms of the evacs. The plane from Morocco leaves in a few 

hours. It is a bit overbooked, with the extra people from Southern Europe. So, unfortunately, the 

pilot has ordered everyone to leave cargo behind, except for special toys for the little ones, of 

course. But we can’t be sure if we will be able to get another plane out of there as it is,” Daniel 

answered. 
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Brent nodded, “Hire another one. Pay whatever you have to, but find another plane somewhere.” 

Daniel nodded his head with a smile, “I’ll see what we can do.” 

“And Jill’s sons, are they on that plane?” 

Daniel shook his head, “Not yet. They had decided to remain at their posts, but after Laki started 

to blow, I spoke with them on video conference again. I think they might change their minds. I’m 

hopeful that her youngest son, Darren, might even be able to fly that second plane out of there. If 

we can find one.” 

“Find one then. I might have a few more people coming too. Once I talk to my baby girl. So, buy 

as much time as we can for those in Northern Europe to get there. Without putting anyone in 

danger, though.” Brent gave orders that seemed surreal even to him. “Europe has to be our 

priority for now. Are our Italian friends safely out, especially those around Naples?” 

“All except your colleague Dr. Bianchi. The old coot refuses to go, says he needs to stay there, 

and do what he can. We tried our best, Doc, I promise,” Samuel answered. “But he says he’s 

lived long enough, and he’d rather go out with a Botta Bing, Botta Bang. Gotta love a man like 

that.” 

“But he did evacuate his daughter’s family,” Daniel added. 

Brent sighed; as much as he wished otherwise, the volcanologist inside of him understood his 

mentor’s feelings. As Samuel said, he had to love the man for his dedication to both science and 

the city he loved. Brent also knew that the man might be one of his few allies around the globe, 

which would put his neck on the line to sound the alarm the moment he raised it. Reluctantly, he 

agreed with his friend’s choice and added another entreaty to Fate to watch over Benito.  

“And Travis? Monique’s family?” 

“Dwayne has confirmed with his sources that Maria, her mother, and the children made it as far 

as Rosarita, Mexico. But it seems they dropped off of the face of the earth there.” Samuel shook 

his head, “But we’ll keep trying.” 

“Getting lost in Rosarita seems to be some kind of fad. We still have not been able to locate your 

brother either,” added Daniel. 

“Damn it,” Brent cursed as his fingers bunched in his hair once more. “Keep trying with that too. 

Do all you can to locate Monique’s family.” 

“Let me guess…whatever it costs?” laughed Samuel.  

Brent glared at him, “It’s only money.” 

Daniel frowned, “And if you are right, Doc, then soon it ain’t gonna be worth a hill of beans.” 

Brent nodded as he clasped each of their hands, “Yeah, but hiring you two was some of the best 

of it this old boy ever spent. I know you’ll handle it all.” 
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“We’ll do our best,” Daniel promised as the two men headed back to the bunker with their new 

orders. Brent decided he would check-in at the command center since there was not much else he 

could do until he caught up with Megan anyway.  

*** 

Brent lost track of time at the command center. While he found himself peeking over at his 

office, just to watch Lauren work, he could tell from the look on her face not to mess with her 

yet. But he was continually being distracted as this person and that sought his input on the latest 

data coming in. He had no idea what she was coming up with in there, but from where he stood, 

things were not looking good.  

He sighed as he stretched and snuck one more glance her way. He always had loved how 

beautiful she was when she totally focused on something. Her passion was not limited to the 

bedroom. She cared as much about their work as she did their girls and Grandmam.  

‘So, what you going to do when she leaves again, buddy?’ He hated that voice. It had taunted 

him with his failures for seven years. He could not imagine a lifetime of sarcasm — any more 

than he could imagine living the rest of it without her. And the clock was ticking, six days.  

Which reminded him; he looked over at the clock on the wall, noticing that it was past the height 

of the lunch rush. Damn, he hoped he had not missed Megan. He quickly hibernated the laptop 

he was working on as he stood and stretched out even more of the kinks.  

He thought about asking Lauren to join him, but she looked even more intent than she had 

earlier. Besides, this conversation with Megan might be best had alone. He would bring some 

food back for her later.  

He had always loved her curves, but it seemed she had lost a bit of them since the last time he 

had held her. Nothing that Jill’s cooking could not correct, though. Brent smiled as he made his 

way across the compound towards the kitchen, mess hall as Daniel and Samuel called it. 

The sun was very bright, especially for a spring day. He stopped for a moment inside the 

building, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dimmer light. All the buildings here used lower 

wattage, power-saving bulbs to conserve energy. They could not afford to waste even alternative 

energy.  

He made his way to the serving line. This late, there were only a couple of people in it. As he 

waited, he scanned the room, looking for Megan. She was not at the table with Grandmam, Elise, 

and Katie. He was about to give up and go looking for her elsewhere when he noticed her at a 

corner table with the other teens.  

He sighed as he filled his tray with food. But this day, his mind was so pre-occupied that he 

could not fully appreciate even Jill’s cooking. Food was nothing more than a necessity, an 

energy source to be consumed and utilized like all other fuels.  

He made his way across the room with only a nod to Grandmam. He would try to talk to them 

once he had handled his older daughter. Guilt swamped him at how little time he had spent with 
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Elise. Usually, when she visited, he cleared as much from his schedule as he could and was a 

full-time Dad to the girls. But this time, he shook his head with a sigh, was different. 

He approached the table where the ‘cool kids’ sat with a smile. “Hey, princess, mind if the old 

man joins you?” 

Megan sighed as she looked down and nodded her head just slightly, “Sure, I guess. Whatever.” 

Sammy looked at him then the other girls sitting with them. “We were just heading out, Brent. 

Catch up with you later, Megs?” 

Megan looked up with a smile at his young cousin and nodded, “Yeah, maybe we can take a 

walk and talk some more.” 

Sammy nodded at her words, and with the others, said their goodbyes to Brent.  

He did not even get the chance to speak before his daughter nervously stammered, “I’m sorry. I 

know I was a bit of a bitch to you and Mom both earlier. It’s just...”  

He watched helplessly as tears began to pool in her eyes. “Dad, what if you are right? What if 

this is it? I have friends back home. What is going to happen to them?” Once more, she voiced 

her worries and his.  

And as much as he had been cogitating over it all morning, one he still did not fully have the 

answer to, “I don’t know for certain, Megan. There are lots of unknowns in this situation.” 

“Worst case, Dad,” she pinned him with a stare. 

He weighed just how much a teen should know, but Megan was not just any teen. And he knew 

that if he did not answer honestly and the worst did happen, it would stand between them. He had 

built enough walls with her mother; he would not with her too. 

“This is the worst case, Megan, alright?” He waited to begin until she nodded her head slowly. 

“Worst case is that Cumbre Vieja blows and the western flank of the island fails. That would 

generate a tsunami…” 

“A megatsunami, Dad. Shot straight with me. I’m no kid anymore,” Megan clasped her hands 

tighter around her cup. 

“Yes, a megatsunami. That affects the Atlantic coasts, but it is why we are so worried about our 

friends in Virginia Beach. It could cross the ocean in as little as eight to ten hours, leaving little 

time for a mass evacuation.” 

“And back home?” 

“England is an island, Princess. And like any island, it would be hit harder. But your friends in 

Oxford should be far enough inland to weather it okay,” he tried to alleviate the worst of her 

fears. 

“And London, Dad? Some of them live in London or have family there,” she pressed. 
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He shook his head, “There will be flooding, of course. The Thames Barrier cannot hold against 

even high tides generated off of an indirect hit. But no one can agree on how bad it might get. 

And that is as honest as I can be with you, sweetie.” 

She nodded slowly, “Thanks, Dad. But even if there is no megatsunami, things are going to get 

worse, aren’t they?” 

“Yes, they will, but slowly. Perhaps giving people enough time to make plans, to adjust a bit.”  

“Is it going to be like the last time Laki erupted? The gas clouds, super hot summer, and then bad 

winter?” 

“Yes, Megan. That is almost certain. That is why I have ordered evacuations for all our people 

across Europe. The plane should be leaving tonight.”  

“And what about my friends, Daddy? What do I tell them? What should they do?” 

He sighed as he placed his hands over hers on the cup. “I am arranging another plane. 

Tomorrow, maybe the next day, if we can hold out. It will leave from Morocco and take the 

Southern route across the Atlantic, assuming La Palma remains quiet. We’ll take as many of 

your friends and their families as can get there, sweetie.” 

She smiled at him, and he saw the tears fall from the corner of those green pools. “Thank you, 

Daddy. I love you.” 

“But you need to realize; not everyone is going to listen. Some may think…” 

“That you’re crazy?” 

He chuckled, “Yeah, I have been called that before.” The pain in his chest tightened, reminding 

him that while he might not care what others thought of him, he did what they thought of her. 

“Where…” 

“Don’t worry, Dad. I kneed the guy who said it.”  

He chuckled as he squeezed her hand. “For those who do stay, encourage them to stock up on 

canned food and batteries. The Ice Age won’t happen overnight. Some will have the time to 

migrate by sea to warmer locales. But,” he sighed again, “Refugees aren’t always welcome, 

especially when people’s own resources are scarce.” 

“Chaos, anarchy, and war, right?” 

“Yes, princess. That’s why I built this place.” 

“And why you hired Daniel and Samuel? And why half the Navy SEALs will descend on this 

place when all hell breaks loose?”  

This time his only response could be a nod. Though right now, he was not satisfied even that 

would be enough. Not when he went public with his predictions. He might well have to place the 

lives of those he cared about the most at risk to save the lives of millions of strangers. It was a 

decision that weighed upon his mind. Now more than ever.  
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“Speaking of which, I should check on how things are going,” he forced as reassuring a smile as 

he could muster. 

“Thanks, Dad. For treating me as an adult and giving me at least a chance of saving some of my 

friends.” 

“Message as many as you can. I’ll have Samuel keep you posted about when the plane might 

leave. Of course, they can’t fly to Morocco, but trains as still running through the Chunnel. Boats 

too. But warn them not to attempt a trans-Atlantic crossing in one, just in case…” 

“I know, Dad. I’ll do what I can.” 

“And one more thing, young lady…” 

“Uh-oh, it must be bad. If you call me that,” Megan teased. 

“Give your Mom a break. She didn’t deserve what you did this morning. I expect you to 

apologize to her properly. Do you understand me?” 

His daughter blushed as she looked down, “Yes, Sir.” 

“Good girl, princess,” he bent and kissed the top of her head before heading out.  

Perhaps he would try to catch up with his younger daughter, spend some time brushing the pony. 

He had taken to grooming the animal himself when Elise was not around.  

It was very soothing. And right now, he could use something to soothe his troubled mind. Since 

his first choice was otherwise occupied in his office, he would settle for some time with their 

younger child and her pet. 

*** 

Lauren’s shoulders and neck ached. She had lost all track of time hunched over the computer in 

Brent’s office. She had played with the algorithms, fed the data they had into it a dozen times or 

more. But the problem was, it was not enough. There was just not enough data to make a 

legitimate estimation.  

It sounded so simple - more data. But the reality was that meant another eruption. In another 

location. More lives in danger. More people forced from their homes…perhaps never to return. It 

was the story that they had seen over and over again. Whole villages evacuated. Abandoned. 

Ghost towns.  

And as she played with the figures, the news from Iceland only got worse. Katla had escalated 

from a relatively minor VEI-3 to a five. And fissures continued to unzip along the Grímsvötn; no 

longer was it strictly Laki to contend with. Once again, it was too early to tell, but it was 

increasingly looking as if this eruption could be as devastating as the 1783/84 one that had killed 

six million people worldwide.  

Lauren shook her head as she ran the simulation that she had created. One which accounted 

simply for what they knew at this point. It was alarming enough as it was.  
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If this one followed that pattern, this summer would be blistering and stifling as the sulfur 

dioxide clouds would trap the sun rays within the Stratosphere, causing an initial increase in 

temperatures across the Northern Hemisphere. Besides, tens or even hundreds of thousands of 

lives, especially in Europe, would be lost due to respiratory distress from the noxious gases. 

That was just the beginning, though. This winter might not reach the Ice Age standard, but it 

would likely be significantly colder and harsher than average. The weather for years to come, as 

much as a decade by her estimation, would be extremes: hailstorms, droughts, and floods. 

From a historical perspective, it did not bode well for political and economic systems that were 

already strained by years of recession and deep cuts to programs meant to help the world’s 

poorest. Her mind rang with reminders of the brutal and bloody French Revolution of 1789, 

which some historians contributed in part to that earlier Laki eruption. In an interconnected 

world of the internet, such rebellion could spread globally very quickly. 

While she was unwilling to cede to Brent’s Apocalyptic predictions just yet, her own predictions 

were concerning. “Fuck,” she spat in frustration at the utter and irrevocable power of Mother 

Nature over even the most brilliant of minds. Humanity, whether they liked it or not, was nothing 

more than another of her creatures. Just as much at her mercy as every other species out there. 

She moaned as the strong fingers that knew her body in a way that no one else ever had, or ever 

would, sank deep into the tight muscles at the exact point where her neck met her shoulders. 

“That bad, sweetheart?” his deep Texas drawl teased her ear as his warm breath caressed her 

cheek. 

She chuckled as she turned her head enough to stare into those striking baby blues. “What makes 

you say that, Dr. Jacobs?” How had she so quickly fallen back into the gentle teasing they had 

once shared?  

Brent kissed the tip of her nose. His favorite freckle he had always claimed was the one right in 

the center. “Because, my love, outside of our bed, when you are begging me to do just that, I 

have only heard you use that word once.” 

Her throat tightened at the memory. She shared a lifetime of them with this man. But that was 

one of the worst. Thanks to Jason’s skill as a pilot and some luck, they had managed to be the 

first outsiders to arrive at a coastal village in Sumatra, barely a day after the most devastating 

tsunami in modern history. She had stepped from the plane and taken one look around her. She 

had known then they were dealing with something the likes of which they had not imagined and 

were not prepared for. 

She sighed as she reluctantly admitted that even if the worst of his predictions were not to come, 

Brent was better prepared for what was to come than anyone else. She frowned at the 

implications of that thought.  

Brent pulled back and moved to lean against the desk next to her, crossing his arms across his 

impressive chest. “Okay, Lauren, I know that look too. It means you don’t want to admit it, but I 

might be right. So, what have you found?” 
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She shook her head, “I did not say you were right, Brent.” She pulled up the original simulation 

model that he and Monique had worked on to the computer screen. “The truth is we don’t have 

enough points of data to make an accurate prediction.” 

“In other words, more eruptions,” he sighed. “Damn it! How many more?” 

She shook her head, “One, maybe enough to make some sort of guess. But realistically, two 

more.” 

“By then, it might be too late to get some of our people to safety.”  

Lauren watched the play of muscles as he ran his fingers through his hair. The tightness around 

his mouth spoke volumes about this man’s stress. As always, it brought forth in her some deep-

seated primal need to comfort and even protect him. It was only natural to offer what solace she 

could as she pulled up her simulation.  

“But, even if you are wrong about more eruptions and a new Ice Age, you should see this.” She 

hit the run button as he bent over her shoulder, and together they watched the numbers run. Red 

eruptions triggering climatic changes that, in turn, could trigger socio-political ones.  

His frown deepened, “So, you are saying that even the present eruptions at Katla and Laki could 

have…” 

“More drastic effects than even those scare monger reporters are aware of,” she minimized the 

screen. “I used your basic algorithms and just scaled them back for the data we do have. My 

confidence in this model is close to ninety percent.” 

“Fuck,” it was Brent, who cursed as his fingers once more laced through blond hair. “What do 

we do, Lauren?” 

“I have sent my calculations to colleagues at the Met and USGS.” She tried to soften her next 

words with a gentle hand on his arm, “When they learned that you and Monique had done the 

original…” 

“They discounted it all, right, Lauren?” he shook his head. “I suppose you warned me about 

this…” 

“…but it does not make it right, Brent. As I said, I am almost certain about these calculations. I 

would and am staking my professional reputation on it.” 

“But it is not enough, is it, sweetheart?” he smiled tightly as his hand covered hers on his arm. 

“No, no, it isn’t.” 

“Now you see, sweetheart. We are scientists. We deal with simple things like theories, 

calculations, and probabilities. But there is something else, a much larger factor that we cannot 

account for in any of that - human greed, avarice, and hubris. The ‘powers that be’ do not want 

our facts, unless they further their agendas.” 

He bent and kissed her lips tenderly. It was another of those soft, tentative, and exploratory 

caress like that first one over twenty years before, and it was just as devastating.  
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“I always loved your idealism as much as I loved your practicality, darlin’. But I grew up in that 

world. The only time my father ever gave or gives a damn about my science is when it puts 

money in his pockets. He don’t give a shit about me, Travis, or our girls, not if it was a choice 

between us and the almighty dollar.” 

Lauren had always been aware of the impact that her parents’ divorce had upon her life and 

choices. She supposed that she had just assumed because Brent grew up with two parents that he 

did not bear similar scars.  

Sure, she had always known about the rift between father and son but never had Brent spoken 

with such obvious pain and anger about his father. Perhaps it was a part of the reason he had 

fought the divorce until the end, remained so close to their daughters, reluctantly she admitted… 

maybe even closer than she was.  

His fingers bunched in the shortly cropped waves once more, “What now? What the fuck do I 

do? What do I tell them? People who are counting on me. On us, to keep them safe.” 

“I know this may not be the answer you want, Brent, but a conservative approach is probably 

best. For now…” 

“Unless there are more data points, more eruptions, right, Lauren?” 

She nodded her head with a tight smile and another gentle squeeze on his forearm, “Yes, unless.”  

She sighed before continuing with her ‘sensible,’ as he would call it, solution. “Children and the 

elderly, the vulnerable, especially in Europe where the winds will blow the gases first. Evacuate 

them. Bring them here. It will take some time, months, perhaps even a year, for the worst of the 

vog to make it here. By then, it will have dissipated at least a bit. It is not the perfect solution, but 

it is…” 

“Sensible.” 

She chuckled at his use of that word. “Yes, Brent, sensible.” 

He was silent for a couple of moments as his fingers worked back and forth across his scalp 

several times. She watched the play of emotions across his face as he pondered her suggestions. 

She knew that she had won when his shoulders slumped. He nodded his head as he spoke, 

“Okay, that’s the plan. I’ll send the word out then.” 

He reached into his back pocket and drew forth this phone. His face was a tight mask as he typed 

away at the tiny screen for a couple of long moments. When he finally looked up, Lauren saw the 

pain and worry etched into every small line and crevice of his still breathtakingly handsome face.  

She was reminded then of another reason that she loved this man - he cared. Brent genuinely 

cared, not just about facts, data, and theory like so many of their colleagues. But about the 

people, the lives that were affected by all that. He was always the first to offer his water bottle to 

thirsty villagers — the one to half his own rations to feed a mother and her child.  

Tears filled her eyes as she remembered that first day in Sumatra. They had come across a 

mother holding her dead baby. The woman’s husband desperately tried to get her to release the 
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child’s bloated and smelly corpse. But she would not. Not without a blanket. Something to keep 

her dead body warm. Lauren had cried then as she did now, thinking about how Brent had taken 

the shirt from his back and wrapped it about that dead baby.  

Lauren trembled as she realized the inevitable - she would never get over this man. No matter 

what, she would love Brent Jacobs until her dying breath. How could she not?  

And how could she not do the one thing now that she had done then? Take this gentle, 

intelligent, and strong man into her arms and body. Offer him the one thing that only she 

could…comfort, peace, and solace.  

The world might not precisely be coming to an end, but he still needed her. And if she were 

honest, she needed him just as much. Her rock. Her safety. The one person besides Grandmam 

that she had always been able to count on. 

She stood up from his desk, slowly stretching the muscles that had grown tight over hours at the 

computer. She smiled softly at him, her best imitation of a seductive grin, as she came to stand in 

front of him. She wrapped her arms about those broad shoulders and pressed her body against 

his, feeling the immediate stirring beneath his belt buckle. She could not stifle the girlish giggle 

as his arms wrapped about her waist.  

“What’s so funny, sweetheart?” he buried his face in the side of her neck. His five o’clock 

shadow scraped along the sensitive skin there, once more sending those butterflies into flight. 

“I guess what they say about big belt buckles in Texas is not always true then?” Lauren wiggled 

her hips seductively against his growing erection. 

“When a whole lot of Decembers are showin' in your face. Your auburn hair has faded, and 

silver takes its place. You'll be just as lovely, and I'll still be around, and if I can, I know that I'd 

still love to lay you down.” That rich baritone caressed her every nerve, alighting them like a 

trail of lava burning everything in its path until it reached her knickers and flowed forth.  

“Brent,” she drew his face closer, “make love to me.” 
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Chapter Nine 
 

Lauren’s world shook like a nine on the Richter scale as Brent's lips captured hers. This kiss was 

not sweet, nor tentative, nor comforting. It was her husband claiming what was his. What 

honestly always had been and always would be. But at that moment, she did not care as she 

wrapped her arms tighter about his neck and gave as good as she got.  

She pressed her breasts against him as her nipples hardened within the thin lacey bra. She knew 

he felt them by the deep rumble at the back of his throat. When his hands abandoned her waist to 

cup them, she would have sworn she almost came from the way his fingers pinched and tugged 

through the thin t-shirt and bra. She was the one moaning then. 

She knew that this would not be one of their long, slow burns like Kilauea’s almost constant 

eruptions. No, this was Mount Saint Helen’s. Quick, fast, and powerful. And that was just what 

she needed then.  

When Brent’s hands abandoned her nipples, she whimpered and pouted like a child denied its 

favorite toy. But she did not have to worry as his hands slipped between them, undoing her jeans 

and pushing them down her over her hips.  

She was not sure how they managed it, but she wiggled them the rest of the way down her legs 

and kicked them off while Brent pushed the worn t-shirt up just enough to reveal her lace-

covered tits. He made equally quick work of the bra, just pushing it aside to free her engorged 

breasts for the skin-to-skin contact they so craved with this man.  

And they did it all without breaking the fiery kiss. Then her fingers were tearing at that belt 

buckle. But it was frustratingly slow, at least to her mind. Brent’s hands pushed hers aside and 

finished the job.  

He turned them so that she was against the desk as he lifted her onto it. Her first orgasm raced 

through her even before he was inside her. Her muscles contracting so tightly made it a battle of 

nature’s forces for his cock to get inside of her, but Brent was not deterred.  

One orgasm built into the next and the next and next. It was not like a roller coaster as there were 

no dips or valleys. Each thrust only pushed her higher and higher like the engines on a rocket 

ship. Until she finally did leave the earth’s atmosphere. She floated weightless and breathless 

with the stars bursting all around her. She felt freer and more alive than she had in… 

Then the whole mountain exploded, its north side giving way and bursting outwards as Brent 

plunged deeper than she would have thought possible. Her legs wrapped around his waist to hold 

him to her as two forces of nature fully merged like one tectonic plate slipping beneath the other, 

leaving some of itself forever behind. And the other sprang forth, rising from the ocean floor to 

tower over it.  

Lauren was not sure how long they stayed locked like that. It could have been mere seconds or 

an eternity. Her first thought as she began the descent back through the layers of earth’s 

atmosphere was,  “Where is the rain coming from?” 
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Brent chuckled, and she moaned as his half-hard cock slipped deeper inside her. She lifted her 

hips and ground her pubic bone against his as a decent-sized after-shock exploded in her core. 

