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            A note from Aleatha

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Sparrow Webs. You’re about to read ASHES, the dramatic conclusion of Web of Desire.

      If this is your first trilogy of the Sparrow Webs, please know that there are other amazing stories in this world.

      
        
        Web of Sin

        SECRETS

        LIES

        PROMISES

      

      

      

      
        
        Tangled Web

        TWISTED

        OBSESSED

        BOUND

      

      

      

      
        
        And coming in September of 2020, Dangerous Web

        DUSK

        DARK

        DAWN

      

      

      For a complete list of my books, please go to “Books By Aleatha” following the story.

      Now, I hope you enjoy ASHES and thank you for reading.

      

      Aleatha
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        ASHES– book #3 WEB OF DESIRE

      

      

      “From what I’ve tasted of desire, I hold with those who favor fire...” ~ Robert Frost

      

      I lived through hell for one reason, for one person, and for one purpose. I would do it again for her survival. Now, it’s more than her. It’s about us, our family, and friends. Patrick has awakened a fire I forgot existed.

      
        
        Will this renewed desire warm my soul or consume my world?

        Is it too late?

        Will the life we yearn to have survive the ashes?

      

      

      

      From New York Times bestselling author Aleatha Romig comes a brand-new dark romance, ASHES, set in the dangerous world of Sparrow Webs. You do not need to read the Web of Sin or Tangled Web trilogy to get caught up in this new and intriguing saga, Web of Desire.

      

      ASHES is book three of the WEB OF DESIRE trilogy that began with SPARK, continued with FLAME, and concludes in ASHES.

      
        
        Have you been Aleatha’d?
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        The conclusion of FLAME, book #2 Web of Desire

      

      

      

      
        
        Patrick

      

      

      

      “She’s your daughter,” Reid confirmed. “Dr. Dixon was certain of that. However, she was perplexed by another result that she found.” He had our attention. “She was so surprised that she ran the test three times.”

      “What test?” I asked.

      “Mason and my counter test came back with no statistically significant number of similar markers.” Reid said.

      “Yours and Mason’s,” Sparrow repeated a bit slower.

      “Yes,” Reid said with a nod. “I’m just going to say it.”

      We all waited.

      “While Mason and I share a statistically insignificant number of genetic markers with Ruby...” He took a breath. “Sparrow, you share just under twenty-five percent of the genetic markers—a statistically significant amount.”

      Sparrow stood and lifted his hands. “I never met Madeline before the other night.”

      “No,” Reid said. “You’re not Ruby’s father. Dr. Dixon and I consulted Laurel...” He looked at Mason, took another deep breath, and turned back to Sparrow. “...we are all in agreement that while you’re not Ruby’s father, genetically you’re related—statistically, closely related.”

      “That isn’t possible.”

      
        
        Madeline

      

      

      
        
        Last night

      

      

      “Does this mystery asshole who didn’t want to be bothered with bastard relations have a name?” I asked.

      “His name was Allister,” Marion said. “Your father’s name was Allister.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something?”

      “You might be more familiar with his son,” Andros said with a fucking shit-eating grin on his lips.

      “Tell me.”

      “I believe you’ve met your brother,” he said, “Sterling Sparrow.”
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      With the long pale green robe wrapped around me, I stared toward the awakening sky as dawn’s early morning rays coated the underbelly, a sprinkling of clouds, in shades of crimson. Moment by moment, the hues lightened, reds morphing to rose before changing to pink. Light high above overtook the darkness as the sky changed from velvety black to a vibrant shade of blue.

      I’d been sitting on the lounge chair near Marion’s pool since sometime in the middle of the night. Sleep hadn’t been within my reach as I’d paced the confines of the bedroom he’d temporarily deemed as mine. All the while, I contemplated my phone and necklace, my secret means of communication with Patrick and others from the Sparrow organization.

      What would I say?

      Options came to mind. I could start with the past, explaining how I had been tricked and sold into sexual servitude only to be sold again to one man, to Andros. Or I could jump ahead and blurt out that Andros had indeed moved on, not releasing me from my obligation but by selling me a third time to Marion Elliott.

      Even considering the discussion occurring privately with Patrick brought a coating of perspiration to my skin and more knots to my already-tangled stomach.

      I was, and still am, a commodity.

      The woman Patrick had married nearly two decades ago no longer existed. I’d given up my free will the day I’d told Andros I’d go with him, willingly accompany him as his purchase, agreeing to do whatever he bid for the price of staying with my child. That wasn’t completely accurate. My free will was stripped from me the night my body was also stripped and used for the vulgar pleasure of men like Dr. Miller and Senator McFadden. Any remaining self-worth was crushed over the following four months while I lived in inhumane conditions as nothing more than an incubator subject to ongoing humiliation.

      With nothing left but the hope of my child’s survival, those same depraved men put me on display, such as a statue to be viewed and ogled. And now, years later, I learned that the honor of continued existence they’d bestowed upon me didn’t come because of me but because of a man who impregnated my mother.

      Even if I told Patrick the truth about the transactions, it didn’t broach the subject of my newly discovered parentage. I was the half sister of the kingpin of Chicago, the man Patrick not only served but considered a friend. It was the status Andros had hoped to capitalize upon, the one Marion still believed would be to his advantage.

      For a large portion of the night, I’d reflected on the few memories I had of my parents, of the two people I thought were my parents: Will and Alycia Tate. They’d married before I was born, yet I wasn’t certain of when.

      As a young child, I didn’t question or ponder.

      Life was what it was.

      Sadly, I reflected upon their influence in my life and found nothing remarkable in those memories. There were day-to-day activities, going to school, coming home, and homework at the kitchen table. There were flashes of sitting on a couch as a family, eating popcorn and watching television, and other flashes of my dad reading stories of lore beside my bed. He would tell tall tales of princes and princesses, dangers and dragons, and happily-ever-afters.

      If I searched back hard enough, I had visions of a bedroom with posters of cats and dogs, as well as boy bands who rose and fell in popularity. I was indifferent as I recalled dinners with frozen food from the microwave and bowls of cereal while they both worked, leaving me alone, and homemade pancakes when they didn’t. Perhaps the true revelation of the night wasn’t the memories but the emotions that came with them.

      None.

      I was devoid of happiness or sadness when it came to my childhood. I couldn’t say that the Tates were neglectful nor could I recall them as being attentive. I simply knew they were there until they weren’t.

      Never once had my dad—the man who raised me—insinuated that I wasn’t his flesh and blood. I recalled him as both a comforter and a disciplinarian. My mother took on both roles as well. There was never the threat of my father coming home to deliver a punishment. Perhaps as a child, I was unaware of friction beneath the surface. I had simply been a carefree child doing what children did until the day it was ripped out from under me.

      “Miss Madeline,” Eloise said as she rushed across the pool deck with a blanket in her hands. “You will catch your death out here. You must be freezing.”

      Before I could respond, she laid the plush blanket over my legs and tucked it attentively near my legs.

      “May I get you something warm? Coffee or tea?”

      I turned, peering up at her. “I need a ride to the airport.”

      Surprised, she took a step backward. “But I thought…I was told you were staying.”

      “Eloise, I’m sure you were.”

      “Ms. Miller, have you been crying?”

      Had I?

      I reached up and wiped the moisture from my cheeks.

      Eloise lowered herself with her hand on the arm of the lounge chair. “I’m sure the speed of this situation is a shock, but always remember that Mr. Elliott is a good man. He wants what’s best for you and Miss Ruby. I’ve known him for a long time.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I tucked my fingers into the warmth beneath my arms. When our gazes met, I asked, “What has he told you?”

      Her neck straightened. “Ma’am, it isn’t my place.”

      My volume rose. “What has he told you about me, about our arrangement?”

      “He said that you needed help, and though he doesn’t like the recognition, I know that’s the kind of man he is, the kind who helps those who need it.” Her hand came to my arm. “While it isn’t my place, I must add that he’s also lonely. That isn’t a new development. The first Mrs. Elliott has been gone a long time, well, most of your life. We all hoped he’d decide to move on, not because we didn’t love Miss Trisha and McKenzie, we did. It was because we all care for him, too. It’s been hard on us to watch him when he’s alone. That’s why everyone here is thrilled that you agreed to marry him.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I believe you’ve been misled.”

      “I hope that isn’t the case.” She stood. “What may I bring you?”

      My head shook as I once again looked out toward the barns and corrals. “I don’t need anything.”

      “Eloise,” Marion’s booming voice came from the patio where we’d eaten breakfast the day before. His boots clipped determinedly across the brick and concrete deck, the sound growing louder as he neared. “Bring us coffee. Mrs. Elliott takes hers with cream as I’m sure you recall.”

      Mrs. Elliott?

      My head snapped toward Marion, yet his attention was on Eloise.

      “And then we’ll eat breakfast in the dining room,” he said, “It’s too damn cold out here this morning. Damn Texas winters.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied with a smile as she turned away.

      Once Eloise had disappeared into the house, Marion came to a stop near my legs. The gregarious personality from the tournament and yesterday morning was gone, replaced by the more solemn expression of last night. “Madeline, I went to your room to find it empty.”

      “That’s because I couldn’t sleep.”

      With a sigh, his long legs bent as he lowered himself to the lounge chair near my legs. “I had the same problem.”

      My spine straightened. “The same? Were you having problems sleeping because you were once again reduced to a commodity and bartered in a transaction? If that’s the case, please, let’s chat. If your difficulty sleeping was caused by anything other than that demeaning occurrence, I’m afraid I can’t relate.”

      He shook his head. “Let me tell you what I’d planned.”

      The sound of his voice and his drawl no longer made me smile. On the contrary, it caused the acid in my stomach to churn and percolate in my throat.

      I threw back the blanket that had recently brought warmth to my legs and toes, warmth that I didn’t realize I’d been missing. Moving my legs to the other side of the chair and out of his reach, I said, “You’ll have to excuse me, Marion, I’m not feeling well.”

      As I stood, he seized my wrist. “Hear me out, Madeline.”

      “Why? Why should I listen to you or Andros or any of the vile, contemptuous men who found sadistic pleasure in my agony?” I freed my wrist. “You said yesterday that you and the others thought I was enjoying myself seventeen years ago. Did you hear yourself? Do you truly believe an eighteen-year-old abused and starving child enjoyed having the eyes of men twice and three times her age staring at her, leering, fantasizing, and judging? Is that the kind of lies you told yourself to justify your behavior?”

      “Some were closer to your age, such as Antonio.”

      The confirmation caused the acid bubbling to move upward in my throat.

      “Didn’t you know?” he asked with a sneer.

      “I didn’t, but I’m glad he’s dead. One down.”

      His grin grew. “We really must move on. There are more pressing matters.”

      “My daughter is sixteen years old. Do you believe that I want her near any man who found perverse pleasure in the suffering of a teenager?”

      “Andros was there—”

      I lifted my hand. “Stop right there.”

      “I can assure you that when it comes to Ruby, my intentions are pure.”

      “Pure, as in you want to adopt her, you want to claim her as your own, and you want to stake a claim on an empire she has never known or known of her connection. Tell me, is that your definition of pure?”

      “As I said,” he replied, standing, the long chair now separating us. “We must move on. There are matters at hand.”

      “You know what?” I asked, slapping my thighs as I turned away and then back. “I thought I had moved on. Somewhere and sometime during Ruby’s lifetime, I thought I had moved beyond that horrible night, the hell that preceded it, and the one that followed. I dedicated my life to her and her well-being.”

      “That is why you need to hear me out,” Marion said. “We—my men, not Andros’s—have been looking into what happened yesterday.”

      “How you sent Antonio Hillman to retrieve the most precious person in my world and how he double-crossed you.”

      Marion inhaled. “It appears as though Mr. Hillman had a small aircraft chartered near where his body was found. It was set to fly into Mexico, a small town only seventy miles south of the border. I have private detectives going there today.”

      I had to remind myself that this should be new information.

      “Why?” I asked, pretending that I wasn’t confident she was now safe with her father. “Do you think Ruby is there?”

      “Not via the plane Hillman chartered. But it’s a lead, Madeline. I promise we’ll find her.”

      Inhaling, I let out the breath slowly. As I did, I recalled Marion’s first words as he came closer. “Why did you refer to me as Mrs. Elliott? Saying it doesn’t make it so. I can’t and I won’t marry you.”

      Marion nodded. “After you left the library last night, Andros and I discussed that possibility.”

      My neck straightened. “Of course you did. The two of you have this all worked out.”

      Marion reached into the pocket of the suede jacket he was wearing over a light blue button-up, complete with a bolo tie.

      My eyes narrowed as I waited for another ribbon or symbol of my servitude.

      Held between his thumb and finger was a small velvet box.

      My chin rose. “I told you that I don’t care if it’s a ribbon or a ring, I won’t wear it.”

      He opened the box. In the early morning sunlight, the diamonds glistened. There was one ridiculously large center stone surrounded by multiple smaller stones. “I contacted a jeweler in Dallas late last night and described what I wanted,” he said. “He worked all night.” Marion plucked the ring from the velvet grasp. “I didn’t know your size and neither did Andros. The jeweler promised me that it can be sized in a matter of hours.”

      Of course Andros didn’t know my size. Nothing he ever gave me was purchased by him directly. He gave orders. Others followed.

      “It’s lovely, Marion.” Rather ostentatious, but lovely. “I’m not interested. I don’t care that you wasted millions of dollars in a deal with Andros or that you wasted money on that farce of a symbol of servitude. That’s your doing, not mine. I care about my daughter and my freedom. I don’t give a damn what you and Andros decided. The truth is I’ve done my time. I won’t marry you.”

      He extended his hand, bringing the ring closer to me. “Try it on, little lady.”

      “Marion, I can’t and won’t.”

      “You already have.”
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      The room around us stilled, settling in prevailing silence. Mason and I stared between Sparrow and Reid as Reid’s findings echoed in our heads: “No,” Reid had said to Sparrow. “You’re not Ruby’s father. Dr. Dixon and I consulted Laurel; we are all in agreement that while you’re not Ruby’s father, genetically you’re related—statistically, closely related.”

      Sparrow was still standing, his hand going to his hair as his bicep bulged beneath the sleeve of his white pressed shirt. His leather loafers began to move as the buttons on his shirt beneath his tie fought against his deep breaths. “This…this doesn’t make sense,” he said, sounding less sure than a moment before.

      I replayed Reid’s announcement in my head and asked, “Can you be more specific on closely related?”

      Reid took a deep breath and reaching for one of the chairs, spun it around, and lowered himself to straddle the back. “We could learn more if we had Madeline’s DNA. Here’s the thing. Even though, Sparrow, you have similar markers to Ruby, you don’t have any statistically significant markers in common with Patrick.”

      The two of us looked at one another.

      “You’re saying Sparrow and I aren’t related,” I said.

      “That’s what I’m saying,” Reid confirmed. “That means for Ruby to be related to Sparrow, the missing piece to this equation is Madeline.”

      I shook my head. “I agree with Sparrow…this is ridiculous. I met Madeline, shit, nearly twenty years ago. We were both fifteen years old.”

      “When you were living on the street,” Mason interjected.

      “Did you know?” I asked Mason. “Did Laurel give you a heads up?”

      Mason set his coffee mug on the floor near his chair. “No, man, I came here because of Reid’s text. Laurel didn’t say a word.”

      Reid sheepishly grinned. “Don’t blame her. It was my idea. I thought it was better if everyone learned together. This way we’re avoiding assumptions.”

      “So how old is she?” Sparrow asked.

      I leaned back. “She? Ruby? Sixteen.”

      “No,” Sparrow said, “Madeline. How old is she? You said you were both fifteen, and I know how old you are.”

      We were all relatively the same age, all entering the military at eighteen.

      “Her birthday was this month.” I thought about the date. “She’s the same age as I am—same as you.”

      Sparrow’s head was shaking. “Fuck.” He continued pacing. “Closely related…my parents are both only children. I’m an only child. How does that account for closely related?” He looked to me. “What do you know about Madeline’s parents?”

      “Not much. They died in a car accident when Madeline was twelve. We talked about it but not in detail. There was no one to care for her after they were gone. No family. No anyone. She was too young to understand why everything they owned was taken away.”

      “Debt,” Mason said, “would be my guess.”

      “Hell,” I went on, “I don’t know if they had a house or an apartment. They lived in the suburbs. Madeline made it to the part of town where we met by taking a bus away from the last foster home. When her parents died, she was abandoned. She went into the foster-care system and hated it. She didn’t last long in any one house, either her doing or theirs. She was fourteen when she walked out of the last one. I remember a story about babies and a foster mom who drank too much.”

      “Her parents’ names?” Reid asked, as he turned toward the computer.

      “Tate.” I thought back. “Her father’s name was William, I think. I know her mother’s, for sure. It’s a unique name, Alycia.”

      “I’ll see what I can find,” Reid said.

      It was Mason’s turn to talk. “What if Ivanov knew?”

      “Knew what?” Sparrow snapped.

      Taking a deep breath, Mason stood. “Hear me out. What if Ivanov knew that Madeline was closely related to the ruler of Chicago? What if he sent her here, not as a distraction for Patrick, but for you? What if his plan was for you to meet her and then to drop the bombshell?”

      “What fucking bombshell?” Sparrow asked. “There’s something wrong with these damn tests. Do them again.”

      “Three times,” Reid said. “Dr. Dixon ran it three times. The results didn’t change.”

      “So,” Sparrow turned to Mason, “if that was Ivanov’s big secret, did he think I’d welcome this long-lost relative with open arms and present her with half the Sparrow dynasty?”

      Again the room settled in silence with only the sound of computer keys tapping as Reid continued his search. The revelation hit me—hit me as it simultaneously made itself known around the room.

      “Maybe it wasn’t Madeline who Ivanov was keeping a secret,” I said.

      Sparrow’s dark eyes met mine. “Ruby?”

      Closing his eyes, he lowered himself to one of the chairs. “Is she supposed to be a threat?” He looked around. “Ivanov thinks he can use a sixteen-year-old girl as a threat to my kingdom and my power?”

      “If that was his plan, he no longer has control over her,” Reid said.

      Mason stood. “Why would Hillman try to kidnap Madeline’s daughter?” When we didn’t answer, he continued, “No offense, Patrick. It could have been because of your connection, but damn, if he knew that she is part Sparrow…?”

      “How the fuck would he know?” Sparrow asked. “Nothing is confirmed.”

      “It makes sense,” I said, standing. “That’s the answer to my why question: why didn’t Ivanov try to marry Madeline? Why has he taken care of and responsibility for Ruby?” I looked at my friends. “Listen, I know there are good men and women in this world who willingly take on other people’s children. I’m grateful that Ruby is safe and alive, no matter who afforded her that protection. But what little I know about Ivanov, he’s not a good man with a kind heart. Fuck no, he has no bounds for what he will do to perpetuate his power.”

      “The goddamned answer,” Sparrow said through a clenched jaw, “is fucking obvious. Sixteen years ago, I wasn’t in charge. I don’t know why or how anyone knew, but there’s only one possibility. Madeline is roughly months younger than me. That rules out my mother having a secret love child. That leaves one man.”

      “Allister,” we all muttered under our breath.

      There were no bounds to Sparrow’s hatred of his father. If what he said was true, this revelation would not endear Madeline and Ruby to Sparrow.

      Sparrow stilled his pacing. “How did Ivanov know? Assuming he did, how?”

      “That’s what we need to find out,” Mason said.

      Sparrow looked at me. “Forget what I said before. Go get Madeline. I want answers. I’m not offering her the keys to my kingdom; I don’t give a shit how closely we’re related. I earned this damn kingdom by enduring my father for as long as I did.”

      My gaze met his as the muscles in my neck tightened. “I know how much you despised that man. I get it. I also hate to be the one to point out that you grew up with a fucking silver spoon in your mouth.”

      Sparrow’s dark gaze narrowed. “Watch it.”

      “I’m saying, don’t start a conversation with my wife about how much you endured unless you’re willing to go toe-to-toe with someone who grew up on the streets. We all have our ghosts.”

      His neck straightened as his shoulders came back. “I earned this.”

      “You did—with us by your side. Let’s get answers before we start comparing miserable childhoods.”

      Mason and Reid remained silent, yet it was known that the two of them could easily join this conversation. We were an odd gathering of damaged souls. We’d all endured, and together, we’d emerged.

      Sparrow nodded. “I want to know what we’re up against, what Ivanov knows, and how the fuck this happened.”

      “And bring her here?” I asked for confirmation, recalling Sparrow’s multiple admonitions to the contrary.

      “Yes,” he confirmed. “Bring her here.”
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      With the new revelations swirling around, all four of us exited two. As the steel door shut, closing off our command center, and we waited for the elevator, individually our minds were lost in our own thoughts. I couldn’t imagine what Sparrow was thinking, and at the moment, it wasn’t my concern. Mine was the young lady up in the penthouse and getting her mother, ensuring her safety. My mind told me that there was more to it, this Madeline and Sparrow connection, yet I didn’t care. I hadn’t cared when we became friends, when she was a homeless girl with nothing to her name. I hadn’t cared when we became lovers that she was a petty thief and a damn good pickpocket. I sure as hell didn’t consider her family connections when we signed the license on a cold winter day and became husband and wife. Madeline’s claim to Sparrow’s fortune wasn’t my concern then and it wasn’t now.

      As it had been since the day I pulled Maddie through the wall to my humble home, my concern was her—every damn thing about her: her safety, comfort, happiness, and well-being.

      The elevator door opened to the penthouse and Sparrow reached out, stopping our exit. “Not a word to the women about this possible connection,” he said.

      “Possible?” Reid questioned.

      My gaze quickly went to Reid. “You said Laurel knows.”

      He nodded. “She does, but while Laurel isn’t a medical doctor, with her research she understands patient privilege. I believe she’ll wait to say anything.”

      We looked to Mason.

      His head shook. “I don’t know. The three ladies have gotten close. If she hasn’t said anything, I’ll ask her to wait.”

      “And while we’re at it, I’d rather that Ruby learn about me from Madeline or at least with Madeline present.” I looked at the three sets of eyes as they all nodded.

      Collectively, we took a breath as we headed toward the kitchen.

      The scents and sounds associated with our communal breakfast greeted us as we all turned the corner near the stairs. I stilled as my gaze found Ruby. Wearing a pair of soft pants, warm socks, and an oversized top that I guessed belonged to Araneae, and with her hair piled messily upon her head, she was sitting at the long granite table. With a plate of food before her, she stared down onto an iPad.

      I didn’t have to ask to know that the iPad Ruby had been given allowed her to access the world but only from a voyeuristic point of view. She could see but not respond. She could even search but wouldn’t be seen. It was the world we all lived in, staying invisible with very little electronic footprint.

      The other women’s chatter ceased as they all turned at the sound of our entrance. Sparrow and I were dressed in suits while Reid and Mason were more casual. Their gazes came our way.

      While Laurel knew more, it was obvious that Araneae and Lorna were curious about the paternity test. There was no reason for them to know about Ruby’s connection to Sparrow. Their concern was her connection to me.

      I’d wanted to keep it quiet, yet I couldn’t hide my joy. My cheeks rose as I almost imperceptibly nodded my head yes.

      Araneae’s shriek filled the air, garnering everyone’s attention as she came my way with her arms raised. Within seconds, she was flush against me, wrapping me in a hug.

      “I’m waiting to tell her,” I whispered.

      Araneae took a step back, her light brown eyes staring up and assessing me. “Don’t wait too long.”

      “Just waiting for her mother,” I replied softly.

      Ruby looked up from the screen and pulled ear buds from her ears. “Hi,” she said softly. “Is there something happening? Are you getting my mom today?”

      The people within the room parted as I walked to Ruby and took a seat at the table beside her. “Getting your mom today is the plan.”

      Ruby’s head tilted to the side. “Is she with Andros?”

      “No, she’s in Texas. I’m sure she can tell you more once she’s here.”

      “Does she have a tournament?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Ruby nodded as she gazed around the room. “Why?”

      “Why, what?” I asked as Lorna sat a mug of coffee down before me.

      “Why are you helping my mom, and why did you help me? I keep thinking about Mr. Hillman.”

      “I’m sorry you had to see that. I told you the reason; I’m a friend of your mother’s. I’ve known her—”

      “Since before I was born,” Ruby interrupted. “How well?”

      My lips came together as I reached for my coffee mug. “Ruby, I think we should wait for your mother. Madeline should be here to help everything make sense.”

      Ruby pushed her mostly uneaten plate of food away and looked at me, really looked at me, her eyes searching mine. With each passing second, I longed to tell her the truth, to reach out and wrap my arms around her, to apologize for the years I’d missed while promising to not miss more.

      “That cheek thing the doctor did yesterday. I’m not stupid. Are you my father?”

      As soon as the question left her lips, the room around us grew deadly silent.

      I wasn’t a fearful man. I faced death without batting an eye. I’d willingly walked into dangerous situations. Never in my recent life had I recalled being as petrified as I was staring into my daughter’s eyes.

      “Ruby?” Araneae said as she settled across the table. “Why don’t we wait until your mom arrives?”

      Ruby looked from Araneae to me. “I’ve been thinking about it all night. That test is not a secret. The doctor said it was to check for illness, but I watch TV. You knew Mom. You have eyes the color of mine. You show up like some shining knight on a white horse—or a fancy car. I don’t care if you are or not. It really doesn’t matter. But I’d like to know.”

      I nodded.

      “Fine,” she said definitively. “By your not answering, I have the answer I need. Where have you been?”

      Araneae reached across the table. “You know, Ruby, sometimes there aren’t simple answers. Sometimes what one person knows, the other doesn’t. This is a lot to think about. Patrick’s going to get your mom and then the three of you can talk.”

      Ruby stood, pushing the chair where she’d been sitting back. “I hope when Mom gets here, we can go home.” She looked to Araneae. “No offense. Your place is nice and all. I just miss the way it’s supposed to be.”

      Taking a deep breath, I stood. “We’ll talk again once Maddie is here.”

      Ruby’s blue gaze narrowed as she turned back to me. “What did you call her?”

      “Maddie, short for Madeline.”

      “She doesn’t go by that name.”

      “Not anymore,” I replied. “At one time she did.”

      “How did you lose touch?” When I didn’t respond, Ruby continued. “Yesterday you said you and Mom lost touch. Did you leave her? Did you find out she was pregnant and take the next bus out of town?”

      My head shook as her natural assumptions tore away pieces of my heart. “No.”

      The room filled with awkward silence as Ruby scanned from person to person.

      It was finally Sparrow who spoke. “She left him.”

      Ruby turned toward his deep voice.

      “Your mother left Patrick,” Sparrow repeated.

      “For Andros?”

      Sparrow shrugged. “We don’t know, Ruby. Give Patrick a break and wait for your mom. He’s dealing with a lot right now.”

      “He is?” she asked. “Yeah, it must be a real bummer to learn you have a daughter.”

      I did what I’d wanted to do since I first laid eyes on Ruby: I reached out and seized her hands. Peering down at our union, I was struck by how similar her hands were to her mother’s. They were petite with slender fingers, yet the hands in mine were not those of a child.

      As Ruby stood stoically, not backing away, and her hands began to tremble, the rest of the room, my friends and chosen family, disappeared.

      It was only Ruby and I.

      “It is the greatest honor of my life to learn I have a daughter,” I said, still holding her now-shaking hands. “An honor to see you, to touch you, to know you’re real. I don’t know what happened before you were born other than that I didn’t leave Maddie. As far as what did happen, I don’t care. None of it matters now. Yes, you were right. The cheek swab was a paternity test, and this morning we learned the truth. I’m your father. I didn’t need the damn test. Once Maddie told me you existed, I believed. And then when I saw you yesterday, I knew without a doubt in my heart that you were part of me. The test wasn’t for me to believe. I’m sorry for the years I’ve missed—we’ve missed. But I refuse to concentrate on that. Finding you gives me—gives all of us—a future I never dreamt was possible.

      “I’m thrilled to finally learn about you and have you in my life. I don’t blame you for being leery.” I looked around the room. “We’re a strange bunch of misfits. We’re also loyal to a fault. I pledged my love to your mom long before we married, but on that day, we made it official. After all this time, I still love her. I also love you with an overpowering feeling I can’t describe. I hope one day you can see to, at the very least, accept me.” I let go of her hands. “I would never force you.”

      She took a deep breath. “You and Mom were married?”

      “Technically, we still are.”

      “This doesn’t make sense.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” I agreed. “I wanted to wait until Maddie arrived, but…” A smile came to my lips. “…I should have known better. She told me that you’re smart and inquisitive.”

      “What else did she tell you?”

      The room around us came back as people began moving about.

      “How about the two of us go in the living room and talk a little?” I asked.

      “But aren’t you going to get my mom?”

      I looked at Reid and Mason, who both nodded my way. “I am, and I have help getting a plane ready. Maybe I can answer some of your questions and you can answer mine?”

      Ruby looked across the table at Araneae. “Will I be staying with you?”

      Araneae nodded. “I’d like that. I usually leave for work, but as luck would have it, we ladies are all staying home. I’ll be here with you.”

      “I’m usually here,” Lorna volunteered. “Every day. You won’t be alone.”

      “Can we leave?” Ruby asked. “This apartment? Can we get out of here?”

      It was Araneae who answered. “I’ll tell you something that took me a long time to realize.” She lowered her voice. “And something I still won’t admit to my husband, so don’t tell him.”

      Ruby peered sideways toward Sparrow whose stern expression had cracked to a smirk.

      “This place isn’t so bad. It’s like we’re invisible to others. No one can get to us. Yes, it can be irritating to feel trapped, but having friends with you makes it a lot better.” She looked at Lorna and Laurel who were standing near the kitchen’s island. “And we always know that it won’t be forever.” She lifted her chin toward me. “Patrick and the others will make sure your mom is safe and bring her here. Then the future is up to the two of you. Right now, if you were my daughter, I’d want to know that you were as safe as possible. Don’t you think that your mom wants the same thing?”

      Ruby turned to me. “Okay, we can talk for a little while. I really want my mom.”

      The smile returned to my face. “I do too.” I reached for my coffee mug. “Do you drink coffee?”

      She shook her head and scrunched her nose. “No, it smells disgusting. I like hot chocolate.”

      “Coming right up,” Lorna called as Ruby and I moved toward the archway.

      My daughter walked ahead toward Araneae and Sparrow’s living room.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to Araneae.

      “Give her time. She has a lot to process.”

      “So do I.”

      Ruby and I settled on a sofa that faced the tall windows looking out onto Lake Michigan. Wisps of snow spun near the windows as large chunks of ice gathered in the distance near the lake’s shore. The blue sky above was dotted with gray clouds as if threatening a new accumulation of snow.

      “Here you go,” Lorna said as she sat a mug of steaming hot chocolate on the table before us. “Be careful. It’s hot.”

      “Thanks, Lorna,” I said.

      “Thank you,” Ruby added. “Misfits?”

      Lorna gave her a bright smile, her vibrant red hair swinging in a ponytail as she turned to go back to the kitchen.

      “These are my friends, Ruby. We support one another. I’m sure it’s how it’s been where you have been living.”

      Ruby shrugged as she looked out the windows. “I’ve known most of my classmates for a long time.”

      “Your school.” I was thinking of the bratva. “I’m sorry if you miss it. Right now, it’s better for you to stay here.”

      “How could you be married to my mom without me ever knowing?”

      “After we lost track of one another, we both made assumptions. I was led to believe your mom was deceased, and no, I was never made aware that she was pregnant.”

      “So you knew Cindy?”

      I tried to think back. “Cindy?”

      “My middle name. It’s the only friend my mother ever mentioned. They were friends before I was born.”

      “Someone at Ivanov’s?”

      “No,” she said, reaching for her mug. “I think it was before she met him.”

      “Before?” There was so much I didn’t know. “I don’t recall anyone we knew with that name. Whoever she was, your mom must have cared about her to give you her name.”

      “That’s what she said.”
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      “Excuse me?” I asked, staring up at Marion’s blue eyes.

      Instead of responding about my marital status, he tilted his head and narrowed his gaze. “Ruby’s location is unverified, and yet you’re sitting up most of the night lamenting a recent transaction.”

      “I’m worried about my daughter. I’m baffled by the plan you and Andros think you’ve secured.” My palms slapped my thighs below the robe. “I’m in shock.” With each sentence my volume rose. “I’m trying to comprehend the incomprehensible, and it’s not computing.”

      Stepping around the chair, Marion reached for my arm. “Madeline, you must lower your voice. My staff, our staff,” he corrected, “will question your stability.”

      I pulled my arm away as I blinked my eyes in the morning sunshine. “My stability?”

      I wasn’t the unstable one in this conversation.

      His hand came to the small of my back. “Let’s go inside and discuss this in a more private setting. Eloise is already aware of your issues. We want to keep it from the entire staff if possible.”

      I spun toward him. “What issues is Eloise aware of? That you bought me?”

      “No.” His words were hushed. “Calm down. Our breakfast is waiting inside. I’ll have them close the doors to the dining room, and we’ll be able to talk.”

      “Marion, this may come as a shock to you, but I have no intention of discussing anything with you. I will forward you my new number once I have it. You may contact me when you learn more about Ruby. I’m not completely destitute. Unbeknownst to Andros, I’ve managed to accumulate enough to allow me to live self-sufficiently. The money is secure. I will begin my own searches for my daughter. I’m done depending on anyone and for the last time since I was first deceived, I’m done being a commodity.”

      “You must eat.” He looked up at the sky. “The sun has been up for a bit. It’s after eight and past my breakfast. Let’s discuss this over food and then I have business to attend. You’ll have plenty of time to become familiar with the ranch before our plans for this evening.”

      He was leaving?

      I liked that idea.

      “I’ll discuss it if you explain your comment about me already marrying you. You see, I went to the room last night, leaving you and Andros in the library. Since then, I’ve been out here.” I motioned around the pool deck. “Despite your claims of my issues, I would remember a wedding.”

      “I will explain everything you need to know,” he said, leading me toward the glass doors.

      The thought that he would leave the ranch had me excited. It was my chance for escape. My fingers fluttered to my neck. The necklace was still up in the bedroom. There’d been no part of last night’s conversation—or this morning’s—that I wanted transmitted to Patrick or the other Sparrows.

      In his customary and insincere manners, Marion reached for the chair near his at the head of the table and pulled it back for me. Without a word and a bit of a sneer, I sat.

      I didn’t believe that our conversation within this room would be private because the moment his ass hit the cushion, a swinging door pushed inward and a parade led by Eloise joined us.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Elliott, your breakfast is served,” Eloise announced with a smile.

      I couldn’t decide how I felt about Eloise, if her attentiveness reminded me of Mrs. Potts, the devoted teapot in Beauty and the Beast, or perhaps, the maleficent housekeeper in a psychological thriller turned dark romance I’d read a few years back. What had begun yesterday as appreciation for her helpfulness was slowly morphing into a looming sense of something much darker.

      As Eloise poured coffee into mugs, two other women—the women I’d seen in the kitchen yesterday morning—flittered in and out of the dining room bringing trays of food, much too much for two people.

      “Are we eating alone?” I asked, feeling my stomach again revolt.

      Marion nodded. “Yes, Mr. Ivanov had pressing matters. He regretfully had to depart early this morning.”

      With my hands on my lap, I waited as the two other women again disappeared, and Elliott informed Eloise that we were to remain undisturbed.

      Finally, he turned my way. “Where were you when you received my call?”

      My head shook as I tried to remember his call. I hadn’t heard it first. Patrick’s men had. “I was in Chicago. You were there when Andros left me.”

      “I was. I offered you assistance. I expected a call. I would have sent a plane or waited for you to join me.”

      My eyes narrowed as I motioned between us. “This arrangement was planned?”

      “Little lady, you have already come to that conclusion. You said so last night. Andros Ivanov sent you to me at the tournament. We both knew you weren’t going to win. I thought it would be me.” He shrugged. “Either way, yes, it was predetermined that you would leave with me.”

      I would have won.

      I would have beat Marion with my hand.

      I would have beat everyone except Patrick.

      “I’m sorry that in my hysteria I disrupted your plans.”

      “I’m trying to point out that I had grand plans to ease you into the arrangement.”

      “The arrangement that you and Andros had already agreed upon?” I asked.

      “It wasn’t finalized until the night before last, but essentially, yes.”

      Marion sliced egg casserole from a large dish. As he placed a serving upon my plate, he asked again, “Where did you say you were?”

      “Chicago.”

      “Staying…?”

      “I was at Club Regal. There was a lot of commotion, and I wasn’t able to leave right away.”

      He nodded.  “This egg casserole is one of my favorites. Mrs. Martin is an excellent cook.”

      Wrapping my fingers around the mug of coffee brought warmth to where I’d not realized it had departed. The liquid within vibrated as my trembling hands displayed the bubbling anger within me. I had so many questions while simultaneously I dreaded the answers, more answers that reduced me to a product in their equation. “Why have you and now Eloise referred to me as Mrs. Elliott?”

      “Another apology,” Marion said as he scooped fruit onto my plate and then his own. “I had grand romantic plans.” His gaze came to mine. “It isn’t often that a man gets to propose. I wasn’t as well off when I married Trisha. For you, I had a strategy.” He lifted his hand. “First, it was to be me that saved you from your abandonment. Then, after you were settled, imagine a hot balloon ride over the ranch, showing you your future home.”

      “You didn’t propose. You informed me that you’d paid $10 million to Andros to purchase what wasn’t his to sell.”

      Marion scoffed as he sat his fork to the side of his plate. “Listen closely. I had splendid plans. I wanted to give you the illusion of choice. It was my intention. The change in course doesn’t negate the final result. When Andros and I agreed to a mutually acceptable price, you became mine.” He unashamedly looked me up and down. “It’s too bad I’m not a younger man. But as my wife, you should know, you’ve been the star of my fantasies for years. I’ve found release as I imagined you standing in that room, more times than I care to admit. Now you’re mine, and while I’m happy to financially indulge your desires and needs—there is nothing I won’t give you if you ask—it should be made clear that I too still have desires and needs. We will come to an understanding.”

      If I’d had an appetite, it was now gone. “Before we come to this understanding,” I forced myself to repeat his phrase, “why are you saying we’re already married?”

      “I called in a favor.”

      “A favor?”

      “The paperwork is currently with the justice of the peace in Hunt County. I’ve helped him out of a few tight spots. He’s happy to indulge my request.”

      “There are too many things wrong with that statement.”

      “Do tell?” he said as he again lifted his fork.

      “First, while I do have identification as Madeline Miller, in reality, she doesn’t exist.”

      “She does. She wouldn’t be able to enter tournaments or carry a driver’s license if she didn’t; however, you’re correct. For this to work in all ways, meaning for you to be able to stake your claim, I am marrying Madeline Tate. You see, Mr. Ivanov has retained all of your personal information.”

      My head shook. “I never gave it to him.”

      “No, you gave it to Dr. Miller.”

      My mind swam as thought after thought and memory after memory pressured the dam I’d constructed. I struggled to breathe as the seams of the dam gave way. Pushing the chair back, I stood, determined not to drown in the flooding current.

      Would Marion’s determination to marry Madeline Tate bring to light that he couldn’t because I was already married?

      “Marion, this won’t work. I’m telling you. I can’t legally marry you.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out the velvet box. Prying it open, he lifted the ring. “Oh, but you can and will.” He sat the ring on the table between us. “Now, little lady, try this on. We must have it fitting before we are photographed tonight out in high society.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Why marriage?”

      “So that I may adopt Ruby. Don’t you see? The two of you are a package deal.” While my skin prickled with disdain, an idea developed and grew as I stared at the ring. “You said you had a jeweler create this ring?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is his or her store?”

      “Just outside of Dallas. If it doesn’t fit, I can have my driver take you to the store, and I was promised it would be rectified.”

      Saying a silent prayer, I reached for the ring. With it pinched between my thumb and forefinger, I held it up toward the dining room light. As I did, I wondered how something so costly could be so hideous.

      Marion nodded my way.

      As soon as I began to slip it over my fourth finger of my left hand, I knew. As I lowered it, I fought my urge to smile; instead, tilting my head, I tried to sound sad. “It seems too big.”

      “Finish your breakfast. David will take you to St. Pierre. We have reservations for this evening at a private club. If we hurry, Randolph can get it sized.”

      “Again, I can’t.”

      Marion’s expression hardened. “Our reservations are for one of the most elite clubs in Dallas. Pick out a nice dress and you’ll accompany me. If I hear another complaint, I’ll reconsider our plans. You see, there are a very select set of friends and business partners who would enjoy meeting you in a less conventional way. From what Andros told me, the night in Chicago wasn’t your only time to, shall we say…perform.”

      My eyes widened in horror at his suggestion. “Are you serious?”

      “Do you think it’s wise to push me? After all, I’ll simply explain that I’m allowing you to live out a fantasy. They won’t know that the fantasy is actually mine. You will be the only one who knows. Of course, I won’t allow anyone to touch what is mine. From what I’ve heard, Andros wasn’t always as thoughtful. See, I told you that I could offer more than he.”

      I pushed the chair away from the table. “I believe I’ve lost my appetite.”

      “Sixty minutes, Madeline. Be ready for David.”

      I turned to walk away when the calling of my name caused me to turn.

      “I believe you forgot your ring.”
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      When Ruby and I ended our question and answer session, I felt a bit overwhelmed. Not with what I learned, but with all I didn’t know. Her favorite color was blue. She loved pizza with extra cheese and hated nuts. Her favorite holiday was spring break—I didn’t correct her on it not being a holiday. She said that over the years she and her mother would go to Padre Island or another warm place during that week in the spring, making it her favorite. She talked a little bit about art, her love of drawing, and how she enjoys reading—but not always school assignments.

      Our talk was informational and at the same time not even close to enough.

      How was I supposed to get to know someone who had lived sixteen years without me?

      Before I left Ruby in the penthouse, I broached the subject of my paternity.

      “Ruby, I understand the desire to blame someone for years of not knowing the truth, but if you ask me, assigning blame shouldn’t be our focus, mine or yours…or your mom’s.”

      With her knees pulled up to her chest, sitting in a way I remembered her mother doing when she was young, Ruby held on to her knees and shrugged. “I can’t believe you two were married.”

      “I still have the license.”

      “I believe you,” she said. “Which makes no sense. When I’d ask Mom about the man who helped make me, she would say he died in the war.”

      I took a deep breath. “I was in the war, in Iraq. Like I said, we made assumptions about one another that have proven false.”

      “You were…in the war?”

      “I’ve been in a few.”

      “Are you mad at my mom for not telling you?” she asked.

      “What good would that do? Would it get me another day with you or with her? Would it bring back time we missed? Your mom and I met when we were younger than you are today.”

      “Yeah, she was only two years older than me when I was born.”

      “You look so much like her, like she did, but at the same time, you’re so much…” I sighed. “…no, I am not mad at Madeline. She raised an intelligent, inquisitive, and refined young lady. That makes me proud, not only of you but also of your mom. In the short time Maddie and I were able to talk about you, I learned that she loves you very much.”

      Ruby nodded. “I know.”

      “Maybe one day you’ll think of me as a father or maybe a friend. The father concept is new for me too.”

      “I don’t know what to think of you.”

      Her honesty made me smile. “That’s reasonable. This has all happened fast.”

      “No, it’s not that. It’s you, Mr. Hillman, these people.” She lifted her chin toward the kitchen where the drone of unintelligible conversation could be heard. “It’s weird.”

      “It is?”

      “You killed Mr. Hillman and the other man yesterday.”

      “I wish we could get past that.”

      “I don’t want to,” she said, standing and walking to the windows and back. “He killed Oleg—in front of me—and at that moment I wanted to kill him, wanted him dead. I didn’t and couldn’t do it, but you did. And then there’s the way you all act around here. I don’t know…it feels not fake.”

      I nodded. “I guess that’s a good assessment. We are who we are.”

      “Oleg was big, like really tall. In a way, Laurel’s husband reminds me a bit of him. They put off that vibe. You know?”

      Hearing Mason referred to as Laurel’s husband returned the smile to my face.

      “And yet,” she went on, “just because he looked intimidating, I always felt safe around him. Maybe even more so than with Andros.” She shook her head. “Never mind. The thing is, if I ran into the four of you in a hallway where we live, I might reach for Oleg and take comfort in his presence. Here, other than Mr. Sparrow who seems grumpy—which is crazy because Araneae is so nice—anyway, you are all, well, I feel more like you’re all Olegs. I know that sounds stupid.”

      “I think it was a compliment.”

      “And you listen.” She spun toward me. “Right now, you’re listening to what I’m saying. Most men don’t listen. They talk and hear answers, but most of the men I’m used to would never sit here with me and talk.”

      “Ruby, you’re safe here. Araneae, Laurel, and Lorna will be here all day. Usually Reid is near. I promise when I return it will be with your mom. I hope it’s today. If it isn’t, don’t give up. I won’t let you down.”

      “Maddie?”

      The smile on my lips grew, raising my cheeks. “Yes, you see your mother was fifteen when we met, and she introduced herself as Maddie.”

      “It’s a fun name. I like it.”

      I stood. “Trust me?”

      Ruby nodded. “I think so.”

      “I wanted your mom to be here when you learned the truth about me. I hoped she could help you accept it.”

      “It doesn’t matter what I accept.”

      “It does.”

      “Not in the science,” she said. “You said there was a paternity test. You’re my father.”

      “I am.”

      She shrugged. “See, my acceptance doesn’t change that.”

      “I hope one day you will—accept.”

      “I think it was good that Mom wasn’t here. I want to be upset too, but I get your point. Being mad at her for keeping this secret won’t change the past.”

      “But it could the future,” I said, standing. “Let’s not do that.”

      “Patrick?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m not ready to call you Dad or any derivation of that title.”

      Again I smiled. “You do what feels right. Patrick or ‘hey, you’ works well.”

      “Hey, you,” she said with a grin. “Thanks for what you did to Mr. Hillman. Thanks for saving me.”

      “I’m a little late to the job, but I accept it wholeheartedly.” I peered toward the elevator and back to Ruby. “I need to go. I’ll try to keep in touch. Just know I’m doing my best.”

      “I’m glad you and Mom found each other again.”

      “Me too.”

      One thing that struck me throughout our conversation was Ruby’s aversion to speaking about Ivanov and life in Detroit. Perhaps she truly had spent most of her time at the academy in Ann Arbor.

      Another thing she questioned was my living arrangements.

      It was simple, I told her. Mr. Sparrow, Mason, Reid, and I met after I’d lost touch with her mom. The four of us became friends, and now we worked together and lived as neighbors. I hadn’t given our situation a lot of thought, but now I wondered how it differed from where she and Madeline lived in Detroit.

      Scanning my handprint outside the pocket door that covered the elevator in the penthouse, I made the choice to think about Ruby later. I had time to learn more and for her to learn more about me. Right now, I had to concentrate on Madeline.

      Was the necklace broadcasting?

      Had she sent any messages via the secret email?

      What was happening?

      With my mind on Maddie, the elevator doors opened to our apartments and to my surprise, the door to Reid and Lorna’s apartment opened and Reid stepped out. Our eyes met.

      “Do you have a plane ready?” I asked.

      “Plane is ready. Tell me your plan.”

      My neck stiffened as I felt the cords come to life; the tension that being with Ruby had lessened was back. “My plan is that I’m going to do what Sparrow said. I’m going to go get Madeline and bring her here.”

      “Just like that?”

      “She’s at Marion Elliott’s ranch. She isn’t bunkered down in the Ivanov bratva.”

      Reid nodded. “First, before you go, come downstairs to 2 with me.”

      I’d already spent more time up with Ruby than I’d planned. The flight to Dallas was a two-and-a-half-hour flight, and that didn’t include ground transportation. “Fine. I need to grab something from the apartment.” Less than a minute later, I was back. “Let’s go to 2. Tell me who’s going with me.”

      “Marianne will pilot.”

      We were now standing before the elevator. “Marianne? I thought Sparrow had a meeting out of town today with some bigwig in New York. She should pilot him.” I was having difficulty keeping up on everyone’s schedule.

      “He postponed it,” Reid replied.

      I scoffed. “I’m sure Stephanie is thrilled.” Stephanie was Sparrow’s personal assistant at Sparrow Enterprises, the headquarters for the Sparrow real estate conglomerate.

      “Stephanie has been putting up with him longer than Araneae has,” Reid said. “She’s used to him. She’ll make some great excuse that will probably have the CEO jumping on his plane to meet Sparrow in Chicago.”

      Reid was right. Though Stephanie had never been expressly told about the Sparrow outfit, she was Sparrow’s eyes and ears in the corporate world and knew he had a busy life away from Michigan Avenue. They’d come to an understanding years ago.

      “Any capos?” I asked.

      “Come downstairs. I have some information and aerial views of the ranch that will affect your plan, if you ever tell me what it is.”

      Did I have a plan?

      How fucking hard would it be to enter a ranch, demand to see Madeline, and remove her from the premises?

      As Reid and I entered 2, multiple large screens shone high above, filled with different views of Elliott’s ranch.

      “I came down after breakfast and pulled up some surveillance from the last few days. It all looks rather benign,” Reid said, “but since getting to know Mason’s ranch, I’ve started looking at less obvious signs. Elliott doesn’t have armed guards around his property, and there’s a lot of traffic from ranch hands as well as those working the wells. But check out this time-lapsed video.”

      Leaning against the edge of one of the desks, I crossed my arms over my chest and watched. With the increased speed it was obvious there was a bubble of sorts over the main house and surrounding buildings.

      “Watch the horses,” I said, zeroed in on their apparent aversion to the corral closest to the house.

      “They’re actually what clued me in,” Reid said. “There’s nothing visible, yet they all slow when they get close, turn, and go the other way.”

      “There’s traffic on the road to the house.”

      “Yes, but watch.” He hit some buttons. A view of a long black car leaving the main house came into view. “This is Ivanov leaving early this morning.”

      “Is he alone?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I followed his car to the helicopter and from there to the airport. This is out of character. He usually travels with a caravan. That in itself is a clue that he feels safe and comfortable on Elliott’s ranch.”

      “He went there because of Ruby. Any chance they know we have her?”

      Reid shook his head. “Only if they can trace our flight. It’s well disguised in layers of ownership and shell corps. It’s not like you flew the bird down there.”

      “But it’s possible.”

      Reid nodded.

      “What about the necklace?” I asked. “Or a message?”

      Reid shook his head. “Nothing since yesterday afternoon. Regarding evidence of us having Ruby, I would have found it if this were the other way around. No matter what, we have time on our side.”

      My head shook. “I won’t be confident until we get Madeline out of there.”

      The steel door behind us opened.

      “Then let’s go,” Mason said as he walked in dressed in his casual blue jeans and thermal shirt, its long sleeves pushed up to his elbows, revealing his tatted forearms. On his feet were his signature cowboy boots. It was what he’d been wearing at breakfast, only now his hair was pulled back at the nape of his neck.

      “You have to stay with Sparrow,” I said.

      “I am and so are you.”

      Reid grinned. “I’d be there too, but I think it’s better if I keep things monitored here. Besides, we know this place is safe, but I’m not leaving those women upstairs.” His large hand landed on my shoulder. “That includes your daughter, Patrick.”

      My head bobbed as I swallowed. “I appreciate this, but I don’t need the cavalry.”

      Mason looked up at the screen. “I know the program Elliott’s running. I know how to beat it without him knowing we did. Sparrow called in a favor. We’ve got access to a back entrance. Reid’s watching past videos for a semblance of a schedule on Elliott’s part. Man,” Mason said, “we’ve got a war that needs all of us. It won’t have that until you have Madeline here. Even Sparrow knows that.”

      The steel door again moved and Sparrow entered. “Get your asses in gear. The plane is ready and we have men waiting.” He looked to Reid. “Two and a half hours each way?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell Stephanie,” Sparrow said, looking at his watch, “I’ll be at the office by 3:15.”

      My watch read a little after nine. “Cutting it close.”

      Sparrow shrugged. “We’ve got the best men on this. I expect nothing less than perfection.”

      “All right, let’s go.”

      “And,” Sparrow said as we all headed toward the elevator. “Once we’re on the plane, I’ll fill you in on the manufacturing plant in McKinley Park.”

      My gaze narrowed as I tried to recollect. “The one Elliott Inc. built as payback to McFadden?”

      “That’s the one.”
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      The senator’s house was ghostly silent as Andros led me through the hallways. While I’d been blindfolded and couldn’t be sure, I didn’t believe this was the way I’d entered. There were no sounds or scents of a kitchen. The floor beneath my bare feet was made of slate, tiles in differing colors and sizes and the surface didn’t vary. Each room we passed was empty and dim. Only the hallway was filled with light.

      I wanted to tell Mr. Ivanov that I needed to use the bathroom. It seemed that would be obvious after as long as I’d been standing, yet I was afraid to speak.

      With his hand in the small of my back, over the cape, I silently followed where he led.

      Was I a sheep to slaughter?

