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          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    
      This whole series is very real. It explores real world topics and situations that people face every day—often when they least expect them.

      Seth and Sophia’s story is very much about the “challenges” life unexpectedly tosses their way and how they cope. A good portion of this book is actually my story, 100% relayed as it happened, but through Seth and Sophia eyes. It was something that happened to me and mine—a tough time. One I know countless women have faced, but most likely in a different way. Ten years later I felt like writing about it and making it “fiction”. Often the truth is stranger than fiction.

      None of us know what tomorrow will bring or take away. We can plan and we can hope but what we really need to do is make the most of every opportunity whether it’s actually presented as that or in fact an unwanted “challenge”. More often than not, it’s these challenges that really forge and sculpt who we are as people.

      Each and every one of us has had highs and lows in our lives. If you’re fortunate, you’ll have more of the highs than the lows. You’ll treasure your family and friends. You’ll experience all life’s riches whatever they maybe for you. One thing’s for certain, there will always be challenges. The question is: how will you meet them?

      I hope you enjoy Challenge!

      Love

      Nat

    

  


  
    
      This book is for every woman. You never know just how strong you are or can be until you’re challenged.

      

      May you face every one of life’s challenges with bravery, fight with belief and emerge stronger for the experience.
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      Seth—Onigashima Dojo

      I rounded the corner and stopped dead in my tracks.  I couldn’t take a step further into the room just yet. Nor could I look away from the scene playing out in front of me.

      How could I be twenty-eight years old and still feel the heartbreak and the hurt of a ten-year-old boy? I was passed this. I’d moved on and made my peace with it after all these years—surely?

      My throat suddenly had a lump big enough to make swallowing difficult and the lining of my stomach felt as if it had turned to lead. That alone annoyed the fuck out of me.

      Who would have thought I’d turn up to the birthday party of a ten-year-old boy and feel like this? Dane Roberts, one of my best mates, was bent over looking at the kid’s latest birthday present. A group of young boys were gathered around, ohhing and ahhing at the new Lego set one of the kids had given him.

      Isaac was all but Dane’s stepson and it was clear that these two idolized each other.

      There was no mistaking the huge grin on Dane’s face and the matching one on Isaac’s; it was a dead giveaway of their feelings towards each other.

      Dane was smitten with this kid and his mother, Arianne. His new life. He’d gone from every-day guy to MMA middleweight champion, and now to stand-in father and soon-to-be-married man, in what seemed the blink of an eye.

      To top it off, Arianne and Dane had announced their engagement today. I’d lay good money, the engagement would be short and I couldn’t be happier for them—truly.

      I just couldn’t shake my own demons it seemed, regardless how much I’d tried. It surprised me how strong they still were even after all these years.

      Why couldn’t my stepfather ever have accepted me like Dane had accepted Isaac? Loved me like that?

      They looked so, well…happy.

      Isaac, he’d been accepted unconditionally even with his challenges of Asperger’s. Maybe that was it?  Maybe I hadn’t been broken enough, challenged enough?

      Maybe having your father commit suicide when you were four didn’t rank high enough on the scale of shit you had to carry through life?

      I swayed on my feet. Despite how much I tried, I couldn’t tear my eyes away. It was like watching an accident happen and not being able to do anything to stop it, like waiting for the seemingly inevitable collision.

      I could see it all unfolding before my eyes but I couldn’t do anything to protect myself; guard myself from the feelings that were beginning to overwhelm me. Part of me wanted to run, to blank out the image of this happy family—if I couldn’t see it, I wouldn’t feel like this.

      That was right, wasn’t it?

      Yeah, I knew better. The demons would always catch me and just like now, it was always when I least expected it, when my guard was down and I was unawares.

      The chisels of the demons tapped away at my guts—carving away my strength and the peaceful place I normally managed to remain in—one hammer stroke at a time.

      Why him and not me? Their demon voices chanted.

      What had made me so different to Isaac? Why at age ten wasn’t that me?

      Wasn’t I loveable?

      Worthy?

      None of it made any sense and the fact I was even dwelling on this or that it was affecting me so strongly made me feel like the biggest arsehole ever. Quite frankly it just pissed me off. I was pissed off at my own feelings. How ridiculous!

      There was nothing worse than hating your own thoughts and not being able to stop them.

      I should be happy for the kid—I genuinely was.

      It just didn’t make up for the loss I felt, the hole that was inside me and wouldn’t quit.

      “They make a great family, don’t they?”

      Her silky voice brought me back from the place I’d travelled to deep in my own mind.

      In fact, I’d been so deep in my own head, I hadn’t even realized one of the hottest women around these parts had come up and joined me in the hallway.

      I really was slipping.

      Seth the womanizer, the party animal, the good time guy…

      It was laughable really, if only they all knew. There was still a big part of me that was the ten-year-old boy craving love, affection, and understanding. I guess some things never changed.

      I went to reply to her comment but the words started to come out all wrong—strange to my ears. Somehow, I managed to turn the strangled word into a clearing of my throat to disguise my slip.  Sophia would be horrified if she knew what I was thinking, any of them would. I kept it all very close to my chest. Nobody needed to know just how fucked up I was about some things.

      “Ah, yeah. The Roberts are a great family. Top people. Arianne and Isaac really lucked out.”

      There, I’d said it. The right thing. There was no way she’d pick up on what I was thinking. I’d had years of practise covering my hurts.

      No one ever suspected the joker, the life of the party. It was the perfect foil to the pain inside.

      “They surely did. Dane’s absolutely smitten. In fact, I think they both are. Seems everyone’s falling in love around here.” Sophia trailed off with a wistful sigh.

      I stiffened, this conversation was moving into dangerous territory.

      I covered it with a chuckle that sounded more like a choking sound of terror or was it skepticism?

      “Nah…Not me. Might work for Xander and Eden, Arianne and Dane…not this little black duck. No sireee, sweetheart. Crazy talk.”

      She giggled a little and I swear her laugh was so close to that musical sound of Eden’s laugh. Almost identical.  It stood to reason, they were sisters, after all.

      Her laugh seemed to wrap around me like a caress. It was warm and left me with a tingly feeling of well…goodness and naughty promises.

      Fuck!  What was wrong with me?

      Crazy talk, crazy thoughts.

      Any minute I’d start believing this soppy shit.

      “Yep—Love and marriage is crazy talk for sure.” She tipped her chin toward me and her big expressive eyes danced with mischief. The girl was dangerous, with a capital ‘D.’

      She wasn’t a girl anymore. Sophia Sommers might be the close friend of my little half-sister, Rachel, and Eden Todd’s younger sister but she was all woman from head to toe. That realization had clobbered me like a twenty-pound sledge hammer when I arrived back home about six months ago. The cute girl was gone and in her place was a woman, beautiful enough to grace the cover of a magazine.

      A smidge under six foot, long blonde hair that reached her slender waist, eyes that were the colour of the clearest blue sky, a body that was rockin’, and the face…yeah, all three Sommers girls were stunning but there was just something about Sophia that screamed to me as a man in the most primal way.

      I’d known it for months now. My dick had recognized it immediately—and what now seemed like constantly when she was in my vicinity.

      Her words, however, had me curious. Although, it was the look she’d given me. That was…? What was she driving at?

      We’d flirted a few times, danced together, partied together, shared casual touches that could have easily led to more—a more we both understood. One that ended up in my bed with her legs wrapped tight around my waist as I hammered into her.

      Yet, each time, she’d pushed me back—not hard enough to throw me off but enough to ensure nothing had happened…yet.

      “I love you so much, Grandma and Grandad.” Isaac broke the moment and my head snapped around at his shrill voice, in time to see him launch his skinny little boy body into both of them. His arms were outstretched in readiness, one hundred percent confident he was going to be hugged—loved right back.