When that too passed, she finally managed to open her eyes long enough to see her ex staring 

down at her with that winsome, eat-shit grin that she knew meant he thought he had won.  

She shoved at him reluctantly. It was not that she wanted him to go anywhere. Her own body 

called her every name in the book as he leaned back just a bit and half slipped from her body. 

She bit her lower lip hard to stifle another whimper.  

But the look in his blue eyes told her that he knew. That fueled her anger at his arrogance. 

“Damn it, Brent, you’re sweaty.” 

*** 

His grin broadened as he had to unlock her legs from his waist as he stood up. He moved so 

quickly that she was caught unaware and could not stop the needy moan as he withdrew entirely 

from her. This time he had the good graces to look away, though merely to hide an even bigger 

grin.  

Did Lauren even realize the significance of her words? Not ‘fuck me’ but ‘make love to me’? 

And while this one might have been hot and heavy, over far, far too quickly, the next time, he 

was taking his time.  

And not in one of the available cabins either. No, in his bed, where she belonged. Their bed. And 

screw a meaningless piece of paper, their marital bed.  

Now all he had to do was find her damned shoes. It might be fine for them to walk the short 

distance half naked but not barefoot. Though he was not above carrying her. He inhaled, and his 

cock stirred to life again…already. Damn, he supposed it had seven years of loving to make up 

for. 

He scooped her jeans up off the floor and paused for a long moment as it occurred to him, 

“They’re under the desk, aren’t they?”  

“What?” Lauren looked confused. 

“Your shoes. You had taken them off earlier, hadn’t you?”  

Lauren blushed. It was yet another reminder of just how well they knew one another. She nodded 

as she stared at her bare feet on the cold tile floor.  

“I always loved how you did that,” he began to unbutton his shirt.  

“What are you doing, Brent? We can’t, not again,” she stammered. “We shouldn’t have the first 

time…not here…anyone could find us…”  

He chuckled again, and her blush deepened. “It is after midnight, sweetheart. No one is even up, 

except us. Early to bed and early to rise around here.”  

He had missed teasing her like this. It was how their whole relationship had gotten started. Her 

never-ending questions that challenged all his theories always brought forth the incessant need to 
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tease the troublesome little brat. It still did. Of course, there never had been anything mean-

spirited about it.  

“But Megan just brought me dinner,” she protested, looking even more confused now. 

He chuckled at how easily she lost track of time. If he were the stereotypical ‘mad’ scientist, then 

she was the absent-minded one. When they were together, he always assumed responsibility for 

making sure that she ate properly and got enough rest. The weight loss said that it was a task that 

had been severely neglected, but no more. 

He motioned to the barely touched plate of cold food on the desk. “That was hours ago, darlin’. I 

would have come for you sooner, except Megan said you thought you were onto something. So, I 

helped Grandmam and Katie get the girls to bed and checked on a few things first.” 

*** 

Lauren nodded her head slowly. It was not uncommon for her to lose track of time when she 

worked, when they worked. It was a trait they shared.  

She tried her best to dampen the smile as Brent shrugged out of his shirt. His bare chest always 

made her smile. It had become her favorite pillow since the first time they had… 

Made love. She reluctantly used the words he had chosen on the plane. She always hated to 

admit when he was right, but it seemed that he might be more often than she liked. If not the 

magnitude of seismic events, at least about their impacts. And the impact of his body on hers was 

a proven scientific fact.  

She was so caught up in that thought that she almost did not catch the shirt as he threw it to her. 

“Put this on.” 

“Give me my jeans, and I will get dressed, Brent.” 

“Why, darlin’? We are just taking a one-minute walk to our cabin. Then that sexy ass of yours is 

getting some rest. You have worked hard enough today. Besides, there is nothing else you can do 

now. Not unless…” 

“We get more data points,” she nodded. “But still, someone might see us. What would they 

think? You shirtless and me wearing…” 

“They would think that we had been fucking our brains out. Which is exactly what we have been 

doing,” The lines around his eyes softened. “But everyone is asleep. Like you should be. 

Besides, my shirts always were your favorite nightwear. So, get dressed for bed here.” 

“What will the girls think? Grandmam?” she argued even as she complied with his order. 

“They won’t see because you are sleeping in tomorrow. You have done your part. Now the rest 

is up to us. I don’t want to see your sexy ass out of bed before noon, do you understand me?” 

Where had this new, more demanding Brent come from? She was not entirely sure she liked it. 

Well, certain parts of her might, she reluctantly confessed as the tingles in her tummy multiplied 

exponentially. “We’ll see,” as she buttoned the shirt. 
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Brent walked back, standing so close that she could feel the heat of his body in the mere 

centimeters that separated them. His hand cupped her jaw and forced her face up to look into his 

eyes, “You will do as I say.” 

She chuckled, “Since when, Brent.” 

She jumped as his hand came down hard on her outer thigh, “Since now.”  

She wanted to argue, to tell Brent where he could shove his new domineering attitude, to remind 

him that the world did not work that way anymore. That women had come out of the cave over a 

century before when they got the right to vote.  

But all of that froze in her lungs as he bent over and wrapped his strong arms about her knees. 

Then she was flying as he stood once more. Her body was bent over his shoulder as the next 

blow landed solidly on her bum. She began to plummet his broad back with her fists as she 

demanded, “Let me down, Brent. Damn it, this is not the Paleolithic period, and we are not 

Neanderthals.” 

He just chuckled as he turned and walked out of his office. “We’ll see, darlin’. We will see.” 

*** 

Brent smiled as he carried his struggling wife the scant fifty feet or so to his cabin. The way that 

her tiny fist pounded at his back was more a nuisance than painful.  

Her voice was barely more than a whisper, “Put me down, Brent.” 

“Can’t, sweetheart. You’re barefooted, and there are spiders, snakes, scorpions, and all sorts of 

nasty things in West Texas deserts.” He stretched the truth as he opened the sliding glass doors.  

“Brent,” Lauren whispered once more. 

“Shh, babygirl, you’ll wake the girls,” he covered the short distance to his room, kicking the door 

closed softly behind them as he dumped her in the middle of his bed.  

“Brent, I told you I was not sleeping in your bed. I don’t want Megan finding out…” 

He shook his head as she began another of their whispered arguments that had been the hallmark 

of the last couple of years of their marriage. But he had a new way of dealing with that as he 

rummaged in his closet, looking for his old ties that he rarely wore anymore. He found the half a 

dozen or so that he had kept for some ridiculous reason. Mostly because they had been presents 

from her.  

He tucked them behind his back as he turned back to her with a smile. “Our bed, Lauren. And it 

is where you are going to sleep from now on.”  

She glared at him, “You have lost it this time, Brent. I told you for a week. One week…” 

He only needed to take a couple of steps so that he towered over her. “That was before, Lauren. 

Do you think I am letting you go back there? Even your conservative calculations illustrate the 

risks we are facing.” 
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“At Grandmam’s age, what do you think the vog will do to her lungs? You know that the elderly, 

the sick, and small children are most at risk. And our girls? You, yourself, admit that this could 

be the tipping point of already unstable governments. How are you going to protect them if 

something happened?” 

He smiled as he watched the play of emotions over her face. They both knew he had her. She 

would never put the ones she loved at risk. “Besides, you’re forgetting, there are no-fly zones 

over most of Europe right now. Especially in England.” 

“But Jason has…” 

“Yes, Jason might be able to do it. But right now, I can’t divert him from other more important 

tasks. And I would not trust even him with the most precious cargo in the world to me,” he sat on 

the bed next to her.  

His fingers gently traced the lines about her generous lips as he saw the tears begin to gather in 

those deep green pools. He knew this moment well: the one where the real human cost of their 

work began to dawn.  

He pressed his point home, “You know it is true, Lauren. You won’t risk Grandmam or Elise. 

Hell, in a world turned on its head by famine and death, you and I both know what can happen to 

pretty young girls like Megan too.” 

He saw the tears slip from the corner of her eyes as she nodded her head slowly. “Besides, 

sweetheart, the truth is that you want this too. You want me back. You have missed me. What we 

share. And not just the hot sex either.” 

He bent and kissed the corner of her mouth. “You missed how well we work together as a team. 

Me, the ideas man, and you, the statistician that makes it all come together. You have not found 

that in the past seven years any more than I have.” 

“But Monique…” 

He chuckled as he placed his finger over her lips. “Could never be you, and you know that. The 

damned woman agrees with me too much.” 

He moved his fingers as he slowly bent his head. He stared at her lips until he saw her run her 

tongue across the bottom one. It had always been an unspoken signal between them. Her way of 

telling him that she wanted his kiss as much as he needed to taste her. And he gave them both 

what they wanted.  

His lips and tongue savored her more thoroughly than even the best Texas barbeque. He took his 

time. Drugged her with the slow familiarity of their love until she was whimpering and leaning 

into him.  

Brent was eternally grateful to the foreman of his father’s ranch, where he had spent the weeks of 

his summer when not at science camp, as he tied a slip knot into one tie without looking. He 

might not remember the name of the former rodeo cowboy that had been there just a couple of 

years, but he could never forget the rope work he taught him.  
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He smiled as he gently laced his fingers through hers and slipped the silky material over her 

wrist. Just to be certain, he deepened the kiss as he pushed her back against the pillows. He 

trailed his fingers slowly down her arm as he lifted it into position. He wrapped the other end of 

the tie around the metal bars of his wrought iron bed, his one luxury in this place.  

He quickly tied it off as he continued to distract her with the kiss. He hoped that she would not 

notice until he managed to get the other tie into place. Perhaps she would even think he still held 

her wrist. It was a game they had often played in the past, him holding her down as they made 

love. And why he even had the nerve to try these games.  

He might not be as kinky as Daniel or Samuel, but after years of listening to their gentle teasing, 

he was more than a bit curious to try at least a bit of the bondage and maybe some of barehanded 

spanking on that soft, round ass of Lauren’s. His cock got even harder at the thought of turning it 

a delicate, warm pink as his fingers finished off knotting another of the ties. 

He was beginning to repeat the process of slipping it gently over her wrist as she began to 

struggle under him. She tried to jerk her hand away, but he held it tightly. She turned her head to 

break free of his kiss.  

Her eyes were huge as she stared up at him. “What the fuck are you doing, Brent? This isn’t 

funny. I’m not into this kinky shit.” She continued to glare at him as she fought to free her hands. 

“Really, sweetheart? You didn’t like it even just a little bit? Having your hands tied up with your 

bra? You don’t enjoy it at all when I hold your hands down above your head as I fuck you?” 

“Having you hold my hands is different, Brent.” 

“How, Lauren? Because this way, I can use those hands to explore this ripe, beautiful body. I can 

touch and please you.”  

He knew why; he understood. His beloved wife needed control. More accurately, the illusion of 

control. That was what attracted her brilliant mind to science. That was why she had chosen such 

a conventional career path. Why she eschewed all the alternative therapies he had suggested for 

Elise.  

He knew why too. Her parents’ divorce when she was just six had left her scarred. In some ways, 

as much as a burn victim. Perhaps worse, because no one saw her scars. She hid them behind the 

perfect mask of conformity, normalcy, and convention.  

But her scars were costing her. Costing them. Had cost them their marriage, seven years apart. 

And if he did not confront them now, perhaps as cruel as it sounded, force her to look in the 

mirror at them, they might cost them this second chance. And this time, it could well be 

permanent. Worse yet, it could cost their daughters. Hell, already had.  

He felt like a bastard. Perhaps even a bit guilty. His mind shied away from the word but a rapist. 

He did not want to force her like this. He always preferred to woe her. To love her. But he had 

tried that seven years ago, and he had failed. He had lost her and half of Megan’s life, most of 

Elise’s. This time the stakes were even higher. He could not lose. He would not. 



 

-108- 
 

He finished off tying her other hand and bent to kiss her forehead as his now free hand gently 

caressed up her inner thigh from her knee towards her bare cunt. “If you hate this so fucking 

much, then your sweet pussy will be dry and unresponsive?”  

If he had any doubts, they were allayed by the way her cheeks burned red as she turned her head 

away, unable to meet his gaze. “Fuck you, Brent.” 

His fingers continued their journey, burying themselves deep inside her very wet cunt and 

sending his wife rapidly spiraling into an orgasm as he felt her muscles tighten and clench like a 

vise around them. He continued to move them in and out, making sure to press against her sweet 

spot that he had learned so long ago.  

Her head thrashed against his pillow. He loved the play of auburn hair against white cotton. But 

he missed staring into the green depths of her eyes as she came. And he missed the sound of her 

sweet moans and whimpers as she bit down hard on her lower lip to deny him the satisfaction.  

Perhaps that was for the best with the girls just down the hall. He certainly was not going to push 

his luck by using one of the ties as a gag. But maybe in the future… 

If there was one, and he was going to do all he damned well could to make sure there was. Even 

pushing Lauren beyond her comfort zone like this. 

He slowed his fingers and allowed her orgasms to recede even as her body continued to squeeze 

rhythmically in tiny aftershocks for several moments.  

When those big green eyes looked up at him, his resolve faltered at the massive tears in them. 

“Fuck you, Brent…fuck you.”  

His heart stuttered in his chest. He felt a total and complete bastard. And only the high stakes that 

he was playing for in this game kept him from folding.  

He held her gaze as painful as it was to see those tears slip down her cheek. He withdrew his 

fingers from her body as it gave a final last squeeze. He brought them to his lips and tasted her 

sweetness as their gazes held. She tried to look away, but his other hand captured her jaw and 

held it immobile as he bent and tasted the bitter, saltiness of those tears. Then he leaned in and 

tenderly caressed her lips once more, sharing her tastes, pain, and fears.  

“Forgive me for this, babygirl. If there were any other way I could reach you, make you see the 

truth, I would, but I tried patience and love. They did not work.” 

“Make me see what, Brent? That you are a fucking asshole? Congrats, you might have finally 

succeeded there. Extinguished the love I could not.”  

His heart stuttered to a full stop at her words. His mind fractured at the harshness of her words. 

He reconsidered his choices. But as he had told her, he had tried the other. Time was running out 

for them…and perhaps for the tiny microorganism that was planet Earth. Desperate times called 

for desperate measures, they said. So he continued, as hard as it was.  

“I hope not, Lauren. Goodness knows, I hope not. But sweetheart, I have to make you see…” 
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“See what, Brent? What do you fucking want me to see?” Lauren was back to those whispered 

screams that had destroyed them seven years ago.  

He sighed as his fingers gently brushed more tears from her cheek, tenderly. “That you have 

been bound up in fear all your life, Lauren. Fear of failure. Fear of not being good enough. Fear 

of not being loveable.” 

He pressed his lips softly to hers once more as those eyes widened in shock at his words, perhaps 

denial even. “But I love you, sweetheart. I have since I was a fifteen-year-old kid afraid of the 

hormones raging through his body, and I will until the day I die. Even if you reject me again 

now, Lauren. I will still love you. Be faithful only to you.” 

“He stopped loving her today. They placed a wreath upon his door, and soon they’ll carry him 

away. He stopped loving her today,” he sang the song that he had every single night as he held 

the picture on the table next to his bed. And he had no shame whatsoever as he allowed his tears 

to mingle with hers.  

“Trust me, please, baby. Just this one last time. Let me bind you with my love and not your fears. 

Then if you still want to walk away from me. From this. From my love. I won’t stop you. Please, 

Lauren?” he pleaded his case as he watched one of his tears drop onto her cheek, mingling with 

one of hers…as their souls always had been…two becoming one. Or maybe they still were one, 

just reunited. “Please?” 

*** 

Lauren heard the crack in his voice. Saw his tears. It was not the first time she had. But she could 

count those on the one hand, and she knew that she was the only one he ever allowed to. She felt 

the heat of that single tear as it fell on her skin. It was hotter than lava from Kilauea. It burned 

her soul.  

She cursed herself. Called herself weak. Stupid. But she knew what her answer was going to be 

even before she nodded her head. She could not bring herself to say the words, to give him full 

consent, absolution. The slight nod was the best she could manage.  

But she knew he had seen it as Brent inhaled deeply. His lips once more descended upon hers. 

This kiss was firmer than before but still more tender than demanding. More coaxing and 

seduction than conquering. She wanted to deny him victory but found herself responding, 

arching up, her breasts brushing against his bare chest. Only the thin cotton of his shirt stood 

between them. 

“Thank you, sweetheart. I promise you I won’t abuse your trust,” he whispered against her lips. 

Damn him, damn Brent Jacobs to hell. Because in her heart, she knew that he not only meant 

those words but that he never had. He had never once betrayed her trust or their love. But she 

had. The truth was she had pushed away the one person that loved her the most. The only one 

she could ever count on. She had pushed him away. She had broken his trust, …and his tender 

heart. 

“I’m sorry, Brent,” she found herself whispering, almost against her will. 
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“Don’t be, sweetheart. I am the one that should be apologizing. I am the one that pushed you too 

hard. I always knew what I was buying.” He brushed more tears from her cheek. “I knew why 

too, baby. And still, I could not give you the time and space to come to the answers yourself. I’m 

sorry for that, Lauren. Sorrier than you will ever know.” 

Lauren wanted nothing more than to free her hands. To brush away the fresh tears on his cheeks, 

to soothe him, wrap her arms about him, draw him closer, comfort him, and take him into her 

body. But she could not. All she could do was lay there - and receive. “Make love to me, Brent.”  

“Always, my love. Always. Until the day, I die,” he stood slowly and unbuckled his belt.  

Her eyes never left him as his fingers made quick work of the button and zipper, pushing his 

jeans aside until his cock sprang free, already hard and ready for her. She bit her lower lip. She 

wanted to taste him. That was another thing that she could count on one hand, but she swore she 

would. Later perhaps. She smiled, maybe even give the man a taste of his own medicine. Tie his 

sexy ass to the bed, tease and torture him.  

But right now, she was at Brent’s mercy, and tender though those might be, it both terrified and 

excited her. He smiled as he kicked off his boots and the jeans with them. Then he reached 

down, “You are overdressed, Mrs. Jacobs.” He tore open his shirt. 

“Brent,” she exclaimed in shock. 

“What? Maybe I should cut the damned thing off? But then I’d have to go digging in the pockets 

of my jeans for my pocket knife, sweetheart. And I’d much rather spend that time inside your 

sweet cunt.” 

Lauren bit her lips. It always surprised her how much Brent’s nasty talk in bed turned her on. It 

was like in his arms and bed, she was free. Free of all the polite niceties of society. Free to 

simply be. Free to be herself.  

Her eyes widened as it hit her. The truth that Brent had claimed she needed to see. It was there 

all along. Only in this man’s love had she ever indeed been free. Only with him did she ever 

truly know happiness.  

But at the moment, she was more interested in actions than long confessions. They could have 

those later. Much later, she thought as he came to join her on the bed, his body covering hers. 

Her legs automatically fell open. Her hips lifted, seeking, yearning for the feel of him deep inside 

of her. Needing that completion, she only felt when their bodies, minds, and souls melded 

together into one.  

“Brent,” she cried out as he entered her slowly. Too damned slowly as she lifted her hips to draw 

him deeper.  

“Not so fast, sweetheart. We have all night.” His hands on her hips stilled her.  

“Then fuck me again later, damn it. But I need you now, Brent. Hard and fast,” she pleaded. 

“Damn it, please. Please fuck me.” She tightened her muscles around his throbbing cock. It was a 

move she knew he loved and one that usually won the argument for her. 
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He groaned as he slipped further inside her, his lips descended on hers once more. This kiss was 

the seething heat that threatened to consume every neuron in her brain. “Damn it, woman. Why 

don’t I ever have any self-control around you?” 

She chuckled as she moved beneath him, drawing him deeper and flexing her muscles again, 

“Self-control is highly over-rated, Dr. Jacobs. But if it makes you feel any better, I never have 

any around you either.” 

He laughed, and it drove his cock entirely inside her. Her body soared into the heavens and 

beyond once more as she trembled beneath him. “Then what the hell are we going to do if 

neither of us has any self-control.” 

“Shut the fuck up and just love me, Brent,” she began to fight the bonds once more. The need to 

touch this man was consuming her.  

“Tut-tut, Mrs. Jacobs. Such a potty mouth on a lady?” Brent began a slow and easy loving that 

threatened to rob her of all dignity.  

“Damn it, stop playing around and fuck me. Fuck me hard and fast, Brent.” 

He smiled as he picked up the pace, “How can a gentleman resist such a polite request?” 

Within a heartbeat, her body was soaring again. Higher. Faster. And further. So far that she 

feared she would never re-enter the Earth’s atmosphere. Brent played her body, drove her further 

than she thought possible, gave her more…and more.  

She barely managed to stifle her screams. Time was meaningless as he proved Einstein’s theory 

of relativity. Over and over…and over again. Until she genuinely was mindless, exhausted, and 

so fucking well-loved that she knew there was no going back.  

She belonged with this man. She always had. She always would.  

They belonged together as she used her final burst of energy to capture his cock in a vise grip 

until he cursed and trembled, giving into his release.  

“Damn it, woman.” Brent rolled just enough to the side to take his weight off her while allowing 

their bodies to remained locked in the dance of life and love. “I’ll make you pay for that. Later,” 

he promised with a cheeky grin. 

“We’ll see, Dr. Jacobs. We’ll see.”  
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Chapter Ten 
 

Brent was up before dawn. Even with as little sleep as he had gotten with Lauren in his bed. It 

had never been quantity with Lauren but quality. He sighed as he brushed a strand of hair out of 

her face and kissed her shoulder. Despite how much they had made love the past two days, his 

cock was hard, nestled between the cheeks of her warm, soft ass.  

He smiled; two mornings in a row, he had woken up to perfection. After seven years of tossing 

and turning alone and lonely in his bed, he appreciated it more than he ever had.  

That was what made this so damned hard. But Brent knew he had to get up. Not only did he need 

to check and see how things had gone during the night with the evacs, but there was also 

something he needed to speak to Daniel about in particular. Lone.  

He snuck naked and barefoot from the warmth of their bed. He made sure to tuck the blanket 

tightly about her. He meant what he had said. If he saw her face out of this bed before noon, he 

was spanking her cute butt and bringing it right back here even if he had to tie her to the 

bed…again. 

That had gone better than he expected. Well, except for her threats after the second time they had 

woken. When she discovered that she had fallen asleep under him with her hands still tied to the 

headboard, she had sworn that she was going to return the favor and tie him down next time. 

Brent reminded himself to watch his back, perhaps find a nice, safe hiding spot for those stupid 

silk ties.  

He gathered fresh clothes and his boots as quietly as possible and made his way to the small 

bathroom. His shower was even quicker than usual this morning; wasting water was not 

something you took lightly in the desert. He did not bother with shaving either, just brushed his 

teeth, got dressed, and was out of there before he missed Daniel.  

He knew that the man liked to spend time in the kitchen with his wife as she got breakfast ready. 

Not that he blamed him. He wanted to spend the whole damned day with his. But after last night, 

he was hopeful there would be a lifetime for that.  

He made his way to the bunker and climbed down just as the sun was coming up over the rolling 

hills topped with low mesquite bushes and cacti. He was glad to find Daniel alone still in the 

small office and storage area.  