      Or was this man my savior and that of my child’s?

      A woman met us near grand lead-glass double doors that I believed led to the outside. Bright lights filtered through the glass, creating a prism that cast colors upon the floor and walls.

      “Sir, I can show the girl to the bathroom before your trip.”

      Girl.

      As soon as she spoke, I recognized her voice. She was the woman who had met the car, tipped the driver, given me a drink of water, and led me to the room. There was no reason to believe this woman was doing anything other than her job. Then again, who willingly participated in the display and sale of human beings?

      “Is my car waiting?” Mr. Ivanov asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Look at me, Madeline,” he commanded.

      Timidly, I did.

      “Do you need what she offers?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Take her,” he said to the woman. “I’ll wait.”

      As if I were again without sight, the woman reached for my elbow and led me away. Though the aroma wasn’t as strong as it had been, I knew we were approaching the kitchen. As we crossed the threshold, the sight of partially eaten platters of various foods came into view. My empty stomach grumbled, yet I didn’t speak.

      Another example of the inequality of lives.

      These people’s rubbish would be a feast for the girls in the cell. I stilled, seeing the plates and trays stacked upon one another as workers scraped the contents into large trash bins. Other workers carried the cleared platters toward a sink and what appeared to be an industrial-sized dishwasher.

      Large and silver with a big tray along a track, it was similar to one we had at the mission.

      “This way, girl,” the woman said, reminding me to keep moving.

      Her voice garnered the other workers’ attention.

      It was only a moment, yet they all looked my direction and then away, telling me without a word that I was nothing unusual to this household, a young woman who had been displayed and sold.

      I recalled the man at Dr. Miller’s office, the one I now knew was Senator McFadden. I recalled Wendy telling him about an impending shipment. He’d commented that he might throw a party.

      Had those girls been brought here first?

      Had they avoided the likes of the cell where I’d been and instead been sold upon their arrival?

      My empty stomach twisted as the concoction created by the scents and thoughts bubbled within.

      “In here,” the woman said, opening a door to a small bathroom. “Be quick.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, stepping inside and turning toward her.

      Despite this woman’s use of girl in place of my name or even a pronoun, what she did next was the most humane action I’d experienced in months. She shut the door, leaving me alone between the sink and toilet. I hadn’t been alone to take care of personal business since the day I was sold.

      Slowly, I turned toward the large mirror over the sink.

      The rest of the room disappeared as my reflection came into view.

      I hadn’t seen myself since the dressing room in the store when I’d tried on the white dress.

      My fingers blanched, gripping the vanity as I tried to stay standing, fearful my growing nausea and weakening legs would land me on the hard floor.

      Who was I?

      They’d done it or I’d allowed it to happen.

      I was no longer the girl I remembered.

      I was broken.

      Starved, abused, and defeated.

      Each descriptor showed within my lifeless green eyes.

      Even the makeup Miss Warner applied didn’t hide the hallowed shadows, stark cheekbones, and thinning hair. I lifted my hands to my hair, having not given it much thought over more pressing issues like food and survival.

      “Girl, your new owner is waiting,” she called from the other side of the door.

      New owner.

      The title rolled off her tongue.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I managed as I swooshed aside the cape and sat on the toilet. New tears filled my eyes as I emptied my bladder.

      In the quiet solitude, the reality of my future settled heavily upon my shoulders.

      I had once again been sold.

      Mr. Ivanov said I had worth.

      Now, again standing, with warm water flowing and the sweet scent of black-cherry soap filling the air, I rubbed my hands. As I did, contradicting emotions brought the small hairs on my arms and neck to life and drained any color from my cheeks.

      Fear and faith.

      My rational mind told me that I should be terrified of leaving with Mr. Ivanov. My thoughts should be filled with the numerous possibilities of what could happen once we left. God knew I had life experiences to fuel scenes that to most people were reserved for nightmares. This was the waiting point, the part I detested even more than the acts that followed. I should open the door and beg the woman to help me.

      And yet my fear wasn’t of the man waiting for me.

      It was reserved for the cell and Miss Warner.

      What if Mr. Ivanov changed his mind?

      Would I be sent back?

      What if Andros Ivanov realized that I was hopeless and decided that I wasn’t worth the money he’d paid?

      What would happen to me and my baby if we went back?

      Instead of fearing Mr. Ivanov, he’d somehow earned something I’d forgotten existed: faith. Wiping away the tears with a tissue, I threw it away and opened the door.

      “Are you ready?” the woman asked.

      What kind of question was that to a woman in my position?

      Are you ready to rejoin your new owner and spend your life as someone’s purchase?

      Instead, I chose to think of it another way in my damaged, hungry, thirsty, and frightened comprehension.

      Are you ready to get farther and farther away from the cell where you’d been held?

      Taking a deep breath, I willed my shoulders back and spoke, “Yes, ma’am. I’m ready.”

      With only a nod, she led me back to the door where Mr. Ivanov was waiting. As we neared, my steps stuttered. My new owner was no longer alone but talking quietly with the senator. They were both standing in their expensive suits, chatting as if they hadn’t recently completed a transaction to sell and purchase another human being.

      As we came closer, I lowered my eyes, bowed my shoulders forward, and tugged the cape closer. My desire to once again disappear into invisibility was attempted too late. Both of their gazes had already come my way, scanning me from head to toe as if the cape had again been removed.

      “Look up, Madeline,” Mr. Ivanov said.

      Though tremors rattled my limbs, my chin rose.

      “Tell Senator McFadden goodbye.”

      Before I could speak, the senator did. “Really, Mr. Ivanov, consider it a goodwill gesture for my assistance with your acquisition. I’d like one more shot with her. It wouldn’t take long.”

      Mr. Ivanov scoffed. “Senator, I will keep your shortcomings to myself.”

      Senator McFadden patted Mr. Ivanov on the shoulder with a feigned laugh. “Okay, my boy. I can have others. Enjoy her. If it’s a boy, you got off cheap.”

      Mr. Ivanov’s dark stare was upon me, slowly scanning. He lifted his chin with a snap. “I’m content with our deal.”

      “We will be in touch,” the senator said as the woman opened the door.

      Beyond the well-lit porch was a circular driveway lined with trees. Above it all, the early morning sky was a black hole of nothingness. Closer to the ground, leaves rustled in the summer breeze.

      Waiting for Mr. Ivanov was a long black limousine with a driver standing near the open door.

      With only a small amount of pressure upon my back, Mr. Ivanov directed me into the car. Unlike the warm air outside, the car was cool. Indirect lighting allowed me to see that the seats formed an oval; the only openings were on each side at the door.

      Tucking the cape around me, I sat across from the door I’d entered.

      Once Mr. Ivanov was inside and settled on the seat facing the front, the door shut.

      Was I riding to my life sentence or to a new life?
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        More than sixteen years ago

      

      

      The long limousine pulled away from Senator McFadden’s home. After everything that had occurred, I should be exhausted, yet anticipation and trepidation had me waiting for Andros’s next command.

      Soft music I didn’t recognize with lyrics I couldn’t understand filled the inside of the car. Removing his cellular phone, Mr. Ivanov pushed buttons, sending a text. I busied myself by watching the world beyond the windows. The car stilled as a large gate moved to the side, allowing us to exit. Tall trees, stately streetlights, and iron gates dominated the view until large houses appeared, and eventually we sped up, entering a wide highway. Tall lights on posts showcased the increased traffic.

      With each car we passed or one that passed us, I wondered if the people inside knew that a life such as mine existed. Could they comprehend that within the sleek long black car was a young woman who had just been sold by a man who represents their state?

      After Mr. Ivanov received a message in return, he put the phone back into the pocket of his jacket and turned my way. Without a word, his dark eyes absorbed everything about me.

      Was he disappointed?

      “Sir,” I said softly, “I don’t know what you want me to do. If you tell me…”

      His lips curled upward. “First, as I said, my name is Andros. Others will call me sir, not you.”

      “Yes, sir—Andros.”

      He nodded. “We’re on our way to my plane. It’s late. I’m tired and have business to deal with in the morning. The drive to Detroit is too long.”

      My eyes widened as I imagined what he was saying.

      “Madeline, speak.”

      “I’ve never been on a plane.”

      “The flight isn’t long. I’ve messaged ahead to have something waiting on board for you to eat.”

      As if his words were the cue, my stomach growled.

      “The options on the plane at this short notice are limited,” he said. “In the future, are there any foods my cooks should avoid?”

      “You’re asking me?”

      He nodded.

      “Any food?” I asked, thinking how any food would be welcomed, well, except one. “Maybe peanut butter and jelly.”

      “Noted.”

      The quid pro quo of the cell came back to me. Gathering my courage, I asked, “Andros?”

      He looked my way.

      “What do I need to do to receive food?”

      “I’m not sure I follow?”

      “What do I need to do or what will you do to me?”

      Inhaling, he leaned back and loosened the buttons on his suit coat. “Are you asking if I want or will require something sexual from you for food?”

      Hearing him say it sounded blunt, but it was my question. “Yes.”

      “Is that what was required of Dr. Miller’s girls?”

      I nodded.

      “What…” He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “…did you do?”

      More tears prickled my eyes as the shame of my answer twisted through my circulation. “Whatever they said.”

      “For food?”

      Again I nodded.

      My breath caught and pulse increased as he moved, coming to the seat where I was sitting. The scent of his cologne filled my senses. As he sat beside me, my body stiffened, preparing myself for his next directive. I was already nude under the cape; the possibilities were limitless.

      A blow job. I’d learned there were men who needed that to get hard.

      He could jack off on me. Some men liked that.

      The thoughts swirled, releasing anxiety through my circulation. The idea of being soiled and dirty, covered in his ejaculation, saddened more than frightened me. Despite the exposure I’d experienced, I relished the sense of cleanliness since my shower.

      Maybe he would demand sex. If so, I hoped it would be vaginal.

      “Her anus needs to heal.” I recalled the doctor’s order.

      Andros reached for my chin. “There will be a time when I will have you.”

      My breath caught as I stared into his dark eyes.

      “There are many things I could do,” he went on, “and when I do, I will, and you will agree because we have made a deal. Isn’t that right?” When I didn’t respond, he continued, “A deal for you to stay with your child. Tell me, Madeline, what are your limits? What are you not willing to do to continue that deal?”

      He posed the question as if I had a choice.

      I didn’t.

      Any shreds of my self-respect were scattered on the floor of Dr. Miller’s office the night Kristine left me there. “There’s nothing,” I admitted.

      “Then we don’t need to discuss it, not yet. I told you what I want from you in the short term.”

      Too many things had happened in the last few hours—I couldn’t remember. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure what that is.”

      “Madeline, you are to heal and recognize your worth. No longer are you at anyone’s mercy but mine. I paid for that honor and you agreed. I want you to know that you’re no longer one of Dr. Miller’s girls. You belong to Andros Ivanov and as such, are his alone to indulge. Food is not now nor will it ever be used as a reward or punishment. Necessities such as food, housing, and clothing, everything you will need or want are yours. From this point on, you’re regal and I want you to know that.”

      He said many things, but my mind was still on one. “No sex?”

      He released my chin and ran a large finger over my cheeks. “There will be sex. Not now. First, your job is to heal and take care of that child inside you.”

      After the car stopped and he helped me from the back seat, I wrapped the cape closer. Stopping, I stared up at the large plane, complete with stairs down to the ground.

      “Don’t be frightened,” he said softly as his hand again went to my back. “Flying is safer than driving.”

      He was wrong. I wasn’t scared to fly. I knew fear. This was something altogether different.

      I was awestruck.

      Once we climbed the stairs, within the sparkling white and gold cabin was a crew of three people waiting for his every order.

      “This is Madeline,” Andros said, introducing me as if I weren’t his latest purchase nude beneath the cape, but instead perhaps a guest.

      I couldn’t help but smile at his continued use of my name. I wasn’t girl any longer. I had a name.

      “Before we’re in the air,” he said to the woman he’d introduced as Natalie. “I’ll have a vodka. She’ll have…” He looked my way. “…no alcohol for now.”

      I had never had alcohol.

      “She’ll have…whatever else she wants.”

      Natalie turned my way. Like the woman at the senator’s house, there was no judgment in her expression as if this were a daily occurrence. “Miss?”

      “Water, please, Natalie.”

      After the crew disappeared, leaving us alone in soft white leather seats, me with a water bottle and Andros with a glass of clear liquid, the plane began to move.

      “Did you tell Natalie what you’d like to eat?”

      “Yes,” I replied, before emptying the water bottle.

      He smirked. “And more water?”

      “It’s so good.”

      “It’s water.”

      I nodded.

      It was water, and it was even better than the water at the senator’s home. When I’d twisted the cap, it clicked. This wasn’t a refilled bottle but a fresh one. Once I took a sip, it didn’t disappoint. And now, after consuming one bottle, I longed for more.

      “Once we’re to our home, you will have clothes.” He looked down at my feet, now dirty from walking. “And shoes. I’ll appoint someone to your care. Just tell her what you want. For now, you won’t need anything formal.”

      Formal?

      The word made me think of the white dress Kristine had purchased.

      “I don’t need much.”

      “It’s summer. I’m sure it can all be arranged.” His chin rose. “Madeline, you seem wise. Don’t take this wrong. Tell me about your education.”

      “I-I didn’t finish high school.”

      “Didn’t finish?”

      “I didn’t start. I left my last foster home at fourteen.”

      He nodded. “You’ll have a tutor.”

      “I don’t need that,” I said defensively. “I can read and do math.”

      “Then his job will not be difficult. And for the baby?” he asked. “We’ll need things. What things do babies need?”

      I gripped the arms of the chair as the airplane lifted off the ground. The freshly consumed water sloshed in my otherwise-empty stomach as the lights from the runway disappeared and we continued to rise into the dark sky. Finally, I turned his way. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what babies need.”

      “Then we both have things to learn.”

      After I’d eaten a warm, delicious sandwich made with toasted thick bread, melted cheese, vegetables, and roast beef and consumed a small bag of potato chips as well as two more bottles of water, Andros settled in the seat next to me. In his hand was a small screen filled with baby furniture. Everything was new. There were cribs and small beds called bassinets. There were rocking chairs, dressers, and changing tables. I wasn’t certain I’d ever heard of a table designed for changing diapers.

      “Why are you being nice?” I asked.

      “I’m not. That’s the last word to describe me.”

      “But you are.”

      “I’m simply securing my investment. I’m confident that you and your baby will be worth it.”

      That may have been true that he wasn’t nice and I was his investment, but with my thirst quenched and stomach satisfied, I wanted to believe that Andros was nice.

      As the warmth of his arm rested against mine and I looked from one picture of a nursery to the next, there was no possible way for me to comprehend the truth—that Andros Ivanov’s method was far more devious than that of Miss Warner.

      She thrived on negative reinforcement while capitalizing on her victims’ basic needs. We accepted every debasing and degrading consequence as our only means to survival, as well as that of our child. She exploited our instincts to protect the baby within us, and to that end, we suffered anything she or the customers did in order to keep the child within us alive.

      Andros, with his spicy cologne, expensive suit, dangerous accent, handsome looks, and dark stare was eviler than the devil himself. He understood that further humiliation of an already-broken girl was fruitless. Instead, his strategy was to build me up, support my child, mend my shredded self-esteem, and make me believe I was valuable.

      Only then, only once my confidence was regained, could he truly humiliate me and in doing so, tighten his hold on my future and that of my child.
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      The scenery of northern Texas passed beyond the limousine’s windows as David drove us to St. Pierre, Marion’s jeweler. When I’d returned to my room after not eating breakfast, imagine my shock at finding the cleaned vanity in my bathroom. All of the cosmetics had been returned to their places and most importantly, the necklace Patrick had instructed me to wear was missing.

      Instead of panicking, I went to the dresser and found the wooden box Eloise had shown me the day before. Removing it from the drawer, I lifted the lid. As it had been before, the necklace was within it. I immediately secured the chain around my neck. With the door to the hallway locked, I stepped to the large windows and peered out at Marion’s ranch. In the distance were trucks and men near the oil wells. I hadn’t seen anyone near the barns or corrals, but there were people. He couldn’t possibly believe I’d be content as a hostage on this piece of land.

      As I stepped into the shower and multiple showerheads rained warm water over my skin and long dark hair, memories I’d forgotten continued to return.

      Forgotten was a bad choice of wording.

      They were memories that I’d successfully compartmentalized away.

      As the water streamed and steam filled the bathroom, I recalled my first shower at Andros’s home. Much like this suite at Marion’s, my assigned suite at Andros’s had been like something out of a storybook or TV show. In the span of twenty-four hours, I’d gone from living in darkness, filth, and bodily secretions to the lap of luxury.

      My room was large, complete with a bed bigger than I’d ever seen. It wasn’t only a bedroom but also living quarters, including an area furnished with a sofa, television, long chair, and tables. There was even a desk for when my studies began.

      The closet was larger than Patrick’s and my room at the mission, and the attached bathroom not only had a big glass shower but also a bathtub with jets that bubbled when a button was pushed. Also like Marion’s home, my suite at Andros’s was on a second floor. Those windows overlooked an inner courtyard—much like a small park surrounded by house.

      Within the next few weeks, Andros would have the room next to mine connected by an inner door and create an attached nursery.

      I hadn’t given my arrival to Andros’s much thought over the years as life became routine. However, now that circumstances changed, I was able to look back and see my willingness to inaccurately credit Andros’s actions as care or concern.

      They said that hindsight was 20/20. In reality, it was clearer even than that.

      Never had I imagined that I was a pawn in a bigger game. Instead, as the starved, broken soul that I was, I willingly accepted each luxury as a building block to my new life. It wasn’t that I didn’t miss Patrick. It was that I pushed away any thought of him as soon as it materialized.

      The day I arrived at Andros’s, I was no longer the woman Patrick loved and married. I’d given him my virginity and now that seemed insane. Over the four months in the cell, I’d allowed man after man to take and abuse my body in exchange for a bite of food. At eighteen, I couldn’t say how many men had used me.

      My heart missed my husband, but my mind told me that he wouldn’t want me anymore, and yet Andros had.

      The similarities and differences between Andros’s acquisition and Marion’s were growing clearer. Marion had said he wanted to save me in Chicago, a romantic gesture that would lead to his proposal. Andros never proposed, yet at the time, I saw his purchase as saving me. I saw his generosity as a romantic gesture. At first, sex wasn’t even part of the equation as it wasn’t with Marion either. And yet both of these men believed I was theirs for the taking.

      Nearly seventeen years ago, I’d misconstrued Andros’s generosity as sentiment.

      Now, with Marion, I knew better.

      During my time with Andros, I learned much more than what I was taught by the tutor. Some knowledge was more important than mathematics, literature, grammar, language, and history. Through the years and life’s experiences, I accumulated knowledge that shaped me as a woman, mother, and mistress.

      As the North Texas scenery continued to pass beyond the car windows and the sun continued to rise higher in the sky, I marveled at not only my change in attitude but in part at the stimulus. What I’d told Marion about having hidden money was accurate. The plan to leave Andros had been in motion since the first time he shattered the illusion of our relationship. I’d always planned to get Ruby to adulthood and send her overseas for university.

      My plan never included a man, and yet to my shock and surprise, the man I legally married a long time ago not only still lived but wanted me back—maybe until he learned the truth—and even more surprisingly, I wanted him.

      Marion wouldn’t win.

      My life with Patrick wouldn’t be delayed another seventeen years.

      I was done being a commodity that could be bartered, traded, or sold.

      As David drove, the ring in my purse wasn’t my most important piece of jewelry. The necklace around my neck was. While in my room, I’d spoken at length to whoever was listening and explained all I knew about the jeweler, hoping they would get my message.

      We’d made our way from the ranch in and out of populated areas. Once again, the vast plains beyond the windows made me wonder how far outside of Dallas this jeweler was located. The time on my watch read a little before eleven.

      “Mrs. Elliott,” David’s voice came through the interior speakers.

      My neck straightened as I inhaled and exhaled. Pushing the button that I’d been shown earlier, I responded, “David, please call me Madeline.”

      It was a simple fix to the last-name problem.

      “Yes, ma’am, I spoke to Randolph. He’s waiting, and we should arrive there in less than ten minutes.”

      It had been over a thirty-minute drive thus far.

      “Okay. Thank you for the update.”

      “Mr. Elliott also called to be sure you’re well.”

      Well?

      “Please tell him I couldn’t be better.” That wasn’t true, but I was damn well not perpetuating his fraud that I needed mental stability. If the man thought I’d willingly be sold and married off, he was the one with mental issues. “Ask him if he’s learned anything about Ruby.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I will when I let him know we’ve arrived.”

      The view out the window indicated we were entering a more populated area. Buildings and signs told me we were entering a small town. The tires bumped as David pulled the limousine into a small parking lot outside a rather nondescript building.

      “Is this St. Pierre’s?” I asked through the speakers, taking in the empty parking lot and dark windows.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “It looks closed,” I said.

      David didn’t answer as the sound of his door closing reverberated through the car. Light streamed inside as he opened my door and fresh air filled the space.

      “I spoke to Mr. St. Pierre. Perhaps he closed the store in anticipation of your arrival.”

      My skin itched and small hairs stood to attention. “David, this feels off.”

      “I’ll go in with you, Mrs. Elliott. You don’t need to worry.”

      Getting out of the car, I stood in the otherwise-empty parking lot with the gentle breeze blowing the skirt of my green dress. It was the same one I’d worn when I arrived. Wearing it was only a small rebellion to not wear Marion’s purchases, but even small rebellions gave me hope. My eyes narrowed as I looked again at the isolated building.

      My head turned from side to side, taking in the sparse surroundings. “Mr. Elliott uses a jeweler way out here?” I asked. “Why?”

      “Ma’am, you’ll need to ask him.”

      “It’s eleven in the morning on a weekday—wouldn’t this be busier?”

      David shook his head. “I don’t ask questions.”

      Maybe I didn’t in the past, but this was no longer the past.

      “Wait,” I said, removing my phone from the purse. “I’m going to call Marion.”

      “You could call from inside.”

      My feet were planted as I found Marion’s contact information and hit call.

      “Madeline,” his usual drawl flowed through my name.

      “You didn’t tell me that the jeweler is in the middle of nowhere.”

      “I don’t recall you asking for particulars.”

      My gaze continued to flirt about. “So this is really it?”

      “Yes, Madeline. Randolph St. Pierre is an old friend. He has a very successful business without all of the overhead.”

      Overhead?

      Did he mean such as paying patrons?

      “This feels off,” I said.

      “David will stay with you. I wouldn’t let anything happen to my wife.”

      “Fine,” I replied briskly. “Goodbye.”

      Shutting down the call, I looked David up and down. He wasn’t a large man, but he seemed solid all dressed in black. The first time I’d met him, I’d noticed his professionalism. He maintained the same distance today. “Are you carrying?”

      I was asking about a gun.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I wrapped my arms around my midsection as a cloud momentarily dimmed the sun’s light and warmth. “Okay, fine. Let’s get this over with.”

      A moment later, finding the door locked, David knocked.
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      Tension drew the muscles in my neck and shoulders tighter until reaching back and gripping my neck was my only relief. Easing away from the table, I paced toward the cockpit and back. Voices filled the cabin around me as Sparrow and Mason continued their conversations, and Marianne flew us closer to our destination.

      “She just arrived at the jewelry store,” Reid announced through the screen on the wall. Thankfully, Madeline’s necklace was again broadcasting. “Our men are there.”

      My pulse raced as I contemplated the next move. “She never said she’s in danger. If they try to take her…” I didn’t finish my sentence, too many bad scenarios coming to mind.

      “What’s the goal of this operation, Patrick?” Sparrow asked. With his dark gaze coming to mine and his flawless appearance in his designer suit, he appeared calm and confident, the same way his voice sounded.

      Calm wasn’t a word that could be used to describe me. “This isn’t a normal operation.”

      “It is,” Mason said with the same brevity to his tone. “Our goal is to extract the target. That’s it. We’ve done this before. We treat it like any other operation. We’re good. Our men are good. Look what they did with Ruby.”

      Yes, the men on the ground Reid mentioned were the same men who had been with me yesterday. Yesterday, I was with competent Sparrows, but I didn’t have fifty percent of the A-team with me. Since I was successful yesterday, with this crew it seemed like today should be a slam dunk.

      I was grateful for the additional support. It was no secret that I wasn’t thinking straight. My talk with Ruby had me off-balance. Though I tried not to think about her or our conversation, bits and pieces kept returning. There were so many things about my wife and daughter’s lives I didn’t know.

      I needed to concentrate.

      Now that we had Ruby, the next step was to get her mother, alive and uninjured.

      The reason for extracting her, as Mason put it, was more than the fact that Ruby needed her.

      I too needed her. I’d lost her once, and I wasn’t fucking letting that happen again.

      “Can we trust the jeweler?” I asked. He’d agreed to let our men into his store.

      “His closet is full of skeletons. Exposing those will end his stream of income,” Sparrow said. “While he is a jeweler, it’s a front. Our men said he was surprised by their visit but not shocked. It sounds as if Elliott has him in a perpetual quid pro quo arrangement.”

      “And this jeweler guy…” I began.

      “His name is Randolph St. Pierre,” Mason interjected.

      I inhaled as I twisted my shoulders and turned my neck. “This St. Pierre said he was contacted for a rush wedding band.”

      “That’s what he told the two Sparrows,” Sparrow said. “He said he sent it by courier to the ranch early this morning. Reid confirmed a delivery around six thirty a.m. According to St. Pierre, he received a call from Elliott later in the morning saying the ring was too big. His wife would be there for a resizing. He ordered a rush.”

      “I’ve been looking,” Reid said. “A license—marriage license—is pending in Hunt County.”

      My head shook. “Where the fuck is Hunt County?”

      “This was filed in Commerce, Texas, northeast of Dallas,” Reid answered. “The JP has the same last name as one of Elliott’s ranch managers. I’m still working on that connection.”

      “You’re saying a license was filed for Elliott and Madeline? Madeline Miller?” I asked, trying to wrap the idea around my head. I didn’t know where that name Miller came from, but I knew it wasn’t her true legal name.

      “Not exactly,” Reid answered. “Marion Elliott and Madeline Alycia Tate. The personal information matches what you’ve given me. The only reason the license hasn’t been issued yet is that the customary and standard search revealed a few red flags.”

      “Such as Madeline Tate was married seventeen years ago,” I said.

      “That,” Reid replied, “and a death certificate was issued for the same Madeline Tate ten years ago from the Cook County Medical Examiner.”

      My eyes widened as did the others around me. “What?”

      “Let me look into that,” Reid volunteered.

      “I never found that. How didn’t I find it?” I asked as I sat back in the leather chair. “Had I quit looking ten years ago?” My mind was a fog.

      “It’s good you didn’t find it,” Mason said, staring across the table at me. “She’s not dead.”

      “She’s not,” I said with a sigh. My gaze went around the table and even to Reid’s image. “I’ve never been this fucking nervous in my life. I know I’m more of a liability than an asset right now.” I took a deep breath and stood. “Something happened seventeen years ago. When I asked Madeline why she left me, she responded that she didn’t.” My gaze searched the faces of my friends.

      “She didn’t?” Sparrow asked, speaking slower. “Then where did she go?”

      My head shook. “I’m fucking terrified to learn.” I pinched my furrowed brow. “Seventeen years ago, in the city of Chicago…an eighteen-year-old woman and her unborn child disappear…Don’t tell me you aren’t thinking what I’m thinking.”

      “McFadden?” Reid answered.

      Sparrow sat back, crossed his arms over his chest, and inhaled. “Or Sparrow.”

      “And now,” I said, “it appears that she is related, was related to your father…”

      Sparrow’s head shook. “Fuck, dear old Daddy wouldn’t have wanted another heir out there. He hated me as much as I hated him, but my mother’s money funded his rise in power. He could fuck around on her all he wanted—sometimes I think she appreciated the break—but a kid from another woman…that was a hard no.”

      “And a grandchild?” I asked.

      “I don’t want to be the one to say it,” Sparrow said, the seams on his suit coat pulling as his muscles beneath flexed, “but if my father had any part in Madeline’s disappearance, it would have been…well, that death certificate would have been issued sooner.”

      “McFadden?” Mason said again, with a questioning inflection.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t want to think about it.”

      Sparrow stood and gripped the back of his chair. “I think you’re on the wrong track.”

      “God, I hope so.”

      “McFadden sex-trafficked,” Sparrow said. “From what we’ve uncovered, he also dabbled in illegal adoptions. Madeline gave birth to what we can only assume was a healthy Caucasian child. With Ruby here, it’s not much of an assumption. That description in the world of illegal adoptions can garner big money. Once the kid…Ruby...was born, McFadden would have been done with Madeline. She wouldn’t have been allowed to go with her kid.”

      A knock came to the partition to the aft of the plane.

      “Come in,” Sparrow called.

      “I’m sorry to bother you…” Millie looked around the room. “…but Marianne just messaged. We’ll be landing soon. Please take your seats and fasten your seat belts.”

      “Thank you, Millie,” Mason said as he reached for his seat belt.

      As she disappeared and Sparrow and I took our seats, Sparrow said, “I meant to tell you all more about Elliott and McKinley Park. Remember he not only was a large donor to McFadden, but after McFadden pushed the bill to loosen regulations on offshore drilling, Elliott utilized Ivanov Construction to build the manufacturing plant. There was more to that.

      “After Elliott built it, he leased it to a technology firm. The plant manufactures tablets, off brand. They go on the market with multiple names.” He scoffed. “And sell for a wide range of prices. Originally the plant hired five hundred blue-collar workers and eighty-two management positions. That was four years ago. McFadden helped to negotiate some sweet deals for this manufacturer in Cook County. Basically, they’ve been sitting there, raking in the revenue, tax free. Hell, a mom-and-pop store paid more in taxes. That deal is about to expire.”

      “And Elliott’s goose that laid a golden egg is now sitting in a penitentiary,” I said, grateful for the new train of thought.

      “I made a few calls,” Sparrow said. “The manufacturer’s lease is up in two years. It would save them more to break the lease than pay taxes. The board of trustees has threatened to relocate if their tax deal isn’t renewed.”

      Mason nodded. “Which leaves Elliott Inc. holding the bag.”

      Sparrow nodded as the plane began its descent. “It’s a twelve-thousand-foot factory, an attached twenty-thousand-square-foot warehouse, and fifteen thousand feet of office space. It’s a big-ass facility to have sit empty, especially when there’s still a nearly $200 million outstanding balance due to Ivanov Construction. On a hunch, I called my mother.”

      We all smirked.

      “Yes, I know,” Sparrow said, acknowledging what we all knew—he and his mother weren’t on the best of terms.

      It wasn’t as if they had ever been, but she was still having issues with Sparrow’s wife. Or more accurately, Araneae didn’t put up with Genevieve Sparrow’s shit. The queen regent was having difficulties accepting not only the marriage, but Araneae’s place in the Sparrow realm.

      “I could say that I called Alderman Sparrow,” Sparrow corrected. “She confirmed that Marion Elliott has been lobbying for the extension on the exemptions. So far, he’s having difficulty gaining support. For the most part, people are steering clear of anything with a Rubio McFadden signature.”

      “How does this relate to Madeline?” I asked as the wheels bounced on the runway.

      Sparrow shook his head. “Elliott hasn’t come to me.”

      “And if he has a snowball’s chance in hell to get it passed,” Mason said, “he’d need your approval.”

      “What if he thinks marrying my long-lost sister would give him an in?”

      The corner of my mouth threatened to move upward. “Was that just an admission of relation?”

      “It was a hypothesis,” Sparrow clarified.

      Reid spoke again through the screen. “Damn. Go get Madeline and we’ll figure this out.”

      “Is she still at the jewelry store?” I asked.

      “Yes, St. Pierre is taking his time. Our men have the interior secure. Madeline and a man with her—most likely a bodyguard—are waiting.”

      “Exteriorly?” I asked.

      “I’m watching in real time. The isolation of this store is in our favor. There is very little traffic and everyone so far has driven by. Our men convinced St. Pierre to close the store to other customers.”

      “Convinced?” Sparrow asked. “These men deserve a bonus.”

      “Once Madeline is safe, I’ll pay it,” I volunteered.

      We all stood as Millie pushed the button near the door and waited as the cabin depressurized and the stairs began to descend.
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      I watched as David again stood and made his way toward the rear of the store. His impatience was palpable, crackling through the air, tension building with each additional second we waited.

      “Mr. Elliott was told you would rush this,” I heard him say to Mr. St. Pierre, from the attached room.

      “Are you familiar with the oxidation process?” the jeweler replied.

      “Sir,” a tall man who was standing near the doorway to Mr. St. Pierre’s work space said to David, “please have a seat. The ring will be done when it’s done.”

      A few moments later, David returned, his expression solemn as he took a seat near me. The waiting room where we were seated was basic at best. Six black vinyl chairs lined two walls and a small square table sat in the corner, adorned with outdated magazines. I marveled that anyone still read paper publications. There was the door to the showroom, one to the work area, and a third to a small single bathroom. Near the suspended ceiling in the opposite corner from the table was a television. While I wasn’t a big television watcher, I thought even a nice HGTV show would help pass the time.

      In all ways, the store appeared closed. While I’d seen merchandise in the cases as we walked through the showroom, the customary lights were off, windows shuttered, and doors locked. The only exception was the fluorescent bulbs within this waiting area, flickering above and giving off a low hum.

      “What else does he do?” I asked David in a whisper.

      “He?”

      I tilted my head toward the room in the rear. “Mr. St. Pierre. This can’t be his main business if it’s closed on a weekday.”

      “Ma’am, Mr. St. Pierre is a respected jeweler in these parts.”

      I hummed.

      This wasn’t my first brush with illegal activity. I lived amongst it for the last seventeen years. The men keeping guard weren’t here to protect gold, diamonds, and precious gems. As I scanned the unassuming surroundings, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more around me than met the eye.

      A shiver snaked down my spine, cooling my skin. I pulled the light sweater I’d worn with the green dress over my shoulders, trying unsuccessfully to ward off the uneasy feeling.

      I peered down at my watch, seeing that it was nearly noon. I couldn’t help but wonder how much longer this would take and if it would be enough for my rescue.

      There was no way for me to know if Patrick was on his way.

      Yesterday, he had taken Ruby to Chicago.

      He’d told me that in a message.

      Maybe it was wishful thinking to believe he could make it back to Texas in time to rescue me from this outing. I began thinking about Marion’s mention of plans. He’d said we had reservations at an elite club in Dallas. As long as I wore the necklace, Patrick should be able to find me there too.

      It seemed that anyplace away from the ranch would be better.

      The vibration of my phone shattered the tense silence of the waiting area.

      Removing it from my purse, I looked at the screen: MARION.

      I tilted the screen toward David. “I need to take this.”

      He nodded as I slipped from the chair toward the darkened front showroom and hit the call button. “Hello.”

      “Come back to the ranch.”

      There was something unsettling in his tone.

      “We will. Mr. St. Pierre must be nearly done.”

      “Now. The ring can wait. Fucking Andros lied to me.”

      I took another step toward the cases of jewelry. “What are you talking about? Is this about Ruby?”

      A movement from the back of the store caught my attention. When I turned, the doorway to the waiting area was filled by a tall body. The bright backlight shone around him, making the visibility of his features difficult to see. Nevertheless, I knew the man in the doorway wasn’t David but one of St. Pierre’s guards.

      “I’m taking a call,” I said.

      It was then I saw past his girth to the room behind. My heart rate rocketed as I took a step back, falling against one of the glass cases. Lying upon the ground was my bodyguard, the man who was sent to protect me.

      “Oh! Marion, David.”

      “Ma’am,” the large man said in an eerily calm voice.

      “What’s happening?” Marion bellowed.

      “David is…” I looked to the man. “Is he dead?”

      Without speaking, his head shook.

      “Madeline, tell me what is happening. Let me speak to David.”

      “M-marion,” I stuttered. “I’ve...” The large man came closer.

      “Madeline.” Marion’s voice was raised.

      With my behind pushed against the glass case, there was no place for me to go. “Please,” I said to the man.

      “Your phone, ma’am. Give me your phone.”

      My head shook as I pulled it to my chest, muffling the sound of Marion’s voice. Suddenly phones began to ring. The shrill sound was coming from the land lines for the store as well as one from the back, probably Mr. St. Pierre’s cell phone. “Don’t answer them,” the other guard man yelled.

      None of this made sense.

      “Your phone,” he said, extending his large hand.

      “I-I need it.” Thoughts of pictures of Ruby came to mind. The expression on the man before me never wavered. Slowly, I extended my hand and relinquished the phone to his grasp.

      With a quick look down, he disconnected the call with Marion.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” I said. “You can have the ring.”

      The corner of the man’s mouth curled upward. “Ms. Miller, my name is Philip.” He extended his hand, returning the phone my way. “Please don’t call Mr. Elliott.” He tipped his chin toward David’s body. “He’ll wake and when he does, you’ll be gone.”

      “Gone?”

      The other big man appeared behind him. “Car’s here.”

      “Come with me, Ms. Miller.”

      What choice did I have?

      “I can pay you,” I offered. “Mr. Elliott can pay.”

      Philip nodded. “I’m well compensated, ma’am.” He gestured toward the back of the store.

      Tentatively, I took a step through the doorway and back into the waiting area, again peering at David’s unconscious body. “Are you sure he’s not dead?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. He’ll wake with a nice headache.”

      Prying my gaze away, I stepped through the open door into Mr. St. Pierre’s work area. “Oh,” I gasped, seeing Mr. St. Pierre in a similar pose, sprawled upon the floor, near his workbench. The ring Marion had ordered was upon the bench in a type of vise. “Not dead?”

      Philip shook his head. “Believe me, this is better for him. He can honestly tell Mr. Elliott and any authorities that he doesn’t know what happened to you.”

      I clutched my purse closer to my stomach. “What is happening to me?”

      The outside door opened inward, flooding the work area with sunlight. Within the glowing threshold were three large bodies, their faces shadowed in the shining sunshine behind them.

      “You’re coming with me,” a deep, resonating voice said.

      “Oh.” My body trembled as I ran toward the voice. Sobs bubbled within me as I flung my arms around his neck, my breasts colliding with his solid chest. “You’re here,” I managed between gasps for air.

      After pulling me toward him, Patrick lifted his hands, framing my cheeks and tilting my face, milliseconds before his lips found mine.

      For only a moment, the rest of the world disappeared. I didn’t care that David or Mr. St. Pierre was no longer conscious. I was no longer fearful of Philip or his partner or what they may do. Even the other two men behind Patrick weren’t registering as I melted against my husband and gave myself to his kiss.

      His strong hands left my cheeks, lowering over my shoulders, arms, and down to my waist. It was as if he needed the affirmation of my presence. He wasn’t alone as my touch lowered and I wrapped my arms around his toned torso.

      As if beginning where our last kiss ended, Patrick’s lips possessively sought what belonged to him. A moan escaped my throat as his hands roamed and fingers moved upward, tugging my hair as his tongue sought entry.

      All around us the fires roared, their flames capable of total decimation, and yet, as I’d said before, within the center, I found safety, security, and home.

      When we finally pulled away from one another, the men around us were moving.

      The scene would appear as if a robbery had occurred, yet nothing was taken, only rearranged.

      Patrick reached for my hand and our fingers intertwined.

      “Ruby?” I asked, staring into his blue orbs.

      “She’s safe.”

      “Back in Chicago,” another deep voice said.

      My posture straightened as my vision confirmed the other man’s identity.

      Did he know what I’d recently learned?

      “Mr. Sparrow,” I said, tightening my grasp of Patrick’s hand.

      His eyes momentarily closed and opened. “Ms. Miller, we need to talk.”

      How could he know?

      “About Ruby?” I asked.

      “No, your daughter is safe and will remain safe.”

      “Sir, if it’s about the Ivanov bratva, I will tell you all I know. I don’t know if it’s helpful, but please know my loyalty is to my daughter.” I looked up at the man beside me. “To my family.” Suddenly that was a more encompassing word. “Patrick, I swear, to my knowledge there’s nothing on me to track me, well nothing other than the necklace you gave me.”

      Patrick nodded as his gaze went to Mr. Sparrow.

      Mr. Sparrow also nodded. “We need to get to the plane. Once we do, we have a few hours to reintroduce ourselves.”

      I looked back up at Patrick. “Am I? Is this real? I’m going with you?”

      “Ms. Miller,” Mr. Sparrow said, “your travel is at your discretion. Patrick seemed to believe you wanted to meet with your daughter. If he’s wrong, we made this trip for nothing.”

      Patrick lifted my hand, bringing my knuckles to his lips. “Madeline, this is all kinds of fucked up. We have a lot to explain to one another. You’ve lived in a bratva. Coming with me won’t be much different—”

      “I believe you’re wrong, Patrick. If you’re there and Ruby is there, wherever there is will be different.”

      A smile came to his lips. “There are freedoms that can’t, for the sake of safety, exist.”

      I stared into his blue eyes. “Believe me, I want to go with you.” I turned to Mr. Sparrow. “If I may.”

      It didn’t take a genius to understand pecking order. My husband was important but not as important as Sterling Sparrow.

      Would I ever be able to tell him of the newest revelation?

      If I did, could I admit that because of our connection, I am alive and Ruby has stayed with me?

      Mr. Sparrow lifted his chin. “I’ve never had reason to doubt Patrick’s decisions. I hope, Ms. Miller, you don’t give me cause to do so now.”

      “Mrs. Kelly, but please call me Madeline, sir.”

      The grip of Patrick’s hand squeezed tighter.

      “Very well,” Mr. Sparrow said. “Our plane is waiting.”

      A few minutes later, I was seated in the back seat of a dark SUV with the man who had introduced himself as Phillip at the wheel. The other man who had been with him was driving a second SUV with Mr. Sparrow and a man introduced as Mason in his back seat.

      “How is Ruby?” I asked.

      “She knows,” Patrick replied. “She knows I’m her father.”

      I felt my spine go rigid. “I don’t know what to say. I never told her. I never thought…”

      Patrick’s finger came to my lips. “She’s everything you said and more. Our daughter is too fucking smart. She knew we ran a paternity test.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes, not for me. I knew she was my daughter. I believed you, but even if I hadn’t, when I saw her, I knew.”

      I tilted my head.

      “Sparrow wanted confirmation.”

      I inhaled. “There was never a doubt.”

      “I can’t believe I have you both back,” he said.

      Moisture came to my eyes. “Patrick, we do need to talk, but I’m afraid that when we do, you won’t want me back.”

      His head shook. “Maddie girl, that could never happen.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      The SUV turned into a gravel lot near a private airport.

      “I just learned something, and I’m not sure how Mr. Sparrow will feel about it,” I confessed.

      The SUV came to a stop.

      “We all need to talk,” Patrick said as my door opened.

      The sky framed the hangar in a crystal blue. Sun streamed down, raising the temperature since this morning. I stepped out of the SUV. Next to us, the other SUV had also come to a stop. Standing next to it was the man I’d only last night learned was my half brother. Our father had ordered my demise, killing the people I knew as my parents. According to Andros and Marion, I was a bastard, a threat to the Sparrow empire. Allister Sparrow had intended to kill me in that car crash. He’d failed, and in the process sent my life on an out-of-control spiral.

      Would Sterling Sparrow see me the same way—as a threat?

      Would he also want what his father wanted?

      I peered toward Patrick as he extended his hand my way.

      I’d made so many bad decisions in my life.

      Was this another one?

      Was I walking to my own death?

      “Madeline,” Patrick said, flexing his fingers, “we need to hurry.”
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      I hadn’t been able to come up with the full reason I had A-team backup until this moment. With Madeline’s hand in mine, as the two of us walked across the parking lot toward the small airport, I knew. I was escorting her to her semiprivate encounter with Sparrow. With each step the realization settled upon me in a cloud of uncertainty.

      What would he say?

      Did he plan to spring the information on her?

      The sunshine’s glare disappeared and cooler air surrounded us as we entered the private airport. Beyond the desk with the same attendant who had been present at our arrival and the empty waiting area were large tempered windows showcasing the view of the tarmac. Waiting for our return was Sparrow’s plane, the stairs already descended and crew at the ready.

      Madeline glanced up at me as we followed Sparrow with Mason. The color in her cheeks was paler than earlier, and in my grasp I detected a bit of trembling. “I’m not leaving you,” I said.

      “Tell me this isn’t a setup,” she whispered.

      “I’m taking you home.”

      “To Ruby.”

      I nodded as the glass doors before us opened, and Sparrow stepped into the warm air. Tugging Madeline’s hand, I pulled her to the side and stilled. Mason’s eyes met mine. In them I read his message. Sparrow was on a tight schedule and we needed to move. The Houston Sparrows had driven us and they had two others securing this airport, but we were at war. No place—other than our tower—was one hundred percent safe.

      “We’ll be right there,” I said to him. Holding both Madeline’s hands, I looked down into her green gaze. “I fucking wish this…” I lifted my chin toward the plane. “…would be easy. It won’t be. I won’t pretend it will. During Ruby’s paternity test, some interesting information came to light. But I won’t allow Sparrow to ambush you. I can’t do that to you. The results—”

      Madeline squeezed my hands. “Patrick, I know. I didn’t know. I swear I had no idea. Andros knew all along.” She exhaled. “So did Marion. I want nothing from him.” Her head tilted as a smile brightened her face. “That’s not true. I want you.”

      My neck straightened. “Wait. You know that you’re related?”

      “I just learned last night.”

      “Patrick,” Mason called from near the plane’s steps.

      I inhaled. “Well, fuck. Okay. Tell him whatever you would tell me. These people, Sparrow, Mason, and Reid—you’ll meet him soon enough—and their wives are my family, the only family I’ve known since you and now Ruby. I want this to work.”

      Madeline nodded as clouds floated over her expression. “My story isn’t pretty.”

      I lifted her hands again, brushing my lips over her knuckles. “You can’t scare me away.”

      “God, I hope you’re right.”

      “Patrick,” Mason’s voice boomed.

      I peered down at my wife. Her dark hair could be the same as Sparrow’s while at the same time, their eyes couldn’t be more different: hers green and his dark brown. Yet there was more, perhaps the way they carried themselves. If I tried to look for them, there may be resemblances. I didn’t try. To me, Madeline’s relationship to Sparrow wasn’t significant. She wasn’t Sparrow’s half sister. She was my sexy, stunning, and so fucking strong wife.

      Allister Sparrow had been a piece of shit.

      That wasn’t debatable.

      Nevertheless, he created strong children, children who persisted and succeeded in whatever life threw their way.

      For a moment, I took Madeline in, inch by inch, as I had when I first saw her at the jewelry store. The green dress she was wearing was the same one she’d worn the day she’d left for Elliott’s ranch. The scoop of the neckline revealed the globes of her breasts. The fitted bodice showcased her slim waist and the skirt flared just enough to accentuate the curve of her sexy ass. The hem came to just above her knees, allowing full access to her fit and attractive calves, made even shapelier with the high-heeled shoes she wore. While her body resonated calm, her beautiful green eyes swirled with a million conflicting emotions.

      “I wish we’d brought the plane with a bedroom.”

      Madeline grinned. “Do you think Mr. Sparrow would approve delaying this talk for us to make love?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You do, Patrick. And that’s why I never stopped loving you. You care. You always have.” She inhaled, her breasts pushing against the material. “Let’s do this. I want my family, the one I was never allowed to have. Everything I never dared to dream is in sight, and I’m not stopping now for Mr. Sparrow or anyone else.”

      The warmth of her body came against me as I kissed the top of her head.

      As we crossed the tarmac to the plane, pride in my wife flowed through my veins, intensifying with each step. It wasn’t anything Madeline had said, not words. It was the way she’d voiced her determination. There were a limited number of people on this earth who would willingly face Sterling Sparrow, confront him, and stand up to him, yet that was what this woman at my side was willing to do. She wasn’t after his money or his empire but after a life we’d been denied.

      Reaching the top of the stairs, Millie greeted us, “Mr. Kelly. Welcome, Ms. Miller.”

      “Mrs. Kelly,” Madeline corrected, “but please, my name is Madeline.”

      My cheeks rose. “I love hearing you say that.”

      “I love saying it.”

      We both turned to the two sets of watching eyes.

      “It’s about time,” Sparrow said. “Tell Marianne we’re ready.”

      The table in the front cabin, where we’d sat on our way to Dallas, contained four chairs. Sparrow and Mason had left us with two beside one another. Since the chairs were attached to the plane, I couldn’t pull one out; instead, I twisted it on its swivel for her.

      Once we were seated, I began, “Madeline, I know you met my friends and colleagues at Club Regal, but let me properly introduce you.” I turned to Sparrow first. “This is Sterling Sparrow. Sparrow, my wife, Madeline Kelly.”

      Sparrow gave a quick nod, his expression unreadable. “Madeline.”

      “Mr. Sparrow.”

      I waited for only a moment for him to correct her, for him to offer her a less formal option. When he didn’t, I continued. “And this is my friend and colleague Mason Pierce.”

      “Mr. Pierce.”

      Mason’s head shook as his hand came across the table to shake hers. “Mason, ma’am. Mr. Pierce died. I only resurrect him when things get formal. I’d suspect we’re about to get the opposite of formal.”

      Madeline shook his hand as her gaze flittered toward mine.

      “I’ll explain that later,” I said with a grin.

      “All right, Mason, please call me Madeline.”

      “Marianne,” Millie said, interrupting our introductions, “is ready to take off. Please fasten your seat belts. I’ll be happy to bring you lunch after we reach cruising altitude.”

      “Thank you, Millie,” Sparrow said. “Water is fine. Then we’re not to be disturbed.”

      Madeline tensed at not only his words but I presume, also his tone.

      “Now that that’s done,” Sparrow said. “Give Mason your phone and your purse.”

      “Sparrow—”

      “No,” Madeline interrupted my defense as she lifted her purse toward Mason. “I don’t mind. Honestly, I am not the only one who has been in contact with my things. All of them, including the clothes I’m wearing, were handled by Marion’s housekeeper.” She looked down. “She cleaned this dress. I don’t know about everything, but I will do anything you deem necessary to get to Ruby.”

      “Millie,” Sparrow bellowed. As soon as she entered, he went on, “Tell Marianne we have a slight delay.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Sparrow tilted his head toward the back cabin. “There’s a change of clothes in the back. Mason will ensure the phone is secure. The rest of what she’s wearing is staying here in Dallas. No one is finding our tower.”

      While the plane had been moving toward the runway, it was now stopped.

      Unbuckling my seat belt, I offered Madeline my hand. “I’ll go with you.”

      It wasn’t until we were both squeezed into a small bathroom that she looked up at me with a grin. “Maybe another strip search?”

      I shook my head. “You have no idea how badly I want to do that.”

      “I wouldn’t stop you.”

      “Rain check,” I said.

      Piece by piece, Madeline removed her shoes, dress, bra, and panties. My nerves were stretched to their limit and my patience worn. With her proximity, her breasts brushed against me. Before she could gather the new clothes, my arms surrounded her, pulling her nude body against mine. “For the record, I’m not passing on the search, only postponing.”

      “I wish you’d do it now. I’m afraid you won’t want to do it later.”

      As she spoke the clouds I’d seen in her eyes the first night in the hotel room returned.

      I reached for her chin. “Once you tell me everything, they won’t be able to get you any longer.”

      “What? You mean who?”

      “As far as who, no one is fucking getting near you. For the what, I’m talking about the clouds that come and go in your beautiful eyes.”

      Her lips thinned into a straight line. “I love you, Patrick. I never stopped. I just put you away in a safe place. I loved you every day by loving Ruby.”

      “She’s amazing. You have done a fantastic job.”

      “My pride and joy and reason for living,” Madeline said. “She’s the best thing I’ve ever done.”

      I took a step back, releasing her. “Get dressed. I’ll take the other clothes out and off the plane, and I’ll meet you at the table.”

      Madeline nodded as she stepped into the new panties.

      “Damn,” I said, “I told them to forget those.”

      Her green eyes snapped up to mine. “You did not.”

      “I never stopped loving you either,” I confessed. “I don’t know what exactly Sparrow has planned, but know I’m there for you.”

      “And him,” she said.

      “I am, Maddie. Don’t make me choose.”

      “You’d choose him?”

      “Either choice would break my heart. You already did that once.”

      She nodded, fastening the bra behind her back. “I didn’t do it willingly. I won’t now.”

      Opening the door, I stepped out, closing her in, and with her dress, panties, and shoes in my grasp, I made my way toward the front of the plane.
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      Now fully dressed, the woman in the mirror caused me to still as I gripped the vanity.

      How often did people see themselves and not really look?

      The months I was deprived of the opportunity created an undeniable need to assess myself while at the same time, I didn’t want to see. I used to wake to a nightmare of the bathroom in the house with the cell. In my nightmare, when I first entered the bathroom with the warm shower, the mirror was present, yet I barely recognized the girl in the reflection. It was as if I possessed someone else’s body. She wasn’t me, not any longer. Her eyes were dead, devoid of emotion, her hair dirty, tangled, and matted with customers’ semen, and her skin was filthy from the cell’s cement floor.