      Just like the kid knew, Dane’s parents, Cathy Roberts and her husband, Gary, delivered—in spades. I watched them wrap him up and smother him in hugs and kisses, as they transferred him between them. You’d never know Cathy and Gary had only been a fixture in Isaac’s life for the last few months. I swear they looked like they’d been there for him forever.

      The lump in my throat was back and the lead in my gut felt heavier than ever.

      “Awww, they’re so cute!” Sophia crooned, her face all soft and dreamy. It surprised me. I wouldn’t have taken her for the mushy type. I guess all women had that streak somewhere.

      When I didn’t answer, she turned toward me, an expectant look on her face.

      I couldn’t do this anymore. It was too raw for me.

      “Yeah, sure,” I mumbled, before looking at my watch. I’d most definitely met my quota of happy family goodness today. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my mates and their families—just in very small quantities.

      I gave her what I hoped was my sexiest look. “Want to get out of here?”

      A flash of surprise careened across her face, before turning to guarded curiosity. “What did you have in mind?”

      Fuck! I had no idea. Fortunately, one thing I could do better than most was think on my feet.

      “There’s a new little wine and tapas bar that opened up down the coast, they have a band on Sunday afternoons. This time of day, we can be there in about forty minutes. You interested?” I raised my eyebrow and curved the left hand side of my lips up. From experience, I knew the ladies loved that look.

      Her pink tongue flicked out and swiped her lower lip, then she dragged her top teeth across that very same spot before those lips morphed into a cautious smile.

      I was fascinated and those crazy feelings of before were gone. Ah my comfort zone had returned right along with that smile she’d just given me. In their place, was the familiar excitement of a potential new conquest.

      “Sure! I’m game.”

      Her words were a fraction bolder than the smile. I didn’t care. We were getting out of here, that’s all that mattered and I’d have Sophia to distract me from my thoughts for a while.

      I hated having time to think.

      If I thought, I felt.

      I hated being alone with my own demons.
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      Sophia—Three Months Later

      “Seth, you’re such a dick,” I squealed as he tickled my side; my head spun from the copious amounts of alcohol I’d drunk with him at the party all evening.

      He laughed and pulled me in tighter to him. “Babe, I’m a dick or you love my big dick?”

      “Ah, that’s a tough one? You’re right. I do love your big dick but I know you’re a dick as well. If you weren’t, we’d be more than just friends with benefits. We’d be a couple like Xander and Eden or Dane and Ari.”

      God, what was I saying? My mouth was running off with me. I would never normally say stuff like that to Seth. I didn’t care…who the fuck cared? Neither of us would remember in the morning…

      He nuzzled at my neck and everything went hazy like it always did when he had his hands or his mouth on me, or his dick inside me. God—what was it about this man? He was so bad for me—why did he have to be so good?

      “Shut up, Soapia, and let me fuck you. Fuck, you’re an even bigger drama Queen when you’re hammered, girl,” he slurred and pushed my tight skirt up around my hips. I was too buzzed to even respond to him using the Soapia nickname I hated. It was left over from teenage bullshit teasing. All I could focus on were his fingers in my underwear, almost where I needed them.

      “Take them off, take them off,” I begged and managed to get my hand free and push them down my leg, helping him rid me of the pesky panties.  Who needed relationships anyway when there was a big, hard dick just waiting to make me feel good?

      Seth might not love me but his dick sure seemed to.

      That would have to do for the moment.

      My panties had found their way down around my ankles, I swiped at the fastenings on his jeans, my fingers and brain not co-operating well together.

      He brushed them away and grabbed both of my wrists in one hand and pinned them above my head. His lips crashed down on mine while his other hand fumbled at his fly.

      I tore my mouth from his, “hurry, Seth.  I need you.” I hated how I begged him but my pussy needed him now. Yeah, that was a good idea. The best…I giggled.

      His mouth caught mine again and his tongue thrust inside and I curled mine around his. I was floating, burning, and screaming with need for him all at once.

      “I love Tequila, Seth!”

      Where had that come from?

      “I know, babe. Hell, do I know.”

      He was still fumbling in his pants…taking too long. “I said I need you now.”

      “Fuck, Sophia, condom. I’m not too drunk to forget that.”

      “Condom, shmondom…hehe.” I started giggling uncontrollably against his mouth at my own silly joke. God, I was a funny bitch.

      Before I could further ponder my undeniable comic genius, he impaled me against the wall—his hard fighter body driving me backwards with enough force to snap my spinning head back to a sort of focus.

      Then, he thrust again and I lost it. The focus that is, not the feeling of him pounding into me.

      That was the best.

      Oh, so good. There was nothing better than having Seth wrapped around me, in me.

      “Wrap those incredible legs around me, babe,” he demanded and bounced me on his dick, getting a better grip of my thighs. I loved that he was a big guy and could manage the fact I was as tall as most men. His fingers bit hard but I didn’t care. It felt too good. The motion, however, caused my head to spin even more.

      Heat, there was heat everywhere and I needed him harder, hotter…crazy bad. I was burning up with need. It was pulsing all around me. I could almost see it, kind of like heat waves on a hot day.

      A low moan slipped out of my throat. “Seth, please…” I begged.

      “Yeah, babe, I feel you.” He breathed out and kept up his relentless thrusting. Just the way I liked it—hard and wild.

      Fucking was just another thing Seth excelled at.

      He moved slightly and his cock felt even better inside me—how was that even possible?

      “Right there, yeah, yeah, yeah.” The spinning exploded and I cried out. My whole body went stiff, then lax, then jolted with pleasure. Explosions of red and silver…oh looky some gold as well…Where did that gold come from? I was off in my own little world created for me by Seth, chasing red and gold.

      A roar from Seth grabbed my attention again. The gold flittered away.  Ohhh…come back gold, you’re so pretty.

      “I want it back,” I demanded.

      His body slammed into mine and his dick buried almost painfully inside me, jolting my focus back to him.

      “What?” He barked between thrusts, then grunted out a long release, his body bouncing mine around with his shuddering.

      “The gold. I want it back.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” There was confusion all over the face that was too handsome, too cocky. It didn’t matter; he wore it well.

      “The gold sparkles; they’re so pretty. You made me see gold sparkles, Seth. Give them back.”

      He started chuckling, big belly laughs that rolled up and down my body as well.  Then, he buried his face into my neck.

      “You’re so fucking funny when you’re hammered.”

      “I am. Particularly when you’re hammering me.” I collapsed in a wave of giggles at my quip and together we slid down the wall and landed in a heap of arms and legs.

      We both laughed some more.

      It was the funniest thing ever. Gold sparkles…who’d have thunk it?

      “Why do we always end up having drunken sex?” I managed between giggles.

      “I don’t know,” he said, burying his face in my neck.

      “Me either, but I love it.”

      My eyelids were getting so heavy, all I wanted to do was sleep. So tired. I snuggled my face against his chest. Mmm, so nice. I could care less that we were on the floor. It didn’t matter.  Seth was wrapped around me. I didn’t need anything more than that.

      Oh, it was bliss, I was so tired.

      So sleepy. Everything was drifting away

      “Just like I love you, Seth,” I added in my dreams.

      Seth

      My head snapped back and the drunken, post-orgasmic haze I’d been floating in disappeared quicker than the shock of being doused in the ice bucket challenge.

      What the hell had she just said?

      Had she really just said that?

      Oh FUCK she went there. She said it.

      I had to get out of there.

      I didn’t do love.

      Sex? Yes, anytime, anywhere. Drunken sex—hell yes.

      Love, NO.

      Quickly, I eased myself out of her tight pussy. Soph was out like a light in my arms. I drew her closer into my body and stood, taking the short walk to the bed in her room—the bed, which was a whole six paces to the right. Why the hell had I fucked her against the wall when the bed was so close?

      I knew the answer…Sophia tied me up in knots and fucking her, well, it killed any sensible thoughts I had. Add booze to the mix and there you had it.

      Perfect storm of dick induced stupidity.