He was studying the map once more. The red dots for active volcanoes. Yellow for other ones. 

Clusters of blue for their people around the globe. Curving, swirling lines for the jet stream 

across the Northern hemisphere. Brent looked over his shoulder at the map too, “How’d it go last 

night?” 

“Not as good as it went for you, Doc. Saw somebody carrying something out of the command 

center late last night. Looked kind of heavy, but he seemed to have it in hand.”  

Brent blushed though he supposed he deserved it. For almost five years, he had been the innocent 

third party in the harmless ribbing between Daniel and Samuel, never taking sides, instead 
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merrily going along with whoever was the instigator. It should come as no shock then that both 

men were going to take their chance at payback.  

“Did the plane get off?” Brent turned the conversation back to the topic at hand.  

“Yes, it should be landing on the airstrip early this evening, and so far, so good. Samuel has 

Simone rallying the troops and getting cabins refreshed for the new arrivals. Since the pilot made 

them leave most of their things behind to take more precious human cargo, it is going to be a bit 

of strain on our stock rooms.” 

“Have Simone take the kids with her into town. Clear Wal-Mart out if you have to. All the 

basics: blankets, shoes, underwear. She’ll know what to buy, I’m sure. And have those kids pick 

up as many toys as they can too. Have Jill give her a list of supplies, too. Send one of the guys to 

rent a moving truck and bring it all back here.” 

Daniel shook his head and stared at him. “Let me guess…whatever it costs?” 

Brent laughed and nodded, “Yeah, I know what you’re thinking. If I am wrong, then I’m gonna 

be broke. But, hell, it is only money. I’ll still have this place, my salary, and stock shares from 

Jacobs Energy. That is a hell of a lot more than most people make every year. So, don’t worry, 

yeah, I can still afford to pay yours and Samuel’s salary.” 

“Fuck that shit, Doc. Like you say, it’s only money. So, I reckon Samuel and I will be pooling 

ours with you to purchase whatever we can for this place and the others. It’s not like we need the 

damned stuff around here. Not like we ain’t got everything we need right here. Especially the 

most important thing - family,” his friend looked back at the map. 

“Are they coming?” 

“Yeah, I’m just not sure that they will all make it to Morocco in time for tonight’s plane. And we 

both know that we can’t afford to wait. Can’t put other people’s lives at risk for the four of 

them,” Daniel’s face darkened.  

“Then find another plane. If not Morocco, somewhere in Northern Africa. Fuel the damned thing 

and leave it sitting there for them,” Brent made the call. 

“You sure, Doc? A plane for just four men. I know money won’t be worth much if you’re right, 

but still?” 

Brent clapped him on the shoulder, his fingers biting into corded muscles, “Friendship is. Worth 

a hell of a lot more than money. No matter what happens.” He forced a more jovial chuckle than 

he felt, “Besides, I don’t want nothing affecting your wife’s cooking.” 

Daniel roared in laughter though Brent saw that the mirth did not reach the man’s icy blue-gray 

eyes. “Nothing to worry about there, man. One of the first things that the woman told me was 

that she cooked when she worried. When she was happy, sad, or mad, she just cooks.” 

Brent smiled at the love he heard in his friend’s voice. It felt damned good not to be envious and 

a bit resentful of that for once. Especially now. 
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Still, the unspoken worry eked at the back of his mind, and Daniel Monroe, former US Navy 

SEAL team Commander, was probably the one person who could confirm or deny his biggest 

fear. Could he keep the people he loved most safe, even here, with all he had done? 

He cleared his throat, “Daniel, there is something I need to ask you while we have some privacy. 

Not that I don’t trust Samuel just as much, just that,” he sought the right words to explain. “Just 

that this is more a command than a logistics issue.” He hoped those were the right words; he did 

not want to create any friction between the men. 

Daniel looked away for a moment, and when he turned back, there was a cold stony pain in his 

eyes, something that Brent could not explain but knew. He had seen it on other men. Men forced 

to make hard choices of life and death, sometimes even when it came to innocents. And he 

supposed that in some ways, it was a fellowship that he was joining now.  

Before he even put the question to words, Daniel answered, “You want to know how safe we are 

here. How truly safe?” 

“But not just against marauders.” He sighed, “Daniel, I hate asking this, but I have to know. Are 

our women and children safe from…” 

“Our own government?” Daniel finished as he shook his head. “All I can say is that we have 

done our best. But it honestly depends on how badly they want you dead, Doc.” 

The former Commander motioned to a chair by the desk as he perched on the end of it. “Want to 

tell me why you’re asking this now?” 

Brent’s shoulders slumped, “You got my orders last night? You have the basics of what Lauren 

discovered. Even if I am wrong and no more volcanoes blow, there will be enough damage from 

Katla and Laki to send a cloud of noxious gases that we call vog, volcanic fog, across Northern 

Europe. Tens, if not hundreds of thousands, of the most vulnerable, the elderly, young children, 

the sick will die from respiratory problems.” 

“And that’s just the beginning. This summer will be one of the hottest on record. Followed by a 

nasty winter. Unpredictable weather of floods, droughts, and who knows what, for perhaps the 

next decade. And it could wrap around the globe. Crops could fail all over the world.” 

“Famine and war, right, Doc? What you’re saying is that even if you are wrong, you’re right. 

With the instability in world markets and geo-political systems, the world as we know it is 

over?” 

Brent nodded his head at stark words that sounded even more alarming spoken aloud. “Lauren 

tried to warn some of our colleagues in Washington and London…” 

“But let me guess, they won’t listen? And you’re thinking about going public with your theories. 

Warning people? Giving them at least a chance to prepare before it is too late? A fighting chance 

at survival for them and their families?” 

“Yeah.” 
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“Of course, you know they will do everything they can to discredit you. Drag your name through 

the mud. Hell, make up lies if they have to.” 

“That does not bother me. My career as a scientist was over long ago.” He looked his friend in 

the eye, “It is not what they can do to me that bothers me, Daniel. It is what they might do to the 

people I love that scares me.” 

Daniel nodded slowly, “Theoretically speaking, you hear me?” 

Brent had never asked this man or Samuel to reveal their past. Hell, he had put this question off 

for as long as he dared. He did not want to make his friends uncomfortable, reveal national 

secrets. Just help him make an informed decision. 

“Theoretically speaking, it would be fool-hardy of them to make a direct attack on this place. 

Your daddy has his own powerful allies. And you are no gun-hoarding, evangelist messing with 

little girls. You might not be the most respected man in the field of volcanology right now, but it 

would not make sense to do a full-out frontal assault with the FBI or ATF.” 

“What about others?”  

“You mean Black Ops?” Daniel shook his head again, “I still think it is too risky. Too much 

collateral damage at risk here. Too many friends in high places.” 

“But someone might try a subtler attack. If I were planning it,” Daniel looked him directly in the 

eye. “Contractors. Private security. More deniability. Shit, the government does not even need to 

be directly involved for something like this. Just pick up a phone and leak the information to the 

right person, someone with lots to lose. Then if something did go wrong, it could never be traced 

back to them.” 

Brent paused for a moment as he weighed up what his friend was saying. Confirming his worst 

fears but at the same time, “What would be our chances if they did?” 

Daniel smiled, “Let’s just say that Samuel and I thought about this before you did. And I would 

not want to be the one leading that suicide mission.” 

“Suicide mission? That sounds a bit too confident, Daniel.” 

“Really? Everyone over the age of ten in this place knows how to shoot a gun. Hell, both my 

oldest and my wife can put a bullet in the sweet spot right between a man’s eyes. Bel can’t bring 

herself to go for the kill shot, but let me tell you where that girl aims, a man will wish he was 

dead.” 

“We have guns, ammo, and heavy artillery stocked piled here, and I made damned sure that the 

powers that be don’t know that, Doc.” Daniel met his stare head-on, “I trusted you with my 

family’s life when I came here. Just like you know your volcanoes, I know this. And I have made 

damn sure that short of that full-on attack on all fronts, my family, yours, and all the others can 

take care of themselves.” 

“So, Doc, you do what you gotta do and leave the rest to us. As long as you are still as good a 

shot as you used to be.” 
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Brent chuckled as he stood and held out his hand towards his friend. Like so many things, this 

was not the answer he wanted. But it was good enough. He did trust Daniel and Samuel with his 

life and those of his family. Now the rest was up to him to decide when and how to inform the 

rest of the world that the Apocalypse was nigh. 

*** 

Lauren did sleep until almost noon, but that had more to do with spending the whole night in her 

ex-husband’s bed and waking to make love twice more during the night, the last time just as the 

sun began to rise over the desert.  

When she finally woke, she had to admit she had not felt this rested, this refreshed in a very long 

time. She had showered and dressed once again in comfortable jeans and a t-shirt before going in 

search of something to appease another kind of appetite.  

As she stepped from Brent’s cabin, she noted a marked difference in the Regenesis community. 

Dozens of people scurried around carrying boxes, stacks of linens, and other essentials. They 

were busily working about the cabins that had been closed just the day before. She had almost 

decided to give food a pass until lunch, perhaps seek out Brent and see if there was anything she 

could help with, but the loud rumble of her stomach made it seem more prudent to seek out 

sustenance first. 

She made her way towards the kitchen, noting even more activity, especially among a group of 

men, two of whom she recognized as the cook’s husband and his friend. She tried to remember 

names, but that skill had never been her strong suit despite her above-average intelligence.  

The dining hall was darkened when she arrived, empty but perfectly tidy. She once again 

contemplated the situation and was about to turn and leave when the doors to the kitchen swung 

open. The cook and her friend appeared through them with three small children running at their 

heels laughing.  

They stopped just behind the buffet. The chef, Lauren embarrassedly searched her brain for the 

woman’s name, smiled at her in greeting. “Good morning, Dr. Masters. Doc said you might stop 

by later. I saved a couple of blueberry muffins just in case.”  

The two women spoke quietly for a moment before the blond woman disappeared back through 

the doors. The other woman and the children, who looked to be about three or four, came 

towards her. They stopped by the wall on her right for a moment, and a couple of lights came on 

overhead.  

The woman came to stand by her as the children began to run and play. Lauren smiled at how 

care-free the kids were even as the whole world was changing. Reluctantly she admitted that it 

was doing just that - changing irrevocably.  

“I’m Simone Jackson,” the woman extended her plump hand. “My husband and Jill’s are the 

head of security around here.” 

Lauren took the hand with a smile. The idealist in her wanted to believe that security was not 

something that a place like this needed, but she had been in too many disaster areas, knew what 
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desperation could do to people. “Lauren, Lauren Ja…” she stopped herself, realizing her mistake. 

“Masters. Dr. Lauren Masters,” the final one more a reminder to herself of who she had become 

these past seven years.  

She was a tenure track professor at one of the most prestigious universities in the world, a 

respected and well-published public speaker, and a scientist in her own right. She was no longer 

merely Brent’s protégé, his student, his partner, or his wife. Or she had been anyway.  

But rather than fill her with pride at her accomplishments, it made her sad because the truth was 

she was no longer a part of a team either. And this place proved that Brent, too, had moved on. 

Had created a new team without her.  

The other woman nodded stiffly as a dark blond toddler, Lauren could not tell if it was a boy or 

girl, clutched the woman’s thigh. “Auntie Simone, save me.” 

She laughed and pried tiny fingers from around her leg, “No, Dylan, you’re on your own.” 

He shook his little head with hair far longer than was fashionable as he pleaded. “But there are 

two of them. Why does Darcy always side with Davey? She’s my sister; she should be on my 

team,” he pouted. 

Abundant laughter rang out through the building, “Cause, baby, those two’s stars are entwined. 

Besides, you are older than Davey. Maybe your sister feels like she needs to protect him.” 

The little boy put his hands on his hips and stared her down, “Six months is not older.” 

The door swung open, and the other woman joined the organized chaos. Jill, Lauren was pleased 

to have a name to go with the face without the embarrassment of asking. She repeated it silently 

ten times as the woman placed a tray on the closest table, “Dig in. I brought you tea this 

morning. Doc asked that I add it to the stocks.” 

Lauren shook her head as she took a seat; she was not sure which smelled better. She took a bite 

of the muffin first but followed it with a sip of the perfect English breakfast tea. She smiled her 

appreciation to her hostess as she queried, “Doc? Who is Doc?” 

But it was the other woman, Simone, she reminded herself, that answered, “Dat’s just my 

Samuel and Daniel’s nickname for your husband. Before we all came here, our guys were 

SEALs. They met Brent when they were assigned to one of his expeditions.” 

Jill laughed as she continued the story, “Our guys figured that your husband would be some 

geeky, science nerd, so before they even met him, they started calling him Doc.” The women 

exchanged a glance as they giggled and fanned themselves, “Of course, Brent proved to be 

anything but a nerd.” 

Lauren joined them in laughter as she took another bite of the muffin, “If you only knew.” 

Simone raised her eyebrows and sat down at the table with them. “Do tell, gurlfriend. Dat man 

been squirreling your ass away ever since you gots here. But we figure sometings up when yous 

come back from the desert with ‘tumble’ weed in your hair and a hickey on your neck.” 
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Lauren blushed at the woman’s words. Had her actions made them fodder for gossip in this small 

community. Jill’s hand covered hers on the table, “Don’t mind Simone’s kidding, Dr. Masters. 

She does not mean any harm. It’s just her way.”  

Once more, the two women exchanged glances and a stare. Lauren covered her discomfort with 

another bite. She hated to admit it, but she was envious. She had never really had a ‘gurlfriend’ 

as Simone called it. No female companion to share secrets with. Her life was books, knowledge, 

science…and Brent. For the first time, she felt perhaps she was missing out.  

“Hey, I resemble dat,” Simone laughed as she looked across the room to where the children were 

now playing with building blocks. “But she’s right, Dr. Masters. I don’t mean any offense. It just 

sort of comes naturally to me. You see…I’s got the sight.” 

Lauren shook her head as she took another sip of tea, “Not you too.” 

The women both studied her, but Simone spoke first, “What you mean?” 

Lauren looked down at the table, “Mind you, I don’t believe in such foolishness. But my 

Grandmam says that the sight runs in our family.” She shook her head, remembering the uneasy 

feeling that she had had as she left her office to pick up Elise, “She insists that I have it too.” 

Simone’s laughter echoed off the walls. “Naw, child, if you had the sight, you’d know better than 

to fight the stars with dat man.” 

Jill giggled and smiled reassuringly at her, “Afraid you are in real trouble now, Dr. Masters.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Once Simone decides that ‘de stars be wid you,’ she won’t stop meddling.”  

“And dat worked out so awful for you, gurlfriend? I saw how you winced when you sat down. 

And I know dat Sammy made a new paddle for Danny Boy. So, don’t you be complaining about 

my meddlin’ when you be reaping de benefits of it?” 

Lauren almost spewed hot tea across the table at the woman’s boldness as Jill blushed. “Yeah, 

well, it is Samuel’s fault, insisting that Daniel has to learn how to keep things lively.” 

Lauren felt her cheeks redden with each word exchanged. She had read ‘that’ book too. Strictly 

out of scientific curiosity about the fuss. Of course, that was all it was, she assured herself. After 

all, the ink was not even dry on the divorce back then. She was merely sexually frustrated. She 

certainly would not want… No, certainly not. 

Hell, Brent’s silk ties had been shocking enough. She certainly did not want to imagine paddles 

or any of the other kinky stuff she remembered, like floggers and clamps…and tawse. Lauren 

inhaled and stopped her mind from trapesing further down that unknown path. No, ties were bad 

enough.  

So, why were her nipples hard inside the lace bra? And why did she have to shift uncomfortably 

on the hard seat to keep her jeans from rubbing certain sensitive spots? She turned back as Jill 

stood up. 
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“Well, I better get back to work. The lunch crowd will be here in less than an hour. But it was 

nice getting actually to talk with you, Dr. Masters.” Jill held out her hand, and Lauren shook it, 

“I can’t tell you how glad I am that you came. Doc always said yours was the one mind that 

could put it all together.” 

“Ain’t the woman’s mind dat has dat man smilin’ and struttin’ his stuff round here like a banty 

rooster,” teased Simone. 

“You be good. Don’t go scaring her off with your ‘written in the stars’ shit. People have to work 

that stuff out for themselves; you know that.” She turned back to Lauren, “Besides, it has been 

nice having another woman to chat with round the table. Who knows, I might have to make 

scones tomorrow. If it will draw you back here, Dr. Masters?” 

“Lauren. Call me Lauren, especially if I am invited back for scones.” 

“Deal,” Jill held out her hand again.  

Lauren took the woman’s hand and was only mildly shocked when another darker one covered 

both of theirs, “Ain’t been this much fun since…” But Simone stopped, and sad looks covered 

both of the women’s faces. 

Lauren would have asked what was wrong, but the doors swung open. Brent and Monique 

entered with a couple of others, whose names she could not remember.  

“We have to now, Brent. Lives depend upon it…” 

*** 

Brent saw Lauren’s head come up at Monique’s assertion. It was the same argument they had 

had all morning. From the moment he had explained all the implications of Lauren’s findings to 

her, Monique had been insisting that he give her a plane so that she could fly directly to Los 

Angeles.  

She had more than one friend in the media. She could be on every major network, get the news 

out in a day, she insisted. While Brent had concluded that they did have a moral obligation to 

share what they knew, he knew that how they did it was just as important.  

It was not just the safety of those he cared about here either. There might not be much he could 

do to stop ‘them’ from smearing his name, Monique’s, or perhaps even Lauren’s now, but he 

was all too familiar with how people took these warnings.  

More than once, his teams had raised the alarms on a volcano. Called for evacuations…too soon. 

The people left. But if they did not see immediate results, if the volcano did not begin erupting 

on their specified schedule, and they rarely did, then people began to trickle back. One by one 

returning to the danger zone, and lives were lost. It was a case of the ‘boy who cried wolf.’  

This time, even more so, because the Iceland eruptions seemed so distant, unrelated to their 

everyday lives. Even in Europe, he knew that most people still believed this was nothing more 

than a few days, a couple of weeks max, of inconvenience until the skies were clear again and 

their lives returned to normal just as it had in 2010 with Eyjafjallajökull. Asking them to make 
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this kind of long-term jump, months and years into the future? Well, Brent still had not figured 

out how best to accomplish that. 

Lauren turned back to Simone with a smile and said something before standing and walking over 

to them. She looked decidedly uncomfortable as she bit her lower lip and stared at the floor. He 

wanted to laugh as he realized what was going through her brilliant mind. His wife was not sure 

what to say or do - after last night. 

In true Lauren fashion, she ignored the issue and turned instead to Monique. “Good day, 

Monique. I could not help overhearing what you were saying. What do we have to do now? 

What lives are depending on it?” 

Brent braced himself for the explosion that he knew was to come. These two women, his best 

friends, never agreed on anything, and he was confident this one was going to be a biggie. A VEI 

6 at least. 

“Good morning, mon cheri. I am trying to convince this stubborn husband of yours to let me fly 

to Los Angeles. I have friends in the media there. People need to know what is happening. What 

is to come.”  

“Yes, I agree. People do need to know what is to come,” Lauren nodded her head as she placed 

her hands on her hips. 

Brent’s mouth dropped open.  

But nothing could prepare him for what came out of his wife’s mouth next. “That is why I am 

going back. To talk to my contacts in London and Washington. Make them see the truth. Help 

them to formulate strategies to handle this situation, the proper way.” 

“Oh hell, no, you are not,” Brent practically shouted as all around them, everything and everyone 

came to a complete standstill.  

Now she turned towards him. Without even so much as a cordial ‘good morning,’ let alone a 

proper greeting after all they had shared last night. Her hands firmly on those hips, her feet wide 

apart, she glared at him, “Yes, yes, I am, Brent. It is the only thing that makes sense.”  

Brent knew that look. Hell, he had seen it often enough those last couple of years. Shit, on some 

level, it was the same one that had made him take notice of the pesky little kid with all her ‘yes, 

buts’ all those years ago at science camp. But it was a matter of magnitude. He knew when he 

was going to be on the losing end of that look.  

And short of throwing her back over his shoulder and carrying her off to their bedroom and tying 

her to the bed once more, he knew he was in big trouble here.  

He sighed as he looked around at the toddlers playing and Simone almost laughing. He knew that 

in less than an hour, this place would be packed. Even before then, Jill needed to set things up 

out here. This was certainly no place for this kind of argument. Besides, there was expertise that 

he needed…and hopefully, it would be on his side. 
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“Okay, you two follow me,” he commanded as he hit the button on his radio and summoned 

Daniel and Samuel to meet them in the bunker. Though why he would think a room full of guns 

was a good idea for this conversation was beyond him. Pistols at high noon in the bunker, it was 

then. 
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Chapter Eleven 
 

Brent was relieved to see that Samuel was already unloading a rather good-sized moving truck 

with several teens' help. At this point, there were few able-bodied men in the compound, just 

Samuel, Daniel, a handful of science nerds, a couple of retirees, and himself. Most younger 

families and single men would be filtering in over the next few days, maybe weeks and months.  

That had been one of his concerns about the risks of going public. Once everyone was here, well, 

Daniel’s and Samuel’s friends alone would make this place virtually impregnable. But right now, 

it was mostly the retired, women, and children among their ranks of fifty-odd souls. But if Daniel 

felt they could handle things, that was good enough for him. He truly did trust them to know 

their business as well as he knew his.  

He waved for Samuel to join them. From the way the man nodded and spoke to Sammy, perhaps 

Daniel had alerted him to the situation. A moment later, his friend joined their small crew as they 

entered the bunker once more.  

Daniel had already pulled up a couple of chairs and crates as extra seating, but the tiny space was 

more than cramped. This facility always would be, though. Designed primarily for storage, it 

would become the short-term fallback shelter if an attack did come. But it was only meant for a 

short time, a couple of days max while they came up with a plan of attack or until re-

enforcements arrived.  

It would serve his purposes now and provide a private place for him and those closest to him to 

develop a plan of action. One that served the greater good and did their best to protect those they 

cared about.  

“Okay, I want to hear everyone out here. But yes, I agree we have an obligation to do something. 

To give people the best chance possible to makes plans, prepare, and protect their families. What 

that something is though I don’t know yet,” he looked around the room at each of them. His eyes 

came to rest on her, the one he could not afford to lose again. “I want all of you to help me make 

that choice. Together.” 

As he knew she would be, Monique was the first one to speak. “As I have tried to tell you all 

morning, I can be on a plane to Los Angeles in fifteen minutes. My friends can get me on the 

news tonight. By tomorrow the whole world will know the truth.” She shook her head, “I don’t 

understand what the delay is.” 

Brent closed his eyes, ran his hands through his hair, and inhaled, preparing once more to defend 

his decision, but it was Lauren who spoke up before he could. “The delay is that it serves no 

one’s best interest to incite mass panic that way.” 

She looked directly at Brent as she spoke this time. “Besides, there is the issue of credibility 

here.” She turned back to Monique, “No offense, but neither you nor Brent have much left.”  

Lauren paused and bit her lower lip as she did when she tried her best to formulate a polite way 

to say something. It made Brent smile, “Go ahead and say it, sweetheart. The only people who 

would listen to us are a handful of kooks.” 
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“I was trying not to be quite so brutal, Brent.” 

