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Prologue

Alex Connor

Five years ago . . .

A smile spread across my face as I leaned back in my chair.

Rodriguez, you’ve done it again.

Coercing her cooperation and loyalty by putting her brother’s life and career on the line was turning out to be the best deal I’d ever cut to date. The most loyal bitch I’d ever met, even if she were only keeping me informed to protect her brother, Rico.

All thanks to Rodriguez: suspicions Leanne had reported to the police had made their way back to me, inquiries by a private investigator had made their way back to me.

The fucking Sawyers. Especially Olivia. From the moment I’d met her, she’d been a fucking complication, but exactly what I needed.

A ten-million-dollar bank account.

A firecracker to keep me entertained.

Olivia gave me what I needed all those years ago.

Money and pleasure.

Never willingly, but all the same, exactly what I needed to become Alex Connor.

Alejandro Del Castillo was no longer a broke drug dealer trying to get by in America. It was the land of opportunity, after all, and in the land of opportunity, I was Alex Connor.

Olivia should have kept her mouth shut all those years ago. This was all her fault, and I couldn’t wait to remind her of that later while I was fucking her. Raping her best friend, Leanne, into silence had only worsened the situation. But tonight, I would make sure all the lies I’d orchestrated were finally tied into the tight knot they should have been all those years ago.

I’d been planning this night for months, and if everything went according to plan, then by dawn, there wouldn’t be a fucking trace of what happened to the Sawyers.

My burner phone, sitting on a large stack of the Sawyers’ snapshots, buzzed. I grabbed it and flicked it open with my thumb as I put it to my ear.

“Yeah.”

“We’re going in,” Dee replied.

“Copy.”

I disconnected the call, liking that my boys were out of the house. I could conduct business as usual without worrying about being overheard. Brad wasn’t the one who worried me—Caleb was. Another fucking Sawyer who reminded me of Olivia. The older he got, the more he would say shit his mother would say, the harder he would try to be a good Samaritan every fucking chance he got. A sneaky, distrustful bastard too smart for his own good. So much so that I had to keep breaking him just so he would keep his mouth shut.

Too bad I’d given Ana to my mother as a peace offering. She seemed to have more of my traits. Smart. Patient. Heartless. With the proper introduction into my world, she could even take over one day. Not Brad. The boy had proven to be ruthless more than once, but he was impulsive, stupid. Though not surprising considering the crack whore he’d come from who’d inject and snort anything she could get her scrawny hands on.

My phone vibrated.

Scheduling a pickup already? Shit, my men might be better than I gave them credit for.

“We can’t find her; the other three are searching the whole building from top to bottom,” Dee said.

“What the fuck do you mean you can’t find her. Who’s ‘her’? The daughter, the mother—wait, don’t tell me—the replacement.”

“Yeah, her. What do you want us to do?” Dee asked. “We got everything else . . . hold on. I think I heard something.”

“Did you cut the phone lines? How about any cell phones? Make sure she can’t call the cops, or it’ll be your asses.”

“No, I got her phone. Plus, we have the evidence to plant if it comes to that. It’s too easy—”

“It isn’t too fucking easy,” I snapped. “Planting evidence was supposed to be plan B.”

“Everyone will think they’d kidnapped her,” Dee justified.

According to plan A, everyone would be wondering where the Sawyers had disappeared to when not even a drop of their blood was left behind. “Plan B was a last fucking resort. Now stick to the plan and make it happen.”

“I’ll find her,” Dee responded.

“Damn right you will!” I spat, ending the call. Agitated, I swiped the items from my desk onto the floor as I stood. Everything was supposed to be smooth sailing tonight.

The next time I picked up the phone, ragged breaths and chaos filtered through the line. “We have to leave the bodies. She called the cops. I can hear the sirens. Someone’s closing in. We’re heading to the dump yard. Need a pickup in an hour and a half.”

“How did she call the cops? What happened to cutting the fucking phone lines?” I yelled. “At least tell me they’re all dead.”

“Yes. The replacement—she fell off the side of the building—”

“You don’t leave until everyone has a goddamn bullet. Go back, and you make sure she’s fucking dead.”

I paced as I waited for confirmation.

All that fucking training for nothing.

Months of fucking planning for nothing.

Tonight was about tying and securing all the loose ends, not chopping the rope and leaving it to hang everyone in my operation.

I inhaled as my phone rang, and expecting Dee was about to tell me the shit storm they’d created wouldn’t blow back on us, I answered.

“The girl. She fell from—we were almost at the second story, there’s no way—I thought she was dead, but . . .”

Silence met me from the other end.

My teeth ground together. “What do you mean but?”

“She isn’t where I left her. She’s gone.”


Chapter One

Caleb

Present day . . .

It had been two days since I’d been arrested. Hours since I’d been lying on a mattress pad with my hands behind my head in a gray jumpsuit staring at the ceiling. Beyond my door, one of the heavy metal accesses clanked shut in the maximum-security area where I was being housed. At least until my trial, and at least . . . I was alone in my cell.

The only noise that had been permeating these walls were the locking and unlocking of the doors down the cell block. Apart from that, sometimes it sounded as though I could hear the distant echoes of voices, but I couldn’t be sure.

Alex Connor prepared me for this when he’d held me hostage for months and let his men beat the crap out of me regularly. So, apart from the lone industrial light beaming down on me until lights out, I was used to this.

Still, at the back of my mind, I feared the unknown.

Alex Connor had a deputy superintendent on his payroll, and she could have some influence in here, which meant any of the guards could get to me. For that reason, I’d only caught a few hours of sleep since I’d been booked.

A part of me thought I didn’t belong here, but I wasn’t alone in that belief.

I wasn’t alone in my fear.

Other people were arrested two nights ago as well. But whether they were in for drugs, theft, prostitution, or murder, we had all become one and the same—fearful of every second that went by while we were in this place, awaiting a decision that could change our lives forever.

A life that was no longer our own.

I should feel vulnerable. Instead, emptiness had inhabited my entire being since Paige had been shot. It was a void inside that I wanted to fight, but I didn’t see the point.

Four counts of murder.

Further evidence was required as proof I’d murdered and kidnapped Sophia Cruz, but until then, I still had two choices. Guilty or not guilty.

The evidence they had against me barely scratched the surface of what Alex Connor could give them. I should have pled guilty. That was what he would have wanted. My mom and a sister I’d never met were the bargaining chips he’d used this time to manipulate me into doing what he wanted. But I was unsettled. With my being in here and him and Brad still out there, they had the ability to hurt Paige and my grandparents.

I couldn’t let that happen. So, not guilty, as much as it killed me to have taken yet another risk with the just-as-important lives I knew depended on my actions.

My arraignment was this morning, and I was being held on probable cause without bail.

I’d gone to court without a lawyer. Stupid. Because even though I might belong inside this small cell, I didn’t admit to anything the prosecutors had wanted me to for a plea bargain that would give me fifty to life as opposed to life without parole. One of the prosecutors had even suggested I collaborated with Connor to lure Paige to the house two days ago. When I denied that, he’d gone on to his other assumption that I conspired with Paige to kill those men.

It would be easy to take the blame for killing Sophia Cruz when she was already dead in Brad’s hotel suite. Easy to take the blame for killing three of Alex Connor’s men as pre-meditated and not as a form of self-defense to protect Paige. But I hadn’t given up completely because I hoped that Paige hadn’t either.

I didn’t know how her surgery went, I didn’t know if she was alive, but I had hope because, without it, I would sink into the hollow pit that had opened up inside me. A cavity I’d come to realize only she could fill.

A metallic click sounded, and my cell door opened. I sat up on the bunk and swung my feet off the edge. A guard who looked to be in his mid-thirties stood in the entrance with a set of handcuffs dangling from his hand. “Your lawyer is here. Let’s go.”

Lawyer?

I knew the government would appoint me one, but I didn’t expect him this soon.

When I held out my wrists, a slight relief rippled through me that it was only a handcuff and not the shackles I’d worn to court this morning.

The cuffs snapped around my wrists, and he ushered me down the cellblock. I kept my head straight, ignoring the small observation windows to my right for the rooms that held others who were supposedly just like me. Dangerous criminals. Murderers. We needed to be contained. We needed maximum security.

“Keep going straight,” the guard directed as I neared an intersection in the hall. Another guard with someone in shackles turned the corner, and a set of hard, dark eyes narrowed on me. The air around me thickened with the intensity that sprang from him in waves.

A low snarl came from him as he walked by me. “Careful what you say in there, or you may never make it to trial.”

I kept moving forward, not giving him any indication that I’d heard the warning.

❧

The guard led me into a small room, and I sat at the table for a few minutes until a man in a three-piece suit came in, a briefcase in one hand. He seemed to be in his late forties, tall with dark, low-cut hair. His free hand extended down to where my cuffs had been secured into an iron loop on the table.

“I’m Michael Stuart, your lawyer.”

I grasped his hand and nodded, my eyes never leaving his as he squeezed my hand in a brief, firm handshake.

Stuart pulled out the chair across from me and set his briefcase on the counter, popping it open as he sat.

He removed a few documents and laid them out in three separate stacks.

“Four counts of murder. Three counts of attempted murder. One count of kidnapping. And pending further evidence, there could be charges for being an accomplice or accessory after the fact for three different Class 1 felonies. The weapon you used to shoot and kill three of the five men inside Alex Connor’s house is currently in evidence, as well as Sophia Cruz’s cell phone, which was found inside your suite at Luxe. There was also a question as to whether or not you might have used that same weapon to shoot Madelyn Wells, known to everyone as Paige Wells . . .”

The mere suggestion that I would hurt Paige caused something to prick behind my eyes.

“Fortunately,” he continued, “the statement taken from Miss Wells will dismiss that count of attempted murder—”

I winced, and he paused.

“—as well as the other charges from that night.” He examined me for a second. “You care about her.”

My teeth moved back and forth over my bottom lip as I nodded, trying to decipher the meaning behind his words without asking if that meant she’d made it through surgery. She must have. So much hope ballooned inside my chest, I exhaled slowly.

If someone got a statement from her, it meant she’d made it through surgery. She was okay.

“You have gotten yourself into quite a bind, Mr. Sawyer. Let’s work on getting you out of here. I should be able to get another bail hearing for you within a few days.”

Mr. Sawyer? He moved differently. He wanted to help me. It wasn’t what I expected from someone appointed by the court, even if he was a lawyer. My eyes wandered down his tailored dark-blue suit, his crisp wine-red tie, his expensive silver watch, and cufflinks.

“I’m a friend of the family, and you’re in good hands. But if we’re going to have any chance of fighting this, I’m going to need your full cooperation. The full story. Don’t leave anything out; I don’t like to be blindsided by my opponent. It will not work out in your favor or mine. Do you have any questions?”

“Friend of what family?” I asked.

“The Sawyers.”

My eyes dropped. Harry and Lydia. The grandparents I’d just met. Something else I didn’t expect. Why would they want to help me?

Either way, if he knew my grandparents, then I felt comfortable enough to ask him what I really wanted to know. “How is Paige doing?”

Another pause, but there was another look paired with it: concern.

“Miss Wells is in recovery.”

He leaned forward, his fingers lacing together in front of him as his features tensed.

I frowned.

“She’s a victim and a witness.”

I waited for him to continue because I wasn’t sure where he was going with this.

“With Paige being a victim, the judge could place a condition on your bail to stay away from her, and if such a condition is broken, you will be arrested and charged immediately. Because of that reason, when—not if—I get you out on bail, you might not be able to see her, contact her, or talk to her until you go to trial. She might need to testify about the three men who died at the house that night. The prosecutors will use anything they can to invalidate her statement and testimony if necessary. And I don’t have to tell you how that could ruin any chance of us winning this trial or reducing your sentence. I’m also encouraging you to waive the right to a quick trial in your preliminary hearing. With all the evidence against you, I will need time to prepare, which includes gathering facts and evidence to counter anything that could be used against you. This means it could be months before your actual trial date. This is why I’m going to need your word that you won’t communicate with Miss Wells if it becomes a part of your bail conditions. Are we on the same page?”

That stinging behind my eyes returned, only this time a lump edged up my throat with it, but I nodded.

“I need your word. We’ll have more than enough to deal with without that added to the package. So, please tell me you’ll be able to stay away from Miss Wells if required to.”

My knees jerked up and down beneath the desk. I wouldn’t be able to see her. Personally witness that she was alive, that she was okay. To feel her, as the simple nearness of her centered me. I drew in a breath. “Yeah, I can do that.”

I looked to my hands on the table as doubt crept into my head, my chest.

Stuart sighed. “You just lied to me, Mr. Sawyer. Let’s not do that again. It won’t benefit you or anyone. Now”—he leaned back in his chair—“let’s start from the beginning. Anything you say in this room is between you and me unless I see it as something that could help us win this case. Then I’ll use that, but only if I have your permission to do so. Tell me your story.”

I drew in a deep breath, then exhaled.

“I grew up in Alex Connor’s house, the apartment building. It was like a prison. I had maids, cooks, tutors . . . trainers. Alex Connor adopted my brother and me. At least, that was what he’d told us—well, me. Brad and I never really got along, and it wasn’t until a month ago that I found out he was my real brother and Alex Connor my real father. I was forced to watch a man being murdered at fourteen and a woman being raped at twenty. I didn’t do anything to stop it. About a month and a half ago, I buried Sophia Cruz, but I wasn’t the one who killed her. Two days ago, I shot five men, and three died.”

“I don’t want a summary. Try again.” Stuart leaned forward and propped his elbows on the table. “This time, don’t leave anything out. This time, don’t tell me your story like you think you deserve to be here. I’m not your therapist; I’m your lawyer. So, if you don’t want my help, just say the word and I’ll leave. But if you’d like my support, you won’t lie to me. You’ll start from the beginning, and you’ll tell me everything. By the time you’re done, I guarantee I will be able to tell you whether or not you’ll be walking with little to no jail time. My job is to prove to everyone else that you aren’t guilty, not to sit here and convince you that you aren’t.”

My jaw tightened, and my eyes closed.

A moment passed before Stuart said, “It’s called tough love. Your grandparents believe in you, and I promised them I would get you out of here. They didn’t give up on finding you, and it would be a damn shame for you to give up on yourself. I’ve known the Sawyers my whole life, and one thing about them, they don’t give up.”

Unfortunately.

They hadn’t given up on finding my mother . . . finding me, which was also the reason most of them were dead.

I couldn’t let that happen to my grandparents, too. My mother, and my sister as well, if Alex Connor hadn’t been pulling that crap out of his ass to bend me to his will. But it wasn’t only them who could be in harm’s way.

My eyes drifted to a corner in the room.

It was the crazy girl who’d come in, guns blazing, to face off with my father.

I swallowed and began from the start. “The earliest memory I have was when I was about seven or eight . . .”


Chapter Two

Paige

Caleb’s lips caressed mine. Soft and so sweet, my tongue slid across his bottom lip before I sucked. Curling a hand around the back of his neck, I pulled him closer, but he flipped me onto my back. My lips curved against his in a smile as his finger brushed down my cheek.

I inhaled, and my head lolled to the side as the drowsiness from having been suddenly awakened swept over me. I smiled and let out a sigh.

Caleb.

Then I remembered where I was and where Caleb was.

His lips on mine had only been a dream, but a finger was on my face.

My breath stopped, and I opened my eyes to the darkened hospital room. From what I could see with the low lighting coming from the monitors, a large, dark figure was standing over me. Caleb’s fingertip was callused from years of gliding over the strings of a guitar, not smooth like this one. Nerves tingled up my spine, and I let out a slow breath before I inhaled. Steady. Waiting for their next move.

Why was I still here?

I’d told Calvin I shouldn’t have stayed, but the last thing I remember was talking to some lawyer who would be representing Caleb and then falling asleep not long after. That had to have been hours ago.

I tried not to shiver and recoil as the finger trailed down my neck, but I was holding my breath again.

Damn it.

My eyes closed as I tried to muster enough strength to remain calm, motionless.

Think, Paige. Think.

A hand clamped over my mouth and nose, stopping my airflow. I freaked, grabbing on to the large forearms above me and trying to force them off. Clutching on to the long sleeves of his shirt, I pulled, my stomach aching as I tried to push or pull the hands away, but they wouldn’t move. Pressure built inside the walls of my chest as I fought for air but only sucked the palms closer to my face, creating a suction. My chest jerked up and down as my oxygen depleted, and my head grew lighter.

Shit, shit, shit. Calm down.

“I’m sorry,” the man said.

Pressure points.

IV bag—the cords.

My hands fell away from his, and I yanked out the IV cords taped into the crook of my arm. Gripping the man’s wrist, I squeezed my fingers into the pressure points there and pulled him down toward me. In one swift movement, I slid the IV cord around his neck, caught the free end with my other hand, and pulled it tight around his throat. He removed his hand from my face, and I sucked in air over and over again, trying to replenish what had been lost. He moved backward, hauling me up out of the bed.

Everything hurt so fucking bad, I groaned, tears streaming down my face, but I had to hold on. He whirled around with me and then stopped. I gripped the cords in one hand as I socked him in the balls. He bent, cupping himself, which allowed me to tighten the cords until he stopped fighting. I heard myself panting as I released him, reality clobbering me at the thud that sounded when he hit the floor. I clasped my hand to my stomach, shaking as I backed away.

My back hit a wall, and I moved a hand up and down, trying to find the light switch. Unable to locate it, I glanced down at the sliver of light coming from beneath the door to the hallway. I felt along the hard surface until my hand wrapped around the doorknob. Tugging the door open, I peeked out to the empty white corridor. Then, one bare foot in front of the other, I ambled toward the nurses’ station in my hospital frock, a sob in my throat as the pain inside my stomach increased. The stitches in the vertical incision from surgery or the staples on my gunshot wound had probably torn through my skin, but I had to get out of here.

Woozy, I reached out to the wall for support as I continued to move forward.

My steps seized as I saw who was sitting at the nurses’ station. Stacy Lenard. Her dark-brown hair was caught up into a ponytail, and she was smiling with a cell phone to her ear.

“You bitch,” I rasped. “You’ve been working with Connor, haven’t you?”

Her head lifted, and her eyes bugged out. “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She shifted as if to stand.

“Don’t you fucking move,” I warned.

She remained seated, and I walked by the desk and out through the double doors that led into a waiting area. I released a breath because Calvin’s large, muscular frame was in one of the chairs. His eyes were closed, and his head rested on his fist. Two other people were there, a young girl and an older man. Probably father and daughter. The girl was asleep, her head leaned against the man’s chest, but he was awake, and his curious eyes remained on me as he draped an arm around her. I held up my palm as if to calm him.

“Calvin,” I whispered, not wanting to cause more pain.

His head rocked slightly before he looked up, jumped out of the seat, and rushed toward me. “Your face—it’s red, like finger marks. What happened?”

His jaw clenched, and he stepped to the side, eyes set on the door leading back into the recovery rooms.

“We have to go.” The tears I refused to release blurred my vision as a shiver moved through my body.

Calvin grasped my shoulders, and I shook my head.

“I can’t stay here.”

“But your stitches—you’re bleeding.”

“Please. Someone—” I drew in a breath. “Someone came into my room. We have to go, now.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he nodded.

I inhaled, desperate for Caleb but not wanting to voice that because I didn’t want Calvin to feel incompetent. He didn’t know they would try to kill me here. Tears fell from my eyes, and he pulled me against his chest. I winced, the pain in my stomach becoming too intense to ignore.

“Shit!” he said under his breath. “I’m sorry, Paige. I couldn’t get you out of here. I tried. They said you had to stay in recovery for the next few days.”

“Ma’am!” a male officer called out. “What are you doing out here?”

I examined the long sleeves of his uniform shirt and remembered the crisp feel of the man’s clothing, the one who’d had his hand over my mouth earlier. The intruder in my room had to have been a cop, too. “Calvin, we need to go now. We need—”

The doors I’d escaped through flew open, and Nurse Lenard burst out. “Officer, she attacked your partner. Don’t let her get away!”

The nightmares I despised had become my reality.

“Call Agent Langley,” I told Calvin as the officer went for his handcuffs.

Keeping me close to his hard physique, Calvin pulled his phone from his pocket and pointed it at the officer. “You aren’t touching her.” He took my chin and turned my head away from his torso. “Do you see her face? If you had been doing your job, someone wouldn’t have done this to her.”

The officer lowered his eyes to my face, and the muscles in his jaw twitched as he swallowed.

“Hey, Bailey,” Calvin said into his phone. “Someone attacked Paige at the hospital. The officer was not at his post when it happened. And according to the nurse, one of the guards here, who should have been protecting her, did it,” Calvin explained.

“No, that isn’t what I said.” Stacy Lenard sounded flustered as she looked at the officer a few feet away. “She attacked him.”

“Got it. Thank you.” Calvin lowered his phone. “Bailey said Agent Langley was actually on his way up. He should be here any second.”

“What condition is my partner in?” the officer asked right away as he walked toward Nurse Lenard.

“He has a pulse, but he’s unconscious.”

The officer jerked his head toward the direction he was heading. “I’m going to go check on him.” He looked at Calvin and me. “You two stay here.”

The nurse disappeared through the doors with the officer on her heels.

Calvin patted my head. “Stand here for a second.”

He jogged to where he’d been sitting and reached for the backpack I always had with me. I tried for a smile as he removed my flip-flops and dropped them at my feet.

“Clothes are in here, too. The only thing is that the wheelchairs are in the next hallway, but I don’t want to leave you here by yourself. You okay to walk?” He stuck a hand out, and I nodded. “Hold on to me as much as you need to.”

“I thought you said Agent Langley—”

“Shh . . . I lied.”

“Oh,” I whispered.

My arm curved underneath his, and I gripped the top of his forearm. For the first few seconds of walking, I expected the officer or someone from the hospital’s security to come chasing us down the hallway, but we were left alone. Which was great because I was in no shape to run. But something wasn’t right. That guard just left us in the waiting room. He must have known we would do this. Make a run for it.

It was too easy.

“Calvin, what did Bailey say?”

“Langley is making a few calls and should be here within the hour. She said he would call me.”

Feeling the urge to wait this out, I looked at the unnamed closet door by the restrooms.

“I need to change into clothes.” I pointed to the door.

He twisted the lock, and it opened. He flipped the switch, and I stepped inside the narrow supply room.

I glanced at him. “Come on.”

He looked down either end of the hall before closing the door behind him. A blob formed in my throat as my adrenaline from earlier tapered and pain from the aggravated wound surfaced. I turned away from Calvin and loosened the string on the gown. Uncertainty washed over me since only my underwear was beneath the fabric and I might need his help.

“What did you bring for me to wear?”

“T-shirt and joggers.”

“I need your help getting dressed. I can’t bend down.” A tear rolled down my cheek, and I was glad my back was to him. I hated feeling this weak.

A few seconds passed.

“Sorry,” I said. “I can do it if—”

He released a breath. “No, it’s okay. I was just trying to figure out the best way to do it without Caleb strangling me.” I smiled as I heard the zipper on my backpack unfastening. “Let’s do the pants first.”

Within a minute, he pulled the pants over my hips beneath the gown. After a second, I pushed the material off my shoulders and dropped it on the floor before slowly raising my arms above my head. The cool air circulating the room sent chills over my body as he fit my hands through the sleeves first. The shirt slid down and flopped over my face.

“Fuck. One second.”

At the same time as he reached around to pull the T-shirt down, I lowered my arms, which knocked his arm down over my breasts. My breath caught for a second at the pain, even from that small, yet sudden movement when our arms collided and my stomach constricted.

“Shit,” he cursed again. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, I didn’t mean to.”

I realized he was referring to the mishap—his arm touching my boobs.

When I tugged the shirt over my stomach, I turned to see the panic on his face that I’d heard in his voice. Seeing him like this worried me, as I was used to him cracking jokes when everything was going wrong, not tensing up.

“It’s okay. Thank you for helping me. I’ll figure out a way to save you the trouble next time.”

He cleared his throat and then inhaled. “I guess I expected them to be much smaller. Not in the way. At all.”

My breasts. Great.

My lips pursed as a grin formed. Then my body jerked with stifled laughter. There he was, Caleb’s witty, hulk-like best friend.

“Thanks, Calvin, you’re too kind.”

“No problem.”

“Stop.” I hit him. “It hurts to laugh.”

He frowned. “Yeah, we should get you out of here.”

“Wait.” I nibbled on my lip. “You’re now a part of this, Calvin.”

He nodded. “I know. I saw that when that deputy superintendent glowered at me on her way out earlier. But I don’t regret it . . . being here for you. You’re a part of our family. Caleb, Ryan, Luke, Rob, Lisa.” He jerked his head and let out a breath as his eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Amber, I guess.”

“Yes, Amber.” I smiled. “You should talk to her.”

His lips formed a hard line as his head shook, then his eyes narrowed. “You’re hesitating.”

“Yes,” I confirmed, knowing after what happened the last time I couldn’t just try to figure things out on my own anymore. If we were going to take down Deputy Superintendent Rodriguez, Stacy Lenard, and Alex Connor, we needed to work together. All of us. But there was only one problem.

“Caleb’s lawyer came to see me today. He said that, until he could get a better angle on how to keep Caleb out of jail, it would be wise for me to stay away. I don’t know if I can do that.” My eyes watered as I thought about how alone Caleb must feel in jail. He’d saved me from myself when I was alone and scared. I had to help him.

“It’ll work out. This is just the beginning.”

I nodded. “I’m waiting because”—my eyes went to the closed door—“it isn’t safe out there. We should wait for Langley or Bailey to call back.”

Five minutes later, his phone rang. Langley.

He answered and bowed his head so I could listen in on the call.

“I can’t get in contact with either one of my agents. Are you somewhere safe?” Agent Langley asked.

“Yes, for now,” Calvin replied.

“Good, stay there. I have someone checking for their car in the parking lot, and I’m ten minutes away from the hospital.”

We stood in silence for a moment after Calvin hung up.

“Bailey said that they don’t have anything on Rodriguez, but also that she shouldn’t have been here,” Calvin remarked. “With her ranking, we’ll need something solid before she’ll even be suspended or put under review.”

“I figured. We’ll need all the evidence. And wherever it is . . . it’ll be up to us to find it, turn it in, or destroy it if necessary.” I met his gaze, my eyes expressionless because I didn’t want him to think I was asking him or begging him to help me. “Caleb doesn’t go to jail, and we need to make sure neither of us do either.”

This was his out, though I already knew he wouldn’t take it.

“Those guards watching you weren’t working for Langley.” He blew out a breath. “Caleb wouldn’t have forgiven me if something had happened to you. I wouldn’t have forgiven myself. I just told you that you’re a part of our family, Paige. It isn’t just a statement. It comes with a price. Even keeping secrets from each other if that’s what will keep the family together. Don’t question my loyalty again.”

He was probably remembering when a pissed-off Caleb had accused him of being disloyal when he was only trying to help. But then, his statement also piqued my curiosity. Words fell from my lips before I could stop them. “What’s your secret?”

He shook his head, and the pain I saw in his eyes caused me to swallow. He wasn’t going to tell me.

“I’m sorry,” I told him. “I wasn’t questioning your loyalty. And Caleb . . . we went behind his back, so he had a right to be angry when he left. We did what his father and brother had been doing to him all his life.” I inhaled, though I couldn’t take as deep of a breath as I would like to without more discomfort. “It speared me when I did that to Caleb. So I know that keeping things from the person you should probably tell is hurting you more than if you would just tell them. The great thing about family is that they might be mad at you for a second, but they will always understand, forgive. But if you treat them like everyone else, thinking they won’t be on your side no matter what horrible thing you’ve done, then what’s the point?”

“But you haven’t done anything horrible, Paige. I have, the guys have, fucking Amber has, Caleb has. You think Caleb would tell you the worst thing he’s done?”

As Calvin’s words penetrated my heart, the pain passing through my stomach to my lower back seized. The ache in my heart was greater because that was where the truth hurt the most. The tender yet powerful organ, throbbing in the left side of my chest.

Caleb would confide in me. Wouldn’t he? We’d had a shaky start, but we were past that point; we could tell each other anything.

“I’m not trying to be an asshole. It’s just . . . a majority of the time, the truth will be kept from the people you love the most. Not because you don’t think they’ll forgive you but because you don’t want them to think less of you, be disappointed in you, or most of all . . . you don’t want to hurt them. My secret? Yeah, I could spill it, but I’m not going to do it just to clear my conscience when in the process it’ll only hurt someone else. There’s no point. No one wins.”

He squeezed my shoulder and gave me a lopsided grin. “I know you tell it like it is, so you won’t understand until you’re in that kind of situation. But for your sake and for the sake of my best friend, I hope it never comes to that with you two because—it fucking sucks.”

As I listened to what he was saying, something occurred to me. Mackenzie was back in my life and Lisa was getting even closer to me by the day, but Calvin—he was still right there next to Caleb and quite possibly my best friend at the moment.

“You know, if I did something horrible and I felt like I couldn’t tell Caleb . . . I think I would tell you.”

Calvin laughed.

“Yeah, because you love me less, but it’s all good. I don’t take offense. Everyone tells me their dirty little secrets.”

I grinned and then touched my stomach to ease the ache as more laughter escaped when I really thought about our current situation. “I’m totally telling Caleb about you making me laugh and touching my boobs in this closet.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

“I miss him,” I whispered more to myself, wishing I were able to feel his strong arms around me. Because even though I was laughing, Caleb was the only one who could put me at ease. Completely.


Chapter Three

Caleb

Anxiously, I listened, my eyes pinned on the judge as she declared, “Bail is set at one point five million with pre-trial conditions. Conditions include, but are not limited to: no firearm possession at any time, refraining from having any form of contact or communication with Alex Connor and/or Brad Connor, staying in the state of Massachusetts under the care of Lydia and Harry Sawyer . . .” The gavel pounding on a sounding block rang out in my ears.

Under the care of . . .

My head rotated to the seats behind me in the courtroom, and my eyes searched the faces until I spotted Lydia and Harry Sawyer. Relief that they would do something like this for me overpowered the fear emerging from that same place.

Stuart’s chair scraped on the floor as he moved back and stood. Other people began to get up as well.

That was it?

Not only was my hearing expedited, but my bail was also granted.

Holy shit. Stuart meant business.

And I would get to see Paige.

Stuart squeezed my shoulder. “I didn’t want you to be concerned before the hearing, but circumstances have changed, Sawyer. We have work to do.”

Circumstances have changed? What circumstances? Before I could ask, the guard took hold of my arm and started to guide me out.

“I’m going to go take care of your bail with Mrs. Sawyer,” Stuart reassured. “Hang tight.”

He made his way over to my grandparents, who were waiting by the wooden double doors. Rather than looking relieved that I would be getting out on bail to live with them, they looked worried, scared.

What the fuck was going on?

❧

Just under an hour later, the door to the holding room in the courthouse unlocked and a guard handed me clothes and shoes.

“Change. Make it quick.”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“You have thirty seconds.” He looked up to the ceiling. “You might want to face away from the camera unless you’re looking to give the guys up top a show.”

The door closed, and I hurried out of the jumpsuit and into the plain jeans and T-shirt. The next minute, my lawyer led me out to one of the two SUVs parked in front of the courthouse. I tensed at the sight. These kinds of vehicles served only one purpose in my life. To carry me to hell and back. And after the amount of shit I’d shared with Stuart without really knowing if I could trust him, he could be leading me into a trap. Where were Lydia and Harry anyway?

The back door to the SUV was pushed open from the inside, and I came face-to-face with Agent Langley.

“We’ll talk on the way,” he said.

I thought about Paige immediately, and a rapid pounding started inside my chest. Did something happen? To her?

I bit down hard on my lip as a vise gripped my heart because I knew she wouldn’t be safe anywhere. Fuck, if they let anything happen to her—

“You don’t have a choice. Get in,” Agent Langley commanded.

After the disdain I’d faced in jail, the way I was spoken to and dragged around in shackles and handcuffs for these past three days, my patience was wearing thin. But as Stuart pulled open the passenger door, I slid into the back. This wasn’t the time to address Langley’s tone with me, but it was coming.

“Everything you were telling us is checking out,” Agent Langley commented as we pulled into traffic. “The evidence turning up, Paige being attacked . . .”

That got my attention so much, my head snapped back.

“You’re out on bail, but you’re also in witness protection now. We’re taking you to a safe house.”

“What about Paige?”

“She’s in a private recovery room at the hospital. After what happened last night, she needed to be examined again.”

Heat traveled through me as the muscles in my body tightened. “What happened last night?”

“You didn’t tell him?” Langley’s question was a rhetorical stab at Stuart as he continued to explain. “Paige was attacked. Two of my men who were put on duty as guards never showed up. I tracked them down later to a nearby parking lot, all tied up. Anyway, two other men were at the hospital in uniform, and one tried to suffocate her, but she got away from him.”

The blood in my veins turned to ice as I tried to process what the fuck had been happening while I was away.

“That was what I needed to tell you. It’s the reason I was able to get you a hearing today,” Stuart piped up.

“Her life’s in danger, and yours might be, too,” Langley added. “I know you were locked in a cell, but if you can think of anything you might have missed before that could help her, and help us, now might be a good time to talk.”

“I need to see her.”

“I can’t let you do that,” Langley responded. “Your friend is there with her. Calvin. A true soldier, that one. Hasn’t left her side. I’m trying to help you, Caleb. If you give me the right information, I may be able to take a lot of years off your jail time so you can be with Paige, or would you rather stare at pictures of your best friend walking her down the aisle one day?”

“Stop treating me like an ignorant child, Langley.”

I’d given Stuart a pass yesterday because he was my lawyer and he knew his shit. He acted within reason. I had been feeling sorry for myself. But this calculating approach Langley was trying—Connor’s methodology—hell no.

“I don’t give a shit what rank you hold or if you’re twice my age. You want my respect? You want my help? Then don’t fucking play hopscotch around the subject and be a dick, thinking you can manipulate me into giving either to you. We’re on the same side.”

I waited for my words to resonate before I spoke again. “I don’t know what Alex Connor does, I already told you that. I didn’t pass his test, so I wasn’t given this so-called privilege, and I didn’t give a shit so long as I was as far away from whatever the fuck he was doing. He wanted me to take the blame, plead guilty for everything turning up, and since I didn’t, I’m as good as dead. Paige, too, after what she did getting information for you.”

Which was why being in her proximity was the only way to appease the worry etched inside. I swallowed as a sense of calm migrated through me at the thought of her. It wasn’t just about her safety. I missed her. Her softness, her smell, her smile. Even the cute fucking pout on her mouth when she wasn’t getting her way.

I let out a breath. “Alex Connor also threatened my mother, Olivia Sawyer, and a sister I’ve never met. According to him, he has them somewhere.”

I scratched my forehead as my mind coasted back to Paige and Calvin.

Stuart, seeming to read my thoughts, said, “Until we have a better place ready, you’ll be staying at a safe house outside of the city with your grandparents. Paige will also be there once she’s discharged.”

“How long until she’s released?”

“Could be a week.”

“A lot can happen in that time,” I murmured, already preparing to get to the hospital by any means necessary. I had to see her before then.

“I agree, but I have a better handle on things now. We’re keeping this out of the press until my guys can get a solid lead on Connor, while also trying to pin down exactly how Rodriguez has been helping him,” Langley explained. “We found a vault below Alex Connor’s building that had been cleaned out by the time we broke into it. But what concerned me was that there was a door that opened into a hole, which had to have taken years to construct. It leads into an abandoned tunnel, and that’s how he and Brad got away.”


Chapter Four

Paige

This was the first chance I’d had to take a breather since I was moved last night. I looked at Calvin across the room on the couch, lying on his back with his phone. I felt bad about him being here all night and day instead of being allowed to change out with Rob, Luke, or Ryan. But after additional measures were taken to tighten security, the guards weren’t permitting anyone else in besides a few selected nurses and a doctor.

Being helpless. Was. The. Worst.

As a smile lit up Calvin’s face from something on his phone, I eased out of the bed and padded to the attached bathroom, my limbs heavy. Everything was a task, even urinating. Ugh. Once I was done and washing my hands, I heard more than one voice carrying from the room. With a frown, I dried my hands and opened the door. Calvin was standing with a grin on his face.

My shoulders sagged. “Please don’t tell me there are more tests because, if that’s the case, they might as well just cut me open again. This is ridiculous.”

His grin grew wider, and my eyes narrowed. “What?”

I looked down. Was there toilet paper on me? Oh man . . .

Something, or rather someone, moved in my peripheral vision from behind the curtain panel that hid the door from view. I turned my head, gasping and covering my mouth once I saw who it was. “Caleb!” My pulse quickened as the need to run and jump into his arms took over. He strode toward me, and I couldn’t control my euphoric grin.

His handsome face hinted at exhaustion, but still, his presence filled something inside me that caused tears to spring behind my eyes as his name left my lips in a whisper once more. He released an audible breath as his large hands cupped my face, his eyes closing for a second. A few fading bruises sat above his five o’clock shadow, and his black hair was tousled, but I knew it would still feel like a kitten’s fur.

“You’re okay,” he whispered, kissing my forehead.

I nodded, and he sighed. “I want to hug you, but I don’t know if I can.”

“You can if you’re gentle. I’m a little fragile right now. Just a little.”

His arms wrapped around my shoulders, bringing me closer to his warmth, closer to what I’d been longing for these past few days. His touch. His presence. Him.

I pressed my cheek against his broad chest, savoring everything I loved about this man. “I’m so sorry for everything that happened.”

“Don’t worry about it. Let’s get you back to the bed.”

Once I lay down, he walked over to Calvin. “I know I was a dick to both of you when I left, but—”

“Dude, you don’t have to apologize.” Calvin smiled and held out his hand, and their palms smacked together before they drew each other into a hug. “It’s all good.”

Aw.

Caleb pulled back. “Thanks for taking care of her. I know you have things to take care of at home, too. I’ll try to figure something out, but seriously, man, thanks.”

“I’ll leave you guys. Call me when you have to head back.” Calvin grimaced. “And before she tells you, I’m sorry. It just kind of happened.”

Caleb’s features tensed as his lips parted. I bit the smile forming and shook my head, knowing Calvin had purposefully been ambiguous in order to get Caleb worked up.

When the door closed, Caleb edged toward me with caution while staring at the floor. “What happened? Did you and . . .”

He couldn’t even say it, and I wasn’t going to help him either. Taking into consideration his audacity to have suggested something happening between his best friend and me when he’d left the condo, he’d have to work through this—whatever he was feeling—on his own. I couldn’t do that for him.

He stopped next to the bed, still refusing to look at me. His fingers combed through his hair before he let out a breath. “Paige, what happened?”

I wanted to push him a bit more, but as his eyes rose to meet mine and I saw the torment in them, I found myself shaking my head. “Nothing.”

“But he apologized for something.”

“He sort of touched my boobs by accident when he was helping me get dressed. That’s all.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes.” As he stood, seemingly sifting through his emotions, I added, “Then I learned he’s apparently not attracted to my small boobs. I’m starting to think he didn’t actually realize they existed to begin with, and to be honest, I’m not sure how I feel about that as a woman.” Remembering the few times Caleb had admired my breasts and paid a small compliment or two, I continued. “They may only be B cups, but they’re perfect. At least, that’s what I’ve been told. That they are loved?”

His lips twitched into a smile as he nodded. “How much medication did they give you?”

“A lot. I can’t seem to remember if my name is Madelyn Wells or Paige Sawyer.” I made a low hum in my throat as if to consider. “Oh wait . . . it’s both.”

“I’m sorry,” Caleb said, taking my hand in his and stroking his fingers over mine. “I shouldn’t have left the way I did. I just had to. But then you went and did what you did anyway. You shouldn’t have gone to Alex Connor’s place, Paige. You could have died.”

My face heated as everything I’d been holding inside begged to be freed because he was here to soothe me.

“I know.” I looked down. “And for a brief moment, I didn’t care. All I wanted, still want, is vengeance. He took my whole family, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to get over that.”

A tear slipped out, and Caleb brushed it away.

“What kind of retribution? You had more than one chance to shoot him that night. I’ve never known you to hesitate. Why did you?”

Because I’m in love with you, I wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come out.

“I killed three men that night,” he said.

“I’m sorry.”

I sniffed as more tears fell from my eyes. Two minutes in my presence, and he’d pinpointed a weight that had also been resting on my shoulders. I didn’t know if his father had forced him to kill anyone before, but a few nights ago, I had. It was my fault he’d killed those men.

“It wasn’t your fault,” he continued as if reading my mind.

My head jerked away. “You’re supposed to say that.”

“Look at me.” When I didn’t oblige, his voice grew into a firm command. “Look at me, Paige.”

This time, my watery eyes lifted.

“You hesitated. I didn’t. But if that’s the reason you’re alive, I wouldn’t hesitate to do it again.” He perched on a corner of the bed. “Everything I’d been scared of becoming my whole life, I am now. And I’m not going lie, Paige. It scares the shit out of me.” His eyes glistened, and I swallowed. “You scare the shit out of me.”

I’d known Caleb for a few months. A few months that had felt more like a lifetime. One thing was for certain—I’d never seen him like this.

The evil voice in my head took this chance to point out that I did this to him. And it was right.

Because for some reason, his father didn’t break him.

I did.


Chapter Five

Caleb

What the fuck, Caleb? She’s here, and she’s fine.

But, still, I almost lost her twice in one week.

Releasing her hand, I stood and scrubbed my palm over my face as images of her on the floor with blood spilling from her and me trying to stop it flashed before my eyes. Someone trying to suffocate her last night? Suddenly, all I could hear was my heart beating and blood rushing to my ears, and then I listened to what had kept me sane these past few days.

“Caleb, I love you.” The last words I remembered her saying from that night. As the tension in my muscles uncoiled, I couldn’t help but wonder. Did she?

I spun around. Her fingers were picking at a thread on the blanket covering her body, and it was then that I saw the pain in her expression. I went over to her, held her face in my hands, and pressed a hard kiss to her mouth before coming up for air, though breaking away from her was the last thing I wanted to do. And considering that I needed air to live, I didn’t know what the fuck was wrong with me; I just knew that all I wanted was to breathe her in.

“Promise me,” I told her.

She looked at me, and I didn’t know if it was the medication she was on, but her big blue eyes were partially hidden beneath her seemingly-too-heavy eyelids. Her honey-blonde hair that reached to just beyond her shoulders was wavy and looked as if it hadn’t been combed in days.

I doubted she had the energy to fight me on what I was about to tell her, which was good because I didn’t want to fight. I wanted to take her into my arms, maybe even comb her hair, and just be.

“Promise me that you won’t put yourself in danger like that again.”

“I don’t think I have a say in that anymore, Caleb. I didn’t do anything last night except try to live. And . . . a person doesn’t escape death three times without asking why. I need to do something because doing nothing will only keep that question alive and wreck me. If it was a simple question, it would be fine. But it isn’t, because I don’t understand why I’m still alive. Why this is happening to me. Just—why me?” Her lips trembled, and I reached across her body to grip the raised bar on the other side of the bed. As my torso hovered above hers, I lowered until our faces were only inches apart.

“You’re alive because you fought like hell.” I placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “And you’re still fighting like hell.” I sat by her waist and lazily stroked a finger down her collarbone. “You should also know that I broke into and out of two different rooms to escape my protection so I could see you.”

I smiled, but she frowned.

“You shouldn’t have done that. Bad stuff keeps happening, and it’s going to get worse.”

“Or it could get better. Darkness has a way of fading,” I reassured her. She’d had a rough couple of days—shit—life, and even though what she was saying was true, this wasn’t good for her anxiety. “I can still see the light, the strength in you even after everything you’ve been through. So don’t sell yourself short. It’s fine to feel down in the dumps right now, but it’s going to get better.”

My lips pressed to her forehead, and her hands curved around my shoulders.

“Thank you. I’m trying. But it’s hard and really, really painful.”

“You’re going to be okay. We both are.”

“Is that a promise?”

I smiled. “It’s hope.”

Her eyes followed her fingers as they smoothed over my jaw. “How did you get out of jail so fast? The last update I got from Calvin was that your hearing wasn’t supposed to be for a few days.”

“I broke out. I told you. I had to get to you.”

Her eyes widened, and I chuckled before kissing her soft lips. “I’m kidding. It’s because of what happened to you last night. Now I’ll be in witness protection with you and my grandparents until my trial. We have about five and a half months until then.”

“Good.” With a faraway look in her eyes, she added, “But with Brad and Alex Connor still out there, this is only the beginning.”

“I know.”

I cocked my head to the side.

For someone on painkillers, her mind was pretty fucking sharp. Also knowing her and how much she strived to be on constant alert, she probably wasn’t taking as much medication as she needed.

Damn, I wanted to hold her, but I also didn’t want to cause her pain. “Can I lie down with you?”

“Yeah, just, uh, I’ll need your help to ease closer to one side.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded.

I slid in beside her, and as her head relaxed against my arm, her face toward me, my hand rubbed up and down her hip before reaching up and combing her hair back.

“I want to stay up and talk to you, but I’m so tired and it hurts more when I try to stay awake. The nurse will check in at eight thirty. If I fall asleep, wake me up. But talk to me. Tell me what it was like being in jail and what your lawyer said. And your grandparents, what do you think of them so far?”

Smiling, I raised my head and gave her a brief kiss on her mouth. Then I relaxed at the same time as she sighed.

I had arrived at almost seven thirty, and had only planned on staying an hour, but now I knew I wouldn’t be leaving until dawn.

My lawyer and the guards who were supposed to watch me would frown upon it. Maybe it would even seem ungrateful for me to sneak out of that hotel to be here. But all of that be damned.

Paige was my priority, and if the two guards at her door could keep their mouths shut, I would be coming back here every night until she was discharged.

“My lawyer said we should be able to get a lot of the charges they have against me thrown out. And depending on how this plays out, I’m looking at anywhere from zero time to ten years in prison at most. I’ve been a part of a lot of shit, but I didn’t kill Sophia Cruz. I did bury her. I thought you should know that. Also, I’m not sure I’m going to be such a great grandson. I’ve already lied to Harry and Lydia. I told them I’d be in my room sleeping before I snuck out to be here.”

I talked for a while more and then paused as I realized how easily the words were flowing. “I don’t think we’ll be needing that Things That Matter rule anymore because everything I’m telling you matters, and I like talking to you about them. Crazy, right?”

Silence.

“Paige?”

At the sound of the door opening, I turned my head to see a nurse in scrubs coming around the curtain. Her skin looked like caramel, and she had short, thick black hair all done into tight, springy curls.

“Sorry, I probably shouldn’t be on her bed. I think she’s asleep, too,” I told the nurse.

“It’s no problem. I know she wouldn’t have you there if she thought you were a threat. But who are you? The only one allowed in here was that Calvin with the smart mouth.”

She logged on to a computer next to the bed, and I looked down at Paige, wondering where we were in our relationship or lack thereof. Her eyes were still closed, and when I felt the nurse’s stare, I glanced at her.

“I’m not sure,” I whispered. “We didn’t get to that part as of yet.”

“I think he’s my boyfriend,” Paige mumbled, and I bit my bottom lip as my heart did that weird expanding thing again.

“Not a good one, but I’m trying to do better,” I told the nurse.

She smiled and pulled a syringe from her pocket before tucking it back inside. “Good, I won’t have to use this then. I’ve heard about the criminals running around here lately.”

“See?” Paige remarked. “And she wonders why I don’t want to be injected with anything.”

“Darn, now you have a better excuse for not wanting to take your pain medication, but this is for another patient. I’m only here for your antibiotics and bandage change.”

The nurse went to the IV stand, and as she hung a small fluid bag onto a hook, I got off the bed.

“How are you feeling?” the nurse asked Paige.

Her face contorted. She was in pain. “Like crap. The way I should feel.”

I looked at the nurse as she pursed her lips, obviously wanting to say more. When her eyes met mine, I asked, “What kind of pain meds is she on?”

“The lowest dosage of Vicodin. In pill form because she doesn’t trust the injection, which would be fine if she took the pill as she was supposed to, but she doesn’t.”

It was clear how much pain Paige was in even as she tried to explain herself. “I have good reason—look what almost happened the last time. I was in a medication-induced slumber then.”

I swallowed.

“I understand that you’re scared,” the nurse replied, attaching the cord to the access line already in Paige’s arm. “The Vicodin is not only for the pain. It’ll also help with the inflammation. And the sooner that goes away, the sooner you’ll be able to snuggle with your boyfriend at home and not cramp up.”

My hand moved to the blanket covering her leg and rubbed. “She makes a good point.”

“I know,” Paige agreed. “But—”

I held her gaze. “I’m here now.”

She inhaled what must have been too deeply because she exhaled with a small groan. “Ouch—fine. I’ll take them. But if anything happens—”

“Nothing will, baby. I’ll make sure of it.”

“Fine,” she finished with a small pout.

My tongue slid across my lips, wanting, when what I needed was to fight the urge to do things to her body she wouldn’t be able to take for a while. Her gaze followed my tongue, and as her lips parted, I smiled.

Self-control. I had it. Tons of it.


Chapter Six

Paige

It was my first night out of the hospital, and the pain I’d been in for the past two weeks had lessened enough for me to start thinking and brainstorming ways we could find Caleb’s mom and sister.

While leaning against a set of pillows on the bed with a breakfast tray positioned across my lap, I wrote down the names of all the members in our family I could think of. Caleb was lying on his back by my feet swiping through the pictures Calvin had gotten of Alex Connor’s men some time ago.

Bailey and Langley didn’t get any information when they cross-examined Lenard, who I knew was playing dumb about the whole incident at the hospital. I’d seen her at Alex Connor’s place snuggling up to his men.

The FBI didn’t have anything on Rodriguez either since she’d also denied her link to Connor. Though, she had finally been put on suspension.

Caleb set his phone face down on his stomach. “The FBI is still keeping a close eye on Rodriguez and Lenard. They’re vulnerable now, which means it’s only a matter of time before they slip . . . I still can’t believe it’s possible that the nurse could be involved.”

My eyes scanned over him. “I saw her at the house and then at the hospital. Connor wouldn’t have just let her go.”