      Plus, sex with Sophia was off the scales hot any way I could get it. Why did she have to mention that word?

      I laid her in the bed, slipped her skirt off and pulled the covers over her.

      I had to get out of there.

      Fun, I could do.

      I love you, Seth, I couldn’t.

      No good could come from that. Fuck No.

      I tried to pull my fragmented thoughts together.

      Logically Seth, rationally Seth, I demanded in my mind.

      Sophia was going to have the hangover from hell when she woke up. I needed to do something about that. I didn’t want to see her suffer. Regardless what she’d said, I really liked Sophia—we were friends and occasional training partners at Onigashima. I’d never want to leave her in the lurch or see her in pain.

      I staggered back from the bed, and realized my dick was still out and flopping around partially encased in the condom, shmondom. It really was funny and I’d remind her of it later.

      I did a double-take.

      Why was the end of my dick poking out and the condom flapping around like a wet sail on a mast?

      Oh FUCK NO!

      Could this night get any worse?

      I snatched the offending useless piece of latex off my dick and cursed the crappy manufacturers the whole way to the bathroom.

      After I disposed of the condom and cleaned myself up a bit, I dug through the medicine cabinet until I found the paracetamol.  I filled the tumbler on the sink with water and took them both back and put them on the table beside the bed.  Yep, my girl was going to need both of them.

      What the hell?

      My girl!

      I was losing it; fuck, I’d probably already lost it.

      It was all too much.

      I had to get out.

      I wanted to run but my conscience screamed at me to stay—she was hammered, shouldn’t leave drunk people and all that…

      As if my prayers had been answered, I heard the front door open.

      Tori—it had to be Tori. Sophia’s younger sister.

      Sophia sighed in her sleep and drew my attention momentarily back to her. As hard as I warred with myself for a few moments, I couldn’t resist. I dropped one last kiss to her forehead and burst out the bedroom door.

      I met a startled Tori in the hallway.

      Her hands instinctively flew up in a guard. It pleased me to see her martial arts training kicking in, before she realized who it was.

      “Seth, what are you doing here?” She asked on a start.

      Yeah, what the hell was I doing here?

      “Just dropping Sophia home. She’s pretty hammered but asleep in her bed now. We were at a party and I made sure she got home.”

      Her eyebrows narrowed but I didn’t hang around long enough for her to question me more. It was important to know when to make yourself scarce.

      Besides, being here was suffocating, I needed to get out.

      As an after thought, I turned back to Tori at the front door.

      “You might want to check on her and make sure she drinks the water and takes the pills I left beside her bed. I think tomorrow is going to suck for her. Tell her I’ll call her tomorrow.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw Tori nod and I stepped out into the night. For a split second, I debated whether I should call a cab or walk. In the end, I headed to my SUV. I hadn’t had a drink in a good while—I’d be fine.

      I’d left my vehicle a few houses down when I’d picked her up earlier and we’d taken a cab over to the party.

      We were friends with benefits, private fuck buddies and that’s the way we both liked it—private.

      I had no idea where all that love bullshit had come from tonight with her.

      It terrified me.

      The fear thudded in my chest or was that the beat of my racing heart? I didn’t know. My house wasn’t far. Ten minutes tops at this time of night with no traffic.

      It was a modest three-bedroom house I’d bought a couple of years ago as an investment property. I was bunking there for the moment while I did it up to either rent or sell—I hadn’t decided. It served my purposes as home base between mining gigs for now. Plus, it was close to my mates and Onigashima.

      I loved training with the boys.

      Yeah, focus on that, I told myself.

      Not the love, and fuck, not the broken condom.

      Jesus!

      Tomorrow, I’d head out when I surfaced and pick out the new tap wear for the bathroom and hopefully find the tiles I’d been wanting. Then, I’d pick up some more plasterboard sheeting and finish the third bedroom.

      I was busy trying to calculate the amount of sheeting I’d need, when out of the corner of my eye I saw a streak of grey flash across in front of me.

      Instinctively, I reefed the wheel to the left to avoid hitting whatever it was.

      The left front tyre hit a rough patch on the shoulder of the road, and the wheel jolted in my hands. I pulled it back the other way trying to correct, but it was too late.

      The bottom dropped out of my stomach and the world started to spin. I knew it was going to be bad. Of all the places for it to happen…

      A shitty bend with a big treed drop off on the left.

      The last things that went through my mind were seeing the world spinning through the windshield and Sophia’s beautiful face.

      I thought I loved her too.

      Then, the darkness took me.
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      Sophia

      Ohhh, what was wrong with me?

      I was burning up and the room was spinning. Where was I?

      Crap!

      I was going to throw up!

      I dived out of bed and floundered to the bathroom, only just making it to the toilet before the contents of my stomach came gushing up.

      Sweat poured off me and my stomach felt like it was turning itself inside out, until finally there seemed to be nothing more to come up. My throat burned and I couldn’t hold my body up any longer as I slumped to the floor.

      My butt hit ground zero and my hips shot up at the shock of the cold tile on my flesh.

      Fuck!

      I glanced down and realized what should have been obvious to me. I had nothing on my bottoms. How the hell had that happened?

      My head flopped to my arm and I lay on the floor and groaned.

      A quiet knock on the open bathroom door interrupted my self imposed agony. Although, with the headache, it had sounded more like a bass drum.

      “Not your best moment. I’m guessing.”

      “Go away... and leave me to die in peace.”

      “As they say ‘if you can’t do the time, don’t do the crime.’ Speaking of crimes, why do you not have any pants on?”

      My brain hurt too much to figure out why I was naked from the waist down. All I remember was having damned fine drunken sex with Seth against the wall. No way was I admitting that and giving up our dirty little secret.

      I might be a lot of things; a tattle tale I was not.

      “I must have taken them off before. I vaguely remember them cutting into me.”

      Tori snorted!

      She had the hide to snort...at my expense. What type of sister was she?

      “You sure Seth didn’t relieve you of them? He flew out of here like his backside was on fire.”

      I dragged my eyelids open and saw the look on her face in the bathroom mirror. Turning my head was not an option right now.

      “Of course not. Seth just made sure I got home all right. He was just being a good friend.”

      “Right…the type that helps you get your panties off.” She said skeptically.

      “Nothing happened.  So shut it. I can’t do this right now. Can’t you see I’m suffering?”

      Tori was nodding her head mocking me. The little witch wasn’t buying a word I was saying and, quite frankly, I was too sick to care.

      “Yeah, well, you can’t stay there all night. Go back to bed and sleep it off.”

      “Sounds like an excellent idea. Only problem is I can’t get up.”

      There was no mistaking the big huff she let out, before she dropped down and grabbed me under the armpits and started to heft me up. My sister might be younger, but she was much the same size as me.

      “Up you go, come on. I’ve got no sympathy for you. What were you thinking? You don’t do shit like this.”

      And she was right—I didn’t.  I’d had a crap week at work and Seth was never far from my thoughts and I was kind of tangled up in knots over him as much as I was trying to deny it. One drink led to another, and another, and, well, more.

      “Just letting off steam. Remind me this option sucks.”

      “Yep, you should have gone and beat the hell out of some bags at the dojo.” Then, she giggled. “Or, you could have done the nasty with Seth. I’m not convinced you didn’t. Maybe that’s why you’re drunk.”

      I staggered to my feet with a lot of help from Tori. “Just leave it, please. It’s cruel and unkind to torture me in such a weakened state.”

      “You’re just lucky mum and dad are away at the moment. Mum would be having kittens. You know what she thinks about women getting drunk.”

      I really didn’t need to be reminded of this. If mum and dad had been home, there was no way we would have come back here. All the more reason to move out as soon as I was a little more financially sorted. Having people up in my business twenty-four/seven was really giving me the shits. For fuck’s sake, I wasn’t a kid anymore.

      “What time is it?” I needed to change the subject.