They must be making progress then because brutal was the only language she had spoken for the 

past eight or nine years at least. “And your alternative?” 

“Let me go. Back to London, if that is still possible. But if not, then Washington. Let me meet 

with colleagues at the Met Office, USGS, FEMA…” 

“Like the alphabet soup bureaucrats are going to believe us. And even if they did, they aren’t 

going to do anything. They can’t even save a few thousand people in New Orleans. How are they 

going to manage a global disaster of this scale?” Monique stood her ground. 

Brent had to agree with her assessment of the situation. But he too feared unnecessarily inciting 

panic in the masses. Innocent lives could be lost just as easily in riots and looting that might 

follow Monique’s announcement. 

Lauren looked right at him, addressed only him this time. “You know I’m right, Brent. You 

know that we have to try at least.” She turned back to the other woman, “You may be right. It 

may come to that. But we can’t just jump right over proper channels without giving them a 

chance to respond, to manage the situation in a more organized and productive way.” 

“We’d be no better than them if we did, Brent,” she pleaded.  

He shook his head, “Honestly, I don’t like any of our options here.” He stood up and walked 

over to the crate that Lauren was sitting on. He held out his hand to her, uncertain she would 

even take it. He was both relieved and a bit shocked when she did.  

He drew her up and made no bones about where he stood, where his loyalties lay and who held 

his heart as he wrapped his arms around her waist and drew her into his embrace. “I know what 

you say makes logical sense, babygirl. But I can’t. I can’t risk it. Can’t risk you. The girls and I 

need you too fucking much,” he laid his soul bare for not just her but all of them to see. 

She smiled softly as her hands cupped his face. “Honestly, I don’t want to leave them…or you.” 

The admission was half whispered as she dropped her eyes and bit that oh-so-kissable lower lip 

once more. Brent’s heart and hopes soared at her words. 

“But you know it is the only way. You know I’m right, Brent. We have to try. We can’t just be 

cowboys from your wild west and go off rogue. We must try to work through the proper 

channels. Do it the right way. I know your moral code, Brent Jacobs. You won’t be able to live 

with yourself any other way.” 

She had him there. She knew him just as well as he knew her. It was not only his moral code. It 

was theirs. This was one argument for which he had no answer. And she knew it too as she 

brushed those soft lips across his for a mere second, “You know I’m right, darling.” 

He nodded reluctantly and held her even tighter. He always did hate when she burst his bubbles. 

The only solace was the gentle way her love cushioned his fall.  

“I might have a partial solution, Doc,” Daniel cleared his throat to grab their attention. 
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“Good thing too. Before we need to get these two a room,” Samuel teased as Monique snickered 

along with him. 

Daniel sent his friend a look that silenced them. “I might have a friend in Washington that could 

do a bit of security for your Missus.” 

“I thought Travis and the others would be too occupied with their own…” 

Daniel nodded his head, “They are, but there might be someone else.” 

“Who?” Samuel was the one to voice Brent’s question. 

“Zane,” Samuel nodded as Daniel turned to Brent. “Commander Zane Rogers was on our team 

for a couple of years, but the boy genius ended up stationed at the Pentagon.” 

“He’s a scientist too. Masters in Statistical Analysis. So he might be able to help you make your 

case, have a few contacts of his own as well as make sure you get back safe and sound to Doc 

and those babies,” Daniel spoke directly to Lauren this time.  

“If you’re sure you can trust him, then that’s all I need. I’d appreciate any help the man can 

give,” Brent told Daniel. He was not happy with the situation, but it was better than nothing. 

He inhaled, taking in her sweet smell, no one would believe him, but he knew he could find this 

woman blindfolded in a room of them by her scent alone. “What you say, sweetheart?” 

She nodded her head and surprisingly wrapped her arms around his waist. “Sure, like you say, 

we’ll take any help we can get.”  

Lauren squeezed him tightly, then drew back and turned in his arms, looking at Monique this 

time. “That includes yours too, Monique. I do agree that you should go to California. Just give 

me a couple of days in D.C. to try things this way first. But if I fail, you’re right; people have the 

right to know what is at stake here. They have the right to make the best choices they can for 

their families based on the facts.” 

Monique jumped up from her chair and rushed over, encircling them both in a hug. “See, I 

always knew this one was smarter than just her books, formulas, and poitrine généreuse, mon 

ami.” His friend kissed him on the cheek.  

She turned to Lauren, who was blushing at the reference to her breasts. “And you don’t be stupid 

again. Get the job done or leave. Come back to this man and those babies. That is all that truly 

matters, mon cheri. Family is everything.” 

“We can second that one,” Daniel added with a smile. “But if you, folks, don’t mind, it’s 

lunchtime, and my wife is a damned good cook. Let’s all get some food, then get our butts to 

work. It seems that our nice and easy cushy job guarding some hippie eco-village commune has 

suddenly turned into a real one of saving lives and protecting people’s ass.” He clapped Brent on 

the back, “People we care about.” 



 

-125- 
 

“If your wife’s cooking is involved, then I second the motion. Meeting adjourned,” Brent 

groaned as he felt a sharp elbow to his stomach. He frowned down at Lauren, “What’s that for, 

baby?” 

He loved the way her bottom lip poked out. It made him want to kiss it until it was swollen and 

red. Then soothe it with softer ones.  

“Are you saying that you prefer Jill’s cooking to mine?” 

Brent laughed, “Darlin’, as much as I love you, we both know that it ain’t because of your skills 

in the kitchen.” He bent down and fed his obsessions just a little as he suckled on that lip and 

gave it a quick nip with his teeth as he whispered in her ear, “The bedroom? That’s another 

matter.” 

Samuel clapped him on the back. “The rest of us are heading out for some food. You two just 

don’t leave any stains on my desk,” he chuckled as he looked back from the doorway with 

Monique and Daniel on his heels. “Now Daniel’s dat’s a-nutter madder, as my wife would say.” 

Brent shook his head at his friend’s not-so-gentle ribbing. “I want to know where you keep the 

handcuffs.” His pronouncement was met with another elbow to the ribs, but he figured he might 

as well join their little ‘pussy-whipped’ husbands’ club officially by giving as good as he got.  

“Third drawer from the top, last cabinet on the left, and there’s other fun interrogation tools in 

there too,” Samuel added with a perfectly straight face. “But I suggest you nip that one’s 

penchant for inflicting pain in the bud now. Before Jill fills her head with all kind of switchy 

shit.” 

“Hey, nothing wrong with letting the little one have her turn on the other end of the ropes every 

now and again,” Daniel winked at him. “Give it a try, Doc, you might like it.” 

“I have a lovely black leather bustier I can loan you, mon cheri. The cowboy won’t know what 

hit him. Just who,” Monique winked at Lauren, whose face was flaming red by then.  

“You three go eat, and we’ll catch up in a bit,” Brent shook his head. 

Daniel laughed as he ushered the other two out. “I’ll have Jill put some back for you, Docs. And 

no bodily fluids on my desk either,” he said as he pulled the door closed on them. 

Brent nodded as he pulled her even closer, “So, where were we, Mrs. Jacobs? What say we raid 

that third drawer from the top?” 

“Only if I get to use the handcuffs on you this time, Dr. Jacobs.”  

The wicked look in those deep green eyes made him swallow reflexively and give it some 

serious consideration. “What the fuck, like the man says…give it a try, I might like it,” he teased. 

“But no telling the others, I’d never hear the end of it from Samuel.” 

*** 

Lauren stared up at Brent. She was more than a bit shocked that he had agreed to this. And the 

truth was…now that he had; she was not sure exactly what to do. 
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Brent took her hand and dragged her over to the cabinet. His blues eyes sparkled as he lifted a set 

of handcuffs from the drawer and handed them to her. “For you, my lady. Now let’s see what 

other treasures those two keep hidden in here.” He chuckled as he dug deeper.  

He pulled out a length of chain with what looked like roach clips on either end. “What’s that?” 

Brent held them up, this time to be parallel to his chest, and the chain hung between them. She 

quickly shook her head, and he went back to his treasure hunt. 

What he pulled out next was a total shocker. It looked like a fishing hook for whales, but instead 

of a sharp spike at the end of it, there was a small shiny ball. He frowned and shook his head this 

time, “What is that?”  

“You don’t want to know.” 

“That bad?” she giggled. “What? I assume you use it to ‘hook’ someone up like a fish. Not my 

thing for sure, but I don’t see the big deal.” 

“Sort of, darlin’. But this hook doesn’t go in the mouth. Another end, babygirl.” 

“No! Just no. That’s disgusting,” Lauren cringed. 

“I wouldn’t go that far, but since I am playing the sub this time, this definitely makes my hard 

list.” 

“Hard list?” The term vaguely rang a bell with Lauren, but it had been years since she read that 

damned book, and even then, she had spent more time laughing than anything else.  

“Hard limits…things that you absolutely don’t want to try,” Brent explained. 

“So, is this place some kind of kinky sex colony or something?” Even though being tied up had 

not been as bad as she thought it would be, all of this seemed much more beyond her comfort 

zone — way beyond actually.  

“Not really. Of course, both Samuel, Daniel, and their wives make no bones about their kinks, 

but it is not a requirement. I guess it is more a case of just being more inclusive, more open-

minded than society has been.” 

Lauren considered his words. She supposed that if Brent did believe that he was re-building 

civilization here, that was a good thing. She knew that he had always chafed at the strictures of 

polite society. She chuckled, more like took delight in thumbing his nose at it. It had not been an 

asset in his time as a guest lecturer at Oxford.  

They always had been oil and water. But with the right spices, the combination made a sweet 

salad dressing, and goodness knew there was still plenty of spice when it came to the two of 

them. 

“What’s so funny, Lauren?” 

“Salad dressing,” she started to crack up with giggles. 
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Brent shook his head and gave her some kind of firm glare that only made her laugh all the 

harder. Before she knew it, she found herself pinned to the floor with her hands above her head 

as he tickled her mercilessly. She thrashed about trying to break free, but it was no use. Brent 

had the advantage not just size-wise, but that look of determination was back too. 

Then the energy changed as his fingers went from tickling to caressing. As quickly and without 

warning as Mount Saint Helens had blown, her body was burning for him. “Please, Brent,” she 

whispered as she felt his hand slip beneath her t-shirt.  

“What, Lauren? I thought you wanted to be the one in control this time,” he teased as she felt the 

cold metal of the handcuffs close around one of her wrists. 

“Later,” she rubbed against his hard body.  

“You sure, sweetheart? I’d hate to rob you of the pleasure of your revenge. Having me at your 

mercy,” he buried his head in her neck and nibbled softly at her shoulders. 

She whimpered as she sought more skin-to-skin contact. “Damn it, Brent, I probably wouldn’t 

even know what to do if you let me. So, quit playing games and fuck me.”  

He pulled back for a moment, an action that brought his hard cock into direct contact with her 

jean-clad hips, causing her to whimper even louder, “Good because I do.”  

The other cuff snapped into place with a loud click that echoed in her mind as his other hand 

cupped and squeezed her tit. Her nipple hardened as she twisted beneath him, “Brent.” 

“So impatient, aren’t we?”  

Lauren wanted to wipe the smug look off his face. To break free, straighten her clothes and walk 

away without looking back. Except even if her hands were not bound by the cold metal, her heart 

was. It always had been - to deny him was to punish herself.  

“I need you, please,” she could not make herself look at him. Did not want to be taunted with 

even more of his smugness as she kept her eyes centered on the tuft of chest hair that peeked 

around the top button on his shirt.  

But Brent’s finger beneath her chin forced her to look up into those dancing blue eyes. It was not 

mirth that she saw there. She did not want to admit the truth, so she settled for the word passion.  

“Sweetheart, don’t you know you have me bound to you more securely than handcuffs ever 

could?”  

He bent his head and captured her lips. The kiss was all of Brent’s best rolled into one: passion, 

tenderness, seduction, teasing. It seemed to go on for an eternity until she was rubbing against 

him like a kitten seeking its master’s total attention. She was on fire, consumed by his flames, 

and unable to quench her most profound need. 

When he finally broke the kiss, he leaned his forehead against hers. Those eyes seemed to caress 

her face. She could almost feel them moving over her skin, fanning the flames. Then he captured 

her gaze, “I love you, Lauren.” 
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Her heart stopped at the intensity of his words. Over the years, he had probably said those three 

little words thousands of times but never had she felt them to the depths of her being the way she 

did at that moment. Her heart stopped as she realized she could no longer avoid the truth. “I love 

you too, Brent. I never stopped.” 

She jumped as she felt the sting of his hand making firm contact with her outer thigh. “Now you 

finally admit that, woman? As you’re getting ready to leave me again? I swear you deserve to be 

put over my knee and spanked until your ass is red for that.” 

Lauren was shocked to discover that rather than being angry at his macho response to her 

confession of undying love, her body craved the erotic picture his words drew in her fertile 

imagination. She felt the heat rising in her cheeks as her eyes drifted back to the top button of his 

shirt once more. She bit her lower lip until it hurt, until she was afraid that she would draw 

blood. But it was the only choice if she did not want to confess her secret, her dark need for him. 

She felt Brent shift his weight off of her a bit. His hand moved between their bodies. He slipped 

it between her closed legs until he cupped her wet cunt. She inhaled, petrified that he would 

discover her secret, that the wetness would leak through her knickers and pants, betraying her 

body’s needs. 

His words only confirmed that, “The idea of my bare hand on that soft bottom turns you on, 

doesn’t it, Lauren?” 

She bit her lip harder and tried to shake her head, but she had never been much of a liar. Silence 

was her best option.  

She moaned, but it was not in pain as that hand came down again, harder on her thigh. “Answer 

me, woman. You want me to spank that sweet ass, don’t you, baby? You want me to put you 

over my knee and turn your butt red.” 

The last was not a question but a statement. One that she could not deny. Especially when Brent 

suited actions to words, rolling over and sitting up so that she found herself on her stomach 

across his lap. She cried out in shock as a surprisingly sharp slap echoed off the walls of the tiny 

space. His hand had landed squarely in the middle of her jean-clad bottom. She did not have to 

protest as more fell.  

The worst, though, was when they stopped. She found herself achy, needy, and almost ready to 

beg for more. What had barely piqued her interest in that book was turning her insides to mush 

with this man. But she was determined she would not accede to him on this one. She would keep 

her dignity…somehow. 

“I asked you a question, Lauren.” 

She shook her head and stubbornly bit her lip. Brent stood up, holding the handcuffs' chain in 

one hand as he brought her with him. He half led and mostly dragged her the couple of feet back 

to the desk. Without a word, he unfastened her jeans and pushed them along with her knickers 

down to her knees.  
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Lauren wiggled, trying to get out of her shoes and the pants the rest of the way off. Brent was 

having none of it as he spun her around to face the desk. His hand in the middle of her back, he 

pushed her down so that her upper body was sprawled across the cold, hard surface. 

“Your last chance, babygirl. I asked you a question, and I expect an answer.” She heard an edge 

to his voice that she never had before. It sent butterflies swooping in her tummy. She felt the 

wetness begin to drip down her inner thigh.  

But she was not letting him know that, “Brent, this is not funny. What do you think you’re 

doing? We don’t even spank our girls.” 

His deep rich laughter caressed her mind, and those butterflies did a few more loop-de-loops, 

“That’s because little girls aren’t meant to appreciate them the way big girls do.” As if to prove 

his point, she felt his fingers run along her cleft. 

Lauren closed her eyes in utter embarrassment as Brent’s thumb circled her throbbing clitoris, 

and a couple of fingers slipped inside of her wet cunt. She knew her secret was out as he began 

to move his fingers inside of her. She bit down even harder than before to hold back the moans 

as she felt a powerful orgasm building when he homed in on her g-spot.  

As she felt the tension about to burst, his other hand came down hard on her bare bottom. She 

could not stop the scream that the sweet duo of pain and pleasure tore not just from her throat but 

her soul as she crested the peak and glided for several long moments suspended above it all. One 

orgasm rolled into another as his fingers continued to plunge deeper and deeper inside of her and 

the stinging blows fell on first one cheek and then another.  

Her screams turned to loud moans, then to mindless whimpers. She was not sure how much more 

her body could take, and that was saying something. “Brent, please, Brent…” she muttered 

mindlessly. She was not sure what she was pleading for…him to stop or more. 

“You like it, don’t you, babygirl? You like being helpless with me. Like me warming this sweet 

ass,” he moaned as the blows were replaced with tender caresses, but even those stung a bit. Her 

butt felt like it was on fire, and she did like it.  

She bit back another whimper as he withdrew his fingers from her pussy, but she need not have 

worried as a moment later, they were replaced with the one thing that she loved even more. His 

thick, hard cock. And she was soaring and screaming again. She did not even care if he heard her 

pleas this time.  

It was hard and fast. Each thrust was more of that sweet combination of pleasure/pain as even the 

hairs on his thighs and stomach abraded her already sore bottom. It was over way too quickly but 

not before she enjoyed another dozen or so orgasms, or maybe just one very long one. She was 

not certain.  

Her mind and body were both buzzing with sensation and completely, totally relaxed, devoid, 

and overflowing at the same time. She could not have moved even if Brent’s weight was not 

pressing her into the hard desk.  
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She felt bereft when a moment or two later, he gathered the strength to move off of her a bit, but 

still, his cock remained inside of her. She moved helplessly against the desk as his hand slipped 

around her hips. His fingers brushed over the swollen bud of her clitoris, and she felt the 

sweetest of aftershocks. 

His fingers continued to caress, spreading their love juices as he toyed with her, keeping her just 

on edge. Her eyes widened as a single finger took a different and unfamiliar path this time. She 

shivered as it circled and toyed with a place that had never before been touched. 

She felt him lean forward once more, his breath caressing her cheek as he applied just the lightest 

of pressure there. “There’s still one of your virginities I have not claimed yet, sweetheart.” His 

finger strummed and tapped against the opening, but never enough to breach it. “Soon, babygirl. 

Soon. This time I want all of you. Everything you have and more, Lauren.” 

His words frightened her with her intensity. It was not even so much the thought of trying anal 

sex. She did trust Brent. She knew he would do all he could to make it pleasurable for her, even 

stop if she asked. He would not hurt her. But what he was asking went so much deeper than that. 

More in-depth than the light bondage and spanking they were experimenting with.  

She trembled as she whispered, “And what do I get in return?” 

Brent kissed her cheek, “You still don’t get it, do you, sweetheart? There is nothing more of me 

to give. It’s all been yours since we were just kids, Lauren. But this time, I need us to be even. 

Equal partners. Both truly committed to this thing.” 

He brushed another of those butterfly kiss on her lips as he stared into her eyes, “I need the one 

thing that is hardest for you to give. I need your trust.” 

Her breath froze at his words. That he had known all along. Known that as much as she loved 

him, she had never entirely been able to trust him. Yet he had loved her anyway. Her eyes 

clouded over as the realization dawned on her of how much that must have hurt him. 

But she had to be honest; he deserved the truth at the very least. “I’m not sure I know how, 

Brent.” She felt the tears slip from the corner of her eyes as she turned her head to look at him.  

“Then I’ll teach you, darlin’,” he smiled. “And you’re doing real good so far.” His visage turned 

serious for a moment, “You know the silk ties, the handcuffs, the spanking…all of this is about 

so much more than just role play and kinky sex games. It is about a depth of trust that most 

couples never reach. I want that with you, Lauren. I always have, and as much fun as all this is, it 

is a means to an end.” 

He reached up and unfastened the handcuffs. His fingers caressed her wrists tenderly as her mind 

played over his words. Then he smiled at her as he handed her the cuffs and key. “That’s why 

tonight I want you to fulfill that fantasy, sweetheart.”  

“I willingly submit to you - at your disposal…no limits. I trust you, Lauren. With my life and 

body, as I have with my heart since I was just a hormone-driven, randy teen who didn’t know 

jack shit about what life had in store for us. And no matter what happens to this fucked up world, 

I will until the moment I draw my last breath.” 



 

-131- 
 

He stood up once more. This time, his cock slipped from her body. He bent and placed a tender 

kiss on each cheek of her bum, “Damn, your ass is always beautiful, sweetheart. But it is 

something exceptional when it is a nice rosy pink,” he teased as he pulled her jeans and knickers 

that were still wrapped about her ankles back into place.  

Lauren was speechless as Brent stepped back, trying to stuff his half-hard cock back into his 

tight jeans. Getting the zipper up without an accident took a moment of concentration as she 

giggled at the faces he made. On the other hand, she had a much easier time of completing the 

job he had begun by sliding her zipper into place and fastening the button. She adjusted her t-

shirt and the bra beneath it, too, until they both were relatively presentable. 

“So, what you say we get something to eat before we head back to the command center and 

double-check your calculations. Feed the latest data into the simulation.” He held out his hand 

and drew her into his embrace. “I still don’t like you being so far from the girls and me right 

now. But I know you are right. We have to try it this way first.” 

He beamed down at her as he lifted her chin, “And I know that if anyone can convince those 

stick in the mud bureaucrats, it’s you, sweetheart.” 

Brent placed a sweet kiss on her forehead as he tucked the handcuffs and key into her back 

pocket, “For later, Mistress.” He teased as he laced his fingers through hers, “Food, woman. I 

don’t know what it is, but I’m always starvin’ round you.” 

“For food or sex, Brent?” She loved teasing this man. Hell, she just plain loved him. 

“Both,” he dragged her back out the way, they had come.  

Lauren paused as they emerged from the dugout. The hot desert sun blinded her for a moment, 

warming her skin and filling her with hope. Like this man’s love always had. He deserved so 

much more than she had been able to give him, but still, she was all he wanted.  

It was time for her to grow up. To stop letting the fears of that little six-year-old girl control her. 

The worst had already happened - she had lost him. She had survived. Now he was back and 

offering her more than she had ever dared dream of. But she had to figure out how to take it, to 

grasp the love he provided, and hold on tight this time.  

She patted the handcuffs in her back pocket. She might not know what or how, but she had an 

idea of who she could ask. Maybe she would let Brent head to the command center on his own 

while she had a little woman-to-woman chat with her new ‘gurlfriends.’  

Oh yes, if this was going to be their last night together for a while, she would give Dr. Brent 

Jacobs a night to remember. 
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Chapter Twelve 
 

Lunch was delicious as always, but Lauren had trouble concentrating on the food. On the walk 

over, she and Brent had decided to tell the girls together. Of course, she was never certain 

exactly how much Elise understood of such things. But perhaps that was a mixed blessing since 

Megan took the news particularly hard. In the end, her older daughter had understood far better 

than most teenagers would. She had, though, extracted Lauren’s promise to come back to them 

as soon as she could. 

She snuck a look at Brent as he talked with Elise about her pony. Of course, she was coming 

back here. Was it really less than seventy-two hours ago that she had stood in her office trying to 

memorize it? It all seemed so meaningless now. This was what mattered - her family. 

Grandmam. Her girls. And yes, him.  

That had been the problem. Nothing was ever right without Brent by her side. Life was never 

complete. She was never truly whole. And tonight, she was going to tell and show him that.  

She glanced over to the table where Simone and Jill were laughing and teasing their husbands. 

Though she could not hear what they said, the love they shared emanated from their faces.  

She frowned as she pondered what Brent had said. She tried to think of even one couple among 

her friends who shared that bond. She could not. She knew that far too many of them were 

merely going through the motions. For the children. Financial reasons. Or only to avoid the 

‘scandal’ of divorce.  