      It was as if the inability to ever see that girl—not until after the sale at the senator’s home—cemented her within my subconscious.

      As I’d put Patrick away, so too had I that damaged girl.

      My hair and skin were now clean. My eyes were revived by the resuscitating birth of my child. To the world, I was a renowned poker player and to Ruby, I was her mom. Staring at myself, I wondered what the men around that table in the front of the plane would see once my mask of normalcy that I’d fought for so long to maintain was ripped away.

      Would they see me as I was—a commodity to be bought and sold?

      Would they consider me culpable for my life in the Ivanov bratva?

      Would they see me as Andros and Marion did—an indebted person who had traded her freedom for a life with her daughter?

      On the exterior, I appeared as I portrayed myself to be.

      With the green dress disposed of, a white sweater and black slacks were now my clothes. My dark hair shone, flowing over my shoulders and down my back, maintained with expensive shampoos and conditioners, as well as healthy nutrition. My eyes were still as green, now appearing more dramatic with eyeliner and mascara. My skin was clean and soft, courtesy of soaps and lotions. My shell—my mask—was intact.

      What would happen when it wasn’t?

      I reached for the doorknob, still thinking about Patrick and his friends.

      The hardest part was almost over, waiting for their reaction.

      Memories flooded my mind.

      The dam I’d created no longer existed, smashed to shreds by my reunion with Patrick as well as the shock of Andros and Marion’s transaction. Everything I’d buried was raw and alive within me, prickling my skin, causing the small hairs to rise upon my arms. It was as if I were back in time.

      Waiting for the door to open after being left alone by Miss Warner.

      Waiting for the auction, my eyes blindfolded and wrists bound.

      Waiting for Andros’s approval or permission.

      Waiting.

      I either wasn’t good at waiting, or I excelled. No matter my proficiency, it was the time my mind filled with endless possibilities.

      What would the kingpin of Chicago say about our recently discovered connection?

      How would Patrick react if Mr. Sparrow indeed saw me as a threat?

      My neck straightened as I inhaled, gripping the doorknob tighter. No matter what was said, I wouldn’t make Patrick choose.

      Opening the door, I stepped into the aft cabin, moving toward the front of the plane.

      “Mrs. Kelly?”

      I turned toward Millie. “Yes?”

      “It’s none of my business, but I want you to know that Mr. Kelly is a good man.”

      I felt my cheeks rise. “I agree with you.”

      “I’m not blind. I respect the choices and decisions they make. Nevertheless, he’s different than the others. He sees things the others don’t. He comments. He follows through. This job is the best thing that ever happened to me, and I owe that to him, too. I suppose ultimately the gratitude belongs to Mr. Sparrow, but my friend Jana told me it was really Mr. Kelly who secured it.”

      I peered over my shoulder toward the closed partition. Smiling back at Millie, I said, “Sometime, I’d like you to tell me more. I believe they’re expecting me, and I get the feeling these men don’t like to wait.”

      She smiled. “You’re right. I just wanted you to know that I’m happy that he has someone. He deserves the best.”

      As if she’d flipped a switch, my smile dimmed. “I’m not sure that’s me.”

      “If he thinks you are, I believe that’s what matters.”

      “Thank you. I better go.”

      “We’ll take off as soon as you’re seat-belted,” she said.

      “I’ll hurry.”

      I went closer to the partition and stilled as my heart rate increased. The swishing of my pulse muffled the voices from the other side of the door. I didn’t need to hear words; I was confident their topic of conversation was about to enter.

      “Gentlemen, your attraction has arrived.”

      Shaking away a shiver, I took a deep breath and knocked. The deep voice bidding me entrance wasn’t Patrick’s. I now recognized it as Mr. Sparrow’s.

      Sliding open the partition, I scanned the men.

      The room was quiet except for the hum of the plane’s ventilation. Their conversation ceased, whatever had been on the large screen disappeared into darkness, and their body language gave no clues. Well, Mr. Sparrow’s and Mason’s didn’t. Patrick’s blue eyes shone as he took me in, scanning me from the top of my head to the toes of the boots.

      Smiling, Patrick stood.

      “Oh,” Mason said, unbuckling his seatbelt and presumably remembering his manners.

      “No,” I said, waving Mason off. “Millie said it’s time to go.”

      “Past,” Mr. Sparrow interjected.

      I could have mentioned that it was his decision for me to change clothes. I didn’t. Instead, I walked around the table to the seat beside Patrick. “I’m sorry for the delay.”

      As soon as I was seated, the plane began to move, resuming its drive to the runway.

      Mr. Sparrow leaned back, his dark eyes fixed on me. “Patrick said you know. How long have you known?”

      He didn’t need to clarify. I knew exactly what he was talking about—our relationship.

      “I found out last night.”

      “You didn’t know before then?”

      Though Patrick had reached over and placed his hand on my knee, this conversation was only between me and Mr. Sparrow.

      I shook my head. “No. I didn’t; however, Andros did. Last night, he said that he’s known ever since…we met. Marion knew too, for the same time period.”

      “When did you meet?” Patrick asked.

      Turning toward him, I fought the sting of threatening tears. “June, over sixteen years ago, before Ruby was born.”

      “And you say,” Mason asked, “that Marion Elliott also knew for all that time?”

      While simultaneously, Patrick asked, “June? You disappeared the end of February.”

      I turned my attention to Mason. “Yes, that’s what they told me last night.”

      “And you,” Mr. Sparrow said, “expect me to believe that Ivanov has known since before Ruby’s birth and never said a word.”

      “I can’t begin to tell you what to believe. What I’m telling you is the truth. I had no reason to ever doubt that the man who I knew as my father was my father.” I turned to Patrick. “I told you about my parents—who I thought were my parents—when we were young. I thought my father worked at a warehouse and my mother worked at a local store. As a young girl, I never assumed that she was someone else’s mistress.”

      A sharp inhale came from across the table. With a clenched jaw, Mr. Sparrow replied, “We’re looking into it—if they continued the relationship after you were born.”

      “My dad,” I said, “from what I can recall, never indicated our relationship wasn’t what it seemed.”

      “They died in a car crash?” Mr. Sparrow asked, looking to Patrick. “Isn’t that what you said?”

      “They did,” I answered, “when I was twelve.” I started to say more, to say that Andros said the crash wasn’t an accident but purposeful and that I was supposed to be in the car. However, the roar of the engines grew louder, interrupting my thoughts. My fingers blanched on the armrests as the plane increased speed on the runway. I didn’t release my breath until the wheels lifted from the ground and I exhaled.

      “I’m curious,” Patrick said, “how did Marion Elliott know this…and how did the two of you meet.”

      I swallowed. “I’d rather not say right now.”

      “So the tournament wasn’t your first meeting?”

      “I didn’t remember him from before but apparently not.”

      “Ms…Madeline,” Mr. Sparrow said, correcting my name. “I’m not a patient man and I don’t care what you rather answer. We have questions. I need answers. Patrick would like to take you to where we live. Your daughter is there and welcome. At this point, I’m not convinced that the invitation will be or should be extended to you. Not only do we need your honesty regarding Ivanov, but I also want to know your intentions regarding this recently discovered information.”

      Patrick’s body tensed as the grip of my knee tightened.

      “My intentions,” I began, “are the same as when I didn’t know. I have none. I don’t want a thing other than to return to my husband and daughter.”

      “My father,” he said, “—I’m not ready to say our—was a wealthy man. My mother still is a wealthy woman from a respected family. I’ve taken that wealth and multiplied it. Are we to understand that you just learned you’re related to me through my father, and you want nothing?”

      “Again, believe what you want, Mr. Sparrow. I presume you’re the only one who can make that decision. However inequitable, the answer I gave is the truth. I want nothing.” I decided to be more forthcoming. “You should know that last night I was made aware that Marion planned to use my parentage against you.”

      My gaze went to the small windows behind where Mr. Sparrow was seated. The sky beyond was bright and blue. We were above the clouds and the plane had leveled out.

      “Against me how?” Mr. Sparrow asked.

      “He didn’t say. Andros said that if Ruby had been a boy, he would have leveraged him against…Allister.” It was the first time I’d said his name aloud.

      For a moment, Mr. Sparrow didn’t speak. His jaw clenched tighter and the cords in his neck came to life. A vein in his forehead throbbed, and still, he didn’t speak.

      I looked from him to Patrick.

      “If you didn’t know, I still don’t understand how others did,” Sparrow said.

      “I filled out paperwork. I listed my parents. My mother’s name is unique, Alycia Tate. Someone saw it and the connection was made,” I explained. “I believe they recognized my mother as one of Mr. Sparrow’s mistresses. I was told there was a test to confirm. I don’t know much more.”

      “Tell me about the wedding ring,” Patrick said. “The one Mr. St. Pierre was resizing.”

      “It didn’t fit,” I replied. “Marion, I guess you could say, proposed.”

      “An application for a marriage license was filed,” Mason said.

      I exhaled, forcing my poker façade to remain intact despite the rush of uncertainty hidden beneath the surface. “Marion knew I’d say no if he actually proposed. Their plan was that I’d go with Marion after Andros abandoned me. He’d be my savior and I’d willingly marry him. It didn’t work out that way, so he tried to do it without me. If there’s a signature, it’s forged.” I turned back to Patrick. “I can’t marry him. I’m married to you. I was worried about what he’d say and do when he learned that.” I recalled our last conversation. “Just before you arrived at the store, he called and told me to leave, to go back to the ranch.”

      “Do you think he knew we were coming?” Patrick said to everyone around the table.

      “He didn’t say that,” I answered. “He said Andros lied to him.”

      “Lied?” Mason asked.

      “I don’t know anything else. Your man down there took my phone and disconnected the call. Maybe Marion found out I was already married. I never told Andros. I never told him you were Ruby’s father. Once I learned his power, I was afraid if he knew and if you were still alive, he’d do something to you.”

      “Elliott may have also learned that you’re dead,” Mr. Sparrow said.

      My circulation fell to my feet as my eyes opened wide. “What?”

      Patrick rubbed the top of my thigh. “Reid is looking into it.”

      “Into my death?”

      “Into the report of your demise,” he corrected. “After you disappeared, I heard a rumor that your body had been found. I went to the coroner’s office with our marriage license and asked to see you, to confirm your identity. I was told there was a backup on Jane Does. All I could do was file a missing person’s report. Up until Elliott’s attempt to have a marriage license issued in the name Madeline Alycia Tate with your birth information, you’ve been MIA.

      “We were talking with Reid while you were changing. He presumes that no record of your existence, no financial dealings, medical records, housing records, or anything for seven years after my report resulted in a death certificate.”

      I leaned back, shaking my head. “That’s odd to think I’ve been declared deceased.”

      “Is it?” Mr. Sparrow asked.

      His question caught me off guard. “What do you mean?”

      “Is it odd, or did you know that too?”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “Then why have you been calling yourself Miller?” Mr. Sparrow asked.

      “It was how I was introduced to Andros.” This was getting too close to the truth. “I had no identification. Somehow Andros provided it, in the name Madeline Miller. I didn’t ask questions.”

      Mr. Sparrow’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you be introduced as Miller?”

      “Who introduced you?” Mason asked.

      My eyes closed.

      Under my lids, I saw the room in the mansion filled with men. The scent of expensive cologne and cigar smoke came back, causing me sudden nausea as I recalled my bound wrists and the senator’s hands on my skin.

      “Would you believe she’s a virgin?”

      Laughter.

      “Ms. Miller,” Mr. Sparrow said.

      My eyes snapped open. “That’s not my name. My legal last name is Kelly.” My voice rose. “I never want to hear that other name again. Please stop saying it.” I turned to Patrick. “You can reject me. After the truth is out, I expect you to. But if I could ask one thing—if you ever did love me—please change Ruby’s name. She never deserved it.”

      “I’m not rejecting you, Madeline. What do you mean, deserved it?”

      “She was never one of Dr. Miller’s girls.”

      “Fuck,” came like a growl from across the table.

      I looked up, seeing something different in the dark eyes staring my way.

      “I’m lost,” Patrick said.

      “You’re not,” Mason said. “You aren’t seeing what’s in front of you. In Allister’s papers, there were references to a pseudonym Miller, Dr. Miller. He was known to…” His green eyes scanned from Patrick to Mr. Sparrow, purposely avoiding me.

      Patrick sat taller, his touch disappearing from my leg. “Who introduced you to Ivanov?”

      “Introduced is the kind descriptor,” I said. “I’ll never forget his name.”

      “My father?” Mr. Sparrow asked.

      “No, sir. I never heard your father’s name before last night. I didn’t even know who he was when it was first said. The man who introduced us was…”
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      Red filled my vision, dripping like blood over the cabin of the plane as it would over the camera’s lens in a poorly filmed horror movie.

      McFadden.

      The conversation continued, albeit muffled by my building rage.

      “What is a better word than introduction?” Mason asked.

      “Sold. There was an auction in a mansion.”

      With a flip of my wrist and pinch of my fingers, my seatbelt was unlatched, and I sprang to my feet. I was fucking trapped in a flying sardine can. All I wanted was to walk, to pace, no to kill. Fuck, I wanted McFadden’s head on a goddamned platter to place at Madeline’s feet.

      “We found some paperwork years ago,” Mason said. He was apparently the only one still capable of coherent speech.

      My eyes went to Sparrow. If I didn’t know him as well, I would be concerned that he too would explode. His neck was taut and the seams in his jacket were ready to rip from the pressure of his contained fury.

      “Under that name, he ran a clinic,” Mason went on, “that was not actually a clinic but an entry point for the trafficking and exploitation of women and minors.”

      “That would describe it. I wasn’t there long,” Madeline said.

      “How the fuck did you end up there?” I asked. “Were you kidnapped when you went to buy kitchen supplies?”

      Madeline swiveled her chair to look at me. “What kitchen supplies?”

      “The pastor’s wife, Kristen, she said she gave you a hundred dollars and you never returned.”

      Madeline’s chin rose. “Her name was Kristine, and she took me to Dr. Miller’s after taking me shopping and out to lunch. She told me she knew someone who could help me learn if I was pregnant.” Madeline undid her seat belt and stood. Ignoring the rest of the room, she stared directly into my gaze. “Patrick, I didn’t take her hundred dollars. The office is where I filled out the papers. Kristine sold me for three…for three hundred dollars and our unborn child for five hundred.”

      My head shook. “She told me you left, insinuated that you left me and stole from her.”

      “And you believed her?”

      I ran my palm over my head, the brittleness of my hair under my palm. “I didn’t want to. God knows, I didn’t want to.” Rage continued to smolder beneath my heated skin. “She looked me in the eye and lied.”

      “Statistically,” Mason said, “more trafficking victims are lured by trusted associates than by strangers. It makes sense.”

      I remembered something Madeline had said earlier. “You said you met Ivanov in June. Where were you from February to June?”

      Her head shook as she retook her seat. With her head held high, she stared across the table to Sparrow. “I have some money hidden. If you will please allow me to see Ruby, just see her and know she’s safe, I will stay away from your home and family.”

      “Where were you from February to June?” Sparrow repeated my question, his voice eerily calm.

      “I don’t know the exact location. It was in Chicago or one of the suburbs. The evening I was taken to Senator McFadden’s home, I saw the neighborhood. It was nice, not as nice as his, but normal.”

      “A neighborhood?” Mason asked.

      “From the outside the house looked like any other.” Her head shook. “Not on the inside.”

      Spinning her chair back to me, I hunched down near her knees with my hands on her thighs. “Is this why you think I’ll reject you?” My voice cracked. “Because you were victimized?”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I allowed it. I did whatever I was told to do to protect Ruby.” Her chin dropped. “I-I wasn’t a victim. I did what I was told.”

      My thumb and forefinger went to her chin. “You survived what many don’t.”

      “Patrick, it’s bad enough that I have spent sixteen years at Andros’s disposal. Those four months, I lost count of the men. The first night, in Dr. Miller’s office, there were four, including the senator.”

      The pressure in my chest grew painful. It took all my restraint not to lash out—not at Madeline but at the people who hurt her and even at myself. My jaw clenched, yet my gaze remained on her. “I’m so sorry. It was my job to keep you safe. I’m the one who failed.”

      “Since I saw you at Club Regal,” she said, “I’ve been remembering things I’d blocked away. When Ruby was missing, I was so afraid that she’d end up in a place like the cell house.”

      “The cell house?” I asked.

      “There was a basement where we were kept until we were called.”

      “You weren’t alone?” Mason asked.

      Madeline’s eyes were still on me. “No. The number of girls varied, but usually there were about ten or twelve.”

      “Madeline,” Sparrow said. “Please turn back.”

      I reached for her hands and squeezed. “I love you. I did. I do and I never stopped.”

      Though her eyes were red and cheeks damp, the tips of her lips curled upward. “That’s what kept me going.”

      “This information doesn’t take any of that away. I’m so fucking in awe of your strength.”

      Freeing her hand, she used the back to wipe her cheeks and spun toward Sparrow. “I won’t darken your door. I know that despite what Patrick is saying, my welcome is no longer in question but revoked. I just ask that you and Patrick take care of Ruby.”

      He sat taller. “That’s it. After surviving the horror of forced prostitution and being sold to Ivanov all for Ruby’s sake, you’re going to walk away from her?”

      “I have always done what was best for her. I believe that with Patrick and…” She gestured around the table. “…all of you, she will be safe from Andros and Marion. Marion said he was going to marry me to adopt her. He wants that power over you. I pray you won’t allow that.”

      I reached for Madeline’s hand as I scanned my two friends. Sparrow was unreadable while compassion oozed from Mason. For a tattooed, scary-looking big man, he had a weakness for anything having to do with trafficking and exploitation. We all did.

      “I’m taking Madeline in the back. This interrogation is over for now.” I met Sparrow’s gaze. “She’s coming home with me to my apartment. The other floors are negotiable.”

      His dark gaze zeroed in on mine. “If you fucking call Araneae, I’ll kick your ass.”

      I grinned as Madeline stood. “The thought never crossed my mind.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Maddie, let’s go.”

      Opening the partition, we started to move forward until Madeline stopped and turned. “I’ve never told anyone those particulars. Andros knew enough, but he never asked.”

      “Thank you for your honesty,” Mason said. “We’ve all been touched by this issue.” His head shook. “That isn’t meant to minimize your trauma; it’s only to let you know that we’re familiar with the subject.”

      “I wish I wasn’t,” Madeline said.

      “How much did Ivanov pay?” Sparrow asked.

      I stood taller, blocking Madeline from Sparrow. “Done for now.”

      Madeline’s hand came to my sleeve. “A million. He told me he saw my worth. It made it seem… I don’t know...better. Until…”

      “Madeline, you don’t need to—”

      Sparrow was now standing. “Until?”

      “Until last night. Last night after I was informed that I’d been sold again, to Marion…”

      What the fuck?

      “…I learned my worth wasn’t in me but in my blood—your blood.”

      “The ten-million-dollar transfer,” Mason said.

      Madeline’s chin went up. “At least my price has gone up.”

      I tugged her hand and led her to the rear cabin. Once the partition was closed, I palmed her cheeks. “Your worth has nothing to do with money or parentage, Maddie. Your worth to me and Ruby is beyond measure—priceless. I will fucking spend the rest of my life proving that to you.”

      She looked around. In this cabin, there were two clusters of soft seats with two chairs each and a small table between. On the wall to the front was a large screen. Each side had three rectangular windows. Her shoulders shuddered as she wrapped her arms around herself. “I need to shower. I feel…dirty.”

      Sitting, I lifted my hand. “Come sit with me.”

      She shook her head as her arms squeezed tighter around her breasts. “I’d rather sit over here.” She moved away to the other cluster, sat and turned toward the window.

      Helpless…that’s the feeling that overwhelmed me.

      Helplessness wasn’t a feeling I was used to experiencing.

      I was a doer. I fixed things. Though I had experience with victims, with Madeline, this was beyond my capability. Following her, I moved to the chair near her. “Maddie, I can’t erase what happened. If I could, I would stop at nothing to do it.”

      Her eyes glistened with tears as she continued staring out the window.

      “You said I could reject you.”

      Her chin raised a fraction of an inch, yet she didn’t speak.

      “What you said in there…” I lifted my head toward the partition. “Nothing you said makes me love you less. I’m so fucking blown away by your strength, determination, and honesty.”

      She turned toward me with new tears on her cheeks.

      Though we were only a few feet apart, it was too much. Slipping from the chair, I sat back on my haunches with my hand on her knee. “When you said you didn’t leave me, I was afraid of what you would tell me.”

      She shook her head with each word. “I wouldn’t have left you.”

      “I looked for you. I didn’t want to believe Kristine.” A thought came to mind. “I want to find them.”

      “Who?”

      “Pastor Roberto and Kristine.” My mind filled with thoughts of the mission.

      “Did you stay there...after…?”

      “No. I went on a quest to find you. I didn’t give a damn about their renovation.” I hadn’t thought of this in years. “During the time we were there, others came and went.”

      “I thought about that at one time,” she said. “There were some with young children.” She brought her hands together. “Patrick, what if they were sold…like they said they’d sell Ruby.”

      “They said they’d sell her?”

      “I heard the woman at Dr. Miller’s talking. The plan was to sell the babies. Everyone in the cell house was pregnant. I believe I was an anomaly. Now I know it was because I am related to him.”

      “I’m going to track every damn one of these people down. I need names and anything you can remember.”

      “And do what? It’s over. I read that McFadden went to prison.”

      I nodded. “Yes, he did. But he was only a part.”

      “The top, from what I could deduce.”

      “We’ve worked on eradicating this stain from Chicago. Our quest has been going on for a while. But there were always branches in the distribution we couldn’t identify. With your help, we can. Each one of them is guilty. When you’re ready, tell me.”

      “Patrick, what can you do now?”

      Kill every last one of them.

      Before I could say that, the partition opened to Sparrow’s dark stare. “Reid’s on the screen. Get in here.”

      “I’ll be right back,” I said to Madeline as I stood.

      “No, both of you.”
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      I took Madeline’s hand as we entered the front cabin of the plane. Reid’s face was larger than life upon the screen on the wall.

      “This is Reid Murray,” I said to Madeline.

      “Can he see us?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. Nice to finally meet you,” Reid said with a grin.

      “Hello, nice to meet you, too.”

      “Sit down,” Sparrow ordered. “Reid, show them what you just showed us.”

      The screen filled with a newscast. The bottom ticker read BREAKING NEWS - LIVE, but since Sparrow and Mason had already seen it, it was obviously no longer live. The backdrop was in front of Marion Elliott’s home or appeared to be. I’d only seen it in pictures and satellite images.

      The volume rose as a reporter pushed a microphone toward Elliott.

      My spine straightened as Elliott’s drawl resonated through the cabin. “Asshole, your days are numbered,” I muttered under my breath at the man who as recently as yesterday had paid ten million dollars for my wife.

      “…just awful,” he said, his expression downtrodden. “We have evidence to believe that Miss Tate, who those in the world of poker know as Madeline Miller, has been taken. Her bodyguard, a trusted employee of mine, was left unconscious as was Mr. Randolph St. Pierre of St. Pierre Jewelers.” He looked at the camera. “This is a crime and a travesty.” The camera came closer. “I’m offering a one-million-dollar reward to the person or persons who can locate and safely return my fiancée to me.”

      The reporter brought the microphone to her lips. “Ladies and gentlemen, you heard it here first. Marion Elliott is offering a one-million-dollar reward.”

      He reached for the microphone. “That reward includes law enforcement. I will give the money to your department. I want everyone everywhere to be on alert. Can you show her picture and the hotline number and website?”

      “Yes,” the reporter said as she touched something in her ear and turned back to Elliott. “Did you say fiancée?”

      “Yes, ma’am. You see, last night Madeline agreed to marry me. We are in love. Today she was at the jewelry store to have her wedding ring sized. We were both elated. Madeline wouldn’t leave of her own accord.” He sighed. “I’m also concerned that she could be a danger to herself and possibly even her daughter—”

      His lips moved, saying Ruby, but the sound was muted.

      The reporter pulled the microphone away. “Sir, this station forbids the naming of minors without parental consent.”

      Madeline stood, backing away from the screen with her arms once again surrounding her torso. “Why is he doing this?”

      We turned our attention back to the screen as Marion pulled upon the brim of his hat, shielding the sunshine from his eyes. “I’m sorry, little miss. I can’t think straight until I know she’s safe—they’re both safe.”

      Madeline shook her head.

      “Can you tell us why you’re worried about Ms. Tate being a danger to herself?” the reporter asked.

      “I’d rather not say,” Elliott replied.

      “Mr. Elliott, you brought it up. Sharing this information could possibly help her.”

      Elliott nodded. “If it will help.” He looked straight in the camera again. “Madeline doesn’t want others to know; however, Miss Tate has a history of psychosis. She’s stable when medicated, but heaven knows what she could say or do when she isn’t.”

      “No, I don’t,” Madeline said.

      The reporter was talking, “…particular symptoms?”

      Elliott’s head shook. “Although we’ve only recently become close, she confided in me that she has a history of delusions. When that occurs, she is plagued by a distorted perception of reality—past and present. Apparently, she’s been known to make all kinds of false statements.”

      “Have you filed a missing person’s report?”

      “A criminal report has been filed. This was a crime. David, my employee who was with her, as well as Mr. St. Pierre, have given their statements to the police. The scene appears to be a robbery turned kidnapping.”

      “Is there anything else you’d like to add,” the reporter asked.

      The camera again zoomed closer. “Madeline, if you can hear this, don’t be afraid. I’m looking for you and will stop at nothing to have you back. I want you to know I’ll get you home where you belong.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Elliott. Ladies and gentlemen…”

      The broadcast disappeared and Reid reappeared. “It aired about twenty minutes ago,” he said. “The tip line is fielding hundreds of calls. I can’t listen to them all. I have a word-search program installed. If anyone mentions Patrick, Kelly, Ruby, Sparrow, or Chicago, it will trigger a recording and informational scan of the call. We’ll know who called and from where. So far, I believe the callers are out for the cash.”

      “That last thing he said,” Madeline said, “sounded like he was reassuring me, but he wasn’t. That was a warning, telling me he’d get me back there. He’s upset he paid ten million and his purchase disappeared.”

      “Fuck him,” I said. “You’re not going back.”

      “Then why else did he make this statement?” she asked.

      Sparrow spoke, “It seems to me that he’s preemptively gaslighting. His comments about your psychosis, claiming that you have delusions, are a preventative measure in case you would decide to come forward about what really occurred.”

      “That he bought me.”

      Everyone nodded.

      Madeline’s eyes opened wider. “I wouldn’t tell. I didn’t want to tell any of you.”

      “You will land soon,” Reid said. “Garrett is waiting and will bring you all here. Once you’re secure, we can deal with this.”

      Sparrow looked at his watch. “I need a separate car to head to the office. Stephanie rescheduled my meeting and I’m already late.”

      Reid nodded. “We’ll get it squared away, boss.”

      “Who are you meeting with?” I asked.

      “The CFO of the tech company who is currently leasing Elliott’s building.”

      “Excuse me,” Madeline interjected. “Secure? Are you saying you won’t stop me from entering wherever…” She motioned to Reid. “…there is?”

      “You’ll be secure,” Sparrow said, “in Patrick’s apartment. The rest is negotiable.”

      Her green eyes turned to me. “Ruby?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you. I thought once you knew the truth about who I am and what I’ve done that you’d send me away.”

      “Madeline,” Sparrow said, “it’s the opposite. Continue the honesty and this may work.”

      “Even when it’s ugly?”

      I reached for her hand. “Maddie girl, we all have ugly truths. Most truths aren’t pretty. They’re real and raw. Don’t shield that from any of us. We can take it and the more we know, the more we can do.”

      Sparrow looked over at Madeline. “Please, sit back down. We don’t have much time. What can you tell us about Ivanov?”

      Madeline sat, placing her hands on the table. “I don’t know where to start. Ask me and I’ll answer.”

      Sparrow began.
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        Over sixteen years ago

      

      

      After my arrival to Andros’s home, the room next door to my suite had been converted to a nursery with a pocket door installed for direct access. Both of the rooms had French doors leading to balconies that overlooked an interior courtyard. Although it was surrounded by tall brick walls of the house, the gardens were a paradise within. Whether sitting on the balcony in the morning sunshine or walking the paths between the flowers with Irina, my helper in all things, or Tadeas, my tutor, it was a beautiful and peaceful escape from the happenings in the rest of the house.

      My classroom was on the first floor, a small study-looking room with two large desks, bookcases, windows overlooking the garden, and a fireplace. I met four days a week there with Tadeas, a quiet man with a thicker Russian accent than Andros. It took me a few weeks to understand everything he said. And yet he never angered. Despite my lack of formal education, Tadeas’s patience was unmatched as he worked to assess my knowledge level and began my studies.

      The days we didn’t meet, I was left with assignments.

      I’d never been much for school, but with him it was different.

      I couldn’t hide in the back of the classroom or work on my invisibility. With his oversight, I was the star pupil. There truly seemed to be little he didn’t know. Philosophy and history were his passion. While we worked on other subjects such as algebra and geometry, his stories were my favorite. I could sit and listen to him for hours. Even my baby seemed comforted by his deep, resonating tone. Together we’d be lulled into the world of long ago, learning without even realizing it.

      Irina was different altogether.

      She was older, probably closer to Miss Warner’s age. Yet she was nothing like the woman with the crop. Irina was both stern and tolerant. It was a welcome dichotomy as she instructed me on my new life. From manners for dining and entertaining to dressing and boundaries within the large home, she was knowledgeable in all things. Irina oversaw my everything. She ordered my clothes, oversaw my hygiene, and monitored my nutrition.

      I never asked Irina or Tadeas if they knew the circumstance of my arrival in Andros Ivanov’s home. They never asked me if I wanted to stay. The subject was carefully avoided on all sides. It was as if I appeared one day and became their responsibility.

      That didn’t mean to insinuate that I never interacted with Andros.

      I did.

      Some mornings I’d be summoned to the dining room or the patio to eat breakfast in his presence. Other times, we would dine together. As time passed, I would wonder why he’d bought me and brought me to Detroit. Rarely did he enter my suite. When he did, it was to oversee the progress on the nursery.

      I knew he had his own suite, yet even a month after my arrival, I’d not seen it.

      He’d been honest about wanting my healing.

      Each night slumbering in a soft, clean large bed followed by days filled with hygiene, nutrition, walks in the garden, and education, all combined to facilitate my improved health. I wasn’t alone. My baby grew too, moving more, kicking, and pushing the limits of its surroundings.

      While Irina tended to my needs upon arrival and each week after, I was also visited by Dr. Katov. Thankfully, Irina accompanied me in each visit, translating his questions and my answers. Unlike doctors of my past, Dr. Katov was professional and thorough. He explained through Irina that I needed nutrition and rest above all else. When hungry, I should eat. When tired, I should sleep. As Andros had stated, my new job was to provide for the baby within me.

      My internment within the cell house had caused me to miss the end of winter and all of springtime. The days now were long and hot. Humidity hung in the air and the walls limited the summer breezes within the garden. I didn’t mind the heat. It was better than staying inside. Along with craving foods and baths, it was sunshine I longed for.

      With my health records incomplete, Dr. Katov figured my due date to be late August to early September. He reassured me that first babies often arrive late and that was all right. The longer my little one stayed safely inside me, the better for his or her health.

      One afternoon near the end of July, Irina informed me that I’d be dining with Mr. Ivanov. To everyone around me, he was Mr. Ivanov. Only I spoke to him as Andros. It wasn’t a huge deal, but in some way, it added to my sense of worth.

      Andros looked up from some papers as I stepped out onto the patio. Irina and I had chosen a blue sundress. Since my arrival, not only had my stomach grown, appearing as a beach ball beneath my clothes, but also my breasts. Truly, I was stunned that my skin could continue to stretch, accommodating my child.

      “Good evening,” he said, his dark eyes scanning over my body.

      It wasn’t uncommon, and while he’d seen me nude in Chicago, he’d never approached the subject since arriving in his home.

      “Good evening, Andros,” I said as I sat. “Are you in town for long?”

      I’d learned that he traveled often. There was something about having him present that set my mind at ease, even when I didn’t see him. I felt no unease around either Irina or Tadeas. It was the others who frequented the house, walked the halls, and occasionally entered the study that was my classroom. Though I didn’t understand their language, the way they looked at me brought a chill to my skin.

      Even with my body covered, their glares gave me the feeling of the men in the senator’s study. It was as if they were seeing me on that small pedestal.

      “I will be gone for a few days,” he said as people moved around us, bringing platters of food to the table and refilling our glasses of water. “That’s why I wanted to see you. How are you feeling?”

      “Better every day.”

      He nodded as he lifted his glass. “Tell me about the child.”

      It was nice to have someone who cared. “Dr. Katov says everything is on schedule.”

      “And you? What is it like?”

      “A miracle that we’re here, that I have food like this…” I nodded toward the table. “Thank you.”

      “The baby.”

      “Kicks a lot, especially before I go to bed at night. It’s funny how it makes my stomach move.”

      Andros smiled. “I’d like to see.”

      The warmth from the summer night evaporated, yet despite the way I’d been welcomed to his home, I knew my place. “Of course, Andros.”

      The subject wasn’t brought up again until near the end of our meal.

      “When do you see and feel the movements?”

      “Usually,” I said, “after I take a bath. I do that before sleep.” The truth was that I often bathed multiple times a day. At a minimum, I’d take a shower upon rising and a bath before sleeping.

      “Madeline, I’ve been patient and you’ve done as I said. You are radiant, such as the sayings predict. I’ve spoken with Dr. Katov and Irina. I can see you and how your body has changed. It’s time I see it for myself without the restriction of covering.”

      I wasn’t certain why his proclamation was upsetting me. I knew our agreement from the night he purchased me. Lifting my gaze, I met his. “Do you want me to come to you or will you come to me?”

      His lips curled upward. “Eight-thirty I’ll be at your suite.” He stood and came closer, running his finger over my cheek. “Madeline, your willingness pleases me.”

      I inhaled as his touch lingered. “I agreed to this.”

      “To belonging to me,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “Say it.”

      “I agreed to belong to you.”

      “And are you lacking in anything?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Have I fulfilled your expectation?”

      “Surpassed,” I answered honestly.

      “Be ready for my visit.”

      “I will.”

      When I returned to my suite, the clock read a little after seven in the evening. I chose not to allow my thoughts to linger on what he would want or what he would do. In reality, he’d only asked about the baby and the changes to my body. I chose not to overthink.

      Yet as I settled into the warm fragrant water of my bath, my skin didn’t relish the silky softness of the bath salts. Instead, mentally, I was back at the house, waiting for the customer to arrive. However, this time, I didn’t have the guidance of Miss Warner. I could call Irina, and ask her what?

      Obviously, with the baby inside me, this wouldn’t be my first sexual encounter. What could she possibly say that I hadn’t learned through experience?

      After my bath, I let down my hair. Since my arrival, it had been trimmed and shaped. I applied new mascara and a light pink lip gloss.

      Most often I slept in oversized t-shirts and shorts. They were pajamas but nothing for viewing. Hanging in my closet was a black silk nightgown with a sheer robe. Forgoing panties, I pulled the black silk over my head and down my body. It sheathed my skin, leaving nothing about my baby bulge to the imagination.

      As eight thirty approached I moved about the room, from the sofa and chairs near the balcony to the large bed. Opening the French doors, I started to step onto the balcony, but voices from below stilled my steps.

      One was Andros. The other was a man I didn’t know. Their conversation was entirely in Russian and while it was difficult to understand, it sounded heated.

      I closed the door and the drapes, opened the pocket door and stepped into the nursery.

      Even the room calmed me. The furniture was white, matching the room’s trim. There was a baby bed, a bassinet, a table for changing the baby’s diaper, a dresser, and a large rocking recliner. I ran the tips of my fingers over the soft sheet and changing pad. Irina and I had already ordered lotions and powder. The top drawer of the changing table was filled with the tiniest diapers, baby wipes, and undershirts she called onesies.

      A smile came to my lips as I ran my palm over my enlarged midsection. “Little one, no matter what Mommy endures, this is because I love you. I love you more than you will ever know.”

      As my ears prickled at the sound coming from the attached room, my breath caught in my throat. There wasn’t a knock.

      The door to my suite had opened.

      Turning off the light in the nursery, I hurried back through the pocket door.

      Andros’s dark stare simmered as he took me in: the black negligee hugging my curves as the sheer cover floated behind me.

      “Andros.”

      “Come closer, Madeline. I’m done waiting for what is mine.”
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        Present day

      

      

      Patrick and I were in the back seat of a dark sedan while Mason rode in the front seat with Garrett driving. I immediately recognized Garrett as the man with Patrick from our first trip to Ann Arbor, Corpus Christi, and then on to Dallas. He’d recognized me too, saying, “Ms. Miller.” Surprisingly, before I could correct him, Mr. Sparrow did.

      “Madeline and Patrick are married. Her name is Mrs. Kelly.”

      It wasn’t as if Mr. Sparrow had been overtly kind or even compassionate regarding my honesty, and yet that simple statement planted a seed of hope.

      Maybe I was a fool who never learned. That was a real possibility. For as long as I could remember, I tried to see the good in people, even when it didn’t exist. I did that with Kristine at the mission and for years with Andros. I created an illusion that included mutual respect. Each time I began to believe, brick by brick, statement or deed at a time, my sense of security behind the wall grew. That was until he’d orchestrate the obliteration of my illusion to dust.

      I tried to do with my memories of Andros what I’d failed to do with those of Patrick—compartmentalize them away. When I’d done that with Patrick, it was because life had taken me down a different path. Now, it was a matter of choice. I didn’t want the recollections that included Andros.

      I wanted to move forward.

      With my hand within my husband’s grasp, his broad shoulders next to mine, and his cologne filling my senses, we traveled the streets of Chicago on our way to our daughter. It wasn’t that I wanted to save my memories of the time I’d spent with Andros as I had those memories of Patrick when we were young. It was that I refused to allow recollections of Andros to tarnish what was literally at my fingertips.

      Patrick squeezed my hand as we entered a tunnel. The car moved slowly, descending beneath street level. The tunnel angled downward, yet I hadn’t noticed exactly where we had been on the street or in the city, not that I would know. Other than the tournament, I hadn’t been in Chicago since I was moved to Detroit.

      “Soon, you will meet with not only Ruby, but the wives of my friends,” Patrick said.

      “They’re all married?”

      “We all are. I just never mentioned my status to them before.”

      I leaned against his warmth.

      “Anyway, the ladies all know that we married young and that Ruby is our daughter. They don’t, however, know about you and Sparrow.” His head shook. “I believe we should leave that to him to explain.”

      Lights lined the underground two-lane tunnel above and to the sides.

      “Are we almost there?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You all live together?”

      “Not really and yes.”

      I smirked. “That explains it.”

      “Sparrow and his wife, Araneae, have the penthouse. It’s the top two floors. However, the first floor of their penthouse is considered a common area. We gather in their kitchen almost every morning. Lorna, Reid’s wife, self-appointed herself as our caretaker. For a long time, she was the only female, and I believe she wanted to do what she could to help four helpless schmucks. She’s an excellent cook and takes care of the apartments too. The floor below the penthouse contains three equally large apartments. Reid and Lorna live in one and Mason and Laurel in another.”

      “And you in the third?” I asked.

      “And us in the third,” Patrick corrected.

      “Is Ruby there? In your apartment?”

      “Araneae asked if she could stay in the penthouse.”

      “And you agreed?”

      “I thought it would be easier. Ruby knows I’m her father, but she doesn’t know me. Our goal was for her to be as comfortable as possible. And she and Araneae hit it off. Letting her stay up there made sense.”

      And comfortable was with Mr. Sparrow?

      I had trouble believing that.

      The tunnel opened to a wide garage filled with many different cars, makes, models, and sizes. Garrett brought the car to a stop in front of an elevator. The next thing I knew, Patrick, Mason, and I were on our way up to what was labeled A on the keypad. Strangely there were few options: G, 2, A, and P.

      Near the options available was a scanner. Instead of his hand, Mason leaned forward, allowing a beam to scan his eye. Once he did, the doors closed and we moved upward.

      “I’ll get you settled in our apartment and then go get Ruby and bring her to you.”

      I nodded, remembering the conversation on the plane. I hadn’t been granted access to other floors of this tight-knit dwelling. The elevator opened to what appeared as a lobby with sofas and chairs. There were three doors. Patrick and I stepped out, but Mason stayed within.

      “I’m going to 2 to check on Reid,” he said as the doors closed.

      Near the button to call the elevator was another sensor.

      “I can’t make anything work, can I?”

      “I guess that depends on what you want to make work,” Patrick said with a grin as he led me to the middle door. “Should I carry you over the threshold?”

      “I think I can walk.”

      As he opened the door, the afternoon sunshine streamed in through floor-to-ceiling windows, bathing the interior of the apartment in warm shades of crimson. The room we entered was a large living room, complete with a massive television and a theater-style sofa. The walls contained a few large photographs of Chicago’s skyline, and yet there was little that said this was Patrick’s home.

      A smile came to my face, realizing this was a multimillion-dollar bachelor pad in the sky.

      “You’ve definitely moved up from the hole in the wall.”

      Patrick grinned. “I’d move back to that hole if it meant I was with you.”

      I turned toward him, taking in his broad shoulders, height, and girth. He wasn’t the boy who lived in a wall any longer. “I’m not sure we’d fit. How about we stay here together instead?”

      The living room opened to a dining area, complete with a table and six chairs. It fit the room perfectly, almost as if it were staged. Into the kitchen, I followed and stilled. The cabinetry, countertops, and appliances were top of the line and such as with the table, they looked unused.

      I turned toward Patrick. “It’s beautiful. When is the last time you cooked?”

      He shrugged. “Does frozen food count?”

      I smiled.

      “Ruby was probably in diapers and it wasn’t here.”

      “Mason’s wife?”

      “Lorna is Reid’s wife, but my coffee maker gets used.”

      I ran my hands over the solid-surface countertops and tall chairs near a breakfast bar. “I have a confession.”

      “You don’t cook either,” he said with a grin.

      “I don’t. I’m sorry. If it’s left up to me, we may starve. The only time I came close to learning was at the mission.” I spun completely around, taking in the windows overlooking Chicago’s skyline, the hanging lights, and tile backsplash. “I’ve never given it much thought, but I might like to learn.”

      “Maddie girl, it’s up to you. I’ve survived without turning on that stove for nearly eight years. I’m sure Lorna won’t mind two more mouths to feed. Then again, if you want to learn, she’s the one who can help you. I can only teach you how to insert a K-cup.”

      “Yeah, I know how to do that.”

      Patrick reached for my hand. “There’s more.” We continued walking down a hallway away from the living room. He opened one door to an office. As opposed to the kitchen, the office appeared utilized with multiple screens and a large L-shaped desk with a big leather chair. There were large books opened and piled and a bookcase filled with what appeared to be textbooks.

      “Light reading?” I asked.

      “I like math. It’s relative in almost every situation. My degree was in business and finance. Working for Sparrow is consuming. Instead of going on for my master’s or doctorate, I decided I’d self-teach in what spare time I had.”

      “Imagine that boy in the wall teaching himself…” I went to the bookcase and ran my fingertips over the spines. “Advanced calculus and physics.”

      Patrick reached for my shoulders. “What interests you? I find the more I learn the less I know and the more I want to know. Have you considered going back to school?”

      “My interests are world history and linguistics. I studied for years. It was with a private tutor so there’s no record, but I found it fascinating. I love to read…” I peered again at the bookcase. “But I think I’ll pass on Advanced Macroeconomics.”

      “Are you sure? It’s a fascinating read. And that ending…I was blown away.”

      I reached up and cupped his cheek. “I’ve missed you. Men like you are rare. You’re deadly serious one minute and joking about math the next.” My grin grew. “Which isn’t a funny subject.”

      Patrick scoffed. “Follow me.”

      The next room contained regular bedroom furnishings with a queen-sized bed. It also appeared unused.

      “Why do you have so much space for one person?”

      “Sparrow had this floor divided evenly for the three of us. All of our floor plans are similar, the furnishings vary. Honestly, if it wasn’t for Lorna, I’d have empty rooms. The truth is she probably got bored, especially before Araneae and Laurel moved in. Letting her decorate filled my empty rooms without thought or effort on my part.”

      “Maybe it was more than that. Maybe she cares and didn’t want you to live in an empty apartment.”

      “I was happy to let her do what she wanted,” he said as he opened the door to a hall bath. For a moment, he turned, taking in the surroundings. “I guess it’s been my home base but never my home.” His blue eyes met mine. “I hope it will be now.”

      I knew what he meant. My apartment at Andros’s home was where I resided. After tournaments, I felt a sense of relief at my return, and yet it wasn’t a home, not in the Hallmark sense of the word.

      Next, Patrick opened another door to a second spare bedroom and then one to an exercise room.

      “Oh, I like this equipment.”

      A glint came to his blue eyes. “I have other places and ways to get you hot and sweaty, but by all means, you’re welcome to help yourself.”

      The last door opened to the master bedroom.

      “This wouldn’t be the place you were talking about?”

      “This is the one.”

      Masculine colors dominated the bedroom with varying tones of brown. The king-sized bed appeared larger than normal—a California king. A fireplace was within one wall near the windows, creating a comfortable setting with a small gathering of overstuffed chairs and ottomans. The windows were more of the floor-to-ceiling variety, showcasing the darkening sky.

      It wasn’t the furnishings or even scattered clothes—because the room was immaculate—that made this feel like Patrick’s personal space. As I stood within this room, it was the scents: fresh bodywash and clean yet fragrant cologne. Closing my eyes, I inhaled those aromas that reminded me of the man at my side.

      I stepped into the attached large bath. Not even a towel was out of place. “Does Lorna clean up after you too?”

      Patrick came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist as we both stood before the large mirror over a double vanity. We were a dichotomy, dark hair and light blond, petite and broad, green eyes and blue. And yet with him, in his arms I was home in any sense of the word. A hole in the wall or a million-dollar apartment—the location didn’t matter. The man behind me did.

      Relishing the scents and sounds, I leaned the back of my head against his chest.

      “I clean up after myself,” he said, his chest vibrating behind me as he spoke. “I’ve never been one for mess, and what I didn’t know when we were married, the army taught me.” He lowered his chin to the top of my head. “In full honesty mode, I keep things neat. Lorna comes once a week and cleans.”

      I spun in his arms, no longer looking into our reflections but up into his blue orbs. “Is this real? Do you want me here in your home?”

      “I’ve never wanted anything more.”

      He tugged my hips closer as his fingers splayed over my behind.

      “It seems like a dream.” I allowed my smile to grow. “So which room is mine and which is Ruby’s?”

      “Sorry, Maddie girl, that’s one stipulation. You don’t get your own room.”

      I feigned a frown. “What? I’ve always had my own room, well, mostly. There was a time after Ruby was born...” I let my words trail away.

      “Too bad,” he smirked. “Not anymore. From now on, you’ll have to deal with a roommate. More than that, a bedmate. The good news is that I’m not messy. The bad news, I may snore.”

      “And what will be required of me to maintain my roommate status?”

      “Be you.” Taking my hand, he tugged me back into the bedroom. Beyond the windows, heavy clouds settled on the horizon, washed in shades of red with the setting sun. It was winter in Chicago and while the solstice was last month, the daylight hours were still short.

      “And while right now,” Patrick said, “I’d love to christen the bed, we have one more pressing matter. I promised our daughter that when I returned, I’d have you with me.”

      My eyes opened wide. “Please go get her.”

      Patrick’s lips came to mine in a soft and reassuring kiss. “Ruby first,” he said. “And later, we have seventeen years’ worth of time to make up for. I plan to make love to you until we can’t stay awake any longer, sleep with you in my arms, and when we wake, begin again.”

      “I can’t believe you still want me…here…with you,” I said honestly.

      Before Patrick could respond, a knock came from the living room.
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      “Visitors?” Madeline asked.

      “One thing about our living arrangements, there aren’t many options.”

      Together we walked back into the living room. A step ahead of her, I opened the door to arguably the most beautiful sixteen-year-old I’d ever met. Her blue eyes sparkled as she looked up.

      “Hey, you,” she said with a grin.

      “That’s me.” I opened the door wider, seeing Araneae a step behind her.

      “I heard a rumor…” Ruby began until she saw her mother. “Mom.”

      Madeline came up behind me and pulled Ruby into her arms. “I’ve missed you. I’m so glad you’re safe.”

      “Mom,” Ruby’s muffled voice came from Madeline’s shoulder.

      My gaze met Araneae’s over the embracing women between us. “Thank you.”

      Madeline looked up as if she hadn’t noticed anyone else was present.

      “I talked to Sterling,” Araneae said to all three of us. “Once your reunion is complete—say, in an hour or so—we’d be honored to have you all upstairs for dinner. Everyone will be there.”

      “You talked to him?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      Madeline released Ruby and stepped beside me. “Mrs. Sparrow?”

      “Yes,” I interjected. “I’m sorry. Araneae Sparrow, this is my wife and Ruby’s mother, Madeline Kelly.” I beamed down at Madeline. “I do like saying that.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Sparrow,” Madeline said, offering her hand.

      Araneae’s brown eyes shone. Bypassing Madeline’s hand, she wrapped Madeline’s shoulders in a hug before stepping back. “I’m so happy to meet you. Please call me Araneae. Mrs. Kelly, your daughter is a joy. It’s been a long time since I’ve been around anyone her age.”

      “Please call me Madeline, and thank you for looking after her.”

      “Anytime.” Araneae spoke to Ruby, “Your room upstairs is always available. Of course, it’s up to your mom and…” She grinned at me. “...Patrick. But if they approve, I find it nice to have a place to get away sometimes.”

      “I didn’t think your husband was…open for visitors,” Madeline said.

      Araneae’s nose wrinkled. “My husband, like yours, is a busy man. They multitask so much that sometimes they don’t know what they want. Take Ruby, for instance. We’ve both enjoyed her company.” Her brown eyes focused on Ruby. “Please know I meant what I said about the room upstairs.”

      “Mom, you should see it,” Ruby said. “Have you looked out the windows? We’re so high that sometimes we’re in the clouds.”

      Madeline and I turned toward the living room windows, now dark with the early nightfall.

      “I really haven’t had the chance,” Madeline responded.

      Ruby tugged Madeline toward the sofa. As she did, I noticed a change in our daughter’s expression. “Do you know what happened?” she asked.

      Madeline’s gaze found mine as if to say, where to begin?

      “Tell me,” she prompted.

      “Oleg.” Tears came to Ruby’s eyes. “Mom, I saw him die.”

      Araneae’s hand landed on my arm. “I’m so glad she has her mother,” she whispered.

      “Me too.”

      Madeline reached for Ruby’s hands. “Honey, I’m so sorry.”

      “It was Mr. Hillman,” Ruby said. “He was acting so weird, saying things about Andros that didn’t make sense. I was scared and then…” She looked across the room. “Patrick and his men saved me. There was shooting.”

      “Shooting?” Both Araneae and Madeline said at the same time.

      I feigned a smile. “Granted, I can think of better ways to introduce myself to my daughter. But that was before. We’re all here now.”

      “We are,” Ruby said. She looked back to her mother. “But I’m still confused. What’s going on? Am I going back to school, and are we going back to Andros?”

      Madeline shook her head as I fought the urge to answer, to tell her no, that she’d never go back to Ivanov.

      “Honey,” Madeline said, her tone reassuring, “there’s a lot happening. Right now, the safest place—”

      “Is here,” Araneae interrupted.

      My gaze went from Madeline and Ruby to Araneae. Sparrow’s wife grinned and nodded her head toward the entryway. Taking a step through the doorway, she and I moved near the sofas in the entry by the elevator.

      “Thank you for everything,” I said.

      “She really is amazing. And…” Araneae’s smile grew. “…you have to be the best secret keeper ever. Married for seventeen years? You’d think at one point that may have come up in conversation. Are you two…” She shrugged. “…good? What happened? This is like some movie or crazy-plotted book.”

      “Madeline was the best thing to happen to me. I thought she’d died, and as you know, I didn’t know about Ruby. Are she and I good?” My mind went to the woman I loved. “I hope so. We have a lot of time to make up and obstacles to overcome, but I believe we both want what we were denied. Thank you for keeping an eye on Ruby while I was away.”

      “Patrick, she’s not a kid. And yet she is. At sixteen, I lost the woman I thought was my mom and was sent out into the world. Ruby is lucky to have Madeline. I don’t know your wife’s story, but from what Sterling has said, she has devoted herself to Ruby.”

      I nodded. “That she has.”

      “That makes her a great mother. I mean, I’ll always be grateful to the woman who raised me, now that I know the truth.”