      “Nearly five.”

      “Shit. No wonder I feel like crap. I need my beauty sleep.”

      Tori helped me into bed and pushed the water and pills at me. “Here, take these.” I looked at her confused, wondering how the water and the bottle of paracetamol had made it to my bedside table.  “Seth put them here. I should have woken you up before. Get them down and I’ll get you more water.”

      Somehow, I swallowed the pills and managed the glass of water. I had my doubts about how long both would stay down for. Exhaustion was closing in again.

      I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I knew, I was woken by voices in the lounge room. At least, that’s what I thought it was.

      Gingerly, I lifted my head off the pillow and I was pleased to discover the world was no longer spinning and the pain had dulled considerably.

      My mouth was entirely another story. It felt and tasted worse than the bottom of a cockie’s cage.  I so needed to clean my teeth and get some more water into me—pronto.

      I started to sit up to do just that, when my bedroom door, which had been partially closed, was pushed open.

      “Good, you’re awake. How hung over are you?”

      I didn’t need to turn around to recognize the voice. It was my older sister, Eden.

      “I’m functioning better than a few hours ago but far from at peak,” I managed to drawl out while I glanced around looking for a pair of track pants to put on to cover my still-naked arse.

      “You need to get up and get dressed.”

      She was kidding me, right? My plans were firmly a quick bathroom stop, a litre of water, and another couple of hours sleep.

      “Tell me why I need to do this?” I was feeling even more sarcastic and bitchy than normal—figured it went with the territory.

      I turned and saw her shuffling from foot to foot and her face looked stricken. Although Eden had some serious burn scars down the right side of her face, she generally always looked serene. Something was up. Something very bad by the looks of her face and immediately I was on high alert.

      “What’s up? What’s happened?”

      “It’s Seth. There was an accident last night…”

      A knife stabbed me in the chest and suddenly I couldn’t breathe. Fear flooded my body and I leapt from the bed. How bad? Was he…Oh My God!

      I felt like I was being strangled. This couldn’t be happening.

      “We need to go to the hospital.”

      I couldn’t take in her words. They weren’t making sense.

      Tears started to tumble down my face and my throat closed up on a sob.

      The next thing I knew, Eden had pulled me back down to the bed and was sitting beside me, with her arms wrapped around me.

      “Is he…” I couldn’t bring myself to say the word.

      “No. Although, I won’t lie to you, he’s not in a good way.”

      I sniffed back a sob. “How bad?”

      “We’re not exactly sure of the extent. We just know he’s in a coma and he has a shattered pelvis and a few internal injuries. There may be some head trauma as well. We don’t know much more. He’s in theatre now and we should know more soon.”

      Eden pulled me against her and just held me for a few seconds while I tried to take it all in. Had she guessed there was something between Seth and I, or had Tori told her what she suspected?

      “Okay, we need to get to the hospital. Why don’t you jump in the shower quickly and I’ll get you something to eat? We’re going to be in for a long day.”

      I nodded at her and pulled on the track pants I’d finally located, then made my way to the bathroom and showered and tried to make myself feel better.

      All the while, one sentence kept playing over and over in my head. “What if he doesn’t make it?”

      Logic told me I needed to be positive, putting it into practice was a totally different challenge.

      A few minutes later, I found my way out into the kitchen. Everything today was going to be a super big struggle. My brother-in-law, Xander, sat at the kitchen table. His black eyes immediately found mine as I slunk into the room.

      “Looking good, Soph.” We both knew he was lying.

      I groaned my displeasure at him and sat down. We had a strange relationship. Xander was my brother-in-law but also my Sensei. In fact, Dane was my Sensei too, to a lesser extent. In the dojo, I had to show total respect to all higher ranked belts. Outside of the dojo, it was different but still the same somehow, even though we had friendships outside training.

      “Don’t start, either of you. Drink this.” Eden placed some strange looking concoction she’s produced in the Nutri-bullet in front of me.

      “What’s in it?”

      “Don’t ask, just drink it. I’ve picked up a few things about rehydrating bodies over the years.” Xander quirked his eyebrows at me. Right now, it pained me that he was one hundred percent correct. My brother-in-law was one of the top MMA fighters on the planet. He more than knew about rehydration…he was an authority on it. Regardless, this drink was a far cry from the bacon and egg sandwich I would have normally gone for.

      I took a sip, straight from the cup, and to my surprise, it wasn’t half bad.

      “Found it!” Eden stood up from the cupboard she’d been rifling through and held up the sippy lid for the cup triumphantly. “Here, let me put it on, then you can take it to go.”

      We filed out to Xander’s truck and Eden climbed into the back seat. “You get in the front. You’re still looking green around the gills and we don’t need you throwing up again.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Xander drove off and I remained quiet as we navigated through the suburban streets of Logan. My stomach was behaving so far and I slowly sipped at the concoction, wary of drinking it down too quick and tempting fate any further. It wasn’t until he drove straight past the turn off to the hospital and headed out onto the freeway that I spoke.

      “Isn’t he in Logan hospital?”

      “Nope, he’s in a private hospital in the city. Logan transferred him straight up because of the severity of his injuries.”

      My stomach dropped. That was bad. Mater Private was one of the fancy hospitals in Brisbane City, about twenty minutes from Logan in good traffic. I was pleased he was getting the best of care, although it just reinforced how serious it was if Logan had immediately transferred him.

      Then, something occurred to me. God my brain was hazy this morning. Why had I trashed myself last night? “Where’s Tori?”

      “We caught her on her way out the door to work. She knows and I promised I’d text her as soon as I knew anything.”

      The rest of the trip was pretty much done in silence. I nursed my hangover, Xander and Eden chose to listen to one of their playlists. My head was all over the place, between the the fear and self-inflicted pain.

      Finally, we made it into the hospital and the clerk at the reception desk directed us to the waiting room servicing the theatres and intensive care.

      Dane and Arianne were already there when we arrived.  They stood and rushed towards us when they noticed us approach.

      After hugs all round, Xander asked the question that I wasn’t game to. “Any news?”

      “Not as yet,” Dane replied, shaking his head. I’d never seen him look so pained. “One of the nurses said it shouldn’t be much longer. Apparently they are expecting him in recovery soon.” I watched Xander nod and I could see the strain on his face as well. Seth was incredibly close to both Xander and Dane. He’d also been a key training partner for both of them in their recent MMA title fights.

      Seth was the lovable larrikin that was there and now he was behind those heavy grey doors and none of us knew how he was doing.

      I moved over to the first row of chairs in the waiting area. If I didn’t sit down, I feared I’d fall down. A few seconds later, Eden came over and sat down beside me.

      “How are you feeling, sweetie?”

      Without thinking, I responded with, “I’ll survive.” Then, I realized what I’d carelessly said and my throat began to really burn with unshed tears.

      I was only starting to realize just how close Seth and I had become over the last few months, ever since the day of Isaac’s birthday party. We’d spent a lot of time together secretly seeing each other.

      We both told ourselves it was only sex, but why did it feel like so much more? If our relationship was meaningless, then, why did I feel like I was hanging onto my world by a thread?

      I could feel Eden looking at me and I purposely averted my eyes.  My sister knew me well and it wouldn’t take too much effort for her to figure out that my feelings for Seth were a lot more than just friends. Sure, we trained together at Onigashima and we hung out together on occasion as part of our group, this was different. She’d read my feelings were a lot more and wondered why.

      Dane and Arianne had taken the seats opposite us. Xander moved over and sat down on the other side of Eden. Like always, he’d taken her hand. They were so sweet together. I was so pleased for my sister. She deserved a great guy like Xander after all she’d been through with the fire.

      Shit! I owed her so much, including my life.

      I also felt a big stabbing heap of envy and longing. It struck me right then that I wanted what they had—that intimacy, love, and togetherness.

      “Tori mentioned to us that she saw Seth last night, leaving the house just after one.”