Certainly she had never actually seen a couple like Simone and Samuel. Over a quarter of a 

century. And the happiness radiated in both their faces as they leaned towards one another, 

giggling like teenagers. Was part of that the depth of trust that Brent spoke about? 

“Earth to Mom. Mum?”  

Lauren turned back to Megan with a smile, “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Did you say something?” 

Her daughter shook her head and rolled her eyes, “Dad asked if you wanted to join us in the barn 

for a while. We’re going to let Elise play with her pony.” 

Lauren returned the smile but shook her head, “How about I join you all later?” She glanced 

back to see Jill kissing her husband as she rose from the table and headed back into the kitchen. 

Simone began to collect the dishes off their table as her husband gave her round butt a light tap. 

“I have some research I need to do, actually.” 

Brent stared at her with his brows knitted together, but he just nodded as he bent to kiss her 

tenderly. “Alright, babygirl. Catch up with us when you finish your research.” 

“If the two of you don’t mind, I’d like a bit of time,” Katie stammered as she looked down at her 

hands that seemed to be trembling on the table. 

“Of course. Is everything all right?” Brent asked. 
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The young woman looked up and gave a slight nod, but Lauren saw the tears glistening in her 

eyes. “I just need some time to think about some things, that’s all.” 

“Sure, Katie. Take all the time you need. Take the rest of the day off. I’d like the chance to spend 

some quality time with Elise before I leave,” Lauren answered. “Just know I am here if you need 

to talk.”  

Katie nodded her head as she stood, “Thank you, Dr. Masters. I may take you up on the 

offer…later.” She walked over to Elise and used the picture cards and Makaton that the school 

had introduced to explain.  

They had been lucky to find someone as dedicated and loyal as Katie. It was almost as if she 

loved her as much as they did. While she had not had any experience with young children, 

especially additional needs ones, Katie Alexander had impressed Lauren from the beginning. 

And when she came to the second interview in jeans and a t-shirt, immediately getting onto the 

floor with Elise, Lauren had known she had the right person for the job. 

She frowned as she realized for the first time that as close as they had all become to Katie, she 

knew next to nothing about her background. Just that she was pursuing a Master’s in Education 

and that she came highly recommended by her professors.  

But her affinity for their child spoke of something more profound than just book knowledge. Did 

she have a brother or sister on the spectrum, perhaps? Was that why she was so good with Elise? 

Lauren’s brows knit together more as she tried to think of a single time that Katie had mentioned 

her family. Or even her life before coming to Oxford. But she could not. 

Katie rose and said her farewells with a solemnness that Lauren had not noticed before. She 

promised herself that even if the carer did not seek her out, she would take the time to do so 

herself. Lauren nodded her farewells as Brent collected their girls and disappeared into the bright 

sunlight with them, laughter echoing in their wake. 

“I’m glad you have come to your senses, child,” smiled Grandmam, who had been surprisingly 

silent for much of lunch.  

“I never could keep my secrets from you.” She reached across the table and covered her 

grandmother’s hand with her own. 

“No, child,” the older woman smiled. “From the moment I held you, I knew that you were 

special. Perhaps the only good thing that Bridget ever did.” Lauren saw more unshed tears in her 

grandmother’s green eyes. “Promise me that you’ll hurry back here to those babies and that 

man?” 

“Of course. Just as soon as I speak with my colleagues, I will be back on one of Brent’s planes 

one way or the other. You have my word on that,” Lauren squeezed the hand that seemed colder 

than usual. “But between Katie and now you, I’m beginning to worry.”  

Her grandmother smiled and chuckled, “Nothing to worry about here, darling — just time. My 

old mind has been playing tricks on me. Thinking as us old people do of the past. My regrets. My 

failings. Most of all, your mother.” 
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Her grandmother looked down at their hands joined together on the table, “I know that my 

daughter made some wrong choices, dear. But she wasn’t a bad person. She loved you. In her 

own way. I’m not excusing what she did, child. I could never do that. But…”  

Her grandmother paused, looking deep into her eyes. “She never meant to leave you with him 

permanently. It was just supposed to be a few months while she got settled. Built a new life for 

you. But things happened. Things that she had no control over. And months turned into years. 

Years into a lifetime.” 

“Don’t let that be you, Lauren. Not now, not when true happiness is so close to hand. Promise 

me. Promise me that you will not allow that to happen to you.”  

Lauren was surprised at the strength of her grandmother’s grasp as she clung to her. She studied 

the woman’s face that seemed to have aged in just the short time they had been here. There were 

dozens of questions racing through her mind. Things she had always wanted to know but been 

too afraid to ask. She knew that this was it — her chance.  

But she was not sure if she had the courage, the strength to face the answers.  

Still, she had to know. Had to put some of her demons to rest. Otherwise, how could she truly 

move forward into the trusting, loving relationship that Brent spoke of? “Tell me, Grandmam,” 

she barely managed to squeeze the words past the lump in her throat. 

Tears spilled down the woman’s weathered cheeks as she nodded. “Maybe I should have long 

ago. Perhaps if I had, all of this would not have happened. I don’t know. I never will. But you’re 

right. It is time. Time for the truth to come out.” 

Lauren did not push her as the tears tracked faster down her grandmother's cheeks to fall onto the 

top of their hands entwined together on the table. Old…thin-skinned, bruised, prominent veins, 

and wrinkled.  

Lauren noticed for the first time the deeper wrinkles beginning to form around her own knuckles. 

The tiny lines and creases that were multiplying with the years. Time was passing. She, too, was 

not as young as she once was. The years ahead stretched out and whizzed by her in an instant as 

she waited for words that she knew might forever change their course. 

“I know that you were never close to your father. James Masters was not the kind of man that 

knew how to show his emotions. If he even had them,” Lauren saw her grandmother’s throat 

constrict. “I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead, but the truth is that people were never anything 

more to that man than his possessions. Just something to be owned and used.” 

“Your mother was just another of those things,” she shook her gray-head. “I tried to tell Bridget. 

From the moment she brought that man home, I knew. What was a forty-two-year-old bachelor 

doing with an eighteen-year-old woman-child?” 

“I don’t have to tell you how futile it is trying to tell a teenager anything, especially one as bright 

and headstrong as Megan and her grandmother. Or you, child. The only difference is that you 

and my grand-daughter have far better taste in men than your mother did.” 
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“But your mother was never anything more to James than a breeder. A sweet, young, virgin to 

bear his children and look good on his arm at the right sorts of events.” Lauren was shocked at 

the bitterness and vitriol she heard in her grandmother’s voice.  

“In exchange, he gave your mother all the things that she had always wanted. And for a time, it 

was enough. She gave him you, and he gave her a diamond bracelet. He showed her a necklace 

and told her that she could have it when she gave him a son.”  

She shook her head, “But that is where the trouble began. Bridget had trouble conceiving again. 

One year became two, then three. And when she finally became pregnant, she lost the baby.” 

“Of course, to your father, it was his dynasty, nothing more. But to your mother, it was a baby. I 

don’t know how much you remember those early years, but your mother truly loved you. She did 

her best. Spending as much time as she could with you, even though James insisted a ‘lady’ did 

not raise her own children. That was the job of nannies.” 

“Things began to fall apart then. Bridget was shattered by the miscarriage. She became 

depressed. Pulled away from you too, child.” Her Grandmam sighed and looked down as more 

tears fell, “But she did her best even then. She brought me down to London from Loch Lomond 

so you would have more than just a cold nanny.” 

The woman’s voice cracked as she whispered, “She took some pills. Too many of them. But not 

even that mattered to James. When he found out, he merely said, ‘too bad the woman could not 

get even that right.’ At least then he could begin again, try for a son with another wife.” Lauren 

sucked in a deep breath. She could almost hear her father saying something like that.  

“I tried my best, but I did not know how to reach her either, child. I tried,” she shook her white 

head. Her eyes pleaded for mercy, for forgiveness perhaps. Lauren squeezed her hand tighter and 

nodded.  

“Then, she met Antonio. Your father had dressed her up, forced her to smile as he put her on 

display at some polo match with all the right people. Tony was there, playing for the other team. 

Young, even more, stunning than Brent, and he was smitten. Love at first sight. He pursued your 

mother like James had…at least until she married him anyway.”  

“Your mother got pregnant again,” she explained in another of those whispers. “But she knew 

the baby was not James’s. It could not be. He had not touched her since the miscarriage. 

Damaged goods, he called her.” 

Her eyes met Lauren’s, “Your father found out. He told her to abort it or get the hell out of his 

house. Bridget was more than happy to do the latter at that point. The problem was James would 

not allow her to take you. You were his child. His only child. Another of his possessions. And he 

did not allow anyone to take what belonged to him.” 

“The rest, you know. Well, sort of. What you don’t know is how hard your mother and Tony 

fought for you. But James was sly. He played the wounded cuckold and loving father perfectly 

for the judges. He had lost his wife; he could not lose his only child. If they allowed her to take 

you to Brazil, he might never see you again, even for a visit. Oh, the man was as good an actor as 

he was a businessman.” 
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“Time had moved on for your mother too. Three babies in five years as the divorce dragged out. 

Your father took great pleasure in denying her visitation with you, safely ensconcing you in 

boarding schools, while doing all he could to cause trouble between her and Tony. Without a 

divorce, she could not marry the man she loved, the father of her other children.”  

“In the end, they negotiated a compromise. James would sign the divorce papers if she granted 

him sole custody of you. But even then, Bridget fought for you, child. If she could not be there 

for you, then she demanded that I be allowed to be. It was not much, maybe, but it was the best 

she could do.” The tears were flowing from both their eyes then — pooling on the table between 

them.  

“Oh, Grandmam, it was more than enough. More than.” Lauren choked on her tears as the depths 

of the truth finally was revealed to her. She could even sympathize with the woman, whom she 

had met only a handful of times before she and Tony had died in a car accident when Lauren was 

sixteen.  

How many times had she felt torn between her daughters? Worried that she was shortchanging 

Megan’s childhood because of the demands of her autistic sister? How must her mother have felt 

facing such an impossible choice? The welfare of one child versus the happiness of her husband 

and four others?  

This conversation certainly cast new light on old wounds. “Thank you, Grandmam. I know that 

must not have been easy for you. But you’re right; I did need to hear it.” 

“I should have long ago, child. It was just that you were so different from Bridget. So smart, and 

it seemed you had it all together. I was afraid that the truth would only hurt you. Drive a deeper 

wedge between you and James. He was, after all, the only parent you had.” 

“Then, of course, you married Brent and had the girls. I thought you were going to have the 

fairytale ending that your mother never did.” Her grandmother sighed as she looked across the 

table, “Then the divorce. You don’t know how many times I thought about telling you then. But I 

was afraid it was too late, that it might only hurt you worse.” 

“But time is running out, child.” Lauren shook her head at her grandmother’s words. The woman 

might be fast approaching her eighth decade on the planet, but she had always seemed immortal 

to her. Like the ancient goddess Morrigan, whom she had taught her about.  

“Time may be running out for all of us, Lauren. So, it is even more important that you make the 

right choices now. I don’t know if Bridget made the right one. I know that it weighed heavily on 

her for the rest of her life. That it marred even the happiness she had found with Tony and their 

sons.”  

She shook her head as she made the sign of the cross, “Sometimes I think we don’t really get 

choices. That Fate forces us down paths. Sometimes hard ones. And all we can do is to make the 

best of it. But that is probably my stoic Scot speaking.” 

“But Fate must have thought he owed my Bridget something because he certainly sent her baby 

girl a man worth having.” Her grandmother pulled her arthritic hand from hers and brushed tears 
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from Lauren’s cheek. “I know she’d want you to be happy, just like I do, child. That man loves 

you. He always has. And he’s a good man too.”  

“You know that was my only other comfort. That Tony was the good man your mother deserved. 

But she could never let go of the past. The pain. You. I don’t blame her for that. I can’t imagine 

how much losing not one but two children must have hurt her. But by letting that pain control 

her, she could never fully give herself to her husband or their sons.”  

“I don’t want that for you, child. Don’t let your parents’ mistakes keep you from the happiness 

you deserve. That that man deserves. Those girls too. It’s time. Time to let go of the pain and 

hurt of a little girl — time to become a true woman. And embrace your destiny. Your calling.”  

“Time to truly return that man’s love. The way he deserves.” Grandmam nodded her head 

towards the closed kitchen door, “So, go find your new friends and figure out how to meet that 

man halfway.” 

There was so much more Lauren wanted to know - about her mother and parts of her past that 

she had blocked out. She had so many questions. For the first time, she also felt that time might 

be slipping through her fingers.  

But, as always, Grandmam was right. She might not have all the puzzle neatly ordered into piles 

and the picture fully realized, but she had the pieces now. Well, part of them. More lay perhaps 

behind that door.  

She wiped her eyes and went around the table to hug her grandmother tightly. “Thank you, 

Grandmam. Thank you for everything,” she kissed that wet, wrinkled cheek. 

The old woman reached up and squeezed her arm, “If you truly want to thank me, child, then get 

in that kitchen and find out what you need to know to bring happiness to that boy and you.” 

“I will, I promise. And we’ll talk more when I get back.” 

Her grandmother smiled and shooed her towards her destiny, and hopefully, more pieces of that 

puzzle. 

*** 

But Lauren froze just inside the large silvery and somewhat sterile-looking room. The two 

women that she had sought out were elbows deep in dishes and even deeper in conversation. 

Their laughter rang off the walls.  

And she felt like an outsider. An intruder. It was not a new feeling, of course. Even growing up 

in those boarding schools, she had never fit in with the other girls. Being a science nerd had set 

her apart from peers more worried about fashion and gossip. She did not even fit in with the 

other ‘smart’ girls, whose interests ran towards the arts and languages.  

Only her summers at science camp…with him…had ever felt right. Like she belonged. Lauren 

wanted to belong again. Wanted the picture of intimacy that Brent’s words had planted in her 

fertile imagination. And these women might hold that key. 
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She bit her lower lip and cleared her throat, “Excuse me.” 

The women turned towards her, and she was relieved to see the warm smiles on their faces. 

“How can we help you, Mrs. Doc?” Simone challenged with friendly banter. 

Lauren felt the heat rise to her face as she sought the right words to begin this conversation. But 

she could not seem to find them. 

Jill smiled as she crossed the room to the shiny metal island that stood in the middle. She pulled 

three stools from the corner and arranged them around it. “I think a spot of tea might be nice, 

don’t you?” 

Tea was always the correct answer in her book. Simone turned back and opened the fridge, 

pulling out what looked like the most decadent chocolate cake she had ever seen. “While I was at 

the store today, I thought if Doc was right, about the end of the world shit, it might be the last 

chance we get for a long time to enjoy one of my Mississippi Mud Cakes.” 

Lauren had to agree as she took one of the stools, and the women finished preparing their 

desserts and drinks before joining her around the makeshift table. She moaned as she bit into the 

cake that Simone placed in front of her. “Ohhhhhhhhhhh.”  

“Almost as good as loud, wet, kinky sex, ain’t it?” Simone teased. 

Lauren inhaled deeply, grateful to the woman for opening the door to this challenging task. “It’s 

good, but I’m not so sure it’s ‘that’ good.” 

“Oh, anything, in particular, you want to share, Mrs. Doc?” chuckled her new friend. 

Lauren turned to Jill, knowing that after so long living in England, the other woman might 

understand her dilemma. Jill smiled reassuringly, “If you want, it’s really up to you. But trust 

me, what we say here, stays here. You have my word on it.” 

Lauren tried to think of the words to ask the question that was burning in her mind. Had been for 

over an hour now? Her bottom still stung, and she found herself shifting uncomfortably on the 

hard stool. She felt more heat flooding her cheeks as she dropped her eyes back to the cake. She 

took another huge bite for courage. But she could only manage to pull the handcuffs from her 

back pocket and lay them on the table. 

“Now that’s what I’m talking about, gurlfriend,” Simone laughed as she brought another bite of 

cake to her lips.  

Jill was more reserved, “So, have you tried them yet? If you don’t mind me asking, that is.” 

“Yes, and no.” 

“What do you mean ‘yes and no’?” asked Simone as she finished her cake. 

Lauren brought another bite to her mouth as she tried to figure out how to respond. “Brent used 

them earlier,” she managed to squeeze past the chocolate. 

Jill nodded, “And what did you think? Like it?” 
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All she could do was nod her head, blush more, and eat cake as she concentrated on watching the 

spoon move closer to her lips. 

“So, what’s the problem then?” asked Simone. 

“It’s my turn tonight,” Lauren whispered. Hopefully low enough that they did not hear her. 

“What?” laughed the woman. “Your turn for what?” 

Jill smiled wider, “I think I know.” 

Lauren looked up at her over the spoon and nodded her head just the tiniest bit. 

“Then you want to talk to that one. I wouldn’t know what to do if Samuel did give me the 

damned things. And trust me, even Doc’s Ice Age would not be cold enough to freeze hell over, 

which is what it would take for dat to happen.” 

“That’s the problem,” Lauren admitted even more reluctantly. “I don’t know what to do, either.” 

Jill nodded as she poured more tea into Lauren’s cup. Lauren did not even remember drinking 

the first one. Or finishing off the whole piece of cake either. But somehow, she had. 

“I might be able to help you out a bit with that one,” Jill smiled. “But the thing to remember 

is…not everyone is into the same things. Your kink is not my kink is the saying in the lifestyle. 

Permit yourself to admit that, then go into it with an open mind and give it your best shot.” 

“So, how do I do that? Give it my best shot, that is. What do I do?” 

Jill smiled even wider as she cut another piece of cake and put it on Lauren’s plate. “Oh, so 

much. So many good things.” 

“I might have to make another cake,” Simone giggled. 

“Just make sure there is some whipped cream and chocolate syrup leftover,” Jill winked at her.  

*** 

Lauren was humming an old Dixie Chicks tune about cowboys as she emerged into the bright 

afternoon sunlight. Jill had been a virtual fountain of information about ‘switching’ as it was 

called. She and Simone had been full of information about everything to do with BDSM, which 

it turned out had more than one meaning. Bondage, discipline/domination, submission/sado, 

masochism.  

Of course, they and their husbands were way deeper into it than she could ever see herself being 

comfortable going. The bondage thing had taken loads more trust than she had and the spanking 

too, the result of which forced her to scoot from side to side on the chair the whole time. But 

crops, clamps, paddles, and the rest was way more than she wanted or needed to know. 

But she had gleaned a couple of workable ideas from Jill. A plan was coming together in her 

mind. Cumming together, she giggled as she lifted her face towards the warm sun. She did have 

to admit that the Texas weather in spring beat the British any day, every day.  
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But if Brent was right…hell, even if he was not totally correct, things were about to change. For 

everyone. And she had to do her best to make sure that word got out.  

She headed towards the barn to meet up with her family. Hopefully, they were still there. She 

wanted to spend as much time as she could with the girls. A couple of days, four or five max, 

might not seem like much, but just like that afternoon in her office, she could not shake this 

feeling.  

The sight? Or was she just spooked by Brent’s theories and her findings? Either way, it was not 

something she wanted to think about: being trapped thousands of miles from her family as the 

world fell apart around them. For the first time, she understood the desperation that must have 

driven Brent to do what he did - kidnapping her. Though those words were a bit strong. 

As she approached the coral, she saw Katie sitting on a blanket while Jill and Simon’s children 

played nearby. The younger woman seemed to be fighting back the tears. Or perhaps it was the 

sun? But Lauren could not just walk past without checking on her, remembering her earlier 

promise to seek out the young woman without whose help these past few months would have 

been a disaster. 

“Everything okay, Katie?” Lauren smiled as the woman shielded her eyes and looked up at her. 

There were definitely trails of tears running down her cheeks. Lauren did not wait for a reply, 

merely taking a seat next to her on the blanket and waiting as Katie seemed to collect her 

thoughts for a moment.  

“What, did you miss Elise so much that you had to go and borrow other kids?” Lauren tried 

teasing to lighten the mood, but it only seemed to make things worse from the pained look on her 

friend’s face. “Want to talk about it?” 

Katie shook her head, “No, not really. But I have to anyway.” 

They sat in silence for a couple of moments as the children ran and played a game of tag in the 

open field. Lauren decided to wait the woman out. She understood how difficult it could be to 

find the right words sometimes. She had been mulling over the ones she would use with Brent 

tonight for hours. Maybe for seven years. At least in her fantasies.  

“I need to go with you tomorrow,” Katie finally broke the silence. 

“What, Katie? What do you mean ‘go with me’? To Washington?” 

Katie nodded, staring off after the children. Lauren was not certain what to say. Katie was more 

friend than an employee, and while she would worry more about leaving Elise here with just 

Grandmam, Megan, and Brent, the look on the woman’s face told her this was important. She 

wanted to demand an explanation, but sometimes it was necessary simply to trust people.  

Or so it seemed she was learning. The question was…was it too late? She certainly hoped not. 

But that was another matter.  

“Alright, then. Pack and be ready. Brent says that the plane from Morocco and Jason’s will be 

ready by noon tomorrow. One will fly east to D.C. and the other west to California. Brent is 

hoping his brother will have made it to the extraction zone by then.”  
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Katie nodded as she wiped tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. “You aren’t going to 

ask me why?” 

“No, if you want to tell me, you will. But you have always been more than just Elise’s carer. I 

like to think you are my friend. Maybe even the little sister I never had. Whatever your reason, if 

it upsets you this much, then I will do whatever I can to help. No questions asked,” she reached 

over and squeezed Katie’s hand on the quilt. 

Katie’s eyes swam with tears as she looked up and whispered, “I need to go back there to try and 

find my children. Before it’s too late.” 

Lauren shook her head. If Grandmam’s revelation had been shocking, it was nothing compared 

to this. Her mind raced with questions. Katie was so young. The very idea that she had a child, 

let alone children, left Lauren gobsmacked. But once more, she chose the path of silence, letting 

her friend’s story unfold when Katie was ready.  

“They are about the same age as those babies. That is why I came here to watch them play as I 

made my decision.” Katie kept her eyes strictly on the playing children as more tears flowed 

unchecked down her cheeks. 

“I am not who you think. What I seem,” she sighed heavily, and her shoulders slumped as if the 

weight of life was just too much to bear. “I cannot tell you more right now. Maybe never. For 

this, I am truly sorry,” she looked up at Lauren. “Just know that Katie Alexander cared very 

deeply for Elise, for all of you.” 

“But I believe that your husband is right. And if he is, then my children are in mortal danger. If 

the western flank of La Palma does collapse into the ocean, then their families will not have the 

time to get them to safety. I cannot take that risk with my babies any more than Dr. Jacobs could 

with you and his girls. I have to get back there. I have to try at least to save them. Please 

understand?”  

Lauren felt her throat tighten. She could not begin to imagine the pain this woman felt. To have 

given up her children as her mother had was hard enough. To believe their lives were at risk 

must be even more overwhelming. Perhaps that was why Katie had come with them, but that did 

not matter right now. Her friend’s pain did. “I do. I do understand.” 

Her throat tightened around the words as she realized for the first time just what risks she was 

taking. The same ones that her mother had when she left England to be with her lover. The same 

ones that this woman did when she entrusted the lives of her babies to strangers.  