      Would Madeline ever want to tell Ruby the truth?

      When I didn’t respond, Araneae went on, “Well, I should get upstairs and help Lorna. Can we plan on having your family for dinner?”

      “You’re positive Sparrow knows?”

      “I’m positive that your wife is welcome in my home.”

      I inhaled. “Is that the same thing?”

      “Are you questioning me?”

      A smile curled my lips. “I’m not, I’m clarifying. At no point during this decision was it influenced by a call or discussion initiated by me.”

      Her brown eyes shone and her grin grew. “No, this wasn’t you. It’s me. I’m making the call. If I learned anything moving in here, it’s that it can be lonely and scary until…”

      “Until?”

      “Until you learn that we aren’t a bunch of strangers—we’re a family. No one, not Madeline or Ruby, will ever feel unwelcome in my home.”

      “I think I referred to us as misfits.”

      Araneae nodded. “You did. I heard you and you’re right. We all have our own stories. One day, if Madeline is willing to share, her friends and family will listen.”

      “You know,” I said, thinking back to a warehouse on a hot Chicago night, “I’m glad I helped.”

      Araneae’s head tilted. “Make Ruby?”

      “Yes, but not that. I’m glad I played a part in ambushing you a couple years ago. You’re the best thing to happen to Sparrow.”

      “I know I am,” she said with a wink. “It goes both ways. Now, go get reacquainted with your better half and acquainted with your daughter. Then, come upstairs in an hour or so.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Sparrow.”

      Araneae squeezed my arm before she walked toward the elevators.

      Pushing open the door, I stood for a moment, staring at the two women on the sofa. Though their voices were low, I could hear what they were saying to one another, yet I wasn’t listening. My attention was on the way they leaned into one another, touching without hesitation, and the way their eyes were focused on the other’s. Observation was my forte and what I saw between Madeline and Ruby was an unmistakable connection—a bond that doesn’t come with blood but with time and commitment.

      How difficult was that to form in the Ivanov bratva?

      I didn’t know, but I knew that despite the obstacles, Madeline had done it.

      Madeline turned my way, her green eyes meeting mine as a smile came to her face. Lifting her hand, she wordlessly bid me closer. Tears glistened in her eyes as our hands connected. For the first time ever, she had her daughter and husband both within her grasp.

      I cleared my throat as emotions I rarely entertained bubbled within me. Due to people and circumstances out of our control, this moment was occurring nearly seventeen years too late.

      There should have been a hospital room and a baby. That reality of lost time could sour this moment, but I wouldn’t allow it. There was no reason to concentrate on what we’d missed. That would give those who had wronged Madeline and me too much credit. No, looking into the eyes of these two amazing women, my mind was on our future.

      A tear trickled down Madeline’s cheek as she turned to our daughter. “I’m sorry, Ruby, that I never told you about Patrick.”

      Ruby’s blue eyes came to mine. “You did. You told me he was a good man and you loved him.”

      My smile widened. “The love part is real. Never doubt that you were conceived in love.”

      Ruby’s nose wrinkled. “Too much information.”

      I lowered myself on my haunches. “I’m a little out of my element here. I know it will take time, but I hope one day the three of us can consider ourselves a family.”

      Madeline nodded. “I can’t believe this is real.”

      “I can stay here with you two,” I said, “or disappear for a bit to 2. It’s a floor below, where we do what we do.”

      Madeline looked from me to Ruby and back. “Maybe it would be best if you could give us some time?”

      “Time is the one thing we have in abundance. Going forward, we have all the time.”

      “Are we staying here?” Ruby asked. “In Chicago?”

      “I hope so,” I replied. Standing straighter, I added, “And not to be that man, but for safety purposes, the elevator doesn’t work. Currently, neither of you have the ability, but by the sound of Araneae, I believe Ruby’s status will soon change.”

      “Do you think it is all right for me to join them tonight for dinner?” Madeline asked. “Mr. Sparrow said—”

      “The queen has spoken,” I interrupted, recalling my talk with Araneae.

      Madeline’s forehead wrinkled. “How will the king feel about it?”

      “If he has an issue, the two of them will work it out,” I said. “The invitation stands. Besides, I want to introduce you to Lorna and Laurel.”

      “They’re nice,” Ruby said. “It’s really weird here.”

      “It is?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said with a smile. “Not a bad weird. It’s real. They make you feel welcome. It’s not like at home—I mean there’re no servants. Everyone works together. It’s like a TV family or something.”

      “No,” I said. “We’re real. I’ll be back in about an hour to go upstairs.”

      As I stepped out into the entry, I couldn’t stop my smile. A dream I never thought possible was happening.

      Taking the elevator, I rode to 2. Scanning my hand, the steel door opened to three sets of eyes. As they turned my way, my smile dimmed. “What’s happening?”

      “Men on the ground in Detroit have some new information,” Mason said.
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      “Are you sure?” I asked Ruby as she, Patrick, and I stood near the elevator in the Sparrows’ penthouse.

      “For tonight,” Ruby replied. “Araneae wants to watch a movie and besides, it will give you and…” She looked up at Patrick and lifted her hands in a sign of surrender. “For the record, I want no information, but seriously, I think it’s not terrible that you two found each other again. And, Mom, you seem relaxed with him. I like it. Having me with you will cramp your style.”

      “Never,” Patrick said. “Maybe I can be in on the next movie.”

      Patrick summoned the elevator with his palm.

      “Okay,” I said, kissing my daughter’s cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow. You’ll have to come to me.”

      “See you tomorrow,” Ruby said with a wave.

      Together, Patrick and I stepped into the elevator.

      “Seeing the two of you together,” he said, “is like watching two versions of you at the same time.”

      “She’s so much more confident than I was at her age. She’s lived more.”

      As the doors closed, he wrapped his arm around my back and tugged me to his side. “You’d done a lot of living by her age. I’m glad hers wasn’t on the streets. You’ve given her what you couldn’t have.”

      I looked up as the elevator began to descend. “I didn’t know if I should say anything, but Andros and Marion made it sound like Allister was responsible for the car crash that took my parents.”

      Patrick’s body tensed.

      “I don’t know,” I went on. “They said men like him don’t want bastard children running around. I was supposed to be in the car. They even hunted me, but I changed foster homes too much.”

      The doors opened and we both stepped into the entryway to the apartments.

      “There’s nothing I wouldn’t put past Allister Sparrow. I’d say killing a child—his child—is low even for him, but I can’t. He also ran trafficking like McFadden. Together they provided the city of Chicago with any sick, perverted fantasy.”

      My father?

      “I can’t say that Allister wouldn’t do that.” Patrick reached for my shoulders. “I can say that Sparrow, Sterling, the man upstairs wouldn’t and hasn’t. It was the first thing he stopped when he took over from his father.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know that what they told me was true. I never knew if what Andros said was true or not.”

      Patrick clasped my hand and led me toward the middle door. “You were quiet at dinner.”

      “No. I was overwhelmed.” Thoughts of the dinner we’d just consumed were dominated not by the delicious food but the atmosphere. “I keep expecting the other men who heard my story to look at me, well, such as I am.”

      He stopped and with one large finger turned my cheek toward him. “They are, Maddie. As you are is a strong survivor who is also my wife and Ruby’s mother.”

      I shrugged. “And the women…the way they all interact. I’ve never…” A weary smile came to my lips. “I haven’t had a female friend…” I shrugged. “I can’t remember. I always tried to be nice to Andros’s staff, but that’s not the same thing.”

      Before opening the door, Patrick asked, “Who was Cindy?”

      My face snapped up to his. “Why would you ask that?”

      “Ruby asked me if I knew a Cindy. You named Ruby’s middle name, Cynthia, after her. Ruby said she was your friend.”

      “She was. May I tell you another time? I’m a little worn out by memories.” I lifted my arms around Patrick’s neck. Stretching on my tiptoes, I stared into his blue orbs. “For tonight, can we live in the present?”

      His powerful arms snaked around my waist, fingers splayed upon my lower back, and making their way under the sweater, he pulled me closer against his hard chest. “Yes. Only the present.” His lips came to mine. The fire he’d rekindled at the hotel flickered. The ghosts of memories past evaporated like smoke as sparks ignited into flames, its heat smoldering beneath my skin. Warmth flooded my core as my nipples hardened.

      I pulled back, looking up. I recalled his declaration on the plane days ago. “What you said about not making love to me, not until you had all of me?”

      He ran his hand through my hair, momentarily fascinated with the dark strands. When his gaze returned, it swirled with emotions. “I want to make love to my wife. I want to spend tonight in the security of our tower and comfort of our bed, knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that our daughter is safe. I want to take you to the brink of pleasure and watch as your body surrenders, imploding from within, time after time. I want to spend one night without thoughts of the past in either of our heads.

      “I know you have more to tell. And when you’re ready, Maddie, I’m here. I’ll always be here. I vowed that seventeen years ago, and I pledge it tonight. You’ve shared enough for me to understand where those clouds originate. That said, don’t let them ever be brought on by worry about me. Nothing you revealed, nothing you shared or will share, can now or ever scare me away.

      “I want you more right now than I did when we were on the plane, in the club, or the hotel. I have my wife back. I have a daughter. With you back in it, my life is more than I ever imagined.” He reached for my hand, kissing the palm, and laid it upon his wide chest. “My heart is beating in triple time because as much as I want to do all of that, I need to know you want it too, want me. Because while I can’t erase the past, I will never give you reason to relive it. If you’d rather talk, watch TV, or even sleep in one of the other bedrooms, it will fucking kill me—death by unsatisfied erection—but I will support you.”

      Beneath my hand, his racing heart brought a smile to my lips. “I want you, Patrick. I always have, as my friend, my lover, and my husband. I want everything you said and more.” A mischievous grin came to my lips. “And I could never live with myself if I lost you to such a curable ailment.”

      After opening the door, Patrick again took my hand, intertwining our fingers, and led me through the doorway. The lights within were off, yet beyond the windows and far below, the lights of Chicago twinkled. Down the hallway we went and into the master bedroom. With a flip of the switch, the windows became mirrors to the night and the room flooded with warm light.

      “Lights on or off?” he asked.

      I scanned the man before me. He still wore his suit trousers and a white button-up shirt. In his more casual style, his sleeves were rolled to his elbows and his jacket and tie were gone. His chiseled jaw held just the right amount of beard growth, and his eyes shone such as a spring sky under his golden eyebrows and hair.

      “On,” I said. “On, because if the clouds…” What he calls my memories. “…return, all I have to do is open my eyes and see the man who loves me when no one should.”

      His lips curled upward as he came to me. “Lights on, because I can see the most astonishing woman in the world who deserves all the love I can provide. Lights on, so I can make love to you and watch your gorgeous green eyes.” He reached for the hem of the white sweater and lifted it over my head. The length of my hair flowed down my back. His fingertips skirted over my collarbone and shoulders, leaving goose bumps in their wake. “Lights on, so that I can see your flawless skin as I…” He kissed my neck, sending shivers down my spine. “…taste you.”

      I reached behind and unclasped the bra as he tugged it from my shoulders. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I bent down to unzip the boots when Patrick knelt before me.

      “Having you back is a gift I want to unwrap.”

      Setting my hands behind me, I leaned back as he removed my boots, socks, and slacks. Latching his long fingers around the waist of my panties, I lifted my hips as he tugged them over my thighs and down to my ankles until they too were lost to the floor.

      My cheeks rose, taking in his now-standing toned form. “Our state of dress is unfair.”

      “I could fucking look at you for hours.” His head tilted as he leaned forward, brushing the tip of his finger over an old scar. “I didn’t see this at the hotel or on the plane.” His blue eyes met mine. “What happened?”

      They were back, the clouds, building and billowing on the horizon.

      No. I wouldn’t let them steal my joy.

      “Living in the present,” I reminded him. Pushing the clouds and memories away, I stood and reached for the buttons of his shirt. “I want to look, too.”

      Patrick didn’t push for an answer or protest as my fingers nimbly loosened one button and then another. I tugged his starched shirt over his shoulders, revealing his defined torso. Once his shirt was gone, I again laid my hand against his chest. “Your heart is still beating fast.”

      Placing his arms under my legs and shoulders, he lifted me up, cradling me against his broad chest as he carried me to the bed and threw back the blankets.

      “Tell me your name,” he demanded as he laid me upon the soft sheets.

      “Madeline Kelly.”

      Unlatching his belt and trousers, Patrick allowed them to fall to his ankles. His leather loafers were next, followed by the pants. Within the confines of his silk boxer briefs, his erection strained against the fabric.

      My gaze fluttered from the boxers to his blue eyes and back as I moved upon the mattress to my knees and reached for the waistband. His length sprang forward as I lowered the silk. Leaning forward, I ran my tongue over the glistening tip, eliciting a deep growl radiating from his chest. Opening my lips, I took him in as far as I could, wrapping my fingers around the remainder of his length. Opening my eyes, I peered upward until our eyes met. His pupils had grown, a signal of the intensity of his arousal. Under my touch his balls tightened, the muscles in his thighs stiffened, and his fingers wove through my hair.

      “Fuck, Maddie.”

      I couldn’t pull my eyes away from his as I slowly moved up and down his hard shaft. With each flick of my tongue, his cock twitched until without warning, he stepped back. “Lie back, Maddie. I’m selfish and want the pleasure of watching you come.”

      His deep tenor covered my skin with goose bumps while his words painfully twisted my core. He followed me to the mattress, the bed dipping with our weight as his hard chest flattened my breasts and our lips met. With the fervor of a man on the brink of starvation, his lips bruised mine as our tongues danced.

      Patrick tasted of the wine we’d had at dinner while his warm skin against mine smelled of cologne.

      Downward he moved, kissing and nipping my flesh. One nipple and then the other grew rock hard as he teased them with his fingers and lips. Lower still he moved, spreading my legs. His warm breath reached my core a moment before his tongue licked my clit. Explosions of fireworks detonated before my eyes.

      My thighs pushed inward, yet he persisted. Two fingers found my entrance as his tongue and lips continued their assault. Deeper and deeper his fingers thrust until they curled. Uncontrollably, my back arched, instinctively sliding away and trying to create space. Yet Patrick wouldn’t allow it.

      I reached out frantically to the bed, for some semblance of stability, but was unable to grasp the soft sheets. My fingers went to his head as his coarse beard growth upon my sensitive skin added to the mix of sensations. It was too much and not enough. My core clenched around his fingers.

      The heat between my legs intensified and I cried out words I couldn’t decipher. Each nerve throughout my body grew taut until I was fully electrified from my tingling scalp to curling toes. The sensation persisted as I panted for breath.

      While I was riding the wave of ecstasy, Patrick moved, covering me with his solid warmth and without prelude filled me. I whimpered in relief and shock as with one deep thrust, his girth stretched my core. There was no resistance as my wetness welcomed his invasion. His earlier self-control waned as he too gave into the sensations of our union. Erratic movements varied his speed and guttural growls resonated from his throat. There was no rhythm, only animalistic need as he slammed into me, each drive plunging to its limit.

      I was his for the taking, and yet there was nothing depraved or demeaning about it. His words of praise and appreciation were spoken, reverberating through the air along with our thundering heartbeats and gasps for air. I was exactly where I wanted to be, opening myself not only physically but emotionally, such as I’d not done since Patrick.

      In time, we found our cadence, moving in sync as our bodies met one another, thrust for thrust. My hands skirted over his broad shoulders as the muscles beneath tightened.

      This was different than fucking. While it held the same intensity, there was more—a connection like I’d never known with anyone else. Perspiration covered our skin as our gazes locked. Lifting my hands, his fingers found mine and intertwined.

      This was lovemaking on steroids and with each second, my closed-off heart grew fuller.

      Stilling over me, Patrick lifted his torso. With our bodies still connected, his handsome face filled my vision. The sound of our beating hearts and labored breathing filled the musk-scented air.

      “You’re mine, Maddie. There’s never been anyone else to have a piece of my heart. I have you back, and I will never let you go.”

      “Don’t, Patrick, don’t ever let me go. Where I am is where I want to be.”

      Our eyes remained locked as his speed increased, bringing me with him. My hips joined his as his movements sped faster and faster. Freeing my hands, my nails gripped his arms as the room filled with my moans and his growl—sounds of pleasure creating a chorus.

      Again, my core clenched. Unlike last time, this one built slower and peaked higher. I called out Patrick’s name as his growl vibrated his chest and his cock jerked within me.

      Easing himself out, we rolled until we were both facing one another.

      Patrick smoothed a rogue strand of my hair away from my face. “I feel like I’m living a dream, and I’m fucking terrified I’ll wake up and you’ll be gone.”

      “Please don’t let that happen.”

      Patrick pulled me close against his warm skin. “Never.”
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      Waking, I stirred on the sheets and marveled at the woman in my bed. Her dark hair lay upon the pillow, her long lashes lay upon her cheeks, and her lips were slightly parted. Beneath the covers, she wore nothing, sleeping in the same attire as I. That would change, I supposed, when Ruby was down the hall instead of upstairs. There was so much I didn’t know about being a father, and yet I was eager to learn.

      Whether it was living on the street, following orders in the army, succeeding at the University of Chicago, or helping to run Sparrow’s underground, I’d met each trial head-on. Parenting would be a welcome challenge, especially with Madeline to guide me.

      Though the sky was still dark, I eased away from her warmth and quietly slid from the bed. Stepping into a pair of sweatpants and slippers, and pulling a t-shirt over my head, I turned one last time to take in the woman I loved, the one I would do anything to protect, the one I’d failed beyond measure.

      Yesterday, before dinner, as I’d entered 2, I’d learned updated news from my colleagues. Instead of acting last night, we agreed that for the harmony of the household, it would be better for our actions to wait.

      Now the next day was here, and the time was at hand.

      We’d been right that Hillman had been planning his own coup. He wanted both Detroit and Chicago. It was a lofty goal for a man with no foothold in either place. The work he’d done within Chicago on Ivanov’s behalf wasn’t as it appeared. Hillman, with McFadden’s backing, was working for himself. His goal was to revive the McFadden empire.

      According to prison records, he’d met many times over the last few months with both his father and Rubio McFadden.

      Therefore, while Ivanov had been the one to declare war, he’d been deceived from within. His army wasn’t what he’d planned on or presumed to be. That meant that now he was vulnerable—as a leader and as a man. He’d made promises to his men that he couldn’t deliver.

      There were men scattered about Chicago and Detroit who were ripe for the picking while suffering from the now widely reported loss of their presumed future leader, Antonio Hillman.

      A quick push of the button in the kitchen and I filled a mug with steaming coffee. Making my way out of the apartment, I stilled as a new thought came to mind. Back in my home office, I found a small pad of paper and wrote Maddie a note. It was a new sentiment to be accountable to someone I loved.

      

      Maddie,

      I couldn’t wake you. You are too beautiful and perfect asleep in our bed. I’m on 2, the floor below, and will be back up to see if you want to join the others in the penthouse for breakfast.

      I love you,

      Patrick

      

      Quietly placing the note on the bedside stand near Madeline, I found myself again staring at the sleeping woman, mesmerized by not only her presence but her calm. After all she’d been through, that was my goal, for her to know she’s loved and finally feel safe.

      Those weren’t different goals than I’d had when we first wed.

      Again, I went down the hallway, made my way out of the apartment, and into the entryway. It was a little after four in the morning, and I didn’t know who I’d find on 2, only that I had my women safe and now it was time for war.

      The mug warmed my fingers as I took the elevator down a floor. My palm hovered near the sensor as the steel door opened. Reid looked up at the sound of the door.

      “Didn’t expect you to be the first one here,” he said with a grin.

      “I’m creating a list.”

      “A list?”

      “Of who I plan to kill,” I replied. “Andros Ivanov is the first. Let’s get this war settled. Chicago is ours.”

      Reid nodded. “And opening up Detroit to the vultures will benefit us how?”

      I set my coffee down on a worktable. Pulling out a chair, I spun it around. Straddling the back, I sat. “Don’t fucking suggest a truce. This goes beyond Ivanov’s declaration.”

      “I get that.”

      I ran my hand over the top of my head. “Fill me in on what you know about what Madeline told us.” Even though Reid wasn’t listening as she spoke, he’d been fully briefed concerning McFadden and the mission.

      “McFadden is sitting in a federal penitentiary. I’m not saying we don’t have people on the inside if you’re determined to kill him. I’m saying that doing so will create a new set of issues and honestly, in my opinion, death is too good for the scum. I’d be happier knowing he’s someone’s bitch.”

      “But he’s not,” I replied. “From our intel, he’s gaining power even within the system. He and Wendell Hillman are working alliances inside and out.”

      “Listen to yourself, Patrick. They’re gaining power through…alliances. You did that in Denver with the cartel. Detroit and Chicago, working together—”

      I stood, my momentum sending my chair rolling into the desk. “No.”

      “I’ve been looking into the bratva,” Reid said. “Usually when Ivanov travels he has one of these two men with him.”

      The pictures of two men appeared on the screen above. One I recognized from Club Regal the night of the final round.

      “I want to talk to Madeline,” Reid said, “and learn more about their roles.”

      “Are you asking me?”

      “Did she or didn’t she offer Sparrow any information that would help?”

      “She did, but…”

      “I know their names,” Reid went on. “The one on the right is Sasha Bykov. Sasha is short for Alexander. He’s listed as an employee at Ivanov Construction. The one on the left is Nikita Gorky. He’s listed as one of the top shareholders in the Michigan casino on the river across from Windsor.

      “He was the one with Ivanov at the tournament. I want to know what I can’t learn on a search, their importance in Ivanov’s chain of command.”

      “I hate making her relive—”

      “I get it,” he said. “I understand your hesitation, but damn. I know she’s your wife. I know she’s been through a lot, but there’s no way she lived seventeen years with Ivanov and doesn’t have pertinent information.”

      I thought back since our reunion. “She mentioned something,” I said, “about dissension within the ranks. She said we were different.”

      Reid scoffed as his smile grew. “I’m satisfied with where I am and where Sparrow is.”

      I nodded. “Me too.”

      The steel door moved and wearing similar casual attire, Mason entered. Within his hands was the standard middle-of-the-night cup of coffee. His colorful arms were exposed below the short sleeves of his t-shirt and his legs sported the same colors between his basketball shorts and his canvas loafers. It was one of the only times of day he didn’t wear his cowboy boots.

      “What are you satisfied about?” Mason asked.

      “Not being the king,” I replied. “Backing Sparrow instead of fighting him for position.”

      Mason nodded as he sat, crossing his ankle over his knee. “Fill me in.”

      “Reid thinks,” I said, still pacing, “that if Madeline is correct about dissension in the Ivanov ranks, now that he’s lost Hillman’s support—which wasn’t really there—there may be someone from within looking to take over the bratva. If we can identify that person and offer our help, we could work out a truce between Chicago and Detroit.”

      Mason leaned back and stared my direction. “Reid thinks that. What do you think?”

      “I want Ivanov’s head on a fucking platter to lie at Madeline’s feet.”

      “A little John-the-Baptist action, I get that. But what about Elliott?” Mason asked.

      “Sparrow met with the CFO of the facility renting space from Elliott,” Reid said. “The company wants the tax breaks. They’re not loyal to Elliott. Sparrow plans to visit the queen regent today and learn where the aldermen fall on this. The loss of jobs would reflect on Chicago and if he can work to sabotage Elliott while keeping the employment numbers from tanking, it’s a win-win.”

      My steps stilled. “I want more than Elliott losing one fucking building. He thought he had the right to purchase my wife.”

      “And,” Mason said, “she’s upstairs, I assume, sleeping in your bed. That’s already a win.”

      “He told the world she’s delusional.”

      “Because Elliott doesn’t want the world to know he partakes in human trafficking.”

      “We need to expose him,” I said, “without exposing Madeline’s role.” I retook my seat and spun it to a desk with keyboards and began typing.

      “What are you searching?” Reid asked.

      “The Charitable Heart Mission in Englewood.” A picture appeared on the screen. An old school turned mission, now a dilapidated structure with boarded windows. “There it is.”

      “When did it close?” Mason asked.

      “According to this article, it lost funding five and a half years ago after sheltering hundreds of runaways.”

      The room was collectively silent.

      “That’s nearly three years after Allister was gone,” Reid finally said. “How did we miss this?”

      “The seemingly benign ones are the toughest to weed out,” I replied. “I haven’t thought of this place in years.”

      “Okay, Allister was out of the picture as well as the Sparrow outfit’s interest in purchasing what this setup was selling. But McFadden was still going strong. Why cut funding?” Mason asked.

      “Madeline is positive it was McFadden at the top of what she endured,” I said, the words causing the coffee I drank to turn against me.

      “McFadden sold her to Ivanov,” Mason said, “after the lady from the mission sold her to Dr. Miller.”

      “I’ve been looking into that,” Reid said. “As far as the Dr. Miller connection goes, it appears that he was an equal-opportunity dealer. He secured merchandise for both McFadden and Sparrow before Allister’s demise. Maybe after the Sparrow side of the business ceased to exist, McFadden couldn’t support the mission too.”

      “Did he support it?” I asked, still hitting keys. “Look. A bulk of the funding came from grants approved in the city budget. Five years ago, the grant was denied and the mission shut its doors.”

      “McFadden didn’t orchestrate city funding at that time. He represented Illinois at the federal level of government,” Mason added.

      The door opened again. This time Sparrow entered. “Having a party without me?”

      “You’re going to see your mother?” I asked.

      His dark eyes rolled. “Don’t remind me. I think she might know more about the block that’s been placed on Elliott’s tax breaks. A few questions, in and out.”

      “I want to go with you,” I said.

      His brow lifted. “There isn’t enough shit happening in your life, you want to put up with my mother for an hour?”

      I didn’t, but I would.

      I tilted my head toward the screen. “That’s the mission where Madeline and I lived. We can assume it was connected to Dr. Miller’s entry point since the pastor’s wife, Kristine, knew to take Madeline to Dr. Miller. Who knows how many others she delivered?

      “The mission lost funding a few years after Allister died.” We all knew died wasn’t completely accurate. Yes, Allister Sparrow was deceased, but he had help from the man who had just entered the room, the man wearing the family crest on a gold ring. “The funding they lost was city, not state. Maybe Mrs. Sparrow knows something about it.”

      “Maybe she knows if McFadden influenced the decision,” Reid said. “Because it wasn’t you. This never came up on our radar before.”

      Sparrow’s gaze narrowed as he looked up at the boarded building. “No, if this place was still selling women and children after I took power, it was doing so out of our sphere. That leaves McFadden.” He shook his head and turned to me. “It’s fine by me if you want to join me. I’ll welcome ambushing her with more questions.” He looked at the watch on his wrist. “Genevieve Sparrow doesn’t entertain visitors before ten. I’d appreciate the company. Let’s kill two birds or one old one.” He took a seat. “Do we know more about Bykov and Gorky?”

      “Are you seriously entertaining this alliance angle?” I asked.

      “Entertaining, yes,” Sparrow responded. “While it goes without saying that the final decision is up to me, I think there’s merit to this course of action. We need to utilize our resources. We’ve already caused damage to Detroit and the bratva to us. Chicago is my responsibility. Is it in the city’s best interest to fuel this war or to come to an agreement? Killing Hillman was a crucial blow to Ivanov, even if none of us realized it at first. Say we eliminate Ivanov too; do we want to supply the manpower to take and keep control of Detroit? In reality, the manpower is already there. If we align ourselves with the right side of the equation and Ivanov’s men deal with him, then our hands are clean and we have a new ally in Detroit.”

      I fucking hated that it was a good plan. “In your plan, Ivanov is ousted. I want him dead. Madeline and Ruby need to know that he’s no longer ever going to be a threat to them. Ruby is young. She’ll need to leave this tower, go to high school and college. They both deserve to know they’re safe, not only here but everywhere.”

      Sparrow nodded. “Alliance would be with the city, not Andros Ivanov. Like the other women, their connection to you—to us—will never allow them that blanket sense of security. You knew that when you brought them here. That said, we will make them as safe as possible. Thus another reason for an alliance.”

      I lifted my mug and took a drink of the lukewarm liquid. “Damn, I let this get cold.”

      “Have you found the identity of Dr. Miller?” Sparrow asked. “I recall there being too many fires happening when we took over and closed shop to the Sparrow part of trafficking in Chicago. There was too much happening to track down the arsonist of each one.”

      Reid spoke, “When Allister died, we spent months scanning all the documents we uncovered in his inner sanctum. I know that’s where the information is. I’m pissed I can’t recall the location. With all that’s happened, I haven’t had the chance to search.”

      It was ridiculous to think that Reid could recall folder and page of each bit of information, but that was what he could do. Usually.

      I turned back to the computer keyboard. “I’ll start looking.” The clock in the corner of the screen read 5:15 a.m. “We have a few hours before breakfast and before Mrs. Sparrow will be ready to talk.”

      “I can’t promise she’ll talk at all,” Sparrow said, “but we’ll pay her a visit.”

      Mason stood. “I already have reports coming in from capos on 1. I’ll see you when Lorna rings.”

      I accessed the various electronic files of scanned documents. There were literally hundreds of thousands of pages in PDF. We had the information; I just needed to find it.

      Reid stood and walked my direction. Placing a small cell phone on the counter by the keyboard, he said, “Here.”

      “What?”

      “It’s for Madeline. We can’t have her stuck in the apartment with no way to contact others. I’ve disabled her real phone except for her pictures and phonebook, which I’ve copied. With this phone she can reach you, Ruby—Araneae gave Ruby a similar phone last night—and everyone else who lives here.”

      Picking it up, I smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Hey, we’re better at this than we were when Araneae arrived.”

      “Practice makes perfect, right?”
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        Over sixteen years ago

      

      

      I woke with a groan as a shooting pain radiated from my lower back and my midsection grew painfully hard.

      This couldn’t be a real contraction.

      Maybe it was what the doctor had referred to as Braxton-Hicks, fake contractions that help the body prepare for birth.

      My baby wasn’t due for four and a half weeks.

      I rolled upon the soft bed, piling pillows beneath my enlarged stomach and praying to any being who would listen to keep my baby inside of me, safe and secure, until it was the right time. It was easy to believe that no one listened to prayers of people like me. After all, I’d spent four months in hell praying every day to be delivered. Then again, I survived and was no longer there. My baby also survived, so maybe it wasn’t that prayers went unheard but were just answered on a timetable beyond our understanding.

      “This timetable isn’t negotiable,” I said aloud. “Please don’t let my baby come too early.”

      Sleep came and went in waves. Each time, waking was precipitated by either pain or a combination of nausea with an excruciating pressure to use the bathroom.

      It had been over a week since Andros had visited my room, and I hadn’t seen him since. Irina mentioned that he was out of town and even Tadeas let that information slip. Usually my tutor was tight-lipped when it came to Andros or the workings around us. He usually stayed on task, talking only about my studies. Of course, I didn’t tell either of them what had occurred the night Andros came to my suite.

      What could I say? The man who purchased me came to collect.

      The night Andros entered, I’d mistakenly assumed I was prepared for whatever he had planned. While it wasn’t the most horrific night of my life—I had too many to choose from—it wasn’t what I’d expected. I’d thought it would be the two of us, building up his positives in my head before his arrival. I never imagined he wouldn’t be the one to have sex with me. The man who bought me was apparently both manipulative and a voyeur.

      Before Andros arrived, I’d heard him in the garden with another man. Since we weren’t formally introduced, I still didn’t know the other man’s name, but I assumed that the second man to arrive was the one from the garden. I didn’t recognize him and couldn’t understand most of what he said.

      Instead of introduced, I was reminded.

      “Is there anything you won’t do to stay with your child?”

      Andros’s question brought back my pledge before the evening began.

      My answer remained steadfast, and to that end, so did my compliance.

      The realization that there was no bottom to the pit of my depravity had eaten away at me over the last week. While at the same time, I reminded myself that it was nearly a week ago and it hadn’t happened again. This wasn’t Miss Warner’s cell. There weren’t men upstairs selecting me from a menu of available pussy. This was Andros’s doing, and I had verbally agreed to be at his mercy—no matter what that meant.

      “Oh…” I cried out as the pain increased.

      It was still the early morning, the sky outside black with the summer night. Irina wouldn’t be at my suite for another two hours. With the increased pain, perspiration formed upon my flesh, adhering my nightshirt to my skin.

      Pulling myself from the bed, I forced my steps, crouching and standing, standing and crouching, until I reached the bathroom. To my horror, as I lowered my underwear, the crotch was bright red, saturated with blood. I hadn’t bled at the cell or even after the man with Andros.

      As I sat upon the toilet, the pressure built.

      Tears came to my eyes as pain radiated from my groin. I wasn’t certain how long I stayed seated, but finally, I fell to my knees upon the tile floor.

      What would happen if my baby was born?

      This was the end of July and according to Dr. Kotov, my little one wasn’t supposed to arrive until late August.

      “No,” I called out, summoning my child to listen.

      The cool tile below me was a welcome contrast to my heated skin. With my knees drawn up as high as possible and me on my side, I closed my eyes and exhaled, allowing the pain to lessen. When I awoke, a pool of watery blood surrounded me.

      It was too much to be spotting.

      Was this what it meant to have your water break?

      I didn’t know.

      There were too many questions that I was unprepared to answer.

      Since I’d arrived at Andros’s, I’d asked Irina for books about childbirth and child-rearing. She’d brought me all my requests without question. For the last six weeks, I’d done everything I could to provide for my child. I’d eaten the right foods and consumed the recommended quantity of water. I’d exercised in the sunshine, walking around the courtyard.

      Dr. Kotov never mentioned sex, and I was afraid to ask. Yet the books did. Each one said it was safe up until labor.

      I moved to my hands and knees, again crying out as the pain returned.

      My mind knew what my body had difficulty processing. I needed help. I needed to contact Irina.

      Like many of Andros’s employees, she lived within the complex. I’d never seen her room, but I knew she was near.

      I didn’t know how close Andros was, or if he were even in the city. After our last meeting, he wasn’t who I sought. When the pain subsided, I crawled across the tile into the bedroom.

      Upon my arrival, I’d been given a phone with limited calling ability.

      My eyes closed as the pain returned. Dropping my head to the carpet, I braced myself for another contraction. The pain built, never fully having subsided, growing each time in intensity. Similar to a roller-coaster ride and a cart going up and down, the pain ebbed and flowed. Up and up, such as the ticks of the coaster over the tracks, the difference was in the descent. It wasn’t as abrupt. There was no throwing my hands into the air or free falling. It was simply a moment before the pain moved back up, each peak erupting higher than the last.

      The pressure was unreal, unlike anything I even imagined.

      Eventually, I made it to the bedside stand. Peering back, I felt a twinge of shame that I’d left a crimson trail upon the carpet. Reaching for the phone, I flipped it open and pushed the directory. Irina Molchalin was the second name.

      She answered on the second ring. “Madeline?” she sounded sleepy.

      “I-I need…” My words disappeared as I cried out again and dropped the phone to the carpet.

      The call had been the right one.

      Though I was in no position to judge time, in what seemed like minutes, my suite filled with people. Some I knew, such as Irina and the doctor. Others I didn’t.

      With the tension high, the conversation around me was for the most part beyond my comprehension. In a language I’d learned was Russian, the doctor and Irina shouted orders and people obeyed. Clean bedding was brought in, monitors attached to my stomach with audible noises sounding like tapping, and an IV was inserted in my arm, allowing medicines to be administered. Every now and then, Irina would wipe my forehead with a cool cloth and speak soothing words in English.

      Within the room, my attendants paced.

      Beyond the windows, the sun rose and the sky grew bright.

      The only offered relief for the desert dryness within my mouth and upon my lips came from slivers of ice chips.

      “You must rest. The baby isn’t ready,” Irina soothed, as another woman injected something else into the IV.

      “Andros?” I managed to ask during one fit of lucidity.

      “Is on his way, sweet girl,” Irina said. “He wasn’t expecting this so soon. None of us were.”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated to Irina and my child.

      I was sorry.

      I was sorry I hadn’t taken better care of my baby.

      I was sorry I’d gone with Kristine.

      I was sorry I was surrounded by strangers I barely understood.

      I was sorry that this was the world I was bringing my child into.

      Whatever the woman injected into the IV worked. Warming me from the inside, the medication calmed and lulled me to sleep. When I woke, Andros was sitting in a chair beside the bed. His dark eyes stared at me with the venom of a snake. Silently, his gaze scrutinized and judged.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again.

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing.” My head shook as more tears filled my eyes.

      “When I left, Dr. Katov said you were fine.”

      “I don’t know what happened.”

      “Sir, this happens,” the doctor said.

      “The child,” Andros said, standing. “Save the child.” With a brief, dismissive glance, he walked away.

      What was he saying?

      He’s promised I could stay with my baby.

      Before I could speak, Irina did.

      “And the mother.” She smiled reassuringly as she laid another damp cloth upon my forehead. Though Andros was out of my range of vision, I knew her next sentence was meant for him. “A baby needs his mother.”

      “His?” he questioned.

      “We do not know,” she said sternly. “But we will soon. She’s closer every minute.”

      “I am?” I asked. The pain wasn’t nearly as intense as it had been.

      The sky was still bright, yet the clock on the stand read after eight at night. I’d been in labor for over sixteen hours and actively pushing for two when the decision was made that the baby must arrive. The tapping of the baby’s heartbeat coming from the monitor had slowed.

      It went without saying that any previous or future course of action would be decided without my approval. Truly, I wasn’t thinking straight. The exhaustion was all-consuming. Though I wasn’t in a position to make my opinion known, I tried.

      “Hospital?” I asked Irina.

      “Shh, child, it will all be all right. Close your eyes.”

      “Save my baby,” I pleaded. “If it’s me or my child, do what Andros said.” My eyelids grew heavy and my words formed slowly. It was difficult to make my lips and tongue cooperate. My last plea to the kind woman who looked after me came in a whisper. “Please take care of my baby.”
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        Present day

      

      

      Romero drove along the streets of Chicago, taking Sparrow and I from the tower in the sky to the mansion in Lincoln Park. The limestone monstrosity held the original command center of the Sparrow outfit—Allister Sparrow’s inner sanctum, his office within. The night Allister met his demise, Mason, Reid, Sparrow, and I began our search of everything related to the outfit.

      Search.

      Discover.

      Remove.

      Today, that same office was the shell of what it had been during Allister’s reign. At the time, Sparrow wanted it all, including the giant wood desk. That desk now sits in Sparrow’s office on the first floor of the penthouse. The reams of incriminating documents were scanned for us and destroyed so others wouldn’t learn their secrets. Within those scans were the answers we hoped to find.

      “We’re five minutes away, Molly,” Sparrow said into his phone.

      Molly was Genevieve Sparrow’s most trusted employee and longtime house manager. The woman deserved saint status for the years she put up with Sparrow’s mother.

      “Inform my mother we’re arriving shortly.” His head shook. “Her schedule can make an exception for her son.” With that, Sparrow disconnected the call.

      My lips curled upward. “Five-minute warning shot.”

      Sparrow shrugged. “It’s written in stone that Genevieve Sparrow never leaves the house before 10:00 a.m. Waiting to announce my arrival at 9:55 mandates that she’ll be available to see me.”

      I feigned shock. “Someone refuses an audience with Sterling Sparrow?”

      “More like the other way. As much as I loathe the woman, she’s still my mother and has been at this longer than I have. She has first- and secondhand knowledge that would take us much longer to learn.”

      My thoughts went to what Madeline had mentioned about her parents’ car crash. Could it be possible that Mrs. Sparrow had any knowledge of Allister’s conquests and attempts at ridding himself of unwanted heirs?

      I worked to separate the man at my side from his father. I owed that to him. If I couldn’t separate Sparrow from Allister, Madeline would deserve the same. Neither did. The only thing either shared with that evil man was blood.

      I focused on the surroundings: the tree-lined streets and freshly shoveled sidewalks. Above us was a clear sky. The unusually cloud-free winter morning’s sunlight reflected off the frost- covered fences and trees as if they’d been sprinkled with glitter. It was impossible from the street to have any notion of the decisions and depravity that went on in many of these homes over the years. Allister’s consigliere, Rudy Carlson, lived near the Sparrows. His wife, Martha, still resided there. Essentially her financial status was Sparrow’s gift to his mother—maintaining the status of her friend. The death of her husband near the time of Allister’s death was essential to our coup.

      The Sparrow outfit had sat behind these mansion walls and sentenced women and children to death by exploitation. Yes, some like Madeline and Jana had survived, but the list of others who didn’t would never be complete.

      Romero pulled the car up the driveway, coming to a stop before Mrs. Sparrow’s home.

      Walking together, Sparrow and I stilled on the front step. Without knocking, the door opened from within. The woman in a maid’s uniform smiled. “Mr. Sparrow, Mr. Kelly, I’ll let Mrs. Sparrow know you’ve arrived. Please come in.”

      “Thank you, Molly,” Sparrow said as we both stepped onto the marble floor of the foyer and the door was closed to the outside world. Without another word, Molly disappeared down a corridor to the left.

      Everything about this mansion oozed regality, from the staircase before us that twisted with landings on the second and third floors, to the sitting room to our right and the lead-glass doors through which we’d just entered. Three stories above, a crystal chandelier shone. The marble entry was alive with rainbows dancing through prisms from both the sunlight through the doors and the chandelier above.

      “This way, gentlemen,” Molly said as she reappeared, gesturing us down the corridor from which she’d just returned.

      Through a parlor, dining room, and hallway we were led until we came to a stop at the entry to the atrium. Sitting at a small table with a dainty cup and saucer was Sterling’s mother. Dressed immaculately as if she’d been anticipating our visit, she turned our way. The overly sweet scent of her perfume grew stronger as we approached.

      “Sterling, Mr. Kelly,” she said, feigning a smile.

      It was no secret that Genevieve Sparrow was not a fan of her son’s inner circle. Perhaps it was that Allister’s men came from at least the perception of money. Reid, Mason, and I were—in her eyes—leeches her son had acquired while in the army. Perhaps she blamed her husband’s demise on our influence. If she did, it proved she knew very little about her own son.

      Sterling Sparrow sought advice from the three of us, but decisions were his and his alone.

      Mrs. Sparrow gestured to two other chairs at the table. “Please, have a seat.”

      My gaze went momentarily to Sparrow, wondering if the delicate chairs would hold our weight. It wasn’t that either of us was heavy. It was that the chairs with their frail frames and woven cane seats looked like they were designed in another time for smaller people.

      “Gentlemen,” Molly said, “may I bring you something to eat or drink?”

      “Oh, Molly,” Mrs. Sparrow replied, “I’m certain my son doesn’t have time for that. He hardly has time for his own mother. He can’t give me more than five minutes’ notice of his arrival.” She turned to Sparrow as he pulled back a chair and gingerly sat. “Did it ever occur to you that I had plans?”

      “Do you?”

      “Do I?”

      “Have plans?” he clarified.

      “Well, yes. As a matter of fact, I’m meeting some of the ladies for lunch today at the tea room.”

      “It’s ten in the morning. I think you’ll make it.”

      After taking a sip of her tea, she placed the cup upon the saucer. “To what do I owe the honor of your visit? Will I be able to tell my friends that I will finally have a grandchild?”

      My eyes widened as I too sat, avoiding Sparrow’s expression. Technically, Ruby was Allister’s grandchild. It would be a cold day in hell when Genevieve made that connection with anything other than repulsion.

      “Not today,” Sparrow replied.

      “Of course not. That wife of yours is too busy with her business and foundation. There was a time when women in the position she’s acquired through marrying you would do what was expected and acceptable. I’m certain you must realize that her foundation does nothing but stir up things better left untouched?”

      Recently, a client of the Sparrow Institute wrote a bestselling book about her experience as a victim of sex trafficking. She’d bravely named names. Perhaps it was the arrest of Rubio McFadden that gave her the strength to name him; however, his wasn’t the only name she gave. The media ran with it and the tremors were felt throughout the city of Chicago and beyond.

      No doubt, Mrs. Sparrow’s concerns weren’t for the McFadden outfit, but that if this woman could write a book like that, so could someone associated with Allister Sparrow.

      When Sparrow didn’t reply, she added, “Are you prepared for that negative PR?”

      “Mother,” Sparrow said, refusing to take the bait against Araneae. “I called you the other day about Marion Elliott’s bid to renew the tax break he’d acquired for a facility in McKinley Park. Closing that facility would result in the loss of nearly six hundred jobs. With the recent loss of seasonal jobs, Chicago’s employment numbers will take a hit.”

      “Yes, yes, we’re aware.” She was speaking of the aldermen of Chicago, the governing body who reported to the mayor. “This wouldn’t be an issue if you’d left well enough alone. Now, signing off on anything that was previously associated with Rubio is a bad publicity move.”

      “Since when do you care about publicity?”

      Her lips pursed. “This whole atmosphere is toxic. With the mayor up for reelection, the new mayor could decide it’s time to clean out the old guard. No alderman position is ensured.”

      “Toxic?” I asked.

      “Well, yes. Things worked so much better the way it used to be.”

      Sparrow’s head shook. “So are you telling me there is absolutely no plan for the council to approve Marion Elliott?”

      “No. It’s dead in the water. A shame really. I’ve met him a few times over the years. He’s such a nice man.”

      This time it was me who had a physical reaction to her assessment. Thinking that anyone would characterize Elliott as a nice man made the breakfast I’d eaten with everyone in Sparrow’s kitchen roil in my gut.

      “Mother, there are a few available facilities in Bedford Park that would accommodate Elliott’s tenant. The sizes are right, and a few of the facilities don’t need much in the way of renovation. What are the chances that the council would approve the tenant moving with the tax breaks they are about to lose intact and signing a lease? Chicago would keep the jobs and it would bring life back to an abandoned facility.”

      “And abandon another,” she said.

      “It will be abandoned anyway. The company is leaving if they can’t get the tax breaks. Feelers have been put out for out of state. Wisconsin and Indiana have made competing offers. Wouldn’t it be better if the company stayed here?”

      “I suppose it was Mr. Elliott who worked with Rubio, not the tech company. Would Mr. Elliott be excluded from the deal?”

      “That is the plan.”

      “Hmm,” she hummed as she took another drink of her tea.

      “Can you bring it up to the other aldermen and get back to me?”

      “Sterling, if you want it so badly, you have the power to make it happen.” She lowered her cup to the saucer.

      “I’m using that power here and now,” he said, “without a direct trail to me.”

      Genevieve lifted the small teapot from the table and poured more tea into her cup. Her eyes, the color of her son’s, gazed from Sterling to me. “Are we done?”

      “Mrs. Sparrow,” I began, “are you or were you at all familiar with the Charitable Heart Mission in Englewood?”

      Her lips formed a straight line as she stared my direction. “I believe it closed a few years ago.”

      “Do you know why?” Sparrow asked.

      “It, like others, lost funding as I recall.”

      “The grant that had funded it was from the city,” I said.

      “Yes, it was a pet project of one of the elder aldermen.” She turned to Sparrow. “Certainly you know him. He sometimes went by the name Miller, which was quite fun.” She leaned forward as if she were telling a secret. “You see, his name was Millstone.”

      “Millstone?” I asked.

      “Jerry Millstone?” Sparrow asked.

      “Yes, yes. He had a few of those projects around the city. I believe that the Charitable Heart Mission was run by a young couple. I’m not privy to the reasoning, but I believe it was after your father passed that the young couple moved away. With no one else to run it to Jerry’s specifications, we discontinued funding.”

      “Jerry Millstone went by the name Miller?” Sterling asked.

      Mrs. Sparrow waved her hand. “Oh, it was a while ago. I know you wouldn’t care, but Jerry was a friend of your father’s—if your father could be said to have had friends. They were acquaintances. I remember his wife, Wendy. I believe they left Chicago; it was before the whole McFadden fiasco. They moved to California to be closer to their children.” She reached over to Sparrow’s arm. “Not all of us are lucky enough to have our children close.”

      “Speaking of friends of my father,” Sparrow said, placing his elbows on the table and bringing the tips of his fingers together, “did he ever father children with any of his mistresses?”

      Mrs. Sparrow’s eyes widened as she choked on her tea. “Sterling Sparrow, why would you even ask such a question?”

      “Let me just say that recent events have caused me to be curious.”

      Her bony fingers came to the table as she pushed her chair back and stood. “This is not a topic of conversation that a son discusses with his mother.”

      “Then who should I ask? Did he keep a journal of women and children? Who would you suggest I go to who will have the answers?”

      “No one,” she replied defiantly. “There are no other children. Sterling, you are your father’s sole heir. You never need to worry about that. If anyone ever tried to make a claim on your assets, I can assure you that party would be a gold-digging liar.”

      My tongue was on the verge of severing from the pressure I was applying with my teeth.

      Was I tasting blood?

      “How can you be so certain?” Sparrow asked. “Allister Sparrow wasn’t exactly known for his monogamy.”

      Something like a huff came from Mrs. Sparrow. “Sterling, we lived in a different time. Such as I said before, today’s world is toxic. Back in the day, we took care of things.”

      “Who took care of things?” I asked.

      “Abortions?” Sparrow asked.

      “Yes. Your father wasn’t alone in his needs. Other men—Rudy, Rubio, and Wendell, just to name a few—had the reputation. As wives and mothers, we women made sure things stayed…shall I say, acceptable.”

      “Through what means?” Sparrow asked, standing, his presence dwarfing that of his mother.

      “Whatever means necessary, Sterling,” she answered with her neck and shoulders set. “Instead of glaring at me, you should thank me. You won’t have some bastard coming and claiming part of what is yours. Allister made his place in this world with the help of money I brought to our marriage. I would not allow his wandering to affect what was my son’s.”

      “Mother, what are you saying?”

      She shook her head. “I’m saying nothing more. We women had our ways.”

      I stood. “Car accidents?”

      Her neck straightened. “Excuse me, Mr. Kelly, I don’t believe this concerns you.” She took a step back. “You may think I’m blind. My blindness was self-imposed. I didn’t want to know all of your father’s doings or even what you do. However, if either of you are going to point at me for cleaning up messes, you should look in the mirror. We can be called many things, but saints without blemishes wouldn’t be one.” She sucked in her breath. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to prepare for my luncheon engagement.”

      “Does the name Alycia Tate ring a bell?” Sparrow asked.

      She lifted her chin. “I didn’t try to commit any to memory.”

      “She would have been pregnant about the same time as you.”

      Mrs. Sparrow’s head shook. “I had a difficult pregnancy. I understood that your father had needs I couldn’t satisfy…I won’t say anything else.”

      She turned to walk away but stilled when Sparrow spoke. “Mother, tell me the truth. Are you saying that you called for the car accident, not my father?”

      Genevieve spun toward us. “Your father was too busy with his next whore to worry about his last. It was a full-time job securing your future. I did it. I’d do it again.” She nodded her head. “I will need to ask you both to leave.”
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      The cellular phone Patrick had given to me this morning before breakfast sat upon the kitchen counter. Its presence pulled my attention away from the laptop. Technology was at my fingertips, and yet it wasn’t. Somehow, I didn’t care. Similar to the iPad that had been given to Ruby, the laptop allowed me to search and read but not interact. Since all of my personal accounts had been set up by Andros’s people, they were now out of my reach. The telephone only gave me access to the people in Patrick’s inner circle.

      Truly, I wasn’t upset about the lack of connectivity.

      I wanted no part in alerting Andros or Marion of my location.

      The only people who contacted me through those other accounts were those associated with Andros and Marion and of course, Ruby. Since my daughter was curled up on the sofa, wearing headphones and watching a movie on an iPad, I didn’t need remote access to her.

      Many times I found myself staring at her across the room.

      It was surreal that we were together and safe.

      I couldn’t recall another time in her sixteen and a half years that I’d felt this way.

      Strangely, having everything right made me tired.

      I realized that I should be energized, but that wasn’t the way I felt.

      It was as if a nearly seventeen-year marathon had finally come to the finish line. My energy to fight and resist was depleted. I’d run a good race, one that wasn’t without pitfalls and mistakes, yet I’d succeeded, crossing the finish line.

      No matter what happened to me or in the future, I believed that Ruby was finally safe.

      “Mom?”

      I looked away from whatever was on the laptop, turning back to Ruby. “What, honey?”

      “I didn’t know you were planning on going to another tournament next weekend.”

      My stomach dropped as I stepped down from the stool at the kitchen bar and walked toward Ruby. “I’m not planning on going anywhere.”

      “We can’t stay locked up in here forever.” She tilted her chin toward the windows. “It’s clear now, but the forecast is for more snow. Can I go with you to New Orleans?”

      “No,” I said out of habit. “You’ve never gone with me. You know Andros…” I let out a long breath and sat in the theater seat beside my daughter. “I’m sorry. It will take me some time to not think about Andros’s response.”

      “Worry about it, you mean?”

      I forced my lips to curl into a grin. “None of it matters now.”

      “Did you and Patrick work things…? I mean, is this real? It seems rushed. And I think it would be best for me to go back to school. I don’t mind the break, but honestly, it’s kind of boring here.”