      Oh God, here we go... The inquisition. I could feel it coming. Everyone seemed to have stopped talking and were now focusing their attention squarely on me.

      “Yeah, he made sure I got home. I’d had a lot to drink.” Through my lashes, I noticed Dane smirk, there’d be no sympathy there. Not that I expected any. These guys were all world class athletes; they very rarely drank. Even if they did, it was only one or two—not like Seth and I had last night.

      “That was nice of him.” I just nodded, and waited for the next obvious question.

      “So, how did you two meet up last night?” Xander asked. His voice was too perfect and his face too guarded.

      “We both ended up at the same party. When he realized I’d had too much to drink, he brought me home.”

      “So, he drove you home,” Dane clarified.

      Fuck! It suddenly occurred to me where this conversation was going. They were trying to figure out if Seth had been driving under the influence of alcohol. Was the accident due to that?  Shit, shit, shit. What should I say? I didn’t want to get him into trouble nor did I want to divulge our relationship.

      I ran the scenarios in my aching head.  What should I say?

      “Come on Soph, it’s not that hard a question. Just tell us the truth,” Dane prompted me.

      The truth!

      Then something snapped in me and I gave in. I’m sure they already suspected anyway.

      “Seth went to the party with me. He drove over to home and left his car there. We caught a taxi to the party and one back to home.”

      I watched the inhales of breath all around me as my friends and family started to calculate what that meant.

      “Run through exactly what happened, Sophia,” Xander said firmly. It was almost his Sensei voice—the one you didn’t dare question or challenge.

      “We went to the party, we both drank…a lot. Then, we caught a taxi back to the house…” I didn’t want to go on. I remembered what happened vaguely. Some of it seemed like a dream though and I wasn’t sure if it was real or my imagination.

      “What happened when you got back to the house?” Xander pushed.

      I snapped. “Do we really have to do this?”

      Dane glared at me from across the narrow divide between the chairs and his voice came out as an angry hiss. “Yes we do. Seth is one of our closest friends, in case it’s escaped your hung-over state. He’s currently in there fighting for his life. You were the last one that spent anytime with him. You owe it to him and us to tell us what happened. We want to know what would prompt him to drive when he’d been drinking.”

      I buried my head in my hands and said nothing for a long moment.

      “You two fucked, didn’t you? Did you freak out or something? Did things get out of hand? Why did he leave you?” Dane accused me. Arianne put her hand on his arm and said, “Dane enough.”

      Oh, what did it matter?

      “Yes, we fucked and no, I didn’t freak. We’ve been seeing each other since the day of Isaac’s party.” That got some very audible intakes of breath around the group.

      “I figured as much. I just didn’t realize it had been going on for so long. Why are we only hearing about it now? Why are you two hiding it?” Eden asked me quietly.

      “Because it’s not serious. We just enjoy each other. Friends with benefits. You know the score.” I glanced up and both Xander and Dane were frowning at me.

      Fuck them!

      I wasn’t going to put up with their condescending attitude on this. “And don’t give me those looks. I know both of you guys at least have enjoyed similar relationships in the past. Just because you’re both all loved up and deliriously happy now doesn’t give you the right to judge what we’ve been doing.”

      Both Eden and Arianne gave their respective men withering looks and suddenly Xander and Dane didn’t look quite so formidable.

      “I must have passed out after and for some reason he left. It’s hazy. I don’t know why. We hadn’t argued or anything like that. I certainly don’t know why he didn’t call a cab.”

      “How much had he had to drink?” Xander asked me.

      “I don’t exactly know but I wouldn’t have thought he should be driving. I mean, he wasn’t falling down drunk or anything. He managed to perform just fine.” I said that purposely for the Xander and Dane. They were guys, they could draw their own conclusions from that titbit on how drunk he was or wasn’t.

      “I can’t tell you much more than that. The next thing I remember after, well, you know…was waking up in desperate need of the bathroom. That’s where Tori found me. Hugging the porcelain express.”

      There was silence.

      “Well, that explains why you were missing your pants this morning.” Eden giggled.

      “Eden!” I shrieked.

      “Oh, relax. You’re amongst friends and family. We know the score and how these things go down.”

      I shook my head and glared at Xander. “This is all your fault. She would never have said such a thing before she met you.”

      “Me! What did I do?”

      “You’ve corrupted her.”

      He dropped a light kiss to my sister’s lips and her face went all soft and happy. “I wouldn’t call it corrupt. I’d call it liberate.”

      I couldn’t do this right now.

      “Didn’t you say Tori saw him on his way out. Have you asked her how he seemed?”

      “Of course.  She said he seemed fine, just in a real hurry,” Eden clarified for me.

      “Well, then, I guess none of us are any wiser why he headed out, until someone found him at around five this morning. The cops finally called us around eight, I think.”  Dane filled in the gaps for me.

      My brain did the calculations; he’d been injured and trapped in his car for probably close to four hours. My stomach turned and I had the devil’s own job keeping my stomach under control.

      Nobody said anything for a few minutes.

      Arianne finally broke the uneasy silence. “Why aren’t his parents here?”

      I watched Xander shake his head resignedly. “They don’t get on. Seth hates his stepdad and his relationship with his mum is strained, at best.”

      “But surely they should be here or at least know what’s going on.” Arianne looked puzzled.

      “His mum knows, but I have no idea if she’ll make an appearance. They’re interstate with Rachel at some sort of dance thing she’s doing and catching a holiday, apparently. She hadn’t decided if she was coming back when I spoke to her earlier. The cops couldn’t get hold of them then they found one of my cards in his wallet. I don’t think it hurt that one of the cops that attended seemed to be an MMA fan.”

      That was how foggy my brain was today. I hadn’t even thought about his parents. Seth never spoke of them. It was almost as if they didn’t exist. Rachel had been cast in the production of Cats. She was one of the dancers touring with the show. I think they were in Perth at the moment.

      All that aside, what sort of parent didn’t drop everything and come home to be with their critically injured son? How fucked up was that?

      Just then, the heavy doors to the theatre opened and a middle aged man in scrubs came out and moved towards our group.

      “Are you all here for Seth Harris?”

      I guess it was a fair assumption. We were the only ones in the waiting room. His face gave nothing away and my stomach crashed further.
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      We all stood and the doctor moved towards us.

      “I’m Doctor Joseph Wilkinson. Are one of you the next of kin?” He looked directly at me. I figured that was because I was the only female not curled around a man. Xander jumped in and took charge.

      “We’re his closest friends. I’m Xander Todd and this is my wife, Eden. Dane Roberts and his fiancée, Arianne. And this is Sophia Sommers. She’s Seth’s woman.” Xander nodded towards me and I read the warning in his eyes. He wanted me to go along with him. He’d also cleverly labelled me as Seth’s woman, rather than provide specifics. The doctor shook hands with the guys and nodded at each of us women. He seemed to be satisfied with Xander’s introductions.

      Then, we all looked at the man, anxiously waiting on whatever he had to say.

      “Let me start by saying he’s in recovery at the moment from surgery. He’s in a critical but stable condition.” I let out a sigh of relief and I think the others did as well.

      “He has some serious injuries. It’s not ideal that he wasn’t found for several hours given the level of trauma he’d sustained. Every minute is crucial, particularly when we’re dealing with internal and head injuries.”

      That didn’t sound good.

      “How bad is it?” I asked in a voice that was barely more than a whisper.

      The doctor turned more towards me and there was no doubting the concern written all over his face. He seemed to be bracing himself before he delivered the news to us. Nope, that was bad.

      “Seth has a fractured pelvis. It’s broken in three places and will require a surgery to stabalise with plates in a few days once the swelling has gone down. One of the breaks put a slight tear in the wall of his bladder so we had to go in and repair that. As serious as all that is, I’m not particularly concerned about those injuries. He’s in extremely good physical shape and is obviously an athlete of some description.”