The cold hard truth was: if Brent were truly right, as much as she might not want to think about 

it, she might never make it back to this place. She might never see him or her children again. 

Her heart burst. Her lungs froze like the ice that might one day soon coat much of this continent. 

Not even the hot West Texas sun could warm her as the panic began to build.  

Lauren stood up quickly. She did not want to be rude. She wanted to stay and comfort her friend. 

But she could not. Not when she needed comforting herself. And there was only one place she 

could ever turn in times like these. Him.  
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She did have the presence of mind to mumble, “We can talk more on the plane tomorrow, if you 

want, Katie. But I need to go right now. I need to find Brent.”  

She fled as quickly as she could. She did not even have the will to look back to make sure that 

her friend was okay. She could not get to him fast enough.  

Luckily, she found him in the barn just as he said they would be. Elise was still rubbing down the 

pony though she did not see Megan.  

“What’s wrong, babygirl? You look like you have seen a ghost,” Brent said with a frown as she 

threw herself at him. 

“Please, Brent, please just hold me. I need you right now,” she buried her tear-stained cheeks in 

his soft shirt. She inhaled his clean, fresh male scent as she held tightly to him, her arms wrapped 

about his waist as if he were a buoy, and she was drowning. Which if he were right, might be the 

case, she shuddered at the thought. 

“It’s okay, sweetheart. I’ve got you. I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise,” he kissed the 

top of her head and held her even tighter. 

She wanted so badly to believe him. But she knew, they had both learned that late December 

day: Mother Nature was more powerful than anything. Or anyone. Even their love.  

But as scared as she was, she knew she would be on that plane in the morning. She had to be. 

She was the only one that could do this job. And she had to try. She had to give people the 

chance to keep their families safe, even if it put her own life and family at risk. That was what 

they did — their job.  

One thing was for sure…she was not getting on that plane without telling this man everything. 

How she felt about him. The dreams she still held for them. Because if tomorrow never comes, 

she wanted him to know how much she loved him.  
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Chapter Thirteen 
 

Brent shifted restlessly in bed. Lauren had been with the girls for over an hour now. While he 

knew how difficult it was to get Elise to settle, he had to admit he was getting more anxious by 

the moment. But they had agreed Lauren would do the nightly ritual this time since it might be a 

few days before she was back. 

He inhaled deeply and ran his hands through his hair. Damn it; he wished there was some other 

way. He was not just uncomfortable with her going back east, being so far from them all right 

now, he was scared. Terrified. He was petrified, actually.  

While Lauren was only prepared to go so far with her predictions, one thing still weighed on his 

mind: Cumbre Vieja. It was the absolute worst-case scenario.  

If Katla and Laki's repercussions were bad enough, there was not much immediate threat to 

human lives. Iceland was not densely populated the way that Italy was. Etna and Vesuvius were 

both significant risks. Vesuvius’ threat to Naples was mind-boggling, three million people 

endangered. Twenty-five percent of Sicily’s population lived in the danger zone around Etna. Its 

history of frequent, sometimes continuous, relatively minor eruptions lulled most into a false 

sense of security. 

But all of that paled to nothing in comparison to Cumbre Vieja’s threat. While an eruption itself 

was seemingly minor in contrast to Etna and Vesuvius, if the western flank were weakened 

enough to give way, he did not want to even think about it.  

Even all these many years later, he still had nightmares about Sumatra. And that was nothing 

compared to the disaster that a mega-tsunami centered in the Atlantic Ocean could generate. The 

west coast of Africa would be hit before warnings could even be issued. Then much of southern 

Europe and northern too. Hours later, the devastation would be visited upon the east coast of the 

Americas and the Caribbean Islands. The potential loss of life was numbing even to consider.  

The idea that Lauren could be directly in that danger was more than he wanted to consider right 

now. As her husband and lover, he wanted to forbid it. Hell, tie her to the bed and keep her there. 

But she was right. The scientist, the humanitarian in him, knew there was no other way.  

She was the only one that stood even the slimmest chance of convincing their colleagues to 

listen. And slight chance though it was, his moral code demanded that they take it, before raising 

the alarm themselves, perhaps inciting panic, chaos, and anarchy. And putting those here, those 

closest to him, at risk too. 

As much as he trusted Daniel and Samuel, he felt torn: protecting this place and those relying 

upon him, or her. Even knowing Daniel’s assurances that this Commander Zane Rogers could be 

trusted to protect Lauren was scant solace. He wanted to be the one that did that. He should be 

the one. But he would be more of a liability on this mission than an asset. Besides, he was 

needed here. With more people arriving daily, everyone was being pressed into service to 

organize and assimilate the refugees.  
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Still, he wished, hoped, and prayed for some alternative, some other option. Anything. The last 

couple of days, and especially nights, with her, were more than he had ever dared hope for. The 

way that she had come to him in the barn that afternoon, sought out his comfort. It had been 

years since they had been that close.  

Honestly, he was not sure that they ever had been. There was something totally raw and so 

damned vulnerable about Lauren then. It called to some deep and primal part of him. This was 

not his brilliant colleague, partner, and at times, nemesis. This was not his girly-girl turning to 

him to rid her world of spiders, snakes, and the sundry insects. This was woman. Soft, needy, 

and reliant upon him. Damn, he hoped it was not just some passing apparition. He wanted more. 

He wanted it all with her. He always had. 

“Penny for your thoughts, Dr. Jacobs,” purred the sexy siren that stood in the doorway to his 

bedroom.  

He recognized the cascades of fire that fell about her sweetly freckled face and down past her 

shoulders, almost to that soft curve of her round bottom. He was vaguely familiar with the 

generous swell of bosom bursting from the top of the most scandalously sinful black corset he 

had ever seen. Though on second thought, he might need a bit more remedial work on them. And 

those long legs encased in sheer black stockings that came to mid-thigh and attached to garters 

on the corset, those he most definitely needed to feel wrapped about his waist.  

“Fuck me, babygirl,” he moaned as the tent grew under the white cotton sheet. 

His heart stopped at her throaty laugh as she drew her arm from behind her back. The handcuffs 

dangled from one finger. “That will depend on just how good a boy you are, Dr. Jacobs.” 

He inhaled deeply and steeled himself for whatever was to come this night as he held out his 

hands in front of him. “Do your worst, Mrs. Jacobs. I trust you. No limits. No rules. Just all 

yours.” 

And he meant it too. He would do whatever it took to win this woman back.  

*** 

Lauren hesitated in the doorway. Even after she chatted with Jill and Simone. Even after 

spending hours coming up with this plan, thinking about nothing else as she put their daughters 

to bed. Then shoe-horned herself into this ridiculous get-up that she had borrowed from Jill; even 

then, she was not sure she could go through with it. It just did not feel right…natural. 

But she did want Brent to understand how hard it was for her to put this kind of trust in him. She 

wanted him to feel that tiniest bit of doubt that constantly ran through all the excitement and lust. 

She needed him to understand what he was asking of her. The cost of this gift when she did give 

it to him. And maybe this was the only way?  

She was not sure how she managed to cross the few feet to the bed without breaking her neck in 

the too-high heels that had been Simone’s contribution to this circus show. But somehow, she 

did, as she placed a knee on the mattress and began to crawl up the bed where Brent leaned back 

against the headboard.  
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Why did the man always have to look so fucking sexy? Whether it was bent over some computer 

screen with those brows knit together in thought. Or dressed in jeans and a t-shirt doing 

fieldwork. Hell, he had even managed to pull off stodgy khakis and button-down shirts as a guest 

lecturer. Of course, her favorite was probably naked, those early mornings when she woke first 

and just stared down at him while he snored.  

Damn, girl, you got it bad, she admonished herself as she clicked one of the handcuffs into place 

around his wrist. She lifted his arm above his head and laced the cuff through the metal bar on 

his headboard. Then she lifted the other arm and tightened the metal bracelet about it too.  

Fuck, this position did have to make his chest stick out even more. Make him even more 

irresistible. But then again, why did she want to resist? As the man said, he was all hers. She let 

her fingers play lightly across the sprinkling of springy chest hair that she had long since gotten 

used to tickling her nose as they slept.  

She took her time. They had until dawn at least as she ran her fingers over and through it. The 

pattern was random and erratic. Brent had closed his eyes and was leaning his head back against 

the headboard even more. But she could tell his breathing was more shallow. She could feel his 

heartbeat pounding faster and stronger beneath her fingertips.  

She leaned down and bit his left nipple as her nails pinched the other one. Those blue eyes flew 

open on a quick intake of breath, “Lauren?” 

She giggled as her tongue traced the outline of the faint teeth marks. “I did not want you falling 

asleep on me, Dr. Jacobs,” she turned her attention to the other nipple.  

“Not much chance of that, I promise you, sweetheart,” he lifted his hips. His hard cock beneath 

the sheet rubbed against the front of the corset, almost directly between the bulging mounds of 

tits that she feared would erupt from it at any moment.  

She played a bit more, alternating between the hard brown nubs. She almost lost the plot a 

couple of times, barely restraining the outbursts of girlish giggles as she tried to figure a delicate 

and discrete way of getting chest hair from between your teeth. She was afraid she would spoil 

the whole thing with her wry sense of humor, but that was one thing she had most loved about 

this man: how easy it was to laugh with him.  

He chuckled, and his chest moved beneath her face. Those hairs gently abraded her cheek, 

causing the wetness that had been building between her legs to spread. “Yeah, I guess it is so 

much easier for me without a mouthful of hair every time I want to play with your tits. Next time 

we play this game, I’ll shave it if you want?” 

“Don’t you dare.” 

Brent’s deep laughter echoed off the walls, “Yes, Ma’am. Or is that Mistress?” 

While Jill had been more than forthcoming about Mistress J, some part of Lauren rebelled at the 

thought. She was no Mistress. She probably never could be, even if Brent did enjoy these games. 

That was all it ever could be for her, role play. “No,” she whispered, afraid she would disappoint 

him.  
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“Then I don’t suppose you’d like to undo these?” Brent tossed her that sweet good ole’ boy grin 

as he rattled the chains. 

Lauren found herself considering it for a moment. The truth was that this role was not one she 

wanted to engage in again, but there was one part of her plan that she very much wanted to try. 

Just this once. So, she shook her head as she leaned in and kissed him slowly and sensuously.  

She allowed her tongue to toy with his for long moments as her hands and fingers followed the 

trail of hair down his stomach. There might be more than a bit ‘cushion for the pushin’ as 

Simone had called it, but that change was growing on her more each day. Sure, she could still 

feel those rock-hard abs just beneath, but the layer of softness was intoxicating in its own way. 

It was entirely something else rock hard that she sought as her hands slipped beneath the sheet 

and wrapped about his erection. She felt Brent’s quick intake of breath as it stole her own. Or 

maybe that was the feel of him beneath her fingers? The way his pulse throbbed in her hand, the 

slight moisture that spread from the tip and coated her hand as she began to work them up and 

down his length in firm but steady strokes.  

The rumble in his chest that rose to a growl in his throat before erupting into pained moans inside 

her mouth was deeply satisfying. It was the perfect accompaniment to the tinkle of chains as he 

writhed beneath her. 

This role might never feel completely natural to her how it must for Jill, whose eyes had lit up 

talking about the naughty things that Mistress J enjoyed tormenting Daniel with when it was her 

turn. But at that moment, Lauren could glimpse the attraction of domination. The power and 

control you held over another person’s body, pleasure, and even mind were a tiny bit heady and 

intoxicating.  

It was something else she wanted to drink this night, though. She broke away from the taste of 

her lover’s sweet lips and began trailing kisses down his firm jaw and neck. She stopped and 

nibbled at his jugular vein, which she could see pulse in perfect time and synchronicity to the 

deep bass throbbing through his cock.  

She did not tarry long as she continued her journeys across broad shoulders that had comforted 

and given her solace so many times. She smiled as she once more caressed and kissed her way 

across his chest. This time she was in more of a rush though she took a moment to tease and bite 

each nipple once more.  

“Hmmm, maybe I should have listened to Jill. Been a bit more willing to try some of the toys she 

suggested,” she bit down hard into first one then the other. The teeth marks that encircled the 

brown peaks did send those butterflies into flight. “She mentioned something about clamps. Said 

clover clamps worked just as well on male nipples as female ones.” 

She loved the look of shock and perhaps even a bit of trepidation that momentarily slipped 

through Brent’s mask of calm. “Maybe next time,” even though she seriously doubted that there 

ever would be one. But she would not tell Brent that, not yet anyway. Let him squirm a bit.  
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Squirm he did as her mouth followed the trail that her fingers had, southward across his stomach 

that seemed a bit tauter than before as Brent tensed beneath her exploration. “Fuck, babygirl,” 

she brushed the sheet back at last.  

She was torn. She wanted to see his face, watch the play of emotions there. But her lungs burned 

for oxygen as she came face to cock with his throbbing manhood. She was drawn to it. The pea-

sized bead of clear liquid that leaked from the tip hypnotized her.  

This was what she had been waiting for. Even after all these years, it was relatively uncharted 

territory. Not that she never had. She had tried a couple of times, but Brent was always the giver 

in their relationship. So, when she did make her feeble and admittedly half-hearted attempts at 

oral sex, fellatio, blow jobs, he quickly took the lead back, overpowered her, and made her forget 

her intent.  

Not this time, though. Brent was her prisoner. At her tender or not so tender mercies. And she 

intended to see just how far she could push him. Just how much control her husband had. Or did 

not have. She stuck out her tongue and tasted him. He growled like that wounded animal again, 

“Damn it, Lauren.” 

She was not deterred. She used her tongue to encircle the head, licking like his cock was an ice 

cream cone on the hottest summer day, her only job was to get every single drop before it 

melted, and the sweet cream dripped to the ground. And she would, too, this time.  

She smiled as she slid her hand lower to cup his balls as her whole mouth swallowed him. She 

kept her movements shallow, at least for now. She blushed as she remembered the almost 

comical teen girl game of pickle sucking that the three of them had giggled their way through 

over chocolate cake and tea.  

But Brent’s cock was much larger than a gherkin. She had to concentrate, turning her undivided 

attention back to the task at hand…and mouth. She slowly worked her head up and down the 

shaft, taking just a bit more in each time. She knew that she would never be able to ‘deep throat’ 

him, not tonight anyway. So, she used her hand in time with the movement of her mouth to give 

him pleasure.  

Brent was beginning to moan louder, and his hips were starting to rock and thrust upwards with 

each downward motion of her head. Until the soft, springy head hit the back of her throat. She 

gagged a bit and backed off. But returned to it a moment later as it went just a bit deeper. Once 

more, she choked around it and retreated. She kept at the task for a couple of moments as her 

hands continued to caress and roll Brent’s balls. 

“Baby…. fuck, babygirl…stop,” Brent panted as she once more swallowed over half of his cock.  

She smiled around his thickness as she tilted her head back just enough to look up into those 

deep blue waters. She shook her head, and the movement caused him to slip a fraction of an inch 

deeper into her throat. She was rewarded with a growl as he shut his eyes tightly and almost 

banged his head against the headboard. 

“Damn it, Lauren. I can’t take much more,” he spat through gritted teeth.  
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She released his cock from her mouth as her hands continued to toy with his balls. She moved up 

his body, hers silk-clad rubbing against his naked one as she went. Her lips once more captured 

his, and those eyes flew open.  

Her tongue plunged deep into his mouth, perhaps not as deeply as his cock had in hers, but she 

tried. One hand moved up to encircle his cock again, her spit lubricating it, making the rhythmic 

motions easier this time as the other one continued to toy with his sack which she felt tightening. 

But she was not finished with this little game yet, so she tried another of Jill’s tricks, tugging 

firmly at them. “You will take as much as I want to give, Dr. Jacobs.” 

Her finger slipped a bit lower, past his full scrotum. She was far from comfortable with the anal 

play that had turned her face scarlet as Jill described it. But she did manage to find a spot on his 

perineum that had Brent moaning and writhing even more if that were possible.  

This time she leaned in, and the kiss was brief, almost chaste. She drew back, and their eyes met 

once more. “And when I’m done playing with my toy, I’m going to let you come. In my mouth, 

Brent.” She leaned in for another kiss, eyes wide open this time as she whispered against his soft 

lips, “And I’m going to swallow it all.” 

She did not give Brent time to think, let alone respond, as she lowered her head once more to his 

cock without preamble. If before she had taken her time, toyed and teased, this time, she was 

determined. She worked her mouth and hand up and down his shaft. Her eyes never left his face. 

Locked with his, she dared him to look away, to break the intimacy of the contact, the moment. 

It took her far less time than she had thought, though why that should surprise her since her 

hands had never ceased their playful torture, kept him right on edge the whole time. She felt 

Brent tremble, heard him roar as his testicles once more rose up. She toyed with the idea of 

another gentle tug to forestall his orgasm, but the truth was she was soaking wet. Her own game 

had backfired on her. As she had said, she wanted, almost needed, to taste him.  

“Lauren,” she felt the tremors run through his taut body. “Lauren, please, I can’t…”  

This time she only smiled and nodded around her full mouth as she drove her head down further 

than she had dared. Yes, she gagged. She was afraid for a moment that she would do far worse, 

but she willed herself to relax. Consciously commanded the muscles in her throat to open for 

their invader. In the end, she managed, just barely, as Brent exploded deep in her throat with an 

almost pained scream, “Lauren!”  

She was not sure what she had expected. It was not the same sweet and thin consistency as that 

first drop she had so eagerly licked from the tip. It was saltier and thicker. But it was not 

unpleasant. Not disgusting or distasteful the way she had once feared it might be. She had tasted 

far worse things in her day, sushi and caviar among them. No, it was not unpleasant at all. 

It was a long moment before he stopped throbbing in her throat as she swallowed a couple more 

times. She felt the tension drain from his body beneath her as he collapsed back against the 

headboard with a loud bang. She chuckled as she released his still hard cock from her mouth. 

She shifted on the bed, reaching into the bodice of the corset for the keys hidden within her 

cleavage. She quickly released his hands from the cuffs, doing as he had and as Jill had warned 
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her she should, massaging the blood firmly back into his hands and fingertips. She bent forward 

with a smile and placed a tender, closed-mouth kiss on his lips.  

She was shocked when his fingers laced through her hair, capturing her and holding her prisoner 

as he deepened the kiss. His tongue thrust deep into her mouth. She was a bit shocked at the 

intimacy of it, knowing he must taste himself on her. She supposed she should not be, though. It 

was not like she had not drunk her nectar from Brent’s lips more than once.  

Then he rolled them so that she was beneath him. His hard cock entered her smoothly and 

deeply, she was soaking from their earlier play, and of course, Jill had advised that this outfit was 

strictly ‘knickers’ optional. Her orgasm was hard and fast as Brent bit into her ear and whispered, 

“My turn now, babygirl.” 

And oh, what a turn it was too as he extracted penitence for each of the torments, teases, and 

tortures she had inflicted upon him. By the time he finally finished, coming once more deep 

inside of her, Lauren was mindless and more complete, more whole than she had ever been in 

her life. She fell asleep in his arms, her head resting on his chest, those hairs softly tickling her 

nose once more.  

There was so much she wanted and needed to say to this man, but it would have to wait for 

morning. She could not force her brain to put two coherent words together - if their lives, the 

girls’ lives depended upon it. She slept, safe and happy with the man she had loved for a lifetime. 

Knowing that come what may, they would find a way. Together this time.  

*** 

Brent helped Elise stroke Doctor Do-Little. Not that his daughter needed any assistance. No, it 

was more that he needed the slow, repetitive motions to calm his own mind.  

Last night had been perfect. Even Lauren’s turn at being dominant had not been as bad as he 

feared. He laughed out loud, and Elise chortled along with him. Hell, if he had known his wife’s 

secret fantasy was giving him a pornstar-worthy blow job, it would not have taken handcuffs to 

get his acquiescence.  

Their sex life had always been good, better than most couples. That was never the problem. But 

he was coming to see that it was a bit staid. He had always kept his wife on a pedestal…and their 

lovemaking reflected that. Now he was beginning to wonder what other dirty, kinky shit might 

be lurking beneath Lauren’s calm, professional, and very British demeanor. He sure as hell 

hoped he got to find out. 

And that was what had sent him scurrying to the barn with his youngest daughter. He needed 

some time to think. Because the reality was: as enjoyable as last night had been, as the past few 

days had been - nothing was settled between them.  

Oh sure, they had exchanged whispered words of love as they both drifted off to sleep after that 

last time, as the sun was peaking over the horizon. But as Lauren said, love had never been the 

problem. Were they any closer to solving the issues that had resulted in the divorce seven years 

ago?  
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He was so deep in thought that it was not until he felt arms wrapped about his waist and her soft 

tits pressed into his back that he even realized Lauren had joined them. “Sleep well, sweetheart?” 

He turned enough to press a kiss to the top of her head. 

He loved the way she purred and nodded her head as her arms tightened about him. “You should 

have woken me when you got up, though. Half the morning is gone, and the plane…” 

He nodded as Lauren stuttered to a halt. So, she was having the same difficulties facing what was 

to come soon. “Yes, Jason is fueled and ready to leave. He will be flying you to D.C. after 

lunch.” 

She nodded as Brent released the brush, allowing Elise to take complete control. He turned to 

face her and drew her tighter into his embrace. He knew they needed to talk, and that time was 

running out, but he had no idea where to begin.  

“Lauren…” 

“Brent…”  

They both laughed. It was way too familiar an occurrence with them, finishing one another’s 

thoughts.  

Her fingers covered his lips as she stared up at him with those intense green eyes. “Please, Brent, 

let me go first before I lose my courage. I have been practicing what I want to say for hours,” she 

stared at the hay beneath their feet. 

He noticed then that she had dressed in the conservative suit and pumps that she had been 

wearing the day he ‘kidnapped’ her. He supposed he should not be shocked that she would want 

to hit the ground running the moment her plane landed in D.C., but he missed the worn jeans and 

tight t-shirts. This woman was so far removed from the laid-back and approachable one that had 

shared his bed the past three nights.  

But his bed would be cold and lonely again tonight. The only question was: for how long? 

“I am coming back, Brent.” 

He chuckled again that she could read his thoughts. He started to open his mouth to respond, but 

she pressed her finger to his lips once more. This time he nipped at it playfully and sucked it into 

his mouth. His eyes never leaving hers as without words, he reminded her of other things he had 

suckled last night. 

“You are so bad,” she accused with a blush and girlish giggle. 

“Yes, but you always loved that, sweetheart. Your bad boy of science.” 

This time her laughter was robust and delicious like the sweetest crème brulee. “That sounds like 

some kind of cheesy Mills and Boones romance series.” 

“Brains over brawn in a hero? Women could do worse.” 
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Her hands squeezed his biceps, but it was another muscle that flexed against the teeth of his 

zipper. “I never had to choose. Brains. Brawn. Looks. And rich too. You always were the total 

package. Some Darwinian, eugenicists ideal of reproductive supremacy.” 

Brent closed his eyes as she touched upon the very nerve that not even she knew. His failure as a 

father. From the moment the doctors had used the A-word, he had delved deep into the research, 

seeking to wrap his mind around it. Somehow solve the puzzle that no one else had.  