“I’m not doubting you. I’m doubting me. I can’t believe I hadn’t seen it.”

“There’s seriously no way you could have known, especially since he kept everything from you.” My gaze lingered on him as I thought out loud. “If I were a criminal, there would be a few things that I would consider valuable. Money and people in power. Law enforcement officers. Nurses. Doctors. Lawyers. Do you think Stuart is really good?”

“Yeah. He was a dick, but in a good way. He’s really trying to help,” Caleb replied as he stretched. “And he’s a family friend.”

His shirt inched up his stomach, revealing a hint of skin and his happy trail. With his sweatpants so low on his hips, the sexiest bulge began right where the waistband ended.

“Can guys dress slutty?” I asked.

“What?” Confused, he peeked back at me without moving.

“The way you dress. It’s . . . telling.”

His eyebrows arched in amusement. “You’re saying that I dress slutty?”

“Well, I can almost see exactly what’s inside your pants. It’s distracting. Girls can just look at you and be like wow, whatever is in there, I want it.”

He burst into laughter as I continued. “I’m serious. I’ve seen it happen firsthand with two of the nurses.”

“You are saying that I’m dressed slutty.” He grinned and then caught a corner of his lip between his teeth. “I think the compliment you’re looking for here is that you find me sexy. Irresistible, maybe?”

“Look at you and what you’re wearing. It’s revealing,” I defended, glancing at his crotch and the rise that had seemingly gotten larger.

He laughed, his eyes shifting to the ceiling.

I giggled at the random and ridiculous conversation I’d started and then inhaled at the twinge of pain in my stomach. Caleb had been dressing my wounds while helping me in so many other ways to make sure I was always comfortable. He’d even been placing kisses on top of the white bandages when he was done. I wanted to tell him I loved him, and if possible, even deeper than the first time I’d told him. But he hadn’t brought it up or told me how he felt, so I wasn’t sure if I should be the one to bring it up at this point.

Though whether or not those three little words left his lips, I still felt them from his actions alone and saw it in the way he looked at me. That should be enough, right?

My eyes remained on his pelvis, watching as the bulge grew and thickened in his pants. He gripped himself through the material, and I swallowed, my sex clenching.

I wanted to feel him inside me. Not only because of how good it felt but also because of how close and connected it made me feel to him, literally.

“You’re wondering how long it will be until we can have sex,” I guessed.

“Is that bad?”

I smiled. “No. It’s typical—”

“Slutty behavior,” he finished.

I laughed. “Typical Caleb behavior, but yeah, that, too.”

He beamed at me, his expression turning sober as he looked away.

I drew in a breath. “It still hurts to laugh. So, I’m guessing it would hurt to, you know.”

“Just because I’m thinking about it, silly, doesn’t mean we have to do it. I’ll wait. It’s no problem.”

Warmth wrapped around me once again as I felt what he wasn’t saying. His love.

Retrieving my new phone from the tray, I clicked on the camera and took a picture of him. This moment wasn’t exactly perfect. His broken finger was still healing along with three small scars on his gorgeous face, but with the craziness that was our life, being here with him was like some kind of therapy.

“You say and do things that make me horny,” he began. “Just being in your presence, I physically want to get closer to you somehow. But that doesn’t mean that I always want to fuck you, well . . . I do mostly.” He sighed and rubbed a hand across his forehead. “What I’m trying to say doesn’t make any fucking sense at all. Just—sex isn’t my vice anymore.”

He dropped a hand over my ankle and clasped the side of my foot. “I just wanted you to know that.”

He wanted me to know that what was going on between us wasn’t only about sex, which he didn’t really have to say because I knew, but still, I liked that he did say it—or tried to. Except, his admission was only making me want to seduce him to see how much he didn’t want to fuck me all the time. I was the devil because if I hadn’t been practically handicapped, I would be throwing myself at him. And since I was only dressed in his T-shirt and my underwear, it would be so easy to throw one of my legs over his hips.

“I know what you’re saying,” I told him. “Now stop being so sexy; it’s too befitting.”

He glanced at me, and my eyes dropped to his mouth, which was the slightest shade of pink. Tempting. “You should replace my pillows with yourself. That way I can kiss you when I want to. And I really want to right now.”

“You want to kiss me?” A smile tipped the corner of his mouth.

“Yes.”

Mischief twinkled in his eyes. “Where?”

“Oh God.” I threw my head back against the pillows. “You say things, too. Maybe we should brainstorm in the living room.”

He rolled over, removed the breakfast tray propped over my lap, and then got up so he could position himself behind me. “There’s no need for us to be chaperoned by grandparents. You’re twenty and I’m twenty-four. We’re two responsible adults who are capable of handling a few sexual urges. We can do this.”

Chuckling, I tilted my head and his lips captured mine. Laughing ceased as his lips caressed and probed. His hands grasped my upper thighs before moving up to cover my breasts. He cupped and massaged them through the cotton material. Gentle. Enticing. A hand, a mouth, and a body that knew how to please.

More. I want more.

I sighed into his mouth as his lips inched away from mine.

“Okay,” he breathed, kissing my cheek. “We can do this.”

He dropped his head back against the headboard while mine leaned against his chest.

Losing myself in his touch made me feel complete. Because it was in those moments that I was ecstatic, loved. Safe.

“So.” He cleared his throat. “Before I turned over all my father’s accounts to the FBI, I saved all his bank statements. I’ve been going through them to see if he had made payments to anywhere suspicious, like a business somewhere else that could potentially lead us to his family or other people he’s been working with.”

I tilted my chin. “You think his real family is also involved in his criminal activities?”

“I’ve never met them, or at least I don’t think I have. I don’t even know if they exist. But he couldn’t have been doing this alone. He has too much power.”

“Even if he has a family that is involved, I don’t think they knew about you or your mother. That would just be sick. What do you think Connor really does? Killing people for the heck of it doesn’t make sense.”

Caleb’s chin relaxed on the top of my head while his hand stroked up and down my bare thigh.

“He never trusted me enough to tell me. But drugs have to be involved. Brad always has a shit ton of them. Unless they’re just some side dealings he picked up on his own,” Caleb reasoned. “There was this briefcase that Connor would have me pick up from time to time. It could have drugs, or money, or—” His head jerked. “I don’t know. I just know that whatever he’s doing, it’s huge, bigger than all of us.”

“I hope he doesn’t hurt Olivia or that sister he’d referred to. Langley will tell us if he has a lead on them, right?”

“On Connor? I doubt it. But you were right the other day. I can’t sit back and do nothing either.”

“We could start by digging through the stuff Grandpa has in storage for the Sawyers to see if we can find any clues, or anything that might point us in the right direction,” I suggested. “You said you had a way to sneak out of here, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s do that when my wound closes completely. I should be doing much better in two weeks, but that still seems too long for us to be sitting around doing nothing.” I covered his hand resting on my thigh and threaded my fingers through his. “I know we’re not supposed to contact anyone, but I called Mickey and Lisa and told them what happened and what was going on. I haven’t contacted Amber though, I never really connected with her. I don’t think it’s because you slept with her. We just, I don’t know. We just don’t click for some reason.”

“Has she opened up to you?” Caleb asked.

I shook my head, and he pressed his lips to my neck.

“The reason is simple then. You don’t know her enough to trust her. You can’t really click with someone you don’t trust. It isn’t your fault. I think she’s dealing with her own demons, too. Also, you said I slept with her. I may have led you to believe that, and I’m sorry, but I’ve never slept with her, Paige.”

Wait, what? But he—the way he acted—

“Years ago, we did mess around, but I never screwed her. It’s a douche thing to talk about what I did or didn’t do with any one girl because the truth is . . . well, let’s just say I didn’t only dress slutty as you put it, I was. I should have straightened this out with you before now because it isn’t like what we were doing before didn’t matter. Anyway, we’re doing this thing for real now. And since Amber is in our lives, this is definitely something you should know.”

As my head inclined, he responded by placing a light kiss against my lips. “I hope you aren’t mad.”

“I’m not.”

He gave me another soft, though fleeting, kiss.

“That being said, if it does turn out that I do have to do time in prison, I don’t expect you to wait for me. I could never ask you to do that.” His breath became a teasing caress on my lips. “That would be selfish of me, and as much as I want to be selfish with you, I can’t be.”

“You’re saying all the right things, and my lady parts can only withstand so much, Caleb. It’s literally aching for you.”

“We have to be good. We can’t do anything to jeopardize your recovery time.”

I let out a breath. “Then you should stop talking because every word that leaves your mouth is just making me want to do really, really bad things with you.”

“Two weeks and—”

I kissed him. “Stop talking.”


Chapter Seven

Alex Connor

For two weeks, I had been trying to run the business as usual from my compound, and it wasn’t turning out as it should. Every one of my contacts had been spooked over my recent close call with the FBI. But there was something that could fix that. A promise was a promise, and I would make Caleb regret the day he was born for ever going against me.

I rose from the couch in my office and pressed my phone to my ear.

“I’ve been paying you to keep an eye on my daughter. No. I’ve been paying you to fuck her since that’s all you’ve been doing for the past year. Now, I don’t care what it fucking takes, but you need to get Ana Rosa here.”

“Her classes start in two weeks at the university, and she’s been backpacking across Europe with her friends. She’s in Prague and won’t be back in Madrid until next week.”

“So what you’re telling me is that you aren’t watching her. That you wouldn’t even know where to fucking find her this second! Que te folle un pez espada. You find a way to get her on a goddamn plane.” I hung up the phone and dialed Rico, muttering “stupid fuckers” under my breath.

Rico picked up on the third ring.

“Where the fuck is Caleb?”

“I don’t know. I think the lead is keeping him at a safe house until trial. We’ve been watching the hospital, and we haven’t seen him show up. The girl left the hospital today, but there was no way to follow her either without being spotted.”

“Don’t fuck with me, Rico. You already almost got me killed when you failed to inform me the bitch was showing up at my doorstep with a bunch of fucking Feds. Makes me wonder what the fuck your purpose is when it comes to working for me. Or are you forgetting that I own your freedom?” I picked up the envelope marked Rico from the nearby desk. “Plus, your sister is already in hot water. The next time I check in, you better have something better or I’ll turn up the motherfucking heat.”

“What do you want me to do? We’re doing everything,” Rico responded.

“You work for the fucking Feds, figure it out.” I inhaled, trying to quell my rage in order to get Rico on the same page as the rest of my men. “I have something planned. Caleb stays alive, and I’m taking the hit off that bitch for now. If he feels for her like I believe, she’ll be useful to us.”

Useful to me.


Chapter Eight

Caleb

The light from the kitchen gave the living room a soft glow. The hotel wasn’t luxurious. It was more like a three-star hotel. Looked clean on the surface, with underlying grime somewhere. I deliberated on how Mr. and Mrs. Sawyer were handling what I could only imagine was a significant downgrade.

It was still so strange having them around, and I hadn’t been able to bond with them either.

“You couldn’t sleep?”

At the sound of my grandfather’s voice, my eyes lifted. He was dressed in a white T-shirt and gray linen pants, and his snow-white hair was still groomed for some reason at eleven o’clock at night.

“No,” I replied, chewing on my lip as my fingers brushed over the glass of scotch resting on the arm of my chair. I lifted it to my lips, trying not to inhale the rubbing alcohol scent of it as the harshness infused my mouth. This stuff was made for people with a tongue, a throat, and a chest of steel. So far, the best part of consuming it was the feeling it gave and the lingering taste in my mouth after it went down. As expected, a tingling warmth settled over my face, neck, and chest.

“How do you drink your scotch?” Harry asked, grabbing a glass from the cupboard and setting it down on the kitchenette counter.

“This was my first time drinking it,” I replied. “But I’m going to go with ice next time. It’s no joke going down.”

His mouth twitched as he peered at the empty glass wrapped in my fist.

He added a drop of water to his drink. “I’m taking it you don’t know much about scotch.”

“No, not really.” Not wanting him to think I was some alcoholic, I explained, “I usually stick to beer when I drink, bourbon if I’m going for the hard stuff.”

He picked up the bottle. “Another round?”

“Sure.”

Thrilled to be drinking with my grandfather, I relaxed, but then I tensed as I worried about him drinking at his age. Strange that I already cared so much about this man who I barely even knew, yet I wouldn’t give two shits if Alex Connor was sniffing lines of cocaine with Brad.

He poured a little over an ounce of scotch into my glass.

“Wait. I want you to try it this way.” He went back to the kitchen and added a drop of water to my glass. “Water opens up the flavor in a single malt such as this. Adding ice won’t do that because then the temperature will be too low.”

I never understood the difference between bourbon and scotch, but I had a feeling I was about to get schooled.

Rocking my hand, I let the liquid swirl in my glass as he went back to retrieve his own.

“The drink itself is an acquired taste you learn to appreciate over time.” He brought his glass to his nose. “Go ahead, sniff it. It’s complex. Textured. Unlike bourbon, it’s made from barley. Everything is taken into consideration to create its unique taste. From the distillery’s location to the type of oak barrel it matures in . . .”

Smelling something woody and toasty, I sipped from the glass.

Most of the alcohol was in the background, making way for a spicy, sherry flavor. Smiling at the vast difference, I brought the glass to my nose again.

A hint of something sweet.

Toffee or butterscotch.

My mouth watered.

“Better?” Harry asked.

“Yeah. It’s like the alcohol was masking the taste. There was a short bite this time, but it didn’t take away from the taste, just accentuated it.”

“Good. I almost disowned you as my grandson there for a second.”

I grinned as I watched him take a drink and then sigh with satisfaction.

“How old are you?” I asked him, taking another drink.

“Seventy-four. And though your grandmother thinks I’m too old to drink this stuff, I don’t bother her when she’s having her glass of wine at dinner. Fair is fair.”

I gave a low laugh, in an attempt not to wake my grandmother or Paige. And for the next few minutes, Harry explained the mechanics of making scotch. It should have been boring, but it wasn’t at all. It was clear how passionate he was about it.

Then I realized just how ardent when he said, “By the way, that scotch took me twenty-five years to perfect.”

My eyes widened, and I held up my glass. “This is yours? You made this?”

He nodded. “I knew my one-hit wonder days in music weren’t going to get me anywhere. But as it would appear, I wasn’t only good at drinking scotch, I was good at making it, too.”

Speechless, I smiled. “What if I’d hated it? You could have warned me.”

He shrugged. “I could have, but I wanted an authentic reaction.”

He tapped a finger against his empty glass.

“Your mother . . . she’s the reason you can’t sleep?”

I answered with a slow nod.

“I had gotten used to the idea that she had to be dead, but now that I know that isn’t the case, or hopefully not the case, it changes things,” he explained.

“I know what you mean.” I looked him in the eyes. “I’m grateful for everything you and Lydia are doing for me, even without knowing me. But my being here, hiding, it isn’t going to help in bringing Olivia home, and that’s what I want to do more than anything. I would be violating my release conditions by contacting Brad or Alex Connor, but I think it’s the only way I’ll be able to find her.”

“This witness protection is voluntary. You were released into our custody, so we can leave it and this safe house. Your grandmother and I have been living at a townhouse in the suburbs for years, and we’ve been fine there. We could stay there until your trial if you’d prefer. It would give you more freedom to do whatever you decide to do.” He stood from the chair, and as he passed me, he gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I would prefer for you to be at home with us where it’s safe, but if you would feel more comfortable looking for your mother, that’s your call. I’m on your side a hundred percent either way.”

“I wish I’d gotten to know you sooner,” I said honestly, staring into my glass.

“I’m not going anywhere. And even if I have to spend the rest of my life visiting you in jail, I’m going to be there. You have nothing to worry about from now on, Caleb. Do what you have to do, but be safe and be smart doing it,” Harry said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Good night.”

Different.

Life would have been so different if Alex Connor had left my mother alone. Why didn’t he? Why would he have kept her hostage all these years? And how did they even meet?

I went back to the bedroom, pulled off my T-shirt, and sat in the dark on a chair for about an hour, thinking.

The sheets rustled, and I stood and walked over to the bed. Paige had only been awakened by a nightmare once so far since my stays with her in the hospital, and I had a feeling it was about to happen again. I crawled onto the bed beside her, and when she stirred once more, I said her name. As I moved the covers down to her waist, a wave of heat escaped. I laced my fingers through hers and ran my other hand up and down her arm, feeling just how hot her skin was.

“Paige. Wake up. Come on.”

Careful of her injury, I lifted the covers away from her and pulled them over to my side.

“Paige.” I nudged her.

“Caleb,” she whispered.

“Hey.” I kissed one side of her cheek and ran my palm over the opposite side in a soothing gesture, though with the slight roughness of my hands, it was probably less than soothing. Her hand came up and covered mine on her face as she breathed.

“You okay?” I asked.

She waited a few seconds before she responded. “I think I need to go back to therapy.”

“Okay.”

That was a good idea.

“But I want to keep seeing Marian. I don’t want a new therapist. I don’t know why, I—” She paused.

“Why you what?”

“I don’t know. I keep going back. I keep—the mansion. There’s something—I . . .” She sniffled.

My thumb slid beneath her eye, and I caught a few tears.

“It’s okay. We’ll figure it out.” Lowering my head, I placed a few kisses on her lips before I lay back on my own pillow and nibbled on my lip.

“You were drinking.” It sounded more like an observation than a question or accusation.

“Yeah, a little bit.” I took her hand in mine and brought her fingers to my lips. “What do you think about staying in witness protection? Do you want to?”

“I don’t know. Why? What are you thinking?”

“I want to find my mother, Olivia, but I don’t want to put you or our grandparents in danger.”

“You said our.” Her voice was light with humor. “It’s cute.”

After her nightmare and wanting to lift the mood before she dozed off, I replied, “Well, it would be rude to hijack them from you, so we can share them.”

“Cool, because I still kind of want to sit in my grandma’s lap so she can tell me a story. I don’t think I heard enough growing up—hey, we should have them tuck us in tomorrow night. Wouldn’t that be funny?”

Strangely enthused by her idea, I grinned. “We should.”

“I think they would like that.”

She then mused, “I feel like we’re inside this bubble. I like how it feels, but I also fear the moment it will pop.”

“It’s addicting, too.”

“But it isn’t our lives,” she reasoned. “That’s what witness protection is for us, a bubble waiting to pop, and I think you know that. That’s why you asked how I felt about it?”

“Yeah.”

There was something about the way Paige thought that intrigued me. The way she seemed to create a puzzle inside her head before she separated the pieces to it and solved it. For some reason, this left me curious about her real parents. Who they were, and if and how they knew Alex Connor.

“Paige. Why did you keep running? How did you know my father’s men would come after you?”

“Instinct. Logic, too, I guess.”

Curt.

I suspected that would be it for an explanation.

She’d never told me about the things in her nightmares. She still hadn’t told me about that night at the mansion; I could only assume she didn’t trust herself to explore the events. Perhaps, she was afraid of her thoughts because of where they might take her, but she was strong enough to deal with them.

I knew that, but I assumed she hadn’t figured that out yet.

“What kind of logic?” I probed.

“Well, unless you’re sending a message, you don’t kill an entire family but one.”

I considered her reason, though I was sure there was something else. Somewhere she wasn’t allowing her mind to go. How did she know they would come after her?

Although, her simple explanation also told me that Paige might have started as a message when Alex Connor killed her parents. What was the message? I had no idea, but I wasn’t about to shed light on that puzzle for her.

We needed to make a list tomorrow.

There were too many questions without any answers.

I rolled onto my side and pulled the covers back up her body, a delicious body that I couldn’t wait to devour.

Two weeks.

My lips found hers in the dim light. “Are you ready to dream about rainbows and ponies?”

“No.”

I imagined and then felt the pout on her lips against mine and I kissed it. She was always afraid of going back to sleep after a nightmare.

“You say that every time, but I think it works.” I smoothed the pads of my fingers across her collarbone. “Actually, to be certain, I’ll tell Grandma to make sure there’s a pony in your bedtime story tomorrow night.”

With a small chuckle, she said, “Don’t you dare.”

“How am I supposed to test this theory if I don’t conduct an experiment? I need various sources.”

“Fine, do that. But while you’re at it”—she placed a hand on my jaw—“you should pray for a few wet dreams”—her lips grazed mine—“because that’s the only way you’re getting off for the next two weeks.”

I groaned. No matter what she was doing or saying, she was so fucking tempting because the need to be satiated by her never depletes; it magnifies. And I wanted . . . I fucking wanted so much of her.


Chapter Nine

Paige

The most productive thing I’d done in the past two weeks was online shop with Grandma Lydia for clothes that could be donned with little effort—not that I minded wearing Caleb’s shirts or that he was the one who dressed me most times, but he also helped me in the shower as well as with my bandages, and I hated relying on him for everything, so yes, I’d accepted the cute dresses that Grandma bought for me.

Dresses that would not be practical once I healed completely, but she’d been so happy that I couldn’t say no. And the material did feel great on my skin, soft and light, not like the cheaper stuff I usually purchased.

I munched on the last few blueberries in my hand at the kitchen sink while Grandma took a seat in front of the television with her iPad in hand. It was around midday, but her spot on the couch made me smile.

Seven p.m. had become our Golden Girls reruns hour, Caleb and Grandpa included. It was great, though sometimes I felt like we were living on borrowed time, like this happiness wasn’t ours to have. We’d made the decision that we no longer wanted to be in the Witness Protection Program. Our grandparents said that was what they also wanted, but there was still no relief at the thought of what could happen with them around. But with Caleb under their care until his trial, the only choice we had was to live with them.

I walked over to Grandma and wrapped my arms around her shoulders from behind before placing a kiss on her cheek. Even though we never leave this building, her outfits were trendy, and her makeup was always done. Today, she was in a floral top tucked into a knee-length coral skirt, the coral matching the colors in the blouse.

Curious, I asked, “Grandma, why don’t you stay in pajamas? You make people like me look like a bum. Seriously.”

“Don’t be silly. You’re gorgeous even when you walk around here in Caleb’s shirt-dresses. But this is more of a habit than anything else.”

Leaning my head against hers, I said, “Well, just so you know, you look like you’re on a runway in Paris even when you’re in your pajamas.”

“Oh, thank you, sweetheart.” She kissed my cheek before I straightened.

Caleb and Grandpa Harry had left an hour ago with Agent Langley to take a look at the townhouse we would be moving into. They wanted to make sure I was a little better before we left the security of this place, and I was.

A month after the injury, and things were finally looking up.

Heading back to my room, I dialed Lisa to tell her the news.

“So, when can I see you again?” she asked.

She’d just gotten out of her dance class and was heading to her on-campus job at the university’s admissions office.

It was the first week of the fall semester, and I had dropped my classes a few days ago. It sucked. My having gone from so much on my plate a few months ago to nothing required the most adjustment. I needed purpose, direction.

“Hopefully in a few days, I’ll get to see all your beautiful faces.” Lying on my back on the bed, I tugged on a tendril of my hair. “Did you know that Luke asked Mickey out last week?”

“Yes! I can’t wait to hear all the details. Have you seen that guy? God, I bet the earth shatters when he fucks. Poor Mackenzie.”

I laughed. “Isn’t that a good thing in your book?”

“Heck yeah! I need one of him. The last guy I slept with started wheezing for air after five minutes. Like what on earth? Seriously, why does this happen to me?”

“See? This is why I call you. I’ve read like thirty books in the past month, but I need more distraction. I’m going crazy all cooped up here.”

“But you’re cooped up with Caleb. Is he still not doing his manly duty of keeping you satisfied?”

Caleb and I had been making out and touching each other so much for the past two weeks that I was about ready to combust.

“Just because I don’t talk about it doesn’t mean he isn’t doing it. He is. And he has been extra sweet. But the problem is that since I got out of the hospital, we decided not to—you know—because we didn’t want to do anything that could irritate my injury and lead to an infection.”

“But you’re good now, right?” Lisa asked.

“Yeah, I think. I haven’t felt any pain. I mean I still can’t do sit-ups or anything too strenuous, but I’m sooo much better.”

“Then tell him you’re ready, or better yet, just jump his bones. Guys love that shit.”

Nibbling on my knuckle, I recalled how I’d watched him masturbate from this very bed a few days ago. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen, and I wanted to jump him right then and there.

“I guess I just want to make sure no further damage happens. This past month has been really hard. I’m not used to being so still,” I told her. “What about you? Who are you man-crushing on now?”

“I’ll tell you when I see you.”

“Oh, come on. Are you serious? I’m running out of things to talk about in my very boring life. Give me something.”

“Amber was screwing her professor this summer. That’s why she used to disappear so much when you and I started to hang. Anyway, it isn’t a secret anymore, so I can tell you.”

I wasn’t one for this gossip stuff, and it left a gag-worthy feeling at the pit of my gut. I wasn’t close with Amber, and having conversations such as this behind her back felt wrong. Although, whenever her name came up, I couldn’t help but think about Caleb’s best friend.

“Well, I hope that works out.”

“I think it will. She’s happy,” Lisa assured. “I just, I don’t know . . . she always goes back to Ryan. So we’ll see what happens in a month. Anyway, so crazy stuff the other night. All of us went out to that bar where you used to work, and Chelsey made Calvin wait for a drink for over thirty minutes. And let me just say, the bar wasn’t that busy, so I don’t even blame Calvin for the dick apology he gave her before walking out. I think it was something along the lines of Are you seriously this childish? I’m sorry I fucked you. I didn’t realize it would cost me good customer service.” Lisa laughed. “Gah! He’s such a dick, but I love him.”

As soon as I ended the call with Lisa, I speed-dialed Calvin.

“Hi.”

“Hi.” His response was lackluster.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Chelsey,” I said.

“Oh.” He let out a breath. “Nothing. I told her to fuck off, and before you get all mad at me, I have thirty fucking text messages on my phone from her and probably the same number of voice mails. I can’t deal with petty, indecisive females. I mean, why would she beg me to call her and ignore me when I show up? It’s stupid. But you know what? Just fuck her, fuck—”

“Calvin.”

“I’m fucking done.”

“Calvin. What’s wrong?”

He sighed, and after another second passed, he said, “Amber. It’s always fucking Amber.”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you alone?” he asked.

“Yes. Talk to me.”

He released a breath. “Remember that story I told you some time ago about why I disliked her?”

“Yeah, she slept with Ryan after sleeping with you when she knew you had feelings for her, and then she chose him.”

“Yes, well that was only part of it.”

My eyes widened. I didn’t expect that.

“About a month after she and Ryan started dating, she started to wear these short dresses and skirts every time we all hung out. She would sit across from me and spread her legs. It was shitty because as much as I didn’t want to look, I did. She never wears underwear. I grew tired of it, so I stopped hanging out with them for a few weeks.

“After that, she came to my place one night to talk, told me she and Ryan broke up, and that it was me she wanted. We had a few drinks that same night and ended up screwing. The next day I found out she hadn’t ended things with him. I felt fucking horrible about what happened, and I never told Ryan because that was on me, you know? And even when I mentioned that she might be cheating on him, he said they were in some open relationship or whatever, but still, she lied and I slept with her because of that. I just . . . I was in love with her, and I wanted her for myself. I placed that over my friendship because being with her was the only thing that mattered that night. But now, she’s been doing that same flashing-me shit again, which was also why I needed Chelsey to make me that fucking drink.”

“Are you still in love with Amber?”

“No! She’s with Ryan. I just, I’m fucking tired of it. I don’t even know why she does it except to fuck with me.”

I doubted Calvin was as over Amber as he said or as he wanted to be. And after what Lisa had said to me, I felt like I should tell him Amber was no longer with Ryan, but I didn’t like the games she seemed to be playing.

“Go out with Chelsey again,” I told him instead.

“What?”

Chelsey was a good person before the green-eyed monster took over, and she still was deep down. I hoped anyway. She could be the perfect person to help Calvin move forward, and he could help her.

“You said you slept with her out of spite, but I don’t buy it. You must have liked her a little bit to have done that. She had a douchebag boyfriend for a while, Calvin. Then you came along and hurt her, and she doesn’t handle being hurt very well, obviously. Let me tell you,” I emphasized with a smile. “She wanted a reaction from me when she assumed I’d been hooking up with her boyfriend, and now, I think she wants a reaction from you because you hurt her.”

“Well, she got her damn reaction from me, all right.”

“No, be nice. Don’t be that guy. Besides, these girls have you going in fucking circles. But only one of them is responsible for fucking with your head. The other one shouldn’t have to pay for that, even if she was a bitch to me. Send Chelsey flowers or something nice, with an apology. I think that’s what she wants from you. She was vulnerable when you walked into her life. She needs to know she isn’t the problem. It’s you and her douchebag ex, and guess what? You’ll feel better, she’ll feel better. It’s a win-win.”

“I’m not going to date her; she reminds me too much of Amber. Besides, I’m not looking to date or settle down—but fine, I’ll send flowers.”

“Cool, and sorry, I wish I knew what to tell you about Amber.” I told him that, but I was also planning on having a talk with her. I just didn’t know how I would approach the subject with the tact it required. My actions weren’t exactly subtle when it came to tackling issues.

“It’s all good; I’ll figure it out. But this conversation never happened. If I hear Caleb teasing me about being a little bitch—”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll tell him not to tease you.” I laughed.

He inhaled, and I could almost see him shaking his head. “Not cool. But, my fault for spilling my guts to you. Never happening again.”

“It is too happening again. You know why? Because I’m awesome and one of these days, you’re going to tell me that.”

“Yeah, that day is not today, and honestly, I don’t foresee it. Ever.”

As I got an idea about settling some of that resentment Chelsey might still hold for me, I decided to use this moment to my advantage.

“Fine, then I’ll tell you. You are awesome. You want to know why you are awesome?”

“No, not really.”

“Because you’re going send Chelsey flowers from me, too. Yay! You are so awesome!”

“Damn it.” He gave a dramatic sigh. “I knew I didn’t want to know.”

“But don’t do it on the same day, okay? Do it like a week apart, I don’t want—”

“Bye, Paige.”

Darn it.


Chapter Ten

Caleb

A security system was already installed in Harry and Lydia’s five-story townhouse, which was just outside the city of Boston. The place was modern and looked as if it had been remodeled within the last few years. Kitchen and dining were on the first floor, living room on the second, and bedrooms were located from the third to the fifth floor. There was a fireplace on each floor and a private rooftop decorated with lounge chairs, green floor plants, and a grill.

It was a definite upgrade from the safe house we were staying in, and I knew Paige would feel right at home here. I did. It helped that no one knew the Sawyers owned this place. Apparently, they had purchased it after what had happened with their children and had paid cash for it using a corporation name that wasn’t connected to them.

The elevator opened on the first floor of the house, and Harry and I walked out to Langley and Stuart, who were still bickering.

“If he’s going to help you, we’re going to need more than a reduction in sentencing. I’ve got that part of his case covered. That is my job,” Stuart argued, his words so thick with sarcasm I was sure Langley was beginning to feel worthless. “I’m not going to let my client hang his head out to dry more than he already has for nothing. Now, if you start talking blanket immunity, then maybe he would be more compelled to help you do your job, which may I remind you, might never get done without his help.”

Their personalities clashed like two pit bulls. At this point, my money was on Stuart. He did not fuck around, and every time he spoke, it became more and more apparent why Harry hired him.

“Fine. I’ll see what I can do and let you know.”

“In writing, Agent Langley. Let me know in writing. It will much louder and clearer then,” Stuart said, smiling as he walked over to us.

Langley pulled out his phone, indifferent to the easy humor on Stuart’s face.

“Harry, I’ll be in touch. I have court in the morning, and I need to go over a few case files.” Stuart dropped a hand on my shoulder. “I know you’re used to looking evil in the eyes, but look the other way for now.” He leaned in and said in a volume only meant for my ears, “But if you have no choice, tell me about it first.”

I nodded.

We got back to the hotel a little bit before the time I usually headed down to the gym with Paige. For the past two weeks, she’d been taking short walks on the treadmill while I took out all my frustrations on heavy weights and sprints. There wasn’t much of an option as far as gym equipment went, but I made it work. And Paige’s pace seemed to have picked up on the treadmill—not by much, but she was getting stronger by the day. I knew how hard it’d been for her to do the bare minimum. How much of a mind-fuck it must be, knowing she could do so much more but not being physically able to.

I adjusted a bench to sit upright in front of the mirror and grabbed two fifty-pound dumbbells from the rack. As I took a seat and started on a set of bicep curls, my thoughts wandered to Alex Connor.

How could I not know what else he did for a living other than it was illegal?

Money.

Fake IDs.

Guns.

That briefcase he would have either Brad or me pick up. What was inside it?

The endless shooting and fighting lessons I received growing up.

The man his men tortured in front of me in that basement.

The woman Brad killed—not Sophia Cruz—the one a little over four years ago. Though, I still wondered if Sophia’s death had really been an accident.

And, most importantly, the Sawyers.

One thing was clear. They killed without remorse.

My cell phone buzzed in my pocket, and I set the dumbbells at my feet before I brought the phone to my ear and stood.

“Caleb, I just talked to your grandfather,” Stuart said. “One of those pesky guards should already be coming down to get you. They’re going to take you to the FBI field station, and I’ll meet you over there. Langley has a deal for us. It isn’t much, but it’s something. Also, bring that camera feed of Connor with you.”

“Sounds good.”

As I hung up, my eyes followed Paige through the mirror as she walked over to the weight rack. I didn’t want to include her in everything that went down for her safety, but it was the only way to prevent her from taking off again, trying to do it on her own.

She stopped by the five-pound weights, wistfully dragging her fingers over them before picking up one in each hand.

My eyebrows arched. “What are you doing?”

“It’s been a month. My arms are weak. I just need to”—she bit her lip as she curled first one and then the other dumbbell—“work them out a little.”

I walked up to her and plucked the weights from her hands before setting them back onto the rack. “This isn’t starting slow. Two-pound weights are. Better yet, no weights at all.” I touched her stomach. “You were a personal trainer. You know to use your core even when you’re only doing curls. With the added weight, it’ll be too much stress on your stomach.”

“I’ve been doing some wall pushups and a few other exercises this week, you know that. But they aren’t enough.”

“I know, but I don’t want you to push too hard too fast. If you pull something, it’s going to take you twice as long to recover.” I bent and retrieved my weights from the floor and set them on the rack. “We have to go anyway. That was Stuart. We’re meeting with him and Langley.” My arm dropped around her shoulders as I guided her to the door.

“You know, being my boyfriend doesn’t give you the right to tell me what to do.”

I chuckled. “I still know what’s best for you. But if you really want to work out your arms, I could think of a few ways. Massaging my back. Rubbing my—”

The door to the gym opened, revealing a guard standing in the hallway, so I lowered my head and whispered in her ear, “Cock.”

Over the past few days, she’d started to do this thing where she casually cupped my dick and balls, and it had been driving me fucking nuts. It didn’t help that I got embarrassingly hard every time she touched me. Like I was getting this second.

“You suck,” she murmured, and I peered down to see she was smiling.

“No. You suck.” She didn’t need to see the desire in my eyes to know where my mind was.

“Maybe I will.” She looked up, and my eyes grew hazy with desire as we continued out the door and down the hall.

This pent-up need to fuck her was making me fear the moment I finally did. Hard, possessive. Caveman-style, I was sure. I was also sure her body wasn’t ready for that.

“What am I going to do with that mouth?” I muttered under my breath, my cock throbbing.

“I have a few ideas,” she said matter-of-factly.

I laughed. “Tell me. Later. In detail.” My hand circled around the nape of her neck, and I caressed. “I would love to hear them.”

I peered behind me at the guard, who was trying to mind his own business.

“Give us twenty minutes. I’m going to grab a quick shower. We’ll be right out.”

He and the other guard tasked with our safekeeping never tried to converse with us, which was okay by me. I didn’t need them to be my friends. My circle was already getting too big, which would only expose our dilemma to more people, and there was just too much at stake to get sloppy.

Paige hopped into the shower before I did, and once she was out, I was in, listening to her over the spray of the shower as she told me about a conversation she’d had with Calvin earlier. I grabbed my towel and stepped out, surprised to see she was already dressed.

Those dresses.

This one was sleeveless and buttoned from the neck to the hem, which stopped above her knees. It was a pale blue, and about the same color as her eyes. I shook my head, trying to rid myself of the desire sparking inside my body while I listened to her explain.

As she caught her blonde hair into a messy bun, I dabbed the towel over myself. And before I could drag her into my arms and kiss the hell out of her, I really listened to what she was saying. The blood that had been rushing to my dick retreated and sped back to my pounding heart.

Amber had been doing what?

What the fuck?

“That’s it. I don’t want her around anymore.” I didn’t need to think about it. “You can hang out with her or Lisa if you want to, but I don’t want to see her around Calvin or me.”

Paige objected. “Caleb.”

I walked around her and into the bedroom, where I tossed the towel to tug on my boxers and jeans.

“I’m serious. It’s too much fucking drama where she’s concerned, and that shit is toxic.” I dragged my socks over my feet before sinking each foot into a boot. “I can’t believe this shit has been happening. Why didn’t he tell me?”

“Because you are dudes and you don’t talk about this stuff. But let me talk to her.”

I cocked my head as I stood and zipped my jeans. “You’re going to talk to her?” I didn’t mean to sound so doubtful, but Paige had a temper, and I could only see that going one of two ways.

“Yeah.”

Shaking my head, I exhaled, the anger inside still strong enough for me to cut all ties. I didn’t like it. People who could sink to that level to mess with others were only asking for trouble. I didn’t care if she was some exhibitionist or whatever. She knew how Calvin felt about her, and that was some serious emotional fucking that should have been squashed the moment it started. “Fine, but if she tries that shit with me—”

“Then I’ll probably punch her in the face,” Paige said, folding her arms across her chest.

My mouth twitched in amusement. “I thought you were going to talk to her.”

“Not if she’s showing you her cooch. That’s fighting territory.”

With two long strides, I was in front of her, one hand lifting to her cheek while the other curved around her back. I pulled her flush against my body, and as I touched the tip of my thumb to her lips, her tongue snuck out and licked it.

I grinned, biting my lip as my eyes left her mouth, only to be captivated by her gorgeous eyes.

“You make all of this better, Caleb, and . . .” Pausing as if unsure, she lowered her eyes. “I’ve been afraid of saying this. I don’t know why.” Her baby blues peered up again. “I love you.”

“I, uh—”

What the fuck?

Even though it wasn’t something I was familiar with growing up, as I looked at her, I knew it was exactly what I was feeling.

I loved her. I did.

So why couldn’t I say it?

So effortless for everyone else, but apparently, it was one of the things I struggled with, one of the things that mattered. Love was TTM. I thought that shit was over and we could tell each other anything. But this? The feeling inside me? It was intense, and I didn’t know how to put words to it.

Heart pounding.

Scary.

Like standing at the edge of a cliff, only to hear the ground starting to disintegrate from the rest of the surrounding precipice. Like trying to escape the fall by running to safer grounds, only to feel yourself slipping and falling right off the edge—into darkness or light? I didn’t fucking know.

With my ears intent on the erratic beating inside my chest, I tried again, “I, um . . .”

Her eyes dropped to my neck as her palm slid up my chest.

Fuck. Why can’t I say it? I do love her. I know that, so I just need to say it.

I love you.

With your mouth!

“I—”

An encouraging smile formed across her lips while I continued to struggle.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to say it back. I just—I wanted you to know.”

No. No. No. I—shit!

This should be simple. I knew what I felt.

I know, don’t I? Fuck.

My hand left her cheek to grip my damp hair.

Should be simple, but I’d never once uttered those words in my life.

Dropping my hand, I tucked her face against my chest. Wrapping my arms around her shoulders, I squeezed her to my body as I willed her to feel me and what I couldn’t say. Her arms circled around me, and I set my chin on her head, inhaling, and letting the sweet yet subtle scent of her become an element for my subconscious to linger on when I thought about her.

“It isn’t okay,” I whispered, kissing the top of her head.

“Don’t feel bad. What we were doing was supposed to be temporary, right? I wasn’t supposed to fall for you . . . but in case you were still wondering, it’s the answer to the question you asked me the first night I saw you in the hospital. I didn’t shoot your dad because I’m in love with you. I wouldn’t have been able to live with how you would have looked at me if I’d done it. So, I guess I wanted your love more than I wanted your father dead.” She sighed. “Anyway, that was why I hesitated. That was why he got away.”

I swallowed.

I had no words.

But she did. “I think there will be a wedge between us because of him, whether we want to acknowledge it or not. I still feel guilty that he got away. He shouldn’t have, and it was my fault,” she finished in a whisper. “So, what do I do next time?”

Knowing that Connor held that much power in my life, even when he wasn’t around to interfere with something as pure and beautiful as love, was devastation in and of itself. I inhaled and pressed my lips to her temple as I swayed with her in my arms.

But before I could answer her question, I needed to know her agenda wasn’t solely Alex Connor.

“What do you want to come from all this? When we leave witness protection, I mean. What is your purpose from here on out?”

“Answers. I want to find out if he was telling the truth about your mom and sister. But I know this journey is not going to be about justice, even if I want it to be. It’s going to be a war. I want him to suffer for everything he’s done to everyone.”

“Next time, you know what to do then. You fight. We fight like hell. I want the same thing as you, Paige.”

“What?”

Hoping it wouldn’t come to this, I told her, “If it comes down to you having to be the one who kills my father, I won’t stop you. Because as much as I wish things could be different, he could be different, he isn’t.”

She tilted her head and peered into my eyes. “You won’t hate me?”

I shook my head. “The peacemakers aren’t the ones who win wars when there’s no room for redemption. It’s the warriors. It’s people like you. Not even me. So, no, I wouldn’t hate you.”

She went up on her toes, her hands circling around the back of my neck as her lips crushed against mine. I leaned into her, forcing everything I was feeling but couldn’t figure out how to say into that kiss.

A knock came from our bedroom door, and my hands skimmed down her back to grab a handful of her ass.

“Yeah?” I answered, glaring at the door over her head.

“I got the key for the storage units,” Harry said.

I relaxed and released Paige before opening the door.

“I don’t know how soon you and Paige are planning to head over to the storage facility, but Stuart told me about your meeting with Langley. And since we’re moving into the house tonight, I figure it’s best to give you the key now, in case you get back late.”

Paige took the key from Harry. “Thanks, Grandpa.”

She looked at me. “We should go. If there’s good news, I don’t want to spend a second longer not hearing it.”

Good news? In my world? Not something I was willing to bet on right before we stepped out of protection to do exactly what we’d been doing before Paige got shot: fuck with Alex Connor.


Chapter Eleven

Paige

Caleb seemed to have gotten the memo wrong. Agent Langley didn’t want me here.

This was about him, not me.

We were on the third floor of the secured building, which had a few offices bordering a wide-open space. Caleb, Stuart, Langley, and I still stood by the elevators, not that any of them really remembered I was here as they were too busy arguing about me to talk to me.

“She is as much a part of this as I am. She can help. She almost died already doing it,” Caleb pointed out to Langley. “The least you could do is not kick her to the curb now.”

“So, you want to see her die?” Langley challenged.

“No. What?” Caleb replied.

“If you care about her, you would leave her out of this.”

“I’m still standing here,” I murmured to no one in particular as I headed over to a wall with pictures of a variety of agents. Ones whom I assumed either still worked in this field office or had some high ranking since Langley’s face was there, as well.

My eyes continued down the wall, inspecting the faces inside the wooden frames until they stopped on a set of familiar beady eyes.

Those eyes had looked at me one night from just outside my apartment. Also, the same eyes I recalled from the train, the night I had freaked out before meeting up with Caleb. Beady eyes had gotten off the train at the same time I had that night, but I hadn’t seen him again after that.

I glanced over my shoulder at the men and then to my left where there was some crime board. A mystery board? It had various pictures and arrows that pointed from one image to the next. I’d only ever seen it in television shows, but I knew exactly what it was. Desperate for information, I made my way toward it.

What the hell?

The main picture at the top of the board was a sketch of Alex Connor and the rest of the pictures were of the men from that night. Caleb shouldn’t have to see this. It was a reminder of what he did to save me. Probably a reminder of why he couldn’t trust how he felt about me. I pushed him to the edge. Made him do things he wouldn’t have been forced to do otherwise. Talk to Bailey. Go against his father. Put him in danger, his mother, his sister.

“Hey, step away from that!” Langley exclaimed.

When I jerked my head around, he was heading for me like I was the criminal in the building. But I turned to look at the rest of the images, including the ones of me, David, Leanne, and Caleb.

“Agent Langley, please tell me this is a family tree and you don’t still somehow believe that Leanne and David Sawyer are suspects, and apparently, now Caleb and me. Me?” My eyes grew teary as I backed away, pissed off and sad at the same time that I still couldn’t depend on the law to fix this nightmare that had become my reality.

Rodriguez and the nurse weren’t even on the board.

“What the fuck is this?” Caleb’s voice echoed from somewhere behind me before his hands came to rest on my shoulders.

“Let’s go to my office,” Langley said.

“All this pussyfooting needs to stop, Langley,” Stuart remarked. “Neither my client nor I have time to waste.”

Langley edged around a table nearby as he called out to a man sitting at a desk a few feet away. “Thompson, tell the guys in the conference room to sit tight, it’ll be a minute.”

He walked us along the wall with the head shots, and my eyes traveled to the beady ones in the frame once more.

“Agent Langley?”

He looked back, and I pointed to the picture on the wall. “Who is this?”

“Ricardo Rodriguez.” He looked at me. “Why?”

“Just curious.”

He led us to his office and closed the door, quickly taking a seat behind his desk, but I was still stuck on this Ricardo Rodriguez. “Is he related to the other Rodriguez?”

He handed Stuart a document that had been sitting on his desk.

“Yes, they’re siblings.”

“Interesting.” I took the single chair by the door so Caleb could sit next to Stuart in front of the desk. My eyes locked with Caleb’s. “Have you ever seen that guy before?”

He shook his head, shoved his hands into his front pockets, and straightened his spine before turning to Langley. “What’s up with our pictures on that board?”

While Stuart continued to read through the paper in his hand, Langley explained, “You haven’t given me enough to work with. As far as I know, Alex Connor is some fictional character. We don’t know what he looks like. All the fingerprints taken from the house are associated with multiple names, none of which matched the person you two have described.”

“So, what? That makes us suspects?” I asked.

He shrugged. “We’ve been listening to the audio—the one you got for us on the wire.” He swiveled his chair to face his computer. After a few clicks, he turned to me as the playback started.

 

“Dee, can I trust you to finally finish what should have been done that night or do I need to take care of her myself?”

“She fell off the side of the building. How was I supposed to know she wasn’t dead?”

“By doing what I fucking instructed. You shouldn’t have left the property until everyone—”

 

Langley clicked on the mouse, and the recording stopped. “On your statement from years ago, you never mentioned falling from the side of a building.”

“Because I don’t remember that happening,” I said honestly. That only ever happened in my nightmares. It made no sense. Although, in my gut, I knew something was off. What if they weren’t just nightmares?

“We have to look at this from all angles until we get something solid, which is where this immunity comes in for Caleb.” His attention shifted to Caleb. “I know you have conditions on your bail, but if you can help us locate Alex Connor, I can guarantee you won’t be convicted for associating yourself with him or Brad again. That might not be much, but finding him could drop some of your charges, as well as give you partial immunity to any testimony he gives since anything he discloses might incriminate you. You said you didn’t kill Sophia Cruz. Then lead us to the killer, lead us to Brad, because once we find that body, if there’s any evidence that proves you are the one responsible, there’ll be nothing we can do about it. And just to clarify, even if we get the killer behind bars, you’ll still be charged with accessory after the fact for burying her body. There’s nothing we can do about that charge, but at least you won’t be serving the same sentence as a murderer.”

“So, my being here is a waste of time,” Caleb retorted.

“Not exactly.” Stuart set the papers in his hand on the desk. “Since you’re coming out of witness protection, signing this agreement will protect you from going back to jail before trial if you come into contact with Brad or Alex. You’ll want this because the court won’t care who initiated the contact if you run into them.”

As Stuart held out a pen to Caleb, he took it and retrieved a flash drive from his pocket. “Alex Connor’s face is on this. I’m sure your team has facial recognition software that can find out who he really is.”

Langley took it and stood. “I’ll be back.”

As he grabbed the doorknob, I said, “Does this Ricardo agent happen to be on this case, because if you’re trying to find Alex Connor, you probably won’t when one of your agents could be reporting back to him. I don’t have any proof. It’s all in my head again. Fictional. Real? Who cares anymore. I think he’s involved.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because I’ve seen him before. Twice. Once was late at night close to my apartment, and the other time was on the train after I’d gotten off work. Sounds stupid and coincidental, I know. Because how in the world would an agent here be involved with Alex Connor? But I’m ninety-five percent sure that he’s the man I saw.”

Langley nodded, his eyes moving between Caleb and me. “We’ll talk while my team works on finding out who Connor is, but nothing we talk about in here leaves this room.”

As Caleb and I agreed, Stuart left, and I took the chair next to Caleb.

A minute passed before Agent Langley returned.

“As I’ve mentioned to Caleb, we found a vault beneath Connor’s office, and we believe that was how Alex Connor and Brad escaped,” Agent Langley explained. “A hole was found behind a door that led out to an abandoned tunnel that runs through the city. Right now, we believe he’s either long gone or he’s sticking around for revenge.”

Caleb’s hand found the inside of my thigh at the hem of my dress, and his thumb moved back and forth against my skin soothingly. Leaning back, I propped my hand on the back of his chair and began to curl my fingers through his hair.

Langley looked at me. “Can you remember the dates you believe you saw Ricardo Rodriguez and on what train? We might be able to pull a feed from the security cameras.”

“I know it was between ten and ten thirty p.m. and the orange line. Southbound. He was wearing all black with a beanie. And the date?”

A few hours before I lost my virginity.

My cheeks heated, and my eyes shifted to Caleb. He’d been watching me explain. I inhaled. “Um, what date was um . . .” Oh, God. My cheeks were burning so badly I was sure they would singe Caleb if he came any closer. His grip tightened, and his fingers dug into my thigh. A signal, both from his hand and the possessive look that flashed in his eye.