      “Marital arts,” Dane clarified.

      Recognition crossed Dr. Wilkinson’s face. “Ah, I thought you guys looked familiar, I was just struggling to place where. Well, he should recover fine from the pelvic injuries in two or three months. It’s the head injury I’m concerned about right now. He’s taken a good whack to the head. At the moment he’s in a coma and there is some brain swelling and bruising. The scans all look okay, although there are a couple of areas that concern me specifically. However, we’re not going to do anything invasive just yet. It’s pretty common for there to be a requirement to go in and alleviate a buildup of pressure or a bleed. I just want you to be prepared in case. We’ll be constantly monitoring that until we know definitively he’s turned the corner.”

      My eyes darted back and forth between the group. We were all trying to take it in. Looks of shock lined all of our faces and I was sure mine looked exactly the same. Eden must have thought so too, because she placed her arm around my shoulders in support.

      “When will he wake up?” I finally gathered the courage to ask.

      “Hard to say at this stage. Could be a few hours or days. I also can’t tell you at this stage if there is any permanent damage. Every one of these sorts of cases just takes as long as it takes. Until then, we keep him comfortable, monitor him, and make sure his condition doesn’t deteriorate.”

      Permanent damage!

      Those two words scared the hell out of me, but I had to know. “You said you didn’t know about permanent damage. Did you mean brain damage?”

      The doctor nodded. “There’s a lot of different types of brain damage. It can be very minor and temporary to incredibly severe and permanent or even fatal. At this stage, I’m hopeful that anything will only be minor and temporary.” He must have seen the relief on our faces. “I said hopeful. I can’t say conclusively until he wakes up and we can do more tests and assessments. Head trauma is always tricky. I suggest you hope for the best but prepare yourselves for the worst. The most positive thing Seth has in his favour right now is his excellent physical condition and strength. I’m almost certain a smaller framed or frailer person would not have survived the accident from what they told me about the vehicle.”

      We were all silent while that sunk in. How close had I come to losing him? And although the doctor seemed hopeful, the “prepare yourself for the worst” terrified me.

      “Can we see him?” Xander asked.

      “It’ll be a couple of hours yet, but you’ll be able to go in and sit with him when they get him settled in the ICU ward. The nurse unit manager will advise you regarding visiting but it’s usually no more than two at a time and ICU is pretty flexible around times. I should warn you also, he’s on a ventilator, has a couple of drips running and a mass of other tubes and machines monitoring him. So, try not to be too alarmed by all that.”

      He looked from one to another of us, before asking if we had any more questions.

      “How long is he likely to be in here?” Arianne asked.

      “Very hard to say at this stage. Just taking into consideration the pelvic fracture and surgery we’ve done, I’d be estimating a few weeks. Given his health, I’d say it would be less as long as we don’t have complications, infection, etcetera. It’s the head injury. Until he wakes up, we can’t tell. So, I wouldn’t be expecting him home for a few weeks and then he’s going to need some significant rehab. Again, his physical condition will work in his favour.”

      We thanked the doctor and he turned to go back into the theatre before spinning back to us.

      “One last thing. Seth’s the patient at the moment but don’t underestimate how tough this is going to be on all of you. I strongly suggest you set up some sort of plan amongst yourselves on how you’re going to do visits, eat properly, and just go about your own lives. You all need to look after yourselves physically and emotionally as well as support Seth.  With these sorts of cases, it’s very tough on the support people.  Please don’t let yourselves fall in a hole because you didn’t plan for this to be an extended period of time.”

      Dr. Wilkinson nodded one last time and headed off. We all took our seats again and kind of just looked from one to another in stunned silence.

      “Okay, I guess we can sit around here and mope or we can be thankful for the fact he’s still with us. Now we need to figure out how we’re going to swing this with our own commitments.” Then those black eyes of Xander’s seemed to drill into me. “What do you want to do, Sophia?”

      Heat rushed through me and suddenly I felt all flustered and discombobulated.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you two seem to have some sort of relationship, you’ve been seeing each other for the last three months for God’s sake.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not sure I’d call it serious. We’ve not really talked about a relationship being any more than friends with benefits,” I protested.

      Dane shook his head and looked exasperated. “Let me ask you a couple of questions. Do you talk to him every day?”

      “What?” I shrieked.

      “Just answer the damned question, Sophia.”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you two text more than twice a day?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many times do you see him in person each week?” I felt a blush rising in my cheeks.

      “Most days.”

      Dane snorted. “And you’ve obviously been having sex regularly. Only one conclusion to draw here, Soph. You two are in a relationship, regardless of whether you’ve discussed it or not. As the old saying goes…looks like a duck, quacks like a duck…”

      I waved my hand at him trying to play down his conclusion.

      “Oh, shut up. We are not. If it was a relationship, then we’d have told you all,” I argued, not one hundred percent sure I even believed the words I was saying. Wanting and knowing were two different things. I might want a relationship that didn’t mean I had one.

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m not sure if you know this or not, Soph, but Seth doesn’t usually go back for seconds. If he does, it’s rare and I’ve never known it to be for more than a week. You guys are over three months. That’s a relationship for Seth. What do you think, Xan?”

      Okay…that kind of walloped me between the eyes. That was Dane. He was the honest, direct type. I hadn’t known that about Seth’s past conquests. I knew Seth was a player and the party type, we just hadn’t spent a lot of time comparing sexual or relationship histories. It wasn’t the sort of thing you did with a guy like Seth. He liked to keep things very much in the here and now.

      I hazarded a glance over at Xander and immediately wished I hadn’t. He was nodding with a stupid grin on his face.  “Yep, Soph. He might not have told you or even admitted it to himself but you’re his woman. Knew it months ago when he first came home. The way he looked at you in that bar told me all I needed to know.”

      Grrrrr!!!  They just didn’t get it. These two were so infuriating. It seemed that since they were now either married or engaged they had suddenly risen to the status of relationship experts. Well, at least in their own minds, and apparently they thought nothing of giving out advice or branding mine!

      I let out a long sigh and buried my head in my hands. As much as Xander and Dane were trying to thrust me into the role of girlfriend or woman or whatever, it didn’t seem to fit right.

      What were they all expecting of me?

      I wanted to be there for Seth—absolutely. It was just well, weird!  Seth had spent a lot of time avoiding the topic and I knew better than to keep on about it or I sensed I’d lose him.

      “I don’t know what you want from me?”

      Eden nudged me gently in the shoulder to get my attention. “I guess what Xander and Dane are getting at, Soph, is that someone needs to step up and take the lead, sort out his medical stuff. That sort of thing. It doesn’t look like his parents are that keen and, from what Xander has told me, I doubt Seth would want them here. You seem to be the obvious person.”

      Far out, this was serious stuff!

      “What about you guys?” I asked, slightly freaking out. Actually, no—seriously freaking out.

      “We’ll be here and we’ll support both of you through this,” Xander assured me.

      “But you’re his best friends,” I argued.

      “We are. But you’ve been…” Xander cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Intimate…with him for a while now. That trumps male friends.” Xander looked to Dane as if for agreement and Dane nodded his support to this line of thinking.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. Shit!

      “Nice hospital pass guys, pardon the pun.” I glared at them both.

      “Look at it this way. Seth’s your friend as well right?” Eden asked me.

      I nodded.

      “Well, then if it was any other friend you’d step up. So what’s the problem?”

      Just the minor matter of me having no idea where our relationship really stood. They were all looking at me expectantly.

      “Think about it, Sophia, we’ve got around the little next of kin issue. So, we need to keep rolling with this,” Xander pushed.

      How convenient…but that wasn’t even what I was warring with in my head. I had no problem helping Seth. In fact, I was very happy to do it. I was just worried about our status.

      “But what if his mum turns up and starts…I don’t know?” I threw my hands in the air. “Making demands or something.”