But one of the things he had discovered brought him up cold: the genetics links. Passed from 

father to child. His throat tightened as the self-recriminations began again. He had created a 

mental laundry list of all the signs of his place upon the spectrum. Something he could never 

deny, and something that had for nine years eaten at him. Wearing away so damned much of his 

heart and soul as he blamed himself for the prison of her mind in which his precious child was 

locked.  

“Look at me, Brent,” Lauren’s hands cupped his face. He rubbed against her softness even as he 

fought to hold back the tears.  

Not that he had ever been ashamed to cry around Lauren. She was his other half. There were no 

secrets between them, except for this one. He finally managed to get his emotions under control 

enough to blink away those tears. He forced a smile as he inhaled deeply and prepared for 

whatever was to come. 

“It’s not your fault,” her simple words blindsided him like a sucker punch to the solar plexus.  

He forced a smile wider and started to shake his head in denial, but his wife was having none of 

it. “Elise’s autism is not your fault, Brent. Any more than it is mine. What I ate or drank. The 

stress I was under finalizing my dissertation. The chemicals in the water or air. Vaccines. Gluten 

or processed sugars. None of that, and all of it, matters.” 

Only by sheer will was Brent able to remain standing as Lauren’s words of absolution embraced 

him. Even if he did not fully believe them, he drank them deep into his withered soul like a 

cactus sucking up the rain that fell in the desert only once every few years. Precious and life-

giving. Stored up to sustain it for a thousand dry, hot days to come or more. He shook his head 

and opened his mouth to argue, quote statistics, articles, and experts.  

“What caused her autism does not matter. It never did. And if we spend all our time blaming 

each other, blaming ourselves, we will lose our way.” She caressed his cheek, her thumb drawing 

little circles on his skin, “We lost our way, Brent.” 

“I don’t want to do that again. I love you. I always have. And I want to rebuild everything we 

once had. And more. But if I have to learn to trust you, then Brent, you have to forgive yourself 

for something that is not even your fault. Something that is just Fate…” 

He shook his head this time as the tears began to fall in earnest. “But…” 

“No buts, Brent. You have to let it go.” 

“Yet id go, yet id go.” They both burst into tears and laughter as their daughter picked up on the 

familiar phrase and broke into the one song that she had memorized from beginning to end.  
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Lauren squeezed him tighter and stared up into his eyes. “I know it is a stupid cliché, but our 

daughter is different, not less, Brent. And why that is, is less important than how we handle it.”  

“And you, sweetheart, have managed it so much better than I have. And you are damned right; 

that is hard for me to say. But this time, you were right. Doctor Do-Little and the way she is here 

proves that.” 

“So with the wisdom of the innocent…” She began to sing, “It's funny how some distance makes 

everything seem small. And the fears that once controlled me, can't get to me at all.” 

This time it was Brent whose fingers covered her lips. “You know I love you more than life 

itself, sweetheart. But please, the Geneva convention on torture should have included some 

prohibition on your singing.” 

“You wound me deeply, Dr. Jacobs,” she feigned hurt through tears of laughter.  

He brushed a kiss on her forehead and held her tighter. He knew things were far from settled 

between them, but for the first time in more than seven years, he had hope. True, honest-to-

goodness hope that they could work things through. Hope, not just faith. He inhaled deeply and 

filled his senses with her. Even amid a barn full of animals, it was Lauren that filled him. “I 

wish…” 

“Me too, Brent. But we both know it is the only logical choice.” 

“Logic…and you call me a Trekkie.”  

She shrugged and turned in his arms to watch their daughter. “I don’t know; it seems to me that 

Captain Kirk and Spock made a pretty good team…passionate curiosity and analytical reserve.” 

“Analytical reserve? Was that what it was last night when I had to push your face into the pillow 

to keep you from waking the girls with your screams?” He growled as his jest backfired. The 

image of her round backside, the smooth curve of her back, and cascades of red flames falling 

about her face as he took her from behind had him hard in an instant.  

“Uh, excuse me,” came the low voice from the doorway behind them.  

They turned to see Katie shifting nervously from foot to foot. “I thought I would come to say 

goodbye to Elise if you don’t mind,” the diminutive young woman stared at the ground. 

“Of course, Katie. Are you all ready to go?” asked Lauren. 

But before the young woman could answer, the barn practically shattered with a shrill, ear-

piercing scream that sent even poor Doctor Do-Little scrambling for safety as the other horses in 

the neighboring stalls picked up the chorus braying and kicking.  

They all turned to see Elise hurtling herself towards the open doorway, her hands covering her 

ears as she bounced from foot to foot. Brent reacted quickly enough to scoop her into his arms, 

but just barely.  
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He…they…had never liked restraining her in any way. Unless, like now, it was an issue of 

safety. He wrapped her arms around her body, holding her firmly but as gently as he could. 

These moments, as rare as they were, always tested his will and taxed his emotional reserves.  

Elise threw her head back, connecting with his mouth. The coppery taste of blood filled his 

mouth as he struggled to maintain his hold without harming her. He looked to Lauren for her 

assistance. “Let her go. We’ll try following her instead?” 

He nodded his agreement as the three of them exited the barn into the light, knowing that both 

Elise and the animals would be safer this way. The moment her little feet hit the ground, she ran 

across the compound, narrowly missing a couple of people, who did not attempt to intervene but 

merely nodded towards them. 

Lauren was not capable of keeping up in her heels. So Brent ran ahead, staying close enough to 

protect his little girl if necessary but giving her the freedom of movement that she needed. He 

followed her into his home and watched as she made a beeline for the room she shared with 

Megan.  

His older daughter was sitting on her bed, texting on her phone, when he entered. He frowned 

when he did not immediately see Elise. But she could not have disappeared into thin air. Megan 

looked up at him with a sigh and nodded her head to the twin bed on the other wall. “She’s under 

the bed, Dad.” 

He sighed with relief but did not bother checking. He knew that to intrude now might only upset 

Elise more as she strove to self-soothe. Tight, dark places were among her favorite options for 

doing so, which was why there was nothing stored under her bed. This was certainly not the first 

time she had retreated there.  

“What happened?” Megan whispered, knowing that any noise, even voices at this point, could 

set her baby sister off again. 

“I don’t know. Everything was going fine. We had spent the whole morning grooming Doctor 

Do-Little, and she was fine. Your Mom and I were talking when Katie came in to say goodbye, 

and Elise just started screaming.” 

His daughter frowned, “I know she loves Katie, but I can’t remember the last time she was this 

bad.” 

“Me either, princess, that’s what worries me. Especially with both Katie and your Mom gone.” 

“We’ll be fine, Dad.”  

Brent nodded as guilt once more assailed him. Even Megan’s life had been forever changed by 

autism. When other siblings shared clothes, secrets, and fought over boyfriends, his older 

daughter bore some of the weight of caring for hers. He smiled in gratitude, though. 

“Just leave her, Dad. Give her time to calm down, and I’ll bring her to the plane to say goodbye 

to Mom and Katie.” 

“Are you sure, sweetie?” Brent was reluctant to add more burdens to her small shoulders.  
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“Sure, Dad. It will be easiest for her. And besides, you should spend some more time with Mom 

before she leaves.”  

He nodded his head and made it back outside, where Lauren and Katie were chatting. He was 

approaching them when Monique came running from the direction of the command center. He 

smiled in greeting, but she did not seem to notice.  

“Brent, we need you. Now,” she yelled as she approached. 

“What is it?” 

*** 

Lauren froze. As if a blast of icy arctic air had hit her full force, almost knocking her to the 

ground. Her heart stuttered to a stop. She could not breathe, let alone speak as the woman 

approached them.  

She did not know what was wrong, but something was. Terribly wrong. She had known it since 

she woke this morning. But she had dismissed it as nothing but silly superstition. When first her 

daughter, then the animals in the barn, went wild, the bad omen only intensified.  

The problem was - she did not believe in such things. The ‘sight,’ as Grandmam called it, was 

not real. It meant nothing. It was illogical and unscientific. 

Monique was ashen. Even through her perfectly applied makeup, Lauren could see the pallor and 

the dark circles beneath her eyes that were breaming with unshed tears. She was breathless and 

seemed to be trembling as she approached them. But that made no sense either. The woman was 

in perfect shape. How could a two-minute walk, fifty yards, even at a sprinter’s pace, wind her 

this much?  

To Lauren, everything seemed to be stuck in some bad fifties sci-fi movie in slow motion. 

“What’s the matter, Monique?” She could see now that his face mirrored concern too. 

Monique stopped in front of them, “Vesuvius.” 

“What about it? Have you heard from Benito? Is she waking too?” 

She nodded, “Harmonic tremors started two hours ago.” 

Brent inhaled and ran his fingers through his hair, “But still, that does not necessarily mean an 

eruption is imminent. They can start and then stop. I am sure that he is on it.” 

It sounded strange, hearing Brent voice her conservative views. Usually, he was the rash and 

passionate one, not the cold, calm voice of reason and science. Lauren realized then just how 

much the past seven years might have changed him. Them.  

“No, you have to come. Come with me now.”  

“Sure, of course, Monique,” Brent tried to reassure their seemingly erratic friend as she grabbed 

his hand and dragged him back the way she had come. 
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Lauren forced herself to follow. Though she knew somehow that she did not want to see 

whatever had frightened Monique this way. She knew she must. She, too, must see for herself 

whatever this was.  

If the command center had been chaotic when Laki began to erupt, then what greeted them once 

Monique opened its doors was utter panic and pandemonium. People ran about aimlessly. Others 

huddled together in groups talking in hushed whispers. A couple sat at their desk with tears 

streaming down their cheeks.  

She turned her head to the big screen television on the wall. Even the stoic BBC announcer’s 

voice cracked as he spoke. She recognized him. Had met him on a few occasions. This man, who 

had seen over five decades upon this planet, covered natural disasters, war, and famine, was 

finding it virtually impossible to hold back tears as he forced each word slowly from his mouth. 

“It has now been confirmed by Italian authorities. At 4:35 this afternoon, Mount Vesuvius 

erupted with sudden and unexpected force.” The man paused. She saw his hand that held the 

microphone tremble, “The loss of life is estimated at…”  

He broke then, “Naples is gone, the whole fucking city is just gone.” 

Lauren felt her knees begin to give way. Her head spun. Her stomach churned. She was afraid 

that the Mississippi Mud cake and tea that her ‘gurlfriends’ had plied her with as they pumped 

her for details would just as suddenly and violently erupt about the room.  

Three million. Potentially three million lives or more. Gone. Just gone. Dead. One of the most 

beautiful and ancient cities in the world lost forever. Priceless works of art and architecture 

destroyed. It boggled the mind.  

Of course, as a scientist, a volcanologist, she had always known the danger. Their friend Dr. 

Bianchi had spent his whole life trying to warn of this very eventuality. And there was no doubt 

in her that he was one of those who had lost their lives this day.  

Still, she was human. She felt the loss. The pain. The senselessness of human hubris that built 

empires at the very edge of danger. Dared Mother Nature like some petulant child testing the 

boundaries of its parent. Senseless. 

Quiet had fallen all over the room as they all seemed to turn towards Brent. She saw his shock 

and pain. His mentor and friend was gone, among the millions lost. 

Still, they turned to him. Her husband. She reached out. Laid a hand upon his shoulder. It was 

not the first time they had shared this bond. He turned towards her, covered her hand with his, 

and gave that same gentle squeeze he had all those years ago when they faced another seemingly 

unfathomable loss of life. Both knew that this would surpass even that.  

He tried to force a smile, to reassure her or himself, Lauren was not sure. But that was 

impossible, so he merely nodded in recognition of her unspoken support and comfort.    

As he had then, he turned to the others and began to issue orders. “Get me whatever fucking data 

you can find. I don’t care the source,” he barked to his scientific team. 
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“Find Daniel and Samuel…Now,” he said to another young woman. 

“No need, boss. They already did.” Even Samuel’s usually jovial expression was tight and all-

business.  

Brent nodded again, “Okay, everyone else, I need numbers, readings. You know the drill. Etna. 

Cumbre Vieja. Stromboli. Montserrat. Fuck it…all of them. Yes, even the supposedly dormant 

ones.” 

Then he turned back to them, “Monique, Daniel, Samuel, Lauren, my office now.” He did not 

wait as he strode straight to the glass-enclosed area.  

Of course, they were all on his heels, taking places about the room as he paced and ran his hands 

through his hair. “Security first - did our last plane make it out of Morocco before this?” 

Daniel nodded, “Yeah, Doc. It was halfway across the Atlantic when it blew. Winds are going 

the other way too. So they should be okay, but we have alerted them just in case.” 

“Were Jill’s boys on it?” 

The man dropped his head, “Nope. They did not make it there in time.” He lifted his face and 

smiled tightly as he added, “But three of Megan’s friends and their families made it.” 

Brent nodded, “Come up with another plan, …quick. But those boys are a top priority. Any word 

on my stupid kid brother?” 

“Nothing more since we managed to use GPS to locate his cell in Rosarita,” supplied Samuel. 

“West Virginia? Are all non-essentials there?” 

Lauren’s head spun with all the details and preparations that Brent had made. And all the 

responsibility that now rested squarely on his broad shoulders. But not even Atlas could manage 

this alone. 

“Is my plane ready?” asked Monique. 

“Yeah, both of them are fueled and waiting,” Daniel replied. 

“Only need one now,” Monique looked directly at her.  

Lauren shook her head. Her mission seemed even more crucial now. She opened her mouth to 

defend herself, but the other woman cut her short. 

“Brent needs you here now, even more. You wanted another data point, mon cheri. Well, you 

just got it. Now work your magic and help us save some lives. And before you argue, you know 

damned good and well that you are the only one here with the skills to do it. Besides, your 

husband and daughters need you here now. And unless you are the biggest damned fool that ever 

walked, you’ll realize that before it is too late.” 
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Lauren still wanted to argue Monique’s points but the pain in the woman’s eyes spoke louder 

than even her brash words. She sighed, “I’m still not comfortable inciting panic without first 

giving the proper channels a try,” was the best argument she could come up with.  

But the truth was she did not want to leave Brent to face all this alone either. He did need her. 

She had always been his only comfort, and she wanted to be again. 

“We still have my contact in D.C.,” volunteered Daniel. “Geology may not be his specialty, but 

he knows statistical analysis well enough to make sense of any model or simulation. And he has 

contacts in NOAH and USGS too. It may not be perfect, but if we can get the information to him. 

I know he’ll try.” 

“I’ll take it,” came a quiet voice from the corner.  

Lauren had not even realized that Katie had followed them from their cabin, let alone into 

Brent’s office. Their eyes met, “I have to get back there. I have to,” her voice trembled.  

Lauren crossed the room and took her tiny hands in hers. “Are you sure about this? I mean, you 

don’t have to. We’ll get you back there somehow, I promise. You don’t need to delay with this.” 

Katie shook her head, “No, it’s important. Other people need the chance to save their families 

too.” She turned to Daniel and Brent, “So, what do you need me to do? How do I get this data to 

your contact?” 

“The files are massive, but I’ll have them uploaded to an external hard-drive. Just deliver that to 

Daniel’s friend and then find your family, Katie. I’ll give you a map to the extraction point in 

West Virginia. Since they are traveling overland in a small caravan of vehicles, we are delaying 

as long as possible with them.” 

“But we can’t run the risk of them getting caught up in panic or strife. There are other safe 

houses along the way, though. I’ll make sure you have a map of all of them. Just get back here, 

however, or whenever you can. You’re family too,” Brent said with as reassuring a smile as 

Lauren knew he could manage. 

Katie’s eyes glistened with tears, “Thank you both. I wish I deserved your faith and trust. Wish I 

could tell you more.” 

“You don’t need to…and we do trust you. With our daughter’s life. So, let us help you with 

yours now,” Lauren squeezed her hand tighter. 

Katie nodded and turned to Daniel, “You’ll get word to your friend that there’s been a change of 

plans?” 

“Yeah, I make certain that Zane knows. I’ll have him meet you at the airfield tonight when you 

land. That way, you can get straight onto your errand.”  

Katie’s face went white, and Lauren had to reach out and grasp her elbow to keep her from 

collapsing. “Zane?” her friend whispered. 

“Yes, Commander Zane Rogers. Why? Do you know him?” 
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Katie squared her shoulders and shook her head. “Nyet,” her hand flew to her mouth, “No, not 

yet, but I look forward to meeting any friend of yours.”  

Lauren studied the nervous way her friend shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I better 

go and make sure I have everything. I suppose the sooner we take off, the better,” her friend 

replied. 

“Yeah, me too,” agreed Monique. 

“Not without my say, Monique,” Lauren was surprised at how sharp a tone Brent took with his 

friend. “I want your word.” 

“Oui, mon ami, your word…or forty-eight hours. We do not have time to waste. People’s lives 

depend upon this,” to emphasize her point, Monique pointed to the live news feed that was 

beginning to have video footage of the continuing eruption of Vesuvius. 

Lauren saw the dark cloud that passed over Brent’s handsome face as he nodded his head 

reluctantly. “But a full forty-eight, Monique. No leaks. No games. Not this time.” 

“You have my word, cheri.” 

Lauren just hoped that the woman could be trusted to keep it and not seek out the limelight that 

was her reputation. “Well, I better get to work on the new data.”  

It seemed so callous that so many millions of lives were nothing more than ‘new data.’ But there 

could be millions, or even tens of millions, more counting on her getting that new data right. Her 

calculations could save lives, or cost them.  

She smiled at Daniel and Samuel as best she could manage. “If you could ask your wives to keep 

the cake and tea coming, I’d appreciate it.” 

They nodded as everyone filed out of the room, leaving just her and Brent. The door was not 

even closed before they found one another’s arms. This was not sexual. It was as it always had 

been two halves seeking comfort and solace in the whole. Something they both needed at the 

moment. Without words, they held one another until each found the strength to face the 

challenges that lie ahead.  

“Time to get to work, Dr. Masters,” he teased as he powered up the simulation once more. 

Lauren shook her head, “Mrs. Jacobs will do. Dr. Mrs., if you insist.” 

“Watch your cheeky mouth, woman, or it will get you into trouble.” 

She winked as she took a seat, “Or you, Dr. Jacobs.” Licking her bottom lip as a tantalizing 

reminder. 

“Only the best kind of trouble, sweetheart.” 
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Chapter Fourteen 
 

It was late. Lauren was not sure how late. She dared not look at the clock in the corner of the 

computer. She had been working for hours. That seemed like days. An eternity. Brent had come 

and gone a couple of times, checking on her. Jill and Simone had brought lunch and more cake. 

Megan had delivered dinner. That remained pretty much untouched on the tray next to her. 

Try as hard as she might, she could not get the simulation to run with anything more than fifty-

fifty accuracy. Fifty-fifty! How could they possibly warn people and save lives if they could not 

say with any more certainty than that? “The world, as we know it, maybe coming to an end…or 

maybe not,” she sighed under the weight of the responsibility. 

Strong hands gripped her shoulders, began to massage the tight muscles there. Brent bent and 

kissed the top of her head, “That bad, darlin’?” 

Lauren felt the tears burning her eyes, “I can’t get the simulation to work. Well, not with the 

accuracy that we need to go public with your theory.” 

He nodded, “What we do know is bad enough, though. If Daniel’s friend Zane can’t make our 

colleagues in Washington see that, then I’m going ahead and authorizing Monique to talk to her 

friends in the media. I’ll keep your name out of this. One of us ought to have a career left if I’m 

wrong.” 

“It’s not that, Brent. I don’t give a damn about my professional reputation. Not when it is stacked 

against human lives like.” She could not bring herself to even think about it, let alone say Naples. 

He drew her to her feet, “I know, sweetheart. I did not mean it like that. I guess my attempts at 

humor are a bit off the mark right now.” 

She soothed the deep creases around his mouth, “I understand, Brent. You have a lot on you right 

now. How is everything else going? I was so busy working on the model that I have not been 

paying attention to much else, I’m afraid.” 

“Katie’s plane landed in D.C. a few hours ago. Zane Rogers is going over your earlier data as we 

speak. Of course, what still worries me is La Palma. Even if he convinces FEMA and USGS 

about the severity of the effects of these eruptions on the environment, that still won’t prepare 

anyone for what could happen.” 

“I know, and that’s the problem. What to tell whom and when. What is the latest with Vesuvius? 

I mean, all I have are numbers. A VEI 5 and approaching a 6?” 

“Yes, even if Benito had had more time, the officials there were only prepared for a four. They 

would have only called for the evacuation of the Zona Rosa, which would not have made a 

damned bit of difference.” 

“Science and politics have never mixed well,” she admitted reluctantly.  

“I heard from Monique a while ago. They had a bit of trouble with the plane on the way.” 
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“What? Are they okay? Jason was flying her, wasn’t he?” 

“Yeah, I switched planes and pilots at the last moment when I knew you were not going. Good 

thing too. From what he tells me, any other pilot might not have been able to handle it.”  

Lauren saw the tension strumming through his body. She knew there was something he was not 

telling her. And she did not need the ‘sight’ for that one. She had known this man long enough to 

know. “It could not be an ash cloud, and I take it from that look, it was not lightening. So what is 

up, Brent? What happened that has you so upset?” 

“Engine failure.” 

“I know Jason is thorough, but these things do happen, Brent.” 

“No, sweetheart. This was meant for you. Someone sabotaged that plane. Jason inspected it 

himself the moment they made the emergency landing in Denver. Like I said, if it had been any 

other pilot, they would both probably be dead, right now.” She saw his tan skin blanch as he ran 

his hands through his hair, “You could be dead if you were on that plane.” 

She stood up and went to him. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pressed her body as 

tightly as she could against his, got as close to him as she could with layers of clothes between 

them. “I’m fine, Brent. I’m right here. In your arms.” She stood on tiptoes and brushed a soft kiss 

across his lips, “And I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart.” 

He wrapped his arms around her waist, burying his face in the side of her neck. “I need you, 

babygirl.” 

She chuckled as she moved her hands between them and began unbuttoning his shirt, “Any time, 

any place, Dr. Jacobs.” 

He shook his head and his hand covered hers, stilling its movement. He lifted it slowly to his lips 

and pressed a tender kiss to the center of her palm. “No, Lauren, not like that. Well, not just like 

that anyway.”  

“I need so much more than just that beautiful body of yours. I need my partner back. We always 

were the best volcanologist team out there. You don’t know the number of times in the past few 

years; I’ve turned to ask you a question, seek your opinion.” 

“I need to fall asleep holding you every night for the rest of my life and wake up next to you in 

the morning. I need to argue with you and love you. I want to raise our girls together. Truly be a 

family again.” 

Lauren’s heart stopped as he dropped to one knee on the floor in front of her. She could barely 

see through the tears that streamed down her cheek, but what she did see choked all words from 

her. Between Brent’s fingers was the golden wedding band that he had given her over fifteen 

years before on the slopes of Kilauea.  

“Remember what I told you last time, sweetheart. That gold was only purified when it was tested 

in fire. These past seven years have been worse than any hell that I could imagine. Missing you. 

Loving you. Needing you.”  
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“I’ve been tested in those fires, Lauren. My love for you has only grown stronger and purer. Will 

you wear my ring again, babygirl? Be my wife. My partner. My lover. My best friend. Forever 

and ever this time,” the tears were streaming down his cheeks too as he spoke.  