      Settling against the sofa, I wrapped my arms around my midsection. “I know it’s hard to understand, but boring is the best possible scenario.”

      Ruby reached out to my elbow. “I wish you’d tell me what’s happening. I’m not a kid. I know things. I see things.”

      Letting out a ragged breath, I lifted my jean-covered legs and sock-clad feet beneath me and stared into my daughter’s eyes. “Someday you’ll understand how much as a mother you want to protect your child.”

      “I’m not a child.”

      My cheeks rose in a smile as I scanned her beautiful face—high cheekbones, naturally long lashes surrounding her vivid blue eyes—down to her slender neck and over her maturing curves currently covered with a soft sweatshirt and leggings. “You’re not. Still, there are ghosts better left in the past.”

      “Did he hurt you? Now that we’re gone, you can tell me.” When I didn’t answer, she clarified, “Andros.”

      “Now that we’re gone,” I said, “we can move on.”

      “You did a good job protecting me. I don’t think I realized how much until seeing you here. I was so used to it, you always being worried, concerned, and on alert. Watching you last night at dinner, this morning at breakfast, and here now, you seem…I don’t know if it’s good or bad. I think you’re not as stressed, but you also seem out of it.”

      Laying my hand over hers, I confessed, “I’m all of that. I have so many things on my mind. First and foremost, I’m happy you are here and I’m here. I’m a bit in shock that we made it.”

      “What if Patrick changes his mind?” Ruby asked. “It’s a big adjustment to find out your wife is alive and she had a daughter over sixteen years ago.”

      “What if we change our minds?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Ruby, I did a terrible job of one thing. I did everything I could for you, but in the process, I showed you that it’s acceptable to be dependent upon someone else, a man, even when he wasn’t the best man. Patrick is not Andros. I loved him and I still do. It’s funny, but after all this time, I feel like I’m falling in love again. I know you don’t want to hear your mom say things like that.”

      “No,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “You’re right, it’s mush, but I do like it. I want you to be happy. If you are, why would we want to leave?”

      “Because, for the first time, we can. Not yet. We aren’t safe out there.” I motioned toward the windows. “But if and when we are, maybe I should show you that women don’t need a man. Maybe for the first time, I should encourage you to be independent. There’s so much world for you, Ruby.”

      “Don’t do it for me.”

      She’d been telling me for years she wasn’t a child, but for the first time, I truly saw her for who she was. She’d always be my child, but she was more. She was a young woman and the only woman who really knew me, or at least knew what I’d shown her. “Why not?”

      “Because, Mom, you’ve done everything for me. I don’t know all of it, but I know you love me, and I heard Araneae and Mr. Sparrow talking about you sacrificing. I’m sixteen. Stop sacrificing. If you want to be independent, do it. If you want to have the life you never could with Patrick, do that. I know I’m young, but if you ask me, being with a man you love isn’t an example of dependency. Being with one you don’t love, one you may even fear…that’s a poor example.

      “Now that’s over. At least, that’s what you all keep saying.

      “So if you want to do something for me, do what you want, what makes you happy. For the first time since you found out I was inside you, make your decisions based on you.”

      Though my throat was dry, I tried to swallow. “How did you become so wise?”

      “I don’t know if I am. I know I like being able to be with you without you constantly checking the door or looking over your shoulder.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said honestly. “I didn’t realize you noticed.”

      “Now, tell me about New Orleans.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She lifted the iPad. “It’s a habit of mine to do searches for your name. I mean, sometimes it would be a few weeks between calls. I’d search your name to see if you were traveling and how you were doing on the poker circuit. I was always excited when you did well.”

      “Gambling isn’t the best profession to show my daughter.”

      “Why? It’s a skill. What if you were an athlete or an actor? Why is legal gambling any less impressive?”

      “You didn’t mind?” I asked.

      “Heck no. I would brag about you to my friends. I even paid attention to some of your opponents. I wanted you to win the one here in Chicago and beat that Elliott guy...oh and that Dunn guy. He’s a jerk on social media.”

      I smiled. “He’s kind of a jerk in real life.”

      “I saw the news thing where Mr. Elliott called you his fiancée.” Her nose wrinkled. “That’s not true, is it?”

      My head shook. “No. The only thing that is true is here and what Patrick and I have told you.”

      We both turned as the cell phone upon the kitchen bar began to vibrate.

      “Maybe that’s Patrick,” she said.

      I reached for her hand. “I don’t want to leave here. I want to make it work with Patrick. Are you saying you’re okay with that?”

      “Mom, your phone.”

      “Please. I want to know how you feel.”

      Ruby’s blue eyes shone. “I say go for it. And I hope soon we can go back out in the world. I miss my friends at school.”

      Hurrying across the room, I lifted the phone and read the name. PATRICK.

      Nodding excitedly toward Ruby, I let her know it was Patrick. Connecting the call, I said, “Hello.”
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      A detour in our day found Sparrow and I on our way to one of the Sparrow planes. We now had a flight planned, taking us to a private airport south of San Clemente, California, the closest airport to where Jerry and Wendy Millstone now resided.

      Apparently, since Jerry Millstone conducted his illicit business under the alias of Dr. Miller, he found no reason to hide his true identity or whereabouts. His cavalier attitude allowed us to access enough to track him down in no time after we left the Sparrow mansion.

      “I remember Jerry Millstone,” Sparrow said as Romero drove us to the airport. “He was one of the men who would visit my father’s inner office. He never stuck out in my mind as a man of any importance and wasn’t officially part of the Sparrow outfit.”

      “It sounds like he was a friend with benefits for both the Sparrows and McFaddens,” I said.

      “It could have been the Sparrow outfit who bought her,” Sparrow admitted.

      By her, he meant Madeline.

      “I know that. I also know it wasn’t. Madeline remembers it vividly as McFadden.” I recalled the little bits and pieces she’d divulged to me. It wasn’t much, and I wasn’t ready to push her for more. She mentioned being removed from the house she refers to as the cell house and taken by driver to a mansion where she met Andros. She recalled McFadden being present. She was even able to describe him. My rational mind reminded me that Rubio McFadden had been a senator and was recently arrested. His picture was easily accessible, but her description wasn’t as much of a visual representation as it was sensory. She described cigar smoke and cologne. She recounted a study or library with exact details down to the grandfather clock.

      There was no reason to believe that after all these years her memories had forged with the man she saw on the news outlets. Madeline also said she’d never heard the name Allister Sparrow until Ivanov and Elliott told her the name.

      I pulled my phone from my inner jacket pocket and called Madeline’s new number.

      “Hello,” she answered.

      “Hi,” I replied, my gaze going to Sparrow. “Sparrow was called away for a day trip. I’m joining him.”

      “Okay,” she said tentatively. “Is that what you do, accompany him?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Stay safe.”

      “I wanted you to know,” I said, “that it may be late when we return. Will you be okay?”

      Madeline let out a breath. “I’m here in your apartment with Ruby. I couldn’t be better…unless you were here too.”

      “I’ll let Lorna know that you’ll need dinner.”

      “I hate being a burden. I could try that cooking thing.”

      I scoffed. “Not with the food in our apartment. Getting groceries is on our list of things to do.” After tracking down every asshole…

      “Do you want me to do that?”

      “Grocery shop? No. No one is leaving the apartment until we settle a few things. Believe me when I say that Lorna is prepared for this and keeps everything well stocked.”

      “Don’t worry about us.”

      I peered at the man next to me. “Maddie, I need to ask you a question. Can you step into the bedroom so Ruby can’t hear?”

      “Yes,” she said softly. “Give me a second.”

      “What?” Sparrow asked.

      “Your mother mentioned Millstone’s wife. I know it was a long time ago. I just want to ask her—”

      “I’m here,” her voice returned to the phone.

      “Can you tell me anything you remember about Dr. Miller’s office?”

      “Patrick…I’m not…”

      I put my phone on speaker. “The people, the building, were there others, maybe a medical staff?”

      “Um, it was downtown Chicago. I don’t know exactly where. Kristine drove us downtown. We shopped on the Magnificent Mile and ate lunch, then we walked to the building. I remember we rode an elevator.”

      “That hardly narrows it down,” Sparrow whispered.

      Maddie went on, “There was a waiting room where a woman had me fill out forms. Then she took me in the back into a hallway to an exam room. Kristine came with me. After it happened, I relived it so many times that I’ll never forget the woman. Her name was Wendy. She did an exam and declared that I was pregnant.”

      My stare met Sparrow’s. “Maddie, please repeat the woman’s name.”

      “Wendy. I don’t think I ever heard her last name. She knew Kristine though.”

      “Dr. Miller?” I asked.

      “He was old. At least, to an eighteen-year-old girl he seemed old. He didn’t say much. I remembered he wasn’t dressed like I thought a doctor should be. There was no lab coat or stethoscope. He wore expensive clothes and shoes. For some reason, I remembered that when he entered the room, his shoes were wet as if he’d walked in the snow and it had melted. That stuck out because I remembered wondering where had he been if that was his office.” She let out a long sigh. “I’d rather not think about it anymore.”

      “That is more than enough,” I said, turning off the speaker. “No more. What you said helps and for the record, I think you’re amazing. I’ll let you know when we’re on our way home.”

      “Patrick…” She paused.

      “What?”

      “Stay safe. Don’t do anything that would put you in danger. We’ve waited too long for this. I don’t want revenge. I want us.”

      She might not want revenge.

      I did.

      I wanted it enough for both of us.

      It was more than want.

      It was a need that could only be quenched with blood.

      I wanted every person who hurt her, who was even a little bit responsible for the hell she’d endured, to suffer.

      “We’ll both be back as soon as possible,” I assured her.

      “And this trip is for Mr. Sparrow, not me or you?”

      I looked at Sparrow through my peripheral vision. He’d been the one to call the pilot

      Did he want revenge too?

      “There are some things I can’t or won’t explain.”

      She sighed.

      “Maddie, I love you. Don’t doubt that.”

      “I hope so. Me too. Oh, there’s something Ruby just saw, but I can tell you later. I like that I’ll see you tonight.”

      “What did she see?” I asked.

      “There’s a poker tournament in New Orleans beginning this coming Thursday. I’m listed as a confirmed participant.”

      “Fuck that,” I said.

      Madeline laughed.

      The laughter in the midst of this turmoil was light to the dark building within me. The harmonious ringing was perhaps one of the most beautiful sounds I’d ever heard. Without a doubt, it was one that I could listen to every day for the rest of my life.

      “I guess that means you think I should be a no-show?”

      “I think that one day if you want to show the world what an outstanding poker player Madeline Kelly is, I’ll be there cheering you along. As for stepping into a tournament in a little over a week, you’re right. I think, hell no.”

      “Stay safe,” she said. “The past is over. I want to move forward.”

      “I’ll let you know when we are on our way home.”

      After I disconnected the phone call, I turned to Sparrow. “It makes me sound like a pussy, but I like that.”

      “Having someone who really cares that you make it home? Yeah, I agree. It’s nice to know someone is waiting for your return.” His stare met mine. “Wendy is Jerry Millstone’s wife’s name.”

      “I don’t need any additional evidence that this is our man, do you?”

      Sparrow’s dark eyes narrowed as his head shook. “Our couple. I don’t often exact revenge on women, but I do make exceptions.”

      It was my turn to nod.

      During the remainder of our way to the airport and through the first half of the flight, Sparrow and I continued to busy ourselves with all things Jerry Millstone. He wasn’t a doctor, not of any variety—PhD or medical. Instead, Jerry Millstone started his career as a stockbroker. Inasmuch as he worked in finance, he became well acquainted with members of the upper echelon of Chicago. His specialty was investment, attainment, and growing the wealth of those already wealthy.

      On paper, it appeared as though Millstone made his fortune in the 90s riding the wave of corporate raids—buying companies, raping them of their resources, and leaving the employees to wither away without fulfilling promises made to them by their original employer. He was part of a family practice that worked as one-stop shopping for only the wealthiest of clients. His part was growing wealth. The group also included attorneys, accountants, private investigators, wealth managers, and fixers. The men and women worked together to make their clients’ dreams come true and then erase them from public record.

      By not aligning himself with either outfit or any one particular client, Millstone maintained a type of anonymity that allowed him to conduct his side business with whichever outfit or patron was in the market for what he distributed—people.

      We were an hour away from our destination when Sparrow closed the screen before him and stood. There was something in his movements that caught my attention. When I looked up, he was staring out one of the rectangular windows, his hand on the wall above.

      “We haven’t discussed what we’re planning on doing during this visit,” I said, initiating the conversation.

      His dark eyes came my way. “She’s my sister.”

      I leaned back against the seat and took in a deep breath. “Maybe someday you can admit that to her.”

      “How fucked up is it that the wife of one of my best…” He stopped as one side of his lips moved upward. “…friends...? I know I don’t say that much.”

      “You don’t need to.”

      “I can’t believe it wasn’t my father who called the hit. It was my fucking mother who tried to have her killed, who succeeded in killing her parents and leaving her homeless. Why haven’t you brought that up since we left her house?”

      “Really, Sparrow, what can I say?” I replied. “I’m shocked. I’ve never liked the queen regent, and while the feeling is mutual, it was fucking easier to imagine Allister as the man making the decision.”

      His head shook. “I wonder how many there were.”

      “Isn’t that like the Sparrow Institute?” I asked. “Araneae can’t lose sleep because she isn’t helping every victim. Instead, she needs to keep working to help the ones she can.”

      “No wonder I’m so fucked up.” He collapsed back into the large leather chair. “My mother sat there discussing this as if it wasn’t only her duty but some clique of which she was an honored member—rich biddies gathered around a parlor, drinking tea, playing mahjongg, and ordering the deaths of their husbands’ mistresses and children if they refused to have abortions.” His head shook. “Just another day in paradise.”

      “It shouldn’t shock us. We have a long list of deceased who became that way either by our orders or our hands.”

      “You’re right, it shouldn’t and we do. This is my mother. Part of me wanted to believe that she didn’t know what my father did, to pretend her only guilt was compliancy.” His fist pounded upon the table. "That would have been enough to secure her spot in hell next to my father, but it isn’t all she’s done. Genevieve Sparrow has her own share of blood on her hands.”

      “We all do.”

      Sparrow’s nostrils flared. “You heard her; she wants it all to stay buried.”

      “What are our plans in San Clemente?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “We’re paying an unexpected visit to the Millstones.” He stood and straightened his suit coat. “They’re retired. Utilizing home security cameras, we know they have one maid. GPS on her car shows that she leaves each afternoon for errands. If her recent history stays true, she’s gone from near one until four each day.”

      “And the Millstones?”

      “Should be home,” he said. “You asked our plans? First, information. Second, extermination. This won’t be only for Madeline. If they’re both guilty of supplying product for the sexual exploitation in Chicago and have incriminating evidence, it will implicate not only McFadden but also the Sparrow outfit.”

      “So we’re on our way to some seaside house on a cliff…” Mason had sent us the address and pictures of the residence. It was impressive. “…to save the Sparrow outfit from negative publicity.”

      “Yes and no. We’re on our way for the same reason we went to my mother’s—for information that only they can provide. What do you want from them?” Sparrow asked.

      “I want to know what happened to Roberto and Kristine from the Charitable Heart Mission. Because as much as I want to watch the Millstones take their last breath, I want to see the pastor and his wife suffer. Hell, if we still had your father’s stables, I’d personally deliver Kristine to the door.”

      “Then it’s settled. In and out. This isn’t a job I want to trust to anyone else,” Sparrow said.

      “In and out.”
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      Wakefulness came slowly, as if I were present in mind but not in body. My heavy eyelids tried to open, to blink away the slumber, yet each one weighed too much. The weight wasn’t only in my eyelids; it was a blanket keeping my arms, legs, and body in place. Nerve endings that once alerted me to stimuli were muted. My ability to speak didn’t transmit to my tongue and lips. Thoughts formed and evaporated into nothingness. Scents and sounds disappeared before they could register. Neither warm nor cold, I was engulfed within a cocoon of nothingness.

      I wasn’t certain of how long it lasted, how long I floated outside the boundary of consciousness, until the tightly constructed shell around me began to crack. Small splinters at first fissured until foreign sounds penetrated the darkness.

      A cry.

      A baby’s cry.

      My name.

      “Madeline.”

      It was repeated over and over as I searched the darkness. Such as wandering through a forest on a pitch-black night, I couldn’t find my way to the child.

      Was it the baby that called out to me or someone else?

      I was trapped in the darkness, eager to wake.

      Finally, I willed my eyes to open. Just as quickly, I blinked them shut.

      The room around me was bright with sunlight, and beside the bed, where once there had been a chair, was now the small baby bed they called a bassinet. A groan came from my dry throat as I attempted to move. My hands came to my midsection and my fingers splayed. Beneath my nightgown, my flesh was tender and soft. My abdomen was no longer enlarged; my baby was gone.

      “Help,” I called, quietly at first, but with each attempt my volume rose.

      Scoot by scoot, I made my way to the side of the bed. My once-muted nerves came back to life as pain radiated from my midsection. Ignoring the warning, I pulled myself to the edge of the bed and lowered my feet to the floor. Before I could stand, the door behind me opened.

      “Madeline, you must rest.”

      I quickly turned to Irina. “My baby.”

      “Yes,” she said, rushing toward me. “Lie back. You must be careful of your stitches.”

      “No.” I didn’t care about my stitches or the pain or anything other than my baby. I forced myself to stand.

      Peering down into the small bed, my knees gave out.

      The bed was empty.

      “Where is my baby?” I cried, fighting the onset of emotions. There were too many to recognize, creating a tidal wave capable of submerging me until I was tossed about like a buoy freed in a turbulent storm only to be lost at sea.

      Irina rushed to the side of the bed. “She’s in the nursery. Dr. Kotov has looked her over…”

      She.

      Her.

      My baby was a girl.

      “A girl,” I said, looking up at the woman before me.

      “Yes, and she is small, but the doctor is confident she’ll be well.”

      “I need to see her, Irina.” When she didn’t respond, I did all I could do. I begged. “Please, take me to her.”

      “You must rest, too, for her.”

      “Please, Irina.”

      Her expression cooled as her lips came together, yet despite that, she reached for my hands and with an arm around my shoulder helped me stand. “Slowly,” she instructed.

      “Thank you.”

      My teeth clenched as with each step, what had been a dull ache throbbed to life inside me. Fire streaked through me, shooting pain until tears teetered upon my lids. “Did I have surgery?”

      “Yes, your daughter became distressed.”

      “But she’s all right?” I asked.

      As we came to the pocket door separating my suite from her room, I saw the clear bed where the bassinet had been. There were boxes near it with monitors and numbers. The bed was enclosed with a light above it.

      I took another step closer. “What are they doing to her?”

      “The bed has oxygen. Her lungs are too young. She needs help breathing.”

      My fingers splayed over the glass as I peered down at the beautiful baby within. Even being early, her small head was covered in a fine layer of dark hair. Her eyes were covered by a small blindfold as a light shined down upon her. Only wearing a tiny diaper, her skin was almost translucent, showing a network of red and blue lines beneath.

      “Can she hear me?” I asked.

      Irina nodded.

      “Baby,” I said aloud, turning my full attention on her. “It’s me, your mommy.”

      Irina pulled the rocking chair close to the bed. “Let me help you to the bathroom, and then you can sit here if you’d like.”

      I turned to the older woman. “Is she…will she be all right?”

      “Dr. Kotov believes she will.”

      “Andros?” I wasn’t certain of what I was asking. I just knew that while living here, within his compound and home, all decisions were his and his alone.

      “Mr. Ivanov wants you both to get well. Perhaps you will have more children—boys next time.”

      I couldn’t be hearing correctly. “He wants me to have other children? I-I…”

      Irina covered my hand with hers. “Not soon, child. In the future. Now you both must heal.”

      Heal.

      It was what Andros said when he bought me. It was my task then and now.

      I looked again at the little baby. “How much does she weigh?”

      “Her weight is good for her gestation, four pounds and two ounces.”

      That was so small.

      Panic bubbled through me. “Can she eat?”

      “See the tube,” she said, pointing to one in her nose. “She’s eating that way now. When she’s bigger, she’ll be able to eat. Let me help you to the bathroom.”

      I didn’t want to look away now that she was here. I didn’t care if she was early or about her tiny size—I cared that she survived. “Baby, you’re part of your mommy and daddy. You’re a survivor. Never forget that.”

      I’d not considered that Irina was listening or that according to the story I’d held true, I didn’t know my baby’s father. My eyes flashed to Irina’s.

      If she heard, she didn’t respond.

      “Do you have a name chosen?” she asked.

      A small seed of joy burst in my chest. “Do I get to choose her name?”

      “You’re her mother.”

      “Andros?”

      “He said it’s up to you. Her last name will also be Miller.”

      Miller.

      This innocent baby didn’t deserve the name Miller. She wasn’t one of Dr. Miller’s girls. She wasn’t an offspring resulting from being one of his girls. She was a Kelly, like her mother and her father. I decided to concentrate on the positive. “Andros said I could name her?”

      Despite my circumstances, it wasn’t difficult to see the positive.

      Two months ago, I didn’t know if I’d ever see my child, and now I was not only with her but also naming her.

      Irina smiled. “Yes, child. Give it some thought.”

      “I will.”

      The next ten days were spent in constant vigil. I slept when I could, taking small naps in my bed and longer ones in the chair at my baby’s bedside. The summer heat continued outside, yet I stayed within the confines of my suite and the nursery. While Irina and Dr. Kotov came and went as well as others of Andros’s staff, I hadn’t seen him, not until the tenth night.

      I was in the rocking chair when the door to the nursery opened. Being used to the coming and going of others, I didn’t move until I heard his voice.

      “Do you have a name for the girl?”

      Quickly, I turned and stood. During the time that had passed, I’d healed, and my daughter had grown bigger and stronger.

      There Andros stood, one hand on the doorknob with his width and height filling the doorway. The light from the hallway created a silhouette, and yet his dark stare came my way.

      “I’m sorry if you wanted a boy.” I recalled the senator’s comment about a boy.

      “It makes no difference,” he replied. “I gambled. It wasn’t a loss. You will have more.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. His statement was just that, a command. “Andros, right now, may we concentrate on her?”

      “Her name?” he asked again.

      I’d given her name days of consideration. I thought of Patrick and female derivations—Patrice, Patricia, or even Trisha. While I loved the idea, saying them made my heart ache. Each time I looked at our daughter, my heart would know she was his. It was too much and too raw to allow my lips to repeat his name.

      However, there was one recurring thought that I had when thinking about the time Patrick and I’d been together; it was our meeting. I recalled the young boy who pulled me into his safe place, his hole in the wall. I recalled the police chase and what I’d stolen—a ruby-red apple.

      When I was young, my mother had bought me an inexpensive birthstone ring. Being born in January, my birthstone was a garnet—a deep blood-red stone. Thinking of the apple, I recalled the lighter red stone that represented the month of July—ruby.

      Her first name was decided. I’d call her Ruby, for both the apple and the month of her birth.

      My job wasn’t complete. Ruby needed a middle name. I’d gotten mine from my mother, Alycia. I could give Ruby my name or her grandmother’s, but someone else came to mind, someone I wanted to believe with all my heart was a survivor like my Ruby. Maybe using her name would give my daughter the same will to survive.

      While it was true that I’d never know her fate for sure, I wanted to believe my friend Cindy was with her child and healthy. I wanted to think of her with clean clothes, skin, and hair. When I closed my eyes and thought of her, I wanted to believe that her dream came true. Maybe it could if I let her live on in my daughter.

      “Ruby Cynthia Miller,” I said.

      “Then we will have a birth certificate made.” With that Andros turned to leave.

      “Wait, don’t you want to see her?”

      He turned back. “I was there when they brought her into the world.”

      “You were?”

      Taking a deep breath, his chest expanded and contracted. “She is beautiful and resilient like her mother.”

      I reached toward him, extending my fingers. “Please.”

      Step by step, he crossed the nursery until he stood at my side, both of us peering down at the infant inside the clear bassinet.

      “For a short time,” I said, “we can open the top if you’d like to touch her.”

      Andros’s body stiffened at my side.

      I looked up, not sure what I’d see.

      His dark stare met mine. “I told you that I’m not good, nice, or any of those things you want to pretend I am.”

      “You saved Ruby and I from a life that wasn’t one. A life we probably wouldn’t have survived.”

      “I didn’t save you, Madeline. You have a purpose here. This isn’t…” He took a step back. “I don’t know what to do with an infant.”

      My head tilted. “I remember what you said on the plane. You said we’d learn together.”

      His dark gaze lingered on her and returned to me. “What do I have to do to you for you to hate me?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I want…” He stood taller. “I want you to get well and…Ruby. When Dr. Kotov clears you, we will make another child.”

      “We?” I asked, thinking of the night a week prior to Ruby’s birth.

      “Yes, my child will be a son. He won’t be denied what is his. And through it all you may hate me, but you’ll comply for her and the others.”

      He was right.

      I would.

      Standing above my sleeping daughter, I knew that I would do whatever he wanted to stay at her side.

      Andros reached for my chin and turned me to him. “Will you agree?”

      “Yes, Andros.” There were many emotions that I’d experienced since I’d been brought to Detroit. Currently, hate wasn’t one of them. With my daughter safe and cared for, the one prominent among them was gratitude. “I don’t hate you, Andros.”

      “Give me time. You will.”
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        Present day

      

      

      Sparrow called ahead for a favor in the form of a car and driver. The call wasn’t made to any Sparrow in the area. This visit was too covert for that. The man driving us was from a cartel we’d worked with in the past. In exchange for their help once before, we’d granted them limited access to Chicago in the form of selling heroin. Since the cartel was based out of Denver, the man wasn’t local. He’d also made a trip to San Clemente and had the perfect qualifications: quiet and didn’t ask questions. Once our trip was complete, this man would head back to Colorado and we to Illinois. There would be no record of our renting a car or arriving. Our flight plans were made with an alternate identity, that of a rarely used shell company.

      In and out.

      Our research showed us that the Millstones had done well for themselves, complete with a home secure within a gated community that sat upon a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Each home also contained a widow’s watch patio for sunsets.

      During our travels, we’d followed the sun. Though the flight was four and a half hours, the clock had only advanced two and a half. When we arrived in San Clemente, the time was early afternoon and as we planned, the Millstones’ maid was out of the house.

      Reid or Mason had done what they did and cleared our car for entry into the neighborhood. The man from the cartel merely waved and we were allowed entry beyond the community gates. Fourteen houses made up the neighborhood. Only four had cliffside views, one being the Millstones’ home.

      During our airplane conversations with those still in Chicago, Reid explained that he would override the Millstones’ private security system. The cameras and audio would fail to record, and if at any point an attempt to contact the authorities was made, it would be diverted and deleted.

      Sparrow and I studied the blueprint of the Millstones’ home as well as the schematic of their property. The decorative landscaping of each estate created nice obstructions to the neighbors’ views. The focus of each home, whether cliffside or not, was the blue water of the Pacific Ocean. Watching the comings and goings of the street view was the job of the security. With Reid and Mason’s assistance, that would be resolved.

      Our best access to entering their home was a side door partially hidden by shrubbery, off the garage. Once within, we could enter the residence through the garage directly into a coat room off of the kitchen. This entrance was mostly used by the maid and any other workers. It was the safest option for us to enter and exit unseen.

      Initially, our driver waited in the driveway as Sparrow and I both slipped from the car.

      This wasn’t our first clandestine job working as a team. Through the years, the four of us—Sparrow, Reid, Mason, and I—had worked together in every combination possible. We all had our talents. Those years developed a sixth sense where words were rarely necessary and trust abounded.

      Less than a minute later, the two of us were inside the garage with our hands covered by latex gloves. With a push to the interior control button, we opened the large garage door, and the driver pulled the car inside. Once it was there, we closed the garage door. It would have been more conspicuous to stay on the street or in the driveway. Few observers question a car entering someone else’s garage.

      It must be a friend or trusted employee.

      The willingness of bystanders to accept the most benign reasoning made what we did much easier. No one saw things out of the ordinary and first jumped to the conclusion of malfeasance.

      We removed the guns we were carrying from their holsters and opened the door to the house. Without manipulation, the knob turned.

      Unlocked.

      Slowly pushing the door within, we scanned the coat room. Built-in shelving, a bench, and pegs covered in jackets lined one wall. More cabinetry lined the other. Our shoes made no noise upon the tile as we quietly approached the entry of the kitchen.

      The sounds from a television wafted through the air, coming from the living area. I scanned the kitchen for any sign of trouble. Nothing was out of place. According to the blueprint, the homes in this neighborhood were all given the open feel, allowing for an ocean view from many angles. At the back stairs, Sparrow gave me a nod and step by step ascended the stairs to the second floor while I canvassed the first.

      The woman Madeline had named, Wendy Millstone, had her back toward the kitchen. Sitting upon a long white sofa, her mind was upon a television drama playing on a large screen before her. Her head shook as she mumbled to herself about the unrealistic storyline. Another step and I saw that her phone lay upon a large glass coffee table beside a fresh floral arrangement.

      To her side was a wall of glass with doors that led onto a balcony, infinity pool, and beyond to the Pacific Ocean. The woman who had orchestrated the buying, selling, and using of humans wasn’t wearing a long black dress, a pointed hat, or anything to indicate her evilness. No, she was dressed in a yellow shirt and long white shorts. Another step and I could see her completely. Her feet wore sandals with large rhinestones, her fingers glistened with various diamond rings, and upon her wrist, she twisted gold bracelets.

      As I approached, I imagined what could be done to her if we had more time. The images in my mind weren’t pretty, and I wasn’t proud that the thoughts occurred. I also wasn’t ashamed. After the role this woman had played in Madeline’s nightmare, my visions included various ways to return the favor.

      The barrel of my gun came to her neck.

      “Don’t scream,” I demanded.

      Her spine stiffened as the unmistakable putrid stench of alarm emanated from her pores, overpowering her expensive perfume. “What do you want?” She hadn’t yet turned around. Not that it would matter if she saw me. She wouldn’t be alive long enough to recount my description.

      “Wendy,” a male voice called with a shaky tenor from a large staircase to our left.

      We both turned to see Sparrow a step behind with his gun drawn upon an older man with graying hair, wearing khaki shorts, a bright orange golf shirt, and white canvas loafers. The man’s hands were lifted in the universal sign of surrender as step by step, they descended the stairs.

      “Stand up,” I said to Wendy Millstone. “Walk to the dining room.”

      Ever compliant, a few moments later, both Jerry and Wendy Millstone sat in padded large chairs at a long glass table with bowed white legs, set with colorful place mats and cloth napkins in rings. Upon the center was another fresh floral arrangement.

      Their hands were placed on the surface as they’d been instructed, staying visible to me and Sparrow. Beyond the tall windows, whitecaps topped the waves in the distance as only the television show still playing in the other room could be heard.

      As Sparrow and I moved around the couple, the Millstones’ eyes widened as they continually looked nervously from one to the other and back to us.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Jerry finally asked.

      “Dr. Miller?” I asked.

      Wendy’s eyes grew rounder as she stared at her husband. “You have the wrong people. That’s not our name. My husband, h-he’s not a doctor.”

      I stepped closer to Jerry Millstone as my volume rose. “Dr. Miller?”

      Small beads of perspiration dotted his furrowed brow as his hands twitched. “I-I used that name, but you see,” he said, “I’m not a doctor.”

      “Mrs. Miller, Wendy,” Sparrow said, “tell us about the office in Chicago, the one with the examination room, the one where you completed the intake of women and children.”

      Her head shook from side to side. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Tell me about Kristine and Roberto Ortiz from Charitable Heart Mission,” I said.

      “We have money,” Jerry said, grasping his own hands and sitting taller. “There’s a safe here in our home. Please, we have children and grandchildren. This is a misunderstanding. We’ll give you whatever you want.”

      “We want answers,” Sparrow said.

      “What about the children you sold?” I asked. “What about the babies you sold away from their mothers’?”

      “I don’t know where you got your information, but you’re wrong,” Jerry protested.

      Sparrow leaned back, casually resting his shoulders against the white trim of the archway as his gun remained in his grasp. His gaze narrowed in contemplation as he stared toward Jerry. “I remember you. You always seemed intimidated by the others, a bit like you are now.”

      Jerry’s face snapped up as he returned Sparrow’s gaze. “You’re…you’re Sparrow.” It was true that Sterling Sparrow held more physical resemblance to his father when Allister was younger than he cared to admit. Recognizing the familial traits wasn’t uncommon.

      Wendy gasped.

      “Now that we have introductions out of the way,” Sparrow said.

      Jerry lifted his hands. “Wait, I was fair with your father. If he said I wasn’t—”

      “My father never mentioned you,” Sparrow replied. “You see, you were an insignificant cog in the wheel as far as he was concerned. However, to me and my man here, we have a special interest in you. Think about it. For the first time, you’re special.”

      Wendy’s head shook. “What do you want?”

      “Do you think you can be honest with us?” Sparrow asked Mr. Millstone.

      “Yes, yes, sir.” He nodded faster with each word. “Yes, I can.”

      My lips twitched. “You’re addressing the king of Chicago’s underground. Show some respect. His name is Mr. Sparrow.”

      “Yes…I’m sorry. Mr. Sparrow,” Jerry repeated.

      “Tell us about the office,” I said, “Tell us who your buyers and sellers were. Who besides the people at Charitable Heart Mission brought you product—human product?”

      “What?” Mrs. Millstone said, aghast.

      “Come now, Wendy,” I said, placing my gloved hands, including the one with my gun, on top of the table and leaning forward. “From what we’ve been told, you were responsible for the intake and information. How much would a…say, eighteen-year-old girl go for? Who would then buy said child from you?”

      “Eighteen is an adult,” she said defensively.

      “Are you insinuating that as an adult the individuals volunteered to be sold into sexual slavery?”

      She didn’t answer, her gaze flitting between mine and her husband’s.

      “How many persons do you think you processed through your little office in the sky?” I asked.

      Sparrow stepped away from the wall. His head tilted. “Did you enjoy presenting the girls to your husband to fuck?”

      “Please,” she said.

      “Or did you present the boys too?” Sparrow turned to Jerry. “Did you check out all the merchandise, no matter the age or gender, before moving them along to the buyer?”

      Jerry Millstone’s lips came together as his jaw grew rigid. “You have—”

      The butt of Sparrow’s gun came into contact with Jerry’s temple. Bright red flowed from the wound as Wendy gasped.

      “You have ten seconds to give us the information we came for,” Sparrow said, lifting the barrel of his gun to Jerry’s other temple.
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      “You won’t get away with this,” Jerry Millstone, a.k.a. Dr. Miller said as he reached up to his wound, turning the tips of his fingers crimson. “We have home security. Our maid will be back—”

      “Not until four,” I interrupted, looking down at my watch. “What would you do to those girls, those children, in the course of the time remaining?”

      Jerry reached for one of the napkins, holding it to his forehead.

      Sparrow’s brows lifted as he turned to me. “Do you want him or her?”

      “Wait. What do you want to know?” Wendy asked.

      “Roberto and Kristine Ortiz,” I said. “I want all the information you have on their whereabouts.” We’d followed the land deed on the mission to get their complete legal names; unfortunately, Ortiz was too common and our search was too wide. We could find what we wanted, we always did. This was quicker.

      Wendy began to stand. “I have—”

      The raising of my gun stilled her movement.

      She lifted her hands. “I-I have their contact information if you’ll allow me to get it.”

      My head shook. “Are you trying to tell us that you exchange Christmas cards?”

      “We don’t send them cards,” Jerry said. “We send them money. Twenty-five thousand a year. It was an agreement we made when they closed the doors of the mission.”

      Sparrow flattened his lips as his jaw clenched. “Sounds like the gift that keeps on giving. I would assume this arrangement involves not disclosing certain incriminating information.” He looked at me. “What do you think will be made public when the Millers miss their next payment?”

      “The information they retained won’t only incriminate us,” Jerry said.

      “We’ve never missed a payment,” Wendy said.

      “You will,” I replied.

      “What?” the Millstones said in unison.

      “Madeline Alycia Tate,” Sparrow said. “Think hard. Your answer may save your life.”

      It wouldn’t, but even the slightest hope was a sufficient motivator.

      The couple shook their heads as they looked from one to the other. If this had not been real life, but perhaps a cartoon, we would see gears turning within their skulls as they searched their memories.

      “I’m sorry,” Wendy said. “There were so many.”

      Slowly, Jerry’s eyes met Sparrow’s and his neck straightened. “I know who you’re talking about. Of course you’d be interested. You needn’t worry. Most likely she’s dead or was sold out of the country.” His head shook. “It’s the same as dead. Those purchases don’t return.”

      The barrel of my gun rose to point at Wendy. “Think harder,” I said.

      His head shook. “Listen, I have what I know about her early history, who took her, and who finally purchased her. However, that was a while ago. As I said, she could be dead or sold again.” He shrugged. “I don’t follow every purchase.”

      He was talking about Madeline such as one would track an item on eBay, and with each one of his sentences, my finger itched to pull the trigger.

      Jerry went on talking to Sparrow, “You want to ensure that she’s dead. I get that. If you’ll allow me to look, I can give you what we have. The paperwork is in my office.”

      I forced my finger to remain away from the trigger. As much as I wanted to see his brain matter splattered over the windows, if he actually retained the documentation, it could prove helpful for retaliation against others who did Madeline wrong. My gaze went to Sparrow.

      “Both of you,” Sparrow said to the Millstones, “stand up. We’re all going to find this paperwork.”

      They both stood. Jerry reached for the table unsteadily as he pressed the napkin to his temple.

      “Are you all right?” Wendy asked as she reached out to her husband.

      He was better than he would be.

      A prod with the barrel of my gun refocused her attention.

      With Sparrow behind Jerry and me behind Wendy, the four of us walked through the living room to a large office. Located in the front corner of the house, the room was filled with sunlight streaming through two walls of glass overlooking the ocean. I took a step near the window and looked down. From this location, there was no balcony. The house appeared to hang over the rocky cliff. “That has to be a forty-foot drop.”

      “It’s in here,” Jerry said, pointing to a picture. “I’ll show you.”

      Sparrow nodded.

      Jerry swung the picture upon a hinge, revealing the door of a safe. As Jerry began entering a code, my phone buzzed. With one hand, I reached into my pocket and pulled the phone free. When I swiped the screen, Reid’s message appeared.

      

      DISTRESS SIGNAL ACTIVATED. BLOCKED. NEVER SENT AND NOW DELETED.

      

      Sparrow’s eyes met mine. I didn’t need to say what I’d learned. With a simple nod, he knew.

      The door to the hidden safe opened. Within were multiple stacks of old journals as well as a clear box containing various types of electronic storage.

      “It’s somewhere in here,” he said.

      “Your signal has been deactivated,” I said, lifting my gun, ready to relieve the persistent itch.

      I pulled the trigger.

      “No,” Wendy screamed, her hands flying to her lips.

      With a high-pitch whistle and muffled bang, the 9mm bullet entered the front of Jerry’s skull. For only a millisecond, the realization registered as his eyes opened wide. Blood splattered over the windows and wall. His limbs twitched milliseconds before his body lost rigidity and crumpled to the floor.

      “Oh no,” she screamed.

      “Mrs. Millstone,” Sparrow said, “come with us.”

      Her eyes didn’t move from her husband’s dead body or the pool of red forming around his head.

      I tugged on her arm. “He’s not going anywhere.”

      Walking back to the living room, Sparrow opened the glass door. Unlike in the office, here it was the balcony that jutted over the cliff. A gust of warm breeze billowed our hair and clothes as the three of us stepped onto the stone balcony. Our ears filled with the roar of the surf as sunlight streamed down from overhead. Though the temperature was only in the sixties, with the low Southern California humidity, the air felt warmer. We continued walking to the edge.

      The perimeter of the balcony was surrounded by an all-clear railing. The design allowed for ocean viewing at every height. I stepped to the railing and peered over. The cliff upon which the house stood was irregular with rocks jutting in all directions. Far below at the ocean’s surface, waves crashed over other large rocks, the seawater spraying ten or more feet into the air. Given different circumstances, the beach could have been used in a scene from a teenage beach movie filmed in the 1960s.

      Turning back to Wendy, I asked, “Do your grandchildren enjoy this view?”

      “Please. We do have money. You can have it all,” she said.

      I turned the gun I’d been holding around, so that the handle faced her. To date, I hadn’t touched the handle without gloves. “Grab my gun, Wendy.”

      “What? No.”

      “We know where your children and grandchildren live,” Sparrow said. “The choice is yours.”

      Tentatively, she reached out. The 9mm pistol she was about to touch was not registered to me or anyone. It was part of a shipment of stolen guns we’d acquired. Its last known sale’s origin was in Mississippi.

      Hopefully the owner had reported it stolen. If not, he or she would be contacted soon.

      “Hold the handle as if you were going to shoot,” I instructed, knowing that when I’d loaded the magazine, I’d purposely only added two bullets. One was expelled in Millstone’s office. Wendy was about to shoot the second.

      With now-trembling fingers, Wendy did as I instructed, her hand grasping the handle.

      I stood behind her and lifted her arm toward the sea. “Pull the trigger, Mrs. Millstone.”

      Her head shook from side to side. “Please don’t do this.”

      Sparrow lifted his gun to her temple. “Pull the trigger or I will.”

      Her body lurched back with the recoil as she compressed the trigger, firing the second bullet out to sea. Without releasing the handle, she turned back to me with the gun pointed directly at my chest.

      “I’ll shoot you,” she said. She tilted her head toward Sparrow. “I’ll do it before he can kill me.”

      Calmly, I reached for the barrel. “Too late. You’re out of bullets.”

      Her finger again pulled the trigger.

      Click.

      Again.

      Click.

      The gun fell to the stone-tile floor of the balcony as she dropped to her knees. “Why?”

      “You’re going to jump to your death,” Sparrow said. “It’s a sad case of murder-suicide. You were distraught over the knowledge of what you’d done.”

      She looked up, her eyes red and mascara smeared. “They were nothing. Those people…” She said the word as if they weren’t people but product. “…they had nothing. We gave them purpose—”

      In one swift kick, my shoe connected with her chin. Releasing a groan, she fell back. The barrel of Sparrow’s gun was still pointed at her.

      “You sold them into prostitution after your husband and whoever else you called gave them a taste of their future. If you were younger, I’d do the same to you,” I said. “How would you like to be raped over and over?”

      “She is too old,” Sparrow said with a casual tone. “But her daughter could still get a fair price.”

      “What? No.” Wendy said as she scrambled to stand. The side of her face was beginning to discolor and swell. “I’ll do whatever you say.”

      “How old are her grandchildren?” I asked.

      “Her daughter’s girl is ten. The boy eight,” Sparrow said. “Oh, and her son has a twelve-year-old boy.”

      “Stop,” she screamed. “I’ll do it.” She turned to the rail. “Please tell me my grandchildren are safe.”

      “Jump, Mrs. Miller,” I demanded.

      Her body trembled as she lifted one leg and then the other until she was perched with her legs dangling over and her hands gripping the rail. The sea breeze blew her light blonde hair away from her bruising face. “Please,” she begged, looking over her shoulder at us. “Tell me they’re safe.”

      I stepped forward and pressed my hand in the small of her back. “Madeline Tate was and is my wife. She and my child were sold by you,” I growled in her ear. “Your grandchildren will be—”

      I shoved her from the railing without completing the sentence.

      Sparrow and I both leaned forward until…

      Simultaneously, we both straightened our necks.

      “I didn’t expect her to bounce,” Sparrow said.

      “Hmm,” I replied. “Let’s get those journals and get out of here.”

      Twenty-five minutes later, we were both back in our plane, and our driver was on his way back to Colorado. Upon the table before us were the Millstones’ journals. Before leaving the house, we’d placed enough evidence into the safe to send the authorities to the presumption that guilt had finally gotten the best of Wendy Millstone, and closed the safe.

      “What do you think we’ll find?” I asked.

      “Only one way to find out,” Sparrow replied.

      “I have a wish list that includes Roberto and Kristine Ortiz’s address.” I looked up until my gaze met Sparrow’s. “If it’s here, I have an idea.”
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      A second knock upon the apartment door drew me closer. I recalled what Patrick had said the day before; there weren’t many options for visitors. Nevertheless, years of living in the Ivanov bratva made me leery. There were few people who were supposed to have access to the apartment I later moved into after the suite near the nursery and a brief time in Andros’s personal suite. Of course, that didn’t mean that others didn’t find their way to me.

      Bracing myself for whoever was on the other side of the door, I reached for the handle and turned, pulling it inward.

      The smiling face and blue eyes beneath a crown of chestnut-brown hair met my gaze. In her hand was a tray with covered dishes. “Hi,” Laurel said, “Ruby said you weren’t eating dinner and well, just between you and me, that doesn’t work with Lorna. She looks all petite and sweet and stuff, but that red hair is there for a reason.”

      A grin came to my lips. “I didn’t mean to offend her.”

      Laurel tipped her head toward the doorway. “Do you mind if I bring this in?”

      “Oh.” I took a step back and opened the door wider. “Please, come on in.”

      Dressed in similar casual attire as I—jeans and a sweater—and about my height, Laurel Pierce entered with the tray in hand. As she placed it on the breakfast bar in the kitchen, she looked around. “You know, I haven’t been in Patrick’s place before.”

      “You haven’t?”

      Laurel shrugged. “All of our apartments have the same floor plan. Yet when you’re inside, it’s funny how different they all are.”

      “I’ve only seen this one.” I looked around the kitchen, dining area, and living room. Even though he’d told me that Lorna helped him decorate, the masculine colors and minimalist style worked for him. “It seems like Patrick.”

      Laurel nodded. “It does.” Her gaze met mine. “Hey, you didn’t really offend Lorna. I’m just letting you know that she’s all about taking care of everyone. It’s her self-appointed role.”

      “That’s what Patrick said.”

      “So I hope you will reconsider eating.”

      There were two covered dishes upon the tray. “Is one for Patrick?”

      “No.” She waved her hand dismissively. “The men always figure out a way to eat. Heck, they might have dinner on the plane. The second dish is because I was hoping I could invite myself to eat with you.”

      Plane?

      Where had they gone?

      Her comment earlier came to mind, pushing away my questions. Shaking my head, I pointed to the stools at the breakfast bar. “I’m sorry, Laurel, I’m not thinking exactly straight. Yes, please, have a seat.”

      After we had our plates and place settings in front of us and I’d found two bottles of water in the refrigerator, we lifted the covers over each plate. As the delicious aroma wafted into the air and registered, my stomach gurgled. Before each of us there appeared to be vegetable lasagna, salad with vinaigrette dressing, and a slice of garlic bread.

      “I hadn’t realized I was hungry,” I said with a grin. “Ruby is eating upstairs, right?”

      “Yes. She offered to bring you a plate, but I told her I wanted to do it.”

      Why was she being nice?

      “Is Mason…” I was beginning to pair the ladies with the men. “…still gone with Patrick and Mr. Sparrow?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “He didn’t go with them. He’s upstairs with the others.”

      “He didn’t? I don’t really know what they do, but wouldn’t it be safer with Mason along?”

      Laurel grinned. “I’m going to say yes because Mason is...well…Mason, but if Sterling and Patrick think they could do whatever they’re doing alone, I wouldn’t doubt them.”

      Andros rarely traveled alone and usually with at least one or two of his most trusted men.

      “We often have dinner alone in our apartment,” Laurel went on, “but with Ruby here, I think everyone is trying their best to make her feel welcome.”

      I let out a sigh. “Thank you. Is that why you’re here?”

      “First, don’t thank any of us. You have no idea what a jolt Ruby has been to our status quo.” Laurel waved. “A good jolt. I have a niece I see only occasionally, and I’d forgotten how fun it is to have someone younger around. I’m sure you agree.”

      I nodded as I swallowed a bite of the salad.

      “And as for welcoming, maybe,” she said with a wink. “Before you and Ruby, I was the latest addition to this place. It wasn’t that long ago. I know that they…” She tilted her chin to the floor above. “…can be a bit overwhelming.”

      “I really can’t believe we’re here.” Another gaze around the apartment revealed that beyond the tall windows, night had fallen. It was my second night here and Ruby’s third. “Or that here exists.”

      “It does and it doesn’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Araneae jokes that the top floors of this building are invisible to the rest of the world. At first I laughed, but the longer I’ve been here, the more I think she’s on to something.”

      My nose scrunched. “That’s not really possible.”

      “Oh, I know. I know the science behind the properties of matter and know true invisibility isn’t possible. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen. Mason explained it as people seeing what they want to see. I’ve come to believe that the world can see the top of this building. What they can’t see is what we see when we look at it.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following,” I admitted.

      “The invisibility comes in the way it fits into the skyline. This building looks like other buildings. The only way to pick it out is to compare heights. But when I see the building from a distance, I don’t just see another building. I see my home, a place I never imagined living or wanting to be but where I feel the absolute safest and most loved. I don’t mean only by Mason. I mean by my sister- and brother-in-law and the Sparrows and even Patrick.”

      “Wait,” I said, deciphering her statement by the process of elimination. “Are you saying Reid and Lorna are your brother- and sister-in-law?”

      “Would you believe Reid and Mason are siblings?”

      Well, Reid was black and Mason—didn’t seem to be, but under all those tattoos, anything was possible.

      “Um,” I shrugged. “I’m shocked.”

      Laurel laughed. “I’m teasing you. Lorna and Mason are siblings. That’s how Lorna has been around these men for so long. Mason brought her here a long time ago when things were dangerous. Even though he brought her here, you could say that her staying had more to do with Reid. I can’t imagine putting up with all four of them without another female around. No wonder she’s tough as nails and sweet at the same time.”

      “So I shouldn’t be worried about upsetting her?”

      “No, we’re all pretty easygoing, but she will hound you about eating.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for the warning.”

      After another bite of her dinner, Laurel asked, “Do you know much about us? About me?”

      “I’m trying to learn and keep things straight, but there’s a lot happening,” I admitted as I tried to recall what I’d been told. “Patrick said you’re very smart.”

      “That’s subjective. Everyone has their strengths. Mine is science.”

      My eyes opened wider. “I don’t know much about that. I was drawn to history when I was younger.”

      “That’s what makes this place so welcoming and eclectic. We all have our own interests and at the same time are interested in one another.”

      I sat taller as I looked down at my plate. I wasn’t good at this, being friends with women. The only real relationship I could recall was with Cindy and that didn’t last long. The one-on-one conversation made me nervous. I didn’t know what to say or do. I definitely wasn’t a science prodigy, and my story wasn’t pretty.

      Laurel reached out, placing her hand near my plate. Her wedding ring glistened under the overhead lights. I pulled my hands to my lap. Not only didn’t I have a good story, I’d been married for seventeen years without a ring.

      “Madeline, you can trust me.”

      Trust.

      Under my lashes, my gaze met hers.

      “I know about you and Sterling.”

      I didn’t respond.

      “The men all know as well,” she said. “Right now, Lorna and Araneae are the only ones in the dark, but God help us if that lasts too long.”

      I swallowed the lump growing in my throat. “I-I didn’t even know, not until two nights ago, and I don’t think it’s my place to share.”

      “I agree,” she said. “I promised Reid I’d stay quiet and since then, I’ve also promised Mason. I guess, I wanted you to know that it wasn’t only the men who knew.”

      “I have no idea what it even means. I believe others wanted to use it against Mr. Sparrow.” My head shook as I let out a long breath and looked at Laurel. “Have you ever been so overwhelmed with everything that it’s hard to prioritize what you should even be thinking about?”

      “I have.”

      “It’s like my whole life has led to this…” I gestured around the apartment. “…to being with Patrick. I gave up on that dream a long time ago. Ruby has been my whole life, but she’s getting older. I imagined disappearing once she was grown and safe, but now I’m afraid we’ll never be safe.”

      “That’s what I was saying about here,” Laurel said. “Without getting into a lot of it, I did and am doing some research that a certain entity doesn’t want done. I could live every day in fear or I could believe Mason, Araneae, and the others that by being here, I’m under this invisible Sparrow umbrella that keeps me and the ones I love safe.”

      “That’s good for here, but what about Ruby?” I asked. “She wants and deserves a life with the freedom to be outside of this building.”

      “My answer would be to trust our men. It’s the one lesson Lorna has taught us all, Araneae, me, and now you. She says the men will disappear. We will be placed on lockdown, and they will fight their battles. When it’s over and clear, we’ll be able to come and go, with protection. It’s a weird thing, but I think Araneae explained it best. She said it took her time, but finally she realized that defying the men’s wishes not only put her in danger, but it also put them in danger because there is no limit to what they will do to protect us. Once I understood her wisdom, I knew that I’d comply if for no other reason than to keep Mason safe.”

      I took a deep breath and leaned back against the stool’s back. “I don’t want Patrick doing anything for me that would put him in danger.” It was a simple statement but not one I could apply to my life with Andros. For some reason, I never felt Andros would risk himself for me or anyone else. With him, my sense of compliance was self-benefiting. I complied to avoid Andros’s wrath, not because I cared about him.