      “All the more reason for you to take the lead now. Seth’s relationship with his folks is very rough. I doubt she’ll turn up and, if she does, I’m not sure he’d see her. It stems from way back. His mother sided with her new husband and Seth was all but left in the cold when he was a kid. It hurt him bad. Really, we’re the only family he’s got and the only ones he’d trust. It would make it simpler all round if you just stepped into the role but if you won’t, then I’ll have to get the legal stuff sorted, I guess so I can do it. If you’re still not convinced, then ask yourself this…you’d do anything in your power to make sure Seth made a full recovery, right?”

      I nodded again in answer to Xander—helping Seth was a given. However, my curiosity was running rampant about Seth’s relationship with his parents.

      “So, all you do is listen to the advice of the doctors and ask questions. We’ll be there every step of the way.”

      I thought for a moment.  Xander was right and what he said was all logical.

      Right now, I felt like I was about to jump in the deep end.  I was no stranger to hospitals with what my family had gone through with Eden but my parents had organized all of that. It had to be done and it looked like I was the one that had to do it. “Okay, what do I need to do?”

      Xander and Dane both seemed to let out a sigh of relief.  “Probably not much right now, just be the person that the doctor talks to and feedbacks information to. He’s got full private health insurance so cost won’t be an issue. I have all the details on file at the dojo but I’m sure the hospital already has everything they need. Anything you’re not sure about, just talk to us and we’ll figure it out.”

      Okay, I could do that. This wouldn’t be so tough, would it? Other than the obvious fact that the man I care for very much was in Intensive Care with a head injury of unknown severity.

      And for the hundredth time in the space of the last couple of hours, I asked myself the question of why he’d taken off?  Why hadn’t he stayed?  Why did I get so trashed?

      Stupid Sophia, stupid.
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      Time ticked by. There was really nothing worse than waiting in hospitals.  Slowly, my body was starting to feel more normal. Nothing a few litres of water and Xander’s miracle recovery blend couldn’t fix, it seemed.

      I don’t know what was in that smoothie Eden made but it sure did the trick.  My stomach actually felt like it would welcome regular food soon. That had to be a bonus.

      Dane and Arianne left for a little while. They needed to do a couple of things. They promised to return soon with some decent food for everyone. The hospital cafeteria was really not going to cut it. As a group, we were all very health conscious—Xander and Dane in particular.

      Although, there was no denying I was very partial to anything sweet. Chocolate and cakes were my friend!  Fortunately, my training at Onigashima meant I worked off any excess calories and then some.

      “Are these chairs uncomfortable or is it just me?” I stood and stretched, trying to loosen the muscles that were not used to being still for so long. Now that my hangover was passing, the need to be active was starting to return with vengeance.  I hated sitting around.

      “Yeah, they’re uncomfortable,” Eden agreed. “You look like you’re feeling better.”

      “I’m almost feeling human again.  I could use a little exercise, actually. I had been planning on going in and hitting some bags today and I was hoping to convince Seth into doing a grappling session with me.” Seth was known in MMA circles as having one hell of a ground game. Both Dane and Xander used Seth specifically for this in their fight preps.

      Xander looked over at me and raised his eyebrows. “Is that code for something else? I’m never going to be sure now. I hope you two haven’t been tearing up the floor in my dojo.”

      Guilt ripped through me and I hoped I didn’t look too transparent. We’d almost let things get out of hand a few times but peoples’ schedules at Onigashima were too unpredictable and we’d been all about keeping our relationship covert. I noticed Eden’s cheeks had gone red though.

      “Of course not, but judging by the colour of my sister’s cheeks I don’t think the same applies to you two.”

      “My dojo, I can do whatever I want.”

      “Well, that’s just nasty.” I made a squirmy face at him.

      Eden just shook her head. “He’s just winding you up, Soph. We might be newlyweds but there’s no way he’d do anything to potentially risk losing respect in his dojo. You know that. Besides, we have our own private dojo at home.”

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I was in the twilight zone.

      “You two are just, ahhh…”

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw a nurse come through the big heavy doors with a clipboard in hand.

      The large waiting room had gained another couple of visitor parties since we took up our vigil.

      “Family of Seth Harris?” The nurse looked between the three groups.

      I stood and moved towards her, Xander and Eden hot on my heels.

      “Hi, I’m Michelle, one of the ICU nurses, I can take you through now. I just need to go through a few things with…” She trailed off, nodded at the clipboard, and gave me a warm smile.

      “I’m Sophia, Seth’s um…partner.” God how did I describe myself?

      Michelle’s eyes narrowed a fraction, but she didn’t say anything. Then, her eyes scanned my sister and brother-in-law.

      “I’m Eden and this is my husband, Xander Todd. Sophia is my sister and Seth’s fiancée.”

      Fiancée!!! What the…?

      I thought partner was a good non-descriptive term.  Saying I was Seth’s woman would have just seemed a bit weird to me. Then, Eden went and trumped it all!

      I was surprised at just how smooth my sister was. I’d never known her to be so confident or…well…deceptive.

      Michelle blushed a little and I realized she’d figured out who Xander was. “You’re that Xander Todd—Pretty Boy. The MMA fighter. I followed your Vegas campaign. Congratulations on your win and marriage.”

      “Thanks, appreciate the support. How’s Seth?” Xander quickly moved the conversation from him back to where our focus should be. Although he was a celebrity of sorts, Xander always chose to play down his celebrity status.

      “We’ve got him settled in ICU now. Why don’t you follow me through and I can fill you in on everything.” She moved off towards the doors and we followed.

      “Why didn’t you just say we were married and be done with it?” I leant over to Eden and whispered in her ear sarcastically.

      “It crossed my mind, then I figured you might struggle with a marriage certificate if push came to shove,” she whispered back.

      Jesus H Christ on a raft!

      I couldn’t top that so I wisely chose to keep my mouth firmly shut.

      The nurse led us into a small lounge area with a kitchenette, television, a couple of comfy sofas, and a small table and chairs.

      “This is the visitor’s lounge. Feel free to use it whenever you need to. The bathrooms are just through there.” She pointed to a door off the room. “Okay, before I take you through to see Seth, let me run you through a few things and procedures for the ICU. This is not a normal hospital ward and different rules apply for everyone’s benefit.”

      Suddenly, things seemed even more real. Or was it unreal? I felt like I was being swept out to sea in a rip-tide and there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it, except wait until it spat me out.
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      Sophia

      Doctor Wilkinson and the nurse had both warned us about the shock of seeing Seth. Finally, they let us through to the glass-sided ICU room Seth was in. It was one of several glass-enclosed rooms that faced a large reception desk. The desk seemed to be the nerve centre of the ward. A team of nurses busily watched remote monitors and were filling-in patient files.

      Understanding what I would see, and actually seeing him, were two very different things.

      It was such a shock.

      Seth, who was always so full of energy and, life, was so still, it was eerie. He was naked from the waist up—his beautifully muscled arms, shoulders, and torso on display for the ward and everyone to see.

      IV drips ran in both of his arms, and the thick tubing of the ventilator disappeared through those oh-so-sensual lips of his. Other than the surgical taping to secure the tube in his mouth, the only other blemish to his ruggedly sexy face was a small bandage on the left of his forehead, which I guess protected a cut of some sort.

      There were numerous other tubes and drains coming out from under the edge of where the waffle-textured blanket was draped across his waist and I assumed they were a result of the surgery he’d had to his pelvis.

      Every thing was so measured—from the regular bleeps of the monitors to the swoosh of the air moving through the ventilator. Perfect, precise, controlled and measured…so unlike Seth.

      The only place I’d seen a level of control like that around Seth, was when he was fighting. The ring took the edgy power he always had and focused it into a formidable competitive force.

      Elsewhere, he was an enigma of energy and someone that lived life to the fullest—on the edge. Unpredictable and a little erratic.

      Never slowing. Never looking back.