I swallowed, trying to ignore the way my body tingled with awareness, the way my sex clenched in need.

He turned his head to Langley the same time his hand edged up my thigh.

Oh my God.

“June twenty-seventh,” Caleb stated.

Embarrassed, I kept my eyes down but could see Agent Langley jotting down something on a piece of paper. “Good. I’ll have someone take a look into this. And as far as Alex Connor goes, it could be that he grew up in the crime world and stayed off the radar or that he’s from outside the country. Have you ever heard him speak in any other language besides English?”

Caleb bit his lip. “Spanish, just once or twice when I was younger, but he sounded fluent.”

“You’ve both proven to be of help, and we don’t have any reason not to trust you. If you think of anything else, no matter how small, please let us know. We’ll keep you updated, as well. As for now, I want to keep our suspicion of Ricardo Rodriguez’s involvement private. If he is in this with his sister, then we can use it to our advantage since he would need to talk to Connor at some point.”

Agent Langley stood, and we followed suit. “From here, the same guard who dropped you off can take you back to the Sawyers’ residence or wherever you’re heading next. Be safe, and we’ll be in touch.”

 


Chapter Twelve

Caleb

Paige stepped inside the elevator and rotated to face me as she pressed the button for the first floor. I stood in front of her, letting the door close behind me. The strange way I was deciding to ride the elevator caused her to look up. And as I saw the question in her eyes, I tsked, shaking my head.

“What?”

“You.” I licked my lips. “You already forgot the day I popped your sweet. Little. Cherry.”

“I didn’t, I just—okay,” she admitted. “I did, but I bet you don’t remember the day you lost your virginity.”

“That was so long ago.”

“Well, still, the date is just a little thing. I remember the big things. The exact room and”—she tapped me on the chest with her index finger—“the person, oh my gosh, I didn’t even think I would remember him.”

I gasped.

I didn’t fucking gasp unless I was in the throes of passion with this girl. So, as my mouth remained open in astonishment, she giggled. I nodded. “Okay, I guess I’ll wipe that night from my brain now.”

Her turn to gasp. “No.” She peered up through dark lashes, her lip caught between her teeth. I wanted to tug it free with mine. “I was kidding. I remember all the things that made it special. It wasn’t the date. It was the feel of your skin against mine. Your patience with me through the worst and the best parts of it. It was just you. All of you. Especially . . . the exact look in your eye.”

My hand touched her ass right as the elevator door slid open.

“Fuck.” Her pussy needed to be on my lips like yesterday. “I just thought of something,” I told her as we walked out together, me holding her shoulder and guiding her in the opposite direction of the security checkpoint and entrance.

A few guards faced the front while talking amongst themselves, but they had to have heard the elevator come to a stop. Hoping to make it to the door that said LADIES before someone saw us, I lowered my voice. “We need to use the restroom.”

“We?” Paige asked.

“Oh yeah. We.” I pushed the door open, pulled her inside, and flipped the lock to close. “You kind of need to be here for what I have in mind.”

“What are you—” Her eyes flicked up to mine as I spun her and pressed her back against the door. Conscious of her injury, I leaned my pelvis in enough for her to feel how turned on I was. “We can’t.”

“Why not?” I kissed her. “You haven’t flinched in days when you laugh or get dressed, which means we should try taking it to the next level, like a test to see how you handle an orgasm.” I trailed kisses from her cheek, down to her neck. “I’m thinking we might need to get condoms on the way home.”

Her hands braced against my chest. “Caleb, no. The—”

I sucked on the skin at the base of her neck.

“We’re here—not a good place—the police—we could get arrested for—” She sighed. “Something. I mean the FBI, not police, we can’t—”

My hand moved between her thighs to the bundle of nerves I knew had been missing my touch, my caresses, my kisses, my tongue. I touched and caressed. Small circles. I wanted to fuck her brains out, but I needed to be gentle.

She relented and parted her legs for me, whispering, “Oh, God,” as her head leaned against the door. My finger tugged on her nipple through her dress, and my name left her lips low and breathy, the way I loved to hear it. “Caleb.”

That’s it.

Her I-want-you-to-make-me-come voice.

Her please-put-your-cock-in-me voice.

Her please-do-dirty-things-to-me voice.

My mouth skimmed over the heated rosiness of her cheek before I nibbled on her sweet lips. I leaned back, and her eyes followed my hand as it lowered between us.

“Eyes up here,” I said.

I hadn’t seen her fall apart beneath me in a while, and I needed to see everything. My fingers slid into her underwear, and her softness wetted my fingers. Her lips parted, and mine did as well, only for different reasons—hers did as a silent plea to keep doing what I was doing and mine did because I was dying for a taste, which meant I would need to remove my hand.

Our desires were different, but they would be aligned soon.

She watched as I lifted my fingers to my mouth and sucked, a groan in the back of my throat. I was decadent but she . . . chaste. Sweet. Tart.

Fuck.

So good.

I needed more.

This time when I touched her pussy, I dipped a digit inside the tight, slick warmth that clenched around me. My cock needed to be in there, stretching her, sliding in and out, feeling the way she tightened around me.

Oh fuck. Fuck.

Leaning my forehead against hers, I sucked in a breath and moaned as I lifted my fingers to my mouth again. Then my lips were on hers, kissing and begging as my cock throbbed painfully in my jeans. Unbuttoning my pants, I freed myself. Her small hands found my cock and pumped, knowing the exact amount of pressure I liked.

Our kiss turned rough and desperate as I played with her pussy and she my cock. Without thinking, I held on to either side of her torso and hoisted her against the door. Her legs wrapped around my waist and my hands went beneath her ass, one of them pulling her panties to the side as my cock found her entrance. In the midst of our kiss, we gasped in unison as my cock slid into her, stretching her pussy as I filled her. The desire was so fucking overwhelming that when my balls tightened, I bit her lip and tasted blood.

Pulling out, I pushed in slow.

And as I was about to ask if she was okay, she whispered, “Please don’t stop. I’m so close.”

Her ass moved in my grasp, riding the controlled thrust I’d been trying to maintain so I wouldn’t hurt her, but damn, I wanted to fuck her until this door shook off its hinges.

Condom. Fuck. Damn it.

I almost pulled out, but as her tongue slid into my mouth and her slick, perfect pussy clamped around my shaft, my sanity evaporated. I forgot who I was, where we were, until a quick knock sounded on the door behind her. All movement stopped. Her lips left mine, and her eyes, flooding with a mix of shock and desire, held mine. I moved inside her, languid strokes as I held her steady against the door, watching as her lips parted.

The lock cried as someone from the other side messed with it, but Paige sucked on her lip as I continued to fuck her slowly, her chest rising and falling as her breathing quickened.

“Hello!” a female said, her tone impatient.

My mouth twitched with a smile, and leaning forward, I kissed the sensitive spot beneath her ear as I thrust in. “You like me fucking you like this?”

“Yes.”

“Is someone in there? I really need to go.” The woman on the other side of the door begged, to which I responded by driving into Paige, tilting my head to watch as her face gave way to the height of her pleasure. Her pussy tightened around me, and my fingers found her clit. She gasped, stiffening and clenching around me.

A soft moan escaped her, the same time a knock sounded again.

“Just a minute,” Paige responded, her face flush.

She became pliant in my arms, and on the edge of my own release, my teeth ground as I fought the urge to spill into her.

Fuck.

Sighting a wall-mounted paper towel dispenser a few feet to my left, I reached out and quickly grabbed a few before pulling out of her delicious warmth. I shoved my cock into the pile of napkins in my hand, bracing my chest against hers as the tension shot free. I kissed her neck, loving how she smelled, loving that I got to breathe her in on a regular basis.

We cleaned up in under a minute, which also involved her taking off her underwear and shoving them into my pocket because it was my fault they were wet. Little did she know that was like the icing on the cake. I loved the idea of her panties inside my pocket while she walked around commando.

“Ready?” I whispered, grinning at her rosy cheeks and the way her eyes seemed to sparkle.

She inhaled and exhaled as I unlocked the door. A brown-haired woman, who was maybe in her thirties and wearing all black, was leaning against the opposite wall, her arms crossed over her chest and a frown on her face. “Had fun?”

I cleared my throat. “A little bit.”

“Caleb!” Paige chastised. “No, we didn’t. We just—um—uh . . .” Her eyes looked toward the ceiling as her cheeks burned a brighter red.

“Sorry,” I apologized, wrapping an arm around Paige’s shoulders and leading her away, but it wasn’t before I caught the smirk playing on the woman’s mouth.

“Why did you say that? I could have made up a story.”

“I think you did try to make up a story.”

“Shut up.” She hit me in the side, and I was just glad it wasn’t one of her freakishly perfect pressure point jabs. She let out a chuckle. “You’re different around Calvin and me.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

We exited the building toward the SUV waiting with a guard in a suit just outside the passenger door.

“I mean, you seem so intense with everyone else, but when you’re around us, you’re more relaxed.”

I smiled, my hand dropping to her lower back as I guided her to the door. Well, that was easy. They were the only two people I trusted with everything, actually . . .

“Our grandparents, too,” I said as I followed her into the back seat of the vehicle. “I’m starting to really bond with them. I like them, and I feel like shit that they have to go through this, too.”

“I know.”

She turned her palm face up on her knee, and I laced my fingers with hers.

“You sure I didn’t hurt you back there?”

She shook her head, casting me a glance. “It was amazing. You were shockingly gentle.”

“Shockingly?” I bit the smile on my lip while shaking my head. Damn, I loved her. “Paige?”

“Yeah?”

When I didn’t say anything, she looked at me. I swallowed, my heart pounding. Just say it. Damn it. “Uh, where do you want to go? I mean, the storage facility, do you want to go check it out?”

“Yeah. There has to be something in there that could help. And I finally feel like a web has been cleared from my head. I think I really needed, you know—” Her eyes dropped to my crotch, and I grinned.

She fucking kills me.

“Oh, yeah, definitely,” I agreed.

Retrieving my phone from my pocket, I typed out a message to keep what I needed to say private. Then I turned my phone screen to her so she could read it as the vehicle pulled away from the building.

Me: It takes everything out of me to be gentle with you. I see you, and all I want to do is sink everything into you, my teeth, my hands, my cock, fucking everything. Sorry for bruising your lip by the way. Still “shockingly” not gentle even when I should be.

While Paige wrote a response, I gave the guard the address to the storage facility Harry had told me about. We could find our way home after that. Because even though we would be working with the FBI, we would be on our own from here on out.

I peered down at the phone.

Paige: You didn’t use a condom.

I grimaced, knowing she must remember how I’d freaked out on her the last time that happened between us.

How did I let that happen again?

That was stupid. Nothing had changed. I could still go to jail, and not only that, any kid of mine would have my father’s genes, and he was wired differently. Just evil. Look how Brad turned out. Shit, look how I turned out. I didn’t even blink twice before shooting those men that night, and I still felt no remorse. The world shouldn’t have to deal with any more of us.

Me: Would you be open to taking birth control?

Her eyes scanned over the screen, and then she looked at me before gazing at our interlaced hands on her thigh.

I was an idiot. She hated pills, and it wasn’t like I minded using condoms, but after having experienced that non-barrier connection with her, I wanted it again. But it also wasn’t something I would ever allow myself to have if there weren’t a different form of protection in place.

“We’ll talk about it at another time,” I said before she could type out her answer. “You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to. It isn’t a priority. Let’s focus on what we need to do right now.”


Chapter Thirteen

Paige

We arrived at the storage facility around four in the evening when the temperature was not too hot or humid. Though, the late summer breeze caused my dress to cling to my thighs as I took in our surroundings. A woodland ran along the back of the property, and from what I could tell, no one but the person at the front office was here.

Caleb jiggled the lock on the garage door to the unit, and the aluminum door squeaked. He stepped back as it wound open. Boxes and furniture were stacked from the floor to the roof.

“One of five,” Caleb said, walking to the next door and shoving the key into the lock.

The other door rolled up to reveal much of the same—boxes and boxes and more boxes.

“Shit.” My shoulders slumped. “We might need some help.”

He turned to me. “Who do you want?”

I groaned. “All of them. I don’t even know what I’m looking for.”

“Most of what you’re looking for is already in your head.” He pulled out a box, set it down, and retrieved a knife from his jeans while I considered his remark. He looked up as if gauging my reaction before he continued. “The FBI has already gone through all of this. What you’re going to find here are . . .” He tore open the box and removed a Disney princess dancing snow globe. Alaina’s.

A distant music chimed from the globe in the back of my mind, and I could almost see Alaina dusting Mom’s face powder over her cheeks. She was only eight, and I was ten. She had been standing from her small seat in front of a makeup vanity she’d gotten for her birthday.

“You know, we’re like princesses. We live in a castle.” Tipping onto her toes, she’d caught the hem of her dress and twirled. “Now, we only need to find our princes. I don’t know why Mom won’t let us have boys over.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” Reese said from where she lay on the floor, her head on a heart cushion.

“How what works?” Alaina asked.

“The prince finds the princess, not the other way around,” Reese replied.

“What do you think, Paige?” Alaina had smiled. “Are you going to wait for your prince to find you, or are you going to find him?”

“Paige, are you okay?”

I nodded. Since we’d been in the safe house, I’d been pushing my past away again. Changing even, focusing on the light at the end of the tunnel instead of the darkness behind me, around me. My life wasn’t supposed to be filled with happiness. It was filled with this. Old boxes, old furniture, old mansions. Dead sisters. Dead parents.

I walked toward the storage unit and began to lift and remove one box after the other.

“Hey.” Caleb caught my arm before I could grab another item. “Careful. I’m calling the guys. You can go through everything here if you want, but no lifting.”

He held my chin and tilted my head, looking into my eyes while raising his phone to his ear. “Did you even hear what I was saying? Some of these things are going to trigger you.”

His fingers left my face as he got who he wanted on the line. “Hey, dude, I’m going to send you an address. I know it’s short notice, but can you get the guys here to help us out? I think we need a truck, too, some food, water, flashlights . . .” He chuckled as he grasped the foot of a vintage chair inside the unit and lifted it out. My eyes wandered down his narrow waist where his T-shirt moved up, exposing his skin. He was lean and powerful, carved to perfection. “Oh yeah, might be out here for days. Later.”

He took a second to send a text before shoving the phone into his pocket. Flipping the cushioned chair around, he sat and moved about as if checking it for stability.

I saw where this was going. No way.

“Caleb—”

“I know, I know.” He gave me a lopsided grin as he set the chair in a corner. “Only so you can sit when you need to.”

My mouth unwillingly tipped into a smile as I narrowed my eyes and shook my head.

I proceeded to search through the box on the ground while Caleb pulled out a few other items.

“Leanne was really strict about us having boys at the mansion,” I told him. “But it wasn’t only that. It was the way she talked sometimes, like men were bad news and she had gotten lucky when she found David. Makes me think she had once met a bad guy, maybe Alex Connor?”

Caleb only nodded. And for the next hour, we sorted boxes into three different piles: donations, trash, and keep.

A vehicle approached as the sun sank low in the sky.

“Calvin’s here.” He touched his stomach and walked to the chair where I sat—the one I’d wanted to fight so hard against. Apparently, he was starting to know me better than I knew myself. “And damn, I’m starving. Did you find anything?”

He leaned down and gripped the back of my chair, locking me inside his arms.

I shook my head as the comfort of his scent wrapped around me. “No.”

“We have a lot more to go through. Don’t worry about it.”

My stomach dropped as the chair tilted back, the front legs lifting off the concrete. “What are you doing?”

“Trust fall.”

I trusted him. Completely.

His eyes danced in amusement as he continued to tip the chair back.

“Caleb! Oh my God. I’m going to drop the pictures.”

My breath caught in my throat as he released the chair, causing me to free fall back for a split second before he grasped the chair again and set it back on all four legs.

I let out a breath, staring up into his dark eyes. “That was so evil.”

“Not as evil as you not wearing any panties right now.”

“Your fault. They would have been dry, not ruined and in your pocket, but you had to do and say sexy things to me.”

He stepped back, the tip of his tongue coming out to moisten his lips. He didn’t have to say anything. The feel of him moving inside me was still so fresh in my mind, my clit pulsed.

More.

My thighs squeezed together.

“Holy shit, my peeps are no longer in hideout,” Ryan exclaimed as he jumped out of Luke’s SUV. He jogged over to us, and as I stood, he threw his arms around me. He was the friendliest and most laid back of the four men, Calvin next in line.

“Hey.” I grinned. “I’m not fragile, but Caleb thinks I am, so careful.”

“Shit, it’s been a while.” He pulled back, and a piece of his blond hair flopped onto his forehead. “How are you, though?”

“Surviving.” I smiled.

“Cool, well, we’re here to be your little bitches. Whatever you need. We got you.” He pointed at me as he made his way over to Calvin, who was giving Caleb a paper bag with what I assumed was our food.

I knew not to expect any hugs from the two other men who approached. Rob and Luke. They might be reserved, but that didn’t mean they cared any less.

As the two greeted me, I overheard Calvin asking Caleb, “You think your grandparents would mind if I move in, too?”

“Jesus, could you be any clingier, dude?” Ryan badgered.

“Oh, fuck off,” Calvin retorted.

And as the sky darkened above us, I found my thoughts lingering more in the past. Not even the good humor of the guys could lighten the gloominess settling over me. The deeper I dug into these useless things, the closer I got to my former life. A life I’d buried so deep inside because it wasn’t somewhere I wanted to revisit. That was why I buried it, right? I didn’t want to think about it ever again.

 

“Mom, you’re crying again.”

 

And the reason I forgot so much of what happened the night of the murder.

 

“On your statement from years ago, you never mentioned falling from the side of a building.”

 

Langley had been right. My statement from five years ago was conflicting. I’d told that therapist and the officer over and over again, “I went to put my dad’s guitar away. I heard a noise. Saw blood everywhere in the studio and my dad. I called 9-1-1. Ran outside to get away. That’s all I remember.”

A set of muscular arms circled around me from behind, and warm, soft lips pressed against my cheek. I hadn’t even noticed the slight chill in the air until I felt his heat. My head settled onto the solid chest behind me. He didn’t speak, but his being able to find me when I felt the most alone reminded me I wasn’t alone in this. We were in this together. He and I. Though this was no longer just about me and what happened in the past.

This was also about Caleb. His family. His loss. But I couldn’t help but carry it like it was mine because the Sawyers took me in and raised me like their own. Warmth circled around my eyes from the tears that refused to fall. Suddenly, air clogged inside my chest as a memory flashed in my mind. I was running up the vast staircase of the mansion in the dark and then bursting into Mom’s room before turning a bright light on her. She was soaked in blood amidst the sheets.

“Mom?” I’d whispered into the mute night as I moved toward the bed.

My gut churned, and I pushed out of the strong arms holding me captive, sprinted away from the storage unit, bent over, and regurgitated everything I’d eaten.


Chapter Fourteen

Caleb

“Paige?” I looked at the weird wooden pen she’d shoved into my hand before taking off. Confused, I stood for a moment, contemplating whether I should go after her. It wasn’t like before when I thought she would run away from me.

Fuck.

She shouldn’t even be running.

The guys, each having found a comfortable spot on the ground, gazed down to where she’d gone.

Her hands dropped to her knees as she leaned forward, and from what I could tell, she was throwing up.

“She okay?” Ryan asked.

My head jerked in response before I rushed down to Paige. Sometimes I knew; other times I had no fucking idea.

She straightened, walked around the wet spot on the ground, and continued toward the back end of the storage facility.

“I’m here,” I said, breaking the silence as I followed her from a few feet behind.

“I know,” she said, still walking.

She stopped when we were almost at the fence and took a seat, facing it and the darkness beyond. Then she lay flat on her back, knees bent and her arms at her sides.

Her eyes closed as she inhaled and exhaled a few times.

I sat next to her with my back to her feet, wanting to tell her she should be careful, but she already knew that. Instead, I rested my hand over the area on her stomach that I knew had to be aching, surprised she wasn’t tending to it herself.

The exterior building lights over each unit weren’t bright enough for me to see her eyes clearly when she opened them.

She stared at me before she asked the craziest fucking question. “How are you holding up?”

My answer came out as a chuckle. “What?”

“You. How are you?”

I laughed and shook my head. Was she serious?

“Are you trying to distract me from what just happened with you?” I asked, holding up the wooden pen.

She shook her head, eyes falling to the pen before she took it from me.

“I just want to know how you are. You’ve been taking care of me a lot, and I haven’t been able to do the same for you.”

Even though her hair was still caught up, I brushed it back. “I’m fine.”

She brought the pen over her chest and examined it. “This was Mom’s. She always had it on her nightstand with a notepad, and she would use it to jot down the things she needed to do the next day.” She sniffed and swiped a finger at the corner of her eye. “Damn it, I don’t want to cry.” She exhaled. “I took this pen out of her hand the night she died. I think she was trying to leave a note, but she never got the chance . . . I have nightmares about that night.” She shook her head, as if what she was about to say was too painful to utter. “But I don’t remember exactly what happened. I knew I’d seen Dad. I knew one of the killers had chased me out of the house, but if this is here, then I must have gone back inside to see Mom. I remember taking it out of her hand, but I don’t remember anything else. How is that possible?” Her breaths sounded stifled through the sobs she was trying to contain.

“It’s okay. This is what I meant by triggers.”

Drawing in a deep breath, she sighed and stared into the night sky for a while. “You seem to know so much.”

Biting my lip, I nodded, not sure if I should disclose my own visits to Marian a few years ago when I had trouble adjusting after moving into the suite. I decided that another time would be better, her memories were coming back and I wanted her to focus on that.

“You said you thought that Leanne might have been trying to leave a note, but that maybe she hadn’t gotten the chance. Had she written anything at all that night?”

“I don’t know,” she sighed. “This is why I need to see Marian. The few sessions I had with her were good, so I think she could really help me piece things together. I’ll see if she can fit me in tomorrow.”

There might be another way. Some things should still be in evidence. I pulled out my phone and searched for Langley’s contact info. Knowing he might be asleep this late, I sent him a text.

Me: Paige said Leanne kept a notepad by her bed. If that item is in evidence, could you check to see if there was anything written on it?

“Maybe the FBI has it in evidence,” I told her as I set my phone aside.

“Maybe.” She sighed. “But I just—my brain is just—I don’t know. I didn’t remember that I’d gone back into the mansion that night. That’s crazy, right? Ugh, don’t answer that. I don’t want to know. Just, when all this is over, I want to drink a gigantic bottle of liquor by myself while I stare at the stars on the ground like this.” She turned her attention to the darkness above us. “I’ll think about how much bigger the universe is than all my problems combined.” She looked at me. “Then I’m going to thank you, Caleb Sawyer.”

I smiled. “Thank me for what?”

“For dealing with all my shit, my crazy. I know I’m a handful.”

“A handful?” I teased, rubbing my palm over her stomach.

“Seriously though, all the guys here know what you’ve been through, and even if we didn’t, we’ve all been through enough shit ourselves to know that life isn’t fucking easy. And for some, it’s almost impossible to pull through. You’re fighting to be okay, and that’s what matters. I want answers, and you do, too, but it isn’t about only that. It’s about being okay after all this is over, and we . . . we don’t have much time left before something else happens. When it comes to Alex Connor, it’s never a good thing when nothing happens. It means he’s plotting.”

“You’re right, which means there’s no time to chit-chat. We have work to do. Help me up?” Her face contorted. “I need to wash out my mouth, too. That was gross.”

I stood and grabbed her hands, and for the next few hours, we looked through the first unit. When we were done putting the donation pile back inside and tossing the trash in a nearby dumpster, I pulled Calvin aside as everyone loaded into Luke’s SUV.

“You have a condom on you?”

“What?” he asked, eyebrows lifting. He was usually the one asking me that question.

“You heard me.”

“Yeah, that was just random as fuck, but I do.”

“Can I have one?”

“Dude, you’ve been out of jail for like a month. How do you still not have condoms?” Calvin pulled out his wallet but held it to his chest as his head slanted. “Why do you even still use them? Isn’t that supposed to be one of the main perks of exclusivity?”

“That was a yes or no question, and I’ll get my own tomorrow. We’ve just been on lockdown, and I need one tonight . . . just in case.”

“Well, I could give you one, but I don’t know if it’s going fit.” He grinned as he opened his wallet. “Know what I’m saying?”

I shook my head at his jab, not wanting to get into a conversation about dick sizes at one in the morning. I just needed a condom, and I wasn’t about to ask the rest of the guys because I wasn’t as close to them as Calvin.

“No can do. I only have one.” He snapped the wallet shut.

“You’re joking. It isn’t like you’re about to get laid. Just give it to me.”

“Ah, I beg to differ. Your girlfriend gave some great advice, and I might be banging her ex-friend later.”

“What? What the fuck? When did that happen?”

“A few weeks ago. Not serious. Anyway, I wish I could help, but it wouldn’t be of use to you anyway. You need the proper appendages to use these things.” With that, he shoved his wallet into his back pocket and turned to head toward the SUV.

I grabbed his wallet before it slid all the way into his pocket and stole the condom.

XL. Gold wrapper.

The extra-large in this brand was longer, not wider. So I usually went with the large because, for some strange reason, it had more circumference to work with than the XL.

I grinned. “It’s gonna be a tight fit, but I’ll make it work.” I thrust the wallet against his chest and gave his jaw a friendly smack. “Thanks for your concern, though.”

“Yo,” Calvin called as I jogged over to the vehicle. “I need that, dude.”

“You probably don’t, but just check my nightstand at the condo.”

“Are you two talking about your dicks?” Ryan asked, hanging his head out of the passenger window.

Luke smacked Ryan in the back of the head. “Have some class. There’s a lady in the back seat.”

“That was dirty, man,” Calvin said. “What am I supposed to do if she calls?”

“Be a gentleman, take her out to coffee in a few hours,” I replied with a grin as I opened the back door where Paige sat. “You’ll have to sit in my lap,” I told her.

When she sat on me, I made sure her knees were faced forward and between mine. With her underwear still stuffed inside my pocket, I had an idea of how we could enjoy the journey to the Sawyers’ townhouse. So about halfway there, with Luke’s country music blasting in the vehicle as the cool wind from outside blew in, I nudged her legs apart and inched my fingers toward her center.

She gave into my touch without resistance or care, opening her thighs and allowing my fingers to press and circle the soft warmth between them. My dick throbbed as I slipped one, then two fingers inside, working her slow and loving the way she tightened around my fingers as I slipped them out.

So perfect. So wet. Biting my lip, I massaged, and by the way she was tilting her hip and trying to spread her legs even more for me, I knew she was on the edge.

Naughty girl.

I couldn’t wait to watch as my cock stretched her open. I hooked my fingers inside, fucking her with them as deeply as they would go, and manipulating them in a way that drove her wild.

She clenched, and I waited until she shivered in my arms, before removing them, giving her a little bite on her neck as I did.

As my phone buzzed in my pocket, I grew concerned. Everyone who had my number was with me except for my grandparents, my lawyer, and Agent Langley.

It was the latter who’d sent me a text.

Agent Langley: Notepad was soaked in blood. But from what we could tell -Vanilla Extract and the letters A-N were on the pad. The letters might have been the start of a lead, but any research from it turned into a dead end.

I showed Paige the phone, and her head dropped back onto my shoulder with a shake. I could only imagine how mentally and physically exhausted she must be after dealing with the things in storage.

I smiled. I guess I didn’t actually need a condom after all.


Chapter Fifteen

Paige

Marian was much like Grandma Lydia—a far younger version—but just as sophisticated in nature. Her hair was always caught up without a strand out of place, and today, she had on a navy-blue dress and a black suit jacket that matched her pointed-toe pumps.

She was seated with her legs crossed in the armchair to my right.

I liked it here.

Professional but cozy.

Also, familiar.

My emotions had been all over the place when I was in the hospital, not knowing who I could trust or if I was going to fall asleep and not wake up. All of those feelings weren’t something I wanted to discuss with Caleb, so being able to explore all of them with Marian felt really good.

“Lately, I haven’t felt so strong, but I think it’s because when Caleb’s around, I feel like I don’t have to fight so hard to survive. I know he’ll fight for me,” I said. “I just—I feel different, too.”

“Different in what way?” Marian asked, her British accent soothing.

“Like, I find myself actually listening and being patient. That was the hardest thing for me to do before.” I pondered that. “I suppose I learned the hard way that my actions have consequences.”

“And that you’re not invincible,” she offered.

I smiled. “Yes, that, too. Even though I still feel like I am sometimes.”

“There’s nothing strange about any of the feelings you’re having. You’ve been through three separate life-threatening incidents. The same thing could have happened to someone else who might have reacted in another way and faced a different outcome. You could have reacted differently, as well, not only at the time of the event but also after.” She threaded her fingers together on her knee. “From what I can tell, you seem to know when to face danger and when to run. So, why have you stayed?”

“What?” I asked.

“You felt like your life was in danger since the attack at the mansion five years ago, yet you stayed here. More recently, you confronted the men responsible for that attack, and you got seriously injured. Now you’re healing, but you’re still staying in Boston. What made you stay then, and what’s making you stay now?” She settled back in her chair.

Smoothing my palms down the soft material of my dress, I shook my head.

“I didn’t have the money. But even if I had left, I would have eventually come back. What happened to my family—there’s no running away from that. I moved a lot because I was afraid. So, I did what I could to get better and to prepare myself. Though not just so I could live my life, but so I could fight back.

“Everything that happened in the past is unfinished, and I can’t leave until it’s resolved. I have to do something about it. I stayed because I knew back then that something had to be done. I knew Leanne and David weren’t criminals, that they hadn’t kidnapped me, but no one cared enough to see that. No one dug deeper to find the truth. No one fought for them. They never got the chance to fight. They were good to me. So, whether it be vengeance or justice, it’s the least I can do to right a wrong.”

I swallowed as something crossed my mind. The girl who I constantly saw sitting on the well in the middle of nowhere, waiting.

“I have these nightmares, not like the nightmares about my dad, though. They are more like dreams of a girl who looks like me. Most of the time, it starts like an out-of-body experience. Then it’s almost as if I become her, and I’m stuck at this place, this well in the middle of nowhere. But I’ve dreamed this same dream so many times that it’s almost as if it’s a daydream sometimes. I think about her a lot, trying to figure out why she’s stuck there.”

“Can you describe this place?”

I leaned my head back and stared at the ceiling. “Lonely, cloudy. It’s an old stone well in the middle of the forest with huge trees. I know it isn’t somewhere I’ve actually been, but I’ve dreamed about this place so often that it feels real.”

“How do you feel when you’re there?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe a bit confused? Safe?”

Marian waited a minute before she spoke. “You’ve never mentioned the dreams concerning the well and the forest before. When did you start to have them?”

“About a few months after the attack at the mansion. I figured it was just a coping mechanism, but I still have them.”

“From what you’ve said, some of the nightmares you have also come back from time to time. And most times, reoccurring dreams tend to signify a deeper conflict we fail to acknowledge while we go about our everyday lives. In our first few sessions, you said you weren’t ready to deal with what happened. These dreams could mean nothing, but they could also be your subconscious forcing you to take notice. It sounds as if you find comfort in the dream about the well. What is it about that dream that is different from your typical nightmares? Why doesn’t it bother you as much?”

I swallowed. “In my nightmares, someone dies. There’s blood. It’s messy. In that dream, I’m always alone. It’s peaceful.” My head jerked from side to side as I searched through my thoughts. “The well, it signifies my weaknesses—it has all my problems. Over the years, I’ve poured everything that gets me down into it. All my feelings about what happened. My darkest thoughts. Everything that’s bad in my life is buried there. I guess it makes me feel good that I have somewhere to put all the bad things.”

“What exactly do you do in that dream when you’re at the well?”

“Nothing. I just wait. Although, I’ve also noticed that most times when I’m waking up from the dream and the nightmare, I’m soaked, and I start to free fall. Kind of like—” My brain short-circuited to a fifteen-year-old me outside of the mansion, running up a wet, steel ladder and slipping. “Five years ago.”

“What happened five years ago?”

I hugged myself as I found I was back at the mansion again, cold drops of water beating down on me.

 

Shivering, I opened my eyes to the pitch blackness around, the downpour of the rain almost blinding. I blinked as my legs and arms slid over the wet grass beneath me.

What happened? Where was I?

Rolling onto my side, I pushed up from the soppy ground, my nightgown clinging to my thighs as I wandered down the lawn. I stepped on something hard and bent to touch it, almost able to see it as my eyes slowly adjusted to the dark. My fingers scratched over the rough surface. A net. Solid straight edges. A window screen?

Straightening, I moved to my left, my hand out as I felt for the building it came from. As my hand brushed over the rugged rectangles, I glanced around, spotting the slight glow of a large pavement ahead. A driveway. The mansion. I was home. But why was I outside?

My ears perked up to a voice in the distance.

“I need to go back.”

The echo came from the road nearby. If my sense of direction was correct, the trees and bushes would block the view of anyone looking up toward the house from the road.

“Fuck that!” another voice yelled. “We need to go now.”

“We already fucked this up. I have to take care of this.” My heart pounded as the voice neared. “It’ll be quick.”

What was he talking about?

Something happened. Something was happening. I looked down at myself, remembering that I’d jumped through the window. I was escaping. Everything came flashing back. I hurried down the side of the house and slipped inside the front door. Darkness.

 

“I knew that if I turned on the lights, it would give me away,” I told Marian. “I ran to the kitchen and grabbed a flashlight from the emergency kit drawer. Without turning it on, I ran upstairs to my parents’ room, to Mom.” I paused. That had to be when I had gotten the pen. “Once I found the room, I switched on the flashlight for a second to search for her. She was dead. I knew she was because I’d seen the same look in Dad’s eyes. I approached the bed and took the pen from her hand.”

I remembered turning the light off and holding her hand.

“What happened after?” Marian asked.

“I don’t know. I-I stayed?”

“But when the cops got there, they found you outside.”

“I know,” I whispered, lacing my fingers together and bringing my palms up to press at the ache in my forehead as I closed my eyes.

“It’s all right. You’re doing a good job of recalling those lost memories. We’ll get there.”

“I feel like my head might explode, and I’m exhausted, too.”

I yawned.

“How have you been sleeping?” she asked.

My thoughts wandered to the way Caleb’s large arms wrapped around me at night, and I smiled. My other reason for staying.

“Better.”


Chapter Sixteen

Caleb

“Hot jogger in sports bra at three o’clock.” When I made no attempt to look, Calvin retracted. “Never mind. Damn, a few months ago, you would have been stripping with me to give her a show.”

“Correction, you would have been stripping. I’d take my shirt off because it was fucking hot.” I caught the hem of my T-shirt and wiped at the sweat running down my forehead.

We’d been in the park for the past hour throwing a football back and forth. It wasn’t much of a workout, but we were running around in what could be the last warm day before the real fall weather kicked in.

“I got an address from Bailey this morning,” Calvin said, tossing the football from one hand to the other as we walked down the paved path.

A few ducks swam around the lake to our left, picking at the bits of kernel a small boy flung at them from a bag his mother held.

“What address?” I asked.

“Greg.”

From the rising tension, I assumed having an address for Greg wasn’t a good thing. “Who is Greg, and why do you have his address?”

He heaved in a breath, and the muscle in his jaw ticked.

“Sasha’s ex-boyfriend. She’s pregnant.”

I stopped. “What?”

“Yeah.” He shook his head. “I don’t even want to say it again, bro.”

I considered the fight he’d had with his fifteen-year-old sister over a month ago.

“Uh. Fuck.” I swiped a hand through my hair. “Is it that older dude?”

He nodded. “Sasha gave me his name because she has this whole little fairy tale planned out, and apparently, it’s my fault he left. I didn’t give a damn before, but now that she’s—she’s been a mess, dude. She can’t get in contact with this prick to tell him, so I asked Bailey for a favor, and she got me his address.”

“What are you going to do?”

“You mean besides rip his dick off and feed it to him?”

He pressed his palms against the football as if trying to crush it between his hands.

“We could go check it out. Find him. See where his head’s at. Mackenzie’s picking up Paige from therapy. We could go now.”

❧

Calvin and I had been sitting on a wall for the past half hour, and judging by the things we passed on the walk here from the subway station, we weren’t in the best part of town. Graffiti covered the lower portion of most of the buildings and steps. AC units hung out the windows of some of the apartments, and at least two drunken or high-as-fuck men have stumbled down the road doing weird shit since we’d been here.

Calvin got up and paced before sitting again.

“Calm down, dude. I’m not trying to get shot around here.” I tried another approach. “Besides, just because he lives in this part of town doesn’t mean that he doesn’t have his shit together, or at least some of it.”

“Dude could be the fucking president, and it wouldn’t matter. She’s only fifteen.”

Two girls walking by openly gawked at us as they came closer. Both wore large earrings, skimpy shorts, and tanks. One was carrying a vibrant pink JanSport backpack and the other was carrying a green one, which made it pretty damn clear they were in high school.

“I haven’t seen you two around here before,” the one with the green backpack said, a wad of gum moving around in her mouth.

“We aren’t from around here,” Calvin replied.

Their eyes moved between us. The girl with a few strands of hair the same pink as her backpack threw an arm around her friend’s shoulders. “Are you looking to get into some trouble?”

She stuck her hip out. Cleavage already on display.

I looked down the street, my jaw tight.

“No one comes around here for no reason, and you don’t look like you do drugs,” Green Backpack said, popping her gum at the end.

Annoying but observant. In my periphery, I saw her look at Calvin.

“Didn’t your mother teach you not to talk to strangers?” he asked.

“No. She encourages it.”

I looked at her.

“Why would she encourage it?” Calvin asked. “Especially around these parts.”

“Because you walk around here and act like you’re better than everyone—you’ll get fucked. Not literally, but maybe. No one likes a stuck-up bitch. So, what are you here for? Maybe we can help.”

Calvin took out his phone. “This dude. Seen him around?”

I assumed he got the picture from his sister.

“Maybe. What do you want with him?” Pink Backpack asked.

“Nothing, just want to talk,” I muttered.

“Yeah right. Cause you’ve been real talkative since we’ve been standing here,” came Green Backpack’s snide remark.

My head tilted as Calvin said, “Don’t worry about him. He doesn’t people well.”

The fuck? I people. Sometimes. With people I know.

“Where do I find him? I know he lives there”—Calvin pointed to the old apartment building in front of us—“but we knocked and no one answered.”

“He’s probably walking his girlfriend home,” Pink Backpack replied.

Girlfriend? Calvin and I looked at each other. Was that why he wasn’t picking up Sasha’s calls, or had she been lying about not being able to get in contact with this dude?

“Well, we’re off.” A rapid chain of gum-popping went off in Green Backpack’s mouth. “Your boy should be coming this way soon.”

The girls walked back in the direction they had come from, and I nodded down the street to where I saw a guy who was similar in build to the bloody guy I’d seen at Calvin’s house not too long ago. He was walking hand in hand with a brunette who wasn’t Calvin’s sister, which was the only good thing, because by the size of her belly, it was clear she was pregnant.

Shit. This wasn’t good.

My eyes moved to the little girl in front of them playing hopscotch on the sidewalk. Was that his daughter, too, or someone else’s?

“Dude,” Calvin said, drawing his own conclusions.

“Shit. Don’t—”

He jumped off the wall, and I followed, stopping him. “Don’t do anything.”

He sucked in a breath, face pinching and eyes narrowing as he watched his sister’s ex.

“Let’s just try to get him alone. Wait here.” I ran in the direction of this Greg dude before Calvin could consider my suggestion, and as soon as the guy saw me, he looked like he wanted to make a run for it. Then he actually made a run for it, leaving his pregnant girlfriend behind.

What a fucking prick.

Since I didn’t know his connections in this neighborhood, talking to his girlfriend would be smarter . . . or not. A punk like him likely sponged off his woman, and there could be repercussions on Calvin’s sister if he lost that.

The little girl ran up to the woman, and I turned to see Calvin advancing.

“Let’s get out of here,” I told him.

“Hell no.”

“Dude, it isn’t a good idea. We’ll check back.”

“You don’t have a pregnant little sister.” He pushed by me, heading for the brunette who was staring at us, eyes wide. The small girl hugged her legs.

“Calvin,” I snapped, rushing in front of him and slamming my hands against his chest hard enough to get his attention. “Another time.”

“Fine. But she needs to know her boyfriend knocked up someone else,” he yelled over my shoulder.

Great.

“She knows. Now let’s go.”

“Hey, assholes, get the hell away from my kid,” a high-pitched male voice threatened.

“Gun,” Calvin said as I turned around to the 9mm pointed in our direction.

Distance: Roughly fifty feet.

Aim: Too high.

Keeping my voice low, I said, “If he hits any one of us from there, it’ll be a lucky shot.”

“I’m not feeling so fucking lucky right now,” Calvin replied. “Where the fuck did she meet this dude?”

A white car approached down the one-way street that Sasha’s crazy ex couldn’t see. I hoped that whoever it was would help, but in a neighborhood like this, it was pretty damn unlikely.

“Don’t shoot! AC wants him alive,” someone yelled through the car’s window. That got my attention.

Whoever was in that car knew Alex Connor, which meant this little incident just took on a whole new level of crazy. I looked at the woman and her daughter.

Wrong place. Wrong time.

“Get behind the steps now,” I ordered, my voice raw and dangerous.

“Don’t talk to my woman! Get the fuck out of here.”

As Greg tried to aim at me, I backed up and told Calvin, “Follow my lead.”

The woman merely glanced back at me before telling her boyfriend, “Put that away. You know it scares her.”

She smoothed the hair on her daughter’s head, oblivious to the shit that was about to go down.

“Lady, if you value your life and your daughter’s, you will get the hell out of the way and seek cover.”

“He isn’t going to—” the woman started.

The barrel of a gun crept through the passenger window of the car—the actual danger I was referring to in addition to her boyfriend waving around a gun he probably hadn’t shot in his life.

“Get down!” Calvin yelled.

I scanned my surroundings for cover. Cars parked on the other side of the street. Wall at the side of the steps.

As the weapon aimed for Sasha’s ex-boyfriend, I tapped Calvin. “Run. I’ll check in later.”

I hurried toward the current girlfriend, who was stunned into silence, but only for a second before the gun went off, taking down her boyfriend with one shot. Hustling her and her screaming daughter behind the wall, I told her, “Anyone asks, you don’t know us. We had business with your boyfriend. Call 9-1-1.”

I glanced over my shoulder in time to see Calvin disappearing down the road we’d come from. Knowing he was safe, I stood and took off running, heading for the sidewalk and toward the white car. Seemed stupid, but going in the same direction the vehicle was heading wouldn’t work on a one-way street, so I was hoping like hell I could outrun whoever was coming after me on foot because I most definitely wouldn’t be able to outrun a car. With the road too small for a U-turn, I would gain a few seconds more if they either tried to make a three-point turn or reversed—a less efficient way of driving unless practiced.

Only one guy followed me, and he was about thirty feet back. I focused on pumping my hands and legs as fast as I could, but I also needed to figure out which direction I should take up ahead. Left or right.

We’d taken the subway out here, and I had no fucking idea where I was heading.

I ran straight past a small alley I should have taken as a detour, but cut into the next one, running through a patch of grass and leaping over a fence. That was all I did for the next few minutes until I lost the guy chasing me, but then I realized my phone must have fallen out of my pocket.

Using a minute to catch my breath, I continued down the street that was lined with single- and two-story houses. A main street had to be around here somewhere.

I made a sharp right at the intersection, and as I heard the sound of a car, I looked behind me and saw a silver one approaching. I couldn’t trust that it was safe, so I started off in a jog. It helped that I was still in my workout gear and wouldn’t look foolish if it was only an ordinary person driving by.

“Caleb.”

At the familiar voice, I spun but continued in a slow jog backward.

Calvin.

Did those men catch up to him?

I stopped, and when the car pulled up next to me, Calvin was in the passenger seat, and a brown-skinned, bald-headed man with a beard was in the driver’s seat dressed in a polo shirt.

“Get in,” Calvin said.

He didn’t seem like he was in danger or trying to tell me something was wrong, so I got in and closed the door.

“Where did you—”

“Uber.”

I shook my head. Only Calvin would have the time to call Uber while running away from mobsters. “How did you even find me?”

“You’re a walking GPS signal. Bailey has been updating me, and she’s going to kill us. Or me. Shit,” he cursed.

I looked at my hand. So much shit had happened that I’d actually forgotten about the device implanted in my hand. Then I wondered how Connor’s men had found me.

Had they been following me? Was Paige safe? Harry and Lydia?

“Hey, let me see your phone. I need to check in with Langley.”

Langley answered on the third ring just as I was telling the driver to head downtown. I wasn’t heading home until I figured out how they’d found me.

“Hey, it’s Caleb. I don’t know if these guys are working for Connor, but I was just chased across the city,” I told him, though Bailey probably had updated him if she’d been talking to Calvin.

He asked for the location, and for a description of the vehicle and the one person who’d come after me on foot.

After I told him, I asked, “Who else knows about the GPS?”

It took a moment for him to understand what I meant, but I didn’t exactly want to spell it out on the phone.

“Only the ones you saw in the room and the director,” he replied.

“So, how’d these guys find me? I would have known if someone were following me.”

“I’ll call back in a few. I’m going to check out a few things here at the office.”

I figured he was talking about the mole problem he had. I called Paige, but it went to voice mail, so I sent a text to Rob and Ryan.

Me: Is everything good at the house?

Ryan: Yup. Your grandmother is funny as hell.

I smiled, and as I was about to text Luke about Paige, Calvin said, “I think we’re being followed.”

I peered through the rear window and saw a white car swerving around a few cars. I couldn’t tell if it was the same car from this distance, but since it looked to be in a hurry to catch up to us, it was best to play it safe.

“Make a right at the next light,” I told the driver.

“I’ve been listening to your conversation. Are you two in some trouble?”


Chapter Seventeen

Paige

At the condo in Quincy, I removed my compact 9mm from my dresser drawer and cleared it before slapping the magazine back in. Setting the weapon on top of the dresser, I resumed throwing a few pairs of leggings, T-shirts, workout bras, and socks into one of Caleb’s duffel bags.

It was late in the evening, and I was on edge.

Ever since I left therapy and stopped by a bistro with Mackenzie, I’d had this gnawing feeling in my gut. That keep-your-head-on-a-swivel feeling.

It was a big city, but not so big that it didn’t still feel as if Alex Connor had eyes and ears everywhere.

The FBI security detail was no longer on me, and I had no doubts Caleb was right. Silence wasn’t a good thing, and I needed to be prepared.

“Almost done, Mickey!” I exclaimed.

“I’m not in a rush. The longer I’m with you, the less time I have to sit around and write a million texts to Luke only to not send them,” she yelled back from the living room.

On our drive, I’d told her almost everything that had been going on in my life and was still going on. At one point, she’d been so overcome by emotions that she’d pulled over onto the shoulder of the highway. She was so sweet, and I was glad I hadn’t lost her on my quest to isolation over the years.

“Why don’t you send them?” I asked as I changed into a pair of leggings and a T-shirt.

Her voice sounded closer. “Because I delete them after I write them.”

I dropped the 9mm in the duffel and zipped it. Then, recalling the whole condom issue between Caleb and me, I picked up the bag and went to his room. I missed this place. It was exactly how I’d left it, the comforter still slightly wrinkled from the nap I’d taken on his bed that last day. I pulled the drawer open on the nightstand and retrieved a handful of condoms before dumping them into the bag and closing it.

“You’ve never done that?” Mackenzie asked.

“Done what?”

“Write a text to Caleb and then delete it because you’re scared to send it.” She huffed. “Never mind, you’re always so sure of yourself. But I just don’t want him to think I’m annoying. This whole thing is new, and I haven’t dated in like two years. And he doesn’t text me unless I reach out. So how do I know if he wants to hear from me?”

I smiled. I wasn’t as sure of myself as I made people believe.

“Caleb and I are always around each other so we don’t really text much anymore, but if I think of something I want to tell him, no matter how random or stupid, I’m probably going to go for it.” I shrugged. “If you want to text Luke, just text him. It’s how he’ll get to know you and know what to expect. Don’t subdue your awesomeness because of fear. He already likes you. Besides, Luke’s a super macho kind of dude. He’s probably not texting because he doesn’t know what to say, but if you have something to say, he most likely wants to hear it and will respond.”

I lifted the bag from the floor and followed Mickey’s eyes to Caleb’s acoustic guitar in the corner. “Do you still play?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s Caleb’s. I’m surprised he hasn’t come here for it.”

Swallowing, I walked over to it.

It’s just a guitar, Paige.

“Mickey, can you—” I stopped, half-turning to hide one of the instances I wasn’t so sure of myself. “I’m certain I’ve hit the max weight of how much I should be carrying. Can you take it downstairs for me? I think he’d like to have it.”

“Oh, that’s right! You shouldn’t be carrying anything. Give me the duffel bag. That’s way heavier than the guitar,” she suggested.

“No, it’s fine. I can manage.”

“Okay, but if your intestine pops out on the way down, I’m going to say I told you so.”

❧

I stirred awake, my subconscious clinging to the subtle tunes playing around me. My eyes blinked open, and disoriented, my head lifted from the pillow. Daylight filled the room, but it was a soft glow through the white curtains.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” a raspy voice said, tugging at something in my lower belly and quieting any nerves, which were beginning to rise.

My eyes met Caleb’s across the bedroom. He was sitting on the accent chair in the corner, his guitar in hand. Shirtless and looking quite comfortable.

Relaxing back onto my pillow, I smiled. “You always say that.”

“I know.” His thumb evoked a brief tune from the guitar. “Maybe I just like when you’re awake with me as much as I like watching you sleep. How was your day? You seem exhausted.”

“I feel exhausted, but it was fine. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Hmm. Like you retrieving my guitar . . . carrying a duffel bag full of shit. Stopping by the gym where you used to work.”

Damn it.

His head slanted, eyes sending a laser beam to scan over my soul to find anything else I wasn’t offering up willingly. Only he couldn’t see the guilt I carried for what I’d forced him to do.