      “As for our secret,” Laurel said, “I hope Sterling decides to share soon.”

      “And what difference will it make?”

      “Maybe none. Maybe everything. All of us here are a family regardless of the blood in our veins. I just know that when Araneae learns Ruby is her niece…” Laurel’s smile grew as her blue eyes glistened. “…she is going to be beyond happy.”

      “Ruby has no idea,” I said. “I mean she just learned who her father is.”

      “I understand.”

      “I’m not confident that Mr. Sparrow has come to terms with the revelation.”

      “Give him time,” Laurel said. “He’s the toughest nut around here to crack, but his shell isn’t as hard as he lets on. Take him and Mason. From what I’ve been told, when they first met they hated one another.”

      “Really?”

      “That’s what they say. And look at them now. All of these men would lay down their own life for one of the others. It’s a strange dynamic. They all have their own leadership qualities and abilities, yet they’re confident enough in themselves and their role in this hierarchy to support Sterling at the top. He’s tougher to crack because he assumes responsibility for everyone who matters. He just found out that you and Ruby matter, not only to Patrick, but he has to come to terms with the fact that you matter to him.”

      “I’m not sure we—”

      “You do,” Laurel interrupted.

      Both of our plates were empty as were our bottles of water. “There’s coffee,” I offered. “Patrick said we need to shop so we have food.”

      “He said that?” She giggled. “He means you need to give Lorna a list.”

      “I hate to be a burden.”

      “Self-appointed, remember? It’s what we all are. You’ll figure out your spot in that.”

      I wasn’t certain there was a spot for me. What had I ever done to contribute to…well, anything other than what I was told to do and Ruby? “Would you like a cup? Maybe you could tell me about your research.”

      Laurel nodded

      A few minutes later we were seated out on the sofa. Beyond the windows, fluffy large snowflakes were falling, glistening in the darkness.

      “The goal of my research is to repress traumatic memories while allowing people to function in their everyday lives.”

      Wow. That wasn’t what I was expecting. “And you’re doing that, working on it…where?”

      “Araneae began the Sparrow Institute a few years ago. It’s just getting up and running, but she has done a great job of delegating to very qualified people. The main vision of the institute is to help victims of trafficking and exploitation.”

      I nearly spit my coffee out as I gasped. “What?”

      “It’s not something the men talk about, but in a nutshell, years ago, this city was run by two factions, the Sparrows and the McFaddens…”

      With trembling hands, I placed my cup of coffee on the table.

      Laurel was still speaking though her voice sounded farther and farther away.

      “…before Sterling, the Sparrow side was overseen by his father. Both sides were prominent in the trafficking element in Chicago…” Laurel reached out to my knee. “Madeline, are you all right?”

      The meal I’d just consumed churned in my gut as my circulation rushed to my feet. Within the fog that was settling, the door to the apartment opened.

      I peered up to the handsome man in the doorway. His presence gave me focus. His suit accentuated his broad shoulders and trim waist. His tie was loosened enough to show off the cords in his thick neck, and his blue eyes were zeroed in on me.

      “Madeline. Laurel.” He came my way and lowered himself to eye level. “You’re pale. Are you all right?”
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      Madeline trembled beneath my touch.

      “What happened?” I asked either of the ladies.

      When Madeline didn’t answer, I turned to Laurel.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “We were just talking about my research and the institute.”

      Fuck.

      “The institute?”

      I hadn’t had the chance to mention to Madeline about the Sparrow connection or Araneae’s plight to right the wrongs of the past generation.

      Taking Madeline’s hands in mine, I squeezed. “How about we continue this conversation later?”

      Madeline nodded as moisture glistened in her green eyes.

      I stood back up as did Laurel. It was then that I noticed the tray with two covered plates on the breakfast bar in the kitchen. Meeting her gaze, I smiled. “Thank you for bringing dinner.”

      “Sorry,” she said with a grin, stepping past me and picking up the tray. “This was for Madeline and me. I can say something to Lorna if you’re hungry.”

      “I’m good. Sparrow and I ate on the plane.”

      “Okay, I’ll let Lorna know that unless…maybe you called ahead and told her?” Her eyebrows arched.

      “You know us, Laurel.”

      “So you didn’t think to mention it.”

      “Right. Please tell Lorna we’re sorry.”

      Laurel placed the coffee mug on the counter and lifted the tray. “Don’t worry, Patrick. Lorna knows you are.”

      I opened the apartment door and walked Laurel to the elevator. Once we were out of earshot of Madeline, I asked, “What happened?”

      Her expression grew sullen. “I don’t know. We were talking and eating and then she offered me coffee and asked about my research. I wanted to give her some perspective and started talking about the institute and why Araneae started it. All of a sudden…” The elevator opened and Laurel stepped in. “…she became very pale. I think mostly she’s overwhelmed. I get it.” She kept the door open with her foot. “This place is a lot. I had hoped my visit would help.”

      “I’m sure it did.”

      Laurel smiled as the doors closed. When I turned around, Madeline was standing in the doorway to our apartment. Her dark hair was tethered at the nape of her neck in a messy bun and her sexy body was covered with jeans and a soft sweater. In three long strides I was in front of her, close enough to feel her warmth and inhale her sweet scent.

      “I’m not usually this fragile,” she said, looking up at me.

      Instinctively, I reached out, my hands moving under her sweater and my fingers splaying upon her supple skin of her lower back. Pulled against me, her neck craned upward and her breasts came to my chest. “I know you’re not fragile. You’re the exact opposite, Maddie girl. You have survived what others haven’t. You’re not fragile. What you are to me is precious. I want to wrap you in Bubble Wrap, protect and shield you from every horror, not because I’m afraid you’ll break, but because I fucking love you. I know you’re irreplaceable because for seventeen years I never once tried. There was no use.” I leaned down until our lips touched.

      The kiss soft and sweet, my eyes closed as her arms came around my torso beneath my jacket.

      Abruptly, Madeline stepped back. “You’re wearing a gun.” Her hand came to my chest. “Is that a vest?”

      “Yes, it’s a Kevlar vest, but the holster is empty. All my guns are on 2.”

      “Two?”

      “The floor below. I’ve never had a child, even a teenager around. I thought it made sense to not have the guns in the apartment.”

      Madeline let out a long breath. Reaching for my hand, she tugged me through the door. Once it was closed, she picked up the mug on the table and began to carry it into the kitchen. I was a step behind her. After placing both mugs in the sink, she turned. The moisture that had been teetering on her lids was now streaming down her face.

      “Maddie, talk to me.”

      “And say what?”

      “I don’t know. That’s up to you.”

      “Mrs. Sparrow has an institute to help victims of trafficking.”

      I scoffed. “I know you mean Araneae because, believe me, Mrs. Sparrow—Sparrow’s mother—would never do anything as altruistic.”

      “His mother is still alive?” she asked.

      “Unfortunately.”

      Madeline wiped her cheeks as her eyes grew wide. “Patrick Kelly, I’ve never heard you say anything bad about another person. She’s your friend’s mother.”

      “Don’t worry, Sparrow would say the same thing.”

      “His mother must be a real winner.” Madeline shook her head. “My mom was a lot of things, things I’m just learning—such as a mistress—but I never remember thinking that she wasn’t kind.”

      I took a deep breath. “I won’t sing the praises of Allister and Genevieve Sparrow—with two exceptions. Their son is a good man and Allister’s daughter is the love of my life.”

      Maddie sighed and gave me a sad smile. “Laurel said Allister was involved in trafficking, similar to the senator?”

      “Yes, that’s why Sparrow asked if it was his father who was…involved with your history.”

      “Who sold me, Patrick. I’m being honest with you. Believe it or not, I hate telling you what happened almost as much as I hated it happening. However, I’m done living a shell of a life. I’ve done terrible things to survive.”

      “You didn’t do them willingly, I suppose.”

      “Does that really matter? I did them, and I need you to face that fact too if we have any hope of moving beyond.”

      Again my hands found the way to the small of her back, pulling her warm, sexy body against mine. “I’m facing it. I hate what you’ve been through—not you. I’m so fucking disgusted with myself for not protecting you back then, for not finding you, for failing you.” With each phrase, I pulled her closer and closer until our bodies were flush.

      “It wasn’t your fault. I never blamed you.”

      “I’m fucking blaming myself enough for both of us.” I took a step back. “Madeline Kelly, I failed you. You were in the city, and I joined the military and left. I won’t fail you again. I will be beside you every damn day to remind you that I love you, that I never stopped loving you, and that you are the strongest, most determined, and most beautiful woman in the world. From the time I pulled you into that damn hole in the wall, you’re the best fucking thing to ever happen to me.”

      “Patrick, I don’t know if I can tell you everything. I’m ashamed.”

      “Look at me,” I said. “You know enough about the bratva to have an idea of what I do for Sparrow. I’m not a good man.”

      “You are.”

      My head shook. “I have done bad things. Does that make you hate me, knowing I’ve stolen, cheated, and killed? Or that I’ll do it again if called upon?”

      Madeline inhaled. “I’ve never killed, mostly because I didn’t have the chance.”

      A smile curled my lips. “We were meant for one another the day we met and, Maddie girl, we still are.”

      “But you don’t know—”

      I brought my finger to her lips. “You were upset about the institute. We don’t need to dredge up any other memories.”

      “I was surprised about Allister and about Araneae. She’s a good person, not me.”

      “She is, and I care for her and think she’s the best fucking thing to happen to Sparrow. I love you and believe you’re the best thing to happen to me. It’s not a competition.”

      Madeline’s forehead fell to my chest, reminding me of the vest below. I lifted her chin and brushed my lips over hers. “I’m going to get out of this vest.”
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      Hand in hand, we walked back to the bedroom, letting go as we entered. As I opened the walk-in closet, I stopped. Most racks held my suits and shirts. I had a few casual clothes but not many. What were glaringly missing from the closet were Madeline’s clothes.

      “We need to get you clothes.” I spun back, seeing Madeline standing near the tall windows. “Or not.”

      “What?” she asked, looking my way.

      Tossing my suit coat on the floor of the closet, I tugged my tie free and then began with the buttons of my shirt. Madeline came closer as I peeled the shirt from my arms. She laid her hand over the Kevlar vest and looked up.

      “Patrick, where were you?”

      “There are some things I can’t say.”

      “Or won’t?”

      I nodded.

      Her green gaze stayed fixed on mine. “But wherever you were, it was dangerous?”

      “Not for me.”

      “For Mr. Sparrow?”

      I shook my head. “No, we just took preventive measures.”

      Madeline lifted my shirt from the floor and held it up, inspecting it. “What if you were shot? What if there was a hole in this?” She hugged the material to her chest. “Please don’t tell me this was about me.”

      Pulling on the Velcro straps, I loosened the vest and removed it. Hanging it on a wood hanger, I turned. “Maddie, you will be safe and so will Ruby. I…we will make sure of that. Today was about that but also about what Laurel was saying. Today we learned the identity of Dr. Miller.”

      Madeline gasped as she stepped backward, her knees giving out as she backed into the bed. Lowering herself, she sat on the edge. “No.”

      “Dr. Miller didn’t hurt only you. He and his wife were responsible for a large intake of trafficking victims.”

      “Wendy?”

      “Yes.”

      Her head shook.

      I went closer and sat beside her. “Dr. Miller…” I chose not to use his real name. “…had incriminating evidence against a lot of people, people who would like to see him removed as a possible threat.”

      “Is that what you did, remove him?”

      My nostrils flared as I exhaled. “We also found journals. Wendy kept better records than we anticipated. We have a lot of new information to decipher. Hopefully we can find names. If we do, Reid will run the data through the national registries and try to find other survivors, perhaps changing their last names to Miller.”

      “Cindy.” Her eyes widened. “I don’t know her last name, but her first name was Cindy. She was taken to the cell house before me. Her baby was due probably in May or June of that year.”

      She was asking for a needle in a haystack.

      “I can’t make any promises,” I said honestly.

      Madeline reached up, draping her hands over my shoulders. “Is Dr. Miller dead?” Her green orbs stared into mine.

      “Yes, and also his wife.”

      Her eyelids fluttered as she exhaled. “Good.”

      “You’re not upset?”

      “I never wanted revenge, but having you care enough to want it makes me feel…I’m not sure what the emotion is.”

      Reaching for the hem of her sweater, I lifted it until her arms rose, allowing me to pull it free. “The word is loved. You’re loved. Maddie. I love you.”

      Her fingers splayed over my bare chest. “I love you too, and I don’t want to lose you, not again.”

      A flip of my fingers and her bra was unfastened. Next, I unbuttoned the top button of her blue jeans and lowered the zipper. Tugging them over her sock-covered feet, I pulled them off. Standing, I took her in. With only her panties in place, my wife was stunningly sensual and despite the life she’d been forced to lead, the look in her eyes was energy to my dick.

      Wonder.

      Trust.

      Lust.

      I pulled my belt from its loops and kicked off my shoes.

      “No is always an option,” I said, “but if I don’t take my wife soon, I may explode.”

      Maddie smiled as she tilted her head toward the bedroom door. “Shut the door, Mr. Kelly. You have a daughter who may decide to pay us a visit.”

      Fuck.

      It wasn’t that I’d forgotten we had a daughter. It was that her mother had my full attention.

      Walking to the bedroom door and holding the doorjamb, I leaned my head into the hallway and listened. The rest of the apartment was quiet. Turning, I closed the door and secured the lock within the knob. With her gaze on me, Madeline reached for the waistband of her panties and pulled them down.

      With each inch they were lowered, my pulse kicked up a notch until my circulation pounded in my ears with most of the blood engorging my now-fully-erect penis. Unbuttoning my trousers, I lowered the zipper and stepped out of them. Next, my boxer briefs joined the growing pile of clothes. Fisting my cock, I moved my hand over the tightening skin as I came to the bed. “Lie back, Mrs. Kelly.”

      Though her gaze never left mine, Madeline did as I instructed.

      “That’s it. Now, show me what you like.”

      Her brow furrowed. “What I like?”

      “Touch yourself. Show me what makes you wet.”

      “Shit, Patrick, you do. Having you here and your sexy blue eyes on me, your wide chest, and shit, the sight of your cock. I want you.”

      My hand moved rhythmically up and down. “I want you, too, so fucking much my balls ache. Show me.”

      Her tits moved up and down as she laid her head upon one of the pillows, lifted her knees and scooted her feet, and with one hand, she reached down.

      “Close your eyes,” I said. “Show me how wet you are.”

      Her head shook once as her eyes stayed wide. Yet her hand obeyed, opening herself. Maddie’s back arched as she teased her own pussy with one and then two fingers.

      Fuck, I was about to blow.

      My hand moved faster.

      When she lifted her glistening fingers, I knelt upon the mattress. “Give them to me.”

      Opening my lips, she placed her fingers inside. I closed my lips, sucking her sweet essence as memories of the nights in the hotel came back. My tongue ran around and around her fingers as her body squirmed and moans filled the room.

      Releasing her hand, I lowered my lips to her taut nipples. Again, I circled and circled with my tongue as my hand found its way to her core. Two fingers and then three. She wasn’t just wet. My Maddie girl was soaked. In and out, I teased and then my thumb found her engorged clit.

      “Patrick,” she called out.

      “I fucking love hearing my name. Now tell me who you are.”

      “I-I’m Madeline Kelly.”

      With that, I reached for her knees and spread her wide as my mouth found her wet pussy. My tongue lapped and teeth nipped. Over and over, I brought her to the brink until my patience was gone.

      Lifting myself over her, I poised my cock at her entrance. “I love you.”

      “Oh.”

      In one long thrust we were joined. “You feel so fucking good.”

      Her hands again came to my neck. “Don’t stop, Patrick, please never stop.”

      “I never did. You’re mine, Maddie girl. You always were.”

      Faster and faster, we moved. Her walls tightened and quivered as I found my rhythm. In and out, thrust after thrust. Pulling her hips to mine, I rolled until, still connected, Madeline was above me, her dark hair loosened from its tether and messed. Her tits were splotchy and reddened from the abrasion of my day’s beard growth. She was spectacular.

      A smile came to my lips. “Fuck me, Maddie.”

      Her lips curled upward as her petite hands came to my shoulders. Never once did her green gaze leave mine as she lifted and lowered herself, not until her back arched, her lips drew up into a tight “o” and her body tightened.

      Reaching for her hips, I lifted her sexy body and lowered her over and over, faster and faster, until the room filled with my satisfied roar. Holding her tightly to me, I filled her with my seed.

      I hadn’t considered birth control and at the moment didn’t care.

      Madeline’s body collapsed upon mine. Perspiration sealed our connection as she lay upon my chest. My fingers stroked her long hair until our breathing slowed to a normal rate. Finally, Madeline lifted her head. “It feels right to be with you, so right.”

      “That’s because you’re where you belong.”

      She laid her head back on my shoulder. “Patrick.”

      “What?”

      “Please don’t ask me to close my eyes.”

      I started to ask why. The word was on the tip of my tongue. Instead, I wrapped my arms around her and cocooned her close. “Never again. I want you to see me, know you’re with me. Besides, your green stare is like fucking Viagra.”

      Maddie giggled, her body vibrating on top of mine. “I don’t think you need Viagra.”

      Turning us on our side, I lifted her chin. “Not as long as I have you.”

      We were almost asleep when a vibration sound echoed from the closet.

      Shit.

      It was my phone.

      Freeing my arm from under Madeline’s head, I made it to the closet and pried my phone from my suit coat before the vibration ended. On the screen was REID.
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      My heart ached as I pulled my clothes from my closet racks and laid them upon the bed in the only room I’d known as mine in Andros’s compound. Trip after trip from the closet to the bed revealed how many outfits I had accumulated in a little over a year. The drawers were filled with velvet boxes of jewelry, my rewards for good behavior.

      The styles of the dresses varied from casual to elegant. The long gowns twisted my stomach while making my skin feel tight.

      I hated that they existed and that I wore them, obeying each directive.

      While I’d left the compound on numerous occasions over the year as Andros’s companion, most of the attire was purchased for within.

      At nearly thirty years of age, Andros Ivanov had come into power through dubious means. He lived life hard. Whether it was killing and stealing or partying, he pushed not only his own limits but those of everyone around him.

      While I’d not seen Andros partake of illicit drugs and he usually kept his alcohol consumption in check, he found great pleasure in bringing others to ecstasy. The men who worked for him at the top of his hierarchy were rewarded with spoils from their bounties.

      As Andros’s companion it fell upon me to prepare the women they acquired.

      While Ruby slept or played with Irina, I would go to the other side of the compound when summoned. The thought turned my stomach and yet I obeyed.

      Memories of the first time came to mind.

      “Where are we going?” I asked Andros as he escorted me across the courtyard and down long corridors.

      “I have a job for you.” His dark eyes narrowed. “One you’re uniquely qualified to do.”

      I tried to keep up as the heels he’d instructed me to wear clipped along the tile, my steps constrained by the narrow skirt on the long blue gown. “Why am I dressed up?”

      It wasn’t only my clothes that he’d directed. My hair, which was much healthier than it had been upon my arrival nearly seven months ago, was styled high upon my head and in my ears and around my neck were diamonds and sapphires to match the blue dress.

      “Tonight we are celebrating. My men took over an organization north of here.”

      “And you want me there?” I asked with trepidation. Since Ruby’s birth, the subject of my producing Andros’s heir hadn’t been revisited. While he’d come to me a few times for sex, he’d also not brought anyone else.

      I didn’t hate sex with him.

      I didn’t love it either.

      He was experienced and not selfish in his sexual endeavors as most of the customers had been at the cell house.

      Given the choice, I preferred being with him over the time he gave me to the other man before Ruby’s birth. I now knew the man’s name. It was Adrik, one of Andros’s closest advisers.

      As we continued walking, I suddenly worried that tonight would be like that night a week before her birth. My fears weren’t innocent enough to imagine one of his men. My neck stiffened as I imagined many.

      Would he do that to me?

      I had no doubt that he would.

      “Andros, what is my job and what are my qualifications?”

      He reached for my forearm, wrapping his fingers tightly around it and pulling me to a stop. “My men acquired what had been the other organization’s spoils.”

      “Money, guns, drugs?”

      “And women.”

      My stomach fell as I tried to comprehend. “Women? You took women?”

      “Not me personally, my dear. Now they are here for the pleasure of my men.”

      I shook my head. “No. That’s not right.”

      Andros’s smile grew as his gaze darkened. “What was your limit, Madeline? Is this it? Do you no longer want to be with Ruby? Irina is very attentive. My men, they sometimes get carried away when they fuck. And taking turns isn’t their forte. The choice is yours, my dear. You will go to these women and calm them, clean them, dress them, and bring them to us, or you will take their place.”

      My pulse raced as I fought to breathe. “Andros, I can’t do this. It’s like Miss Warner.”

      “Was Miss Warner doing her job to save her child?”

      “I don’t know why she…” I had never given her motivation thought. “What will happen to them after…?”

      “You will not see them again.”

      “You will kill them?” I asked, aghast.

      “Not I. And that isn’t your concern. The clothes are in the attached dressing room. Tonight there are only three.”

      “How many men…?”

      “Fifteen.”

      I wrapped my arms around my midsection, trying to quell the bubbling nausea. “Please, Andros. I can’t leave Ruby, but even you know this is wrong.”

      “My men deserve to be rewarded. They could have fucked them when they found them. Instead, they brought them here to share. Tell me, Madeline, them or you.”

      “I-I…”

      He reached for my chin and snapped it up. “Behave and when my men are happy, you will be rewarded.”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You do. You said so yourself. You will be that Miss Warning.”

      “Miss Warner,” I said softly.

      “Yes, Miss Warner.”

      “They were given a bit of heroin to ease their nerves,” Andros said as if discussing a mild sedative. “They’ll be given more. Much of the night they won’t even remember.”

      Oh my God.

      “If I don’t?”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a syringe. “Would you rather not remember your last night?”

      My head shook. “Ruby?”

      “Will be waiting for you when you complete your assignment.”

      As I turned toward the door where we’d stopped, he once again gripped my arm. “Have them ready in two hours. I’ll send someone for you. Then you will present them to my men—their main attraction. This loyalty will show them that you can be trusted.”

      I looked up to his dark stare. “I don’t want to do this.”

      “Is that a concern of mine? Your wants and desires are comprised of Ruby. Is that not true?”

      I took a deep breath. “Yes, Andros. It’s true.”

      He shrugged. “These women, they can know your name. They won’t be alive to tell another soul.”

      My breasts pushed against the bodice as I gripped the doorknob and turned.

      The room was empty except for three bodies upon the floor. All three were without clothes.

      I brought my hand to my nose as the stench of their bodily fluids floated through the air.

      All three had various bruising that led me to believe the men hadn’t fully waited to share. One with red hair lifted her head. Drool pooled on the floor as her enlarged pupils came my way.

      “Help us.”

      I went to the side door to the attached dressing room and opened it. Inside was a bathroom with a large two-stall shower. Unlike the opulence of most of the compound, this was very generic, like locker rooms I’d seen on television shows. Upon hooks on the wall were gowns and shoes.

      How did they know their sizes?

      There was a long mirror with three stools and a counter filled with cosmetics.

      I turned back to the women. “I’m here to help. My name is Madeline.”

      The other two women were also looking my way. “You’re going to help us?” a blonde woman asked as she slowly sat up. Wobbling, she pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs.

      It was the way I remembered sitting in the cell-house basement. I took a deep breath, taking in the stench. “Yes, I’m going to help. First, let’s get you cleaned up.”

      Slowly the women began to stand. The heroin must have affected their coordination. I didn’t know anything about drugs. Other than what I’d been given during Ruby’s birth, I’d only once had a glass of wine when Andros brought it to my suite. They teetered as they tried to get their footings.

      I rushed to the redhead who had spoken first and offered her my hand. “Let me help you.”

      “Are we going to be released?”

      The blonde began to cry. “They killed our men. Mine was my husband.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “You’ll feel better after you’re clean.”

      The redhead gripped my hand. “Can we trust you?”

      Trust.

      I nodded, picturing my beautiful six-month-old daughter. “Yes, trust me. Tonight will be your last night here. After your showers, you will get dressed and apply some makeup. It will make you feel better.”

      The redhead wrapped her arms around me. In an instant I was transformed back to the basement within the cell house, the odors, the damp concrete floor—at least they were on what had been clean tile—and the cold hose shower.

      I took a step back, still offering my hand. “Come with me. Let’s get the water warm. Warm water makes everything better.”

      “Miss Madeline,” Natasha, one of Andros’s staff, said, bringing me back to my suite and away from my memories. “Are you all right?”

      I sniffed as I realized I was sitting on the edge of the bed, and around me gowns lay scattered, pulled from their hangers, balled up, and tossed around the bed. “I guess…” I took a deep breath. “I’m sad, Natasha.”

      “Why, miss?”

      “This suite is all I’ve known and Ruby is next door.”

      “Yes, but Mr. Ivanov wants you to move to his suite. It’s beautiful. You’ve seen it, right?”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t.”

      “Oh, miss, you will be happy there. And in all my time, he’s never moved anyone into his suite. It’s an honor.”

      An honor.

      My gaze went to the pocket door leading to Ruby’s room. “I’ll miss my daughter.”

      “You will still see her. And Irina is moving into this room. Miss Ruby won’t be alone.”  She began picking up the gowns from the floor. “I will have these pressed for you and have them brought to Mr. Ivanov’s suite.”

      “Thank you, Natasha. I’m going to go to Ruby for a bit before I have to leave.”

      “I’ll take care of this for you,” she said, collecting my clothes.
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      Leaving Madeline asleep in our bed, I pulled on a pair of sweatpants and grabbed a t-shirt from the drawer. Quietly closing the bedroom door, I began pulling the shirt over my head as I walked down the hallway. Entering the living room as the shirt cleared my eyes, I stopped cold in my tracks.

      “Um, hi,” I practically stuttered. You’d think a man who was capable of what I’d done today to the Millstones would have a better command over the English language when coming face-to-face with his teenage daughter.

      Ruby’s dark hair lay in one long braid draping over her shoulder as she looked up from the tablet in her hand. “Oh, hey, you.”

      “Maybe we could try Patrick?”

      Nodding, she asked, “Is Mom asleep?”

      “She is. Do you need something?”

      Ruby shrugged. “I thought I could sleep down here tonight if you don’t mind. Even though the penthouse is huge, I get the feeling I’m cramping Mr. Sparrow’s style.”

      A scoff escaped my nose. “Ruby, of course I don’t mind. I would like nothing more than this to be your home. You’re welcome to stay wherever you want. Have you checked out the two spare rooms in this apartment?”

      “Yeah, they’re kind of generic.”

      “Well, that’s me. Why don’t you pick one room and then figure out what additions or substitutions it needs to make it yours, a place you’ll feel comfortable and at home?”

      Her blue eyes shone as she looked up from the sofa. “Really? I mean, I need to go to school, so I won’t, like, live here all the time.”

      The message from Reid had said he wanted me down on 2. They had information about the Ortizes and something important about the Ivanov bratva, yet continuing this conversation suddenly felt if not more important than that, then equally so.

      Going to the kitchen, I popped a coffee pod into the coffee maker and reached for a mug. Turning back toward the living room, I again marveled at how much Ruby looked like her mother at the same age. There were the obvious differences. Ruby wasn’t homeless or hungry. She didn’t need to steal apples to live. Those issues alone gave her an aura of confidence Maddie lacked long ago. Nevertheless, the similarities outweighed the differences. Her mannerisms were very much like her mother’s, such as the way she sat with one leg beneath her and the way she teased the end of her braid, wrapping her hair around her fingers until it hung in a curl.

      Ruby looked my way.

      Warmth filled my cheeks at being caught staring at my own daughter. “I’m sorry we don’t have hot chocolate.” It was all I could think to say. “We’ll get some.”

      “Lorna gave me a few pods to bring down here. I put them in the cabinet above the coffee maker.”

      Opening the cabinet, I saw six hot chocolate pods that could be made just as I’d made the coffee. “Would you like one?”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      Once my coffee was done brewing, I took the cup and sat upon the sofa. “I’m not even going to pretend I have any clue what I’m doing when it comes to you,” I said honestly. “Your mom and I married when we weren’t much older than you, but essentially, for the last seventeen years, I’ve been single. After she and I lost touch, I joined the army. After that, I moved back here, to Chicago. At first, I lived in an off-campus apartment by myself. That lasted for a few years while I attended the University of Chicago. Then, Sparrow had a vision for this place.” I lifted my chin. “Pretty fucking lofty…” I cleared my throat. “Sorry.”

      Ruby snickered. “I’ve heard worse.”

      “But you don’t say it?”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes. Go on.”

      “He had this vision for…” I tried to think of the best description.

      “World domination?” Ruby offered.

      It was my turn to laugh. “You do catch on fast. That may eventually be his goal; however, his vision started with a plan for the city. He had the means, the willpower, and eventually the opportunity to make it happen. Mason, Reid, and I were fortunate enough to be included in his plans. Since then, I’ve been here.” I gestured about the room. “And do you know what has never been in this apartment?”

      “A teenager.”

      “Yes, you got me. However, I was thinking hot chocolate.” I lifted my brows, opening my eyes wider. “Can you believe it? Never has it been here, not one drop or one cup.” My smile broadened. “And opening the cupboard just now and seeing it there made me realize how much I’ve missed by not having hot chocolate around.”

      “You’re being corny.”

      “Maybe, but it’s true. I didn’t know I was missing hot chocolate until I found it. So, yeah, the rooms are generic because for seventeen years I missed out on princesses or cats or whatever it was you liked. I know you will go away to school because it’s what you and your mom want. First, we have to be sure you’re safe.”

      “From Andros?”

      I shrugged as I sat back against the leather and lifted one ankle to the other knee, exposing my ankle and canvas loafers. “He’s part of the equation. It’s no secret I don’t like the guy. I’m not thrilled with what I knew before or anything your mom has said since, but my gut tells me that he wouldn’t hurt you. The thing is I’m afraid he would hurt your mom, and the best way to do that is through you. Do you understand?”

      She nodded.

      “So back to the subject of the bedroom—pick one and make it yours. You may go on back to your school or maybe to a new one, but shouldn’t there be a place that you can call home? A home base? Even with my generic sense of style, that’s what this place has been for me, a place where I can relax and be me. Make the bedroom and every fuck—” I shook my head. “Every cabinet, closet, inch of this apartment a place you would want to visit summers and breaks.”

      “Thanks, Patrick.”

      “I missed out. I don’t want to miss out on more.”

      “I get why Mom feels safe with you.” She shrugged as she looked down at the tablet. “I’m still worried about her.”

      I lowered my foot and leaned forward. “Will you tell me why?”

      She looked up with her blue eyes. “I don’t know. I can’t describe it. It’s like she seems happy and also sad.” Ruby’s head shook. “Just different.”

      “She’s been through a lot. Now that it’s over, I’m afraid she’s drowning, and I just want her to know I’m here with a life raft.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your mom never meant to find me again nor I her. I hope she knows that here she’s safe and loved. That’s what I’ve always wanted.” I tried to come up with a way to describe my theory. “Your mom said you liked to spend time at Ivanov’s place on Padre Island?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you ever swim in the gulf?”

      Ruby’s blue eyes narrowed. “I played and walked on the sand and got in the water but not really to swim. Mom always wanted me to swim in the pool.”

      “Why?”

      “I guess it was safer.”

      “Okay, imagine going for a swim in the gulf and getting caught in the undercurrents or riptides. Imagine swimming for your life, knowing that not only could the water pull you down but there were also other dangers like sharks and stingrays.”

      “I think I’ll stick to pools.”

      A grin came to my face. “Maybe swimming wasn’t your choice; you fell from a boat or were pushed. The point is that you have to make it to the shore. Once you do, once you make it to shore, what would you do?”

      “I don’t know,” Ruby said. “Collapse.” She appeared to give it more thought. “I’d probably cry.”

      “Why? You’re safe.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t know I would be. I was probably scared to death.”

      “And once you’re on the beach, what would you be thinking?”

      “I guess,” she said, “about all the things that could have hurt me.”

      “Why didn’t you cry while you were out in the water?”

      “Because I had to concentrate on swimming and making it to shore.”

      I nodded. “I think your mom has been swimming for seventeen years. I hope she’s not sad now that she’s made it to the shore. However, I think that now that she’s safe, she’s exhausted from the journey. And like you said, she’s thinking about the things she couldn’t concentrate on before because she had to use her energy to keep swimming.”

      “Like Dory,” Ruby said.

      “Who?”

      “Are you sure you’re not some kind of shrink?” my daughter asked.

      “I’m not, but I have always found human behavior fascinating. I watch people. It’s part of what I do. I learn a lot about them from observing. People don’t always tell you what they’re thinking or feeling, but they show you if you’ll just look.”

      “And you’re looking at Mom.”

      I nodded. “I am. Like I said, I want her to feel safe, but I realize that won’t happen overnight. She has a lot to process.”

      “That’s really cool that you see her, like really see her.”

      “She needs you too, Ruby,” I said. “Give us some time to make sure you can go back to school and be not only safe and comfortable, but also so your mom can be assured you’re not in danger.”

      Ruby peered down the hallway and back. “I like the bedroom next to your office,” she said. “The view is the best. My school was in the country. I like all the lights.”

      “Then it’s yours.” I stood. “I need to go. Give the room a try.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “There’s a floor below this one where the four of us do the lion’s share of our work. Reid sent me a text and asked me to go down there.”

      “I tried pushing that button—the number two—in the elevator. It doesn’t work.”

      “For you,” I clarified.

      “So if you’re supposed to be doing some super-spy-slash-watching stuff, how come you’re sitting here with me?”

      Grinning, I reached for my mug of coffee. “Because I don’t want to miss out.”

      “Well, go. Do whatever you do and make it so Mom and I can feel the way you said.”

      “Please know that I have never been happier about hot chocolate.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Good night, Patrick.”

      A few minutes later, I was on 2 with my palm near the sensor. The Sparrow world was on the verge of a full-out war and my mind was on a pretty brunette with my color eyes in my living room and her beautiful mother in my bed. I shook my head as the steel door slid to the side and Reid and Mason came into view.

      “Did you take the long way?” Mason asked.

      “Now he knows what it’s like to get called down here in the middle of the night and leave his better half,” Reid said with a grin.

      “I’m guessing you didn’t call me down here to give me a hard time.”

      My two friends looked at one another and smiled.

      “Isn’t that Madeline’s job?” Mason mumbled as Reid laughed.

      Assholes.

      And I didn’t know what I’d do without them.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.
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        Over fourteen years ago

      

      

      My head ached and stomach churned as I walked alongside Adrik down the long corridors. No longer did I ask my purpose or what I needed to do. For over the last year, I’d been called upon more times than I chose to remember to complete the job deemed uniquely mine.

      My steps stuttered and I reached out to the wall, bending at the waist.

      “Ms. Miller?”

      I shook my head as I concentrated on breathing in and breathing out, hoping the nausea would pass. “Give me a moment.”

      Quickly, my gaze went to the large man at my side. I didn’t like him, mostly because of our limited history. If I gave it much thought, that history was probably more Andros’s doing than Adrik’s, but nevertheless, I chose to focus my dislike upon the one man I could more easily avoid. Unfortunately, I wasn’t avoiding him at the moment.

      In general, I had very few opinions about the men in the Ivanov bratva. The ones Andros allowed near Ruby and I were true to him, which was their job. It was all of our jobs. Adrik and Sasha were his two closest associates, the men I came into contact with the most other than those assigned to me, such as my tutor Tadeas, Dr. Kotov, or a recent addition, a bodyguard named Oleg. Though I hadn’t been told—decisions were not joint but Andros’s alone—I had reason to believe that Oleg wasn’t assigned to me but instead to Ruby. Now that she spent more hours away from me, I found reassurance that either Irina or Oleg were always near her.

      While I knew very little about the workings of this brotherhood, I had learned some bits and pieces of information simply by listening. After Ruby’s birth, I’d asked to continue my studies with Tadeas. I’d never given education much thought, but as a mother, I wanted to be informed for my daughter. Now, Tadeas and I only met three times a week for three hours each, but with each meeting, he always left me feeling as though I learned something and empowered my belief that I was capable of learning more. Even though the concentration of my studies was on history, I found that through osmosis, I was also learning a new language.

      I’d heard that immersion was a great teacher. Being surrounded by a Russian brotherhood, I would concur.

      Time continued to pass with Ruby and I in the compound. To me, its record was my daughter’s age. Ruby would be two years old at the end of the month, and even though I no longer stayed in the room attached to her nursery, I did my best to spend time with her every day.

      The suite where I now resided was much larger than the room I’d once called my own. Much like an apartment, we had multiple attached rooms. Sometimes I thought it would be nice to move Ruby into one, and then something would happen and a loud late-night debate would occur in the sitting room or Andros’s private office. Those instances reminded me that keeping her in the other wing was best for her.

      Lately, it had been more difficult to spend time with my daughter. As with Ruby’s first trimester, I was also plagued with severe morning sickness with this pregnancy.

      Displaying positive emotions, or truly anything that wasn’t anger or indifference, wasn’t Andros’s forte—with one exception. The day Dr. Kotov confirmed my pregnancy was the happiest I’d ever seen the leader of the Ivanov bratva. From that day until today, I’d been pampered beyond measure.

      It was difficult not to compare pregnancies; however, experiencing Andros’s joy made me constantly wonder how Patrick would have reacted if I’d simply told him instead of waiting for Kristine’s friend to confirm the pregnancy.

      As it happened, I wasn’t the one who told Andros.

      I had been given the confirmation by Dr. Kotov and was waiting for Andros to come back to our suite. I never knew if he would or not. Some evenings he arrived for dinner and others he didn’t. There were days that carried on into a week or more where he’d never show, not only missing dinner but being absent from our suite altogether. During those times, I believed he left the compound, perhaps traveling to other cities, states, or even countries. Truly, there was no way for me to confirm his whereabouts.

      I wasn’t to question but to simply be present when he summoned.

      Andros had provided me with a cell phone, but in no uncertain terms, I’d been instructed, was I to call him unless it was an emergency. Wondering if I would dine alone didn’t qualify.

      The afternoon after my appointment with Dr. Kotov, I’d succumbed to the immense exhaustion that had been afflicting me, now realizing it wasn’t only me but because of a new baby inside me. When I awoke, after a day of rain, the spring sky had cleared, giving way to a beautiful red and orange sunset. For a few minutes, I stepped out onto the balcony overlooking the courtyard.

      When I did, I always scoured the opposite corner of our safe outdoor haven for my daughter. That was where her room was as well as Irina’s. Sometimes, I’d catch sight of them walking amongst the pathways. I wrapped my arms around my torso with a shiver. Though the sun had come out, the temperature hadn’t risen much. Michigan winters, like Chicago ones, had a way of holding on.

      Going back into the suite with the knowledge that dinner would be soon, I decided to do what I often did. Shedding my afternoon clothes, I turned on the warm water for a quick shower, simply to freshen up. Wearing a long silk robe, cleaned, lotioned, and with refreshed mascara and light lip gloss, I had begun to brush out my hair when a loud noise startled me, echoing throughout the suite.

      The double doors to the suite banged against the walls as Andros’s voice boomed. “Madeline.”

      There was something in his voice that I didn’t recognize. My mind always went to the worst case.

      Was he upset?

      Was there trouble taking him out of town?

      Had I done something I shouldn’t?

      While I didn’t consider myself abused—does anyone?—Andros was quick to react. I’d been the recipient of his wrath in the form of a slap or a belt more times than I cared to recall. Truthfully, I blocked each incident away. But now there was a child inside me.

      Squaring my shoulders and placing the hairbrush upon the vanity, I made the decision to wait until I knew his state of mind before telling him the news Dr. Kotov had shared with me earlier.

      Wrapping the robe around me, I opened the bathroom door and called, “I’m in here.” I stepped through the bedroom.

      In four, maybe five, strides he was before me. Andros wasn’t alone as we met at the doorway between the bedroom and sitting room. Adrik and Sasha were a step behind. Beyond his broad shoulders, I could see that the doors to our suite were left agape.

      With my feet bare, Andros was easily a foot taller than I. He cupped my cheeks, pulling my face upward as his lips met mine in an unusual display of affection. His next words came in the language I was just beginning to understand, yet his meaning was clear.

      I didn’t love this man. Most of the time I didn’t even like him. However, in that one moment, I felt his joy, the excitement and elation. Though every word wasn’t clear, he asked me to confirm Dr. Kotov’s findings.

      “Detka, da?”

      I nodded my head, a sincere smile coming to my lips. “Da.” Yes, I was carrying his baby. There had been no one else since before Ruby’s birth. I still didn’t understand why he’d orchestrated that.

      Andros’s arms flung about as if he could fly.

      I’d truly never seen him show any emotion other than anger, and in this moment, that emotion was the farthest from his mind.

      Adrik and Sasha stood like statues, their feet spread and hands behind their back. It was as if even in the intimacy of our suite, they were at military parade rest.

      “Vne,” Andros ordered, saying the word over and over, sending his men away.

      That evening was nearly six weeks ago, and his joy hadn’t subsided. I wasn’t certain what it would mean to give him a child, and I worried that it wouldn’t be a boy as he proclaimed. We would learn once the pregnancy reached twenty weeks. Then again, Andros had a way of getting what he wanted.

      Now, with Adrik at my side, I had been summoned to do the one job I detested. I’d asked Andros to relieve me of the position, especially while pregnant. This morning he’d gone out of town and not mentioned that I’d be called upon. This afternoon Adrik informed me that there were two women I was to prepare.

      I wanted to protest and say no; however, even in my current state, my status was significantly lower than Andros’s second-in-command. Therefore, I did as I had done and dressed as I had been previously instructed. Thankfully, my midsection hadn’t yet enlarged to the point of needing maternity clothes, a luxury I hadn’t had with Ruby until the very end.

      Taking a deep breath, I looked up to Adrik’s gaze. Instead of compassion for my nausea, I saw something closer to impatience.

      With a nod, I stood taller. “I’m good. Let’s go.”

      As we approached the door to the room where the women were always left, Adrik instructed me to present them in the usual hall in an hour.

      “An hour?”

      “There are only two,” he replied dismissively. “And then you can rest. Mr. Ivanov would want that.”

      Only two.

      Only two women who would be raped, used, and killed.

      Two women who wouldn’t live to see tomorrow.

      I nodded as Adrik opened the door.

      At that second, a surge of unease raced through my circulation. Something wasn’t right.

      Not that there was anything right about the situation.

      The woman before me wasn’t drugged as they usually were. She was blonde and nude, sitting with her knees to her chest and arms wrapped around her legs. Her gaze narrowed as I entered. A quick turn of my head confirmed the door to the dressing room was uncustomarily ajar.

      “Hello, I’m Madeline,” I said, looking at the woman against the wall. When she didn’t respond, I continued, “Are you alone?” I thought Adrik had said there were two.

      A few steps toward the dressing room and I stilled. The lights reflected unusually from the floor, sending prisms of light and colors over the dull tile. I barely registered what I was seeing when a second woman also with blonde hair came rushing from the dressing room.

      It wasn’t until after I’d been stabbed that I realized she’d been holding a large shard of the broken mirror. My hands went to my side as the deep crimson flow covered my fingers.

      Another stab and another.

      I couldn’t move away or even comprehend.

      The woman from the wall had joined the assault. Without a shard she plummeted me with her fists.

      The pain barely registered.

      Instead, I believe it was shock flooding my waning circulation as the women shouted. The words were not any I recognized. They weren’t English or Russian. I didn’t understand what they were saying as my knees gave out and I crumpled to the floor.

      Darkness covered the room like ink dripping over a page. Once white and clean, the ink, capable of recording words, was instead thick and opaque.

      Through a fog a shot rang out and then another. Men’s angry voices, their language no longer important until…

      When I woke, Irina was at my side with a damp cloth over my forehead as she stroked my hair away from my face. Though I spoke the question, I needn’t have. Irina’s solemn expression told me what I wanted to know. “My baby?”

      She didn’t speak; only her head moved from side to side.

      Grief washed over me in a flood as I mourned the child I hadn’t conceived in love but out of obligation. None of that mattered. I wouldn’t have loved him any less. And now my son was gone.

      Over an hour later, the bedroom doors opened and the emotion I was the most familiar with radiated from Andros, filling the air around him like a cloud.

      As usual, Adrik and Sasha were a step behind.

      “Why?” Andros asked me as he sat on the edge of the bed.

      My eyes were nearly swollen closed from the tears and trauma.

      “I was summoned for my job,” I managed to say.

      Andros’s dark eyes narrowed. “Nyet.”

      “Yes,” I argued. “I was told to go, that there were two women.”

      “You walked alone to the other side of the compound?”

      “No.” Though my head ached, I shook it from side to side. Moving about unaccompanied was against one of Andros’s rules. I knew my boundaries. In nearly two years, I’d learned them well. I lifted my chin to Adrik. “Adrik came for me.”

      Andros turned. “You did this?”

      “Nyet. I heard screams and saved her. She lies. I didn’t know she was there. The women hadn’t been drugged yet and I killed them…”

      I didn’t understand why he was lying to Andros, but he was. I lifted my bruised and bandaged arm and laid my hand upon Andros’s sleeve. When he turned, I simply shook my head.

      Who would he believe, me or his trusted man?

      I’d never seen a dead body or witnessed someone dying. Unconsciousness had overtaken me by the time my attackers were killed. When I lived on the streets there were often rodents, cats, and dogs, usually having been dead for a while, covered in flies or maggots.

      Andros stood and before I realized what was happening, he drew his gun. Quicker than the sound, the shot reverberated through our bedroom and before I could blink, Adrik fell, lying upon the carpet in our room.

      I gasped.

      “Dispose of him,” Andros told Sasha.

      Once we were alone, I reached out to Andros. “You killed him. You liked him.”

      “I killed him. It would have been you if I believed his story.”

      “What did he say?”

      Taking a deep breath, Andros sat again on the bed. Turning back the covers, he undid the buttons on my nightgown until my torso was exposed, completely wrapped in bandages.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “We will try again.”

      “I killed him because he killed my son.”

      Tears filled my eyes. “He was my son too.”

      “Rest. Heal. We will make others. And your job…”

      “Yes?”

      “Never again. I’d told them that after we learned of your condition. I didn’t send you there, Madeline.”

      My chin fell to my chest as new tears flowed down my cheeks. I hadn’t wanted to think that Andros had intentionally put me in that danger, but I couldn’t be certain, not until now.

      He cupped my cheek and lifted my face. “Ruby shouldn’t see you like this.”

      What?

      “Andros, I just lost my son. I need my daughter.”

      “She will be here when you’re better. Get better. That is again your job.”

      “Yes, Andros.”
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      “I found out about Nikita Gorky and Sasha Bykov,” Reid said as we gathered on 2. “Some of the information was online and more about the command center of the bratva was from Ruby.”

      My neck stiffened. “You spoke to Ruby about the Ivanov bratva? She’s a kid.”

      “Relax, she’s not a kid,” Reid replied. “She’s lived her whole life in their compound. She volunteered some information in a conversation at dinner. She spoke about the infrastructure of the Ivanov home base.”

      “It started about snow,” Mason added, coming to Reid’s rescue. “She mentioned it was weird to stay indoors all the time, and to be up high in the sky. Someone asked about her school and that led to where she lived. The conversation was innocent enough, but it gave us some good intel we hadn’t received otherwise.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t like the idea—”

      “Relax, Patrick,” Reid said. “She didn’t have an issue talking about it. And it was the best way to get information. Ruby has no reason to lie or enhance.”

      “Are you saying that Madeline does?”

      “No, I’m saying that out of the mouth of babes and all that shit,” Reid replied as he displayed a satellite image on the screen above. “We found it.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, the muscles in my neck and arms tightened as I stared up at the screen. We’d been right about the headquarters being in a populated area of the city. It appeared to be an affluent neighborhood. Unlike our command center that was isolated at the top of a skyscraper, Ivanov’s appeared large and isolated from the rest of the properties by tall concrete walls. From the aerial view, it looked as if there were four connected structures with a type of courtyard in the center.

      “Is the courtyard what Ruby meant about going outside?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Mason replied. “She talked about it being protected on all sides. She said she’d go out there in all seasons.”

      I inhaled, my gaze narrowing at the image on the screen. “So this is where they lived?”

      “And according to Ruby, it’s also where Ivanov works when he’s not away. She said there were a lot of people, mostly men, who came and went as well as staff, cooks, maids, and the like. I asked about Bykov and Gorky. She said they have both been around for as long as she could remember.

      “Apparently, Madeline did her best to keep Ruby away from this area…” Reid moved an arrow over the largest structure within the walls. “Ruby said she and her mother had an apartment in the opposite building, but when she was younger, Ruby liked to explore. The man she called Oleg would stay with her, trying to keep her out of trouble, and the other men left her alone.”

      “I think Ruby’s more broken up about Oleg’s death than she’s letting on,” Mason said.

      I ran my hand over my hair. “That fucker Hillman killed Oleg right in front of her. I’d take him out again if I could.”

      “Oh, about that,” Mason said, bringing another screen to life. “This is the visitor registration at the penitentiary where Wendell Hillman, Antonio’s father, currently resides. It seems that the sad news of his son’s death was followed by a visit by none other than Marion Elliott.”

      “Like a fucking bad penny,” I said, shaking my head. “He seems to keep showing up.”

      “He’s registered for the New Orleans poker tournament next weekend,” Reid volunteered. “The one that has Madeline listed.”

      “She’s not going to New Orleans or facing Elliott.”

      The door behind us slid open and Sparrow stepped into our command center. “We have over a week to decide that.” He looked at Reid. “When we have a break, go talk to Lorna.”

      Reid looked down at his watch. “It’s after midnight. She’s asleep.”

      “Yes,” Sparrow said, “and in the morning she’ll be the only uninformed resident regarding Madeline’s connection to dear old Dad.” His head shook. “Other than being extremely pissed that I hadn’t told her sooner, Araneae is thrilled to know our family has grown.” He shrugged. “She’s an only child of any of her parents, and we thought I was…I’m not.”

      My gaze met Sparrow’s as if to say, so you’re admitting it, but then I remembered something. “Shit,” I mumbled.

      “What now?” he asked.

      “Ruby also needs to be told.”

      “Fuck,” Sparrow huffed. Turning to Reid, he asked, “Tell me what you learned about Ivanov’s right-hand men. I want the fucker Ivanov gone. He made a threat against my city and bought and sold my sister. His days of breathing are seriously numbered. But I need intel to do this right.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, there isn’t a wrong way to kill him,” I said.

      “That’s because you’re not thinking,” Sparrow responded. “I don’t give a fuck how he’s killed. I care that we don’t open Detroit for a takeover we can’t control or at least align ourselves with. It’s fucking ridiculous for the bratva to think they can take over Chicago. They don’t have the manpower without Hillman’s recruits. As it is, the bratva is licking its wounds from Hillman’s deception. Somehow, Elliott is involved and at this moment, I don’t give a fuck. The Sparrows and the Ivanov bratva can work together as long as Andros Ivanov is out of the picture. We have the men and firepower to help the right man regain total control.”

      “According to our capos up there,” Mason said, “the tension is high. Hillman’s connections are varying between running scared and wanting total control themselves.”

      “Fuck no,” Sparrow said. “No one connected closely to McFadden is getting a goddamned foothold in any city within a thousand square miles of Chicago.”

      “Let Detroit implode,” I said, reaching for a chair and taking a seat.

      “And what?” Sparrow asked. “What if some asshole gains control who will cause more damage to that city or threaten us again?”

      “Do you think I give a shit about Detroit?” I asked.

      “You should. We all should. We need allies. Yes, we’re strong, but we’re stronger when we can count on allies and they can count on us. Just today, the allegiance you made with the Carlos cartel helped our mission.”

      Fuck.

      He was right.

      “Speaking of that,” Reid said, “I’ve been watching the local San Clemente news outlets.” He replaced the Ivanov bratva aerial view with a breaking news statement.

      

      BREAKING NEWS: PROMINENT COUPLE, HUSBAND AND WIFE, FOUND DEAD. BELIEVED TO BE MURDER-SUICIDE. THE INVESTIGATION IS ONGOING AS TO THE MOTIVATION OF THE INCIDENT. IDENTITIES WITHHELD PENDING NOTIFICATION OF FAMILY.

      

      “Once they find the documents we left in the safe, they’ll draw their own conclusions,” I said. Turning to Sparrow, I went on, “You’re right; I’m not thinking. I’m hell-bent on revenge, but there is a bigger picture at hand. We need to think about the longevity of the Sparrows in Chicago.” I sighed. “So much for being the levelheaded one.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Sparrow said. “I want revenge for Madeline and all the other victims, too. I can’t let that take away from our overall goals for Chicago.”