      Always chasing the next thrill, looking for a way to suck the most out of life.

      Even the white colour palate of the room, medical equipment, and fixtures was in stark contrast to his tanned skin. It was as if I were looking at the exact opposite of everything that I knew about Seth. It really had me thrown off balance.

      We stood at the end of the bed and I’m sure Eden and Xander were just as affected by what we saw, as I was. Nurse Michelle moved up beside the bed and checked the monitors before she turned to us. The reassurance of her smile told me she’d done this many times before and had looked at similar expressions on the faces of family and friends with many other patients.

      “Do you have any questions at this stage?” She asked.

      I had so many questions, it wasn’t funny—questions about everything from his medical care and injuries to how had the accident happened that landed him in this room. My voice was silent, my mind still trying to process what I was seeing.

      “What should we, ah, do?” I’d never heard Xander sound so unsure of anything. His voice was no more than a whisper and, for a guy who was always so sure and confident, he sounded like a lost little boy.

      Michelle nodded knowingly again. “First off, stop whispering. Yes, it’s a hospital, but you need to act normally.  Just sit here. Talk amongst yourselves, hold his hands, give his feet, legs, arms a gentle massage. That sort of thing. Just be careful not to bump any of the sensors or tubes.”

      Xander gave me a pointed look. “Hands on stuff is your domain, Soph.”

      It was clear from the look on Nurse Michelle’s face that Xan’s comment was typical of many she heard in here. She grinned at him before going on.

      “Essentially, let him know you’re here. It will be a shock for him as he starts to come around. His consciousness will probably return in waves. He likely won’t understand what’s going on or why. We’ll be monitoring him but nothing is more reassuring for a patient than having familiar faces, voices, and touches around them when they do start to regain consciousness.”

      The thought of talking around Seth felt weird and I could tell Eden and Xander felt similarly.

      “I can see the skepticism on your faces. Every coma is different. Many people that have been through one claim they could hear their family and friends and can actually recount what was spoken about around them. So, please, don’t disregard the medical power of the simple touch and voice.”

      “There’s a couple of chairs against the wall you can use. I’ll get another. We don’t normally like three people in the room at a time but we’ll make an exception in this case.”

      And we all knew that was because of Xander and his celebrity status. Michelle gave him the look that said “I’d love an autograph or ten but I’m too professional to ask.”

      Xander read it perfectly, “if you or any of the staff want autographs, I’m happy to oblige. I’m sure Dane will as well.”

      “That would be awesome.” The professional smile morphed into fangirl and I watched Eden unconsciously move closer to her husband.

      “Just let me know what you want.”

      She nodded and moved from the room, returning a few seconds later with another chair. The only sound was the regular rhythm of the machines. The three of us sat and kind of looked at each other. No one really knew what to do or where to start. I felt so self-conscious, almost scared to touch him and certainly not in front of Eden and Xander, that would be weird.

      Xander pulled his phone from his pocket.

      “Dane is going to be here in about thirty minutes with some food.”

      “Okay, I’m getting hungry.”

      “Well, I guess that’s one bonus. We won’t have to fight the big fella for food today. Man, he can eat.” Xander chuckled and I giggled a little too loud to cover my nervousness.

      “You’re so right. We went to a steak and rib restaurant a couple of weeks ago. I swear, he ate through a rump steak the size of the plate and three full racks of ribs. I thought I could eat. He seriously put me to shame.”

      Eden’s eyes sparkled with humour. “You can eat. Let me guess, you got through a rib fillet and a rack of ribs.”

      “You know me too well, sis.” We all chuckled again. It felt good to laugh a little, even if it was forced. “I might of topped it off with a slice of Mississippi mud cake as well.”

      Eden shook her head, laughing. “I may have moved out but nothing changes with your sweet tooth. I bet you and Tori are worse than ever with your pig-outs in front of the TV.”

      “Um, I haven’t actually been home that much at night lately,” I confessed, my cheeks suddenly feeling a little warm.

      Xander looked directly at Eden. “No relationship happening there what so ever.”

      “Nope, none. Can’t understand what we were all thinking.”

      “Okay, okay you two. We have something, we just haven’t labelled it. We’ve just been going with the flow.”

      “Progress, Gem.” Xander gave Eden his cheeky, little-boy grin.

      “Was hard work getting there.”

      “Ah, sweetheart, you know the course of true love never runs easy. Except where we’re concerned.”

      “Right, that’s it!” I couldn’t take it anymore. I knew they were doing it for my benefit. “Go take a walk or something.”

      Xander stood and offered his hand to his wife. I didn’t miss the sneaky little smirk he passed to Eden. Yeah, they’d done it to lighten the mood a little and break the ice in this very strange situation.

      “We’ll let you know when Dane and Arianne get here with the food,” Eden threw over her shoulder as she gave me one last supportive smile before they headed off for a few minutes.

      I looked over at Seth and I felt more nervous than ever, which was ridiculous. We knew each other’s bodies intimately; we’d shared all sorts of physical and erotic experiences.

      Gingerly, I reached over and took his hand. Any other time, I would have been all over him and he would have had me wrapped up in his arms quicker than I could blink. He was just so still.

      It was so very disconcerting.

      His hand was warm in mine—the skin of his palm and fingers a little rough from all the building work he’d been doing at his place. Everyday, he got a kick out of showing me what he’d managed to achieve, and I was constantly surprised at his skills.

      It seemed he was just at home with power tools and building materials as he was in a dojo, or pouring over geological reports.

      Then it really occurred to me why all this was so weird—strange. Seth was never still. He was the type of person who was on the move from the moment he woke to the second he finally gave into sleep.

      “Ah, Seth, why did you leave? Did I do something to make you flee? Was it something else? What happened out on that road? Were you awake? Did you fall asleep at the wheel? Were you awake after the crash? Did you feel the pain?”

      I squeezed his hand and realized I’d whispered the questions aloud and immediately felt stupid.

      “Why did I drink so much. I remember you taking me against the wall. It was so hot…everything just gets hazy after there. What happened?”

      I sat there for a few minutes with his right hand in both of mine, just looking at his fine body, but not at the Seth I knew.  Then, I realized what I was doing.  I was distancing myself from him emotionally and starting to look at him as a being or entity other than the Seth I knew. That was something I couldn’t do. I had to treat him exactly as if I expected him to answer my question or talk to me.

      “I know you need some time to recover, Seth, but you have to come back. We’ve got something, whether you want to recognize it or not. I know it’s there and, God help me, I’m going to find a way to get you to come back. I need you to come back. We all need you to come back.”

      A few moments later, Nurse Michelle returned with a large folder tucked under her arm.

      “Time for some more obs.” She placed the folder on the mobile table beside the bed and took the blood pressure cuff from the machine and secured it around Seth’s left bicep, then pressed the button on the electronic monitor and the cuff began to inflate.

      While that was doing its thing, she peeled back the white waffle blanket and took a look at the surgical bandage across the centre of his lower pelvis. “This one is where they went in and did the bladder repair. I’m just checking to see if there are any signs of infection or irritation.”

      His pelvis was bruised and swollen compared to how it normally looked. The “V” that was always there was less pronounced because of the swelling. Although Michelle was being totally professional, I got the feeling she was enjoying checking out my guy.

      That rubbed me the wrong way.

      “The doctor said he needs a surgery to stabalise his pelvis.” I grated out wanting to distract her attention.

      “That’s right. They’ll probably go in here somewhere.” She pointed to his right hip and I could see now that I was looking closer, it wasn’t sitting quite right. I knew those hips! Knew what they felt like when they thrust hard into me.

      “When will they do that?”

      “Normally, three to five days after the fracture when the swelling has reduced. The Orthopedic Surgeon will decide. They’ll be in later today to take a look.”

      Then, something else struck me. “Will this fracture affect his range of movement or anything?”

      The blood pressure machine beeped and she recorded the reading in his folder.
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