“We aren’t in witness protection anymore, but you do know I still have my detail on you, right?” he asked.

“I was careful,” I assured.

“Connor has bigger plans for me.”

My eyes narrowed. “What?”

“He doesn’t want me dead, which means whatever he has planned is worse. Well, what could be worse, you ask? Making me watch other people suffer. Making me watch other people I care about suffer. So, no . . .” His voice hardened. “There’s no fucking way you could be too careful. Try to tell me I’m wrong.”

“I’m sorry.”

Guilt. Someone more docile by nature wouldn’t have done what I did, what I still do or say without even thinking twice about it. I can’t stop.

He’d been patient, maybe waiting for me to change. As that occurred to me, I said, “I can’t be who you want me to be.”

The fury radiating off him tingled across my skin.

Lips pursed, he stood, grabbed his guitar, and with a few quick strides, he was at the door. Facing it, he said, “I just want you to be safe.”

Then he left before I could push, before I could say something I didn’t mean.

He knew I would, and that was just fucking sad. He shouldn’t even know that about me, but he did, which only left me to consider how much of an asshole I could be sometimes.

There had to be something seriously wrong with me.

Why was I like this?

Why did the well always crack open to reveal this ugly side of me? I hated it so much.

After a few minutes of self-pity, I left the bedroom, needing to feel the sun on my face.

When I stepped out onto the private roof deck, I saw Grandpa lounging on a chair and Grandma on the opposite side, watering a few potted plants. As I made my way over to Grandma Lydia, my mind drifted a few years back to when I’d seen Leanne on her knees in the backyard by some overgrown bushes where the lawn ended. It had been a little after sunset, and my sisters had left for the movies earlier. I couldn’t remember why I hadn’t gone with them.

“Mom, what are you doing?” I had asked, strolling over to her in the grass.

She looked over her shoulder, brows lifting in surprise. “I’m just—burying a few plant seeds.”

“Really?” She hated anything that had to do with dirt or getting dirty. “Why didn’t you have the gardener plant them?” Amused, I looked at the huge patch of ground she was shoving dirt into with her bare, manicured hands. “That’s quite a hole for a few seeds, Mom. Poor plants will grow and grow and grow, and just never see the light of day. I’m taking it this is why we have a gardener.”

“Very funny.”

I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and leaned my weight onto her back. “It’s okay. You tried.”

She had brushed her dirt-smudged forearm across her face and sniffled. “Why aren’t you out with your sisters?”

Grandma Lydia’s plants looked healthy. Leanne’s plant never grew. A week later, I had bought a few seeds at the store and sprinkled them on the soil so she would think the ones she’d planted had actually grown. Looking back on that moment, it’s clear that she wasn’t planting seeds, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t planting something at all.

“You have this thoughtful look on your face,” Grandma said.

“I was wondering who takes care of the plants here when you and Grandpa aren’t around.” The lie was smooth as it rolled from my tongue.

“I’ve had a caretaker who had been doing these things for Harry and me. But I also like doing the simple things myself sometimes. Keeps my old bones from seizing up.”

She turned the pointed tip of the water can to a few cloudy leaves, washing them clean.

“Do you and Grandpa fight sometimes?”

She glanced at me and then at Grandpa. “Not as much as we used to. But I do get miserable on him sometimes. Lord knows how he’s put up with me for this long.”

I smiled, and when I didn’t reply, she asked, “Are you and Caleb fighting?”

I shrugged, brushing my finger over a leaf. “We’re so similar, yet so different. It worries me that I’m not good for him.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I don’t know. I’m just this girl.” I shook my head. “A nobody. I don’t even know why you and Harry still want me in your lives. I don’t even know who I am—I’m just different.” I quickly swiped away the lonely tear skimming down my cheek. “I don’t want to lose him, but if I do, I just—” A sharp pain pierced the walls of my chest and stabbed at the delicate thumping organ within.

What am I saying? I can’t lose him.

“I love him,” I finished in a whisper.

“Then you should tell him that,” Grandma replied, hugging me. She leaned back and stared into my eyes. “We loved having you in our lives back then and now, Paige. You aren’t a nobody; you’re ours, and we love you. That will never change. You’re already pretty great, but it doesn’t mean you’re perfect or even that you have to be. No one is. Your life and Caleb’s are unbalanced right now. It’s expected that you’re going to do things out of character to adapt, to survive. You’re still young, still growing, still figuring out life and yourselves. Hell, I asked Harry if I should consider taking a few lessons at the shooting range last week, and he looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. Why? Because I’m terrified of guns. We argued about it for a few minutes, and then it was over.” She smiled. “You and Caleb don’t have to agree about everything. The biggest thing is being able to forgive, communicate, and smile together after. Because hopefully, you realize how stupid or tiny that disagreement was compared to everything else you love about him, about each other.”

I embraced her. I hadn’t even realized these things had been weighing on me, but I was glad she was able to help me through them.

❧

Later that night, my friends came over, the girls, the guys. Everyone. Although the girls were currently in my room and we were having some much-needed girl time.

“I know it’s stupid now, but I was only flirting with man-whore Miller to get Rob’s attention,” Lisa explained from the foot of the bed where she sat with Mackenzie.

I folded my legs in front of me, leaning back on a pillow against the headboard. “Let me get this straight. Miss Seductress, Miss Sex Goddess is scared to flirt with the guy she actually likes?”

“Exactly.” She lay on her stomach and propped a hand under her chin. “It’s no secret that I love sex and have slept with more men than society deems as appropriate.”

“So?” I encouraged. “I’m pretty sure he loves sex, too. I mean, I wouldn’t know, but I’m assuming.”

“I just don’t think he wants me, someone like me.”

“What? Are you kidding?” Mickey asked.

What was it about today? It seemed as if everyone with an X chromosome doubted herself. Though, I had to admit that, knowing these things about my friends made me realize how extremely normal it was to experience these highs and lows. Caleb was right. Life was complicated. No matter how normal any one person’s life may seem on the outside, there could be so many internal battles going on that no one else knows about.

“Seriously,” I said. “I’m starting to think the heat outside has melted everyone’s self-esteem.” I pointed at Mickey. “What she said. You’re exactly what he needs. And he could be the one to finally rock your world, which is kind of what you’ve been asking for.”

She grinned. “I have been asking for it, haven’t I? That reminds me.” She slapped the bed in excitement. “I bought something for you.” Winking, she hopped off the mattress and jogged over to the pink tote she’d dropped on the floor earlier.

“No way, you did?” Excitement pumped through my veins. “What is it?”

“Something big.”

My eyebrows rose. “Okay, now I’m just scared.”

“Don’t be. It’ll be your best friend.” She pulled out a black rectangular box and brought it to the bed and opened it, revealing a . . . dildo.

My and Mackenzie’s jaws dropped with a huge, “Oh my God.”

“It isn’t a secret that you’re still new to the ‘grown-up’ world, and I will probably also be the first to tell you that this baby right here”—she removed it from the box and held it out in front of me— “will become very useful.”

Caleb might have been my first, but I wasn’t totally ignorant to these things. I’d watched porn since my first time with him to maybe learn a thing or two, which I really didn’t need to because, well, he was quite the master teacher himself.

As she inched this tool—this thing closer, my arms folded across my chest as I shook my head. “Nope. I don’t—no.”

“It looks so real.” Mackenzie stretched across the bed and took it.

“Oh, this isn’t happening,” I murmured.

“It’s so soft but firm.”

“Mickey!”

She bent it back and forth and pinched the head.

Oh Jesus, Mary, mother—

Lisa laughed. “Paige, are you going to be okay? You’re like ten shades of red right now.”

“This is so weird,” I whispered. “Maybe this should have happened about ten years from now. Not a few months after I, uh—” I cleared my throat.

“Where’s the fun in that?” Mackenzie tossed the dildo to me, and I caught it on reflex.

“Ah, damn it.” I dropped it on the bed.

“Oh my gosh,” Mickey laughed. “You should see your face.”

Lisa sat, crossing her knees at the edge of the bed. “It’s a vibrator, too. Aren’t you curious about the ten different functions?”

Shit, I am curious.

Inhaling and blowing out a heavy breath, I pushed my sheepishness aside.

“Fine. You’re right. I need to know these things.” Pursing my lips, I picked it up, noticing the strange texture right away. My cheeks heated as I mentally compared the size of it to Caleb’s. He was bigger.

“How do I turn it on?”

She explained this, as well as the use of the other button for the different vibration levels, but after two seconds, I’d had enough. This thing should be experimented with privately, not under the eyes of my two closest girlfriends.

“How do you turn it off?”

“Paige?” My name sounded with a knock on the other side of the room door.

“Oh my gosh, Lisa, how?” The vibration shook my hand as I accidentally upped the intensity level.

“Power button.”

I pressed it.

“It isn’t working,” I said, my heart pounding furiously in my chest.

“You have to hold for three seconds.”

The door opened, and my hands flew up, and so did my new dildo, flying up and through the air before landing on the floor in front of Caleb. A loud echo pulsed through the parquet and the awkward quietness that ensued.

Caleb looked down, head cocking back and mouth moving as he searched for the right words. His gaze lifted. “Is this a bad time?”

Oh my God.

He picked it up and turned it off.

I fell back onto the bed and covered my face with a pillow.

Wow. That is all.

That was how I went to my grave—with my boyfriend picking up my dildo and showing off his expertise with such intricate devices right before my friends.

“I’m just going to leave this here.” His voice carried through the pillow smothering my face, and I groaned.


Chapter Eighteen

Caleb

Music reverberated throughout the house, but it wasn’t loud enough to disturb our grandparents or the neighbors and barely audible on the roof where the guys and I had been hanging out for almost two hours.

My gaze shifted from the flickering fire before me to Calvin as he recounted the day’s main events to the rest of the guys.

“I thought we were being followed, so I said something, right? How was I supposed to know the Uber driver would kick our asses out on the side of the street and we’d have to run like a motherfucker.”

“You aren’t going to explain the part where the driver asked if we were working with the cops or the FBI?” I lifted the tumbler from my knee as I mumbled, “Where you said, ‘Eh, or something.’ You know? The reason he left us on the curb. Good thing it turned out it wasn’t the same car following us.”

“Yeah, we would have been fucked,” Calvin remarked.

Ryan laughed. “Dude, you’re such an idiot. I don’t even know why I hang out with you.”

“I ask myself the same question every day,” Calvin retorted.

It surprised me that they were so close and still refused to talk about the one female who’d been doing a back and forth between them. The one who’d shown up not too long ago and was currently downstairs with the rest of the girls.

I took another swig of the stiff drink in my glass as the thought of my mother crossed my mind. I was done waiting around for the FBI to give me whatever scraps of information they were willing to share.

Olivia shouldn’t have to spend one more day than she had to under Alex Connor’s thumb.

Sighing, I shook my head, trying to free my mind so I could continue to enjoy this downtime with the guys. It had been a while since we’d all gotten together like this.

Moments later, I got the urge to piss and took the stairs down, but recalling the awkward dildo incident in my bedroom earlier, I figured it was best to head to the guest bath instead.

When I reached the last step that led to the living room and kitchen, I heard the girls, so I inched back up the stairs.

Hearing my name, I looked down to find Amber coming up.

“Hey,” she said. “I haven’t seen you guys all night. What are you doing up there?”

“Hanging out. Why?”

“I miss hanging out with the whole crew. Can I join you guys?” She stopped on the same step I was on, and the mere foot it left between us wasn’t wide enough.

She was the last person I wanted to have a one on one with, but fuck it. My mind had already latched on to what Calvin had told Paige. “Do you have feelings for Calvin?”

She seemed taken aback by my question. “Not really.”

“What the fuck is not really?”

“I don’t.” She drew out the words while giving me a come-hither glance. I didn’t even think she realized she was doing it. I knew the girls were drinking, but I couldn’t tell if she was drunk. “Why?”

“Funny, that’s the same question I want to ask you. Why have you been fucking with him then? And I don’t mean in the literal sense.”

“Because—he’s fun to play with. It’s so easy to get under his skin . . . and here I thought that had been our secret. Did he tell you? Is that why you look so upset?”

Her hand lifted, and before she touched me, I grasped her wrist.

“Step very fucking carefully.” My jaw clenched. “The only reason you’re even here right now is because of Paige. Ryan and Calvin aren’t your fucking little toys to play with when you feel like it. Ryan might not mind it, but Calvin does. He’d been in love with you once, and even though I’m sure it’s far from the case right now, what you’re doing to him is fucking vile, so unless you’re about to proclaim your undying love for him, stop fucking with him.” I released her hand and started up the stairs.

“Why her?” she asked.

“What?”

“Paige,” Amber said barely above a whisper. “I’ve known you for so much longer, and I don’t get it. Why her?”

Was she fucking serious?

“You might want to reanalyze your priorities before you lose all your friends.”

Her face fell like she was genuinely interested to know why I was with Paige. My anger defused. I’d never led Amber to believe she and I could be more, and I’d made that clear years ago. Yes, Amber had brought my anger on herself with her mistrustful behavior, but she was also the only one who didn’t know half the bullshit Paige and I had faced and were still struggling with on a daily basis—that might have been what brought Paige and me together, but it wasn’t why I was with her.

“It’s just her, Amber. It was her before we’d even met. I know it sounds crazy, but that’s the truth.”

As I made my way back up to the roof, all I could think about was this morning when Paige and I had been sleeping in after staying out late at the storage facility.

Grandma had woken us up, even cracked the door open, asking, “Are you two here? We didn’t hear you come in last night.”

“Grandma, we’re naked,” Paige had protested.

We’d been under the covers, but that was also true.

“I’ve seen both your naked butts and changed your diapers,” Lydia had replied.

“What? Really?” Paige had looked at me, eyes sleepy, seeming to forget that both our baby pictures were above the fireplace in the living room. Then it clicked. “Oh my God, she has. That is so weird.”

I’d chuckled as Lydia said, “This is why it’s bad to sleep in. Your head stays in the clouds. Come on, join us for breakfast.”

Once I was back on the roof, I considered the different ways in which I could possibly find Connor, but my plotting was cut short when the door pushed open. Paige walked out in her jeans and a tank, hair in a messy pile on top of her head. Even though her stubbornness drove me mad sometimes, I fucking loved seeing that she was back to herself and not tied to the bed for most of the day.

My eyes remained on her as she approached me on bare feet. Then she pressed her body against mine, arms circling around my neck as mine went around her waist. We held each other for a minute, her cheek on my chest and my jaw on her head.

Words weren’t required. Because this sensation—love, adoration—said everything that was important. It was sufficient for me, but I didn’t know if it was enough for her. So, my hands smoothed up and down her back as I whispered in her hair, “I’m not trying to control you.”


Chapter Nineteen

Paige

“I get upset because I’m scared of losing you,” Caleb said.

His explanation made sense. Mine was stupid. What could I say? I’m short-tempered, and sometimes stupid things just fall out of my mouth?

One of his hands brushed my hair back before he kissed my temple. “Thank you for getting my guitar.”

I smiled. “Who says I got it for you? I got it so you can play for me now that your finger is better.”

His chest jerked, and he tugged on my hair bun until I looked up at him.

My lips pursed before I offered, “When I stopped by the gym to talk to Graham, I had a wig on. No one would have recognized me.” A black wig, one of the things I’d bought on my detours for the day. Ridiculous, I know. “He was good to me, Caleb. He helped me out with the personal trainer certification so I could make extra money, and I really don’t know what would have happened to me if he hadn’t given me that job. Actually, I would have been homeless. So, it was only right of me to talk to him in person, give him a brief rundown. I might have also hinted that he should give me a call if your brother ever shows his face there again.”

“It’s okay. I just wish you had warned me. One of the guys could have checked out the place before you went in. What if Brad had been there? What would you have done then?”

I inhaled, wanting to drop the subject. “Nothing happened.”

“Fine, but something could have.” I nodded my agreement and he went on to tell me about his crazy day with Calvin and about some GPS chip I didn’t even know he had in his hand.

“I’m sorry you had a shitty day.”

His hands rubbed over my back. “When I came home and saw you sleeping in that bed, it made everything better.”

His cock hardened against my belly. Maybe not all the way better just yet.

Without thinking, I covered his nipple with my mouth and nipped it with my teeth through his T-shirt. Surprised by what I’d done, I looked over my shoulder to see who had witnessed it, but our friends were busy chatting amongst themselves. Caleb turned my head back to him and pressed his lips to mine. In seconds, thoughts about anything but him dissolved. My inner muscles clenched as I became lost to the world around me and tuned in to the way his hard physique crowded me. The way his cock throbbed against me and the way I ached to strip him down.

“Maybe we should tell them it’s time to go,” Caleb murmured and tugged my lip between his teeth.

“It’s barely after ten. We could go down and come back up.”

“I don’t want another quickie. I want to fuck you all night.”

“Then it looks like we’ll have to wait.” I sighed because I really didn’t want to, but I knew there was no way we were getting our friends to leave before midnight.

“I remembered something earlier,” I added. “But we might need a landscaping team to cut away all the overgrown bushes in the backyard of the mansion. I think Leanne buried something back there. I don’t want to get your hopes up since I really don’t know if we’ll find anything, but it wouldn’t hurt to check.”

“I’m sure the guys would love to help. I’ll let them know.”

“Thank you.” I ran my hand over his chest. “I think I trust Langley, but it’s taking too long. I mean it’s been like a day since we went to the office, but tomorrow will be two. And it’s been a month since I was shot and about two months since you started feeding them information, you know? They have all that computer hi-tech stuff that should have been able to ID Connor, and they haven’t. They must have a few leads by now, but I don’t think they’re going to tell us.”

Caleb touched my face. “It’s scary how in sync our minds are sometimes.”

As our conversation faded into the night, I found myself squeezing his pecs, the muscles there rounded and so perfect. I would say they were his best feature if it weren’t for his sexy smile. His ass. Abs. Arms. Hands. Cock. Even his hair. I reached up and combed my fingers through the short, silky locks.

When my hands came to rest on his chest again, I rolled his nipples under my fingers and pinched them, smiling when he caught my hand. I liked how sensitive they were, making them torture for him and fun for me. That was what the next hour was like for the both of us until our friends left. At which point, we set the security alarm and hurried to our bedroom.

As he turned the lock on the door, I whispered, “You may have me now. Immediately. Right away.”

He yanked my tank top over my head, and his lips crushed on mine. My hands went straight for his belt buckle and zipper, and I sighed as the warm, smooth thickness of him filled my hand. My lips left his as I lowered onto my knees and licked the swollen head of his cock. Gripping him, I pumped and sucked on the girth of him, and as I swirled my tongue around the tip, he relaxed against the door. With a groan, he reached down and seized my hair, encouraging me to take more of him.

I moaned, relishing his taste, his scent.

Never enough.

As I gazed up, I could tell he was at a loss for words, even as he pulled his T-shirt over his head and dropped it to the floor.

I trailed my tongue down to his balls and then up his throbbing cock, slowly licking him before sucking him into my mouth, hard.

His bottom lip slipped from between his teeth, and his hips thrust forward. “Fuck.”

My tongue thrashed around and beneath the sensitive crest while I hummed, one of my hands cupping his balls while the other worked him up and down.

In a honeyed and raspy tone, a sexy pitch that was wholly his, he said, “Bed.” His hands extended to me, and I took them, allowing him to pull me up.

He got rid of his pants in record time, helping me with mine as I crawled back onto the bed. The only thing I wanted more than being fucked hard and thoroughly by Caleb was to ride him, and both scenarios were still too risky and just bad ideas.

He dropped a condom onto the bed and leaned down, kissing the vertical incision line on my stomach and the nickel-size mark left from the entrance wound that matched the exit wound on my back. All the surrounding discolorations and the swelling had disappeared, and I tried not to think about the permanent marks that would remain on my skin, but every time Caleb kissed them, I freaking melted.

“This was how I wanted to wake you up this morning,” he said, right before his mouth descended below my belly button. My thoughts liquefied as his tongue started to do these naughty things to me that caused me to unravel far too swiftly. I gasped for air as he gazed at me, eyes cloudy with desire.

“Whose dildo was that today?” he asked, reaching for the foil packet, and then using his teeth to tear it open.

“A gift.” I smiled. “Mine.”

“Interesting.” His gorgeous, strong physique lowered over me as he continued, “Are you planning to use it?”

“Uh, I don’t know. Maybe one day.”

“Your pussy only comes on my cock, not that thing, until I say otherwise.”

My eyebrows furrowed. He couldn’t tell me what to do. Plus, I wanted to experiment with my new vibrating toy. “Um, that isn’t—” I moaned as he slid into me. “Oh, God.”

He pulled out and then entered again with one languid, deep stroke that curled my toes. “That will never feel like this.” He kissed my throat at the same time he moved inside. “These past two days are the first times we’ve been able to do this for a month. I’m a little selfish right now, and the only thing I want inside you are my fingers, my tongue, and my cock. Do you disagree?”

He stopped moving.

“No. Please . . .” I urged his head down and kissed him, begging him to move.

He drove into me, and a quick bang sounded. I looked around, and he looked up behind us as he thrust again. Thump.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

I followed his gaze. “What is it? Is that the—”

He bit his lip. “Yeah.”

“Do you think they’ll hear?”

“With the way it’s about to start banging, I’m going to go with yes.”

“They could be deep sleepers.”

“Is that a risk you’re willing to take?” he asked.

My brain fast-forwarded to tomorrow morning at breakfast.

I shook my head fiercely before the scene played out. “No, no way . . . ugh. I can’t believe this. Now that I’m ready for some real Caleb fucking, the bed can’t handle it.”

His eyes smiled into mine. “Say that again. You’re ready for what?”

I considered what I’d just said and beamed up at him. “Real Caleb Fucking.”

He growled, his cock sinking deeper into me as he kissed me, and judging by the lack of wall thumping, the bed only liked when we went super slow. Stupid, man-made—as I started to curse the bed in my mind, Caleb murmured, “I have an idea.”

Thirty seconds later, the mattress was on the floor next to the bed frame with Caleb fucking me on it as I made hushed cries against his shoulder. He wasn’t as rough as I wanted him to be, and it was almost killing me not to squirm between him and the mattress as my body begged for something it knew damn well it couldn’t handle. But as he took his time toying with my breast, pinching one nipple while the smooth tip of his tongue manipulated the other, I realized it was just as good. Like riding on top of an endless wave of pleasure. I wanted to stay there forever as much as I wanted to crash.

“It’s so good,” I moaned as he sucked my nipple into his mouth. His teeth grazed the hardened tip, and ripples of pleasure rolled through my body, taking me higher. “Oh. Oh.”

Feeling the onset of my orgasm, I started to clench around him. “I’m going to come.”

“Not yet.”

“What?” I gasped. “I can’t.” His cock continued to hit the perfect spot that tended to send me over the edge. “Caleb.” My nails clawed into his back as I tried to hang on, but each thick, wonderful thrust filling me made it impossible.

It’s so good, it’s oh—

My eyes rolled to the back of my head as I fought the tantalizing tug at my core, and before I knew it, I was being pulled under, wave after delicious wave.

I was still lost to the feeling when Caleb repositioned behind me as if we were spooning, only to slide back into me.

“It’s better if I come like this,” he explained, stretching me once more. “Or I’ll be scared of crushing you.”

I missed the way his hot, muscular body would collapse on mine.

He kissed beneath my ear and braced a hand against my hip to keep me steady as he thrust into me. His warm breath hit my neck, and the tight peaks of my breasts tingled in delight. I enjoyed feeling him come undone. Loved the way his breath quickened and his cock swelled.

My muscles tightened around him, coaxing him to the end as I listened to the small groan vibrating in his throat. I expected him to fall onto the bed behind me, but he didn’t. Instead his hand smoothed over my hip, dipping at the small of my waist and rising over my rib cage to cover my breast.

I sighed. “Why hadn’t I asked the doctor about that?”

“About what?”

“How soon you can lie on top of me. I really”—I bit my lip as he tugged on my nipple—“really want to know. It’s important.”

“It is. The last thing I want to do is put you in a wheelchair.”

“Yeah, we don’t want that . . .” I thought for a moment, my head resting on his arm. “Although, if that happens, you could just shake your head and watch them roll me off and just be like ‘another victim of RCF’.”

“Sometimes I think you’re speaking a completely different language.”

“Another victim of Real Caleb Fucking,” I explained. “You know, like you fucked me into a wheelchair, ugh, never mind. The moment’s over. It isn’t funny anymore. You missed the joke.”

“I didn’t miss the joke. Maybe you just aren’t funny.”

My mouth opened in half-amusement, half-that’s-fucked-up as his body shook with laughter. Unable to contain my own, I joined in until it subsided. Then I twisted so that my torso could lay flat on the bed.

“You’re handsome, you know that? And pretty great on the inside, too.” I met his eyes. “Have I ever told you that?”

He bit his lip. “Not like that.”

My gaze followed my hand as I dragged it up his arm and over his shoulder. As his cock pulsed inside me, he kissed me, his mouth continuing a slow caress before his tongue swept between my lips to partake in a teasing dance with my own, stroking it so gently a moan escaped me.

“Caleb.” He kept kissing me as I tried to talk. “You want”—kiss—“to hear this.”

“Really?” Kiss.

“I want to do the birth control thing,” I said in one breath.

His head lifted, and he stared down at me. “Are you sure?”

I nodded, thinking about his trial that would be in five months and also about anything that could happen between now and then. “I love you, and I want to make the most of our time together.”

Grinning, he kissed along my shoulder and my collarbone, whispering, “You’re pretty great, too, and hot . . . sexy . . . gorgeous . . .”

His cock swelled, and I sighed against his lips as they touched mine.

More.


Chapter Twenty

Caleb

Since the break of dawn, the guys and I had been chopping through the tall green plants and shrubs in the backyard of the mansion, and we hadn’t made much progress.

When Paige had told me where Leanne had made this hole, I should have also taken into consideration that this was a mansion we were dealing with, and this little hole she might have recalled from so long ago could be anywhere within a thousand-square-foot area of the yard. And if we continued at this rate, we wouldn’t be finished for days.

Machete in hand, I walked back to where she sat on a folded blanket against the house in the small spot we’d cleared out for her. I jammed the tool into the ground and crouched before her, not liking the empty look that had fallen over her eyes the moment we’d gotten here a few hours ago.

“You okay?” I asked, feeling so distant from her that unease settled over me.

She nodded, but this still wasn’t my Paige. I knew because I’d gotten used to seeing her shiny, affectionate blues staring back at me. This, however, was the girl I’d run into in that coffee shop months ago, the one who didn’t know how to trust; the girl who was scared, confused, broken.

Her knees were drawn to her chest, but I gripped her thighs as I told her, “We need a tree-cutting company.” She’d wanted a job since we came out here, and this would be perfect. She wouldn’t have to feel left out or bad if we didn’t actually find anything. “Can you call around to see if any would be available for today? Ask if they have a lot-clearing service for approximately five acres. Might as well have them do the whole yard. Once they clear it, we can get to what matters sooner.”

“Okay.”

I leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “We can take care of the storage units for the rest of today, and most likely for the next two days, while the company takes care of this for us.” Testing that she was truly listening and here with me, I added, “Rainbows and ponies.”

“What?” She looked at me, eyes softening. The trace of a smile pulled at the corner of her mouth.

“Kiss me.”

Her hands lifted to rest on my shoulders, and she kissed me, soft. Her teeth tugged on my bottom lip while her tongue slid across it enticingly.

Damn.

Last night didn’t even come close to the things I had in mind for her.

I drew back to find the look in her eyes I’d been searching for. The one reserved for me.

My hand brushed along her temple. “Don’t get too lost in there, okay?”

“There’s something here,” she said, catching me off guard as I was about to stand. “I wasn’t sure before, but I am now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, lately, I’ve been having a lot of flashbacks. You remember how Langley replayed that recording when we went to his office?”

I nodded. “About you falling?”

When we’d shown up this morning, she’d walked around the mansion, maneuvering through the high grass and bushes, even stopping to run her hands over some steel ladder at the side of the house, but she hadn’t said anything.

“I did fall. And I think I remember everything now. What happened that night and after. I called Marian not too long ago to ask her about it, and everything makes so much more sense. Well, for me, anyway. Like why I couldn’t remember. It’s because I had a concussion. She said it’s very common to forget things right before and after it happens. That was why I didn’t remember. And since no one knew about that fall, I wasn’t treated for a concussion. In fact, how I was treated with all the sedation and medications would have only made it that much harder to remember what had happened.”

She continued to tell me about how she’d woken up at the side of this house, not knowing how she’d gotten there or what was going on. She told me about the rain and the utter darkness.

“It was after I’d stepped on a window screen that what had happened moments before started to come back, and it sounded as if one of the men who’d come to the house that night was coming back to get me. I ran back inside, and since the power was cut, I found a flashlight and ran straight to Mom’s room. After I saw her, I was confused and freaked out. That was when I ran to my sisters’ room and found them both—dead,” she whispered at the end. “I thought it had to be a nightmare, I couldn’t—it couldn’t have been real. The only thing I could do was run; I couldn’t stay inside after seeing that, you know? It was too bad for me to face. So I ran to the only place I knew I would be safe. For some reason, it was Leanne’s spot in the backyard. And I guess I’d passed out there because that was where the police had found me.”

I arched an eyebrow. It was good that her memories had returned, but I still wasn’t sure how that signified something was buried out here.

“So, why do you think there’s something here, besides the reasons you’ve already told me about?”

“You’ll think I’m crazy if I tell you everything.”

I smiled. “What if I already think you’re crazy?”

She laughed and grabbed my forearms. “Stop.”

“Thinking you’re crazy?”

“No.” Her head jerked as she advised. “Don’t ever stop thinking that, Caleb Sawyer.”

I chuckled.

I could feel her strength.

She might have come here confused and broken, but she was leaving here with all the pieces she’d been missing these last few years. All but one. The reason Alex Connor chose her.

“I meant stop making me laugh.” Her eyes rolled to the sky. “Okay, now I think I’m crazy because I love that you can make me laugh when it’s really the last thing I want to do.”

I gave her a quick kiss, wanting to hear the rest of the story. “What about Leanne’s spot? Why did you feel safe there? And why do you seem so much more certain about something being out here?”

I motioned zipping my lips.

She inhaled. “It’s kind of silly, but after I planted the flowers in her spot, she seemed so happy. She started to water them so much, I thought they were going to drown. I remember asking her one day if she liked the flowers. She told me it made her feel better that ‘this was now where the bad would go to die so the good things can stay alive.’ It was cryptic and weird, especially for Leanne. She was sweet, motherly, never weird, which was why her being out in the yard struck me as strange to begin with.

“One night I found her out here, and she was drunk. I’d never seen her like that, but she had me promise not to dig up her spot. She’d said, ‘There are too many bad things buried here.’ I was pretty much just like okay Mom you’re drunk, you know? But I never came back here. Though, for some reason, in my traumatic state that night, I’d associated it with somewhere I would be safe, somewhere I could bury all the bad things, maybe as Leanne had—Mom had. I don’t know why because it hadn’t helped her.”

As her cell phone rang, she finished with, “I don’t know how to explain it. It’s just how she acted.”

“You can try to explain, but you don’t have to.” I looked at the call coming in from Langley. “Can I get that?” I still needed to get myself a new phone.

“I think he’s calling for you anyway.”

I stood, shaking out my cramped knees as I answered the call.

“So, you were at the hospital every night since the day you got out of jail?” Langley asked.

I hoped I hadn’t gotten the guards in trouble, but I guess he’d been checking the tracker since I’d brought it up yesterday.

“Maybe.” I scratched my head. “There could have been a glitch in the GPS signal. But I guess it’s also good to know it isn’t something you keep an eye on.”

This was the reason I hadn’t been back to the condo. I needed a place that wasn’t on the FBI’s or Connor’s radar, but if he could backtrack on my previous whereabouts, how much better was this than being handled by Alex Connor himself?

“I didn’t expect you to sneak out of protection. Who the fuck does that? Anyway, your cell phone was pinged. That agent we know and talked about is behind it. He must have passed off your GPS location to some of the goons in the area to pick you up. We’re still working on finding out who they were, and we’re still being tight-lipped about that agent until we can get something on him to run with.”

“Wait, so you’re saying that agent who has contact with Connor might also know where I’ve been, like where I sleep at night, where my grandparents and Paige are?”

“Not exactly.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“Just calm down and meet me at your house in an hour. I need to talk to you about something.”

As soon as I hung up, I asked Paige to get the tree cutter thing going while I got Stuart on the phone. When she stared up at me, lips pursed, it clicked that I was on her phone.

Shit.

I held up a finger as Stuart picked up.

“It doesn’t matter if I don’t have an address or a job,” I told Stuart. “I don’t need to be put under someone’s care. I’m not going to leave the country or the state or cause any kind of turmoil in the community. Get the judge to change my pretrial release conditions. I don’t like where this is going, and Harry and Lydia shouldn’t have to deal with this.”

“I could file a motion, but I can tell you right now it isn’t going to happen overnight,” Stuart replied.

“That’s fine. Just, please, try to get it done.”

What had I been thinking even letting things get this far? Was I forgetting the shit I’d been through, the shit Alex Connor was capable of?

I handed Paige the phone and extended my hand to help her up. “Let’s pack it up here. I’m going to meet with Langley at the house. Do you want to come with me or head to the storage facility with the guys?”

“I’ll get started at the storage.”

She tipped on her toes, and my lips met hers halfway. I left her to update the guys as I hurried to the sleek black Jaguar I’d borrowed from Harry. Every time I experienced something new in the Sawyers’ world, I couldn’t help but think, what if? What would my life had been like if Connor hadn’t taken Olivia, taken us?

I licked my lips and tasted bubblegum, which made me smile. Though, by the time I got to the townhouse and met Langley inside, my frustration returned.

I’d been arranging for one of the guys to stay back with my grandparents when we left the house just in case anything happened while Paige and I were out trying to find answers, and it was Calvin’s day. So while he was downstairs with my grandparents, Agent Langley and I headed to the roof to talk in private.

“After what happened yesterday, one thing is for sure. Agent Rodriguez is desperate. He wouldn’t have done something that careless otherwise. I’m thinking Alex Connor is putting some pressure on him, which means more screwups are bound to happen. He still doesn’t know I know he’s working with Connor, and I want to keep it that way.”

My head tilted, and he held up a hand.

“It isn’t possible he knows where this place is yet. Your phone was only pinged once yesterday, and I checked out your friends’ phones, and they’re good. With that being said, I have a few agents surveilling the block at both ends. You’re safe for now, but I would advise you to keep your friends from coming and going. I don’t want anyone else to get caught up in this. And since you mentioned that Alex Connor doesn’t want you dead, I’m thinking he has a plan. I’m guessing he wants to see you in person, so why not play into his hand? Let him find you. With your GPS tracker, you could lead us to him.”

“He might want me alive, but what about my grandparents, Paige? I’m not going to risk them getting caught in the middle of this shit.”

This was going too far, and the last time Langley had some damn idea, Paige almost died.

“We could put them back under protection until all this is over,” he explained. “Think about it.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Alex Connor

This was the fifth contact I’d called, and I couldn’t land a job. I placed the glass of bourbon to my mouth and swallowed half the contents as I listened to one of the top drug dealers on the East Coast. I’d been handling kills for Peety for over twenty years, and still, not a single body had been discovered.

The man had even become somewhat of a friend, yet he had the nerve to say, “There’s too much heat on you, AC. Put yourself in my situation.”

“I’m handling it. My sons are first on my list. Fresh start.”

“Your own sons?” Peety asked.

More trouble than they were worth.

Fucking mistakes from the day they infested their mothers’ wombs, both of them. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d killed someone in my bloodline. A rush raced through my veins, and I smiled.

“I’m in this line of work for a reason, Peety. Don’t forget how it all started. I might be behind the scenes now, but I built this business from the ground up, and I’d rather let it die with me than be ripped to shreds by these fucking idiots. They’re just loose ends and nothing like me. They don’t have what it takes.”

“What are you going to do with your daughter? I know some people who would pay a nice sum for her if you send her my way.”

The human traffickers. I also knew them.

I’d gotten rid of some of their girls when they’d gotten too old and wasted to be of use to their owners.

I could have made an easy million selling Ana Rosa when she was twelve, but I’d sent Maria someone to love. I’d promised her that much, and if anything, I was a man of my word, and she’d kept my secret. Too bad the time had come for her to take it to her grave. Alejandro Del Castillo needed a clean slate, a new identity. And once Ana Rosa was here, I’d send someone to take care of my mother. Maria didn’t have much time left, and Ana was a part of the lesson I was planning to teach Caleb.

All loose ends would finally be severed, burned, destroyed.

“What about MW? You know who her parents were,” Peety said, humor in his voice.

Madelyn Wells.

The single greatest fucking mistake I had ever made, next to fucking Leanne Sawyer.

My jaw clenched.

“For that reason alone, I might just fuck her on top of their graves before I put a bullet in her head. You know how to get in touch if you have a job for me.”

I removed the battery from the phone and then picked out a new one from the drawer. As it powered on, I logged on to my computer to find the phone number my contact overseas would be using for the next two days.

“It’s AC, and I need an update because, as far as I know, she still isn’t on a fucking plane to America,” I spat.

“I have good news. She agreed to go on a trip—is even excited about it. Since it’s Hispanics’ Day next Friday, I told her I wanted to take her to New York City for the long weekend. We’ll catch the red-eye to LaGuardia on Thursday night. There will be two layovers, Portugal and Boston, but since she’s expecting to land in New York, we’ll take the last flight to LaGuardia. Arrival is 7:10 p.m. your time.”

Still over a week away, but it was good enough. I could take care of my mother right after and then keep Ana in the basement here until I worked out a plan of capture for Caleb and Paige.

“I’ll have a car waiting.”

I went through the same procedure again with the phone and tossed it into the drawer before closing my office door with the coded lock. It was the only place in the house with all the phones and guns.

As I walked down the stairs toward the room where I’d been keeping Brad coked up since we’d gone into hiding, I removed my weapon. I didn’t even know why I’d bothered saving him, but I figured I would need him for something.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Paige

Dried-up leaves and twigs covered the backyard at the mansion, and a few dark clouds crept along the sky in the distance. Rain wouldn’t be coming until much later, but the sun had been going in and out all day, making it cool enough that I was back in my leggings and hoodie getup, and I loved it.

The guys’ attires, on the other hand, had become jeans and boots for the past three days. Today was the second day of digging, and they were sweating and hoeing into the dirt like this was personal, and it was. This was family business, and they were family. I knew after they’d witnessed some of the crazy that was our lives, they wanted answers as badly as we did.

Since it had taken the company we hired four days to clear the yard, there was this odd feeling of being behind even though we hadn’t been idle. We’d spent those days at the storage facility, where the only things I’d found were a bunch of memories attached to items from my past, items I no longer needed but had no idea what to do with, like all the valuables. Leanne’s wedding ring. Her jewelry. Bracelets she’d given to Reese, Alaina, and me.

One thing was for sure. This place was a trigger like no other. And as much as I walked around, I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.

“Wow!”

I jumped at the sound of a feminine voice, my fingers grasping the weapon in the pocket of my hoodie.

Mickey.

I knew she was coming to get me for my doctor’s appointment, but I’d expected to hear when her car had pulled up out front.

“This is what you stare at all day?”

I followed her gaze to the guys all shirtless and distracted with digging.

“I’m going to go with yeah.” I winked. “Someone has to watch the back end of the building while they’re busy doing all the hard labor.”

Caleb’s eyes lifted first, and then the rest started to take note that someone else was here. “Ooh, now look who’s staring. Aren’t you going to say hi to your Greek god before we go?” I teased, using the same name she’d called Luke in a text message I could only assume was sent a minute after they’d had sex a few days ago.

“We aren’t really the PDA kind,” she said as she gave the guys a small wave.

As Luke and Caleb greeted her, Ryan tilted the shovel handle to his mouth like a mic and began to sing that catchy Toni Basil song “Hey, Mickey, you’re so fine.” It took me all the way back to high school and cheerleading days, causing me to laugh and shake my head.

“Hey, Mickey, karaoke, you and me later? What do you say?” Ryan asked.

“I think he has a death wish,” I murmured.

Luke slapped him in the back of his head, and he reached up and flicked Luke’s man-bun before running off.

“Can you bring me back an ice cream, please?” Ryan yelled when we were out of sight. “And beer!”

“How old is he?” Mickey asked.

“Twenty-six. I think he’s always going to be a kid at heart because I can’t picture him any other way. But it’s a good balance for his more-serious friends.” I smiled. “At least you know Luke has a lot of patience.”

On the short ride to the private practice, Mackenzie talked about her and Luke’s progressing relationship, which was sweet and perfect for her.

When we entered the small office, she took a seat by the magazine stand, and since no one else was in line, I filled out the paperwork at the counter.

I sat, waiting for my name to be called when Mickey whispered, “I hate these appointments. It’s like the worst thing ever. It even hurts sometimes.”

My eyebrows lifted, and then I relaxed. “You’re only trying to scare me.”

She shook her head. “Ask Lisa.”

That’s crazy. I’m not going to ask . . .

I typed out a message to Lisa.

Me: Do Pap smears hurt?

Lisa: (surprise face emoticon) Depends, some doctors are nice, others act like your vajayjay isn’t delicate. But I know a good doctor if you’re looking for one. TRUST me, you don’t want to get just anyone!

Maybe I should reschedule—

“Madelyn Wells.”

Mackenzie didn’t even notice it was my turn. The name sounded strange to my own ears, but I figured the name I’d written down should match the one on my ID.

As I stood, she picked up a magazine. “Have fun!”

Within two minutes of being in the exam room with the lovely nurse who’d called my name, I realized how not fun this was.

Nerves crawled in my lower belly as the nurse asked again, “When was your last menstrual cycle?”

I’d heard her the first time, I just . . . my mouth opened and closed.

“Last month . . . I think.”

“Do you have an approximate date?” she asked, her smile polite.

Uh-oh.

It wasn’t last month. It was at the end of the month prior to that. Right before the accident.

“Um, a lot has happened since then. Stress, blood loss from my accident, and . . . it’s common to miss periods because of that, right?”

“Yes, it’s possible. Do you think you’ve missed a period?”

“Definitely.”

The hospital had to have done a pregnancy test before my surgery.

Why was I even thinking about being pregnant?

Caleb and I didn’t even start having sex again until about . . . one, two—about eleven-ish days ago. I explained that and everything else to the nurse, and after the urine sample came back negative, she decided to do a blood test just in case.

Twenty minutes later, my fingers were crossed as I got in Mickey’s car, glad to be done with all of that and excited about the next step in my relationship with Caleb—until the trial, but I knew in my heart that even if he did go to jail, I would wait for him.

But how many years would be doable?

We could talk about it, come to an agreement. Three, five, seven—my cell phone vibrated, and I swiped the answer key. “Calvin?”

“Are you almost back?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Just get here.”

❧

My heart raced for the whole ten minutes it took to get back. They must have found something.

I jumped out of the car, almost leaving behind the weapon I’d tucked beneath the passenger seat. Grabbing it, I left Mickey with Luke out front while I jogged to the backyard. “What is it?”

My spine tingled when I saw Calvin, Ryan, and Caleb sitting on the ground in a semi-circle, all starting to get up one by one.

I stopped a few feet before I reached them, my focus on a mini case in the dirt. It was small, maybe a foot long on each side, and couldn’t have held much.

“We didn’t want to open it until you got here,” Caleb said.

I dropped to my knees and grasped the hard, soil-covered edges as I pulled it toward me. My fingers smoothed over the rusty latches, tugging up until they popped open.

What? A key inside a clear plastic bag? Like a mailbox-sized key.

Disappointed, I looked at Caleb, my breath catching in my throat. I didn’t know what I was expecting to find here, but it wasn’t this.

“What do you have there?” came a high-pitched voice I hadn’t heard in a while.

Brad.

My body shivered, and a wave of goose bumps followed.

“Paige, stay where you are,” Caleb instructed, stooping to my level and obstructing my view of the mansion. My knees shifted around the craggy ground until I faced his broad back. I peeked around his shoulder and saw Brad lying on the roof of the mansion with an automatic weapon pointed down at us.

Oh my God.

My heart raced. “Caleb.”

“It’s okay, stay down,” he said calmly.

Why was he calm? We were his brother’s waiting targets. This was not okay.

“The next mansion is at least five miles out. You think they’re going to hear if I take you all out right now?” Brad called down to us. “I didn’t realize you had a whole crew now. But you must not care about them too much.”

Tu-tu-tu-tu-tu. A couple of rounds fired in bursts, and I grabbed on to the back of Caleb’s shirt, but he twisted, arms wrapping around me a second before my torso hit the ground beneath him. I cowered, my heart about to come up my throat.

The shooting stopped, and Caleb cursed. “Brad, stop!”

“Why? You left our family. You’re a traitor, Caleb. But you know what I can’t understand? The stupidity of you being here right now. Didn’t you learn anything all those years ago? You never go back to ground zero, idiot. I know, you’re here because of her. What? Is her pussy that good? Because I didn’t get the chance to sample it.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Caleb whispered in my ear. “He’s an idiot.”

“Must be, because you changed my brother, Paige, Madelyn, whatever. He’s never killed before you. You know that? Not once. Never. How did it feel, Caleb? Did it feel good, the rush, the power? Tell me, big brother, are we going to be competing for kills now?”

My eyes welled with tears, and I swallowed. Caleb might call Brad an idiot, but all of a sudden, I wasn’t so sure. He’d figured out that we would be here, knew how to get in undetected, and knew how to piss off Caleb while making me feel like shit.

“Paige, call Langley,” Caleb said.

“You know, Sophia Cruz didn’t die of a drug overdose, but I think you knew that, Caleb, didn’t you?”

“What do you want?” Caleb bit out. “Let them leave; they have nothing to do with this. This is between you and me.”

I opted for a group text message to Stuart and Agent Langley, in case one wasn’t by their phone.

Me: In trouble at the mansion. Brad is here. Please send help and acknowledge text.

“Nah, I think I’ll educate your friends. You don’t want me to tell them about the real you? Our father’s golden boy? The one who never had what it took. I have what it takes!” he screamed. “You ruined everything, Caleb. You sold out our family, and for what? Fucking this. A group of fuckers who can’t even pull proper security.”

“Cover her and get her out of here.” Caleb rolled and before I knew it, I was sandwiched between Calvin and Ryan, Calvin’s larger frame in front.

What was he doing?

“Give me the box and stay between us,” Calvin said as I glimpsed Caleb standing tall, his hands in the air.

Oh my God. No.

“Follow our lead. We’re going to crawl right slow and then make a run for it,” Ryan said.

“Rodriguez is on her way here right now. There’s no escaping!” Brad exclaimed. A shot rang out, and dirt flew up around us. “Move another inch and one of you will die. Tell them what good shots we are, Caleb. How much we practiced and what happened when we missed.”

“Brad, please don’t do this.” Caleb edged right, blocking Brad’s aim on us.

Where were Luke and Mackenzie?

I’m so sorry, Mickey.

God, I hoped she’d left.

I’ll never put you in danger again.

“Where was I,” Brad continued. “Oh, yeah, Rodriguez. She has some unfinished business with your girl over there. I sent her your location myself. You know I can’t miss a good show. I’m sure the nurse is in on it, too. Because, come on, you did kill the love of her life, bro. I’m a little proud, but she has been dying to return the favor. You could at least properly introduce me before—”

I looked up to see Luke wrestling the weapon away from Brad, both edging toward the steep incline of the roof.

“Let’s go,” Ryan said, dragging me to my feet and toward the front of the house. I released a breath when I saw that Mackenzie had left. “Get in the car.”

I sat in the front seat of the Jaguar and stuffed the dirty box into my backpack.

Calvin hopped into the driver’s seat, starting the car.

“What are you doing?” I snapped.

“Getting you out of here,” he said, putting the car in reverse.

I tried to open the lock, but it wouldn’t give.

Child’s lock. Son of a—

“Calvin, I won’t ever fucking forgive you if you lea—stop the car! Calvin!” I pulled out my weapon so he could see it. “Langley’s on his way, and if he doesn’t get here in time, Rodriguez is going to get away. I’m not going to let that happen. So don’t fuck with me. Pull back into the driveway.”

Fuck.

I didn’t want to be an asshole, especially to Calvin, and I already felt like shit for pulling a gun on him, but I couldn’t let this happen.

“I’m sorry,” I tugged on the handle, and the door gave this time. “I—”

“Nah, you’re right.” His lips curled as he cracked his own door open. “Welcome back. Took you long enough.”

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up. I’m going to hide in the—”

At the sound of a speeding vehicle coming down the street, I yanked my door closed and Calvin did the same. Tires screeched to a stop behind us, blocking us in the driveway with Luke’s SUV parked on the other side of the exit.

“It’s safer in the trunk,” Calvin suggested.

“But I won’t be able to see what’s going on. Plus, if she even peers through these windows, I’m shooting her, so leave the doors unlocked.” I climbed between the seats into the back where the tints were darker. “Don’t forget to cut the engine.”

Caleb, Luke, and Ryan walked around the corner with Brad a few feet in front of them. He took off running as soon as he spotted whoever just came out of the car behind us.

Deputy Superintendent Rodriguez.

“Where is she?” Rodriguez called out, closing her car door but not stepping away. She knew she was outnumbered here. But she wasn’t alone. Someone else was still in the driver’s seat. Male or female.

My gaze flitted back to Brad heading our way, his eyes drifting around the yard. He’d no doubt taken stock of the vehicles when he got here, but Mickey’s car wasn’t here anymore, so he couldn’t be sure I wasn’t gone as well.

“Shut the fuck up, Brad,” Caleb warned.

The assault rifle Brad had earlier was nowhere in sight, and I wondered where they’d stashed it.

Brad came to a stop and looked inside the Jaguar’s windshield, but before he could say a thing, a gunshot echoed. I flinched, but it was Brad who looked down and touched a spot a few inches above his heart. I looked back through the rear window to see Rodriguez taking aim again.

“Message from your father. You’re fair game now,” Rodriguez said.

What the—she wasn’t just here for me.