      “How’s she doing?” Mason asked.

      My shoulders slumped. “I really don’t know. She hasn’t said much about anything that happened, not more than she did on the plane.” I looked up at my friends. “She had a bit of a meltdown when Laurel told her about the institute.”

      “Araneae has counselors who could help,” Mason said. “Laurel said they’re qualified. She even interviewed some of them.”

      I knew that. “Yeah, Jana is even helping.”

      Jana was a survivor like Madeline. She has worked for Sparrow ever since the day we found her along with three other teenage girls, about the age of Ruby. From that first day, Jana showed an admirable amount of resilience. She was also pregnant. Today she’s happily married to a good man who has raised her son as his own. She also works for Araneae at her Chicago fashion office, the endeavor Araneae had before meeting Sparrow—Sinful Threads.

      After Araneae began the institute, Jana asked questions and one day confided in Araneae about her past. She wanted to help. What began as assisting with menial jobs around the institute’s residential center morphed into weekly counseling sessions. Hearing from someone who understands firsthand what the other women have endured—though no two stories are identical—seemed to be beneficial. Even survivors who have moved out of the institute with jobs and housing often return on Saturdays or Sundays when Jana is scheduled to speak. After she does, she listens to others who want to tell their stories.

      “I don’t know what Madeline is ready to do or even say. I don’t want to push her,” I admitted. Thinking of the metaphoric clouds that gather in her green eyes, I added, “I feel fucking helpless. That’s why I need to do what I can, and what I can do is kill every motherfucker who hurt her.”

      “I say we study the journals from Mrs. Millstone. She was dumb as shit to be so detailed,” Mason said.

      “Or smart,” Reid rebutted. “You said,” he continued, directing his comment to Sparrow and me, “that the Millstones were paying the Ortizes $25K a year.”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s not a lot.”

      I shrugged. “The amount of money to one person is subjective.”

      “No,” he said, “it’s objective. I have located the Ortizes with the information from one of the Millstone journals.”

      I stood, no longer able to sit. “You found them? Are you sure it’s them?”

      “I am not only sure it’s them, I’m certain they aren’t living on $25K blackmail a year.”

      Sparrow’s dark eyes narrowed. “How many of the journals have you read?”

      Reid smiled. “I’m only through half.”

      Shit.

      I looked at Sparrow with a grin. He and I had only gotten through a couple each on the plane. There was no doubt that when it came to obtaining and retaining information, Reid was our resident genius.

      “What are you insinuating about the way they live?” Sparrow asked.

      “They’re living in Naples, Florida.”

      “Because everyone moves from the Midwest to Florida,” Mason said.

      “Naples is an affluent area. Their money comes from investments and recurring deposits from a variety of shell companies.”

      “A variety?” I said. “So the pastor and his wife are blackmailing more than one entity.”

      “Roughly, fifteen different depositors from what I’ve found so far.”

      Sparrow leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “Smart on their part. You know who you pay and forget?” His question was rhetorical. “Someone who doesn’t ask for too much.”

      “Can we trace the money?” I asked.

      “I’m working on it,” Reid replied. “From what I read in the journals so far, Dr. Miller received his merchandise from multiple suppliers, even those from out of the city. He had a reputation for a fair price, meaning dealers would bring merchandise from across the country. One shipment from say, St. Louis, may have five or six individuals.”

      My stomach turned with the reality that no longer was this quest abstract. My wife had been acquired merchandise.

      “As we know, runaways were prime for the picking,” Reid added.

      “Fuck, this is snowballing,” I said.

      Sparrow nodded. “Any chance we already shut some of those fuckers down?”

      “Shut them down,” Mason replied, “or moved their asses out of Chicago. I missed most of the cleaning you did after Allister’s demise and McFadden’s incarceration. However, looking at the money trails objectively, I believe some ran scared and others have found new markets.”

      Sparrow stood and ran his hand over his hair. “Right now, we need to concentrate on Detroit and…” He looked my direction. “…get rid of the Ortizes.”

      “Gladly,” I replied.

      “I’ll go with Patrick in the morning,” Mason offered.

      “You need to stay—”

      Mason cut me off with a wide grin. “Oh, come on. I collected a hefty price for this in my day. I’m offering you Kader’s services for free.”

      My eyes widened. “Kader.” It was the name he went by as a mercenary-for-hire in his recent past. “What do you have in mind?”

      “How badly do you want them to suffer?”

      “On a scale from one to ten,” I replied. “Fifty.”
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      My slumber came in restless snippets between vivid dreams—or were they nightmares?—such as I hadn’t had in years. It was strange how reality took on another dimension in dreams. The scenery could change in the blink of an eye, or the passing through a doorway could transport the dreamer to another location. And yet as if a pawn on a board of chess, I was not in control. My dreams took me where they wanted.

      I journeyed from the cell-house basement to rooms upstairs. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t avoid the hands or bodies of the men. Paralyzed and repulsed, I was again surrounded by their stench, comprised of stale cigarettes, perspiration, and alcohol. It was on their breath and oozed from their secretions, creating a nauseating concoction.

      And then, such as a trained animal, I stood for inspection and awaited my reward. Brought to me such as one would feed a dog, a sandwich was dropped upon the dirty floor with orders to dress. My mouth dry yet relieved as the peanut butter’s protein and jelly’s sugar revived my livelihood, I followed Miss Warner down the narrow staircase back to the basement.

      The door opened but not to the cell room.

      No longer was I filthy but cleaned, my skin covered with lotions, and the soft scent of the most expensive perfumes lofted around me. The tattered dress I’d worn for four months was gone. I was adorned to perfection with my stomach no longer hungry.

      The door opened wider. The dim cell filled with starving girls was gone. The numbers were fewer, yet their fate was determined.

      Facing me were the eyes of the women in the room in Andros’s compound.

      In reality, it didn’t make sense.

      Did dreams ever make sense?

      I was no longer the girl upon the concrete floor, but the madam preparing the women for their call to duty. All the while I longed to take their place, not out of some virtuous resolve. I wanted to spare them as no one had spared me. However, in the decision to not take their place, I’d willingly accepted their blood upon my hands. I wasn’t the one to harm them or ultimately kill them, but my role was intricately intertwined.

      Standing in a dense fog, I lifted my hands, mesmerized by the way the thick red liquid dripped from my fingertips, leaving a sticky residue. I searched the vast emptiness, yet there was nothing for me to use to clean the crimson from my skin. Beyond my fingertips, it seeped down my wrists until it dripped from my elbows.

      And then I saw my attire, my white dress.

      Only once in my life had I worn a white dress.

      Though through the years, white dresses appeared in my closets in the bratva, I never wore them, never removing their tags and always moving them to the back of the closet. Along with the consumption of peanut butter and jelly, a white dress was my hard limit. That reality brought a bubble of laughter from my chest as I smeared the blood over the white material.

      “Good for you, Madeline,” I spoke into the fog. “You set your limits high. No white bread smeared with peanut butter and jelly and no white dress. Yet sex on command or standing nude in a crowded room were acceptable behaviors. How about cleaning, dressing, and preparing women for torturous rape?”

      My head shook as rage flickered to life within my veins.

      For years it had been present, a weak, dying ember barely receiving the elements necessary for its survival.

      The fog disappeared.

      I was back in the bathroom at Club Regal as the door opened.

      Like a gust of wind to a dying spark, Patrick was before me, with his broad shoulders, blond hair, and piercing blue eyes. The man I’d married a lifetime ago. With the opening of that restroom door, he’d given me strength to fuel the fire and rekindle and strengthen my fury.

      Anger that had been tempered grew as if I were now the Marvel character, the one who transformed from a mild-mannered man to a hulking green monster,

      My eyes opened as my pulse thumped in my ears.

      Side to side, I turned in the darkened room, registering where I was.

      A hotel room during a tournament.

      No.

      I inhaled Patrick’s scent in the air and upon the sheets, his unique spicy cologne and clean, fresh aroma.

      Sitting up, I fumbled with a lamp upon the bedside stand. A golden illumination filled the bedroom. Yet my dreams were too vivid; I lifted my hands with my fingers wide as I searched for the blood.

      Visibly, they were clean, but I knew the truth. They weren’t.

      The clock on the bedside stand read after one in the morning, yet I was alone.

      When did Patrick leave?

      Where did he go?

      Pulling the blankets away, I peered at my own nakedness with disgust and repulsion. My stomach contorted as I recalled the many men who had touched my skin. I had to rid myself of their touch.

      With hurried steps, I made my way to the attached bathroom. Sliding open the glass doors, I turned on the water, spinning the handle to the hottest setting. To my delight, I didn’t need to wait; steam began to build as the water fell. Without regard for my safety, I stepped under the spray and adjusted the temperature to the hottest I could tolerate.

      My skin reddened as the water continued to fall.

      How many showers would it take to wash it all away?

      I reached for a bottle of bodywash gel.

      Popping the lid open, the clean, fresh scent brought back thoughts of Patrick. With the bottle still in hand, I squirted it upon a cloth. My hands were first and then my arms, scrubbing and scrubbing, I washed harder and harder with no regard for the abrasion to my skin.

      A sob bellowed from my chest as I lowered myself to the tile floor, resting upon my knees as the scent of bodywash filled the glass stall, mixing with the hot spray and steam,

      I’d failed.

      It wasn’t enough.

      It would never be enough.

      The blood would never be gone.

      Lying on my side, I pulled my knees to my chest.

      Perhaps there was hope. Maybe if I lay under the hot spray long enough, it would go away.

      “Madeline, fucking hell, what are you doing?”

      My eyes and face ached as I looked up, watching as Patrick turned off the shower. Fully dressed, he stepped inside the steam-filled stall.

      What was I doing?

      The loss of the spray brought a sudden chill to my skin.

      Wearing a t-shirt and soft sweatpants, he knelt beside me on the shower’s tile floor.

      My head shook. “You’re getting your pants and shoes wet.”

      Patrick reached for my shoulders and pulled me to his chest. “I don’t give a fuck about that.” His strong arms wrapped around me, bringing me closer. “Maddie girl.” He pushed me away to arm’s length. “Jesus, that water was scalding.” His blue eyes searched my skin. “Are you burnt?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Here.” He offered me his hand as he stood and stepped out of the stall. “Let me help you with a towel. How long were you in there?”

      My weak legs wobbled as I stood.

      Gripping his large hand for support, I steadied as cooling droplets trickled from my long hair. No longer warm, the opening of the shower stole the heat. My flesh covered in goose bumps. “I-I don’t know how long.” My teeth began to chatter. “I’m cold.”

      Worry and concern swirled through Patrick’s blue orbs as he reached for a plush large towel and wrapped it around me. “Come with me.”

      I didn’t follow.

      First, I needed to see.

      Prying my hands from the terrycloth cocoon he’d created, I lifted them, splaying my fingers. “I need to wash my hands.”

      Patrick’s head shook. “They’re clean.”

      “No.” Tears stung my eyes.

      Had I been crying in the shower?

      I couldn’t recall.

      A lump formed as I tried to swallow. “No, don’t you see it? I can’t get them clean. And…you…”

      My head fell to his chest as my wet hair dampened his t-shirt.

      In one swift swoop, Patrick lifted me, cradling me against his strong chest, and carried me to the bed where I’d awakened. With the covers already tossed back, he laid me upon the soft sheet, and with the towel still around me, he lifted the blankets, covering me to my chin. It wasn’t enough. My chattering teeth wouldn’t subside, and now my entire body trembled to the point of convulsion beneath the newfound warmth.

      Looking up at the man I loved, I saw his despair, knowing it was me who brought it. More tears came as his expression broke a piece of my already-splintered heart. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” he asked as the mattress dipped and he sat along the edge.

      “I can’t do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “I don’t know how—I don’t remember how,” I corrected, “to be me.”

      Patrick’s lips curled. “There’s no secret formula, Maddie girl. I’ve changed since we were first together. You have too. That’s what people do.” He reached out and teased a rogue strand of damp hair away from my cheek. “I want all of you.” His warm finger caressed my cheek. “Don’t hide anything. I promise I can take it.”

      More tears teetered upon my eyelids and cascaded down my cheeks. “What if I can’t? What if I let it all out and it breaks me?”

      “Then I’ll be here to help you pick up the pieces.”

      My lip trembled as I noticed our open bedroom door. “Is Ruby?”

      Patrick stood with a nod and walking across the room, he closed the door. “She is, but she’s asleep. I checked on her before I came in here and heard the shower.”

      Taking a deep breath, I looked up at the ceiling. In the center was a stationary ceiling fan. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “You don’t have to start tonight.”

      I nodded. “If I don’t get it out, I’m afraid of what it will do. It’s building.” I struggled to breathe. “I don’t know why, but it’s all here, all at once like never before.” Closing my eyes forced out more tears. “I can’t get away from it.” My head shook. “Which makes no sense because I am away and so is Ruby.”

      Patrick stroked my hair. “Do you want to let it out?”

      I shrugged beneath the blankets. “If I let it out, I’m afraid of how you’ll see me, how you’ll look at me.” I snuggled under the warm blankets of Patrick’s bed. “I don’t know when I’ve been so terrified.”

      He nodded as he pulled the t-shirt over his head, kicked off his damp shoes, and stepped out of the soft pants. Wearing only his black silk boxer briefs, Patrick started to lift the covers. “On or off?” he asked. The only light was the one on the bedside stand.

      “On.”

      After he settled upon the bed, he lifted my head and shoulders, wrapped his arm around me, and pulled me to his side. “Start wherever you can.”

      My head buzzed with memories, a wasp’s nest of incidents I’d compartmentalized away were now alive. Individual moments in time swarmed, all vying to be released and all ready to inject their stingers.

      I reached out to hold his hand as we had when we were young. Our one-room apartment came back to my mind. I let out a breath. “I had been sick after we moved into the mission and finally realized I might be pregnant,” I began. “One day, Kristine…”
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      Two full days passed before Mason and I made our trip to the white-sand beaches of Florida. Though we’d planned for it to be earlier, I couldn’t leave Madeline. For hours she’d talk and cry, only to fall asleep and then wake with a start.

      I refused to allow her to wake alone.

      In the course of thirty-six hours, she took six showers. Not one of them was taken alone.

      I should say that through each one and throughout the course of her purge, I took the high road and simply accompanied her in the shower for her safety and well-being, and held her in bed for support.

      I couldn’t.

      During her stories, Madeline equated sex with a form of validation, especially consensual sex. It turned out that more than once in her journey through memories, she not only wanted but asked for that validation.

      “Please, Patrick. I need to know you still want me.”

      Her fists would ball as she pounded the wall. “No, I wanted to say no.” Her tear-filled eyes would turn my way. “Not now. Please, I don’t want to say it now…I want to say yes. Make me feel…loved.”

      I may have been strong in many things, but turning down the woman I loved when she pled to be loved, taken, and made to remember what it was like to be with the one you love wasn’t one of them.

      Sometime during the first night, I texted the others, telling them that Madeline had made a breakthrough, and I wouldn’t leave her. There was no argument, not even from Sparrow. What was said on 2 may have differed, but to the credit of my friends, no one said a word of dissension to me. The sun rose and set again as we continued her journey through memories.

      Ruby came and went, bringing Madeline and me food and drinks from upstairs.

      Yesterday evening, after delivering dinner, our daughter motioned for me to follow her into the living room. Madeline was asleep at the moment, the lights were on—as they’d been steadily since her recollections began—and the tray of food was on a small round table in my bedroom suite.

      Assuring myself that Madeline was content, I met Ruby in the hallway near the living room. Her blue eyes glistened with tears. “Don’t let her drown, please.”

      “I won’t.”

      The next moment had the strangest effect on me.

      All the time I listened to Madeline’s recollections, I allowed the need for revenge to build beneath my surface, my aggression coming out only as I repeatedly took my wife against the tile wall as warm water rained down or upon our bed. I’d tempered the emotion to the best of my ability, yet the need for blood grew with each of her stories.

      The recollection of the room with the other pregnant women, the woman who dictated their movements, and the men who came and went made me want to lash out, to find every fucker who thought it was acceptable to fuck scared, dirty, starving women, and rip their fucking dick from their body and stuff it down their own throat.

      The story about the auction, about McFadden, Ivanov, Elliott, and even Hillman, as well as a roomful of others, had me seeing red. As Madeline described the room down to a grandfather clock, I imagined inventive ways to take every one of them out. McFadden was in a high-security penitentiary, and yet that wouldn’t stop me.

      It was the stories about being forced to prepare the other women that incited the most angst in her. In Madeline’s words and tone was an ache I couldn’t describe. Ivanov would die, I had no doubt, but there was no real revenge I could commit to avenge the injustice done to Madeline. The women were gone. The men of the bratva were guilty of their debauchery, but that wasn’t what haunted Madeline. It was her role.

      Her recollections went on forever; each time she woke, there was another nightmare and a story to tell. The frequent need to clean away the past had me calling Araneae for lotions, perfumes, and sweet-scented washes and shampoos.

      Through every story, tear, and burst of anger, I vowed to stay at Madeline’s side, to assure her that she was loved, and yet the rage and fury within me was hard to contain until…

      Ruby’s request and my commitment.

      “Don’t let her drown, please.”

      “I won’t.”

      And then my daughter did what I’d wanted to do since I first saw her. She stepped closer and wrapped her arms around my torso, laying her head against my chest. “Thank you for finding her.”

      In one fucking sentence, the fury within me stilled.

      It didn’t disappear; it calmed. It fucking solidified into steadfast resolution.

      Reaching out, I returned Ruby’s embrace. When she stepped back, I said, “We’re going to make it. I promise.”

      “He hurt her, didn’t he?”

      “He? Ivanov?”

      Ruby nodded.

      “We’ve all been hurt in different ways. Her story is hers to share, but even if she never does, she survived. I know she’s having difficulty right now, but it’s because she’s the absolutely strongest woman I’ve ever known.” I allowed a smile to form. “When she’s better, we’ll tell you the story of how we met. I promise you’ll be proud.”

      “Does it have to do with an apple?”

      My head tilted. “How did you know that?”

      “Her tattoo.”

      How had I forgotten?

      It had been prominently displayed as her fingers splayed upon the tile or she knelt on all fours upon the bed with her hands gripping the headboard as I took her from behind. It was there as she lay upon her stomach, worn out, her dark hair tousled and lips parted as she slept.

      “See,” I said to Ruby, “she’s strong and resilient. Your mom will come out of this on the other side. We just need to let her find her way back.”

      “You’re not a shrink. Isn’t Laurel a doctor or something?”

      “She is.”

      “Maybe she should talk to Mom?”

      I nodded. “That’s a good idea. In time, we’ll see. In the meantime, we’re all here to support your mom.” I turned back to the hallway and back to Ruby. “I don’t want to leave her alone for long.”

      “Araneae told me,” Ruby said, “about her husband and Mom.”

      My chest clenched. “Fuck, Ruby, we were going to.”

      Ruby grinned. “You didn’t stop yourself.”

      The word hadn’t even registered.

      I shook my head. “Your mom and Mr. Sparrow just recently learned the truth. None of us knew before a few days ago.”

      “I think it’s pretty cool. It kind of makes living here seem even more right than it did before.”

      I reached for my daughter’s hands. “I’m sorry it wasn’t your mom and I to tell you.”

      Ruby shook her head. “No, it’s okay. It was Aunt Araneae.” Ruby giggled. “That’s not easy to say.”

      “I’m confident she’d be fine with just Araneae.”

      “She might be, but well, I’ve never had an aunt or uncle before. I kind of like saying it.”

      She hadn’t had a dad either, but now wasn’t the time to bring that up.

      “You call them whatever feels right.”

      “Thanks. I’m headed upstairs. Tell Mom I love her.”

      “She knows that, but I’ll remind her.”

      With Ruby heading one direction, I stopped at the doors to my and Madeline’s bedroom with a jolt of revelation.

      I’m a father.

      I’m a husband.

      And I’m a friend and soldier in the Sparrow army.

      With the help of my colleagues, I would bring down every fucker I could. And during it all, I would find my level head because at the end of this battle, I had a family to return to.

      Now, a few days later, Saturday, the plane we were aboard was about to land near Naples, Florida. During our flight, Mason had filled me in on what I’d missed.

      I hadn’t told my friends the particulars of Madeline’s history, and I didn’t know if I would. The four of us shared enough mutual trust for me to simply state that she’d been through more than most and survived. The specifics weren’t up to me to share, just as Jana’s hadn’t been up to Sparrow or me to share with Araneae.

      The saying was that time healed all wounds, and that was what I wanted to give my wife. She deserved time to heal with the knowledge that no one would harm her again.

      Our next stop would help that process.

      At least it made me feel like I was doing something.

      Pastor Roberto and Kristine, the fuckers that put the entire chain of events into motion.

      I looked at Mason, staring into his green eyes. “You’ve done this before?” I tilted my head toward the syringes on the table in front of us.

      He nodded. “I should say I’m not proud, but damn, I took out some serious motherfuckers with this agent.”

      “How is it not registered but being used by our government?”

      Mason’s lips straightened. “Come on, Patrick, you think we’re told everything? Even those of us in the Order weren’t told all of the specifics. We were given an order and the means. I happened to keep some after one mission, and with Jack’s help, we analyzed it.” He nodded toward the syringes. “It’s better this way. You don’t want that shit getting into the wrong hands.”

      I scoffed. “I’m not sure about the bad motherfuckers you took out, but I am sure that I’m glad the bad motherfucker Kader is on my side.”

      The plane’s wheels touched down as I grabbed the two syringes and placed them in my suit coat pocket. “I want both Pastor Roberto and Kristine to know who did this to them.”

      “You’ll have time to reintroduce yourself and give them a brief reasoning for their imminent demise. They’ll be cognizant for roughly five minutes—give or take one or two—before the bio-agent begins to wreak havoc on their nervous system. Voluntary muscles such as the tongue and ability to speak as well as move or control bodily functions are the first to go. I’ve watched top terrorists shit themselves. It’s the involuntary nerves, such as listening and comprehension, that remain longer. The agent acts like fire scorching everything in the path of circulation. The blood vessels sever as the tissue dissolves. Internal bleeding is the official cause of death. The question is if the arteries or heart bursts first.”

      “And they feel it?” I asked.

      “Every painful second. In my experience, the last words are usually blubbering apologies and pleas for help. There is an antidote.”

      “Did you bring it?”

      “I did, but it’s only for accidental injection into one of us. That won’t happen. It never has.”

      “Do you tell the victim about the antidote?” I asked.

      “Fuck yes.” He smiled. “Hope is the greatest means of torture.”

      “Yeah, glad you’re on our side.”

      The plane came to a stop and the stairs descended. As warm air filled the cabin, my mind was on the couple who didn’t devote their lives to helping the homeless but to selling them, who now still profited off the system by blackmailing participants.

      “Ready?” Mason asked.

      “Hell yes.”
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      The fog I’d been living under was beginning to fade as all around me life went on.

      It had now been three nights since the beginning of my meltdown. I wasn’t proud that it happened, but I was content it had run its course. I’d uncorked emotions I hadn’t realized I’d bottled. Not only acknowledging them, but expressing them with Patrick was cathartic.

      In the course of three days, I wasn’t healed, and I didn’t pretend I was.

      However, I felt better as if healing was now possible.

      The guilt was still the hardest part.

      For some reason, I could justify what had been done to me but not what I’d done to others.

      “Maddie,” Patrick had said sometime during the hours and hours, “there are qualified people who can help you with this more than I am able to.”

      “I’ve never talked about it, not really. I asked Andros to make it stop.” My head shook. “No, not stop. I’m sure there were still women brought to the compound. I asked him to relieve me of my role.” I looked up at Patrick. “I didn’t even advocate for them then.”

      “In all honesty, do you think you could have helped them? Do you think if you’d said it was wrong that he would have stopped?”

      “I think I said it was wrong the first time.”

      “Did your observation change anything?” Patrick asked.

      “No.”

      He tugged me closer and peppered the top of my head with kisses. “No one can take away your guilt. Maddie girl, I’m here to help you live with it, to be Ruby’s mother and my wife. I’m not pushing, but maybe one day you will feel strong enough to tell others your story. Let them know this horror exists and that places like the Sparrow Institute are there to help people. It’s crazy that Araneae started the institute, and now we found each other.”

      “I can hardly tell you.”

      “You never have to tell another soul, or you may want to. No matter what, I’m here.”

      His seeds of wisdom and advice were planted. Off and on I would think about the institute. Patrick told me that Laurel oversaw the counseling. She spent most of her time with her research, but since starting to work with Araneae, Laurel had felt a burden to help victims through more traditional measures too.

      He said if I didn’t feel right talking to her, there were others qualified.

      I wasn’t sure what I was comfortable doing. I knew there was a sense of security in knowing that Patrick would stay by my side to help me in whatever direction I planned to take.

      Somehow in my ranting, crying, and all-out loss of control, I remembered what I’d forgotten. I’d remembered how to be me.

      As Patrick had said, it wasn’t a secret formula.

      It was acceptable that we’d both changed over the years.

      The part about being me, the real me, with Patrick was an intangible element that I never had without him; it was the absolute freedom to be honest.

      Patrick reassured me that it was acceptable to be angry, sad, happy, and relieved. I could be scared or any other emotion that came along, and he wouldn’t devalue, debase, or otherwise find it unacceptable.

      I could even take four showers and a bath in a day, and all he asked was if I wanted company.

      My excessive bathing was something I hid from others for years. There was no way to make them understand without telling them my story.

      It was now Saturday evening, and after a soft knock, the door to our bedroom opened. “Hi,” Ruby said with a smile. “Can I come in?”

      Sitting up against the headboard, I nodded and patted the bed to my side. “Hey, beautiful. I’m sorry I’ve been a bit MIA.”

      As she walked toward me, I took in my daughter, from her jean leggings to her sweatshirt. “University of Michigan?” Ruby had grown up in Ann Arbor, but I’d never given the idea of a local college much thought.

      “Did you know Mr. Sparrow graduated from there?”

      My eyes opened wide. “I didn’t.”

      Ruby looked down and tugged on the soft giant blue shirt with the large gold M. “Yeah, he graduated a year before I started Westbrook. Isn’t that wild?”

      “It is,” I admitted. “We’ve all been so close and yet so far.”

      “Mom,” Ruby said, her smile fading. “Are you all right?”

      “I think I will be. I’m sorry. I’m not exactly sure what happened.”

      Her blue eyes shone. “You had to come to terms with no longer swimming.”

      “I what?”

      She smiled. “Mom, Patrick’s a good man, and the others, even your brother…I’m so glad you and Patrick found one another.”

      Her use of the word brother startled me. “You know…about Mr. Sparrow?”

      “Aunt Araneae told me.”

      “Aunt? She did? And Mr. Sparrow?”

      “He’s the one who told her. I think that counts for something.”

      I let out a long breath as I tilted my head back and looked up at the ceiling fan. “Maybe it does.”

      Ruby reached for my hand. “Come out to the dining room for dinner.”

      My gaze stayed fixed on the ceiling fan. “I don’t know.” I looked her way. “I feel like I need to keep apologizing to you.”

      “For what, Mom?”

      My gaze met hers. “For this, for me, for hiding away. I’m just tired.”

      “Come out for dinner and tomorrow morning, go upstairs for breakfast.”

      Upstairs, with Patrick’s friends, with women who offered their trust, and with men who knew my past, at least the part I’d told them in the plane.

      “Mr. Sparrow,” Ruby offered, “is usually gone by breakfast. It’s just everyone else.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I have lain around long enough. And the truth is I need to face him too. I owe it to Patrick.”

      “I don’t think you owe Patrick anything. He’s not like that. I think you owe yourself.”

      A smile threatened my lips. “I love you, Ruby. I always have.”

      “I know, Mom. I love you too. I’m just tired of coming in here to talk to you. I’m here because you told Patrick to save me. I want you to be here too.” She looked around the room. “Patrick offered to let me decorate the other bedroom the way I want. I think you should do something in here too. It’s so…bland.”

      Sitting up, I looked around at the masculine colors in shades of earth tones. “I like the windows.”

      “I do too,” Ruby said. “I love how high above the city we are and the lights.”

      “What do you think I should do in here…if Patrick agrees?”

      Ruby scoffed. “Patrick won’t tell you no about anything. I think it should be more colorful. You should see Lorna’s apartment. Oh man, the colors are crazy and it feels so alive.”

      “Have you been in all the apartments?”

      She nodded. “I get bored. So yeah, everyone has invited me.”

      “Speaking of siblings,” I began, “did you know Mason and Lorna are brother and sister?”

      “It’s kind of obvious when you’re around them. I mean they’re grown-ups and at first, Mason seems…intimidating, but then when you’re around them, you can see that the two of them razz one another all the time. It’s kind of fun.”

      I sighed. That wasn’t the relationship I expected with Mr. Sparrow. First off, who calls their brother mister?

      I guess the answer was me.

      Ruby reached out and squeezed my hand. “Dinner? Dining room?”

      “Has Patrick ever used the dining room before?”

      Ruby laughed. “I doubt it. So let’s start.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Give me a few minutes to get ready, and I’ll come out.”

      “Good.” She stood to leave.

      “Just the three of us?” I asked.

      “For dinner, yeah, just us.”

      As Ruby stepped from the bedroom, I marveled at the use of the word us. Strangely, for her entire life it has been us, meaning me and her. If we were to dine with Andros, it was, is Andros going to eat with us?

      My head shook at the realization that such a simple word could continue to fuel my growing bud of hope.

      Lifting the blankets, I reminded myself I’d already showered.

      In the bathroom, I applied a layer of lotion and some light cosmetics—just enough to not look like I’d spent three days in a fog—and then I dressed in slacks and a blouse. When I made it to the end of the hallway, I stilled. Standing near the dining room table were my husband and daughter, discussing silverware placement.

      It was a mundane conversation and at the same time, exactly what I needed. The two of them weren’t talking about me or my meltdown or worries about the future. They were chatting like a father and daughter might.

      “The fork goes on the left,” I said.

      Two nearly identical sets of blue eyes came my way.

      “It’s not the fork,” Ruby said. “It’s the glass. Tell him it is over the knife and spoon.”

      When my gaze met Patrick’s, he winked.

      My head shook as a real grin grew. “I think he knows that, sweetie. I think Patrick is teasing you.”

      She opened her mouth with a gasp. “Seriously?”

      “Trying not to miss out,” he said with a grin.

      After we were done dining, I offered to clean up the table.

      “The dishes are from here. The baking dishes go back upstairs,” Patrick said.

      As I started water in the sink and opened the dishwasher, I nodded. “Okay, we can take them up in the morning at breakfast.”

      Patrick reached for my hip and turned me away from the sink and toward him. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, Ruby is right. I need to start living.”

      His blue eyes closed as he pulled me closer, lowering his chin to the top of my head. “Maddie, you’re the strongest person I know.”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist, my forehead against the buttons of his shirt. His suit coat was gone and his sleeves were rolled. The beat of his heart filled my hearing as his chest moved steadily with each breath. When I looked up, he was looking down. “I’m stronger with you.” I turned to Ruby, now sitting on the sofa with something on the television. “You were always with me, in her.”

      Patrick nodded. “And now I’m here too.”

      “And tomorrow I’ll make it upstairs because you’re with me.”
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      Climbing into bed, I met Madeline’s gaze. “I never told you where I went this morning.”

      “Patrick, you have work to do. I understand that.”

      “This was work, but it was also personal.”

      Wearing a soft cotton nightgown, much like the one she’d worn in the hotel room what seemed like a lifetime ago, Madeline sat against the headboard and pulled the blankets to her lap. “Okay, tell me.”

      I let out a long breath. “I don’t know what I should tell you and what I shouldn’t.”

      “I’ve just unleashed a lifetime of shameful secrets, and you’re still here. Do you think I’ll run from the man who loves me and our daughter and who I love and trust because of something you did?”

      Sitting next to her against the headboard, I reached for her hand. I ran my fingers over hers. “This isn’t what I did, but I just had a thought.”

      Madeline’s green eyes shone. “Really? The—I don’t know—four to six times in the last few days weren’t enough?”

      Leaning nearer, I kissed her cheek. “It’s never enough. I wasn’t thinking about that. I was thinking that you’re my wife.”

      “I am.”

      “I’m your husband.”

      “It usually works that way.”

      “We need rings.”

      Madeline’s breath caught. “We don’t. The rings don’t make it more real.”

      “The rings tell the world that you’re taken and so am I. I want the world to know that.”

      When she turned my way, her eyes glistened. “And you’ll wear one too?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      She looked down at her hand. “The only ring ever offered me was that monstrosity from Marion.”

      “Andros?” I asked, hating that I’d mentioned his name.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “He gave me jewelry, all kinds. Never a ring. I never asked why, but I was relieved. I didn’t want to wear his ring.”

      “Good,” I said, lifting her hand and kissing her fourth finger. “Monstrosity. Yes, I saw it at the jewelry store. Tell me what kind you want.”

      “Whatever you want to give me.”

      “Now you have me thinking.”

      Our fingers intertwined as Madeline spoke, “There have been so many thoughts and memories over the last few days.” She looked up. “I’ve been trying to imagine where we’d be if I hadn’t been taken.”

      “I’d do anything to have saved you from your experiences, but for me, I’m not unhappy where I am and now with you also here, it’s perfect.”

      “What were you going to tell me?”

      I let out another breath. “Reid found Kristine and Pastor Roberto.”

      My eyes widened. “Is that where you went? What happened?”

      I laid my head back again. “They weren’t expecting our visit.”

      “Our?”

      “Mason went with me.”

      “Oh.”

      I scoffed. “Oh, don’t oh Mason. He has some unique experience that up until today, I’d yet to see firsthand. Let’s just say he’s very persuasive and imaginative.”

      “I’m not sure I want to hear the details.”

      “I’ll spare you those. I want you to know they’re dead, both of them. I realize it won’t make you sleep better, but it will give you the reassurance that two other people from your past will never bother you. You see, that’s what they did: they blackmailed both others on the sales chain like the Millers and also victims.” The thought brought the small hairs on my arms and legs to life. When they found a victim who’d made it to the other side, they blackmailed them, threatening to expose their past.

      “They won’t be found,” I said. “And with time will be officially classified as missing like you and so many others were by their doing. It’s appropriate to let them disappear. They don’t deserve a clean break.”

      “Why won’t their bodies be found?”

      “The means by which they died is classified. If their bodies would ever be discovered and the wrong people found out what agent was used, it could have repercussions. There aren’t many people who know that chemical agent exists.”

      “Could you or Mason be caught?”

      I shook my head. “No. The Ortizes lived near the Gulf of Mexico. Now they’re dead within its depths.”

      “Did you talk to them first?”

      I nodded, remembering the scene. With each Ortiz tied to a kitchen chair, Mason and I had their undivided attention. I let out a feigned laugh. “They didn’t remember me.”

      Maddie’s eyes grew. “How could they not remember? I thought of her…more times than I care to recall.”

      “Nope.” My head shook. “That simple fact alone made killing them easier. Once she realized the error of her lack of recollection, Kristine pretended she remembered. She had the facts and time of year wrong. You see, the two of them sold so many women and babies, they couldn’t separate one from the other.” I turned to my wife, lifting her hand again and peppering her knuckles with kisses. “You were and are the most important person in my life, and to them you were another sale, another transaction.”

      “Another commodity,” she said, her tone dripping with sadness.

      I lifted Maddie’s chin, bringing her gaze to mine. “People like them are monsters in the true sense of the word. Yes, I killed them. I listened as they cried out, writhing in pain. I watched as their bodies began to fail them and the realization hit that they wouldn’t live to see another day. I listened as they begged for the antidote. I wanted to give it them just to watch it all again.”

      Her eyes fluttered shut before opening. “I think there’s something wrong with me. What you’re saying isn’t upsetting me. I feel almost vindicated.”

      “Good. You and others like you. And me and others like me. They sold you, and in doing so, changed the course of my life too. Each individual was a pebble tossed into a pond, and they didn’t give a shit where the waves landed.

      “Don’t you see, Maddie? I’m a monster in my own way, and I’m not apologizing for it. It’s all about power. The Ortizes used their power and lies to suck in young people as we’d been and gain their trust, only to turn around and sell them to other monsters, such as the Millers, who in turn sold them again. Some might see you and me as monsters for not feeling remorse in their deaths, but in reality, the world is full of monsters. To a mouse, a cat is a monster.”

      “I’m one too,” she said.

      “How many women did Andros make you prepare?”

      Madeline looked down. “Twenty-seven.”

      “The pastor and Kristine weren’t able to give me a number. Pregnancies were their thing. That’s why they came after us. A young couple with no money doesn’t pay for birth control. They targeted us from the get-go so they could sell the mother and baby. Creating the mission was the perfect front to lure kids that no one else wanted. Who would miss them?”

      Maddie’s green gaze came to me. “You. You missed me.”

      “Every fucking day for seventeen years. In Mrs. Miller’s journals, we’ve learned about an attorney named William Adkins who specialized in private adoptions. You said Kristine was paid $500 for our unborn child. What we’re seeing is that Adkins was getting $20,000—$50,000 per baby. Someone was profiting in the middle. It appears as though the Ortizes sold to more buyers than Dr. Miller.”

      “Who did Dr. Miller sell me to?”

      I sat straighter. “McFadden was the top of that chain.”

      “Yeah, but the way Marion and Andros talked, McFadden tracked me down because I was the daughter of Allister Sparrow. If that’s the case, then yeah, the senator knew where to find me, but who was in charge of the cell house? Who took us there and kept us there? I would guess that few other pregnant girls left there showered and set for auction in a mansion across town.”

      My jaw clenched as I again sat back. My mind was swirling in a new direction. “I hate asking you to recall particulars. You told me about the auction and the room in McFadden’s home. The house with the cell, you said, was a normal-looking home from the outside.”

      Madeline nodded. “I wish I could remember more or even that I’d tried to look. The night they drove me to the auction, I wasn’t thinking straight. I remember being dazed by fresh air. It was warm. I’d lost track of time. When Kristine sold me, it was winter. I remember being told to behave or I’d be brought back.” She sucked in a deep breath. “Fucking pitiful, but that was my motivation to stand there—anything not to go back.”

      This woman before me was anything but pitiful. “Strong, Maddie. You were strong. Do you remember any names from the cell house?”

      Her head shook. “Not of the customers. They never told us. We were told to call them sir or daddy or some stupid demeaning shit like that.”

      My eyes closed and nostrils flared. “Fuck, Madeline.”

      Her hand reached for my arm, causing me to open my eyes. “It helps. Now that it’s out, it helps me to say more. I won’t, though, if it upsets you.”

      Her sincerity returned a grin to my lips. “My reactions are inconsequential. I’m here for you. I’ll listen every fucking day and night if it helps you. Honestly, I had somehow jumped that step in my mind. I had you going from Miller to McFadden.”

      “Maybe McFadden was in charge of the cell house, but he was never there. He came to Dr. Miller’s that first night and then he was in the mansion. The cell house was beneath him.”

      Another breath in and out. “You could be on to something. Now that you pointed it out, I have another person’s head to place at your feet.”

      “Miss Warner.”

      I tried to recall the particulars Madeline had shared during her purge. “She was the woman who ran the cell house?”

      “Yes, but I have no way of knowing if that’s her real name.”

      “If we find her, I will remove her from your worries.”

      “No,” Madeline said. “If you find her, I want to talk to her.”

      My hand went to her cheek, gently cupping her soft skin. “I’m warning you, it may be like the Ortizes. She may not remember you.”

      “I don’t care. It’s not about that. I don’t care if I’m special to Kristine or Miss Warner. I have something I want to find out.”

      “What do you want to know?” I asked.

      “I want to know why Miss Warner would do what she did,” Madeline replied. “I guess the question came to me after the first time Andros made me prepare those women. I wondered if Miss Warner performed her role as I had, without choice. Before that day, I’d never given her motivation a second thought. Just maybe she hated what she was doing as much as I did.”

      “Or the truth is simpler,” I proposed. “She was merely a cat with a basement full of mice.”

      “I’ll never know if I don’t ask.”
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      I looked up at Patrick as we walked to the elevators, knowing that I’d told my story to this loving, handsome tall man at my side and he hadn’t turned me away. As a matter of fact, he’d presented four sacrifices at my feet.

      I’d never wanted revenge, and yet when given it as a gift, I willingly accepted it. I’m not sure what that made me other than grateful to be back in his life.

      In the great wheel of trafficking and exploitation, I was but a small cog in their businesses. By avenging me, Patrick and his friends avenged others, people like Cindy and Jules as well as so many more. I didn’t care if those four people remembered me—to them I was just another of Miller’s girls. I cared that the man beside me remembered.

      We came to a stop at the elevators as I looked down at myself. I was wearing leggings and an oversized sweater. Upon my feet were soft ballet slippers and my hair was pulled back to a low ponytail.

      I took a deep breath. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this self-conscious.”

      Patrick’s brows knitted together. “Never?”

      My head shook, knowing he knew everything. “Yes, probably. It’s that I haven’t seen any of them since Laurel brought me dinner.”

      “And you can’t keep avoiding them if you want to live here.”

      The doors opened to the empty elevator.

      “Is that what you want?” I asked. “For me to stay?”

      Pulling my hand that he was holding, Patrick brought me close. “As I said before, more than I’ve wanted anything in my entire life.”

      “Then I’ll face them. What do they know? What have you told them?”

      “Nothing, Maddie. Ruby doesn’t know anything either. It’s not my story to tell. It’s yours, and you don’t have to tell it. I know these people well enough to know they won’t judge. Every person who lives here, minus Ruby, has their own skeletons.”

      The doors closed.

      “You had to tell them something. I was practically catatonic for three days.”

      “I told them you had a breakthrough, and I wouldn’t leave you alone with all your memories. Reid, Mason, and Sparrow know what you told them on the plane. They can put two and two together. As for the women, I haven’t said and they haven’t asked.”

      I sucked in a deep breath as the elevator stopped and the doors opened.

      Stepping from the elevator onto the marble hallway, the sound of talking and laughter combined with marvelous scents. We made our way down the hallway, past the large staircase, and toward the kitchen.

      My head held high, I felt my muscles tighten with each step until the brightly lit large kitchen came into view. As if flipping a switch, the sound all stopped. I assumed the scents were still there, but if questioned, I couldn’t be sure. Seven sets of eyes turned our way.

      Seven.

      Ruby was the first to move as she hopped up from where she’d been sitting. “Mom and Patrick.”

      Murmurs of greeting came our way with questions about what we’d like to eat and drink.

      I barely heard any of it.

      There was one set of dark eyes that set my flesh ablaze. It wasn’t a sensual tension as when Patrick looked at me. No, this was prying and painful. I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t

      “Madeline,” Mr. Sparrow finally said, standing from where he’d been seated at the table. “In my…could we…” He looked at his wife and back to me. “Could we speak privately for a moment?”

      “Sparrow,” Patrick said, again reaching for my hand.

      “Sure, Mr. Sparrow,” I said, doing my best to sound confident.

      I wasn’t, not at all, but in reality, I’d faced scarier invitations than one coming in front of my husband from one of his best friends.

      “Maddie, I’ll come with you,” Patrick offered.

      “Then it wouldn’t be private,” I said with a feigned grin. I looked to the rest of the room. “A cup of coffee with cream would be great when we return.”

      Mr. Sparrow had made his way to the archway where Patrick and I had just entered. He waited until I reached him and then without a word led me around the stairs and down a hallway. I thought for a moment we were getting on the elevator, but instead, he continued on, leading me to what appeared to be his home office.

      As with many of the rooms in the apartments and the penthouse, this room had floor-to-ceiling windows that filled one wall. Glass, chrome, and accent lighting accentuated the space, very unlike the monstrosity of a large wooden desk with intricate carvings that sat in front of a bookshelf. There was a second, more modern desk along another wall. Near the windows were two chairs and a table with a chessboard, ready for the next game. The paintings along the walls were by artists I recognized.

      Andros had a thing for owning art.

      Jean-Michael Basquiat and Andy Warhol were two that caught my attention.

      “Do you play?” Mr. Sparrow asked as my gaze went back to the chessboard.

      “Not as well as I play poker,” I replied.

      “Then I might have a chance to beat you.” When I didn’t reply, he gestured toward two other chairs near his desk. “Please, I know you’re probably hungry, but if you could have a seat for a moment.”

      I wrapped my arms around my midsection. “Please, Mr. Sparrow, don’t say you want Ruby and me to leave. I know this is all yours. Patrick wants us to stay, and I’d never ask Patrick to choose between us and you. It wouldn’t—”

      “Madeline,” he interrupted. “that’s not at all what I’m about to do.”

      “You’re not?”

      “No.” He gestured again to the chair.

      With a deep breath, I sat along the edge of the seat with my hands in my lap, ankles crossed, and back straight. Irina taught me long ago that it was the way proper ladies sat.

      Mr. Sparrow laughed. “You’re sitting like my mother. I would prefer if you’d relax, but the similarity is funny.”

      “It is?”

      “Because you’re not related to my mother.”

      I shook my head.

      “First, my name is Sterling.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      His brow lengthened. “I have no fucking idea what to do about having a sister.”

      A sister.

      He used the word.

      I shrugged. “I’ve never been a sister before or had a brother,” I added.

      “I’m very sorry about what happened to you, what you said on the plane.”

      “That has nothing to do with you.”

      “In a way it does. From what we’ve been able to determine, you were targeted and spared—if that’s what you want to call it—because of your lineage to me.”

      “Spared is an interesting word,” I said. “But Ruby was spared and for that I’m grateful.”

      “I’m going to tell you something that I don’t say to many people.”

      I sat taller.

      “My father…our father…was a horrible man. My mother also isn’t what I’d consider good. She’s still alive and he isn’t. I’m responsible for his death and don’t regret it.”

      My eyes opened wider. “Why would you tell me that?”

      “You were honest with me and Mason on the plane. I’m being honest with you now.”

      “Is that common knowledge about his death?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.” I wasn’t certain what to say.

      “There’s more that I want to say, to offer, that also isn’t common knowledge. No one, not even your husband, knows what I’m about to say.”

      “He knows about your father?”

      “Ours, and he does.”

      “Okay, I’m listening,” I said, holding my own hands upon my lap.

      “I’m not going to ask you to leave. My wife…and well, I also…we have in a short time come to care for Ruby quite a bit.”

      “Thank you, I’m grateful, but I feel like there’s more.”

      “I recently learned how you ended up where you did.”

      I nodded. “Yes, Roberto and Kristine Ortiz. Patrick said they targeted us. I’d never thought of it like that, but it makes sense.”

      Mr. Sparrow shook his head. “Before that, Madeline.”

      Before?

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I learned the cause of the car crash that took your parents—who you thought were your parents. I learned it wasn’t accidental but also targeted.”

      I recalled Andros and Marion telling me the same thing. “I was told that men like your father—”

      “Our,” Mr. Sparrow corrected.

      “Men like him didn’t want bastard children around. Andros made it sound like our…” I emphasized the word. “…father wanted me removed. I was supposed to be in the car.”

      “Ivanov was wrong.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Men like our father didn’t give a fuck about anything outside their bubble. They paid people or dismissed them. They were too concerned about their next deal, conquest, or acquisition to give one baby who had made it through the cracks much thought.”

      “So you’re saying he didn’t even care enough about my existence to have me killed?”

      “I’m sorry,” Mr. Sparrow said, leaning forward. “That sounds crass, and that wasn’t my intention. My intention was to be honest with you. As I said, our father was a terrible man. If it makes you feel any better, while he shaped me into who I am, he didn’t give a shit about me either. There is someone else who cared enough to keep track and hunt down anyone who would potentially jeopardize her son’s future.”

      Sitting was no longer an option as I sprang to my feet. “You called me in here to tell me that it was your mother who called for my death?”

      “I asked you in here to try to show you that I’m not our father or my mother. Our connection is insignificant in the grand scheme because being Patrick’s wife makes you part of this group of people. You would remain here because of him even if we didn’t share our father’s blood.

      “However, as it turns out, there is more. We are related and as such, after much deliberation, I’m offering you what I took the night my father fell to his death.”

      I took a step back. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ve tried to ignore it, but my mother isn’t a good woman—”

      My hands came up. “Wait,” I interrupted. “No, absolutely not. Do not say you’re offering your mother’s life for my parents or in retaliation for the life I have led. I have had some difficult times.”

      Mr. Sparrow scoffed. “Difficult times?”

      “Yes,” I said, nodding. “But without those times, I wouldn’t have met Patrick or given birth to Ruby or…” I lifted my hands and spun around. “…ended up here. Mr. Sparrow, I have done some terrible things and some bad things have been done to me, but never have I taken or asked for another person’s life. Yes, I know the crusade Patrick has been on, and I can justify it in my mind knowing I wasn’t their only victim. I will not ask for nor accept your mother’s life.”

      Mr. Sparrow stood, his smile broadening. In a surprise measure, he lifted his hand to me as if to shake. “Madeline, I’m your brother, Sterling. Please address me as such. No more Mr. Sparrow. There is one more thing I need to say.”

      I reached out and we shook. “Sterling.”

      Once our handshake ended, he went on, “Everything Patrick has said is true. I’m warning you that my mother will loathe your existence. I’m also telling you that it doesn’t mean a fucking thing. My mother controls nothing when it comes to all things Sparrow. Her livelihood is at my disposal.” He nodded. “Her life was at yours, and you showed in a matter of minutes that you’re more of a decent human being than she has ever been. It will be my immense pleasure to introduce the two of you.”

      Introduce?

      “Can that wait?” I asked.

      “It can wait until you’re ready, but she should know that you not only exist but have been welcomed into the Sparrow fold.”

      “I have?”

      He nodded.

      “But you know about me. I’m not—”

      “A bitch like my mother and other women like her who have never imagined nor considered the difficulties you’ve survived. I know enough about you to be proud to introduce you as my sister.” He gestured toward the doorway. “Come, Madeline, let’s finish breakfast?”

      “That sounds like a good plan, Sterling.”

      He smiled. “See, my name wasn’t that hard to say.”

      It was, but hopefully with time it would get easier. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you for not accepting my offer. As I’ve mentioned, my mother is a bitch. Nevertheless, I wasn’t looking forward to her demise.”

      “Yet you offered it?”

      “Sincerely.”

      We were on our way back to the kitchen when Sterling stopped. “Recalling what you said earlier, if I’d wanted you gone, you would have left all of us before asking Patrick to choose?”

      “Sincerely, but like you, I didn’t want to do it.”

      “He’s lucky I like him,” Sterling said with a smile, “or I might decide my sister deserves someone better.”

      “No,” I replied with a shake of my head, “there’s no one better.”

      As we entered the kitchen, Patrick’s blue gaze came my way with the other six sets of eyes. “May I get my own coffee?”

      The room remained still until Patrick asked, “Is everything all right?”

      I turned to Sterling. His dark eyes opened wide as he nodded.

      “Yeah, everything is good,” I replied.

      “Madeline,” Laurel said, “your coffee is over here.”

      Sterling spoke, “I’m thinking we should invite Genevieve here for a family get-together.”

      “What?” Araneae said, her light brown eyes staring down her husband.

      “Please, no,” I responded.

      As the room erupted in opinions, I noticed Reid wasn’t part of our conversation. With his dark eyes staring down at his phone, it was as if he wasn’t hearing the commotion.

      “Reid?” Sparrow asked.

      Standing, Reid shook his head. “We should all go downstairs.”

      “Oh,” Lorna said to me, “welcome to the secret Sparrow world. That means they’re going to disappear for a while.”

      Patrick came my way and reached for my hand. “Will you be okay?”

      I looked around the room, seeing the other three men standing near the farther archway and all the women gathered around, including Ruby. “You know what? I think I will.”

      He leaned in and kissed my cheek. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Not for a while,” Lorna said.

      Once they were gone, Araneae came up to me. “I know Sterling can be intimidating. I hope your talk went well.”

      I nodded. “It did.”

      She reached out and took my hand. “I’ve never had a sister.”

      “Me either.”
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      Not a word was spoken as all four of us entered the elevator. While I was curious about whatever Reid had learned, I had a more pressing concern. As we all stepped into the concrete hallway on 2, I stopped, reaching for Sparrow’s arm.

      Reid activated the sensor and the steel door began to move.

      Sparrow turned my way. “We have business in there.”

      The other two entered our secure command center, but I didn’t move. “What did you say?”

      His dark eyes narrowed. “To my sister in private?”

      “To my wife.”

      “I told her to cut the Mr. Sparrow bullshit and call me Sterling. I gave her some family history.” When I didn’t respond, he added, “I also welcomed her to our home, as your wife and my sister.”

      “That’s all?” I asked, not unhappy with his answer.

      “No, I informed her that Genevieve would loathe her existence and that it didn’t matter. I thought she should be prepared.”

      “So there’s no family reunion planned?”

      Sparrow scoffed. “Didn’t you see the daggers my wife sent my way? I would be sleeping in a spare room if I pushed for that.”