All she could manage was a simple nod of her head as he slipped her wedding band back onto 

her finger. Once it was entirely in place, he bent and placed a kiss on it. Then he turned her hand 

over and put something in her palm. She smiled as she recognized the more substantial, matching 

circle.  

She nodded her head as she drew Brent back to a standing position. She knew what she wanted 

to do. How she wanted to cement this bargain, but she was not sure she had the courage. She 

inhaled deeply, looking around, even though she knew there was no one else about. She had to 

double-check as she began to unbutton her silk blouse. Her jacket had been discarded hours ago.  

Her fingers fumbled as they unzipped her trousers as well. She let them all cascade to the floor 

until she stood clad only in her knickers and matching bra. She loved the way that Brent loudly 

sucked air deep into his lungs. But she adored the twinkle in his eyes and that sexy smile even 

more. They gave her courage for the rest.  

She reached behind and fiddled with the hooks on her bra. It was even more challenging and 

slower going since she still held his wedding band in one hand. But she finally managed the task. 

She held his gaze as she slipped her fingers beneath the lacy wisp that passed for her underwear. 

She pushed those down her legs.  

She fell to the floor. Her knees spread far apart. She knelt, no part of her body hidden from this 

man. She kept her head and eyes down as she reached for his left hand. She frowned as she 

noticed the white mark for the first time. She had not seen before. Had his wedding band been 

there all along? Honestly, it would not surprise her. To know that he had never removed it in the 

past seven years.  

Slowly she slid the wedding band back into place. As he had, she bent and placed a solemn kiss 

on the cold metal that could never fully represent the depths of love that she felt for this man. 

Love that despite it all, she had never been able to extinguish any more than the science she 

loved and had devoted her life to could dim or even control the forces of Mother Nature that was 

their shared calling.  

“For better or worse. For richer or poorer. In sickness and in health. Forsaking all others, I 

pledge my trough to thee,” Lauren whispered.  

“Damn, babygirl, you forgot. Love, honor…and obey,” he chuckled as he drew her naked body 

slowly up his.  

“Oh no, Doctor Jacobs, if you want obey, then I heard these strange rumors around here about 

this thing called a collar? How barbaric?” She skipped the buttons of his shirt and went straight 

to work on his belt buckle.  

His fingers encircled her neck, and she was shocked by the heat that raced up her spine to her 

addled brain at the erotic feel of them tightening. It was not enough to truly choke her, but 

enough to make breathing difficult.  
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Definitely enough to get her attention as she began for the first time to wonder just how deep her 

newly discovered submissive nature was. She would have never thought she could find 

something so dangerous, so appealing. What else was there that Jill and Simone had shared that 

she might discover surprisingly pleasurable? 

“Yes, well, collars, unlike rings of fire, are earned, babygirl. So, you may need to learn to check 

that cheeky brat side of yours.” She jumped as his hand came down hard on her bare bottom, “Or 

other cheeks will pay the price.” 

“Yes, Sir,” she smiled with a saucy grin that was as much a challenge as it was acquiescence.  

“Oh, this is going to be fun, darlin’,” Brent pushed her over the desk.  

Lauren moaned in both pain and pleasure as a series of solid blows landed on both cheeks of her 

bum. She jumped and fidgeted against the cold hard surface, but that only increased the fires 

burning between her legs.  

Just when she thought she could not handle anymore, Brent entered her - smoothly, quickly, and 

deeply. There was no doubt that this was ancient, primal. Dominate male claiming his prize. 

Staking his claim and branding his mate. Body and soul.  

Lauren cried out as his fingers wrapped through her hair, pulling her head back as he bit into her 

ear lobe. “Mine,” the single word held more power and meaning than the formal service that had 

once joined them as husband and wife.  

“Yes, yes, Brent,” she pressed back against him, drawing him deeper as her body began to spasm 

harder about his. She screamed out her release as he plunged faster and deeper inside of her. 

“Please, please,” she panted mindlessly. 

Her mate roared his release as his fingers jerked her head back harder. Her eyes flew open at the 

shocking depths of pain that only made the pleasure more intense. Their gazes locked and held as 

he emptied himself inside of her.  

They remained like that for several long moments as their breathing and heart rates returned to 

normal. Lauren whimpered as she felt Brent’s cock soften and slip from her.  

She jumped as another firm slap landed on her outer thigh, “Later, my greedy little slut.” 

Her eyes widened in shock. She knew that she should correct him. That such a term was 

misogynistic and demeaning. But it certainly did not sound that way when Brent said it in that 

tone of voice. She bit her lower lip as she pondered the cognitive dissonance.  

He drew her up off the desk as he once more removed his shirt, wrapping her in it and buttoning 

it just enough to cover the basics. He scooped her back into his arms as he made for the door.  

“Is this some neo-Neanderthal mating ritual, Brent? Claim your mate in the man cave, then dress 

her in your skins and carry her off?”  

His deep laughter filled the night as they stepped into the clear moonlit West Texas desert. 

“Sounds like a good mating ritual to me, Mrs. Jacobs.” 
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Lauren smiled as she wrapped her arms about his neck tighter and buried her head in it. The 

moonlight danced upon her wedding band.  

Yes, tried in flames. Their love had only grown stronger. Their union might always be as 

unpredictable and explosive as the giants of nature they studied. But like those volcanoes, their 

souls truly were Rings of Fire entwined across time and Fate.  
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Epilogue 
 

Monique willed her fingers to stop shaking as she lifted the glass of tequila to her lips. She had 

foregone the niceties of salt and lime this time. She welcomed the burn of the fiery liquid. It 

affirmed the fact that she was alive. Something that until that afternoon she had never truly 

appreciated, taken for granted even. She emptied the glass in a single gulp and picked up the 

bottle to pour more when her phone rang. 

It was Carlie. She had, of course, come all this way to see the woman, but not yet. Had the 

woman found out somehow that she was in town?  

She hesitated. Coming here had not been easy. Not after the last time she had seen the woman, 

three years ago. The chemistry they created between the sheets was as unstable as the collision of 

low and high pressure on a hot Texas afternoon.  

Tornados were less damaging than this sexy, tanned, and slightly aging Southern California 

weather girl. No, Carlie Carlisle was anything but the air-headed, blond bimbo image that she 

had perfected. An image that had made her famous, not just in Los Angeles, but nationally.  

Monique quickly brought the bottle to her lips and sucked down another big swig of courage. 

She had known she had to face Carlie, eventually. So it might as well be now? 

“Hey, Carlie, what can I do you for?” She faked cheerfulness at the woman, who had broken her 

heart.  

The second time. But always the same reason. Some people would rather spend their whole lives 

living in the closet than admit the truth to themselves.  

Monique had never been one of them. She had known she was lesbian since her early teens. So, 

why was it she only seemed to fall in love with uptight bitches, unable to ever genuinely commit 

because they needed to keep up appearances? 

*** 

Travis Jacobs blinked back pain that threatened to turn his stomach inside out. His head throbbed 

worse than any hangover he had ever experienced. Even during his brief stint at college, when he 

had pledged not one, not two, but three fraternities. It had been the wildest and drunkest month 

of his life.  

But this time, there were no pleasant memories to accompany the pain. He struggled to make 

sense of it. He tried to put the pieces together.  

He had been surfing. The waves were hellacious off of Rosarita. He had barely managed to 

thread the eye on a fifteen-footer that left his heart racing. When he came out of the surf with his 

board, he had noticed the kid. He could not have been more than five or six, at the most. But he 

was racing from the blanket on the sand with what looked like Travis’s wallet and cell phone.  
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He should have been smart. He should have just let the little urchin go. It wasn’t like he could 

not replace the damned things. One simple call to his father’s secretary and a courier would have 

delivered another phone and as much money as he needed. But it would have come at a price, 

another lecture from the old man.  

And probably another call from the ‘perfect’ big brother too. He had already spent the better part 

of the past two days avoiding calls and texts from Brent.  

He reached up and massaged the lump on his head, “Oww.” Travis moaned as pain shot through 

this head like a lightning bolt.  

“Don’t move,” he looked up at the angel with the head of wavy dark curls. Her golden skin 

glistened in the low light. Was it dawn or dusk? He could not tell. 

He tried once more to put the rest of the pieces of the puzzle together. He knew he had seen her 

before. But he could not think where. He tried to roll over and lift himself. But she towered over 

him. That was when he noticed the baseball bat in her hand.  

It came flooding back then. He had followed the kid through dark streets and alleyways. He had 

gotten lost in an unfamiliar section of town: a barrio, ghetto. The houses were little more here 

than pieces of tin and a few sticks clumsily thrown together.  

He had grabbed the kid by his dirty shirt collar just as he slipped inside of one. He had shaken 

the boy, or at least he thought it was a boy he could not tell beneath all the dirt and grime.  

“Let my brother go, señor,” had come a voice from behind.  

He had held tighter to the kid as he turned to face one of the most beautiful women he had ever 

seen. She could not have been more than twenty, and she was almost painfully thin, except for 

the most stunning set of tits that Travis had ever seen straining against the almost sheer white 

cotton of the t-shirt that said, “Made in America.” 

“No, I’m taking him straight to the police,” he had bluffed. He did not want the often corrupt 

authorities involved any more than these people did. The story was almost sure to get back to his 

father and Brent then. But he figured he could use the leverage to get his property back. Who 

knew, maybe even get the beauty queen to show a bit of gratitude?  

But before he could suggest a compromise, she had swung the bat. That was the last thing he 

remembered. 

Now she was standing over him with that same bat as the whole world began to tilt and whirl. 

Trav thought it was just his head playing more tricks upon him. Until suddenly, the girl was 

splayed across his chest, clutching at him helplessly as the ground beneath them buckled and 

churned.  

Fuck, it was an earthquake… 

*** 
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DJ paced the stifling, hot tin tomb that passed as a hangar in this godforsaken place. Each 

moment that Darren delayed cost them precious time. “Fuck it, baby brother. Will the god 

damned plane make it or not?”  

He wanted to punch something, and any of the three shits that his mother and asshole father had 

saddled him with as little brothers would do at the moment. The one he really wanted to get his 

hands on, though, was the stupid fuckhead SEAL that his mother had replaced the old man with 

after his father got his sorry ass blown up.  

If this was Daniel’s idea of a plane, it showed just how much his ‘stepfather’ thought of them. He 

wanted to laugh, step-father indeed. The man was barely a decade older than he was. He loved 

his Mum to bits, he always had, but the woman had shitty taste in men. One that had almost cost 

her her life. And might yet cost him his, considering the state of this plane.  

“Barely, I think,” pronounced his youngest brother.  

Dec was still bent over the fucking laptop. His fingers were flying on the keys, “We’ll have to 

take the Southern route across the Atlantic. And even that is risky. Vesuvius just blew, so there is 

even more volcanic ash in the upper atmosphere.” 

Darren shook his dark blond head in response, “Won’t matter, we won’t be flying that high 

anyway. This thing could not handle it.” 

“It’s happening then? It’s really happening?” Damien shook his head.  

“We better fucking hope it is, little brother. Otherwise, we’ll be spending the rest of our lives in 

the brig,” replied DJ. “How soon can we get the fuck out of here, kid?” He addressed Darren 

with the childhood nickname that he knew his youngest sibling hated.  

“Now is as good a time as any.” 

“That damned thing have parachutes?” DJ asked.  

“Yeah, lot of good they will do us over open ocean with no flight plan and no way to signal for 

help, though,” Dec had to add his logistical analysis. 

“That’s not what I am talking about. I’m bailing over Isla Mujeres. So, get me in low and tight, 

baby brother.” 

They all stared at him. One word hung unspoken in the air. The same one that had for close to a 

decade - Sarah. The one woman besides their mother that they all loved. And the one that none 

of them could ever have. 

“I’m going after her. And none of you will stop me,” DJ challenged. 

*** 

Katia Alexandroff clutched the portfolio tighter. Daniel had given it to her before she boarded 

the plane for Washington. Besides, the maps that showed over two dozen safe houses across the 

eastern half of the country, it had included this. A photograph of Zane Rogers. Commander Zane 

Rogers. Of course, he had only been a Lieutenant then.  
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She fingered the other photographs as tears began to stain them once more. They were grainy 

and unfocused. She was sure that was intentional, though. Her handler might be required to 

provide her with them once a year, a small price for her continued silence. But she was confident 

that they did all they could to conceal any details that might give her the slightest clue to their 

locations. 

Her children. Her babies. Though they were not babies anymore, they were in pre-school now. 

All except for Zander. He was where she would begin. The only one of the three whose location 

she knew. The only one she had ever really held.  

They had all been too tiny, still hooked up to machines that breathed for them and fed them. The 

day that she had been released from the hospital, they had done their best to dissuade her from 

seeing them at all. But she had insisted. She had to. Just once. Even if she could not hold them, 

she had touched each one through the thick plastic incubators that kept their tiny bodies warm. 

She had cried as she said her good-byes.  

Zander was the oldest and only boy but the tiniest at barely two pounds. Zoya was slightly bigger 

at two pounds and six ounces. She was the only one able to breathe on her own, at least for short 

periods. Yana, though the largest at almost three pounds, had had more problems in her brief life. 

They still were not sure if she would make it after a bleed in her brain.  

She had spent over an hour in the NICU saying her farewells to them. To the children that she 

had carried inside her for seven and a half months. The only children that she would ever have. 

Could ever have.  

She was still a bit surprised that she was alive. It would have been so easy for them to let her die 

when she hemorrhaged after the C-section. She knew it was only because they feared the files 

she had entrusted to her old mentor and professor.  

The man did not know what was on the computer disk but had been told that he was to take it to 

the American embassy in London if anything ever happened to her. Those files had kept her 

alive then and had ensured that she kept getting these photographs every year on their birthday.  

She searched each tiny face as her gaze shifted back to the other picture. Their father. Though he 

did not know. Could never know that.  

She inhaled as she stuffed all the documents back into the manila envelope. Now she was just 

moments away from coming face-to-face with the man, who had been her only lover. Ever 

would be. That was another vow she had made that day.  

She had nothing to offer a man, any man. She had never been anything other than mousy little 

Katia. Brain but no beauty. Now she was damaged goods. Unable to do the one thing that a 

woman’s body was created for…give life.  

She fought back the tears. They would do her no good now. Any more than they had all those 

years ago as she walked from that hospital, reborn as Katie Alexander.  

She might never be able to have more babies. She had not even been allowed to care for the only 

ones she did have. But one thing she would not do was lose them now. She would find them. All 
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of them. If she could, she would bring their families with her back to Regenesis, Dr. Jacobs's 

new world.  

But if she could not, if these people, whom she knew had been handpicked by her government to 

groom her babies, could not be convinced to listen to reason, then she would do what she must. 

Whatever she had to…to keep them safe.  

It was the least that a mother could do for her children.  

And him? What of him? Asked her heart. But she had built a wall so high around it that nothing 

could get through — not even the one man who had been her lover.  

She stared at her reflection in the glass. At least, she did not have to worry about him recognizing 

her. She would never be a raving beauty, but she had lost thirty pounds during her battle for life 

and never managed to put any back on, oddly enough thanks to the depression that she knew 

would never lift, never abate.  

The transformation was complete between her new more svelte figure and the blond highlights 

and blue contact lenses. Katia Alexandroff, promising bio-chemist and Russian spy, had become 

plain old Katie Alexander, average to slightly above education student and carer. 

But she had to admit; she was thankful that Fate had given her this one last glimpse of the only 

man ever to hold her body…or her heart. 

*** 

Zane Rogers blinked. He could not believe his own eyes. At first, he thought it was merely worry 

and exhaustion. He had been up all of last night doing his own research into this Dr. Brent 

Jacobs. He respected and owed Commander Daniel Monroe a lot, but he was not putting his 

career and professional reputation on the line for that. 

Yes, he had been uneasy with the catastrophic events that had occurred in such rapid succession 

this past week. He might not have specialized in geology, but he knew enough to understand this 

was unprecedented. At least in recorded history. But an uneasy feeling was not worth risking a 

lifetime of hard work for.  

Of course, what he had discovered when looking into Brent Jacobs’s background had not been 

reassuring. The man was rogue at best. Walking on the edge of accepted science. But so too had 

other great minds like Galileo, Newton, and Einstein. Men before their time.  

The question was: was Brent Jacobs, such a man, persecuted unjustly by his peers that were 

unwilling to have their accepted science questioned? Or was he the kook they painted him to be? 

He had reluctantly agreed to at least look at the data that his old Commander was sending. And 

to pass it on to his contacts if he found it sound. 

He watched her walk across the tarmac towards him. She was thinner, painfully thinner. Her hair 

was lighter too, though, in this light, he could not tell its exact shade. But every step she took 

closer expelled what tiny doubt that remained in his mind.  
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Kate Alexander. Daniel’s friend Katie was the one woman he had ever loved. The one that 

haunted his dreams every single night. The one that had made him swear off all women.  

How many times had he dreamt of this? Planned every word he would say. Rehearsed them all in 

his head. Now here she was…and he had no idea what to say or do. But one thing was for sure, 

this time, she was not just running away, disappearing from his life forever. Not without an 

explanation. And it had better be a damned good one too. 

*** 

The solitary figure slunk off into the cool night. “That was not my fault. Plans changed at the last 

minute. I had no control over him switching planes.” 

Pacing faster beneath the moonlight, “I’m not comfortable with this anymore. It is one thing to 

feed you data now and then on the man’s work. Attempted murder is quite another matter.” 

“Too late to worry about that now,” replied the voice on the other end as the line went dead.  

*** 

The pattern repeated itself. Brent bent to kiss his sleeping wife as he snuck out of bed into the 

pre-dawn morning. Without so much as a cup of coffee, he made his way to the bunker office 

once more. This time he found both Samuel and Daniel bent over laptops.  

“Any luck?” he asked his security team as they studied security footage from all the cameras 

around the compound. 

Daniel nodded his head, “We might have something here.” He pointed to an image frozen on the 

screen of a figure on the back of an ATV. 

“Who?” 

Samuel shook his head, “We can’t get a clear enough image to know for sure. We have looked 

through all of the footage for the past forty-eight hours, and we never get a clear shot of the face. 

Head is always down, hood up. All we have is Dwayne’s approximation of size based upon 

known markers in the picture. Somewhere between five foot six and eight. Slight build.” 

“Man? Woman? Race? Hair color?” 

They shook their heads, “Not clear enough to tell, Doc,” Daniel delivered the bad news. 

Brent ran his fingers through his hair, “We have a traitor in our midst. One that attempted to kill 

my wife. And you can’t fucking tell me who?” 

He paced the room, “Upgrade the fucking cameras. Do more thorough background checks on 

anyone here that matches that description. Screw it - on everyone. If we have one traitor, there 

may be more. And until we find out who, I want my wife and daughters kept safe.” 

 “You have our word, Doc,” assured Daniel.  
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The idea that anyone of his inner circle here would not only betray him but harm Lauren was 

more than he could handle. He knew he was not fair to his friends, but the idea that he could 

have, might still, lose her when they were getting things right had kept him up all night. He 

would not rest, could not, not with a Benedict Arnold in their presence.  

*** 

Dwayne Richmond watched the sleeping face of his best friend’s son. The boy did not have a 

care in the world. What did a child of eight understand of the ‘end of the world’ as we know it? 

Thad did not even fully comprehend his father’s death. The little boy had been through so much 

in his short life.  

And so, had she. Chloe Johnson, his best friend’s widow. The woman he loved. Had loved from 

the moment he saw her. Even before Zach’s death. It was another layer of the guilt that ate at 

him. 

He ran his hands down his useless legs. He did not have time to deal with more of that shit, now. 

If he had not managed to exorcise his demons in seven years of therapy, he certainly did not have 

the time for them now.  

Doc, Daniel, and all the others were counting on him. To do his magic with computers, hack his 

way into secure government systems. But also to keep this place going. The first stop on Doc’s 

underground railroad to Regenesis. A string of almost two-dozen safe-houses that reached from 

West Virginia to Texas. Stationed every hundred miles or so, intended as regrouping and 

refueling stops along the way.  

There were already over a dozen families here, mostly women and children. And he knew more 

would be arriving. More every day. And it was his responsibility to organize them, send them on 

their way, and escort the final ones to safety.  

Chloe and a couple of the other women had spent the whole day inventorying and preparing the 

supplies. Would it be enough?  

Dwayne had wished and even prayed, over the last seven years, for legs that worked. Despite the 

damned wheelchair, he had never considered himself genuinely disabled. But now? All he could 

hope was that his mind would be enough to compensate for the legs and dick that no longer 

worked. Because he could not fail her, not again. Or this little boy, who was as close to a son as 

he would ever get.  

He hoped that somewhere up there, his best friend had his back. Not that he deserved it. He had 

failed to bring Zach back safely to them. But now, he could sure use some angelic intervention to 

keep the man’s family safe. In the fucking Apocalypse? 

*** 

Obviously, this is not the end of the story. Trouble has just begun. The question is, what next… 

Will it be earthquakes in California for Travis and Monique? Or tsunamis for Zane and Katia? Or 

old flames and icy futures for Sister Sarah, DJ, and his ‘little’ brothers? What of those refugees? 

Will they make it safely to Regenesis? Stay tuned to find out… 



 

-171- 
 

  



 

-172- 
 

About the Author… 

Real-life, hot sex, deep meaning… 

Tara Cox lives in ‘beautiful sunny Swansea, Wales’ with her favorite romance hero, Prince 

Charming, Cooking Monster, and husband – techie guru Alan Cox – and her wonderfully autistic 

youngest daughter, @PanKwake. Besides, being a homemaker, writer, and blogger, she fills her 

day with photography, sewing, quilting, urban farming, and homesteading.  

Tara is the no-holds-barred author of a broad range of fiction, from novels to short stories. Her 

characters are REAL, not size zero 20-somethings or billionaire playboys. Even her millionaires, 

Marines, shapeshifters, and SEALs bear scars: seen and unseen. And those are just the beginning 

of their complex, REAL life problems like grief, mental health, and body issues. Her stories are 

as dark and twisted as life itself, but always with a happy ending, whether for now or ever after.  

Her writing style is best described as Jane Austen's free indirect discourse meets Fifty Shades, 

getting deep inside the minds and motivations of her characters. Even with her hotter than HOT 

sex scenes, this is not your typical erotica. But for those readers wanting 'more,' few writers 

deliver on that like Tara's literary erotica.  

Tara writes in a wide array of genres and is a perfect sexy chameleon, able to bring you hot 

content no matter where she lays down her pen. From sweet romance to deep and dark BDSM, 

she does it all, and with swagger and style. Be it military/war, sci-fi, suspense, historical, 

romance, or erotica, her recipe is simple. 

Mix REAL life challenges with equal parts love, laughter, and tears then top liberally with lots of 

hot sex.  

It's a pretty good recipe for fiction - and life. 

In her previous 'lives' Tara has been a stay-at-home mom, a fundraiser for charities, a bank teller, 

a waitress, a personal trainer, a preacher's wife, and even a stripper. It is from this plethora of 

experiences that she draws her strong characters and complex storylines. 

Follow Tara: 

Twitter: @tara_cox_writer 

Email: tara.cox.writer@gmail.com 

Blogs: https://taracoxwriter.com/ 

           https://homecrazzyhome.wordpress.com/ 

 

mailto:tara.cox.writer@gmail.com
https://taracoxwriter.com/
https://homecrazzyhome.wordpress.com/