I pushed the rear door open, pointed my gun to the rear, and pulled the trigger. That was for distraction. But as her eyes dropped to me and her weapon followed, I’d already found my aim. The chunkiest part of her thigh. I pulled the trigger, and a shell flew out, pinging against the car window as the bullet hit its mark.

She groaned and grabbed her thigh. “Bitch.”

I didn’t want to kill her. I wanted her to rot in prison.

“Calvin, get out. You have a weapon, right?” I asked, hoping Caleb and the guys could give us some backup once we were out. I knew the guys had a license to carry, and now would be a good time for them to use it.

“I do.”

Rodriguez limped to the car and reached for the door handle, but I fired again, letting the bullet kiss the side of the vehicle, inches away from her fingers. She lifted her weapon, and I ducked back inside a second before a bullet hit the door.

Shit.

“Step away from the door,” Calvin said as a shot went off. That one was from him.

I scurried to the opposite side of the seat and shoved the rear door open to form some kind of cover for Calvin on the driver’s side before creeping between the seats to the front again. The guys had scattered. Caleb and Luke were bent in front of the Jaguar, and Brad was on the ground.

“Another vehicle just pulled up,” Calvin informed. “Come out now. My door.”

He was talking to me, but I had my phone in hand, dialing 9-1-1 on speaker. We needed an ambulance. I took a second to check my unread messages.

Langley: Local police are on the way. I’m thirty minutes out.

Stuart: On my way.

I scrambled through Calvin’s door with my phone and weapon, heart pounding as I spit out the address. Another shot rang through the air. Then Caleb was there squeezing into the space left between the two opened doors that were acting as barricades. He held the assault rifle in one hand with the muzzle down as his eyes swept over me. “You okay?”

I nodded, the adrenaline rushing through my veins suddenly halting at the sight of him.

“Good. It’s about to get crazy. I need you to stay low, and I need you—can you help Brad? Please. I need Ryan’s help.” He seemed concerned, like he thought I wouldn’t want to help Brad.

Without thinking, I pressed my lips to his, feeling the raw heat of the moment ignite between us. “Don’t let Rodriguez or anyone else get away.”

“I won’t.”

“Tampon,” Ryan yelled.

Tampon?

“I have one.” Extending my body across the front seats, I searched through my backpack. Damn it. Where was it? There was always one in there. Got it. I expected to find Caleb waiting, but he wasn’t there. A dozen or so cracks of the automatic rifle went off as I slid from the car and rushed around the curve of the door toward the front. Brad was lying shirtless on the ground while Ryan pressed a bundled-up shirt against his chest.

Tires squealed and more rounds banged on metal while glass shattered somewhere.

“Ryan, I got this. Go help.”

“Just put it inside the wound,” he instructed. “There isn’t an exit wound.”

Taking over, I placed my knee onto the folded T-shirt beneath Brad’s left clavicle. She’d been aiming for the heart, which was confusing. Why would she want to kill him? He’s fair game now? What did that mean? Alex Connor wanted him dead. But why? This was his son. I ripped away the plastic from the tampon.

“You saved my life,” Brad murmured.

I looked down for the first time, noticing his nonchalance—why wasn’t he in pain?

“You’re high or something.” I pushed away the fabric, getting ready to put the cotton into the red hole that was burned around the edges and wondering if that was how mine had looked.

He moved his shoulder. “Don’t touch me.”

“Well, you’re shit out of luck because I need to save you.”

He held the key to Caleb’s freedom, but there’d also been a look on Caleb’s face. Fear. I hadn’t quite understood it. I just knew I needed to save his brother.

“I have AIDS.”

“What?” Was he even serious or concerned about transmitting something to me? The corner of his mouth lifted. Was he fucking smiling? Such an idiot. My eyes scanned over my hands. No open wounds, or bruises on them, so if this was some joke to him, I would be good. “I’ve put in a tampon a million times. I can do it without getting any blood on my hands. Trust me.”

“You shouldn’t have saved me. I would rather die. Just let me.”

Shaking my head, I used my knee and one of my hands to keep him steady while I inserted the cotton into the wound. He didn’t even flinch.

“Are you starting to feel stupid about calling Rodriguez, only to have her shoot you?”

“No, but since we’re talking about feelings.” His gaze, already dark, turned ghostly as he stared at me. “Didn’t Caleb tell you how Dad tortured him over and over again, pushing him every which way possible to force him to kill, even having him watch the life evaporate out of someone else, and he still never could do it? But you changed him. I wonder about how many bodies will be lined up today. You can thank yourself for that, too.”

“Shut up.” I scowled and looked away but felt the same scrutiny from him as I did from Caleb. I could only hope he didn’t share the uncanny ability to see through me as well.

“I can see why he’s obsessed with you, but you turned him into me. If you were looking for a killer, you should have convinced me with your magic vagina, not my brother. I bet I fuck better than he does. My dick’s bigger.”

Disgruntled, I inhaled and rolled my eyes as I looked around, trying to ignore him.

“My father is coming after you. You won’t know where, when, or how but he’s going to do it. There’s nothing you can do to stop it. He’s unstoppable. I’ve watched him cut open a man and rip out his guts with his bare hands. By the time he was done, there wasn’t a trace of—”

“You’re sick,” I hissed, pressing my fingers to my temple.

Suddenly, amidst the chaos, my mind wandered to the blood test I’d taken today, and I subconsciously placed a hand on my stomach, wanting to protect something that wasn’t there. But what if it was?


Chapter Twenty-Three

Caleb

I sprinted down the road and into the nearby woods Stacy Lenard had run. Sirens were nearing, and I was closing in on her. She was the one who’d shown up behind Rodriguez. And as soon as she saw what was going down, she’d put her car into reverse and tried to get away, but I’d emptied the AK-47 mag into the tires, which caused the car to spin out and hit a tree. That was when she’d decided to make a run for it.

She stubbed her toe and pitched forward onto her hands and knees, and I knew I had her.

Jumping up, she started forward again, but with the bushes becoming denser, the deeper we ran into the woods, in fewer than twenty seconds, I would catch up to her. When I did, I pulled her body against mine and wrapped a hand around her throat, letting my fingers pinch the arteries against her windpipe. Fifteen to twenty seconds and she’d be out. Two to four minutes and she’d be dead.

“Where’s Alex Connor?” I demanded, loosening my grip on her carotid arteries. I didn’t want her to lose consciousness just yet.

“I don’t know,” she replied, sucking in air.

Brad’s fuck-up today was turning out to be a major win for us.

“What do you know?”

“Nothing,” she rasped. “Please, just let me go.”

The police sirens became louder, and I knew they were at the mansion. Getting sidetracked like this pissed me off because I wanted to question Brad about Sophia Cruz’s body. Once they found something that put me at the scene of the crime, I could be charged with her murder.

The only thing they had was that it happened at the hotel. I was alone in my suite while Brad was in his with a lifeless Sofia. There were no videos, which meant nothing to prove I hadn’t done it.

“Because of you, Paige almost died in that hospital, and I’m guessing you came here today for that same reason, so I’m a little lost as to why I should let you go.”

“Because you owe me. You killed Dee,” she whined.

Only one problem: he would have killed Paige if I hadn’t killed him.

“You shouldn’t have gotten mixed up with Alex Connor and lied to me. Pretending to disappear after you helped me. Pretending you had been raped. Making me feel sorry for you. That is just fucking sick, Lenard. Now, since you don’t know anything . . .”

“I should have killed that bitch when I had the chance, then you’d know what it feels like—”

My grip tightened around her skinny neck, and as I counted in my head, I thought about what Brad had said about Sophia Cruz. He did kill her, and most likely just like this. It really hadn’t been a mistake, an overdose. I caught Lenard as she lost consciousness. With her not being able to fight me, it would save me a minute on the journey back to the road.

As the trees opened to reveal the road, I spotted three local police cars in and around the front yard. I cursed under my breath. I could easily get arrested for even being in the middle of a crime scene like this, and judging by the lack of SUVs, Langley wasn’t here yet.

Calvin, Luke, and Paige were talking to a few of the cops, and at the blaring ambulance siren, I looked behind me and walked faster. Brad was still there, and this would be my only chance to talk to him.

The cops rushed toward me as I lay Stacy Lenard on the ground.

“She isn’t dead; she’ll wake up in a minute. She tried to flee the scene. There’s an ongoing FBI investigation that she’s involved in, so you might want to cuff her,” I explained. Then, playing the sympathy card, I added, “Please, I need to check on my brother. He was shot.”

“Go ahead, but make it quick. We have a few questions, and I need your statement,” the police officer responded.

“Yes, sir. Of course.”

As I walked away, I regarded Paige. She was watching me.

I know, baby. I fucking scare myself sometimes. But I didn’t let her get away.

I tried to communicate that without words, but by her blank expression, her mind had gone elsewhere. Then I remembered she’d been with Brad for a few minutes. I didn’t even want to think about what he might have said to her, or I’d fucking strangle him instead of try to get information.

As I edged around the front of the car where Ryan was with Brad, I heard a male crying.

“Have you given your statement yet?” I asked.

“Caleb, you have to help me,” Brad cried.

“Nah, they just got here,” Ryan replied, standing and whispering. “But the guys and I were the ones who shot up everything. Just so you know.”

Shaking my head, I smiled, knowing they were about to take the heat off me. “Thanks.”

“No prob. Where’s that AK?” he asked.

“Grass across the street,” I said, bending down to get a closer look at Brad. I’d seen him paranoid and twitchy, but I’d never seen him actually fucking cry.

“Caleb, don’t let them take me. Please, I can’t go there. I can’t go to jail. Please just kill me. Do it now.” He took my hand and brought it to his neck. “Please.”

“Stop,” I told him, though for some dumb reason, I wished there was a way I could help ease the pain he was about to feel. Being in jail would probably feel like a long, slow death for him. He was an addict, and with the way he ran his mouth, he would be an easy target who would probably get beat up every day.

“Why does AC want you dead?”

“You and your stupid girlfriend. What do you think? She took the last of my drugs.” He groaned in pain. “Get it back. I need—I can’t. Caleb—I’ll do anything. I’ll tell you anything you need to know. Just please.”

I swallowed and then blew out a breath as a mingled strain of anger and sorrow hit me.

“Call her stupid again, and I’ll break your fucking nose. Again.” My hand brushed over my forehead in agitation. “I need your help, Brad. Where is AC? I need—”

Two paramedics ran up to us, and I cursed as a cop joined them, his eyes on me. “What’s your name?”

Well, this was fucking pointless.

The rest of the afternoon dragged on as the FBI showed up, and I could only hope this shit would stay off the news. If Connor found out that Rodriguez, the nurse, and Brad were scooped up today, he would relocate again, which would only make it harder to find him.

Dusk was setting in and the rain was starting to drizzle when Paige decided to hand the box we’d found over to Langley. Landscaping had been our initial excuse for being at the mansion, but after further consideration, we figured Agent Langley would have better luck figuring out how the key might be connected to this whole shit show.

“We have another copy of this. At least, it looks just like the one we have.” Langley held the dirty box away from his suit as he twisted the gold key around, staring at it from all angles. “It was found inside Leanne’s lockbox at the bank, but a copy of it was also on her set of keys for the house, David’s, too. If it’s turning up again—”

“It could be the key to everything?” Paige asked, hopeful.

I rested my arm around her shoulders and pulled her against my body.

❧

We got back to the townhouse sometime after eight, and the first thing I did was apologize for what had happened to Harry’s car. There were at least two broken windows and three bullet holes. Harry had only replied, “We don’t care about that shit! We only care about you.”

From that, I’d felt like the car had been more special to me than it had been to him, more so because it was a part of the memories I was forming with my grandparents, the experience of this life I could have had.

While Paige showered, I talked to Harry and Lydia as the news played in the background. That alone was saying a lot because while anything that had to do with the news haunted me before, it had turned into our only way of knowing whether we were holding the long or short end of the stick. No news about Alex Connor’s mysterious operation or me was good news.

When Paige didn’t make her way back out to the living room after half an hour, I said, “I’m going to check on Paige. We’ll see you at breakfast?”

“Of course. Good night, Caleb.”

“Good night.”

Even that.

So simple.

But everything.

Paige was lying in bed, her gun on the nightstand and her phone to her ear, so I headed straight for the shower, which was still misty and warm from hers. Peeling off my shirt, pants, and boxers, I dropped them piece by piece into the laundry basket before walking into the shower and scrubbing away the dirt and sweat from today. Atop everything else on my mind, like the reason Alex Connor could possibly want his favorite son dead, I couldn’t help but consider Paige’s change in mood.

After the events at the mansion and during the ride here in Agent Langley’s SUV, she had been quiet and closed off. There’d been one or two moments when I’d wrapped my arms around her that she could have said something, but she hadn’t.

I knew her past and present had collided today, and this could have just been another traumatic event for her, which was why I’d taken her out of the line of fire as soon as I could. Then she had been with Brad for a good amount of time. I shook my head.

Fuck.

I reached out to the counter for my toothbrush and quickly brushed my teeth at the same time I rinsed the suds from my skin. Pulling my towel from the rod, I dragged it over my body and wrapped it around my waist as I walked into the bedroom.

She was bundled up in the comforter, staring at the ceiling. And even though I knew something was wrong, my cock jerked, knowing she was only wearing one of my T-shirts beneath that duvet. Just another thing that said mine. Another thing that made me want to walk right over and spread her legs so I could feast on that sweet—I bit my lip and leaned against the wall, forcing my thoughts back on track.

Brad. Right.

I exhaled. “What did Brad say to you?”

“A lot,” she replied.

“You can’t listen to him, Paige. He’s fucking crazy, just like Alex Connor.”

“But that’s the thing. Everything he said was not crazy.” Her voice lowered. “A lot of what he said was true.”

“It might have been,” I agreed because I knew Brad’s tactics. “But that’s what he does, what Alex Connor does, too.”

Her head turned, and her eyes focused on me.

“It’s manipulation. Finding someone’s weakness and exploiting it. Getting in someone’s head so you can find what makes them tick.”

I folded my arms across my chest, and as I was about to ask what Brad had said exactly, she asked, “Have you gotten in my head?”

Shit.

My heart skipped a beat in my chest. What was the right answer to that?

“In the past, yes, but not anymore.”

Her eyes shifted as she sorted her thoughts, probably searching her memories for things I’d said or done.

“Why then and not now?”

“Because, back then, you didn’t trust me, but now, I’m your weakness.”

I blew out a breath, wondering if honesty like this was going too far, hoping she wouldn’t ask me to break it down because, yes, I’d given her what she needed to get her to trust me. But saying it like that sounded wrong. It would sound as if I manipulated her into loving me.

Did I? Fuck.

Something cut deep into my chest, and I cursed, pushing myself off the wall and wandering over to the bay window.

Silence stretched between us while I peered onto the street below, the asphalt dark and wet from the fresh rain.

“What did you do to Stacy Lenard?” Paige asked, her voice soft.

I chewed on my lip and closed my eyes. How much honesty?

She tripped and hit her head on a rock?

I let out a breath and turned.

Her eyes followed me as I approached her side of the bed. “The same thing you did to that guy in the hospital.”

I gripped the top of the duvet around her shoulders and pulled it down to her chest. My eyes never leaving hers, I let my fingers skim across her neckline to the pulse point on her neck. “It’s the same thing you do with pressure points.”

My thumb pressed lightly on the carotid pulse closest to me before my index finger stretched across to the other side of her neck. Her lips parted, and my cock pulsed as she held my gaze, trusting me.

“A lot of things come into play. Age. Gender. Build. But, typically, if you’re doing it right, depressing both pressure points, within fifteen to twenty seconds that person will lose consciousness. Anything over fifty seconds and you start to head into the danger zone.” The muscles flexed in my jaw. “That’s what I did to her. I know things that are just sick, things that are—”

I started to lift my hand, but she held on, rising up and tugging me down to meet her. My lips joined with hers as my entire body, too desperate for this connection, failed to come up with a question for what just happened. As my cock brushed over her thigh, my lips caressed hers, and the only thing I could do was breathe as my body descended on her. My arm stretched across the bed for the nightstand, wishing it was possible to think a condom onto my cock.

“The bed,” she gasped as my fingers massaged the soft warmth between her thighs.

She yanked the jumbled towel from my hip and reached for my thick erection hanging between us. I pumped into her hand as I breathed down her neck, nibbling on her skin and kissing her racing pulse.

“Fuck, we need to move out,” I replied. “Because I really want this headboard to mimic my fucking you.”

She toyed with the head of my cock, and I groaned, trying to slip out of her arms to get the nightstand drawer open. When I got my hands on a condom, I removed my T-shirt from her body, exposing her soft, creamy skin and those beautiful tits. Then I wasted no time in letting my mouth go on a voyage, exploring every rise, dip, and curve until my tongue made landfall on her sweet, velvety pussy, delving farther down until I was licking her asshole. She let out whimpers of pleasure as my tongue swirled from top to bottom, but especially bottom. Easing up, I blew up and down her center, then kissed the insides of her thighs from one side to the other, taking a moment to kiss everywhere except where she really wanted me to.

“Caleb,” she begged, and I remedied, sliding my tongue straight across her clit to the other thigh where I nibbled, letting the stubble on my jaw tease over her bare pussy.

“Please.”

I gave her what she wanted, this time bringing two fingers into play, sliding both into her slick channel before I let one slip out and into the puckered hole below. Thick fingers stroked in and out as my tongue massaged her delicious essence. She hadn’t complained in the days I’d taken things a tad further, so I could only imagine what it would be like to fill that forbidden spot with my cock. I wanted to own every inch of her body and every gasp of pleasure that fell from her lips.

“Aah,” she moaned. “I have no idea what you’re doing but”—her head fell back onto the bed—“oh my God.”

She tightened around my digits, and I raised my head, watching her as she came apart. Hips rising off the bed. Little moans escaping her lips. Her hands seductively moving across her breasts and then over her face and up to grip her hair as her teeth sank into her lip.

She looked down at me, a sultry smile on her lips as her body relaxed.

I grinned. “I have an idea. Don’t move.”

I rolled off the bed, went to the front of it, and gripping the platform, I pulled the entire thing from the wall.

We’d been putting the mattress on the floor for the past few days, but this was a much better solution.

Paige giggled. “Why haven’t we thought of this before? But, hey, what if the headboard falls off?” And the seriousness with which she said this had me fucking dying with laughter as I crawled onto the bed.

“I like that you have these high expectations of me, but I think the headboard will be fine, baby.” I reached over. “Come here.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Paige

I sighed, resting my head against Caleb’s chest while one of my legs lay tangled with his. Feeling a slight chill on my back, I hummed, “Cold.”

He pulled the sheet over us, and placing a kiss onto his chest, I relaxed into his warmth. “I love you. Thank you.”

“Is everything good?” he asked.

“Mmm-hmm.”

He hadn’t turned off the bedside lamp, so I knew we were about to talk.

“That sounds very post-orgasmic. I’m not sure if I should believe it.”

I smiled because, in my current state, I also had a moment of truth for him. Brad might have said a lot of things that had gotten to me, but being here with Caleb made everything better because Brad was wrong. Caleb was nothing like him. They might have grown up in the same brutal environment, but Caleb’s anger from that wasn’t being pushed outward. It was buried inside. And I couldn’t help but think that maybe that well I’d told my therapist about hadn’t been outside after all. Maybe it was grounded inside each of us. People like Caleb, Leanne, me. Olivia. Maybe it was inside people who’d been through so much that there wouldn’t have been room to hold it all in unless the cavity had been deep enough.

“You and me here, right now.” My hand moved across his chest as I spoke. “It might not fix what’s wrong out there, but it fixes what’s wrong”—I drew a heart over his chest—“in here. And that makes me good.”

Rough fingers traveled listlessly across my back, but instead of being jarring, it was just right. Perfect.

“I agree.”

“I’m not saying I wasn’t frightened; I was, but I also knew I wouldn’t run and hide.”

“And because of that, you saved Brad.” His fingers combed through my hair.

“I don’t think he wanted me to, especially after I snatched the last of his cocaine before he could have one last sniff.”

I chuckled with Caleb at that before his lips brushed my forehead.

“I could only imagine all the names he called you after you did that. I’m sorry.”

“Eh, it wasn’t good, but it was kind of payback for all the shit he’d said before, so I was a little pleased about his frustration.”

“You aren’t mad that I asked you to help him?”

I shook my head.

“No, of course not. I did save his crazy ass, remember?”

“He’s done so many fucked-up things, but I still feel sorry for him,” Caleb confessed. “He’s been on drugs since he was thirteen, and I just—”

He let that hang in the air, but I knew what he felt.

“You feel like he could change. There’s nothing wrong with that, Caleb. He’s your brother.”

Only, I couldn’t help but wonder if he felt the same way about Alex Connor.

“You agreed that the things he said to me might be true.” The tip of my finger circling across his chest came to a stop. “He told me that Alex Connor is coming after me and there will be nothing I can do to stop him.”

“It’s nothing you didn’t know before.”

“I know, and I’d assumed I could stop him before but, Caleb, the way he said it, I believed him.”

“He’ll have to come through me first, I promise.”

I inhaled, but even he knew he couldn’t protect me twenty-four seven. There would eventually be a window of opportunity.

He shifted from beneath me and then walked across the room in all his naked glory to the sand-colored dresser sitting in the corner. Pulling a drawer open, he picked out a pair of his sweatpants and tugged them on.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

He grabbed something from the top of the dresser. And as he turned, I saw his knife in hand. A fixed blade in a leather casing I often seen him carry either in his boot or his belt.

“Your little switchblade won’t do shit in a real situation unless you’re in a good position to slice someone’s throat or a major artery. I want you to have this.”

I dragged the sheet to my chest and sat up.

He continued. “When you got shot, it was like you didn’t even realize it, right?”

I nodded, wondering where he was going with this.

“It’s the same thing with a knife. When you stab—”

“Oh, God.” I knew where this was going, and I shrank. “I don’t know if I want to do this before bed.”

I wanted to learn, but I also didn’t want any nightmares.

“It’ll be quick, I promise. Just—” He let out a breath. “You’re getting better, and next week, I want you to start training with me. I know you can fight, but if you aren’t running, then these will be things you need to know in order to be prepared for anything that’s coming.” He held up the knife. “Don’t ever leave here without this. I’ll make this quick for tonight, but we’re going to be doing this every day, various positions. How would you stab someone if this knife was your only option?” He moved the sheathed knife across his chest. “What do you go for? Stomach, chest? How would you do it? Overhand, underhand?”

Squinting, I swallowed. “Any way possible.”

“You’re five-six, so with overhand you’re always going to hit the chest cavity, bone. The only thing that will do is just piss someone off, and they’ll most likely hit you back hard and fast. Underhand is your best friend.” He jerked his hand up. “Go under the ribcage—”

“Oh, Caleb. Give me the knife,” I interrupted. He was literally a trained fucking assassin. And I was just glad I’d gotten to know him prior to him breaking it down like this. Because, holy shit.

He stood there, lips still parted in full training mode.

I extended my arm, and as he handed over the knife, I set it on the nightstand. It’d been a long day, and my brain was already in overdrive, trying to figure out the purpose of that key I’d found. “Please, come to bed. We can do that tomorrow.”

He sat on the edge next to me and gazed at the bathroom door. “I don’t want to scare you,” he began. “But Brad is right, Paige. Alex Connor has been in the shadows for this long for a reason. His men might make mistakes, but he doesn’t. And I’ve been careless with you because you have a mind of your own and I don’t want to suffocate you by telling you what you can or can’t do. But Rodriguez was given the green light to kill Brad, which AC never would have done if something hadn’t changed.”

“Maybe Rodriguez was lying. You really think he’d do that? Put a hit on his own son?”

I clutched the sheet. A hit. Caleb being trained as an assassin. Brad talking about competing for kills. Was Alex Connor a hitman? “I know he’s hurt you both. But you? Brad? Would he really go that far?”

“Let’s just say.” He inhaled. “From experience and from the shit he’s told us over and over again, I’m not surprised today has come. If he wanted to kill either of us, he wouldn’t hesitate. It’s simple for him.”

I moved closer, my hands rubbing over his back before circling around him. My cheek flattened against his back.

“I’m sorry.” I released a breath. “Show me.”

Picking up the knife, I jerked my head to the bed. “But lie down.”

He arched an eyebrow.

“Scared of me?”

“I’ve already looked down the barrel of your gun and come into contact with your knife. It isn’t what you do to me that scares me.” He moved back and lay flat. “Besides, you weren’t the first to do that. I had to learn the things I know some way, right?”

“You’re used to having crazy people around. Makes me feel so much better.” I smiled.

I’d gotten better at switching on the light when our reality became too murky.

He grinned, and getting straight down to business, he touched either side of his abs. “You might not be able to see my ribcage through my eight-pack but—”

I threw my head back in a laugh. He’d gotten better at it, too. I gazed at the hard ridges of his six-pack and the V-cut disappearing into his pants. Not even a smidgen of fat when he was flexing like that. My eyes traveled back up to meet his dark, teasing ones. “You know, it’s time I stop telling you how sexy you are. This cockiness is getting out of hand.”

He smirked, his hands gliding over my body as I stretched across the bed to retrieve the T-shirt I’d had on earlier. I tugged it over my head, and for the next fifteen minutes, I straddled him while he talked me through the ways to disable an opponent with his knife. This was a much better way to learn, less gory images went through my mind here. In fact, it was kind of a turn-on. I blamed the sensual way his muscles contracted as he pointed out different areas on his body. The way the tip of his tongue slid across his lips as he considered something.

I smoothed my fingers over the edges of the leather casing concealing the knife.

“Do you think the prosecutors will be able to get any of them to talk?”

“The nurse and Rodriguez, yeah. Although, they might not say anything that could implicate themselves. I don’t know about the dude who was with Rodriguez; I’d never seen him before. But Brad has nothing to gain from talking. So, I seriously doubt he’ll say anything at all.”

I unsheathed the knife. “How much do you trust me?”

“Enough.”

“Enough?” I asked, smiling.

“Yeah.”

Carefully, I inched the cold tip of the knife down his chest, but I didn’t get very far. A hint of blood appeared, and I stopped, lifting the knife. Holy, this thing was sharp and definitely not a toy. I did not mean to do that.

“Sorry.”

He glanced down. “I didn’t even feel it.”

Securing the knife back into its case, I set it aside as I lowered and licked away the trickle of blood on his skin. I looked down and couldn’t find the cut after that, but I sucked on the spot, and as the metallic taste of blood hit my taste buds, his hips rose beneath me, and I could feel the hardness of his cock. I sighed and placed kisses across his chest until I got to one of his nipples. My tongue played with it with before I sucked on it, and when I tugged it between my teeth, his pelvis moved again, encouraging me.

I wanted to ride him, make him beg, the way he made me.

My mouth moved up his chest, pausing at the base of his neck and sucking on the skin there before my mouth grazed his jaw. I lifted and lowered my lips to his slowly, as if I were about to kiss him. Instead, I let my mouth hover an inch above his, and as his head rose to meet me, I moved up out of reach. He gripped my waist, grounding his hard cock against me as he pulled me closer.

“No touching,” I said, breathy, sitting straight and peeling his hands from my body.

As I removed my T-shirt, his hands reached for me again. “Nope.”

I took his wrists, one at a time, and placed each above his head. Holding them down, I told him, “They stay there.”

I removed his pants, licking my lips as his heavy erection popped out. As an idea surfaced, I got off the bed and padded to the bathroom. Grabbing the bottle of cocoa butter oil Grandma had gotten for me to use on my scars, I hid it behind my back and bit on my lip when I saw Caleb hadn’t moved, and by the look on his face, he had no idea what I was about to do.

“You really trust me to do this?” I asked.

“Do what?”

“Can you turn around and lie on your stomach?” Fuck with him. “Since I can’t use my dildo on myself”—I folded my lips to keep from laughing—“I could experiment with you. I even got the oil. I don’t know if we can use this one—”

As he saw the oil, his hands came up waving, head jerking. “No.”

My body shook with laughter as he reached for his pants.

“I’m joking. Lie down, crazy. I’m just going to touch you. A lot. I’m going to give you a massage.”

His dark eyes rose and raked over my body, causing my nipples to grow taut as I trembled in spot. For a split second, I saw someone else. The Caleb Brad had injected into my brain.

 

“You turned him into me.”

 

“What’s wrong?” Caleb asked.

“Nothing.”

 

“But it’s different with Caleb?” Marian had asked.

“He saw right through me from the start.”

 

“Have you gotten in my head?”

“In the past, yes, but not anymore.”

 

Shit. No. Everything is fine.

But it wasn’t.

“You tricked me,” I whispered.

“What?”

“When we first met. You manipulated me.” Feeling exposed, and not because I was naked but because of him, I set the bottle on the nightstand. “Maybe telling each other everything isn’t a good idea. I didn’t want to know that.”

I swallowed as my eyes searched the bed for my sleep tee.

“I don’t want us to get into a fight over this,” he said.

I blinked, my chest caving. “I don’t either.” I wanted to say more—how real is this, how real are we—but the rest of my words clogged in my throat as it closed up.

When I climbed onto the bed, he pulled me into his arms where I cried softly about us, about everything, about nothing. The tears wouldn’t stop, and at one point, I felt as if I were wholeheartedly searching for things to cry about.

“Don’t cry,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. Okay? I’m sorry.”

His lips pressed to my neck, and his tenderness soothed me. He was here for me. I had to remember he’d always been there for me.

“I’m okay,” I murmured, knowing that was important to him because I was important to him. “I’m okay, and it’s going to be okay.”

Moments later, something strange happened.

The tears dried and I felt silly for crying, but I also felt—empty.

No well.

No darkness.

No . . . nothing.

The past was the past for a reason. It decays and would tarnish me if I continued to dwell there.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Caleb

I placed a light peck to her temple before I slipped out of the bed and tucked the comforter around her. Leaving the bedside lamp on, I pulled out a pair of compression tights, shorts, and a T-shirt. And after lacing up my sneakers, I grabbed my phone, keys, and headphones before clicking off the light. I turned it back on for a second and watched her, my chest tightening while a corner of my mouth tipped in a slow smile.

From the moment she’d fallen asleep about an hour ago, she hadn’t even stirred.

Switching off the light once more, I moved quietly through the house and changed the alarm setting to AWAY.

The temperature outside had dropped and the wind had picked up, causing a slight chill to tingle over my skin. I plugged in my headphones, and as the music began to thump in my ears, I ran until my body became its own furnace.

The streets and sidewalks were still wet and at this hour of the night, desolate.

This was exactly what I needed.

My mind was my greatest enemy.

My greatest strength when used correctly, but my greatest weakness when it focused on everything it was trained and told to do since I was young.

To be obedient.

To fight.

To kill.

To survive, but by a method of manipulation. I knew this, yet still . . . it fucked with my head so bad I could manipulate my own brain into thinking I didn’t deserve her, I didn’t deserve anything, and that—she didn’t love me. She merely loved the idea of me as her protector, her confidant, her lover.

Emotional intelligence was only the beginning of manipulation, and I used it with Paige.

I knew how to handle her and no matter what I told myself, it still came down to the same conclusion. I used what I’d learned to gain her trust, and I could never undo that.

My chest burned from exhaustion as my legs took quick strides down the brick path by the Charles River and toward Harvard University. I ran around the loop by the river and through some areas I didn’t recognize until I had to use my GPS to get back. By that time, I was able to relax my mind and feel.

My heart pounding.

My muscles tensing.

Life.

The chilly, damp air I pulled into my lungs.

Love.

I’d subconsciously been trying to sabotage what Paige and I had, even after she’d told me she loved me, because I hadn’t expected it to last. I didn’t feel as if I deserved it. I didn’t want to believe she loved me because I couldn’t see why she would want to.

But one thing was for certain. I loved her. Everything about her.

I slowed to a jog where the sidewalk dropped off into a four-way intersection, and as I stepped out, a car flew through the stop sign out of nowhere, missing me by mere inches.

Holy shit.

I stopped, pulled out my earbuds, and listened to my heavy breaths and the car’s engine revving. I could practically hear my heart beating through my chest as the taillights disappeared down the street.

Still in disbelief, I whirled around, shaking my head as my thoughts drifted back to Paige.

I needed to figure out how to tell her how I felt. Tonight, I’d made her cry because I couldn’t say the right things. I wouldn’t make that mistake again. Because, if everything worked out, I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her.

I hurried home and up the stairs to our room. Switching on the lamp once more, my body grew calm as I saw her. An automatic response, I’d come to realize.

Honey-blonde waves framed her small face—one that looked sun-kissed in this light. I hadn’t figured out what time of the day or in what light she appeared to be the most beautiful, because I was mesmerized the same each time I saw her.

Drawn to her, I moved closer to the bed, knowing she was the one who’d unearthed this deeper itch that had been circulating in my veins for months.

My elbows sank into the mattress as I leaned down and stroked a thumb over her cheek.

“I love you,” I whispered.

Like some kind of drug, she was in me and I couldn’t get her out. I couldn’t be sated without her.

Wait, did I just? I said it.

“I love you.” My finger continued to graze down her cheek as I smiled.

Why couldn’t I say it before? It’s so easy.

Her eyes fluttered open, and she reached up and rubbed an eye with the back of her hand. “I love you, too.” She paused. “Uh, you did say something, right?”

I smiled and kissed her perfect pout.

“Yes. I love you.”

She wrapped her arms around my neck. “Is it too much if I ask you to tell me that again and again and again?”

“I love you.” My mouth brushed over her cheek. “I love you.” My fingers skimmed down to her chin, guiding her soft lips to mine. “I love you, Paige.”

She kissed me and then pulled back when her fingers touched my hair. “Are you sweating?”

“I went for a run.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You suck so bad.”

“Don’t be too jealous. It wasn’t all that pleasant,” I told her. “This has been the best part so far.”

“But it helped you figure out some things.”

I inhaled. “Yeah. But you should know, I knew that I loved you since you first told me. I don’t know why I couldn’t say it before. I think I was just overthinking it. It’s complicated in my head.”

Shit, everything that had to do with this kind of norm was complex.

“I don’t think love makes sense at first, especially when it’s the unexpected kind.” Her head fell back, a hint of a smile on her lips. “I’m so sleepy. But anyway, I think that’s why it seems so complicated when you try to break it into what I guess should make sense. I think love maybe has to do with your heart, not your head.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because when I think about us not being together or think about anything happening to you, Caleb, my chest and my heart hurt like hell, not my head.”

If that’s the case, I may have been in love with you longer than I realized.

I bit my lip. “You should get some sleep. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“There you go again. You wanted me awake.”

“It was kind of a big deal this time.” I grinned. “And also I shouldn’t have said what I did last night because it fucked with my head, too. I didn’t use you like it sounded. Manipulation all starts with emotional intelligence, and if I can use that to know how to respond to you the best way possible when you’re sad or upset, is that terrible?” Those words alone sounded like some lousy persuasion to my own ears, but it didn’t make them less true.

Her head shook. “Not when you put it like that.” As her eyes began to close, she asked, “How do you think Brad is doing?”

Probably pissed off.

But he was in the hospital, and not jail. If I could get to him . . . he could give me something to work with. Either a way to find Connor or a way to get my charges for Sophia Cruz’s murder dropped. I knew he wouldn’t give a statement that said he was responsible, but he could give me a clue to what might be used to prosecute me.

“Holy shit, you’re a fucking genius.” I stood and peeled off my damp T-shirt.

“Are you planning to go there? How are you even going to find him or see him? Guards, remember?”

“Yeah, probably the same ones who were watching you.” With a wink, I strode to the bathroom.

“If you need something to encourage him to talk, I still have his stupid eye dropper bottle.”

Brad’s signature coke bottle.

Releasing a breath, I gripped the doorframe and turned, both wanting to kiss her lovely ass and spank it at the same time. “First, I fucking love you. Once again, genius.” I wanted to punch myself in the face for how easily I love you kept coming out, when just weeks ago—days ago even—it had been so fucking hard. “But second, baby, that was a bad call. I can’t believe you still have it. He could have said some shit to the cops, and they would have searched you.”

“I know. But I’m slowly turning into a gangster . . .” She threw up a lazy peace sign. “So.”

Eyes squinting, I shook my head, but my mouth spread into a smile I couldn’t stop. “Go to sleep.”

“What? Ride or dies don’t go to sleep. I’m coming with you.”

I sighed and would have flat out told her no, but since Agent Langley was being so hush-hush about this case, I strongly doubted any word had gotten to AC about Brad’s whereabouts yet.

❧

We got to the hospital around three thirty in the morning, black hoodies over our heads and coffee in hand for the guards, whose heads started to shake the moment they saw us. Charisma wasn’t my forte, which was why Calvin usually charmed the people, but he and the guys deserved a break.

“Hey, guys! How’s your night going?” Paige asked, her voice extra cheerful as she touched one of guard’s forearms. “You know you’ll need this coffee if you’re planning to hit the gym in the morning. What time does your relief come? In two hours, three hours? That’s a long time from now.”

“We can’t let you in. You were the victim when you were here, the guy in there is a criminal. I’ll take the coffee, though.” He extended his hand, and Paige pulled it out of reach, her head cocking. Was she fucking flirting?

That ass was getting spanked later.

“Five minutes,” she said.

The guard shook his head.

“Three minutes? I won’t even go in; he’ll go. This may be his only chance to get his name cleared, Dan. Please?”

The pout.

The guard locked eyes with his partner and then nodded at me. “One minute.”

I gave Paige a look that said, Thank you, but I’m spanking that ass later.

Brad was fast asleep inside with both hands cuffed to the bed. The bastard actually looked so pleasant while he slept that I almost didn’t want to wake the evilness while it was dormant, but the clock was ticking.

I slapped him, and when he didn’t wake up, I pinched his nose. “Brad, wake up.”

My heart sank as I shook him. “Brad.”

“What the fuck?” he snapped, eyes widening to the point he looked crazy. Like a captured wild animal.

“Not happy to see me?” I tried, keeping my voice calm.

His arms raged against the bed, causing the handcuffs to rattle. “Unless you’re here to send me to hell, then get the fuck out.”

He really needed help, and going to jail could turn out to be the best or the worst thing that ever happened to him.

“What else does Connor have on me? Please? I know they won’t find anything to convict you with for Sophia Cruz since her shit was planted in my suite, so just tell me. What else did they plant? I know there’s something else.”

“There is, and when they figure it out tomorrow, I guess I’ll see you in jail.”

He gave me a tight-lipped smile, but as I removed his eye dropper bottle from my pocket and held it up, his expression went rigid. I had him, and he knew it.

“What? Where? How?” I asked.

His mouth opened, and the muscles in his jaw ticked.

“Grid coordinates.”

“Grid coordinates for what, and where is it?”

“In evidence on my phone. Guess you’ll need to have a little talk with your FBI buddies.”

Except, Langley wouldn’t be so quick to help me if he found something that proved I was guilty.

I tucked the bottle of coke back into my pocket. “You’re going to have to be more helpful if you’re looking to get one last draw,” I enticed.

His throat moved, and he chewed on his lip.

“I have a list somewhere else with some of the coordinates I know about, but I’ll need a key first. Give me that, and I’ll tell you where you can find it and what exactly you’ll be looking for after.”

Fuck. I wasn’t planning to give him shit, but . . .

Cursing myself for stooping to this level, I took out my keys, and like I’d seen him do before, I dabbed a little cocaine onto the tip of one key. He was practically twitching in anticipation, even though I knew they had to have given him some pain meds.

I put it to his nose, and as he sniffed, I asked, “Where’s this list?”

“The hotel’s basement level. There’s a light switch by the dumpster. Unscrew it. The list is taped inside, and it’s the last set of coordinates.”

That sounded way too thorough for it to be a lie, but I knew not to trust him. It could be some setup for all I knew, but I didn’t have a choice.

“What’s there? What did they plant?”

“Your watch.”

Not knowing how the fuck one of my watches could incriminate me, I motioned for him to go on.

“It’s somewhere in the dirt where you buried her.”

“Oh, you gotta be fucking kidding me.” I shook my head. “Was that the only thing or is there something else?”

With his eyes on the bottle, he said, “It’s just in the grave somewhere.”

The watch or something else?

My guess was the latter, which meant I would have to dig up everything.

“How do I know you aren’t fucking with me?”

“I’m not. Give me the rest. Please.”

“I can’t.” I strode to the door. “I need to see if this checks out.”

“What?” Brad shouted. “Fucking asshole. I hope AC puts a bullet in your head as well as your girlfriend’s!”

Damn it, I didn’t want Paige to hear any more of this shit from him.

“Stop being a dick! Caleb actually cares about you!” Paige yelled inside the room as I stepped out.

But I was glad she’d told him that because I couldn’t. And even if I could, he wouldn’t believe me. In his mind, there would have had to be something else behind my words, some form of manipulation at play, when I just really did care about him.

My arm hooked around her shoulders, and as I pulled her close, I nodded to the guards, showing them my appreciation. “Thank you. You guys have a good night.”

I leaned down and brushed my lips over her temple as we headed down the corridor. “Thank you for coming. I got something, but we have a problem now.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Paige

As we walked back out to the cab we’d asked to wait for us when we’d arrived, Caleb told me what Brad had said. Without any hesitation, I called Rob to retrieve the list of coordinates from Luxe Hotel for us. Caleb had a live GPS tracker in his hand, so he couldn’t go, and he refused to let me go anywhere near that place either, which brought us to this. If what Brad said panned out, Caleb couldn’t go to that grid coordinate without Langley knowing he was there.

The cab stopped a few blocks from the townhouse, and Caleb and I got out while he was still on the phone, giving Rob step-by-step directions on where he needed to go inside the hotel.

Once he stopped talking for a few seconds, I told him, “I’ll go.”

He lowered the phone from his ear, pressed the speakerphone button, and then the mute.

“The guys and I can take care of it, Caleb. It’s just a watch.” And a body that was decomposing in the ground, I finished in my head. Yet, for some reason, that still didn’t faze me.

“No, Paige. There is no damn way I’m letting you do that.”

But this was exactly what Calvin and I had talked about some time ago, and there was no need for Caleb to be there if we knew where to go and what we would be looking for.

“It isn’t a big deal. I can handle it.”

He brushed a hand through his hair, sweeping the hood off his head as he faced me, square on. “I’m not going to change my mind. And it isn’t that I don’t think you can handle it, it’s that I don’t want you to, okay?”

His hand raised to my cheek, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to fight him on this. This was him loving me.

“Okay. We’ll figure it out.” I sighed.

“I already have.” He waved his left hand holding the phone. “I’m taking it out.”

I squinted in confusion before my eyebrows lifted. The GPS? “How?”

“Do you think Mackenzie has a scalpel?”

My head dipped as I gaped at him.

Not only was that crazy, but my call to Mickey earlier was to tell her I couldn’t see her in person again until Alex Connor was caught. And I’d been so thankful when she’d told me she was fine with that and that Luke was spending the night with her so she wouldn’t be alone.

“I don’t know,” I said, although I knew she probably did have a scalpel for her labs in college since she was in the third year of her medical studies. My mind started to go full speed ahead. “But then you’ll need stitches, and what if—” He placed a finger on my lips before I could voice my concerns.

“It’ll be fine. It isn’t deep; I can feel it.”

We heard rustling in the background on the phone, and we both looked down.

“I have it,” Rob said. “Do you want me to meet you guys?”

He took the phone off speaker, a flash of disbelief on his face before he replied, “Yeah, we’re on the sidewalk in the neighborhood. I’ll text you the address.”

“Holy shit,” he muttered, ending the call.

Smiling, I touched his chest, relieved that something was going right. I knew he could still go to jail, but not for as long as he would for a murder he hadn’t committed. “I had no idea that little eye dropper bottle was going to be such a powerful bargaining tool. You probably shouldn’t have tossed it just yet.”

“I have to get to that location and find the watch or whatever else is there before the FBI figure out the coordinates stored on Brad’s burner phone. But first, let’s get to Mackenzie’s because I need to get this thing out now.”

He kissed me hard, stealing my breath, the way only he could.

❧

The scent of freshly brewed coffee filled Mackenzie’s apartment, and Rob walked over to retrieve the cup from under the single serve.

I pulled out a chair across from Caleb at the dining room table. “This should be fun,” I said sarcastically, waiting for him to cringe in pain because he was acting as if this was going to be baby stuff.

Luke shined the flashlight on Caleb’s hand while Caleb pointed out an area of his skin between his thumb and index finger for Mickey.

The tip of her fingers pressed over the area, feeling for the tiny bump implanted inside. “That is so weird.” As she rubbed an alcohol pad over his skin, my eyes held Caleb’s in challenge, and his head tilted, eyebrows jerking up and down in a challenge accepted. He was going to cry. There was no way—

Mickey lifted the scalpel and removed it from the case. She lowered it to Caleb’s hand. “Don’t move.”

My eyes widened and my lips parted. I looked up and saw that he was still watching me, unperturbed, even as his hand was being cut.

His pain threshold was on a level that shouldn’t even be considered human. No wonder he liked when I worried his nipples between my teeth. At the thought, need roused deep inside me, and my tongue slid between my teeth. As my face grew hot, I broke eye contact, and when I chanced another look at him, amusement flickered in his eyes.

“I got it.”

My gaze shifted to Mickey, who was using the tweezers she’d sanitized earlier to lift out what she had onto the piece of clear tape we’d set on the table for the GPS. As she stuck the tiny GPS thingy onto the tape, all four of us leaned forward to look at it as if it were an alien implant.

“Damn,” Luke said as a knock sounded on the door.

“Must be Calvin,” I got up. “I’ll get it.”

“What’s the password?” I uttered at the door.

“Epic.”

I smiled and opened the door wide, letting him through.

“I hope you got some sleep,” I told him.

“How could I sleep when I heard there was a party?” Calvin asked.

My hand raised for a high five, and Calvin smacked it. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell Caleb. Ride or dies don’t sleep. But he isn’t letting me come with you guys.”

Calvin stopped and turned. “He isn’t letting you?” He touched his chin in thought. “He isn’t letting you.” His hand dropped to his sides, and he looked utterly confused. “He isn’t letting you. Holy shit. This can’t be real.”

He was mocking me. I punched him in the gut. “Shut up.”

“Not only have you changed, but you need to hit the gym hard because that—what was that?”

“A distraction for this.” I sank my fingers into the pressure points above the crook of his elbow until he griped.

“Uh, shit, Paige.” He kept rubbing at the sore spot as he made his way over to the coffee, while Caleb chuckled and I smiled in satisfaction.

A few minutes later, thanks to Mackenzie’s extensive suture training on the fruits she’d practiced on months before, Caleb was all stitched up without lidocaine, and again, apart from a small wince here and there, he was fine. I moved to sit on his lap while Calvin told us about some girl Lisa tried to hook him up with. When Ryan showed up with the burner phones he’d stopped to buy for the guys, all humor faded for the night, or early morning since it was a little after four.

It was time for them to go.

Mackenzie would give me a ride back home with the rice-grain GPS thingy on the tape, and they would head out to the woods on their two-and-a-half-hour journey the navigator had estimated to Worchester County. Then they would dig until they found something, and hopefully be out of there before the FBI showed up.

I pressed my face into Caleb’s neck and wrapped my arms around him, not ready to lose his company.

“I love you,” I murmured against the warmth of his skin.

“I’ll be back before you know it,” he soothed, hugging me to his chest.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Caleb

About an hour into the drive, with one hand on the steering wheel and the other picking at my hair, I said, “You guys don’t have to go up there with me.”

“Dude, your real fucking family put you in this situation. It’s the least we can do. But I expect dibs if you really do have a sister,” Ryan suggested.

Rob and Calvin were half asleep in the back seat with Ryan, but one of them was awake enough to hit him.

“Don’t be a bitch,” Calvin said. “You don’t say that about someone’s sister in front of them.”

“How is that even bad? It just means I want to date her. I’m not saying I want to sleep with her,” Ryan explained.

“Why do you want to date her?” Calvin asked.

“Because, I bet she’s hot as fuck.”

I smiled as Calvin went on to ask, “And how did you come to that conclusion?”

“That sexy fucker in the driver’s seat, how else?” Ryan replied, beating Calvin to the punch line I’d seen coming.

Only Ryan and Calvin could pull off calling another dude sexy while still being straight as fuck. I shook my head though, thankful for the distraction.

“So, you’re going to date her, but you aren’t going to sleep with her,” Calvin probed.

“Well, I didn’t say that,” Ryan emphasized.

“And how many girls have you slept with in the past month?” Calvin asked.

“Uh, the ones I remember?”

“Oh, hell no,” I said, my protective instinct kicking in for a sister I didn’t even know for sure existed. “No fucking way, dude, sorry.”

“You’re acting like you weren’t like me before you met Paige. I could change, be a good brother-in-law.”

The guys chuckled. I hadn’t been like Ryan. While he indulged for the mere pleasure, I’d been trying to distract and lose myself, which had never happened until I was performing on stage anyway. Or until I’d found myself an even stronger drug that not only made me forget but also sewed all the torn pieces of me back together. Paige.

Because even though we weren’t next to each other, I could still feel her.

I wanted to sing to her. And I could now that I had my guitar back and my finger was healed, but I didn’t want to just sing any song. I wanted to write her one.

I listened in on where the conversation had gone, and it wasn’t very far.

“If you can’t remember where your dick has been, you have a problem,” Luke said, a slight country drawl still hiding in the background of his tone.

Since there was nowhere to park when we got to the closest point from the road to the coordinates in the woodland, Luke took the car away. It would draw attention to leave it unattended where it could be towed. I remembered this being the case from the first time I’d been here, which at least meant that we were in the right spot.

We kept our balaclavas on since I didn’t know if there were cameras placed in any of these trees. It was still dark out and impossible to tell. The last thing I wanted was for my friends to get something they didn’t deserve, jail time for doing my dirty work. I couldn’t even believe we were doing this shit in the first place.

The ground was still saturated from the rain last night, making it easy to dig. But in the two hours since we’d started, we were only halfway in when the stench started to hit us.

“Fuck, I think I’ve seen more action in the past twenty-four hours than I’d seen my whole tour in Afghanistan,” Ryan commented from up top where he was raking through the dirt and watching what was being tossed up for any sign of the watch.

“What are we going to do with the body after you find what you’re looking for?” Rob asked.

“Use one of the burners to call in a tip to the local police station once we’ve cleared out,” I answered.

“Dude, your brother is fucking crazy,” Calvin said. “That is all.”

“Understatement,” I mumbled.

After a while, Ryan said, “I think I see something . . . it’s a knife.”

“What?” I asked.

Sofia Cruz hadn’t been bleeding in Brad’s room, but that didn’t mean Connor’s men didn’t have the opportunity to do something else to her after. The knife was the something else Brad didn’t want to tell me about. Good thing I’d learned never to trust anything he or AC ever told me.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Paige

I stared at the trees in the forest before I turned around, and then paused at the sight of the garden at the mansion.

“Paige.” Alaina giggled right before something socked me in the back.

I spun around again and watched as she ran to the middle of the garden with a purple water balloon in hand. As her waist-long blonde hair swung loosely behind, a pink balloon smacked her in the back.

I chuckled as Reese winked at me from across the yard.

When I turned again, I found myself back in the forest, breathing hard and running as if someone were chasing me. Lost, I continued to run, the hair on my nape spiking as I felt them gaining on me.

My eyes flew open, and I looked around the room, relaxing when I saw the daylight through my window. Though, judging by the ashen look beyond the glass, it was going to be a dreary morning.

I’d left a note for Grandma Lydia by the coffee maker when I got back, letting her know that Caleb and I were sleeping in, which was a lie. Explaining what he was doing would sound so fucked up, not just to them but to anyone who couldn’t see the entire picture of his life and the things his father was capable of doing.

Although, I supposed our grandparents would understand since Alex Connor had done the same thing when he’d planted evidence to make it seem as if Leanne and David were the ones who had kidnapped me.

I grabbed my phone and the burner Caleb had given to me from the nightstand.

No notifications on either.

This quietness everywhere bugged me and the sinking feeling in my gut was only getting worse. I grabbed my weapon from beneath Caleb’s pillow and set it to the edge of the bed while I got dressed. After I yanked a sweatshirt over my head, I tucked the weapon in the back of my leggings and went in search of Grandma and Grandpa.

My heart began to pound as I searched the whole house for them, my breaths coming in quick succession, and my chest tightening with every empty room I passed. A minute later, I raced up to the roof and found them sitting on the sofa, scrolling through their iPads, and drinking coffee as if there wasn’t a single thing wrong.

I exhaled and released the door, the bottoms of my feet cramping as I stepped onto the cold concrete.

“Good morning.”

“Good morning, sweetheart,” Grandma replied with a smile. Her eyes lowered to my feet. “Where are your shoes? You could catch a cold.”

“It’s okay.” I smiled. “You two are never going to retire, are you?”

Always busy running their international scotch company, Adysenne, from home.

“Who says we’re working?” Grandpa asked.

I scoffed. There was something every day. Emails. Phone calls. Conference calls. Virtual meetings. They may hardly ever leave here, but that didn’t slow them down.

I sat in the chair across from them, leaned back, and gazed into the gray sky above. Then I sighed.

“Everything okay?”

“No. I have an odd feeling, but it could just be my anxiety.”

I watched a plane fly high above and listened to the vehicles driving on the streets below. The horns blowing. A siren in the distance.

“I thought it hadn’t bothered you in a while.”

“It hasn’t, but—” Alex Connor was still out there. I inhaled and released a breath. “Caleb isn’t here, but if anyone asks, he is.”

That got their attention, and as their gazes lifted, I added, “That’s all I can say, but it isn’t that alone. That key I found at the mansion, it’s for something. I don’t know for what, but I do know it’s important. And I just—I feel like I need to do something. I just can’t figure out what.”

“If my olden years have taught me anything at all, it’s that a gut feeling is something that shouldn’t be ignored. Especially yours,” Grandma said, and I looked at her, wishing I had Caleb’s ability to see behind her words. Did she have a gut feeling five years ago? Twenty-four years ago?

“Why didn’t Leanne and David tell Reese, Alaina, and me about Olivia and Caleb? Or you guys? Why didn’t anyone tell us?”

“It was hard on all of us.” She set her coffee cup on the small table to her left. “Leanne missed Olivia, but she and David wanted to protect you and the girls from that sense of loss. At the time, we weren’t aware of what had been taking place behind the scenes with our son and Leanne, but we respected their wishes to keep you sheltered.”

“She’d told me about her best friend, Liv,” I recalled. “I just hadn’t seen pictures or knew that she had been family. She was really sad.”

Grandma nodded. “She once told me she couldn’t hide it from you as much as she could from the other girls.”

I smiled in reflection.

“So, what were Liv and Leanne like before everything. Before Liv went missing? Where did they hang out, what did they do?”

Grandma shifted in her chair, her shoulders relaxing. “They went to fitness classes, yoga, Pilates. Wine tastings.”

She told me about the events in support of David’s career in music and film composition, the family vacations, and the few trips they’d taken abroad.

“Sometimes, they would go up to Leanne’s house by the shore—”

“Leanne had a place by the shore?” I asked.

“Her parents left it to her,” Grandpa responded.

I searched my mind, trying to remember if we’d ever been there. A place by the coast . . . I was almost sure she’d taken my sisters and I there once, but I couldn’t quite picture it.

I knew a conversation had happened. I couldn’t have been older than nine or ten . . .

“It’s a secret place,” Mom had replied.

“Why is it a secret?” Reese had asked.

“My best friend and I used to come here for the weekends before I had you girls.”

She had turned the key in the ignition, stopping the engine. “When she left, I was looking for answers . . .”

As my memory faded, I asked, “Is that house far from here? What happened to it?”

“It was sold some years ago. Someone else lives there now,” Grandpa said.

“I need to go there.”

“Our lawyer emailed us a copy of the closing documents, so I can find the address for you.” Grandpa moved his fingers over the screen of his iPad. “The file should have the new owner’s information as well. Lydia, can you type out an email for the current owners?” He glanced up. “Why do you want to go up there?”

“I’m hoping that maybe something’s there.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Paige

Grandpa’s mustard-colored truck no longer coughed out black toxins or took minutes to start. It had been a restored to the former glory a shiny 1971 vintage deserved.

He was actually excited about taking it for a drive, which was perfect, I didn’t exactly want to front the bill for a cab ride that far. So, I sat on the front bench seat between him and Grandma. And though the first twenty minutes of the ride started out quiet, eventually, Grandpa began to sing along to “Stuck in the Middle with You” by the Stealers Wheel. Then Grandma sang The Whispers’ “And the Beat Goes On,” and by the time Bon Jovi’s “Livin’ on a Prayer” came on, we were all singing.

By the time we pulled up to the single-story house two streets over from the shoreline, we had fallen silent. The small bungalow seemed so much smaller than the bit of memory I had about it.

We stayed inside the vehicle for five minutes, as I hadn’t given much thought about what I would say to the new residents, but it didn’t matter. No one was home.

Grandma found the phone number for one of the owners from the legal documents she’d looked over earlier and left a message as we drove to a local coffee shop.

While we waited for a response at a table by the window with a view of the ocean, I said, “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Grandpa asked.

“Dragging you here. I just—” My hands dropped to my lap as I leaned back in the chair. “I want to make sure that no stones are left unturned.”

“So do we. And it’s been great to get out of that house,” Grandma said. She pulled her coffee mug closer to her chest. “Is Caleb okay?”

I gave her a reassuring smile as I glanced at my smartphone. No messages yet. “I’m sure he is. He would call if something was wrong.”

She sighed. “Okay.”

Her phone rang and I watched as she talked, hope blooming inside my chest.

“Yes . . . I’m sorry to bother you, dear, but my granddaughter is with me, and we wanted to have a look around the property if that would be fine with you. She’s looking for—”

Suddenly, a piece of memory came back to me of Leanne lifting a block from somewhere in the backyard of that same house. “Oh my God . . . the backyard, Grandma.”

❧

An hour later, a woman in her late thirties or early forties with dark-chocolate skin and hair up in a tight bun met us in the front yard of the property. Instead of going inside the house, we detoured around the side to the backyard. I halted and blinked. I knew exactly where I was going: the stacked stone blocks that surrounded the patio. One of them hid the secret spot. It had been empty when Leanne had shown us, but I was hoping it wasn’t empty anymore because I needed answers. I needed something.

Bending over, I ran my fingers over the blocks, looking for the one that stuck out a tad farther than all the others.

Please, Mom, Leanne. I hope you had brought us here for a reason.

When I saw one that looked askew, I tried to get it out, but it wouldn’t budge.

“There’s a place behind one of these blocks,” I explained to the woman who owned the house. “I promise I won’t make a mess. I just need to see if something was left here.” And with any luck, it wouldn’t be another key.

I took the knife Caleb had given me from my boot and worked it between the blocks, but stone against knife? The knife wasn’t going to win. Sliding it back into its case and my boot, I pulled the sleeves of my hoodie down to help with my grip and also to take the pressure off my fingers.

It was much farther back in place, and my doubts began to set in as I tried to wiggle the stone from side to side to try to loosen it. When it finally gave, I sighed. It hadn’t taken this much effort when Leanne had done it, and I didn’t know if that lessened the likelihood that anything was even back there.

As the heavy block came out, I inspected the darkness inside the hole before placing the block at my feet. Then I dipped my hand inside.

“Sweetheart, don’t put your hand in there. Something could bite you,” Grandma said.

I was already committed, so I did it anyway, feeling dirt and the surrounding stones inside, then a hollow area. I dug my hand deeper until it hit something hard. As I touched the edges, I knew it was a box.

“There’s something in there,” I announced.

Shifting so I could get my other hand in there, I grabbed the box so I could pull it free. It was long, rectangular, and about the same in size as the one we’d found at the mansion. Just as old and weathered, only its wooden grain structure made it denser.

“Oh, my lord. What is in there?” the woman asked.

“I’m hoping answers.” I lowered the box to the grass beside me and let my fingers smooth across the lid before moving them to the sides, feeling for a way to open it. After a moment, I found what seemed to be a keyhole. It wasn’t an external lock that could be broken, and really, it was a nice sturdy box, but I was too anxious to wait. “Do you have a hammer by any chance?”

It took two minutes of me hammering the lock and the hinges on the back before the lock finally gave.

Relief hit me so hard in the chest, I forgot to breathe. Inside was a single folded piece of paper sitting atop what looked like a stack of letters or greeting cards. I unfolded the note and scanned it.

If you found this, then you should be running. There are men who are always watching, men who will stop at nothing to make sure this secret never comes out. You are in danger. Please, do not turn this over the cops. I’ve tried.

-Leanne

I shivered as chills ran through my body.

Grandma brought her fingers to her mouth, her eyes glistening even though she hadn’t seen the note. But this was the closest we’d come to finding answers. This moment literally was the closest we’d ever gotten to connecting the past to the present. And, although I was desperate to go through the rest of what was inside, I closed the box and handed it and the note to Grandpa.

“We should go.” I fixed the block back into place and turned to the owner of the house as I stood. “Thank you so much for letting us come here. You have no idea how much this means to me and my family, but we need to get this to the FBI.”

The woman smiled. “Of course. It was no trouble. I’m glad you found what you were looking for.”

When we got inside the truck, I set the box on my lap.

“Grandpa, I know you want to see what else is in here, too.” Assuming he’d read the note, I said, “Leanne’s right. She isn’t here, but she knows. She knew, Grandpa.” I shook my head and looked at Grandma in disbelief, tears welling in my eyes. “We can head back to the coffee shop parking lot and look through the rest of what’s in here. Then we’ll head back.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Grandma said as I checked my phones for any missed calls.

I opened the envelope and saw two copies of sonograms. This was probably Leanne’s daughter. I gave it to Grandma.

“Judging by the dates, this one is Caleb . . . and Leanne’s daughter is the other,” Grandma said, and I glanced back at it and smiled as I unfolded a handwritten letter dated six months before the assassination.

My daughters, Olivia, and David Sawyer are the only ones who know about this hiding spot. If you’ve found this letter, please turn it in to the person who either owns this house or the one who has sold it. If you have found this letter, it means that something has gone horribly wrong.

I swallowed as I continued.

Olivia left me a letter like this, but instead of letting it go like she’d told me to, I tried to find answers. So, I’m leaving this letter in hopes that if Reese, Alaina, or Paige finds it, they will know to run. Go as far away as you can and never return. This man called Alex Connor is powerful, and I’m starting to believe he has people working for him in the police force. Every time I tried to tell them my friend might be alive, they refused to believe me, even after they’d seen her letter. Olivia was kidnapped by that horrible man. The one who raped her, and the one who raped me after he found out I turned that letter over to the police.

When he found out I was pregnant, he threatened me, told me to have an abortion or he would kill the baby and me. But I was five months along and the baby could have been David’s, and I couldn’t do that. Afraid of what he would do if he found out I’d refused, I did the only thing I could have done. I stayed home where he couldn’t see me again to know I hadn’t done as he’d wanted.

In the end, it wasn’t enough and he found out that I’d had the baby and that it was his. How he found out, I have no idea, but my best guess is that he has eyes inside the hospital as well as the police stations.

Paige, if you’re the one reading this, I love you and I’m sorry, baby, but you deserve to know the truth. You aren’t my daughter by blood. Honestly, I don’t know where you came from. A man showed up at my door one day with a gun and you, and I didn’t have a choice. I gave up my daughter in exchange for you.

I told David what happened, but we were scared to tell anyone else because we didn’t know who to trust.

Years went by, and everything was normal, but we still longed to know what had happened to our daughter, so David hired a private investigator. I didn’t want him to at first, but I’d warmed up to the idea. The PI worked for us for almost a year, but then he just . . . disappeared and we didn’t hear from him again. We left it alone for a while after that, fearing Alex Connor found out we’d been searching. But when we weren’t threatened, we figured the first PI took our money and ran off, so we hired another investigator. It took him months to find anything on Alex Connor, but he was able to track a call he’d placed to Spain.

He told us he was going to follow the lead, so we paid for his trip.

A week later, he called us and gave us the name Ana Rosa Del Castillo. It was the last time we ever heard from him and the reason I’m writing this letter.

We don’t know what happened to him or what will happen to us. I’ll come back here and destroy this letter in a year, but if you found it, it’s because something has happened to me, and you, too, are searching for answers. Please do not make the same mistakes I did by looking further.

David, if you’re reading this, I’m sorry.

I flipped the paper over, and the letter went on in an apology to David.

Though my eyes had blurred with tears as I read, I didn’t feel emotional.

But the letter itself was sad because, even after all that had happened, they kept searching because they needed to know. They needed answers like me.

At the end of the letter, Leanne had a list of names of people who shouldn’t be trusted.

Officer Rodriguez who works at the Boston Police Department. She is who I gave Olivia’s letter to.

Alex Connor. The private investigator believed that wasn’t his real name since he had a hard time finding any information on him, but that was the only name Olivia gave me in her letter, and the description she gave matched the description of the man who attacked me.

Dee. I don’t have his last name, but Olivia told me to stay away from him. She said he looked like a security guard and was one of the men watching her. She also warned me away from a young blond couple, Pete and Carrie. They were the ones who’d befriended her and introduced her to Alex Connor.

My head jerked, and I blinked. Pete and Carrie? I read that last part again.

Could it be Peter and Carrie Wells, as in my real parents? It had to be a coincidence. My head shook as I tried to process that.

“Everything okay?” Grandma asked, and I looked up, realizing we were parked.

“Yeah. I just—it’s a lot of information, but I already knew most of it.” I handed her the letter and picked up the other white envelope that read FOR ANA. It was written separately for a reason. It was personal.

And Ana, I was guessing was Ana Rosa Del Castillo. The person the PI found out about. Leanne’s daughter, perhaps?

Suddenly, the text message Caleb had shown me from Langley flashed in my mind. The notepad.

“Vanilla Extract and the letters A-N were on the pad.”

A-N? Ana?

After I peeked inside to confirm the letter was written to Leanne’s daughter as I suspected, I dialed Agent Langley’s phone number. It rang a few times before he answered.

“What’s the update, Agent Langley? What do you have?” I asked.

“We might have a lead, but we can’t discuss it as yet.”

Of course.

“What else do you know about my biological parents?”

“Nothing. From what I can tell, they were just ordinary people. Why?”

“Well, since Deputy Superintendent Rodriguez signed off on my faulty records, I’m not sure if I can trust anything in the system about my biological parents. I think they could have been working with Alex Connor.” I ran a finger across my forehead and rubbed at the tension forming there. “I found a box. I’m going to take a picture of what I found inside and send it to you. Ana Rosa Del Castillo is your lead. I think she’s Leanne’s real daughter.”

And quite possibly the reason there had been a massacre, if Alex Connor knew the Sawyers held this information.

The information I held in my hands, literally.


Chapter Thirty

Paige

As Grandpa drove south on MA-1A, I grew impatient, wanting to know more about Ana Rosa Del Castillo. If she lived in Spain, Alex Connor couldn’t have been much of an influence in her life, could he? And who was she with in Europe? Was that where Alex Connor’s family lived? Was that where he was from? What made him leave? Del Castillo . . . was it a family name?

I sighed, wishing I could be in the field office with Langley. Wishing I was . . . an agent? I smiled and shook my head. Yeah right.

But if Ana was a girl around my age and was living a normal life . . . maybe she was on social media. I decided to create Instagram and Facebook accounts because I wasn’t living that normal life and didn’t already have them.

My burner phone rang, and I answered right away.

“Hey, baby,” Caleb murmured, and I let out a breath as my body tingled.

I didn’t know when he’d started using that kind of endearment, but it was doing things to me, making me feel all gooey inside.

“Hey, is everything okay?” I asked, my voice a note softer than when I was talking to Langley.

“Yeah. We’re heading back now. I just wanted you to know.” He yawned. “I’m so fucking tired.”

“Well, I have something that might wake you up. I found a lead today. A name of someone who could be your sister, Leanne’s daughter. I think she lives in Spain.”

“Really? How’d you—”

“Long story, we’ll talk when I get back. We’re a half hour from the house so we’ll probably get there before you, but I was actually thinking of how I could find her before . . . well, while I’m waiting for Langley to get back to me, and you know how that is.”

“You should know that AC had threatened me about gutting my mother and sister in front of me. So I wouldn’t be surprised if she wasn’t in Spain anymore,” Caleb said.

“That would be shitty because then he could get to her. I gotta go. Love you.”

“I love you, too.”

My heart squeezed, and I bit my lip.

“Ooohhh!” A loud taunt sounded in the background of his phone, and my grin widened.

“Was that Ryan?”

“Yeah.”

“Tell him he’s such a loser,” I joked before hanging up.

When I finished creating my accounts on the apps, I started my search through Instagram first, wishing it had age group filters or a way for me to narrow the search to Spain. This was ridiculous. I clicked on each profile listed with the same name, even going as far as varying the name in the search bar when none looked like they might have been related to the Sawyers. Ana Del Castillo. Ana Rosa. Ana Castillo. Ana Rosa Castillo. Ana-Rosa Del Castillo.

As I was about to give up and take a look at the other social media platform, I clicked on a girl with a close-up shot that showed her blue eyes. She seemed to be around my age, and her chocolate-brown hair was long and wavy.

While I scrolled through her photos—taken indoors and outdoors, nightclubs and beaches—I was drawn to the one where she had a wide smile on and her arm thrown around another girl’s shoulders. I tapped on the picture to see the full size.

Holy shit.

That was . . . that smile. I would know that smile anywhere. It was Caleb’s smile.

“Grandma.” I showed her the picture. She hadn’t seen Caleb’s smile as much as I had, but she had to see it, too. Was I crazy?

I scrolled through the rest of the pictures down to where her hair was a dirty blonde, though a shade darker than mine. That had to have been her natural hair color. This picture was dated four years ago, and all the pictures before that date showed her as a blonde. But blonde or brunette, this girl was gorgeous, she even posed in thong swimsuits at the beach like any professional model—no hints of discomfort whatsoever.

“Grandma and Grandpa, your granddaughter is a total babe. I think. If this is her. But she has a certain resemblance to Caleb, and she lives in . . . Madrid.” I looked at Grandma Lydia. “What do you think? Could this be your granddaughter? Because I’m about to PM her.”

“But how do you know it’s her?” Grandma asked, squinting at the picture.

“I don’t.” Trying to be good-humored about it, I added, “But fun, right?”

I clicked on my camera, took a selfie, and posted it before I checked out Ana Rosa’s profile again, my certainty that it was the girl I was looking for growing more with each new picture I scrolled past.

What was I going to say?

We were switched at birth? Sort of . . .

You’re my boyfriend’s sister?

I stole your life?

“Ugh.” I sighed and then typed.

Me: You don’t know me, but I think I know who you are, and if I’m right, you could be in danger. Please text me back as soon as you get this so we can both be sure.

Okay, maybe that was a little creepy.

I pressed my palm against my forehead, telling myself that it was better to be safe than sorry.

A few minutes felt like forever when a message indication finally came up.

Ana: Hi. I’m not sure if I understand. Your message was strange. How do you know my life is in danger?

If this was her, I couldn’t help but wonder if she was more like Brad or more like Caleb.

Me: It’s a long story, and I don’t know for sure if you’re the right Ana Rosa Del Castillo. If you aren’t, I apologize. It’s just that you look so similar to someone I know. Someone who could be your brother. He and I have been trying to piece together some things about our pasts for a while now. And if you’re the right Ana, your father is a dangerous man. He’s been after me, and now he’s after his own sons. Which is why, if you are his daughter, you might be in danger, too.

Ana: You’re American?

Me: Yes.

Ana: I am boarding a plane to America in twenty minutes. I don’t know if I can trust you, but what’s happening now is really bothering me and you seem like a good person to tell. The guy I am traveling with has been acting strange. He’s been a friend to me for years and I don’t think he would hurt me, but I’m still worried. Only, I don’t think I’m the right person you’re looking for because my father is dead.

Shit, I guess I got the wrong girl. But what if she was still in some kind of danger?

Me: Are you flying from Madrid?

Ana: Yes. What’s your phone number? I’d like to call you. It’s faster to talk. I have only a few minutes.

Taken aback by that message, I texted her my number. Then she asked if I could download some app that would allow her to call me internationally. I did and waited, a nervous energy roaming through my body, the kind that warned me I had no idea who I’d been texting. I quickly scrolled through her Instagram and clicked Play on a video she was in with some other girls, listening to her voice for some peace of mind that I would be talking to the same person in these pictures.

My phone vibrated, and I grabbed on to Grandma’s forearm for support before I bounced off the seat. I brought the phone to my ear. “Hello.”

“Hi. It’s Ana Rosa.” She had an accent. “My grandma told me about my father, and like you said, he was dangerous . . . but he died when I was a baby. I haven’t thought about him in years. This doesn’t have anything to do with him. But I feel like something is wrong now. And since your message, I’m more concerned.

“The man I’m with, we’re taking a spontaneous trip to New York, one that he really pushed me to go on, and like I said, he’s been acting weird since. Like on this layover, he made calls only when I wasn’t around, and I got curious and overheard him talking to someone about a huge payout for one last job. I don’t know how to explain it, but there’s just something off about the way he’s been acting.”

If her father wasn’t dead, I would assume the guy she was with was one of Alex Connor’s men. So, a part of me still wanted to believe it could be the right Ana. Her face just seemed so familiar to Caleb’s. And with that kind of awareness, she definitely sounded like she could be Brad and Caleb’s sister.

I had to ask, “Do you have a picture of your father?”

“No,” she said, and with a hint of malice in her voice, she explained, “After what Grandma told me about him, I wanted nothing to do with the man, even though he was dead.”

“What was your father’s name?”

“Alejandro Del Castillo.”

Alex Connor? AC?

This Connor speculation I was fixated on wasn’t helping; though, I still wondered how I could verify if she had a connection to him, and most importantly, figure out if she was in danger.

“I have to go now. He thinks I’m only using the bathroom. But, listen, I’m leaving from Lisbon, Portugal, and my next layover is in Boston. I’ll only be able to use my phone with Wi-Fi then.”

My head jerked back at the coincidence.

“What time do you land in Boston?”

“I don’t know. I think the flight is seven hours and thirty minutes from here.”

“Okay, well, don’t worry. Just act normal. We’ll figure it out here, and if you are in any danger, I promise you that we’ll get to you before anything happens. Check your phone as soon as you land because I’ll be messaging you.”

As soon as I ended the call, I was on the phone with Langley.

“Alejandro Del Castillo,” I said while I got my thoughts in order. Maybe he could figure out who this Ana Rosa was in order to help her, and also put a stop to my obsession that she could be related to Connor.

“How did you figure that out?”

“What?” I asked.

“We only just got intel from abroad that told us that Alex Connor is Alejandro Del Castillo. The fingerprints are a positive match, although Alejandro supposedly died in a fire eighteen years ago. The authorities in Spain now know that wasn’t the case.”

“Oh, shit,” I murmured. “It is her.”

“We’re about to get in contact with his mother. She’s still alive and lives in Madrid—”

“Please don’t tell me Agent Ricardo Rodriguez is working on this with you guys.”

“Yes. I wanted him in the hot seat to see what else we could get out of him. Why?”

I squeezed my eyes shut.

“Because Ana Rosa Del Castillo is getting on a plane to America right now. And I’m pretty sure one of Alex Connor’s men is with her.”


Chapter Thirty-One

Caleb

The guys and I had stopped at a motel outside of the city to shower, change, and dispose of all the clothes and shoes we’d worn out in the woods, as well as to clean up and get rid of the knife and an actual wrist watch of mine we’d found in the grave.

It was a little after one in the afternoon when Luke pulled up to the front of the townhouse. Ryan and Calvin got out first before he drove around and dropped me at the back street where Paige let me in through the garage. She stood by the door, barefoot in leggings and a long-sleeved black top, pressing the button for the garage door to close as I walked in.

“I found your sister,” Paige blurted. “Langley confirmed it.”

“What? How? Where? Is she okay?”

“She will be if everything goes according to plan.”

“Holy shit.” With a few strides, I backed her up against the doorframe, slipping my hand behind her back and dragging her lower half to me as I peered into her eyes. I didn’t know what else to say, but with the danger surrounding our lives, and after the day I’d had, I always want to be this close to her. And because of that, sexual tension condensed the air between us, increasing by the millisecond until her fingers ran up my chest, curled into my T-shirt, and tugged me closer. My lips lowered to meet hers in a measured kiss, and my hand slid down her hips to her ass.

Unable to fight the hunger, the pull, I braced my groin against her. And with ragged breaths, I sought the strength to quell the urge to spin her around, bend her over, and slide home.

I lifted a hand to her cheek and let it skim to rest at the back of her neck. “Let’s go inside. Then you can tell me everything.”

One of her hands descended to the front of my joggers and smoothed over the hard length of my cock. “But you’re so distracting.” She looked up, the desire in her eyes luring me back in as her hand massaged me.

“Oh, fuck,” I murmured as I leaned closer to her. She continued to rub me through the cotton material until my dick throbbed. Looking into her mischievous eyes, I groaned. “Now you’re distracting me. We have company.”

“Are you planning to meet them like this?” she asked, her hand slipping into the waistband of my pants to grip my shaft.

“Damn.” I bit my lip as pleasure rippled through me, weakening my defenses as her hand worked over the head of my cock. I groaned and grasped her hand. It was going to take a good two minutes before I was even back at half-mast. “Later, baby.”

She smiled. She knew what she’d done to me and even seemed satisfied with herself.

I licked my lips.

“Come on. Rob and Luke went home, but Ryan and Calvin are here, and one of them is a bit too excited about my having a sister. Now you’re saying you actually found her?”

We wandered down the hallway.

“Yeah.” She walked up the stairs ahead of me while she told me about everything that had happened. The things she’d found, Instagram, and how they were in the waiting phase, as in Langley would be at the airport waiting for Ana Rosa to land in Boston around seven tonight. I didn’t even feel tired anymore. All this information was a shot of espresso into my system or a line of coke into Brad’s.

She turned to me at the top of stairs.

“We can meet her tonight. Agent Langley said that, since I made contact, it would be good if someone she feels she can trust is there.”

I pulled her against my chest and widened my steps around hers as I guided her backward into the living room. “You are—”

“Paige two-point-oh?”

I chuckled. “Amazing, but if they mean the same, then sure.”

“Paige two-point-oh?” Calvin asked. “Is her name Paige, too?”

Paige extracted herself from my arms to face Ryan and Calvin, who were sitting on the couch. “No, it’s Ana Rosa, and if everything goes according to plan, you’ll get to meet her soon.”

Ryan and Calvin’s eyes widened. Then Ryan’s hands dropped on his thighs with a loud smack. “Dibs. Double dibs.”

Paige looked at me, her forehead creasing.

I gave her a look that said, don’t pay him any mind; he’s being dumb.

“Damn, even her name is hot, Ana Rosa. Oh, shi—sorry, Grandma,” Ryan said as he saw Lydia coming from around the corner of the staircase.

“You can give them details,” Paige said, backing away. “I’m going to grab my phone.”

I went to the cabinet and grabbed a bottle of scotch and a few glasses because before Paige dropped her news, our plan had been to come here and take shots until we passed out. I didn’t feel like drinking anymore, but it didn’t stop me from tossing one back.

After a few minutes, I left the guys to Harry and Lydia and went upstairs.

On the drive back, I’d been thinking about what to do with the GPS chip, and I finally figured it out.

I opened the door and saw Paige standing by the dresser, the drawer open and the new dildo in her hand.

“It isn’t what it looks like,” she said in a rush.

I closed the door behind me. “Really, so that isn’t a dildo you’re holding?”

She giggled. “It is, but I wasn’t going use it now.”

I shook my head in amusement. “Where’s the GPS chip?”

“On the nightstand.” As I ignored what she was doing for more important matters, she asked, “So you don’t care if I use it?”

I stopped and turned. “I thought you weren’t planning to use it.”

Her lips parted. “Not now.”

She’d submitted to me sexually from the moment we’d met, and I was guessing it was because I was more experienced, but it was such a fucking turn on to watch as her own skills in the bedroom enhanced and her sexual appetite and interest increased.

I made my way over to her and stood close. Her pussy was mine for the taking. Her body knew it. Even her mind knew it. “You’re asking me if you can use it because you know your every desire is mine to satiate.” My dick twitched as her eyebrows quirked. “Every time I’m fucking you, you feel it. You feel that your hot little pussy belongs to me. You’re tempted to take back that power, but my cock makes you feel too good,” I whispered. This was way too fun to stop now. “So ask me.”

Her feet shifted as she squeezed her thighs together. Then her posture bent before it straightened. She wanted to defy me.

“Ask you what?”

“Ask me to fuck you. Ask me to make your pussy come.”

A gasp fell from her lips, and her eyes lowered.

A smile formed as she tried to say the words. “I would ask, but I would rather tell you.”

“Then tell me. Tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you.” My eyes held hers as my fingers found her clit and teased slow circles around the sensitive nub, up and down over the crest, all the while barely touching her. Desire clouded her eyes.

“Your cock. Inside me,” she said on a breath. “Hard and fast.”

My tongue slid over my lips, and I took the dildo from her hand and gave it a quick wash in the bathroom.

“Not that, you,” she clarified.

“I know. But this is to satisfy your curiosity. I’m going to fuck you with this and my cock, not at the same time, but maybe someday.” A flush traveled down her cheeks to her neck from arousal, and I made a mental note to get lube. ASAP. “I’ll let you decide which one you want to keep fucking you, which one you want to come on.”

She walked backward to the bed, peeling her long-sleeved top over her head.

I set the dildo on the nightstand and removed a condom from the drawer, suddenly remembering that she had visited the clinic for birth control yesterday. So much had happened since then, we hadn’t gotten around to that discussion, but that could wait. This desperate need scorching through my body was priority.

“Turn around and bend over.”

She turned for me and seemed almost nervous doing it.

I peeled the leggings down her hips, and leaving them to settle at her knees, I slapped her ass and watched as it pinked. She bent over, rested her hands on the bed, and my control slipped as I gazed at my handprint on her ass. Damn, a part of me wanted to tease her with that dildo, but a bigger part of me wanted to give her what she wanted—my cock. Fucking hard and fucking fast.

I touched the supple flesh between her thighs, and she sighed.

Though I felt her wetness there, I asked anyway, “Are you ready for me?”

“Always.”

Smiling, I guided the dildo into her pussy and worked it into her, hitting the vibration after a minute while I stroked it in and out. As my cock grew impatient, I removed the toy and plunged inside her, fucking loving the gasp that fell from her lips at the feel of me. My hips moved back and forth, my strokes unhurried as I ingrained the exact slickness, her exact temperature, and her exact tightness into my mind—fuck. So good. I spanked her ass with my free hand and regretfully withdrew, replacing my cock with the dildo. I repeated the process over and over again until she begged, “I want you, Caleb, please, enough. Just you.”

I smiled. Yes, me.

Setting the toy aside, I bent down and bit one of her ass cheeks before sliding home and fucking her like she’d wanted. Hard and fast until she clenched around me.

“Yes. Just like that. Oh. Fuck.” She panted, her torso collapsing to the bed as her hands grasped at the comforter and pulled. Her knees bent as her orgasm took hold of her, and I dipped with her, holding her hips upright as I continued to fuck her all the way through to the end where I was fighting for my own breath as I came.

“I love you,” she whispered into the sheets.

I ran my hands over her back and kissed her shoulder. “And I love you.”

A few minutes later while she was sorting herself out to head back downstairs, I grabbed her knife and the GPS chip.

Using my Gerber multi tool to unscrew the handle on the fixed blade, I got a fresh strip of tape and secured the chip inside the handle of the knife before screwing it back together.

She smiled at me as she walked out of the bathroom, her face glowing. “I dented it today on a stone on my little adventure.”

I hadn’t noticed. I looked at the tip of the blade. “I’ll sharpen it later.”

“So, you’re a Spaniard, too. That’s kind of cool.” She walked to where I sat on the bed and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, kissing my jaw. “Are you excited to meet Ana?”

“I don’t know,” I told her honestly. “I don’t know what to expect.”

“Well, I’m excited.” She released me. “And now that I’ve had my dose of RCF, I’m going to go mess with the guys. Maybe punch one of them.”

I watched her ass with a grin on my face as she walked away. Real Caleb Fucking had just landed at the top of the list of things I loved to hear her say. My cock stirred.

“I’ll be down in a few,” I told her.

She twisted and beamed. “What’s up with Ryan calling Grandma, Grandma?”

I shook my head, not sure how he could be so fascinated over someone he hadn’t even met. “He’s trying hard to get in the family as an in-law.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Caleb

Paige and I sat in Agent Langley’s office, waiting for him to return. It was after five in the evening and two hours before Ana Rosa would land at Logan International Airport. A team of FBI agents was already there. Langley had called us in because he had gotten in contact with Ana’s grandmother in Madrid, who would also be my grandmother on Alex Connor’s side of the family.

Ana Rosa had told Paige that she knew her father was dangerous before he’d apparently faked his death and returned to America. So I didn’t know what role Alejandro Del Castillo played on that side of the world. I assumed that was what Langley was about to tell us.

Too nervous and too intrigued to stop fidgeting, the tips of my thumbs rubbed together in my lap as I waited.

Paige’s hand moved across my shoulder to the nape of my neck, and as her nails proceeded to scratch there, I leaned into her touch.

“You didn’t go with Paige today?” Langley asked as he came back through the door, closing it behind him.

I turned my hand over so he wouldn’t see the three stitches on the back of it.

“No.”

Before I could explain, Paige said, “He had a stomach flu, and you know me. I don’t like to wait around.”

“That’s good. The last thing you want to be charged with is tampering with evidence.”

“Yeah, I think I know that,” I replied.

“Which is also good news because I just got off the phone with an officer from another county. They received an anonymous tip earlier today, and forensics just IDed Sophia Cruz’s body, except someone got there before the local PD did. That couldn’t have been you, right?”

The man was watching every micro-expression on my face, but I was better than that. I wouldn’t give him a single thing.

“Where’d they find her?” I asked.

He sat in his chair around the desk before us. “I’m guessing the same place you buried her.”

“Is this why you called us here?” Paige asked, her hand dropping to my thigh in frustration. “He feels bad enough about that shit. He doesn’t need you or anyone else rubbing it in every fucking second. We all make mistakes, and not only is he paying for it but also he’s been going out of his way trying to help you. The least you could do is not treat him like shit.”

I rubbed a hand down her forearm in a soothing motion, silently letting her know that it was okay. She was right. I felt guilty about that shit. But I needed to know what else Langley had to say.

“Caleb, tell me why you went to see Brad at the hospital last night.”

I heaved out a deep breath, doing my best to look exasperated. “I went to the hospital to try to talk Brad into telling me where Connor is, but all he did was laugh, got excited about seeing me in jail in the near future, and said the evidence was on his phone, which I know you guys already have. After that, I was going to go home, but I changed my mind and met up with my friends to make sure they were okay, and then I went home. Anything else?”

“Your brother is on suicide watch.”

“Great.” My hand flexed, squeezing Paige’s in the process. “What else?”

“Alejandro Del Castillo, known here as Alex Connor, was convicted of two felonies in Spain thirty years ago. His movements have been impossible to track because twenty-six years ago, he came to America on an illegal passport. Two years after that, his U.S. identification documents were issued. We’re still looking into his background, but the records we have so far tell us that he flew to Spain under his old alias two months after Leanne gave birth. A week after, he was pronounced dead, when he was really on a flight back to the States to resume his new identity as Alex Connor.

“Paige finding Ana Rosa Del Castillo’s name sped things up in a way that would have taken weeks to figure out, and because of that, we were able to talk with his mother, Maria, and she told us everything.”

He leaned back in his chair, his gaze intent. “This may be tough to process.”

He must be underestimating the shit I’d lived through. I’d seen the worst there was to see.

“Maria blames herself for most of what happened. She told us she didn’t believe her daughter when she’d told her that Connor had been raping her.”

“Wait, her daughter as in Alex Connor’s sister?” Paige asked.

Langley nodded, and my eyes dropped to the desk.

“Maria thinks that Alex’s father must have caught him in the act, but she couldn’t be sure since she was at work when everything happened. When she got home, she found her husband and daughter dead. Maria said Alejandro was home, too, sitting and waiting, covered in blood with the knife he’d used to kill them with in his hand. He told her he would fix it and ran away. He was fifteen at the time, and he didn’t contact her again until ten years later when he showed up at her house in Madrid and left Ana Rosa with her. She told me that a week after he’d left the baby with her, the police showed up at her house and told her that he’d passed away in a fire.”

I brought Paige’s hand to my mouth and nibbled on the back of one of her fingers as my eyes closed. I’d known he was sadistic, but fuck. If he could do that to his own father and his sister, what would he do to Paige? I shook my head, unable to look up as I took a breath.

“And Ana Rosa knows this?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Having the right name for Alex Connor would have eventually led to all this information, but it couldn’t be good if it was his own mother giving it out.

“What would make Maria tell you all of this?” I probed.

“She’s eighty-five years old, and she didn’t know he was alive. Now that she knows, she’s scared for herself but more so for Ana Rosa.”

I swallowed. “What are you going to do when Ana Rosa gets here?”

“Take her in for questioning, pick up the man she’s traveling with to see if we can use him to locate Connor.” His mouth pressed into a thin line. “With all the murders we now know Connor is linked to, even outside of the States, I strongly suggest that you reconsider witness protection.”

My gaze shifted to Paige, and she looked at me.

“Don’t say it, Caleb,” she said.

“But in a safe house, you’ll be safe,” I reasoned.

“He’s right,” Agent Langley assured. “With all this new information and the people we have in questioning, it won’t be long before we find Alex Connor, and hopefully, Olivia, too, so we can end this for good.”

❧

Paige: We got her. We’ll be there soon.

Relieved that everything was playing out according to plan, I stood in the middle of the hallway on the first floor at the FBI’s field office, my hands in my pockets as I waited for them to return.

My eyes were focused on the entrance when Paige walked through the double doors with four agents in suits, and right behind her was Ana Rosa—I assumed. Paige had shown me the pictures of her on Instagram, but shit, the fact that I had a sister was just starting to sink in as I saw her in person.

The agents dispersed, and Langley, who’d been in the back, reached out a hand and tapped Ana Rosa on the shoulder. He said something to her before he took the carry-on luggage she was rolling on the floor. He put it through the scanner, and as they filed through security, Paige pointed to me. Ana Rosa looked over and smiled.

She walked toward me, and we couldn’t have looked much more physically different from each other. Her hair was a dark-brown, and her eyes were almost gray, but I supposed her sculpted jawline bore some resemblance to mine.

Instead of taking the hand I’d extended for her to shake, she released the handle on her suitcase, threw her arms around me, and squeezed.

She stepped back. “Hi, my friends call me Ana.”

“I’m Caleb.”

“Let’s go,” Langley said, ushering us to the elevator.

I drew Paige into my arms for the ride up, embracing her as tightly as Ana had done to me. Only this spot was Paige’s, snuggled against my chest the way I preferred as my center. My weakness. My strength.

My chin leaned on top of her head, and when my gaze lifted, I caught Ana observing me. My guard went up as I assessed her.

Strong, yet unguarded.

Her mouth curled into a smile. And after what I’d learned about Connor today, I didn’t know if she could be trusted. She didn’t seem to be like Brad, but what I’d presumed before was accurate; this psychological sickness ran in our blood, and would always be a part of our DNA whether we wanted it there or not.

A team of agents verified Ana’s identity while we sat inside a conference room. She told us about her life in Spain before Langley discussed strategies from here on out as far as keeping us safe.

Ana had plans to go back to Madrid to her grandmother. Only, I wasn’t so sure I wanted her to leave us. If Alex Connor had one man watching her there, it was likely there was another one. Or two. That meant her grandmother wasn’t safe either. So before we left the field office, I asked Langley to talk to the authorities over there to see if they could help Maria while Ana was here.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Paige

Ana’s room would be above ours for the weekend until she went back to Spain on Monday, and then we would move back into a safe house. Since tonight hadn’t gone as Alex Connor had intended, there was no telling the extent he would go to find us.

It had been a few hours since we’d gotten back to the townhouse, and she’d spent a lot of time acquainting herself with Lydia and Harry. Once they went to sleep, I ended up lying on her bed, just talking to her about Leanne, telling her how great her mom and dad had been, and showing her pictures from Grandma’s album.

She was nice, and even though I’d just met her, I already felt so close to her.

“It’s supposed to drop into the forties for the next two nights,” I told Ana. “So, if you get cold, you can turn on the fireplace, or you can just use the extra blankets.”

“Are you going to bed now?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said, not moving because my body was completely exhausted. “I think. I just need to get up first.”

I smiled.

“I would say you’re welcome to spend the night, but I don’t think my brother would like that.” She grinned.

Caleb was probably already asleep. He’d had a long day, and he hadn’t slept last night, but I kind of wanted to snuggle against him.

“I’ll see you in the morning.” I eased up from the bed, and as I walked to the door, Ana said, “Thank you for messaging me today.”

“Thank you for answering. I’m really glad that you’re safe now. Good night.” I looked at the alarm device above the door. Each bedroom had one, and it was something that could be turned on or off to alarm or chime whenever the door to which it was attached opened. “There’s an alarm here. You could turn it on if you’d like. Sorry about all the security precautions.”

“It’s okay. Good night.” She smiled and settled under her covers with her phone as I closed the door.

I was on edge about what could happen after today, Agent Langley had men monitoring this house, so I felt safer knowing someone else was looking out for us on the outside, too.

Even Ryan had decided to stay in the extra bedroom. Caleb and I were both convinced that he was doing it to get close to Ana. His jaw had practically hit the floor the first time he saw her. Calvin, on the other hand, was indifferent and had left to be with his family. From what Caleb had told me, his sister was considering an abortion, so I knew he had a lot going on at home.

When I entered the bedroom, Caleb was asleep on his stomach with the bedside lamp on. I turned the lock on our door and activated the alarm above it. Cool air moved across my skin as I undressed, causing me to hurry beneath the covers to Caleb’s warmth. I placed a kiss on his shoulder and glided a hand across his back before I settled onto my pillow. Without a sound, he moved, rotating until his arms circled around me and pulled me close. The heat on his hard chest hit my naked back, and I relaxed into him, feeling utterly safe and comfy.

❧

The next day was a quiet one spent at home watching movies, playing games, and getting to know each other. All was good in the world until early Sunday morning when I awoke to a frantic banging against our door. Caleb was already up, tugging on a pair of pants as he hastened to the door. He yanked it open, and the alarm squealed. Cursing, he touched the tiny nub on the device, immediately bringing it to silence.

“I think something happened to my grandmother,” Ana said.

Caleb shifted as if to lunge through the doorway but quickly realized that she was talking about her grandmother in Spain. “Why do you think that?”

I dragged the sheets higher on my chest as I searched the bed for something to put on.

“I tried to call her, but she isn’t answering, and I feel like something’s wrong. She always answers.”

“And you’re sure she isn’t in the bathroom or something—” Caleb started, brushing a hand over his shoulder to the back of his neck, his muscles flexing.

“No, it’s been twenty minutes, and it’s just after one in the afternoon there, which is when she walks her dog. She does it every day.”

I reached for my phone, my voice raspy from slumber as I said, “I’m sending a text to Langley.”

They both stared at me as I yawned and typed.

Me: Is it possible to get in touch with the police in Madrid? Ana thinks something is wrong at her grandmother’s place.

His response came in a few seconds later.

Langley: I’ll let you know.

We were in the middle of breakfast at the dining room table when my phone rang. Langley. Setting my knife and fork down next to my blueberry pancakes and scrambled eggs, I got up and walked to the bay window.

“Is she okay?” I asked in way of greeting.

“Maria was found dead. It looked like a robbery, but with what’s going on here, the police there suspect foul play. Ana doesn’t have to go back. She was born here, so if she decides she wants to stay, she can.”

As I ended the call, I cleared my throat, and when I looked at the table, everyone’s eyes were fixed on me.

All this death in our lives, and still, there wasn’t an easy way to say it. Even though I hadn’t known Ana’s grandmother, it was still just a horrible thing to have happened.

For a long moment, I avoided Ana’s eyes, but when I looked at her, it was as if she knew the words that were threatening to choke the life out of me.

Her throat moved as she swallowed, and then with a nod, she looked at her plate.

“You can stay here with us, Ana. You don’t have to go back,” I said.

She shook her head. “I need to make plans for Mama’s funeral. And my life is there.”

Caleb looked across the table at her. “I can have one of the guys go with you for a week to help out, and to make sure you’re safe. But you should come back and move into the safe house with us after, at least until we find Connor.”

They stared at each other for a second, and as they came to an understanding, she chewed on her lip and nodded once more.

“You need anything at all, let us know,” Grandma Lydia said, rubbing Ana’s back. “We’re here for you.”

I wasn’t sure if Ana was having some kind of delayed reaction to what happened to her grandmother, but her expression was completely closed off. It continued to be that way for the rest of the morning, pausing briefly while she gulped down a shot or two of scotch, but by mid-day, my confusion turned into concern when she dropped onto the couch next to me and suggested, “We should party tonight.”

Party?

I didn’t want to press her about her grandmother, but I would be trying to shoot or kick something if I were her. Although, she did have Connor’s blood running through her veins. Maybe this was her way of processing.

“Come on,” she enticed. “I need to get out. Besides, you’ll be locked away at the safe house tomorrow for who knows how long, and then I’ll be in Spain.”

The desperation was evident in her eyes, but it was a Sunday night and also a risky time to do anything, anywhere.

“It isn’t a good idea, Ana.”

“Please? Or . . . you don’t even have to come. Just tell me where to go.”

Like we were going to let her go out on her own.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Paige

Caleb and I got in touch with Lisa, Ryan, and Calvin. They would know about all the happenings in the city and where the best low-key spot would be, which was the reason we found ourselves following Ryan’s directive to some secret hangout in what looked like an abandoned building in Boston.

Ryan had parked the vehicle we all came in about a block away. Then I saw why. There weren’t any vehicles parked in front of the building where we were going. In fact, there wasn’t a soul in sight, and as we headed down the sidewalk, we almost passed the place when Ryan pulled open a black door and two men stepped out asking for a cover charge, utter blackness behind them on the inside.

What the hell?

Caleb paid and took my hand in his as Lisa, Ana, Ryan, and Calvin filed down a dark hallway in front of us. I heard the music first before we turned the corner and saw the large crowd inside in a low-lit, large open space. A band was playing on stage, and everyone was either dancing, drinking from clear plastic cups and conversing, or playing pool by a table in a corner.

We walked to the back where an older woman was serving drinks from behind a wooden counter.

Caleb’s hand settled on my hip as he got his sister’s attention. “What are you drinking?”

“Vodka and juice. Whatever juice. It doesn’t really matter.” Her gaze dropped from Caleb to me. “What are you drinking?”

“Water.”

Her head jerked. “Really?”

“I don’t do too well with alcohol.” That was true, just not the whole truth. I was still waiting for a phone call regarding the results of my blood test, so I wasn’t going to risk doing something stupid. Caleb’s hand moved to rest on my stomach, and I tensed, hoping he hadn’t noticed with me pressed against his front. We’d been avoiding the talk about his trial and jail, and something told me that the possibility of my being pregnant at this time wouldn’t go over too well.

Ryan turned around with a drink in each hand and passed one to Ana. I smiled. He’d been trying to appear cool about his obvious crush, but I was sure Ana had picked up on one or two of the subtle hints he’d been throwing out there.

As the night went on, that was the first of many drinks for Ana Rosa, and things got more interesting by the hour. The last time I had my eyes on her, she’d been dancing with Ryan.

I was seated on a large platform on one side of the room that looked like a second stage while I watched the band, Caleb on my right and Calvin on my left.

My eyes moved to Calvin as he said, “Damn, I think Caleb’s sister has more game than I do.”

I looked in time to see Ana running her hand through a girl’s hair before locking lips with her.

“Oh, wow,” I muttered. I didn’t know if this was her normal since she hadn’t said anything about her sexuality or if this was her acting out after what happened to her grandmother.

“What is it?” Caleb asked.

“Don’t look,” I told him loudly enough to be heard over the music.

“Why?”

“Because your sister is making out with a girl,” I explained. “And I’m pretty sure Ryan just came in his pants from watching.”

Calvin laughed as Caleb’s eyebrows rose.

“Welcome to the stressful life of having a little sister,” Calvin remarked.

The band on stage announced, “We’re going to take a fifteen-minute break after this song.”

Caleb ran his hand over my thigh and kissed my cheek. “I’m going to ask if I can play during their intermission.”

As he made his way over to the stage, I asked Calvin, “How’s your sister?”

“As okay as she can be, but she decided she’s going to have the baby.”

“Good.”

I placed the bottom of the water bottle I was holding to my stomach as something occurred to me, and it made me feel warm inside.

I wanted to be pregnant.

It would be one of the best things to have ever happened to me. I smiled to myself at that realization.

The song ended, and I spotted Caleb talking to one of the guys coming off stage. The guy’s head bobbed, and I got excited. I hadn’t seen Caleb on stage since his whole finger situation.

He adjusted the mic up to his height before the electric guitar blared once, twice. I bit my lip as his sexy vocals kicked in, and one by one, everyone’s head started to turn toward the stage. There was something incredibly hot about him being up there, about the way he commanded the crowd to feel him and the music.

Ana ran over to us in total shock, turning her head to the stage, stunned into silence as I had been the first time I’d heard him perform. She held up her phone camera to record what was happening on stage while the sound in the room surrounded us, pulling us into everything he was singing and playing.

I didn’t know where we would be in a year or two or three, but wherever we were, I just hoped that Caleb found his way to music. This was his passion. It was clear in the way he seemed to become someone else entirely up there. Charged and totally free.

My gaze shifted to Ana, who was standing close to Calvin—like so close that there wasn’t a gap between them. She rotated, and his head lowered as she whispered something in his ear and then walked away. He watched her go and then caught my questioning stare.

I shuffled closer to him and sighed. “Oh, Calvin, always right in the middle of some kind of drama.”

“And I didn’t even go looking for it this time.” He shook his head and pinched his bottom lip between his thumb and index finger.

“If you like her, don’t wait. You’ve already been through this with Ryan.”

“I know, but honestly, I’m not interested in a relationship right now, which makes it a problem because I think she just told me the same thing.”

When had they even had the time for this discussion? “As long as no one gets hurt.”

“Come on now, Paige. I’m not that bad. That’s Caleb’s sister. I’m not even going to go there unless I’m ready to put a ring on her finger.”

I laughed. “I should buy you a drink for that.”

“Don’t buy me a drink just yet,” he joked. “This is just the beginning.”

“The beginning of what?”

“Me being good, Paige. Me being good.”

Shaking my head, I rolled my eyes. We both knew he wouldn’t do anything that would affect his friendship with Caleb or me.

I punched one of his thick biceps. “That better have been a joke.”

“You had to punch me to say that?”

“Yes,” I said around a smile. “You need to know what Caleb would do to you if you did anything stupid.”

“If Caleb punches like that, then I think I’ll be good.”

I’m going to fuck him up.

As my fingers stiffened at my sides, he chuckled and held his palm up in surrender. “I won’t. I promise.”

I relaxed because I was planning to have the same talk with Ana. It was either Ryan or Calvin. There was no gray line when it came to these two or any two of the guys in our circle. Though, I was a little confused with the her-kissing-a-girl thing, then not long after, there was whatever just happened between her and Calvin.

“What did she tell you?”

Looking mischievous, he made a zipping motion across his lips. Suddenly, I decided I really didn’t want to know.

“The drama that surrounds you, Calvin. That’s all I have to say.” On second thought, I added, “I’m staying out of it. Just remember that’s Connor’s daughter. If you turn up missing, then that’s on you.”

“Damn, Paige. That’s cold. You just had to mess up my whole fantasy—” He scratched his chin as some new vision seemed to take form. “Never mind.”

I smacked myself in the forehead as I sighed.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Paige

A brief excitement ran through me as I ended the phone call and lowered my hand.

I’m pregnant. Holy crap.

Inhaling to relegate my eagerness, I looked across the room to where Ana lay on the couch watching television as she nursed her hangover from hell.

Reality was enough to obliterate my joy. Constant danger and fear surrounded me and the ones I loved. Ana’s grandmother just died, and who knew when the FBI would catch up to Alex Connor.

This was no life to bring a baby into. It would be heartbreaking—it was—for something so vulnerable to be growing inside me. I also had no idea what Caleb was going to say, but I needed to talk to him.

“Are you okay?” Ana asked.

“Yeah,” I said, making my way to the stairs and up to my bedroom where Caleb was quietly playing his guitar.

When I walked in, Caleb was dressed in a white T-shirt and pants, sitting on the loveseat and staring at the ceiling in thought as his fingers picked at the strings. A notebook and a pen were sitting on the arm of the chair. I’d heard him play covers and some random stuff, but I’d never known him to write.

I closed the door behind me, and he looked up. He must have read something on my face because he asked me the same thing his sister did.

I tried to neutralize my expression and the worry I felt with a smile.

Lifting the guitar from his lap, he beckoned me over, and as I sat on him, he moved the instrument across my body, caging me between him and it. I tensed.

“It’s okay. It doesn’t bite.” His lips pressed to my neck, and I sighed, overcome with pleasure as he nibbled the sensitive skin there.

My stiff arms turned to noodles as he continued to tease kisses down my neck.

“Why are you so scared of my guitar?” he murmured.

I dragged a finger over the strings, eliciting a sound.

I wasn’t scared. Entirely.

“It was the last thing I was holding before everything went to shit.”

I turned my hand over and knocked twice against the wood on the body of the guitar. God forbid that happen again.

He nuzzled my neck. “What’s on your mind then?”

“A conversation we’ve been avoiding.”

“And that is?”

“What will happen if you go to jail, or if you don’t. How do you see our lives together either way?”

That sounded deep, which was probably why we’d been avoiding this talk.

“We’ve already discussed some of that. I wouldn’t feel right asking you to wait, you know that.”

“But what if I want to? I can wait for two, three, four years. That’s reasonable.”

He took the guitar from my lap and placed it beside us before shifting me so I was resting sideways across his lap. “I couldn’t do that to you. Once Connor gets caught, you’ll finally have the chance to live. If I’m in jail, I don’t expect you not to live life to the fullest, Paige, not when you’ll finally be able to.”

But what if I had your son or daughter? I wanted to ask, but instead, I went with my other truth. “I want to because I love you, and I don’t see myself being with anyone else. At all.”

He cupped my cheek and pressed a soft and seductive kiss on my lips that I regretfully ended so I could ask, “What if Stuart gets you off and you don’t go to jail?”

I moved a finger across his forehead at the edge of his hairline.

“Then we move from this state. Mid-west, west, anywhere but here. You, me, Grandma, Grandpa, Ana if she stays, our friends. I’ll tie them up and take them with us if I have to. You’ll help me, right?”

I grinned. “Yes. Definitely.”

I swallowed as the hard part of what I really had on my mind moved closer to the surface, but I eased into it because I needed to know how he would take the news.

“I’ve been thinking,” I began, trying to be as nonchalant as I could be. “With the whole birth control and condom situation and the way you freaked out the first time we’d had unprotected sex, I just need to know. Do you want kids?”

His head reared back as if he’d been struck, his mouth opening and then closing as he looked away. My answer loud and clear. And not at all the answer I was prepared for.

“I take that as a no, but is it a no, not now or a no, not ever?”

“Ever.” His eyes lowered to my lap as he explained, “It isn’t that I don’t want kids, but you see how my father is. He’s sick, Paige. I got lucky, and maybe Ana did, too. But I can’t fathom having a kid who could turn out like Brad or . . . my father. This illness is in my blood, and I just don’t ever want to contemplate being responsible for passing it on. We can adopt if you want kids. As many as you want.”

His hand brushed back a frizz from my face, and I leaned into his chest so he wouldn’t see the tears welling in my eyes. I thought I was done with them, but these ones wanting to escape weren’t about a past or a present. They were about my and Caleb’s future, where this conversation was over for now because I was pregnant.

I would have to tell him eventually. But with the possibility that he could very well end up in a jail cell for who knew how long, I couldn’t tell him yet. It would destroy him, destroy us. Not because he said he didn’t want kids of his own, but because him getting me pregnant just months before his trial would hurt him. So, I needed more time—for us to have this lightness between us—for this to be good news because in the depths of my soul, it was. I wanted this, and it broke me inside because that in no way mitigated the risk this baby would face, even inside me.

“That was what was bothering you?” he asked, resting his head on top of mine.

“Yeah.”

His hand rubbed over my back. “I feel like we didn’t get very far with this talk.”

“We didn’t.”

“I want to be with you whether or not I end up in jail. I love you, and I’m sorry if my not wanting kids of my own is a big thing, but what I’ve been through with Brad and fucking Connor, Paige. I can’t—”

“It’s okay,” I interrupted because if he told me once more he didn’t want a baby—our baby, I would cry, when what I needed to do was figure this out.

“You never told me what happened with the birth control. Did you get on it or did you change your mind?”

Deep breath.

My eyes closed as I mentally ran through the different options the nurse had gone over.

Damn it, I didn’t want to lie.

“There’s this birth control shot that lasts for three months. I’ll be good in a few days.”

That wasn’t totally a lie.

There was a shot. I just hadn’t or wouldn’t be taking it.

I was horrible and my chest ached. I knew if I stayed a second longer, the tears would fall. Kissing him on his jaw, I hurried from the room while murmuring something about helping Grandma pack.

A security crew would be stopping by to take us to the safe house soon, so I knew she and Grandpa were packing upstairs. I went back downstairs to the girl who either didn’t seem to have much emotion or was really good at hiding it, as I had been before I’d met Caleb.

I strolled over to the couch and lay on top of her back, resting my cheek on the blanket wrapped around her.

The Vampire Diaries was on, and I watched the bloodbath happening on the screen for a few minutes while I reined in my emotions. After that, I asked Ana, “Aren’t you sad about your grandma?”

“A little,” she replied. “She was sick, had COPD, and was on oxygen therapy. I helped her a lot, but I also knew the day she would pass away was coming sooner rather than later. The last time we talked, it was almost like she was saying goodbye. She was happy I found you guys, or you found me.”

“So, you weren’t kissing girls last night to try to drown out your sadness?”

“No.”

I smiled. “Okay, good. Just checking.”

“I didn’t know you saw that.”

“Yup. Me and everyone. And by everyone, I mean your brother.” I sighed. “I said I was going to stay out of it, but I have to know because all these guys are kind of like my family and I don’t want to lose any of them. Does your making out with a girl mean Ryan or Calvin are swimming in the wrong ocean?”

She laughed. “I know Ryan likes me, but as you also saw last night, I would get into too much trouble with him. And why are you asking about Calvin? I don’t think he even wants me.”

Oops.

Maybe I should have stayed out of it.

But even with that thought, I found myself saying, “It isn’t that he doesn’t want you. He’s Caleb’s best friend.”

A few seconds passed before she said, “I like how close you guys are. You all really do seem like family.”

“Might not be by blood, but we’re loyal and we look out for each other. The good news is that you are a part of the family, too,” I told her. Then raising my head, I peered around the room to make sure we were alone. I had to tell someone. “I need you to keep a secret.”

“Is it about the call you had earlier?”

Damn, these Connors.

“I’m pregnant,” I whispered, catching her eyes as she looked back, mouth falling open. “It’s bad timing, I know. But promise me you won’t tell Caleb until I figure it out.”

“Are you thinking of abortion?”

“No,” I said immediately.

She sighed. “Oh, good, because an addition to the family would be beautiful. Wait, if you’re not telling him, does it mean Caleb doesn’t want—”

“Shh . . . not really. The whole him and jail thing and him possibly not being here,” I reminded her, leaving out what Caleb had actually said. “I’m going to tell him, just not until I figure out how. Please, don’t say anything.”

“Okay,” she whispered. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” I smiled, but it was a weak one. I had no idea how I was going to convince Caleb that this was a good thing.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Caleb

Life had been challenging these past three weeks. Not in the sense of hardship, or in the sense that I’d been spending time with my immediate family. It was just being caged up in a safe house again. I fucking hated it. This was how my whole life had been, and I was just over it.

Agent Langley told us that they got a tip and were closing in on Alex Connor. So, there was some hope that all of this would be over soon, and any day now, my family could finally be free from the constant fear of having him around.

Everyone was in the sitting area watching The Golden Girls and barely looking in my direction as I spoke. “I’m heading down to the gym.” I stood from the chair and waited until one of them at least acknowledged. I didn’t do that the other day, and Paige about lost her temper over not knowing where I was.

Ana looked at me before her eyes shifted to Paige.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Ana replied. “Is my other brother as suspicious about everything as you are?”

Rob had taken care of the funeral arrangements with Ana in Spain two weeks ago. And since she returned, she and Paige had gotten closer, whispering kind of close, which made me feel as if they were hiding something. I just couldn’t put my finger on what.

I’d even asked Paige about it to make sure she wasn’t planning some Alex Connor takedown behind my back, but she swore she wasn’t doing anything that would compromise anyone’s safety.

I took the stairs down to the gym, which was smaller than even our bedroom but empty as usual when I opened the door to let myself in.

With my Bluetooth earbuds already in my ears, I tapped the music app on my phone and listened as hard rock streamed from my playlist.

The guards didn’t like when we left the safety of the room to come down here. But for Paige and me, breaking a sweat was the only true way we could remain sane. And she’d been doing so much better since she’d started working out again, both physically and mentally.

As I lifted and transferred a set of forty-five-pound weights onto each side of the bar resting on the squat rack, the lights went out for a fleeting second before coming back on. I unplugged an earbud, and keeping my eyes on the bulbs in the room, I listened for anything out of the ordinary.

We were placed in a different hotel than the one before, but the condition was about the same as the one a few weeks ago. A three-star at most, so I didn’t know if something was wrong or—I texted Paige.

Me: Everything okay up there?


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Paige

My gaze shifted from the show to the text on my phone from Caleb. Why was he asking? A sinking feeling crept inside me, and I looked around.

Me: Everything is fine. Why?

Caleb: Just checking on you, baby.

My shoulders lifted and lowered as I melted inside, wanting to hug myself at his sweetness. Smiling, I rested my phone back on my lap. A second later, I decided to walk around to make sure everything was, in fact, fine. The second my foot hit the linoleum of the kitchen floor, a loud boom shook the building. Chills scattered from my scalp down through my body. I drew in a breath and looked at Grandpa and Grandma on the couch, backs ramrod straight as Ana jumped up. The fire alarm came on in the hallway, blaring so loudly I couldn’t hear my own thoughts.

“What was that?” Ana yelled.

Another set of shivers ran through me, and I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

The lock jiggled on the front door.

Caleb? The guards?

They would have had a key.

Unless Caleb forgot his when he headed to the gym. But without a peephole, there was no way to tell.

I hurried over to Grandma, Grandpa, and Ana. The weather had been dropping over the past weeks, so I knew it was frigid outside. Keeping my voice low, I told them, “Get your shoes on and then grab your coats. Quick. Don’t open the door unless you hear Caleb’s voice.”

I ran to my room, pulled on my boots, and then grabbed my knife and gun from the top drawer. My coat was in the closet out front, but I already had my hoodie on. Heading back into the living room, I stuffed the knife inside my boot, and while I zipped it, something crashed against the main door, causing it to vibrate. My attention snapped up as Brad’s voice ghosted through my mind.

 

“My father is coming after you. You won’t know where, when, or how, but he’s going to do it. There’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

 

The living room window shattered, and I looked behind me a second before a man in all black swung through. I held my weapon high and flicked the safety off.

“Ana,” I said, not taking my eyes off the man rising from the floor, a mask over his face. She came up to me, her eyes locked on him. He wasn’t as big as Alex Connor from what I recalled, though I knew Connor had to be here; I could almost feel it. So I told her, “Your father is here. Go into the coat closet with Grandpa and Grandma, and no matter what, don’t come out.”

“But—”

My eyes shifted to the weapon on the man’s hip as his hand reached down. My finger flexed, and my shot hit him center mass.

“Do it, and call 9-1-1.”

Another man swung through the window, and the door creaked behind me from the powerful hits.

I glanced back. Ana had done what I’d said.

Good.

As a thought of the baby growing inside me crossed my mind, I swallowed.

You need to be strong for Mommy, okay?

I pulled the trigger again, hitting the other man once before lowering it to shoot the first one in the leg as he reached for his weapon again. And as a third person came through the window, I steadily sucked in air to keep my body from shaking. The door splintered, and I peeked over my shoulder as it was shoved open.

Two men, each holding a woman in front of them as protection.

One of them—Alex Connor.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Caleb

I scanned the faces of all the hotel guests scrambling down the staircase to get out of the building as I tried to force my way up and around them. Smoke filtered through the air, and I didn’t know where it was coming from. All I knew was that my heart was about to come through my fucking chest, wondering if Paige and everyone else was okay.

Our room was on the fourth floor, and as I finally got to it and pushed the door open for that level, I stopped. The corridor was empty except for the two guards who’d been assigned to watch the perimeter. Both were now lying on the floor, a few feet from each other, dead.

“No.”

I hopped over them and ran down the hall and through the broken door to our room. The window at the far end had been shattered, and there were dark pools of blood on the carpet.

No. No, no, no, no, no.

“Paige!” I yelled, dashing over to the window. “Ana!”

“Caleb!” Ana called out.

“Ana?” I whirled around as the door to the coat closet pushed open. Ana, Grandpa, and Grandma walked out. I hastened over, taking in their terrified faces and eyes red with—tears?

“Where’s Paige?” I asked.

“They took her,” Ana said.

“What?” Something lodged in my throat.

“They were in and out in less than two minutes. It sounded like there were a lot of them. They asked for us, and she told them we’d gone downstairs. They hit her. I could hear it. Then someone commanded one of them to take her down while the others checked the rooms.” Her mouth trembled as tears filled her eyes. “I wanted to help, but she—I’m sorry. Please don’t be angry with me.”

“I’m not angry with you. I promise.” I clasped her shoulders. “It’s okay. Calm down.”

I inhaled as rage burned through my veins, but not at her. She hadn’t even been this freaked out when she’d heard the news about her grandmother.

She nodded as her breath quickened. “You need to know—” She inhaled and looked away as if she were trying to stifle her own panic. “She’s pregnant.”

My chest tightened, and my head grew light.

“What?”

“Paige is—”

The muscles in my body tensed, and my fists clenched. “Don’t say it.”

My jaw tightened. “There’s a fire in the building. I need to get you guys out. How long ago did they leave?”

“Under a minute. Just before you came,” Ana said.

My nostrils flared.

I’ll fucking kill them all. I. Will. Fucking. Kill. Them.

I tried to think through the deafening alarm ringing through the building as I wondered how they’d left. Had they taken the other set of stairs?

I ran over to the window. It was dark outside, and there was only one dim lamppost in the far end of the parking lot. A rope hung down to the ground from a level above ours, and I saw movement. A man in all black seemed to be helping someone across the patch of lawn to a vehicle by the curb with its headlights on.

Shit.

I looked back, my eyes pinned on Ana for the two seconds it took me to say, “I need your help. The guards are dead in the hallway, but it’s clear otherwise. Get Grandpa and Grandma out of the building. Take the stairs. Stay in the middle of the crowd when you get outside. Can you do that?”

“Yes,” Ana replied.

“Be careful,” Grandpa said to me, his arm around Grandma’s shoulders.

I nodded right before my eyes caught Paige’s weapon underneath the dining table. They must have told her to drop it. When I looked back out the window, one of the men in all black was heading back to the building. I stood back, barely peeking over as he grabbed the rope.

Was he coming back up?

I glanced around the room. Did they forget something?

Racing to Paige’s weapon on the floor, I retrieved it and then stood to one side of the window, plastering myself against the wall. The slight movement of the rope being pulled tight and shifting from left to right confirmed that someone was definitely coming back up.

The odds were working in my favor because this was about to become so much better than running out and attacking them without a plan in place. The cold air coming through the window began to nip at my exposed arms, but I ignored it. Paige’s life was in danger every second that ticked by, and I just wish this asshole would fucking get up here already.

His feet hit the base of the window frame before his gloved hand reached in and grabbed the top. He jumped in with one fluid movement in a squatting position. A ski mask covered his face, and a weapon was holstered on his hip.

I placed my gun against his temple. “Stand up and step away from the window.”

He stood, took a step forward, and rotated, reaching for my hand with the weapon. But that was the wrong move. Dropping my hand, I switched positions and elbowed him across his face before grabbing his wrist and hauling him forward. I hooked my ankle around his foot, pulled, and then released my hold on him, watching as he slammed face-first into the carpet.

I detached his weapon, stepped out of reach, and pointed his own gun at him, and with that, my plan formulated. “Try anything stupid again, and I’ll fuck you up. Ski mask off, and I’m not going to ask twice.”

He pulled it off and set it down. “Remove your jacket and gloves while you tell me what you forgot. Why are you back up here?”

“The others.” He continued to do as I instructed without looking up, knowing I held all the cards.

“Who?” I probed as I glimpsed the black bulletproof vest beneath his jacket. Even better. I would need that.

“Ana.”

If they knew she was up here in the first place, they would have taken her.

“Move faster.”

Fuck it.

Setting down one weapon on top of the table, I moved forward before he could get up.

“What are you—”

I clocked him upside the head with my fist and watched as he lost consciousness.

Grabbing a chair, I set it in the middle of the room and ran to my bedroom for black pants, gloves, and my ski mask. I kept on my black sneakers but threw on his jacket, figuring the guys outside would be too distracted to notice the difference. Besides, why would they even suspect someone other than their man would be coming back down that rope?

I carried the passed-out dude to the chair and placed his mask back on, though backward. When he woke up, it would take him a while to even try to escape since he wouldn’t be able to orient himself.

Wrapping a quick layer of duct tape around his chest and arms, I secured his entire frame to the chair. Then I did his legs, not as well as I would have liked, but if I took much longer, his team downstairs would start to get anxious.

The semi-automatic clicked into place as I shoved it into the holster on my thigh.

On my way to the window, I typed out a quick text to Ana.

Me: When the fire department or police get here, grab one of them and tell them to send someone to our room to retrieve a person who needs to be taken into custody. Tell them what happened so they don’t let him go free.

I silenced my phone, shoved it into my pocket, pulled down my ski mask, and slipped my gloves on. Then, climbing onto the window, I grabbed the rope and propelled myself down.

“Hurry up!” someone whisper-yelled from behind as soon as my feet touched the ground. “We were just about to leave your ass.”

You’re going to wish you had, I thought as I jogged to the waiting SUV.

“Did you take care of the grandparents? Where’s the girl?” the guy in the passenger seat asked from his open window.

“They’re gone. Checked all the rooms, closets, and the hallway,” I said, keeping my voice low. With the chaos going on at the front of the building and the police sirens, it would be hard to pick up on the change in speech.

I pulled open the back door and sat, listening for Paige’s struggle if she was in this vehicle.

“Fuck . . . AC is going to make you pay for this,” the driver announced. “You should’ve told him the girl had gone into the closet while we were still was up there.”

“We were in and out in under a minute. When would I have had time after she’d shot me in the shoulder and the leg? That fucking bitch!” the man next to me snapped as the vehicle rolled out.

The one in the passenger seat laughed. “AC warned you.”

“Yeah, but who the fuck stands waiting with their weapon ready in under fifteen seconds? And only one second if we’re counting when I’d first broken through the window.”

“I don’t know, man. She fucking makes my dick hard, though. Maybe boss man will give us a little playtime with her.”

A muscle in my jaw moved, and my fists clenched as I tried my best not to reach forward and strangle the life out of the asshole before me. I needed information. And with the way they were going on, it could be the key to finding Paige and possibly Olivia. I looked over my shoulder into the back of the vehicle, but it was empty. Ana said there were a lot of guys. There could have been two teams, one left to clean up while the other took Paige away.

As the asshole in the front seat continued to blab, “He’s probably going to tie her up,” Ana’s words floated through my mind.

“She’s pregnant.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Paige

On my side, hands bound behind me and ankles tied together, my eyes fluttered open to darkness. The rough fabric on my face told me that they’d blindfolded me. My first instinct was to panic, but I couldn’t open my mouth with the seal across it. Tape.

Oh my God.

Freaking out would only make things worse.

Don’t panic. Don’t panic.

Swallowing, I inhaled a long, deep breath through my nose and released it slowly as I tried to focus. The surface beneath me was hard. My body rocked back and forth. Motion. A vehicle. Like it had been stopped and had just started forward. I listened.

Quietness except for the vehicle’s engine and other cars driving by.

They must have placed me inside a trunk.

My stomach squeezed, and I feared taking in too many deep breaths because of the scents I could pick up on. Once I detected a smell, I knew it wouldn’t go away. It would become stronger and then make me sick, and the thought of choking on my own vomit scared the hell out of me.

My pregnancy research told me that at five weeks, nausea, headaches, and dizziness were typical. I hadn’t experienced any of that as yet. But the knowledge alone that they’d kidnapped me made me want to throw up.

Alex Connor might have struck me in the face before I blacked out, but anything could happen next, and just one hit in the stomach would completely ruin me.

I had to escape.

I bowed my body back, and though my hands were confined, I reached them toward my boots for the knife I’d put in there. My fingers brushed a side of my ankles. I felt around the edges, but no knife.

I continued to feel. It had to be there. It wasn’t.

No.

No.

Deep breath.

I could get out of this.

Someone would come for me.

My baby. I’m sorry.

I promise I’ll be a good mom. I will be. And I don’t want to give you excuses, but there’s a really bad person in our lives right now, and I need you to be strong for me. It’s the only way we’ll both come out of this alive.

Deep breath.

It’s going to be okay.

Hours later, impending doom caused an invisible fist to close around my throat, because this time when the vehicle stopped, the doors began to open and close. A latch near to me gave, and cool air moved through my clothes. I couldn’t free myself from the bindings, and now it was too late.

“Take her to the basement,” Alex Connor commanded.

A set of hands grabbed my legs while another grasped beneath my armpits. I was lifted and carried somewhere and then, judging by the bouncing movements, it was down a staircase.

The basement.

Don’t freak out.

A strong smell of bleach and rotten meat hit my nostrils, and my stomach heaved.

Shit.

No. Please no.

But as the scent intensified, I couldn’t stop it. Vomit came up, and I made choking sounds in my throat, tossing my head back and forth. Puke came up through my nose, blocking my airway completely, and my chest constricted while my eyes watered.

“What the fuck is happening?” someone asked.

“I think realization just set in that she’s fucked or is about to be fucked,” another replied, laughing.

I grew wild, throwing my body and kicking my legs out as desperation took over.

I can’t breathe. I can’t—

“Shit.”


Chapter Forty

Alex Connor

I walked up the stairs and entered the room to find Olivia spread eagle on the bed, her wrists and ankles bound. She began to squirm as her eyes caught sight of me. It had been twenty-four years—twenty-five if I were counting the first time I took her—but the fight still hadn’t left her.

My dick grew hard, and I unbuttoned my pants. She must be hating how much I was here. She’d had it easier before when I’d only been able to make it here a few times a week.

“You’ve been a slut, Olivia, trying to seduce my men with what’s mine. When will you ever learn? They only get to fuck you when I want them to, not to give you pleasure like I give you pleasure but to put you in your place.”

“Even then, they fuck me better than you ever could,” Olivia snarled.

My jaw tightened. “Well, that’s a fucking pity, isn’t it? I’ll make sure my cock is the last thing you feel before you die, and it shouldn’t be long now.”

I grinned at the fear in her eyes. I’d been itching to kill someone for a while, to watch the fight as it left their eyes. This time, I would get to watch it happen at the same time as I killed Paige and Olivia in front of my soft, pitiful son.

The video my men were planning to make and drop off at the FBI’s door before dawn would all but guarantee Caleb would die inside first. But that would only be the beginning of his suffering, watching his precious Paige as she got fucked by all my men.

After that, I would wait three weeks again when Paige Wells would barely be hanging on, and Caleb would want to save her. He’d be willing to do whatever it took, like turning himself over to me personally and begging me to end his misery.

Ana would be next.

Then the rest of the fucking Sawyers.

Everything would finally be tied up in one fucking beautiful knot.

I unbuckled the straps around Olivia’s ankles one by one, almost saddened. I hadn’t sought out a replacement for her as of yet, but it shouldn’t be too hard.

Fight me, Olivia. Scream at the top of your lungs.

“AC!” a yell came from outside my door.

“What!” I barked.

“We have a problem.”


Chapter Forty-One

Caleb

There’d been one stop to drop off the injured guy at a small house, and if the FBI was tracking the GPS on my phone, they would see that stop. And if they sent out the local cops to stop this vehicle, I would never get to Paige. So because of that, as the vehicle took off again, I cracked the window and dropped the phone outside. Though, I hoped Paige had that damn knife on her, because worse comes to worse, it could be the only way of finding her.

We traveled west for at least two hours and left the state before the vehicle tore past the “Entering New York” sign.

Street lights and any signs of civilization had stopped about ten minutes ago, and the road had turned to gravel about two miles back, so the tires were skidding and crunching through the pebbles at a speed that wasn’t safe, but it was good. It meant we would be getting to the destination sooner. And gauging by the crap these guys had already said, I knew we were heading straight to wherever Alex Connor was. The bad thing was that because of the same amount of shit coming out of their mouths, I was two seconds away from killing every fucking thing in sight until I got to Paige. So I really fucking hoped we were close.

The asshole in front of me said, “Tak, you’ve been quiet.”

I realized he was talking to me when his head moved to the side to stare into the dark corner where I sat in the back seat.

I faked a yawn to muddy the sound of my voice as I said, “Tired. It’s been a long day.” Fake yawn turned real, which was even better, but still my patience was thin. Anything could be happening to her. Anything.

On a hill up ahead, light spilled from a two-story house, and I squinted through the windshield to get a better look.

Please, let this be it.

After another mile, we reached a gate that automatically opened and closed. We continued up a long driveway, and roughly halfway to the house, the headlights lit up two men carrying someone across the lawn. They had a flashlight, so even when the car light moved away from their positions, I saw when they stopped and opened something on the ground that light spilled out of. What the hell . . . a cellar?


Chapter Forty-Two

Paige

The men carried me from the house and set me flat on the ground before something unlatched close to my head.

My chest ached, and my head was starting to throb from my close call at almost drowning above water from puke.

Now I knew what it was like to come in contact with the devil.

He made sure his men saved my life so he could kill me slowly on his time. He’d spit those threats loud and clear before he’d slapped me across the face. A thick bag was dropped over my head after, but they didn’t tape my mouth shut again. And when Alex Connor told me I could scream all I wanted and nobody would hear, I obeyed like a good little girl because I wasn’t stupid. I’d been down this road before, and the last time, I almost died.

He held the upper hand.

I was outnumbered here, but I wasn’t helpless. I just needed a plan that didn’t end in my being raped and murdered in some basement that smelled like death.

At that thought, the foul odor flew up my nose again. They were taking me back down there. But this time when we got down the stairs, they lifted my hands above my head and looped what I assumed to be a rope between my forearms, tying me to something high.

Damn it. I wished I could see what was going on, and where.

A hand grabbed me through my pants, and I cringed. “Stop.”

“What was that?” he asked. “You like when I touch you like this?”

“Disgusting pig,” I bit out, wanting to move and kick even though my feet were tied. But I knew the first thing they would do was punch me in the gut.

“Already? The show has only just begun, sweetheart.”

I’m going to throw up.

As someone’s hands grabbed the waist of my leggings and yanked down, terror gripped me.

“Hey, man, you starting the party without me?” someone asked, voice muffled.

The next second, a slap echoed, and bones cracked. A man screamed before a shot went off, the blow softened by what I knew was a silencer. My breath hitched.

What was happening?

Hands touched my thighs, and I squirmed before I felt the material being pulled back up over my hips. The material over my head came off, and a man in all black stood before me with only his eyes visible. He raised a knife in his hand above my head and slashed the rope I was tied to. As my hands came down in front of me, I became conflicted on whether he was saving me or trying to keep me for himself. And though my hands were still bound together, this was my chance to fight back one-on-one.

He pulled the mask from his head, and I released a heavy breath, almost in tears as I saw Caleb’s beautiful face. My eyes squeezed shut, and I opened them again as his hands closed around me.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner,” he said.

“Are you kidding me?” I wanted to hug him, but my wrists were still tied. “Thank you. Thank you.”

He stepped back and cut the ropes from my wrists. “We have to move. I need to know if you’re hurt.” His attention flicked between my cheek, which was probably swollen and bruising, to my split lip from when they’d ripped the tape off my mouth.

“I’m just a little dizzy, but I’m fine.”

He bent and cut the ropes from my ankles, and it was then that I saw both men lying unconscious on the concrete. A lone light bulb was overhead. My gaze moved around the amber-lit room, taking in what could possibly be old bloodstains splashed over the walls. My mouth filled with saliva as the urge to gag heightened.

“I think this is where Connor is keeping Olivia. I need to find out for sure. I also need to find a way for us to escape. This place is like a damn prison yard.” He stood and towered over me. “What happened to your knife?”

“I don’t know. I was unconscious.”

He touched a spot on my cheekbone, and a muscle in his jaw twitched.

“I’m okay,” I assured.

His head shook. “I saw that fucker’s hands on you, and my first thought was: he’s fucking dead. He’s fucking dead. But I didn’t kill him. Still, I feel like I should have.” He leaned his forehead against mine, and I touched his chest.

“The worst part was when I threw up. It was bad, but I’m okay now.” I met his eyes. “Did you come by yourself?”

He nodded, and I swallowed.

If he was here and I didn’t have to fight alone, this could be an opportunity.

“Alex Connor isn’t going to stop until he kills both of us and the people we care about. He’s here, and right this second, we have an advantage because he doesn’t know you are. We can stop him. Together.”

He looked at me and then glanced at the guys on the ground. “You sure?”

“Of course. I haven’t fought back so far because I was outnumbered.” I swallowed as I thought about the other reason. I didn’t want to lose our baby, but this was not the time to drop that bomb. “This could be our last chance to end this thing for good. We should at least try.”

“Let’s get you suited up. The faster, the better. Or they’ll realize something’s up.”

He removed the jacket and the bulletproof vest he had on, and then he secured the weighted vest over my hoodie. It was too big for me, but workable. He thrust his weapon into my hand, walked to a rusty steel cabinet in a corner, and removed rope and several rolls of tape.

It didn’t take much time to bind the two men together, and after a quick pat down, Caleb found a burner phone and a key in one of their pockets. He handed it to me and moved to search the second guy as I made a call to Langley. Turned out, he was already on his way with a team and ten minutes out. I didn’t even know how they knew where we were, but that was also long enough for Alex Connor’s men to figure out something was wrong. So, the plan?

Find out if Olivia was here. If she was, find a way to cause a distraction and snatch her from right under his nose. Shoot to disable, but kill if necessary. Collect all full magazines along the way to reload, and then find a hideout point until the FBI got here.

At least we hoped it would be that easy.

We went up the stairs above ground with extra rope and closed the lid to the cellar’s square access point.

The house was two stories and huge, with enough rooms to house Alex Connor’s men. I lay on my stomach in the shadows with my weapon pointed at the top of the cellar. Far enough away that no one would see me if they came out, but close enough to get a clean shot if someone were to come out before we did what we needed to do.

Caleb hurried across the lawn to the vehicle he’d arrived in to retrieve a bulletproof vest he said was left inside as well as a hook to secure onto the balcony of the second floor.

Seconds later, he scurried toward the house, and my heart pounded.


Chapter Forty-Three

Caleb

I peeked through the barred windows into the living room and saw a man pacing from one end of the room to the other, a cell phone pressed to his ear. With the news channel on and loud in the background, I couldn’t hear anything he was saying.

I moved around the entire house like that, looking into each room, and taking note of how many guys we would be up against. One thing I didn’t find was any hint that Olivia was here, and I hadn’t seen Connor, either. My gaze lifted. Maybe upstairs?

A balcony was a few feet up and over from a window in the front. Backing up for the momentum I would need, I ran toward the window, stepped onto the sill, and launched myself as hard as I could. My arms extended and I just barely managed to catch onto a vertical rail on the balcony. I clasped the hook, secured in the holster on my hip, and attached it to the bottom of the rail. Then pulling myself up with one arm, I wrapped my hand around another rail and climbed higher until I gripped the top and hauled myself over it like a snail, staying low.

A light was on in the room and the curtains were wide open. And right there on the bed was Alex Connor, screwing someone. Someone whose wrists were buckled together and secured to the headboard. She wasn’t moving. She lay there like she was dead, only the long, blonde hair on her head visible as she gazed at the opposite side of the room.

“Do something, Olivia,” Connor hissed, and I looked away, unable to witness what was happening in there. Fuck. “When did you become so fucking boring?”

My blood boiled, and my hand went straight to the weapon at my hip, but I paused. This needed to be a kill shot if it was to be of any use. If he wasn’t dead, he would hurt her, and I wouldn’t be able to get inside to stop him. The door had a lock on it, and I remembered that lock. It was the same one he used to lock me in a room. No way in, no way out unless you knew the code. It was probably used on the front and back doors as well.

Shit.

I slid down the rope and ran across the lawn to Paige before I did something reckless that could endanger her while I tried to save Olivia. She made a psst sound in the night, directing me to her. When I found her, I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and pressed my face in her hair, needing her to calm me. She may have been okay, but Olivia? Olivia wasn’t.

And I didn’t want to have to involve Paige like this, but I would need more of her help.

“What did you see?” she asked.

“I can’t say it.”

“Tak?” someone called as the front door on the house opened.

“Shit,” I whispered. “Let him come to us.”

He walked our way with a flashlight, but we were positioned off to the side.

“Talking about he’s tired. Probably down there fucking that piece the boys brought back.” It was the asshole who’d sat in the passenger seat.

He bent and opened the latch that led inside that place I would never forget. The place where I’d seen one of the darkest things in my life. Fury burned through me again as I thought about what almost happened to Paige down there.

I waited until he made it down two steps, and then I ran and kicked him so hard from behind that he fell forward and tumbled down the rest of the way. Jogging down, I pushed him onto his back and covered his mouth and nose with my hand while I held the gun to his head with the other.

“What’s the code to get inside or exit the house? The FBI is on their way. So you have no fucking way out of this. But if you prefer . . . I can walk you back to the front door so you can tell Connor how you brought the Feds right to his door. His main fucking hideaway. What do you think he would do then?”

“Definitely kill him first,” Paige responded, coming down the steps with her weapon pointed at the man’s body.

I moved my hand from his mouth. “Code?”

“Four-eight-five-zero.”

“If it doesn’t work, you’re going to regret it,” I threatened as I told Paige, “Tie his feet.”

She picked up the bundle of rope we’d left on the ground and bent to grab his ankle. In one quick motion, the asshole kicked his feet out, caught Paige behind her knees, then yanked, causing her to fall back onto the concrete. I jumped up and landed a fast kick to his head, automatic knockout.

“Here I was trying to be nice.”

The other two started to wake from their slumber in the corner, groaning.

“You okay?” I asked her.

She nodded, but I glimpsed concern in her eyes before she resumed the task of securing the guy’s ankles.

“Hey! That’s my knife. Fucking thief!” Paige pulled the knife from the guy’s boot and held it up. “You’d put the tracker in this.”

I nodded. I swore she could make me smile even during the craziest shit. And she was pregnant. She shouldn’t be fighting anyone, let alone these twisted assholes. As I searched the guy’s pockets, I said to her, “Can you call Langley and ask for his ETA again?”

Transferring the keys I found in his pocket to mine, I stood and dragged him over to where the other two were. As Paige briefed Langley on what just happened, I picked up the flashlight that had rolled to the wall and slid it into my pocket.

She brought her forearm up to cover her nose, looking like she was about to be sick. This place was disgusting.

“Two minutes,” she said.

“Let me talk to him.”

Trained agents were coming in, and there was no point in risking her safety. So plan B. I began to brief Agent Langley. “There are at least five men left inside, plus Olivia and Alex Connor upstairs. I attached a rope to the balcony for access, but the door is locked with a code from inside. Could be different from the one Paige just gave you, so be prepared to break in. Olivia is restrained in the upstairs bedroom. Please get to her first. There could also be security cameras around the property, but Connor and the rest have been occupied, so no one has noticed anything as yet.”

“You’ve both done well, and enough. We’ll take care of the rest. We’re coming in on foot. High-voltage electric fencing surrounds the property, so it’s taking us a minute, but we’ll come to get you soon. Stay in the basement if that’s the safest place.”

The worst thing was for us to be trapped in here as waiting targets, but as he said, they were close, so it was best to just wait it out.

I dropped the phone into my pocket and saw the unspoken question on Paige’s face. Why had the plan changed?

I didn’t answer. It was something that needed to be discussed later, something that would start with the reason she felt the need to lie to me. Deciding to check that the coast was still clear above us, I moved toward the stairs. An unclear chatter caught my ears, and I froze. The voice grew deeper as the person neared. It could be more than one person or someone on their phone.

My ears perked.

Alex Connor.

No doubt.

Shit.

Reaching back, I touched Paige and pointed for her to head back down. She complied, and I continued up while pulling the mask down my face. A tall figure that I couldn’t make out since I was coming up out of the light stopped at the top, and I ran up into him, the force of my body knocking him to the ground with me on top. I drew the weapon from my holster and shot him in the stomach.

Alex Connor’s threat came next. “Move and you die.”

The image I saw through the upstairs window came to mind, taunting me, though I was already set to shoot his fucking dick off.

He had no idea I was here.

More than enough distraction for him. “Hi, Dad. How’s life?”

Grabbing on to the man’s shirt beneath me, I forcefully rocked to the side and rolled with his body above mine as protection. Two back-to-back shots went off. The guy above me groaned, and as I lifted my weapon, another shot. But it wasn’t the body above mine the shot had torn through. It was Alex Connor’s. I knew because I watched as his large frame dropped to the ground in the dark.

Paige?

The man slid to the side of my body as I shoved him off and pulled the flashlight from my pocket. I army-crawled over to Connor, searching the grass for his weapon. My pocket vibrated, and I ignored it as I caught sight of the black metal and grabbed it. Alex Connor wasn’t moving, and I didn’t know if he was dead.

“Paige?”

She ran up the stairs with her gun raised.

Did she—

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Stay in there,” I said as I stood, removing the phone from my pocket to answer the call coming in.

“An agent is about to guide you and Paige out. Don’t shoot. Look around you. Do you see him flashing a red light?”

“Yes.”

“You and Paige go with him. The rest of the team are heading to the house.”

Still wary, I waited until the agent was a foot in front of me before I ushered Paige to come all the way out. He had on night-vision goggles and instructed Paige to hold on to the back of his attire while I held on to her. And like that, the three of us trotted across the lawn until we were at the fence, where we were told to wait.

I took her into my arms and held her, both of us tense as we waited for news about Olivia and Alex Connor. We didn’t have to wait long.

In under five minutes, vehicles tore in from the road, the lights so bright we had to shield our eyes from the glare. That was when another agent came up to us and directed us to a secure point outside the fence, where we were, again, told to wait.

“Did you shoot him?” It wouldn’t have bothered me if she had; I just wanted to know.

An ambulance siren echoed through the night as red and blue lights flashed down the road, heading toward us.

I barely heard Paige when she said, “No,” because my eyes and mind became occupied with a man walking, his arm around the shoulders of a woman who looked like she was wrapped in a sheet. Olivia and . . . Agent Langley.

“Paige, she’s here.”

Paige peeked over her shoulder before she moved away from my body and stared. As Olivia came closer, I realized she was crying as if in disbelief that this was really happening. I didn’t know how to react. She was my mom, but . . . this was the first time I’d ever been this near to her.

“Olivia, this is your son, Caleb,” Agent Langley said as he came to a stop. “You should be incredibly proud of him. He’s turned into quite a man.”

My eyes shifted to Langley. He appeared to have meant that, although his statement seemed to make Olivia cry harder.

Paige nudged my side, and I looked at her.

“Hi, Olivia. I’m Paige.”

“My girlfriend,” I said, coming to my senses and out of my utter fucking loss for words.

Olivia nodded, unable to speak through her sobs as she looked at Paige. Langley urged her forward, and my arms went around her. I held her close as she continued to cry. I didn’t know if that was what she wanted, but it was what I would have done for Paige, and it was what a son should do for his mother. Comfort her.

I didn’t want to bring up Alex Connor’s name with Olivia’s distress, but I needed to know that this was where it all ended.

“Did you find him?” I asked.

“Right where you left him. My guy took him out earlier,” Langley said matter-of-factly. “You or your girlfriend shouldn’t have to carry that kind of weight on your shoulders. So I called it.”

The chains were finally broken.

Paige threw her arms around Langley, taking him by surprise. “I was literally two seconds away from doing it myself. Thank you.”

Not long after that, the paramedics took Olivia and Paige to the vehicle.

Paige was finished first, and she found me leaning against one of the SUVs and staring out at all the movement taking place around me. They’d given her a blanket, which was good. It was going to be a long night for all of us.

She leaned against my chest, and my hands rubbed over her back. And I couldn’t hold it in anymore. I needed to say something.

“Ana told me,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Her forehead pressed tighter against my chest, and I had to strain to hear her words. “Because I didn’t know how you’d react. You felt so strongly against it happening.”

“But you lied to me, Paige. We don’t do that anymore.”

“I know,” she agreed.

Struck by the gravity of the situation, of the lie, I shook my head. “And it wasn’t even a little fucking lie.”

“I wanted to tell you three weeks ago before we moved back into the safe house. But you told me that if I wanted kids, we could adopt. That you didn’t want kids at all. How was I supposed to bring it up after that? I couldn’t, so I decided to wait.”

I knew this was hard for her, that what I’d said had been too black and white, but that was no excuse. This was just beneath her, beneath everything we were to each other.

“Wait for what? It isn’t as if I wouldn’t have found out eventually.”

“The right time. I don’t know.” She inhaled. “I don’t even know if it’s going to work out, anyway. I fell pretty hard. Vomit and—” Her voice hitched, and I swallowed, realizing how much she wanted this pregnancy, and my heart clenched because I didn’t understand what she was feeling. We’d talked about this.

I swallowed. “How many weeks or . . . I don’t know . . . how far along?”

“Five. I want—” She started to say more, but her voice dissolved into a quiet sob.

“It’s going to fine,” I soothed and drew in a breath as I tilted my head to the sky, tears filling my own eyes.

It’s going to be fine.

I gave her a squeeze as Langley approached. “We’ll talk about it later.”


Chapter Forty-Four

Paige

With Caleb taking his turn in the shower, I looked at myself in the mirror as I blow-dried my hair. A black-and-blue bruise was on my right cheek, and I looked tired when I should be filled with a rush of elation. Olivia was back in one piece, although she was undergoing exams in a nearby hospital for the night, but Alex Connor was gone for good. This should call for a celebration, right? Instead, I was sad. Worried.

Placing the dryer on the hook in the wall, I stripped off the expensive robe as I walked to the floor-to-ceiling mirrored closet doors.

Caleb and I had our own room inside a luxury hotel, booked for tonight, while Ana shared a suite with Harry and Lydia.

I supposed I had reason to be exhausted since we’d just gotten back, and after the day I’d had, I was ready to crawl into bed, yet here I was, rotating while I looked at myself from the side in the mirror.

Since I’d had that call from the doctor, I’d been borderline obsessed, checking every day to see if I’d started showing. Okay, so maybe not every day because I knew it was a silly thing to do this early, but I wanted a little him or her so badly. Someone who was a part of me and a part of the person I loved the most.

The man who hadn’t seemed too upset about the news. Although, he could also be holding in his feelings. Maybe he just didn’t want to lash out.

Hanging up the robe, I sighed and made a mental note to call and schedule an appointment first thing in the morning. If everything was still fine, I would work on convincing Caleb of how much of a good thing this was, this would be. I did wish I’d told him sooner, keeping this from him after everything we’d been through seemed so stupid now.

As I passed by the bathroom, I got distracted and paused.

Caleb was standing in front of the mirror stark-naked, the muscles all over his physique flexing as he dried his hair with a towel. My eyes lowered to his sexy ass and . . . mmm.

He caught me staring, and as his eyes and mouth quirked, I remembered I was naked, too. With a smile, I continued to the bed and slipped beneath the sheets, letting my body sink into the feather-soft cloud of heavenly goodness that was this bed, my eyes closing as soon as my head hit the pillow. Finally.

So tired.

The dryer came on in the bathroom, lulling me to sleep. By the time Caleb came to bed, I was falling into slumber.

He kissed my cheek, and as he drew me onto his warm chest, into his cocoon, sleep won me over.

❧

When my eyes opened again, the room was dark, and Caleb’s arm was around my waist. I looked at the digital clock on the nightstand and saw that it was almost seven in the morning. With a yawn, I stretched across the bed, feeling for the lamp switch. His hand slipped from my waist, which told me that he was still asleep. If he wasn’t, he would have tugged me back. Good, about time I watched him while he slept.

As the light came on, I twisted to make sure he hadn’t woken. But at the sight of his face, I jumped. What the—

His beard was completely gone. I squinted.

What the heck happened last night?

Then I started to giggle because this was definitely not what I expected to see this morning. I’d never seen him without his five o’clock shadow. He could have warned me I would be waking up to a stranger. I grabbed his hand and shook.

He groaned.

“Your face.”

“Oh, that.” His eyes opened, and it was almost as if I were seeing a different person. He looked younger. Boyish. Cute—cuter? The same but . . . different.

“Yes, that,” I said.

He touched his chin. “You don’t like it?”

I propped my head onto my hand as I assessed his gorgeous face and sleepy eyes. “It isn’t that. I just didn’t expect it. I’ve been sleeping next to you for months now, and this morning, I opened my eyes and it’s like there’s a stranger in my bed. I could have attacked you, thinking you were the room attendant or something.” I ran my hand down his smooth jaw. “I like it. It has this college-boy appeal to it.”

“I thought it was time for a change.” He caught my wrist and kissed my fingers. “I’m going to get a haircut today.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, let’s not get crazy here.” I lifted my hand from his and combed it through his lustrous hair. The top was at least two inches long, but it was soft, and I loved playing with it.

“I won’t let them take too much off. Just an inch.”

“Okay.” Then it dawned on me. We were free. We could do whatever we wanted. Alex Connor was no more. “Oh my God.”

“What?”

“I just can’t believe it.” I shook my head and smiled, feeling so freaking light. “It’s over.”

“It is. Except for—”

“Your trial and sentencing.”

He nodded and brushed a hand down my shoulder, his eyes following the movement before he looked back to my face.

“And also what we still need to discuss.”

The pregnancy. Right.

Inhaling, I lay down on my back and stared at the ceiling. “I’m going to schedule an appointment as soon as the office opens.”

“What?”

I turned and saw his confusion.

“An appointment to check if everything’s fine. A lot can happen early in the pregnancy like . . . having a miscarriage.”

He frowned, and as his eyes locked with mine, his palm came to rest on my stomach beneath the sheet. “One thing I know is that he or she will be a fighter. I think everything’s fine.”

Inhaling, I rested my palm over his. “And how about you? How do you feel about this?”

“I thought a lot about it last night, and I’m still not sure how I feel. I just know that I love you.”

“I want this baby.” I swallowed. “More than anything.”

He gathered me close and kissed my cheek. Then his gaze held mine as he said, “I know. But that’s not the problem. You don’t ever have to lie to me, Paige. That was not okay.”

A pain cut through my chest. I felt disgusted with myself for that. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t want to make you stress about one more thing, when I knew a baby was the last thing you wanted and that it’s possible you won’t be around. I didn’t want you to think about it. Not yet, and not while we had Alex Connor to worry about.”

His silence told me I was right.

Easing up on his arm, he touched the bruise on my face. “Did you get hit in the stomach?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t want to fight back because I knew that would happen. And I—was that stupid?”

“No.” He smiled and kissed my nose, a look of understanding in his eyes.

“He or she won’t turn out like your father, Caleb,” I told him. My hands moved over his shoulder and up his neck as I explained. “Connor was a maniac who needed help a long time ago. Brad did, too, but they never got it, they never got a lot of things that would have sent them down a better road. This baby. Our baby. We’ll know if something’s wrong. I will know. And we have a big freaking family now who I know will be more than ready to support him or her. I know Ana is,” I smiled.

“Okay.” He leaned down and kissed me, teasing my lips apart with his while his hands roamed over my body.

As his cock pressed against my hip, I sighed.

I think that was the rest of his answer on the subject. I couldn’t be sure, but I was more than okay with it at the moment. And as his hands caressed my naked breasts, I came to the conclusion that sleeping naked was the best thing ever.

Nudging my thighs apart, he moved between them and ground his erection against me until I was squirming and moaning, desperate for him to be inside. His skilled mouth trailed kisses down my neck to my breasts, which his hands, fingers, teeth, tongue lavished attention on. His cock teased at my opening, and I moaned, rolling my hips and taking him all the way in.

He groaned. “Always so wet for me.”

“Or this stranger who has no beard?” I teased, meeting him thrust for thrust as he fucked me slowly.

He sucked my nipple into his mouth, and I bit my lip as my body tingled in pleasure.

“But what’s RCF without Caleb, without me?” he asked.

“Real fucking with a stranger? Real Stranger Fucking. Nope . . . that doesn’t work, only Real Caleb Fucking does.”

“I fucking love you.”

His lips came down on mine, and he rolled with me across the bed. Fucking me from the bottom, the top, the side. Fucking me until my legs tightened around him. Until my hands reached down and gripped his ass, begging him for more as I grew greedy for every magnificent, thick inch of him. And he gave it to me, thrusting so deep that desire spiraled into a tight knot at my core and snapped, causing a muscle to involuntarily twitch in my thigh before I lost all sense of control.

“Ah!”

My whole body trembled and my voice rose into a falsetto of cries before I dissolved beneath him, but as my panting waned, he drove into me again and again until his cock pulsed and I shivered, my nails digging into his back as I moved my hips, taking from him like he’d taken from me. And though I had every intention of focusing on him, another delicious wave crashed over me, taking first me, then him under. He collapsed onto me, his body hot and heavy but so perfect.

“I love you,” I whispered.

He shifted to the side of my body but kept his arms around me, and our legs entwined.

“I love you, too, and that’s why you should know that whatever it is, we’re in it together. It’s you and me against the fucking world, Paige. You, me, and whoever is in there.” He brushed a hand over my stomach, and I smiled, my heart full.

“Really?”

“Yes. It may not have been something I wanted to happen, but it’s my responsibility, and I’m not going to shy away from that. Yes, it would be inconvenient for both of us, and really shitty if I get convicted, but we’ll deal with that as my trial comes closer. Until then, we have three months to do whatever we want. As long as it’s in Massachusetts, of course. I can’t leave the state.”

A grin formed on my lips. I knew I didn’t just love him for the infinite places he sent me during sex.

His eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Nothing.”

He kissed my chin, rotated, and then lifted the remote from the nightstand. As he pressed a button, the blackout drapes slid open. I glanced out into the bright, sunny morning. A new day. One that would be like no other. Caleb would be having breakfast with his mom for the first time, and after today, the past would finally be where it’s supposed to be: in the past.

“I don’t regret anything I did for you, to save you. You know that, right?”

“I do now.” I smiled as I kissed his shoulder and climbed over him. “Let’s get ready for breakfast.”

His hand came around me, and he yanked me back down. I squealed as I landed back on the bed. As he planted a kiss on my lips, I remembered something.

“Oh, Caleb. Baby in the making. We have to play nice now.”

“I am playing nice. The bed is soft.” He lifted a white feather from the bed.

I laughed. “Where did that come from?”

He grabbed a pillow.

I gasped. “They’re feather pillows?” I rolled onto my knees, grabbed one, and whacked him across the back with it. “Pillow fight!”

“That is not playing nice, baby. You said play nice.”

I hopped off the bed and pointed with the pillow in my hand. “Okay. Rules. No hits below the boobs.”

“So, you want me to hit you in the face?” he joked, and I laughed.

“No, you know what I mean.”

“All right. Rule two. As much as I love seeing your gorgeous tits that I crave, and love . . . along with other parts.” His tongue moved across his lips. “We need clothes to protect our goods.”

“Good idea. Ready? Break!”

We both ran to the closet, threw on T-shirts and pants, and dashed across the room to the pillows on the bed. Caleb got there before I did and ended up grabbing both. And as he snapped one at my shoulder, I ducked and caught it. And then we went at it, blocking and hitting each other back and forth like lunatics until the pillows started to come apart around us, feathers flying everywhere. He reached for me as I hit him, lifting me into the air and spinning me around as feathers floated around us. We were going to be late for breakfast.


Chapter Forty-Five

Caleb

Ana, Olivia, Harry, and Lydia were all sitting in various places in the suite when Paige and I walked in.

“Good morning,” Ana said and pointed to the dining room table. Small opened and unopened Apple brand packages were spread out across the table. “New phones and laptops for everyone.”

“An early Christmas present,” Grandma smiled.

We headed to the table, but before we got there, Paige stopped by the couch to say good morning to Olivia with a hug before she playfully tugged at Ana’s long hair.

I smiled at Olivia. Calling her mom would be weird. Calling her Olivia would sound disrespectful. So I would just have to avoid saying her name. Paige understood that it took me longer to adjust. I’d only recently started calling Harry and Lydia Grandpa and Grandma, and even that felt hard to spit out sometimes.

“When did you get all of this?” Paige asked.

Grandpa rose from his chair at the table with the devices. “We figured you wouldn’t be up for a while. So Lydia and I called a taxi and went out first thing. We have a long day ahead of us. Olivia needs to get some clothes, and I need to pick up the Jaguar from the garage. Your grandmother and I need to make some travel arrangements for business. Ana might also need your help to pick a college to transfer her credits to now that she’s staying.”

“You’re staying?” Paige shrieked, looking at Ana.

Ana nodded. “At least for now.”

As the two of them got into a side conversation about school, I suggested, “Paige and I can get the car.”

It was our fault it was in the shop in the first place. But that had me thinking. Paige needed to learn how to drive. She also needed a car for herself. I could help her get her license in the coming months, set up an account for her with enough money to support herself and the baby, at least for a few years.

Shit.

I swallowed.

I’d already started planning for a prison sentence. But it was the wise thing to do. Because even though things had improved and I had a family now, a woman I loved more than anything, and a baby on the way—none of that changed the point that I did do all those bad things. So I wanted to prepare for the worst.

❧

Agent Langley met with us at the hotel late that afternoon, and as he told us a bit more about Alex Connor’s operation and what they’d uncovered, Olivia, Lydia, and Harry took a seat on the sofa. Ana went to one of the chairs while Paige sat in my lap in an armchair.

“Not only did we find child porn all over Ricardo Rodriguez’s personal computer, but it turned out that there was a file Connor had on him with pictures and videos of him molesting a young girl years ago. Deputy Superintendent Rodriguez knew her brother was a pedophile, but she tried to save his career and reputation. That was how she got wrapped up with Alex Connor,” Langley explained. He made eye contact with Paige as my hand settled around her waist.

“According to some of Alex Connor’s older men, Carrie and Peter Wells didn’t just work for Connor; they were his business partners when he got to America. After Olivia came into the picture, they were trying to get a bigger cut of the business. His men said they argued for years after that, and things got worse. Mistakes were made until there was just bad blood. When Leanne got pregnant with Ana, the Wells were also expecting a child. Once Leanne had that baby, Alex Connor saw it as an opportunity to get the entire cut of any contracts in the future, as well as the chance to cut any blood ties that could lead back to him. So he put a hit on the Wells, and ordered Deputy Superintendent Rodriguez to manipulate their deaths to be recorded as suicides while he kidnapped you as a trade out for Ana, the daughter he’d promised his mother.”

The guys they had in custody apparently had been spilling their guts as if their lives depended on it, which I supposed they did.

“A lot of psychological disorders come in to play to analyze him as a person without him being here, but I wanted to stop by to set everything straight for you. This has been one of the most challenging and confusing cases we’ve ever had, and because of you two, we were able to fit all the pieces together, so I wanted to thank you personally for all your help.”

As Paige and I walked Agent Langley out, he stopped outside the door and looked at her. “Your instincts were right, and you were a huge asset for us. If you ever want to join the FBI, let me know. I’ll write you a letter of recommendation myself. With the proper training, I have no doubt you’d be one hell of an agent.”

His expression remained impassive as he looked at me. “We’ll put in a good word with the prosecutors. It could help drop some of your charges. I wish there was more I could do for you with your situation.” He shook his head. “But that’s the court’s decision.”

“I understand,” I told him. “Thank you.”

As I closed the door, Paige gave me a teasing smile. “Agent Wells. It has a nice ring to it.”

“I’m sure it does. Are you okay with everything he said about your parents?”

“Surprisingly, yeah. I guess it doesn’t really matter anymore. That’s in the past now, and I have a pretty awesome family and future to look forward to.”

Since no one had risen from where they’d been sitting, I went back to the armchair with Paige.

My eyes fell on Olivia.

I knew she was adjusting, which wasn’t too awkward because we were all adapting to being as normal as we could be together. I was the son of the man she despised, Ana was the daughter of that same man and also the daughter of her late best friend, Leanne. Paige, well, it was her biological parents who had lured my mother to Alex Connor. A day that changed her life forever.

I supposed that was why Olivia broke the silence first.

“It’s complicated,” she began, tears filling her eyes as she looked at me. “I never thought I would see you again. I mean gosh, you’re a man now.” Her eyes drifted to Harry and Lydia. “I never thought I’d see you again either. And Ana, Leanne would have been a mother to Caleb if she could have.” She shook her head, overcome with emotions. “I might not be fit to be a mother right now, but just know that you have me.”

Ana nodded. But my heart squeezed, and my body went rigid. Something told me Alex Connor had planted the thought that she wasn’t “fit to be a mother” into her head.

“And Paige.” She tried for a smile as tears cascaded down her cheeks. “Your parents might have done bad things, but just like Caleb isn’t”—she winced and swallowed—“like Alex. You aren’t your parents, and I can only say that it’s by some miracle you found each other because I can see how much Caleb loves you and how much you love him, and that makes me happy for both of you.”

“Thank you,” Paige told her.

“You are fit to be a mother,” I told Olivia. “You’re being one right now.”

With a wobbly smile, her head bobbed. Grandma scooted closer to her and embraced her. Ana went over next, and then Paige slid from my lap to join them.

Connor had a part in breaking everyone in this room, and just like Paige and me had, just like Grandma and Grandpa had, Ana and Olivia would heal from this. They had us, we had each other, but most of all, we no longer had to live in fear. We had all the time in the world to be okay.

After that, Paige and I went for a much-needed walk in the park. The last of the day’s sun was dipping behind a cloud in the sky, and it was cold but also nice being out, being free. Paige and I had spent so much time together, but not as a typical couple, and I wanted to do that with her. My fingers interlaced with hers as we people-watched.

“I need to take you out on a proper date,” I said after a while. “Are you free Friday night?”

She turned her head to me, and her lips curved into a smile. “I’m not sure. I think I’m having sex with my boyfriend.”

“I hate to tell you this, but I think your boyfriend has other plans.”

“Darn it,” she said, faking disappointment. “Fine, I’d love to go out with you.”

I started to think about things she might enjoy. A picnic, stargazing with blankets and hot chocolate. Hiking. Dinner and a movie. All of the above.

“I think I’m going to take Agent Langley up on his offer,” Paige announced. “For the FBI.”

I smiled as I told her honestly, “You’d be good at it.”

“You wouldn’t mind?”

I grinned. “Are you asking my permission?”

“Yes. Maybe. Of course, I’m asking you. I’m having your baby.” She smirked. “Besides, when a lioness meets a lion, she knows when she needs to submit.”

“You are so right, baby.” I smiled, my eyebrows jerking.

She laughed. “You liked that just a little too much.”

❧

A few days later, Paige had her doctor’s appointment. A six-week ultrasound. I went with her, but we weren’t alone. Ana, Olivia, Grandma, and Grandpa also came along, but they’d stayed in the waiting room. And when I’d told Calvin about it, even he wanted to come out here to support Paige.

She had been worrying about this appointment all night and morning, although it was obvious more than ever that she was pregnant. For the past few days, she’d been getting sick and had been so tired she’d been taking naps during her quest to learn everything about her new career path and pregnancy and enrolling in classes for the spring semester. So the stress she was under was something we’d all taken note of.

What I hadn’t expected was how scarily thrilled everyone had been about the prospect of us having a baby together, but it made me see firsthand what she meant about having a lot of backing. A huge push in the right direction for me when it came to how I felt about this happening. If I went away, at least she would never be alone. Though, it would still suck if it turned out that I couldn’t be there.

The doctor rolled her chair toward Paige, who was lying on her back in a hospital gown.

Paige’s throat moved as she stared at the black-and-white monitor, and I squeezed her hand, finding that I was as anxious about this as her, wanting everything to okay, wanting exactly what I never thought I’d wanted, a baby with her. A baby. Period.

As two circles came up on the screen, I grew tense as the doctor muttered, “What do we have here?”

“What is it?” Paige and I asked at the same time. We glanced at each other before watching the screen again.

The doctor pointed. “You see that gestational sac right there?” She zoomed in on something that looked like the fuzzy outline of a balloon, and a little plus sign moved over a spot inside the space. “This is the embryo, and if you look really close, there’s a flutter here. That’s your baby’s heartbeat.”

“Really? So is everything normal?” Paige asked.

“Yes, but,” the doctor continued, “see this split in the sac? That means that this is another sac here and another fluttering heartbeat . . . right here.”

“There are two,” Paige said.

The doctor smiled at her. “Yes. You’re having twins.”

“Oh my God.” Paige looked at me, her eyes glistening. “Oh my God.”

I smiled, my heart racing. This was really happening. We were having a baby. Two. Holy shit!

“You are at about six weeks, so we’re going to put your delivery date at . . . July twenty-third.”

Paige gasped, and I brought her hand to my mouth, giving the back of her fingers a gentle bite before I kissed them.

After the doctor answered the list of Paige’s questions, we headed back out to the waiting area with our printed images in hand.

Paige gave our family a thumbs-up but delayed handing out the images or giving them the news until we were outside in the parking lot. Olivia and Grandma were in tears, and Ana tried to stay casual, but delight shined in her eyes as she hugged me. “This is cool. I’m so happy.”

My eyes shifted to Paige, who was in tears as Grandma started talking about shopping and all the food she was going to cook for her, and that was when Paige’s eyes lifted and met mine.

I don’t think I’d ever seen her this happy, and I know I’d never been this happy, either.


Chapter Forty-Six

Caleb

Three months later . . .

We stood in the room where I’d set up the nursery. Blue-and-yellow themed, decorated with stuffed animals along the bay window. A rocker glider and ottoman were in the corner, and a twin bed by one side of the wall for Paige, so she could decide if she wanted to sleep in here with them instead of in our room.

“Time really does fly,” Paige said.

Last month, I was acquitted of all the murder charges against me. The only one that had remained was the one for Sophia Cruz, but that was dropped a day before my trial two weeks ago after Brad confessed that he’d killed her.

I didn’t know what was more shocking: him telling the truth or him doing it for me.

My sentencing hearing was tomorrow for my standing charge as an accessory after the fact. Stuart said that if, worse comes to worst, I shouldn’t get more than seven years. But seven years was a long time when it came to kids, and they wouldn’t even know me when I came home. Seven years and Paige could find someone else.

My arm moved around her shoulders, bringing her under my arms and to my naked chest. Even before I’d gone to trial, I’d bought and set up everything I could. I wanted to make sure that whatever happened, she would have everything she needed for herself and our twins.

For our son.

For our daughter.

A boy and a girl.

I’d even gone as far as to get Paige seven birthday presents, one for each year that I might be gone, which Grandma had placed in her lockbox for me.

“You can call me anytime you want,” she continued. “I’ll write you letters, send you pictures.”

I kissed her temple and smiled. I’d left little notes for her in the babies’ stuff and also at the bottom of her drawer beneath all her clothes where I knew if she found it, she’d need it because she was all out of clean clothes and probably stressing out.

I did everything that I could think of.

Things that I knew would cheer her up for at least a little while, in case I couldn’t be here to do it in person.

I strolled with her over to one of the matching cribs and ran my hands over the dark wooden frame, picturing a little baby inside sleeping.

“I love this room.” Paige smoothed a hand over her belly. She was seventeen weeks along, and her stomach seemed to be growing so fast—a beautiful bump that had become one of my favorite obsessions. “Thank you.”

I smiled at her. “You’re welcome.”

I swore she’d gotten even more attractive because she was just fucking glowing. Her wavy blonde hair was much longer than I’d ever seen it, reaching her mid-back.

I went to the open room door and closed it. “Let’s sleep in here tonight.”

She looked at me, her eyebrows raising. “We can’t fit on that bed. Have you not seen this belly?”

We could fit, just maybe not comfortably.

I walked to her. “I have.” Touching my palms to said belly, I bent and pressed a kiss there. Her hand dropped to my hair.

“What do you think of the name Zoe?” she asked.

I knew it was the name of the store associate who’d helped us out last week because she’d mentioned liking the name then.

I searched my memory bank for the names we’d been going through online for a boy’s name to match. Zander. Zack. Standing tall, I told her, “Zane?”

“Zane and Zoe.” She gasped, her hands smacking my chest in excitement. “Yes! I love it!”

She made a little squeal, and I grinned. “Me, too.”

My fingers brushed over her cheek as I moved her hair back and gazed at her, wanting to remember every freckle that accentuated her skin, the blush on her smooth cheeks, the sparkling blue of her seductive eyes, and the pink tint of her soft lips.

I kissed her, and not long after, I settled deep inside her from behind. With both of us on our sides, my hands massaged her belly before moving up to tease her nipples as I made love to her.

She turned her head, and I crushed my lips to hers, a kiss as soft and lingering as the way I’d taken her.

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

I held her in my arms on the small bed for a while.

“I’ll blow you a kiss if you get sentenced tomorrow to let you know that I’ll wait for you. It’ll be like a secret code for you because I know you’ll be wondering.”

At that, my mouth brushed over the base of her neck, and I sucked hard on the sensitive skin until a red mark remained. She didn’t complain. She knew what I was doing, leaving her something to look at for a few days, just in case.


Chapter Forty-Seven

Paige

I sat in the courtroom on the bench with our whole family, waiting for the judge to render his verdict. My hands rested over my belly as I soothed our little ones, letting them know their daddy was okay and they would get to meet him. Everything would be fine.

But moments later, the final words from the judge echoed in my ears, “Eighteen months without probation.”

My eyes welled with tears, and I drew in a breath. Caleb looked back, and while everyone around me nodded and waved, I blew him a kiss.

I will wait for you. Always.

He nodded and stood, turning around as the officer snapped the handcuffs around his wrists.

I might have wanted him to be free, for him not to go to jail, but I also knew in my heart that the only way he would be truly free was if he did go. Caleb felt guilty about the life he’d been forced to live, and I knew him well enough to know that somewhere inside, he believed he deserved this. So even though it was heartbreaking to know he wouldn’t be there when the twins were born, it was freeing for both of us in a way. Because I knew once he finished his sentence, he would be happier than if he’d been told he could walk away today.

As his gaze shifted to me once more, I mouthed, I love you.

“We love you,” Ana yelled, not giving a fuck about the rules, and I smiled.

With under five months remaining until the twins’ arrival, I knew time would go by excruciatingly slowly without Caleb around, but I was enrolled in classes again, and after the babies were born, I would have them to keep me company. Then I would get back into shape, and he would be back before I knew it.

Hope. I had it even as the tears rolled down my cheeks.

Grandma pulled me into a hug. “We’re all here for you, sweetheart.”

I sniffed. “I know. I’m going to miss him, that’s all.”

I already do.


Chapter Forty-Eight

Caleb

Eighteen months later . . .

The prison gates outside opened, and I walked through, barely hearing it close behind me, my eyes focused on Paige. She was standing in front of a white midsize SUV, a baby cradled to her chest. One of the twins.

One year and twenty-six days.

That was how old the twins were.

My chest swelled with so much happiness, I couldn’t speak or fucking breathe as I approached them.

She’d sent me so many pictures, and a few times when I called, I’d even heard the babies crying. When that happened, it was the best thing I’d ever heard as well as the worst. All I wanted was be there to soothe their discomfort, to help her. But none of that compared to the rush of emotions streaming through me this second because I was feeling everything all at once.

“You’re free.” Tears brimmed in her baby-blue eyes as a smile played across her rosy lips. “And before you ask, I learned how to drive properly.”

I stopped a few inches before her and the baby and leaned in, wrapping my arms around them, inhaling them. Inhaling my freedom. Because for the first time in my life, I felt—new.

I eased back and stared at her. Beautiful and sexy as the times she’d visited me.

I’d looked forward to those days.

Everyone in the family had visited me, as well, and I didn’t know how I’d gone from having one best buddy to having the support of so many. There were guys in the jail who didn’t have anyone visit at all. Although, most of them had friends on the inside. I, on the other hand, spent the majority of time in my cell, reading and writing. Two hundred. I’d written two hundred songs.

“I’ve only gotten one ticket so far,” Paige continued. “So I think we might be good on the way home.” A single tear slipped from her eye. I brushed it away and bit my lip.

She was mumbling. Cute.

Wait, she was joking—

“A parking ticket, no big deal.”

Her cheeks flushed, and as I was about to cup them in my hands and kiss the shit out of her, my eyes dropped to our baby, and I couldn’t look away. Judging by the tiniest pink beanie on her head, this had to be Zoe.

An inch of soft, dark hair stuck out from the beanie and lay flat on her forehead. Her head turned as she tried to get a better look at me with her large, ocean-blue eyes. Tears stung my eyes as my chest constricted.

“Zoe, are you excited to meet Daddy? She’d started to fuss when I was leaving the house,” Paige explained as Zoe reached for me and latched on to my shirt with her tiny fist.

“She’s so beautiful.” I looked up. “Just like you.”

I leaned forward and kissed Paige when I felt a pull on my shirt.

“Mami,” Zoe mumbled.

When I retreated, Zoe reached out for me.

“She wants you to hold her. Zoe, that’s Daddy, remember from my phone?” Paige pointed at me. “Daddy.”

She was my daughter, but I was a stranger.

“Hi, Zoe.” My large hands slid around her small body, and I took her into my arms, both terrified and excited. But as I felt the warm contact of this little girl against my chest, I didn’t want to let her go, even knowing I would have to for the ride home.

“Zane is at the house with the gang. Calvin and the guys are grilling on the roof. They figured you’d want some home-cooked steak in your life tonight.”

They would be right.

Zoe stared at me, and I smiled, then she smiled.

“I think she recognizes you,” Paige said, touching Zoe’s back, her hand brushing over mine.

“Really, how?”

“I have a picture of you on my nightstand, and remember that video I took of you singing?” She placed her finger on her chin. “Actually, you didn’t know I was recording. Anyway, I show it to them most nights. It made me feel closer to you while I was putting them to bed, and I figured it would help them recognize your voice, as well. She’s just being shy. Zoe, say ‘Daddy.’ Do you want to give Daddy a kiss?”

Zoe looked at her mom and shook her head with a goofy smile on her face before she burrowed her head under my chin. The last time we spoke on the phone, Paige had told me that Zoe was up to fifty words, but mostly from repeating them back.

I rubbed her back. “Let’s get out of here.”

As Paige opened the back door and bent to buckle Zoe into the baby car seat, my eyes dropped to her very toned ass and thighs before I backed up and let her close the door. I bit my lip and shook my head. Eighteen months.

“You should see the two of them together,” Paige gushed on the ride home. “I have so many videos. They are the best of friends who get into giggling fits and do the silliest things to get the other to laugh.” I chuckled as she handed me her phone and continued, “And then, depending on the day, they can be the worst of enemies who cry their little hearts out. All the videos are on my phone.”

Zoe babbled and gave me silly smiles each time I looked back at her.

And as I watched Paige talking about all the things that had happened since I’d been gone, I realized just how much had changed. She was driving. Our daughter was in the back seat. It was so odd in a good way.

I’d been away for so long that this didn’t feel like my life at all.

There were no more threats. And from what I heard, Brad was doing thirty-five to life at a prison facility in Virginia. So, knowing that, I felt lucky. Grateful.

❧

After a few hours of hanging out with all our friends and my trying to bond with the twins, who preferred everyone but me, I felt like crap. I’d expected it would take some time for them to warm up to me, but experiencing it still sucked. However, as the day progressed, things started to improve when Paige asked me to assist her with giving them baths, even showing me how to change their diapers. And I loved that she involved me so fast because it was all I’d dreamed about while I was away.

At eight o’clock, while we were in the living room, Paige sitting on my lap on the couch and the babies playing with their toys on a mat, Paige announced, “Bedtime!”

She got up, and my eyes immediately focused on her ass once more before shifting to Zoe and Zane, both shaking their heads and saying, “Nooooo.”

I grinned.

They were so fucking cute, and a part of me wished they could stay up longer. But I had tomorrow and the rest of my life to be with them.

“Hmm, who else doesn’t like being told what to do? Now you know whose attitude they got,” Calvin joked from across the room. “I’ll pray for you.”

Paige placed her middle finger behind her, flipping off Calvin as she said, “Guess who’s tucking you in tonight?” She pointed at me with her other hand. “Daddy.”

The twins observed me, and a few minutes after, we carried them upstairs, me with Zane and Paige with Zoe. I wanted to do the diaper-changing this time but struggled a bit when Zane got excited, kicking his arms and legs and trying to roll away. When I looked up, Paige was smiling at me. Apparently, she was enjoying this as much as Zane was.

After we placed them on our bed, they crawled to the middle without a fuss, as if this was normal for them, what they did every night, and I liked that.

“Are you going say Daddy?” Paige asked as she relaxed on one side of them with a children’s book in her hand.

That was when Zane said it first and then Zoe as I lay on the other side of them. They weren’t saying it to me, but hearing them say the word made this so much more real.

Paige leaned over and kissed Zoe first, and Zoe returned her kiss on the cheek, then she did the same with Zane. I followed her lead and kissed both, not expecting them to return my kisses when Zane rolled over, crawled up to my face on the pillow, and planted a tiny kiss on my jaw. So young, he had no idea he’d just made my entire day.

“Aw, thank you, Zane,” Paige cooed.

As she gazed at me, I began to tap my fingers to a beat in my head against the twins’ tummies. And as the words came to the front of my mind, I sang, smiling as the twins shook their hands with a low babble.

Ending the song on a soft note, I said, “Now they get the live-in-person version.”

Paige bit her lip, her eyes sparkling. “Well, we might want you to do that nightly.”

I beamed at her. “Good thing I’m all yours now.”

Her cheeks flushed, and as she read to them after, their tired eyes moved back and forth from her to me.

Thirty minutes later, they were completely out. “Zane and Zoe are so good. They make being a mom easy.” She touched my chest tenderly as she peered into my eyes. “They’ll make being a dad easy for you, too. Trust me, they’re going to be all over you by the end of the week.”

The heaviness in my chest lifted, and as I leaned forward, she did the same, and we kissed for a short time before taking the kids up to their room. After setting them down, I wrapped my arms around Paige and pulled her into my chest.

I stared at them inside their cribs.

“You’re so good with them,” I told her.

“Your grandparents and mom help me a lot. I think that’s why they’ve learned to say and comprehend so much so fast, as well.”

“Still, thank you.” I pressed a kiss against her temple.

“You might not want to thank me yet,” she said, leaning back. “The whole time you’ve been gone, they’ve been sleeping in our room. The guys just moved their cribs back up here today. Sooo, fingers crossed they don’t wake up, or they’ll be a little cranky when they realize the scene has changed from our bedroom. With luck though, they will sleep until six or six thirty-ish. They’ve been good at sleeping through the night.”

That wouldn’t be a problem. I’d been waking up at five a.m. for eighteen months.

“Show me what to do. I’ll be up anyway, and then you can sleep in from now on.”

“Mmm,” she hummed, and my dick twitched. “I like that idea.”

My thumb skimmed over her cheek. “If you want to go back to hanging out with everyone downstairs, I’m going to stay up here for a bit.”

She smiled. “I understand. I stare at them for hours at a time when they’re asleep.”

She stayed in the room with me for the next few minutes, and we ended up discussing some of the more serious conversations we’d had over the phone. Like us making a big move from here after she graduates and applies for the FBI Academy in a few months. I knew without a doubt she would be accepted with Agent Langley’s recommendation.

We talked about how music had always been what I loved.

If I could have chosen my path for college and after, my career would have been something pertaining to either production or performance in the music industry—but that was my dream. I had Zoe, Zane, and a woman I hoped to call my wife one day to take care of, which was why, with those kinds of aspirations between her and me, we came to the decision that we would spend a full year together after she graduated as a normal, working family—well, as normal as we could be.

“Olivia is already working as a consultant for your grandparents, and she’s happy. She’s gotten so much better, and she’s so good with Zane and Zoe,” Paige said, veering off track. “Anyway, I’m not sure what job offers will be out there when we move, but knowing Grandma, she probably already has a desk with our names on it somewhere.”

I chuckled and dropped my hands on her shoulders and massaged. “But what do you want to do?”

“Make my own stride.” I knew that because that was what I wanted to do, too. Her muscles relaxed under my touch.

“Okay. You can get an internship in your career path if you’d like, or whatever it is you want to do next. I’ll work with Grandpa.”

“Are you sure?” She looked concerned.

“Yes. While I was forced to work for Connor, this is different. I want to do this. For our family.”


Chapter Forty-Nine

Paige

Standing at the kitchen island, a tad tipsy after taking sips from Caleb’s beers all night, I confided, “It was hard. You being away. I missed you, and this made me feel better sometimes.” He wasn’t used to me drinking at all, so I felt I needed to explain.

Grandpa, Grandma, and Olivia had already gone to bed, and our friends, including Caleb’s sister, had just taken off for the night.

As I passed him the bottle to finish, his fingers grazed over mine before taking it. My body tingled and knots formed in my stomach. He was still clean-shaven like when he’d left, but he had gotten bigger, more muscular, even more attractive. His T-shirt was too tight—or just right with the way it accentuated his biceps and pecs. But, strangely, I’d felt shy with him all night. Like that virgin who didn’t know what the hell to do with him so long ago, and I definitely knew what to do to him. In fact, I’d been anticipating his return every day for eighteen months.

He put the bottle to his lips and chugged the rest of the beer, his curious eyes on me.

“It isn’t like I drink a lot.” I decided to clarify before things got awkward. “Just maybe a bottle a couple of times a week at most.”

“Baby, you’re an adult. I’m not going to judge you for drinking.” He set the empty bottle on the counter and licked his lips. “Are you ready for bed?”

I sucked in a breath. “I don’t know. Yes?”

He grinned, and my nipples tightened.

Definitely yes.

“You’re shy again.” He placed his hands on the island as I propped a hip against it. “I should be the one wearing that look.”

“Why?” He’d never been shy. He was the one here taking my breath away.

“Because once we have sex, I’m probably going to come in, like, thirty seconds, tops.”

We both chuckled.

It wasn’t that I’d fallen out of love—that wasn’t likely to happen ever—it was that it felt as if I were falling in love with him all over again.

How’s that possible?

I bit my lip and extended my hand. “Come on, lover.” I led him out of the kitchen before his hands dropped to my waist, him walking so close behind me I could feel the heat from his body. A soft caress. “You know what it’s going to be like?” I asked, then sang, “Like a virgin—” My mouth snapped shut as Caleb’s mom came down the stairs. “Oh! God,” I mumbled. Mortified. Why did I sing that out loud?

Olivia laughed, and Caleb squeezed my side.

“I didn’t hear a thing,” Olivia remarked.

“I love her,” I told Caleb before smiling at her as she walked past us. “Good night, Liv.”

“Good night, you two.”

“G’night, Mom,” Caleb said, and I paused and looked back to see Olivia bringing her hand to her mouth. I knew the two talked on the phone a few times and had gotten closer as mother and son before Caleb went to jail, but I’d never heard him use that word before. Mom. And by his mother’s reaction, I didn’t think she had either.

Caleb glanced back and gave his mother a warm smile. Then we headed upstairs and did a pit stop in the twins’ room before heading down to ours.

As I closed the door behind me, I murmured, “So?”

Caleb turned and reached down, gripped the hem of his shirt, and pulled it up—exposing an eight-pack and bulging, sexy muscles everywhere. An audible sigh left my lips as the shirt peeled over his head.

“So?” he returned, eyes sweeping over my fully dressed physique while he fidgeted with the button of his jeans.

My sex clenched.

Damn.

“Thank you,” he said.

“For?” I asked, moving forward.

He kicked his pants off and then tossed them on the edge of the bed. My eyes lowered to the large bulge in his white boxer-briefs.

Oh boy.

My panties dampened, and I lifted my gaze before I became the first woman in history to have an orgasm from sheer desire.

“For waiting,” he said, looking into my eyes.

I smiled and teased, “About that . . .” I smoothed my hands over his chest.

“You do not want to be a bad girl tonight.” He tilted my chin.

“Why not? I thought it was thirty seconds, tops.” I smirked.

Biting his lip, he shook his head in amusement. “You seem to have forgotten what RCF is. Let me remind you.”

He pulled my blouse over my head and sealed his lips to mine before sucking and nibbling on my bottom lip. I moaned as his large hands cupped my ass and dragged me against his rock-hard erection. An urgent need spiraled in me as he lifted me into the air. And as we crashed onto the bed, his skillful hands swept over me. I didn’t even know how he’d gotten me naked so fast because the next thing I felt was the sensation of his tongue, teasing over my nipple before it was sucked into his mouth. I writhed beneath him as my pussy begged. I was empty, and he was the only one who made me feel full.

“Please, I need to feel you—” My plea ended in a gasp as his cock slid home. Oh, so full. I’d forgotten how much he was to take, but he made it good, tending to my sensitive nipples and giving me the seconds I needed before he started to move. I got so wet, the pleasure so intense, I couldn’t stop moaning. My fingers dug into his ass, his back.

“Ah, fuck,” he groaned, finding my lips and kissing me.

Overwhelmed with carnality, we sighed as the friction from each thrust drove me closer to the edge. His pelvis ground against my clit, and I panted, tossing my head back as I arched up off the bed, my toes curling. Blissful waves soared through my body while his soft lips skimmed down my neck. I tightened around him, my sex quivering as his cock pulsed, and I enjoyed every delicious drop of him and more.

“I love you,” I murmured, still winded.

He kissed the corner of my mouth as he rolled to his side, taking me with him. “I love you.”

Liquefied, I purred and settled into the comfort of his arms.

That was definitely not thirty seconds.

He kissed my shoulder and whispered, “This was only the first round.”

His cock, still inside me, throbbed, and my hips moved. “Yes, please.” And for the rest of the night, we made love. An affection we’d blissfully fell into and would continue to fall deeper into over and over.

I stirred awake sometime later as my mind became alert to someone talking. A soft, deep male voice. Feeling the absence of the warm body I’d fallen asleep next to, I rolled over and stretched a hand out to the nightstand. I felt around for the baby monitor, my brain still a bit fuzzy with sleep. The screen was off, but the audio was on and I could hear Caleb muttering, “I’m so sorry I just met you. You should know that you mean the world to me, and I love you both.”

As my hand hit the small monitor, I picked it up and pressed a button.

The screen lit up, showing two empty cribs. Caleb wasn’t on the screen, but I wasn’t worried though. My nightmares were gone; the ones when I slumbered and the ones in real life.

I pressed the control for the other camera, and as a wider angle appeared, I smiled at the picture-perfect image on the screen of Caleb in the rocker recliner, both babies nestled against his naked chest, one in each arm. I bit my lip and touched my chest, my eyes filling with happy tears that receded as I took a deep breath.

“I love you,” Caleb said, and Zoe repeated it in her adorable baby voice.

“Thank you.” He kissed her forehead, and I couldn’t take it anymore. My heart was so full it could explode.

Turning on the lamp, I set the monitor down and grabbed my robe.

The door to the room was open, and Caleb looked up as I walked inside. I smiled. I could only imagine how much our babies were loving the warmth of his naked chest.

“Good morning,” Caleb said before whispering, “look who’s awake. Say good morning to Mommy.”

“Mommy,” Zane said, his chubby arms jerking before Zoe followed suit.

I took Zane into my arms. “Good morning, handsome.” I gave him a kiss before I creatively sat on Caleb’s lap and kissed Zoe. She giggled and tried to hold my face.

“Isn’t there a weight limit on this chair?” Caleb asked.

“I think so, but it’s pretty sturdy.”

He inhaled. “Well, just look at it this way, if it breaks, we’re all going down.”

We chuckled, even though that wasn’t the least bit funny.

I curled onto one side of his chest with Zane on my lap and Zoe occupying the small space she needed above his heart. And as his hand came to rest on my hip, I tilted my head and he kissed me softly.

We were once broken, but we’d picked up the pieces—faced the fears and weaknesses on the inside and outside so that we could successfully rebuild ourselves. Not something that could have happened overnight because wounds like the ones we had weren’t meant to bring us down; they were meant to become our greatest strengths.

I knew deep within ourselves, we had what it took to survive, to love, to transform. It all started in the brain, anxiety all started on the inside—a constant potential mind game, a battle of wills, the ones that pushed us to face or shy away from what our minds thought were achievable or unattainable. When really, we could do it all.

“I wrote you a song,” Caleb said. “A few.”

I smiled, excitement blazing through me. “I want to hear it.”

“I need to play with it for the right sound, but my favorite goes something like . . .” His voice was raspy, yet soft as he sang, “The easiest or the hardest things in life. Trust. Hope and love. You trust me but you never loved.”

He paused.

“That one isn’t about you but what we’ve been through. And then this part . . . Can I love you? The way that you love me—like I’m wanted . . .”

“Oh, wow.” Suddenly too warm, I fanned myself. Even Zane and Zoe were staring at their daddy in wonder. I sighed and snuggled back against his chest, because as it turned out, we weren’t just okay. We were happy, healed, and finally free.


Epilogue

Paige

Three years later . . .

Since I was late coming from the FBI field office in Minneapolis—the division I’d been assigned to upon graduation from Quantico two years ago—I was still in my business-casual work clothes. I didn’t know if a sexier outfit would do the trick for this security guard, but he was not budging.

Arms folded across his chest in front of the back door, he said for the fourth time, “I’m sorry. I can’t let you in.”

In my rush to get here, I’d left the all-access pass Ana had given me on my desk at work, and there was no way I was missing Caleb performing in town for the first time in months. It had been two weeks since I’d seen him—the longest we’d gone without seeing each other since my training two years ago.

Taking my phone from my pocket, I showed him a picture of Caleb and me. We’d decided to keep our relationship and the twins out of the public eye, even before he’d signed that record deal last year. But desperate times called for desperate measures.

“I know them, please,” I begged, scrolling to another picture of Calvin and Luke, who worked as Caleb’s bodyguards and who I was going punch in the gut because they weren’t here vouching for me. I’d texted them both about my predicament almost ten minutes ago.

As the guard shook his head again, I sighed. I didn’t want to have to do this but—I pulled out my shiny badge and held it up with my game face on. “FBI, I need you to let me in, now.”

His eyebrows rose. I was an intelligence analyst and hadn’t even operated in the field as of yet, but he didn’t need to know that.

“Don’t mess with me,” I told him.

The back door opened, and Calvin stuck his head out. “Yeah, let her in; she’s with us. Come on, crazy.”

“I’m going to fuck you up,” I told Calvin matter-of-factly.

“Yeah, yeah, you keep telling me that, but I’m still here,” he quipped, letting me through the door.

I rolled my eyes. Some things never changed, but I loved that about our family, and in the past few years, we’d only grown closer.

Calvin was dating a photographer he’d met a few months ago. Ana was dating, or “just sleeping with” a musician Caleb was on tour with this summer. Mackenzie and Luke were engaged. Lisa was finally dating Rob. Ryan was still sleeping with everyone, especially now with his link to Caleb. Amber lived in Boston but came to visit from time to time with her two-year-old daughter. She was much happier, as we all were. Life was superb.

After everything, Caleb and I had wanted a normal life. We talked about it a lot until we’d come to the realization that it wasn’t how our lives were meant to be lived.

We were meant to disturb the customary. Affect lives.

That was why, when he’d asked if he should pursue his dream while trying to live that life with his family, I’d told him, “I’m sure the world tipped off its axis the second we left our mothers’ wombs. We weren’t born to fit in.” He’d smiled then, looking down at the twins, who’d finally fallen asleep in their cribs after spending the better part of an hour crying. He wrote “Average” after that conversation, and it was the song that landed him his record deal and took the Billboard charts by storm.

As Calvin opened a door that led into the darkened room backstage, I spotted Olivia holding Zoe’s little hand and Lisa holding Zane’s.

The rest of the family was here, as well: Ana, Mackenzie, Grandpa Harry, Grandma Lydia. But my eyes focused on Zoe in her cute black-and-white striped dress with her little black over-the-ear, noise-canceling headphones and Zane in a T-shirt and jeans with his blue headphones. The loves of my life. I still got choked up seeing them after a long day. Their heads turned, and I grinned at the excitement on their sweet faces. So precious. I ran up to them, dropping to my knees and wrapping an arm around each.

“Mommy!” They placed a kiss on either side of my cheeks. I would never tire of their cuteness. As I returned their kisses, I inhaled and sighed.

Calvin flicked Zoe’s ponytail, and she turned around and tried to punch his leg. I folded my lips, pushing aside humor as I remembered Caleb teasing me about her being just like me.

I lifted the headphone from her ear.

“Be nice, baby,” I told her, soft. “No hitting Uncle Calvin, okay?”

“But he messed with my ponytail,” Zoe pouted, and immediately I was distracted by her adorable face.

“I know, baby, but he didn’t mean to upset you,” I assured, though knowing Calvin and the relationship he had with the twins, I knew for a fact he was messing with her, and I should punch him myself.

Zoe awkwardly laced her fingers together. “I’m sorry, Uncle Calvin.”

Aw, I love her.

“I’m sorry I messed with your hair.” He held out his fist for her to bump. “Are we cool?”

“Yes, but don’t do it again, okay?” Zoe asserted like a grown-up. “I don’t like it.”

“Okay, princess. You got it.”

They did their little handshake. Bumping their fists, then kissing the backs of their knuckles before saying, “Psshhh,” and making a mock-explosion gesture.

I shook my head as I put her headphones back in place.

Zane went to Olivia, and Zoe’s hand found mine. Together, we hurried to the black curtains to peek out onto the stage for the rest of Caleb’s performance. He dragged the mic with one hand to the left side of the platform as he sang. The screams from the crowd in the amphitheater made me smile. He was such a natural.

“Mommy, I want to see,” Zoe said, tugging on my shirt.

I lifted her, and we watched together—her following me as I nodded to the beat. I loved that even though Caleb and I had much growing up to do ourselves, we had the humbling opportunity to do it with our kids. They were funny, comforting, and life-changing. And I absolutely would not have had it any other way.

“What’s up with Caleb’s little dance?” Mackenzie asked.

I grinned as Caleb’s hips gyrated against his guitar while he leaned back from the mic and played a chord.

My body heated.

“Looks very sexual,” Lisa added. “Do you hear those screams? Those are most definitely spontaneous orgasms happening.”

“You probably should talk to him about that,” Mackenzie grinned.

“I don’t mind.” I smiled. “It’s actually really hot. I would say the ladies are getting exactly what they paid for. It’s a part of the act.”

The girls and I chuckled, but I knew Caleb was in the zone, which meant he didn’t know half the things that were happening while he was under his own spell.

“A very entertaining part of the act,” Lisa mumbled.

“Ew! Sister here.” Ana groaned, and we laughed.

When Zoe got too heavy in my arms, I set her down. A while later, just as his last song was coming to an end, we got distracted talking to each other, so I didn’t think much of Zoe pulling her hand free from mine until Lisa said, “Oh, shit!”

“Lisa,” I chastised.

She pointed behind me, and I turned to see Zoe running out onto the stage.

My mouth dropped.

Oh, shit.

Calvin was on it right away, and as he was about to grasp Zoe from behind to carry her back, Caleb spotted her. Holding up his hand to stop Calvin as he sang the last few notes of his song, he beckoned Zoe forward.

“Maybe they’ll think she’s someone else’s daughter?” I asked.

“Or find out that he has two adorable kids and a hot FBI agent for a wife. Hearts will be breaking tonight, Mrs. Sawyer.” Mackenzie remarked.

“Shh . . .” I hushed.

Caleb lifted Zoe right after he said, “Thank you, Minnesota!”

“My daddy,” Zoe said, staking her claim as she kissed Caleb’s jaw. “I love you.” Her words caught the mic, and a bunch of “aws” and screams came from the crowd.

He allowed another minute of applause and shouting before he maneuvered off stage, glistening with sweat as he handed off his guitar to Calvin before coming through the curtains. Zane ran up to him and hugged his leg.

“You rock, Daddy!”

Caleb held out his palm, and Zane slapped it before sticking his hands out to the side and circling his hips around in a silly dance.

“Do any of my kids take after me?” Caleb joked, lowering Zoe to the floor.

My lips pursed in amusement as I thought about him on stage practically doing the same thing moments before.

“Funny you should ask,” I muttered as he cupped my cheek and pressed his lips to mine.

“I missed you,” he breathed against my mouth.

I kissed him again before he pulled back. “I missed you, too.” My eyes conveyed more than I could say aloud, but the flirtatious jerk of his eyebrows told me that he got the message. “I’ll see you in a few.”

He did his backstage appearance in an area set up for him to meet with his fans while the kids and I waited in a lounge area with the rest of the family. Grandma and Grandpa left not much later with the twins before things got crazy when it was time for Caleb to leave. At which time, he pulled his hat low and tugged the hood on his sweatshirt up before we walked to the back between Calvin and Luke. Except, the guard who didn’t want to let me in earlier recognized me right away. I tried to act normal since the more anyone thought we had something to hide, the more suspicious they would get. And with all of Caleb’s records sealed, really, there wasn’t anything to hide. We just didn’t want my career or the twins’ lives to be affected by his rising fame.

“An FBI agent and a rock star, how the heck does that work?” the guard asked.

“Easy.” Caleb’s gaze shifted to me, mischievous and dark, an indelicate combination that made my toes curl every time.

He went through the door, and I lingered back with Ryan and Rob.

“Your keys?” Ryan asked. “I’ll drive your car back.”

I handed them to him. “Thank you.”

Rob shrugged off his hoodie, and I quickly tugged it over my head. As I headed out and toward the tour bus where a few concert-goers lingered, Ryan touched my shoulder and directed me to the Rolls-Royce parked behind the bus. A man in a suit, who stood by the back door, swung it open for me. I slid onto the cushioned seat, savoring—not the luxury car with the stylish black curtains inside but the giddy, heart-racing feeling I got every time Caleb was around.

He smiled and took my hand in his. “I get to sleep next to you tonight.”

“I know . . . and the twins,” I reminded. “They’re probably already jumping up and down on our bed in their pajamas.”

“Mmm, you know what that means? Need to get you some RCF before we get home.”

“I don’t even want to know what that means,” Calvin muttered from the front seat, and we chuckled. “I’m starting to think tonight wasn’t the night to have given your driver the night off.”

“You were only trying to get out of that funky tour bus. But no worries, we’re about to block you out, right . . . now.” Caleb pressed one of the buttons on the console between us, and the clear privacy glass darkened. The music came on with another button, and then, it was just us.

 

 

THE END

 

 

 

 

Did you enjoy the Things That Matter series?

 

I would love your feedback.

Please leave a review, it would mean so much!
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