      I grinned. “Right, and there’s no going over your head.”

      “Fucking right there isn’t.”

      Being on a timer, the steel door was again closed, leaving us in the hallway between the elevator and entrance. I lifted my hand to the scanner and it once again opened. We both stepped in and halted, taking in the image on one of the screens high above. The picture was that of a crime scene, complete with the yellow police tape. The body wasn’t covered, so we could see blood pooled around a dead man.

      “He looks vaguely familiar,” I said, taking a few steps closer and zeroing in on his face. The reality was that no one looked the same in death. Television and movies made it appear as if they did, as if they were sleeping. The reality was much harsher. While the heart immediately ceased pumping blood throughout the circulations, and in the case we were seeing, the victim obviously shot, the blood remaining in the tissues over time settled, making the tissues swell and flesh discolor, usually to deep shades of purple.

      “Nikita Gorky,” Reid said. “This and other crime scene photos were sent to us from one of our capos in Detroit. According to him and his men, it’s getting heated.”

      “I guess that answered our question of Gorky or Bykov,” Sparrow said. “Interesting that someone would be so sloppy, leaving his corpse out to be found.”

      “It’s a warning,” Mason said. “I’d bet Ivanov ordered the hit or did it himself. He’s telling the rank and file he will kill anyone who tries to make his bratva their own.”

      “Can we find any evidence of Gorky working with Hillman?” I asked, finally able to fully concentrate on what was happening around us.

      Mason shook his head. “Fuck, when Club Regal reopens there need to be cameras. I think I recall seeing the two of them in an in-depth conversation before the final round of the tournament. Was Hillman recruiting Gorky for his side, or was Gorky staying true to Ivanov?”

      “Had to be recruiting,” I said. “If Gorky had tipped off Ivanov, Hillman and Ivanov wouldn’t have traveled together to Elliott’s ranch. Ivanov sure as shit wouldn’t have sent Hillman to gather Ruby. I want the man dead, but I have a difficult time believing that even he would set Ruby up to be taken by Hillman.”

      Reid nodded. “So Ivanov is down to one trusted man.”

      “Looks that way,” Sparrow said. “Have our capo set up a meeting with Ivanov and another with Bykov. The fucking city of Detroit is going to implode over this if we don’t step in. We’ll offer Sparrows for the takeover.”

      “Ivanov?” Mason asked.

      “Yes,” Sparrow said. “I’m going to offer him a truce.”

      My head snapped toward him. “You’re going to do what?”

      “Offer a truce.”

      “But you said you want him dead. Do you have any idea what he’s put—”

      Sparrow lifted his hand. “I said I’d offer him one. He’ll take it or he won’t. If he does, moving our men into Detroit will be easier. If he doesn’t, we’ll cross that bridge. I said I’d offer it; I don’t plan on delivering it. The real offer is going to Bykov.”

      I took a deep breath. “What if Bykov doesn’t take the bait?”

      “Ivanov is still going down. With no leadership in place, the bratva folds, and it’s a damn crapshoot,” Sparrow said, “on who takes over. In that scenario, there will be more casualties and those will include civilians. I sure as fuck don’t want it making its way to my city.” He looked at Reid. “Have we heard from our men in the region?”

      The region was the term for the northwest part of Indiana right outside of Chicago, including Gary, Hobart, Merrillville, and the like. It was comprised of the cities that worked as the land-based gateway from Detroit to Chicago—hell, from all points east. The outfit in charge of the region was second generation. Their longevity was due to their willingness to comply with different leadership. Whether it was McFadden or Allister Sparrow, they’d accepted the boundaries and regulations placed on them. When Sparrow succeeded his father, the old man in the region wavered, unsure if a young buck like Sparrow could keep the reins.

      His son had no issue and was itching to move their outfit into more modern and efficient means of income. We sent men and worked with them after the untimely demise of the older leader. He owes us and has been loyal to a fault.

      “They’re watching,” Reid said. “It seems that the flow of individuals associated with Hillman and Ivanov that had come our way around the time of the tournament and Ivanov’s declaration has reversed. The fires in Detroit are taking their attention away from here.”

      “So basically, the bratva retreated before an all-out war,” Mason said.

      Sparrow’s hand fell upon my shoulder. “Taking out Hillman was more advantageous than we planned.”

      My head shook. “While I’ll take the praise, I don’t agree. Ivanov wants Chicago. He screwed up by trusting Hillman for the McFadden backup, but he still wants it. He has to go.”

      “He’ll go,” Sparrow said. He turned to Mason. “What have you learned about the poker tournament in New Orleans?”

      “It’s smaller than the one at Club Regal. Million-dollar buy-in and Madeline is prepaid.”

      I let out a sigh. “Why the fuck would Ivanov do that if he planned on selling her to Elliott?”

      Reid tilted his head. “He didn’t. It was Elliott.”

      “Fucker,” I said. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Ivanov seemed the obvious choice. The interesting piece to this puzzle is that Elliott paid her entry fee over a month ago,” Reid said.

      “Before the Chicago tournament? Before he’d been introduced to her?” I ran my hand over my short hair as I turned in a circle. “Fucking hell. Ivanov had planned to sell her and Ruby over a month ago.”

      “He was gaining financial support for his war and securing an ally,” Mason said. “He had Hillman doing legwork for him and recruiting. He had Elliott primed to win the tournament and leave Madeline without recourse but to leave with Elliott.”

      The muscles in my arms flexed as I placed my hands behind my head. “Why steal the money at the club? Why kill Standish and Beckman?”

      “To make me look bad,” Sparrow said. “Ivanov had the tournament set, believing that Elliott would win the jackpot, if not him he also had Hillman and Madeline. When the safe was opened, the payout wouldn’t be there. Club Regal would be in an uproar and since the club was protected by Sparrows we’d look like failures.”

      Mason stood and paced a small track upon the concrete, his cowboy boots tapping with each step. “I am still wondering what role Beckman and Standish played and why they had to be eliminated.”

      “Veronica Standish tried to talk to me the night before she was killed,” I volunteered. “Beckman interrupted the conversation. My gut says she caught wind of something, and that was why Leonardo paid her a visit.”

      “And,” Sparrow said, “as Ivanov admitted, Beckman was no longer useful.”

      “Has Leonardo shown up anywhere? He could be an option for new leadership.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I recanted. “Fuck no. He wasn’t that bright.”

      “I agree with the second part,” Mason said. “And no, he hasn’t been seen. We’ve placed a search on the credit cards he used in Chicago. There have been no transactions. My intuition is that when spring comes, the snow melts, and the tractors start cultivating the farmlands from Illinois to Indiana and Michigan, someone will find what’s left of him.”

      Those were some of the most disgusting corpses. While the winter’s freezing temperatures preserved the body at first, the warming temperatures accelerated the decomposition. Spring also brought the birth of everything. Babies needed food. Wolves, foxes, and other carnivores began the process, and insects continued it. Warmer weather also brought the return of flies and maggots. Another more recent development was the advancement in farming. Where in the past it was a man or hired hand on a tractor, today it can be done with GPS and programmed machinery. The body could be picked up and spit out before anyone knew it was there.

      “Or he’ll be fertilizer,” I said.

      “Set up the meetings,” Sparrow said. “Make Ivanov come to me. I’ll meet Bykov in neutral territory.”

      “Ivanov won’t come to you for a truce,” Reid said.

      “Unless he’s desperate,” I replied. “And then we know what we’re up against.” I turned to Sparrow. “I want to be the one who takes him out.”

      “No promises,” he said. “Opportunity is more important than gratification.”

      He was right. As long as the motherfucker was dead. I turned to Sparrow. “You’re not going alone.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it, but timing will decide who goes with me.”

      The journals we’d taken from the Millstones caught my attention, lying scattered upon a long table away from the main computers. I turned to Reid. “Have you made it through all of the journals?”

      He shook his head. “No, but close.”

      “Madeline asked a question I hadn’t thought of.” I had everyone’s attention. “I fucking hate talking about this.”

      “She had a question,” Sparrow prompted.

      “Kristine Ortiz sold her to Dr. Miller. We know that line of the sales channel. She was then taken to what she called the cell house, a home somewhere in Chicago where she didn’t see the light of day for four months. There was a basement where the women were kept. They were all pregnant. There were no beds or running water. They were called one by one to go upstairs and service johns.”

      “Fucking shit,” Sparrow growled.

      Mason’s green eyes seethed with venom as he listened, no doubt thinking about the possibilities of his sister Missy. It was true that we were all affected in some way by this hideous trail of depravity.

      “Four months in,” I went on, “she was brought upstairs and cleaned, the health of the pregnancy was confirmed, and she was taken to McFadden’s mansion and auctioned to a room of men. She described the gates and tall walls.” My head shook. “She also described the library where the auction took place.”

      Sparrow stopped his pacing. “It wasn’t a private auction?”

      I shook my head. “She said it seemed that Ivanov was always the intended buyer—someone at the cell house mentioned a special guest—but Elliott was there too as was Antonio Hillman and about twenty-some-odd others.”

      Sparrow inhaled deeply.

      “How did McFadden know she was in that cell place?” Mason asked.

      “That’s her question,” I said. “Madeline wants to know who Dr. Miller sold her to. Did McFadden buy her back to sell her again?”

      “I’ll look,” Reid volunteered. “The problem with the journals—as you know by having seen some—is what we’ve also found in other records, such as those we uncovered from Daniel McCrie.”

      “Numbers,” I said, recalling what I’d seen on the plane.

      Reid nodded. “Numbers. Wendy Millstone had a code she used with numbers and letters. I haven’t given it enough time to try to decipher it. Finding the answers would be a hell of a lot easier if it named names.”

      “She said she used the name Tate,” I offered. “It was Kristine’s idea.” I clenched my fists. “I would fucking watch her die again, given the chance.”

      “Yeah, that’s not happening,” Mason said with a grin.

      He was right. The time for the antidote had long expired, and she and her husband were now fish food. “Madeline remembers a woman named Miss Warner. She was the manager who ran the cell house.”

      “I remember reading about shit like that you all found when you closed down the Sparrow distribution chain. We have names of a few of those managers. Maybe they would know something,” Mason said. “I can make a few visits.”

      “They are alive because they cooperated before,” Sparrow said. “Do it.”

      “I sent a text message to our head capo in Detroit,” Reid said. “I’ll let you know when I have something.”

      Sparrow nodded.
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      “I am feeling claustrophobic,” I said as I paced near the floor-to-ceiling windows in our bedroom. Crossing my arms over my chest, I peered down at the city below. With the fall of nighttime, the lights Ruby so enjoyed were aglow for miles around.

      “It’s about safety at this juncture,” Patrick said. “Did you leave the bratva often?”

      I spun toward him. “More recently, for tournaments. Before that, no, but it’s not the apartment. This place feels bigger with all the different residences. Mostly in the compound, I kept to myself in the apartment Ruby and I shared when she was home...there,” I clarified, letting out a breath. “You know what I mean.”

      Patrick stood from where he’d been sitting on the end of the bed, came closer, and gently grasped my upper arms. “I do. You can say home. You lived there. I don’t care what you call it. You’re here now. This is your home.”

      I nodded, recalling the conversation with Sterling. “It is beginning to feel like it could be.”

      “It better,” he said, kissing my forehead.

      “I think helpless is a better word. I want to help with your crusade.”

      “I don’t think killing is a good form of therapy,” he said.

      “You’re using it.”

      “I am, but I’ve killed before. Maddie girl, you’re not a killer.”

      “I’ve never had the opportunity. There have been times I might have done it.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “I’m glad this is feeling more like home and that you and Sparrow have come to an agreement.”

      My cheeks rose as my lips curled into a smile. “Did he tell you what he said?”

      “He told me that you’re welcome here. That’s all that matters.”

      I nodded. “Ruby took me upstairs in the penthouse to the room she uses there.” My eyes widened. “It’s very nice. Araneae has spared no expense in making her comfortable.”

      Patrick shook his head. “Trust me, money isn’t an issue.”

      “I have some,” I offered. “Money. I don’t remember if I told you, but I’d been planning for a while that after Ruby graduated high school, I could disappear. I’m sure in relation to what the Sparrows have it isn’t much, but growing my nest egg gave me hope.”

      “Where is it?”

      “In an offshore account under a shell company I created.”

      Patrick straightened his neck as his blue eyes shone. “Check you out. You’ve moved up from picking pockets.”

      “I listened over the years and picked up on things. For example, I knew that the credit cards I used when traveling couldn’t be traced back to Andros. The only issue is that the passwords are saved on a flash drive hidden in my apartment in the compound.”

      “Could someone access your money if they found the flash drive?”

      “No, not unless they also found my accounts. I didn’t keep the information together for that reason.”

      “I can help you access the accounts, if you want it. But I won’t help if you’re still planning an escape.”

      I looked around. “Well, since I haven’t left these floors in over a week, I could be a captive in need of an escape.”

      “You’re not captive. You’re being kept safe.”

      My smile returned. “I don’t want to escape. I guess I want to contribute. I spent a little while upstairs, and I can see why Ruby likes the other women. Araneae has a company.” I straightened my neck. “And I’ve owned some of her dresses. Sinful Threads. They’re stunning.”

      Patrick grinned. “She’s a partner. She and her friend started the business after college, offering just accessories.”

      “She was telling me all about it. Her friend has a little girl named Kennedy who Araneae adores. She also started the Sparrow Institute and maintains an administrative role. And Laurel is a doctor and works at the institute.”

      Patrick nodded, as if waiting.

      “Yes, I’m mentioning the institute without a meltdown.”

      “You, Maddie girl, may melt down anytime you feel the need.” His hands moved to my waist. “I will enjoy…” His fingers squeezed. “…molding every inch of you back together.”

      I tipped my forehead toward him. As usual, a button-up shirt covered his wide chest. The spicy scent of his cologne filled my senses as his steady heartbeat sounded in my ears.

      “Lorna does so much around here.” I looked back up. “I feel like I should do something. If I could access the money, I could pay for the things Ruby ordered for her bedroom. You shouldn’t—”

      “Pay for my daughter’s needs?” he interrupted. “You’re wrong. Once we have everything settled, I’ll gladly help you access your money for you because it’s yours.”

      “Technically, that’s debatable. I skimmed from Andros at tournaments.”

      Patrick’s smile broadened. “Still my little thief.”

      “I mean, I was the one winning the money. So in principle, I’m not sure it’s stealing.” I couldn’t help grinning.

      He ran his large finger over my cheek. “You’re absolutely stunning when you smile.”

      The muscles in my cheeks relaxed. “I’m not claustrophobic because this place is too small. I’m feeling trapped because I know what you and the others are doing is about me and instead of helping, I’m just here.”

      “First off, here is exactly where I want you.” Patrick reached for my hand and led me to the small round table.

      As we sat, my eyes narrowed with suspicion. Placing my fingers upon the table, I asked, “What are you going to tell me? Whose head did you sever today?”

      “No one’s,” he replied. “I never left the building.”

      “Okay.”

      “I told you that we took a series of journals from the Millers?”

      “Yes.” A bud of excitement sprang to life. “Did you find Cindy?”

      His expression remained solemn. “Mrs. Miller didn’t use names as a way to classify stock. I’m afraid it’s very difficult to know the identities.”

      I let out a sigh. “I know it’s a long shot. Maybe if Cindy’s gone, we could find her child.”

      “Mrs. Miller used a code. Math is my thing, and it took most of the day, but I cracked it.”

      “You did?”

      “It still doesn’t help with identities, but it does tell us the date, seller, and buyer. Of course, everything is abbreviated so at this point we can’t be one hundred percent certain of anything.”

      “And you were working on this all day.”

      He nodded and reached for my hands. “I can’t presume to know when or if your friend Cindy went through Dr. Miller’s or another seller.”

      My mind went back to the cell-house basement. “We never talked about that.” My nose scrunched as the offending odors came to life in my memory. “We talked about life in abstract. We answered one another’s questions, confided in one another, and validated each other’s fears. It helped to know I wasn’t the only one feeling the way I did. We avoided talking about our reality; instead, it was the everyday pleasures of food and water. We talked a lot about the future, what we hoped to do, and about our babies—the life we wanted for them.”

      “Maddie, I think I found you.”

      “You mean in the journal?”

      Patrick nodded again.

      “How?”

      “I know the date you disappeared. I was able to locate the date with KRO, which I believe is Kristine Roberto Ortiz.”

      “Kristine sold me. Who bought me from Dr. Miller?”

      “Again, this is all speculation and inference. You said that all of the women in the cell house were pregnant?”

      “Yes.”

      “Mason did some follow-up, and we believe the cell house was owned and operated by Lewis Adkins, an attorney who worked in a family office for the McFaddens.”

      “An attorney for a doctor’s office?” I asked, my only definition for a family office.

      “No, this is an office made up of multiple professionals. Their sole purpose is working for one family. These practices still exist and usually include attorneys, accountants, wealth managers, fixers, and PR people to name a few. These offices exist to do everything necessary for their employer.”

      “Didn’t you mention Adkins before?”

      “I did. William Adkins was an attorney specializing in private adoptions. We found his name earlier in one of the journals.”

      “You said there weren’t names.”

      Patrick shook his head. “Not of the women or entities sold. The names we found were of people who were in contact with the Millers, such as the Ortizes—Kristine and Pastor Roberto. William Adkins was listed and crossed out. He’s deceased.

      “Reid ran an exhaustive search and while Wm. Adkins, the adoption attorney, met an untimely demise around the time of McFadden’s arrest, we can’t connect him with the sales code Mrs. Miller used. We believe we can connect his brother, Lewis Adkins, who as I mentioned, also happened to work for McFadden.”

      My head shook. “Unless he was a customer, I don’t recall a man—other than a few of Miss Warner’s guards—being routinely present at the cell house. How old would Lewis be?”

      “Lewis? William, if he were still alive, he’d be in his late seventies. Lewis is a bit younger.”

      I thought back as best I could. That would have made him late fifties to early sixties when I was there. “No one that age was at the cell house except customers.” My stomach twisted. “That first night at Dr. Miller’s there were four men, all of that age group. All gave off an air of wealth and superiority.”

      “I can show you his picture,” Patrick offered.

      I shook my head. “I wish I could help. I don’t think I could be considered a reliable witness. I wouldn’t have even known that the senator was there that first night if he hadn’t said something about it at the auction.” I tried to piece together what Patrick was telling me together. “So you’re saying Dr. Miller sold pregnant women to Lewis Adkins. We were kept at the cell house and then his brother, William, facilitated the adoption of the babies?”

      “Yes.”

      “And this William Adkins is deceased?”

      “Yes. His brother Lewis is alive,” Patrick offered. “He’s retired and still lives in Chicago. They also have a sister about the same age. She’s alive and resides in a nursing home in Downers Grove.”

      “His sister?” I asked. “Do you think that could be Miss Warner?”

      “I do. Mason made a few visits to people who have stepped away from the business.” He shook his head. “It’s a long story. Anyway, they helped us track down other people years ago. Mason followed up and was given the name Wilma Adkins, a reclusive spinster.”

      “Miss Warner was always there—always. To the outside that may appear reclusive. And you say that she’s in a nursing home?”

      He squeezed my hands. “She’d been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. I accessed her medical records—”

      “How did you do that? Aren’t they private?”

      Patrick’s head tilted. “They are. Anyway, she was diagnosed and admitted before her brother died. The notations called it rapid onset. Maddie girl, if she’s your Miss Warner, you won’t find your answer.”

      “Will you take me to her? Downers Grove isn’t far, is it?”

      “I’d rather not take you out until Ivanov is dealt with.”

      “Dealt with?” I stood. “No, Patrick. Kristine, Pastor Roberto, and the Millers weren’t dangerous. Andros is. Please don’t risk your life.”

      “He declared war on the Sparrows. This is about you, but it’s also about the Sparrows. Could you tell me what you know about Sasha Bykov?”

      I took a deep breath as years of memories flashed in my mind. “Sasha has been with Andros since I arrived.”

      “Worked his way up the ranks?”

      “No. He’s always been at the top.” My thoughts went to the night I was ambushed. Sasha had been the one to drag Adrik’s dead body from our bedroom.

      “Satisfied in his position?” Patrick asked.

      I shrugged. “Loyal, yes. I don’t know about satisfied,” I replied honestly. “I can’t imagine him turning on Andros if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Could Sasha imagine you turning on Andros or you telling bratva secrets?”

      I gave that a bit of thought. “Probably not. I never showed any sign of discontent.”

      “Even though you weren’t content?” Patrick prompted.

      “Yes.”

      “Why wouldn’t you show it?”

      The answer was obvious. “Because Andros wouldn’t have allowed it.”

      Patrick nodded.

      “I don’t know. Maybe Sasha feels the same way,” I suggested. “I wish I could be more helpful. Andros’s other man at the top is Nikita Gorky.”

      “He’s dead.”

      “What? When? How?”

      “Very recently. That was the news Reid learned this morning. Gorky was shot, execution-style, and left in an alley.”

      My mind went back to Adrik. “Single shot in the forehead?”

      “How did you know that?” Patrick asked.

      “It’s Andros’s signature move.” My gaze met Patrick’s. “If you want to meet, I could translate.”

      “They speak English?”

      “Yes, but I’ve been present in discussions. The real information isn’t said in English. It’s kind of a power trip to be able to say incriminating things right in front of an opponent and not be understood.”

      Patrick stood and walked to the dresser, returning with an iPad. “I have her picture.”

      “Her? Ms. Adkins?” I asked.

      “Yes, from her medical record.”

      Would I recognize her seventeen years later?

      This wouldn’t be like the men at Dr. Miller’s who I saw once. I saw Miss Warner multiple times a day. Her silhouette in the doorway came to mind. Patrick laid the pad on the table as her electronic chart appeared.

      “Oh God,” I cried, bringing the tips of my fingers to my lips. “She’s older and thinner, but I think it’s her.” I then looked closer at the chart. “Patrick, did you see her middle name?”

      He nodded. “I did, but I didn’t want to sway you before you saw her picture.”

      Wilma Warner Adkins.

      I looked up, my gaze meeting his. “Please, I need to talk to her.”
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      “Bykov is willing to meet,” Mason said.

      He and I were alone on 2, each nursing a cup of coffee. Unusually, Sparrow and Reid were absent. It wasn’t as if we’d received a call or text. This was simply what we did, taking slumber when we could and waking with a sense of duty.

      Being very early Monday morning, there were hours before the rest of the household would be moving about, eating breakfast, and generally living behind our shield of safety. “It could be a setup.”

      “He’s probably thinking the same thing,” Mason replied.

      After a sip of hot brew, I sat the mug on the desktop. “Madeline said Sasha Bykov has been with Ivanov since she arrived to the bratva.”

      Mason leaned back in the tall desk chair. Wearing blue jeans, he lifted his large cowboy boots, one and then the other, crossing his ankles with the boots upon the desktop. His colorful arms no longer caught my attention nor did his shoulder-length hair. Mason may not look like the man I met in basic training or served beside in war, but that was only the surface. Where it counted, he was that man and more. He was a quick thinker and strong beyond belief. He was also exceptionally knowledgeable in the tactics of warfare and technology as well as bioagents.

      His knowledge wasn’t learned through others. He had experience and also knew the pitfalls. Prior to reuniting with us, his automated home was programmed against him. Mason knew there were limits to our reliability on technology. The gut was the best teller of danger.

      “Say this was reversed,” I said, thinking aloud. “The Sparrow outfit was licking its wounds and bleeding supporters. I was the one dead in the alley, and you have little doubt Sparrow pulled the trigger as a warning. Ivanov contacted you. You agreed to a meeting. Now, what are you thinking?”

      “A few things,” Mason replied. “First, what the fuck did you do to warrant Sparrow’s bullet?”

      “Maybe I was thinking of crossing him.”

      “And now I have a meeting with someone that could get me shot either by the person I’m meeting with or by Sparrow if he found out.”

      I nodded.

      “But I’ve been with the Sparrow outfit for a long time,” Mason said. “And now I am seeing it slip away. I stood by him as he, in order to gain power, put trust in an outsider over his own trusted men.”

      “And you’ve fucking been there since day one. Instead of trusting you, he trusted Hillman.”

      “I’m pissed,” Mason replied.

      The steel door opened. “About what?” Sparrow asked, entering 2 wearing his customary middle-of-the-night sweatpants and t-shirt.

      “You,” we both said in unison.

      “What the fuck?”

      “No, boss,” I said with a grin. “Bykov agreed to meet with you, and we’re discussing his possible state of mind.”

      “Why are you pissed?” Sparrow asked, taking his chair.

      “Because according to Madeline,” Mason began, “I’m Bykov in this scenario—according to her, I’ve been with you for at least the last seventeen years at the top, sharing your number-two spot. I’ve laid my life on the line for you and the bratva. You fucked up when you decided to put your trust in Hillman.”

      Sparrow nodded. “I was trying to expand our base.”

      It now seemed we were all playing the alternate-reality scenario.

      “Did you discuss it with us first?” I asked.

      “I don’t have to fucking discuss anything with anyone,” Sparrow said, the ends of his lips curling upward.

      “After seventeen years,” I began, “you sold Madeline, the woman who has appeared to be at your side through too much shit, and now you killed me—I’m Gorky,” I said.

      Mason’s head shook. “This whole organization is on shaky-as-fuck ground. I’m not the only one looking at you suspiciously. We all wonder who is next. Who are you going to eliminate?”

      “You’re not seeing it from Ivanov’s point of view,” Sparrow said, lifting his cup as he stood. “I—as him—am thinking about the good of the bratva. We fucking had Chicago ready to crumble. Hillman brought me the disenfranchised McFadden followers. Those fuckers knew the city.”

      Mason’s large boots came to the concrete floor. “And I know Detroit.” He pointed my way. “So did he and you shot him.”

      “He was disloyal.”

      I joined the others in standing as the door opened again and Reid entered.

      His neck straightened as he grimaced. “What is happening?”

      “He’s going down,” Mason said, pointing at Sparrow. “I’m not getting passed over or killed after all these years.”

      “What the fuck?” Reid said, lifting his hands and coming closer. “Are you all losing it?”

      “Right now, I’m on the edge,” Sparrow said, still looking at Mason. “I know I fucked up, but that doesn’t mean I’ll admit it. I need to know I have complete and utter allegiance.”

      Mason took a step back. “So you’re suspicious? Of even me?”

      Sparrow nodded and pointed at me. “Hell, I just killed him. The walls are closing in. I’m feeling trapped. I’d have eyes and ears on everyone, even you. Not doing so would be arrogant, like my father.”

      “You don’t think Ivanov is arrogant?” I asked.

      “Oh fuck, you are…them,” Reid said with an exhale. “You fuckers had me worried. I thought maybe the stress was getting to you.”

      “Brainstorming, man,” I said, retaking my seat.

      “How did you die?” Reid asked me.

      “Shot. I’m Gorky.”

      “It was nice knowing you,” Reid said with a grin, pulling up something on his phone. “Here’s the message from Ivanov. He has agreed to meet with you in New Orleans during the tournament.”

      My head shook. “No way is Madeline going to that tournament.”

      “She doesn’t have to,” Sparrow said. “But we will.”

      “No,” I said. “I don’t like it.” I turned back to Sparrow. “Back to our role play. Why would you agree to meet?”

      “Either I’m planning a bold move to take me out or I’m ready to concede that the declaration of war is withdrawn and ask for a peace treaty.”

      Sparrow looked from one of us to the other. “That gives us at least three days. The fate of Chicago and Detroit will be determined in New Orleans.” He looked to me. “I will talk to him. Let him know what’s happening. We’ve never had a problem. I don’t want to start one now.”

      By him, Sparrow was referring to the king of New Orleans, one of his counterparts.

      “I’ll assure him,” Sparrow went on, “that there will be no repercussions for his city. We aren’t looking for land or manpower from him. We only need space to end this.”

      I remembered something Madeline said. “I don’t particularly want her there, but Madeline offered to translate with Bykov. I believe that would work with Ivanov too.”

      “I got this,” Mason said. “Russian and the different derivations aren’t that tough.”

      A grin came to my lips. “I forgot we have the master of languages amongst us.”

      “Can you arrange a meeting with Bykov before the tournament?” Sparrow asked. “It would be nice to walk into New Orleans knowing Bykov is ready to succeed Ivanov. If not, there will be fallout.”

      “Let us meet with him,” I said, looking at Mason and speaking to Sparrow. “You were right. Ivanov will have eyes and ears everywhere. He already distrusts most everyone around him. One rogue sighting of you near Detroit or Bykov near Chicago will set him off. Bykov doesn’t need to meet with you yet.” I motioned between the other three of us. “We’re his equal.” It was similar to how Sparrow was on a par with the leader of New Orleans. “We can lay out the offer and give him some time to work up the support in the ranks if he agrees. If he doesn’t and turns on us, telling Ivanov our plan, Detroit is on its own for a while. The blood will be on their hands.”

      Sparrow nodded. “Let’s do it.”
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      “You’re saying that Andros didn’t sign me up for the tournament—Marion did?” I asked not only Patrick but also the other three men sitting around the penthouse’s kitchen table. Being it was Monday afternoon, we were the only ones present.

      Araneae was in the home office working via video conferencing with her assistant Jana and her partner in Denver, Louisa. Ruby was in our apartment. Since we were on what was referred to as lockdown, I could only assume that Lorna and Laurel were also somewhere within the confines of our domain.

      “Yes,” Reid said. “Registering you over a month ago with a million-dollar buy-in.”

      My fingers itched for the feel of cards. It was the one thing that made me someone beyond what Andros considered me to be. Yes, he’d facilitated my playing, and up until now, I never questioned why. That was a thought for another day. Now I needed to concentrate on the tournament at hand. “Over a month ago?” My head shook. “More evidence that he and Andros had my sale planned long before Chicago.”

      The four men remained silent.

      “Will it help at all if I play the tournament?” I asked.

      “No,” Patrick said. “You’re not facing Ivanov or Elliott.”

      I laid my hands upon the granite table, sensing all four sets of eyes coming my way. “Gentlemen, gambling is my claim to fame. I’m not interested in fame, but I am capable of making a good show. I suddenly wonder if that wasn’t what I was all along, a show, a diversion allowing Andros access to cities for other reasons while the attention was on me. And as for Marion, what is he going to do? He’s already insinuated that I’m mentally unstable.”

      “That was a countermeasure to discredit you if you chose to tell the world the truth,” Sterling said, “about the transaction between him and Ivanov.”

      “I won’t,” I replied. “Who would believe me?”

      “We do,” Patrick said, reaching for my hand.

      I grinned his way. “And I appreciate that. You know that horrible world exists. Most people think it only happens in fiction. They don’t want to know it’s real. The cell house where I was held? I couldn’t tell you where it was located even though I was there for four months. My guess is that the neighbors didn’t know what was right there. They each made plausible explanations in their minds for the coming and going of cars at all hours. That’s what people do. They see what they want to believe. I won’t stand up at the tournament and declare that Marion Elliott, esteemed oilman, bought me. However, maybe if I’m there, I can distract him or Andros for your benefit. Please…” I looked from man to man. “I want to help.”

      Patrick exhaled. “Elliott is our wild card in this whole thing. Why is he loyal to Ivanov?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I get the feeling that things go way back. Marion admitted being at my auction in McFadden’s home. Before I knew that, he mentioned something about being friends with a politician—”

      “We can assume McFadden,” Sterling interjected.

      I tried to think back. “He also mentioned Antonio Hillman’s mother. I think her name is Ruth.”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Marion said they were very nice and helpful after the death of his wife and daughter.”

      Sterling shook his head. “Ruth is Wendell’s only wife. He never had a daughter, only Antonio.”

      “No,” I corrected. “Marion’s wife and daughter. It happened over thirty years ago. He lost both of them in a small plane crash.”

      All four men looked from one to the other.

      “I don’t recall that information,” Reid said. “I thought I knew what there was to know about the guy.”

      I shrugged. “When I looked him up before the Chicago tournament, I found one reference to him marrying young, then nothing else. He told me that it was too personal and painful, saying he paid the right people to keep the story buried. I told him the world is different today. One tweet can go viral lightning fast. Damage control doesn’t work as well as paying off the major news outlets thirty years ago did.”

      Patrick’s brow furrowed. “So he lost his wife and daughter more than ten years before he was at the auction?”

      I nodded.

      “How many other auctions did he attend?” Sterling asked.

      “Right,” Patrick concurred. “It’s hard to imagine his first was over ten years later.”

      “I didn’t think of that,” I said. “I remember…” I let out a long sigh. “…it was so long ago.”

      “What?” Reid asked. “If you don’t mind sharing.”

      My lips pursed in contemplation. “It’s not that. I just sometimes wonder what are real memories and what are ones I conjured in my mind.”

      “What do you think you remember?” Patrick asked.

      “That I thought it was weird to be on display in front of nearly thirty men with servers entering and exiting the room. There was a woman, like a housekeeper, who delivered me to the library. I was blindfolded and practically nude then. It was unreal and unnerving, and yet to everyone around me, it seemed like a normal evening’s festivities.”

      Though his eyes darkened, Sterling nodded. “I would assume you weren’t the first or the last.”

      “So who thinks that evening was Elliott’s first time in attendance?” Patrick asked.

      “You said earlier that his connection was Wendell Hillman,” Mason said. “I think his mourning time is over. We need someone on the inside of the prison to pay him a visit and provide us with information.”

      “Ten dollars says the senior Hillman was also present,” Sterling said.

      My circulation slowed, pooling to my feet. “Marion confirmed that Antonio had been. You’re saying maybe his father too?”

      The men shrugged.

      “Nothing like a father-son outing to an auction of a naked, pregnant woman to ensure bonding.” My sarcasm was evident.

      “I wouldn’t have put it past my father.”

      Pulling my hand away from Patrick’s, I ran my palms over the coarse material of my blue jeans, bringing warmth to my suddenly cooled skin.

      “Hillman is gone,” Patrick reassured.

      “And so is our father,” Sterling added.

      Inhaling, I nodded.

      Reid stood. “Now that I know I missed something that significant about Elliott, I need to search more thoroughly. I’ll be downstairs.”

      Everyone else nodded.

      “The tournament starts Thursday night,” Mason said. He looked at Patrick. “She would be a good distraction. I doubt Elliott expects her to show.”

      Look at me.

      Without turning to Patrick, I announced, “I’ll do it.”

      “Madeline—”

      “Let me make my own decision for once in my life,” I said, interrupting Patrick. “I have all of you. Do I need to be afraid that Marion or Andros will try to kidnap me?” It was an odd question, but these were odd circumstances.

      “No, you’ll be safe. We’ll ensure that,” Sterling said.

      “And Ruby?” I asked.

      “She isn’t leaving here,” Patrick said.

      “She will be safe,” Sterling reassured.

      “Then it’s set. I can’t let the four of you and your men fight my battles without something from me.”

      I turned, seeing the small lines of worry around Patrick’s eyes. Reaching out, I laid my hand on his arm. “I love that you want to protect me. I do. But I let Andros and men like Marion dictate my life for too long. It’s time I stand up for myself.” I looked at Sterling, Mason, and back to Patrick and forced a smile. “It’s reassuring to have people believe in me, people who genuinely want to help instead of control me. Thank you.”

      Mason’s green stare went to Patrick across the table. “I think this will work.” When Patrick didn’t answer, Mason turned to me. “I’ll confirm your attendance.”

      “Thank you, and just so you know, I’ll win.”

      “Do your best,” Patrick said with a sigh. “This is about distraction. Winning isn’t paramount.”

      “No. First, winning will keep me in the tournament until the final day. Second, I will win and when I do, I plan to shove the winnings in Marion’s face. A million-dollar buy-in will have a jackpot over ten million. I’m refunding his purchase. And then I will finally own myself.”

      Patrick’s lips curled. “You don’t need to give him the money for that. He’s never getting near you. Mrs. Kelly, you are mine and mine alone. Our transaction wasn’t based on money. I love you.”

      My cheeks warmed as his words flowed effortlessly even in front of his friends.

      “You’re right, Patrick. I love you too, and that means more than money. Yet for me, I want to forfeit Marion’s transaction with Andros.”

      He sighed. “Then it’s settled.”
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      The poker tournament was now a day away, and while it was set that we’d be leaving for New Orleans on Thursday morning before the first round scheduled for Thursday night, Patrick’s recent invitation had my current attention. It was probably a good decision on his part that he didn’t give me more advance notice. Had he, I’d no doubt have overthought what I would say or do.

      With Garrett as our driver, multiple Sparrow men about, and my hand in Patrick’s, the two of us approached a long-term care facility in Downers Grove, west of the city of Chicago. I inhaled the fresh air as we stepped away from the car. Despite the time of year—late January—sunshine streamed down, providing an unusually warm day. Snowmelt and dripping icicles left the sidewalk wet, dampening the leather of my boots as we walked closer.

      We were a handsome couple: Patrick in his suit, Italian loafers, and wool topcoat. Beneath my coat, I wore black slacks and a silk blouse. My hair was pulled back and styled in a low twist. Upon my ears were earrings that appeared in our bedroom during my fog. With my husband beside me, there was nothing I lacked.

      “May I help you?” the woman at the front desk asked after we entered.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Kelly,” Patrick said. “We’re here to see Wilma Adkins. I called a few days ago.”

      A few days ago?

      I turned to Patrick, yet the woman was speaking.

      “Yes, Mr. Kelly,” she said with a smile. “I’m Becky. I’m the one you spoke with. Unfortunately, Ms. Adkins wasn’t up for visitors until today.” She smiled. “Today she is a bit more lucid.” Becky’s gaze met mine. “Your husband told me that you two were old acquaintances. That’s why her medical team agreed to your visit. Sometimes people from the past can trigger memories.”

      “Thank you,” I said as my hand trembled in Patrick’s grasp.

      “Let me show you to her room.”

      Taking off my wool coat, I folded it over my arm as Patrick and I followed Becky.

      The scent of disinfecting cleansers filled my senses as well as the offending odors the cleaners were hoping to disguise. My boots tapped along the tile floor. The hallways were clean, and the flooring gleamed with coats of wax. On the walls were pictures of flowers and wildlife. With the passing of each door, I peered inside, seeing some rooms with male patients and others with females. It appeared all the rooms were private. Most of the patients were either sitting near the window in a chair or lying upon their bed. Orderlies and aides hurried about.

      Becky came to a stop before a closed door. “As I warned your husband,” she said, “Ms. Adkins is restrained for her own good. Please don’t think it’s about punishment. She has been known to fall and injure herself if she attempts to get out of her bed without assistance. There’s a chance she’ll ask you to help her. Please don’t loosen the restraints.”

      I nodded. “I won’t. I only want to ask her a few questions about mutual friends.” That wasn’t completely accurate, and it wasn’t totally false.

      “Mrs. Kelly, patients such as Ms. Adkins are unpredictable at best. If she speaks to you, her answers may not make sense.”

      “I’m not well experienced with dementia.”

      “Dementia is a syndrome comprised of a group of symptoms,” Becky explained. “Alzheimer’s is a type of dementia that progressively worsens. Unfortunately, that is Ms. Adkins’s diagnosis and relatively speaking, she was diagnosed younger than most. While she has good days and not-good days, we can’t expect her to get better.”

      “Thank you for explaining.”

      “If she answers you at all, it will be her truth. I am not saying it is the truth.”

      Her truth.

      Patrick’s hand came reassuringly to the small of my back.

      “Are you saying,” I asked, “that she might lie or that she might not know the truth?”

      “Part of the disease and often an early symptom is the loss of the ability to conquer language. Everyone forgets a word from time to time. This, however, is more extreme, for example, using a totally inappropriate word in place of another. “I want to eat baseball for lunch,” is a rather simplistic illustration. We don’t eat baseball. The patient doesn’t mean baseball. He or she may mean anything from spaghetti to ice cream. There’s no way of knowing. And yet the request to eat baseball is said with full conviction. In the mind of that patient, they aren’t saying baseball but their chosen food. I’m telling you this because if she says something that makes no sense, it isn’t her fault, and she may become agitated at your lack of understanding.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      “We can only allow the two of you to visit for a short time, and if Ms. Adkins becomes agitated, we will ask you to leave.”

      “Thank you,” Patrick said, “for allowing us to visit.”

      Becky smiled as she reached for the door handle. “We’ll keep the door slightly open. Wilma also becomes agitated if doors are left open wide. She seems to feel more secure when they’re closed.”

      I nodded as Patrick and I entered the room.

      Unlike the rooms we’d passed, the curtains were drawn and the only light was coming from overhead. The television was playing an old episode of a sitcom from the 1980s. My attention went to the patient lying in the bed.

      Sparse short white hair covered her head. Her small frame was covered by a bathrobe with a nightgown visible beneath. Blankets covered her legs, and her wrists were attached to the sides of the bed with what appeared to be a Velcro restraint. Hanging from the bed frame was a large bag filling drip by drip with her urine.

      The bed was elevated so she could see the television across the room. She didn’t seem to register our arrival. Her eyes stayed fixed on the rerun.

      “Wilma,” Becky said, “you have visitors.”

      Wilma didn’t move.

      My certainty of her identity from before began to fade.

      How could this frail woman be the monster of my past?

      “Wilma.” Becky touched her arm. “Remember, I told you visitors were coming.”

      Wilma’s head shook. “Where’s Billy? When is he coming?”

      My gaze snapped to Patrick’s. He’d told me that her brother William was deceased.

      “Lewis will be here,” Becky said.

      Wilma’s head shook. “I want to see Bill. He said we’d see a movie.”

      “Today, Mr. and Mrs. Kelly are here to see you,” Becky said, pointing our direction.

      I took a step forward. “Hello, Wilma.”

      She looked up, her nose scrunching. “I don’t know you.”

      “My name is Maddie.”

      “No, I don’t know a Maddie. You have the wrong person.”

      “Did you ever go by the name of Miss Warner?” Patrick asked.

      Her head shook. “That’s not my name. Go away.”

      Becky looked at us pleadingly.

      “Wilma,” I said as calmly as possible, “I had a friend named Cindy. Do you by chance remember her last name or where she went?”

      Her eyes were focused back upon the television.

      I looked at Patrick with a shrug, no longer certain this was the same woman. The clues were there, but now seeing her, I couldn’t be sure. “Maybe we’re wrong. We should go.”

      “Don’t know no Maddie or Cindy,” Wilma mumbled.

      “Maybe it would be best—” Becky began when Wilma interrupted.

      “Go. Now, girl. Walk faster.” Her voice grew louder. “On. Move, girl.”

      My body began to tremble as she turned my way. A penetrating stare focused on me.

      “Go on upstairs.” Lines formed around her eyes as she squinted my direction. “Did your ass heal?”

      Patrick wrapped his arm around me. “We need to go.”

      “This is what I mentioned about nonsensical statements,” Becky whispered. “I’m sorry. We thought she was more lucid.”

      No longer looking our way, Wilma’s attention was back on the television.

      “We will be going,” Patrick said.

      Turning toward the door, I held on to Patrick for strength before I turned back. “Why? Why did you do it?”

      Her expression didn’t change as she continued staring at the sitcom.

      “Come on, Maddie,” Patrick said.

      “Maddie,” Wilma said.

      “Yes, Miss Warner,” I replied.

      Her eyes closed as she continued to peer forward.

      We waited, but there was nothing else. It was as if she had fallen asleep.

      Patrick and I stepped from the room, leaving Becky within with Wilma.

      “It was her,” I said.

      Patrick’s blue eyes searched my face. “Are you all right?”

      “How long has she been a patient?” I asked.

      “I think about four years.”

      My head shook. “My hell with her was four months.” I looked around at the facility. “It seems that her hell isn’t ending anytime soon.”

      As we walked out to the car, Patrick continued his hold of me. “I’m sorry you didn’t get your answer.”

      “I think I did. She was an angry woman back then, and she’s no happier now, waiting day and night for her dead brother and tied to a bed. I feel bad for her.”

      Patrick cupped my cheek. “She doesn’t deserve your pity.”

      “She also doesn’t deserve your revenge. Killing her would set her free. I feel bad for her, but knowing she’s lost in her mind and at the mercy of others, even kind caretakers, seems like karma.”

      Our lips brushed each other’s. “I agree,” he said as Garrett pulled the car up to the sidewalk. “We’re taking you home.”

      Once we were in the car and the streets of Chicago were passing by the windows, Patrick reached for my hand. “Maddie girl, I’m sorry.”

      I took in his handsome face, his blue eyes focused on me. “Don’t be. The nurse said that you called a few days ago?”

      “You said you wanted to talk to her.”

      “And you made it happen.”

      Cupping my cheek, he pulled my lips to his. Within the back seat of a sedan with the world passing by, everything else disappeared. The warmth of my husband’s touch and tenderness of his kiss pulled me closer. When we pulled away, I smiled. “I’m not her.”

      Patrick sat back. “Of course you’re not.”

      “No, I thought I was. I was afraid I was. I did similar…” My cheeks lifted as my smile grew. “I’m not.”

      “No, Maddie, you are not her. She’s a lonely old woman who is damned to living her horrific memories. That’s not you. You have memories, but you also have an entire life ahead of you, and I will spend every day and night ensuring that you’re not lonely or sad.”

      “I’ll be sad, Patrick. That’s part of life and that’s all right.” My head shook. “I won’t be lonely because of you, Ruby, and the friends and even family I found through you. Miss Warner was the cat. I was another mouse, one who had a child to protect. That doesn’t make what I did right. I’ll never have the opportunity to face those women or ask for their forgiveness, but in a way, I forgive Miss Warner.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I don’t,” I agreed. “But why hold onto hate or fear or any of those emotions when I have so many other positive emotions to fill my life. I no longer have to worry that Miss Warner is out there hurting other girls, facilitating their torture, or subjecting them to ongoing humiliation. I can forget her because that’s what she’s done to all of us, forgotten us. Like the Ortizes and Millers, they no longer deserve a place in my memories.”

      “I fucking love you,” Patrick said as our lips again connected, twisting my core with the possibilities for later.

      “I wish we could go back to our apartment.”

      His lips curled into a knowing grin. “Me too. However, Reid dug deeper into Elliott, and I need to find out what is happening.”

      “Will you tell me?”

      “Anything you ever want to know.”
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      Leaving Madeline in the elevator, I stepped out at 2. Her head came forward as she peered around the concrete hall.

      “Well, this is exciting,” she said. “I can see why you spend so much time here.”

      “It’s in there.” I tilted my head toward the steel door. “I’ll be up when I can.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’m good.”

      After a chaste kiss, the elevator doors shut and my wife was whisked up to the apartment level. Taking her out today was against lockdown, and I knew it. I also took every precaution. The nursing home facility was fully checked prior to our arrival, physically, for any type of problem as well as cyber-wise, for any signs of monitoring beyond the normal.

      Over the last few days and nights, Madeline had confided that her purge or meltdown or whatever title it was given was her first one. As I’d suspected, she’d spent the last seventeen years surviving. She never had the time or opportunity to reflect.

      Ivanov knew the circumstances of her acquisition, yet he never asked her for details about her previous captivity other than to promise to not hold food or other staples against her.

      What a great guy.

      Due to his lack of specific knowledge, I had little concern that Wilma Adkins was monitored on the off chance that one of her former victims would find her whereabouts. I also didn’t take my wife out of lockdown without the knowledge of the others I’d momentarily be seeing on 2.

      Allowing the scanner to read my palm print, I waited for the door to open.

      “What did you learn?” Reid asked as I entered. “Was it her?”

      “Yeah, Madeline’s pretty sure.”

      “Pretty sure? Is that enough?”

      I came closer and looked up at the screen. “I’m not doing anything to her.”

      “You told us about that cell house, the calling of names, and shit. You’re giving that woman a pass?”

      “Madeline is. The woman is living in a delusional world, and she’s not getting better.” I met Reid’s stare. “Alzheimer’s.”

      His expression changed. “Oh shit.”

      “Yeah, she’s no threat. At first, I wasn’t sure how Madeline would handle it, but damn, she keeps surprising me at every turn.”

      “What about Lewis Adkins? We can tie him to the place Madeline called the cell house?”

      “After what he did, what he orchestrated, he’s going down,” I said confidently, looking up again at the screen. “What am I seeing?” The writing was small and grainy for the size of screen where it was projected.

      “Down?”

      “Sparrow is right; right now, we need to concentrate on the war.” My grin returned. “When the time comes, Mr. Lewis Adkins will suffer, of that I’m sure.”

      “I wondered,” Reid began, “if Elliott confided in Madeline the entire story about the death of his wife and daughter.”

      My eyes squinted. “Is that a restraining order?”

      “Yes, dated thirty-two years ago and filed by a Mrs. Trisha Elliott against her husband, Marion Elliott.”

      “Hmm.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Domestic?”

      “Nope,” Reid said, “care to try again?”

      “Marion Elliott buries his wife’s and daughter’s death. There’s a restraining order…the daughter?”

      Reid nodded. “Filed by the wife, claiming her husband was an endangerment to their fourteen-year-old daughter. There is even a doctor’s statement documenting the abuse. No wonder he didn’t want this out there.”

      My skin heated and my gut twisted as the information registered. “He molested his own daughter and thought he could adopt mine? Did Ivanov know?”

      “I can’t answer that. This information wasn’t easy to find. If Madeline hadn’t told me about their deaths, I wouldn’t have continued to look. The doctor’s information is damning, but nothing ever came of any of it. The restraining order was dismissed after the plane carrying Mrs. Elliott, the daughter, and a pilot crashed. No survivors.”

      “Do you think he killed them? Seriously, this man has more skeletons than we do.”

      “Uglier skeletons.”

      He was right; the quantity was debatable.

      “The crash was ruled accidental by the NTSB,” Reid said. “No further investigation was done.” He changed the screen. Above was a picture of a younger Marion Elliott and on his arm a lovely young brunette with doe-like eyes. “I found this from a movie premiere in Dallas.”

      “Is that Trisha Elliott?”

      “No again.”

      “Not his daughter?”

      “No, this was taken five years after Trisha’s and his daughter’s death, and this woman is only listed as a possible love interest. She doesn’t come up anywhere else, but look…” He changed the screen again.

      We were now looking at a listing of missing persons from over twenty-six years ago.

      “Jennifer O’Brien, last seen in St. Louis, Missouri, sixteen years old at the time of her disappearance.”

      “Show me the other picture.” The one with Elliott appeared on one side of the screen. The one of Jennifer’s missing-person poster on the other. “Damn, I don’t know. She looks older with Elliott.”

      “I can’t prove anything,” Reid said, “but what if he bought Miss O’Brien at one of the auctions his friend Wendell helped him attend?”

      “I’m convinced he’s a creep, and he’s getting nowhere near my daughter or wife, but we need more proof to accuse him of that.”

      The door behind me opened and Mason entered. “Proof of what?”

      Mason came to stand shoulder to shoulder by me as Reid filled him in on what he’d learned. Once he was done, I turned to Mason. “You’re quiet.”

      “Just thinking.” He pulled out his phone. “I finally got word from the penitentiary where Wendell Hillman is staying. He and McFadden have worked to insulate themselves, but we had a man get through.” Mason grinned. “Our connection is in for fifty plus twenty. He has nothing to lose, and his cooperation gave his family some much-needed cash.”

      “He—our guy—questioned Hillman?” I asked. “About…?”

      “Specifically, the auctions at the McFadden mansion. After a little persuasion, Hillman’s memory returned. This is all hearsay, but our man said the auctions happened frequently over the years. There were also parties with new acquisitions.” Mason shook his head. “This crowd was as sick as the assholes that we discovered through McCrie. Anyway, Sparrow and Madeline were right. Madeline was one of many auctioned off while surrounded by buyers, food, and alcohol.”

      “Marion Elliott?” I asked.

      “Hillman would only confirm that he was a regular attendee.”

      My head shook. “He fucking didn’t buy just Madeline. She’s too old for him. That son of a bitch thought he’d get Ruby.”

      Reid peered my way. “Are you going to tell Madeline?”

      “Before or after I shove his cock down his throat?”

      Both men remained silent.

      “Madeline has to face him in that tournament tomorrow.” I ran my hand over my hair. “I will tell her but not until this tournament is over. We have enough happening with Ivanov and Bykov.”

      Mason and I had met with Bykov. Madeline had been right—he tried the Russian thing. His expression was priceless when Mason replied with perfect enunciation and diction. Bykov was interested in an alliance.

      “Madeline can distract Elliott.” I turned to Reid. “When is the final round of the tournament—the time?”

      He checked another screen. “Saturday evening at seven.”

      “Madeline mentioned the difference in the world since the death of Elliott’s family—one tweet. Can you schedule a news leak for say, Saturday at 8:00 p.m.?”

      “If Elliott qualifies he’ll be in the tournament. There’s no communication in the tournament hall.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “And when those doors open, he’ll be bombarded. That will give the newshounds some time to verify what you leak. He will be too concerned with damage control to worry about Madeline.”

      Reid grinned. “Yeah, I know the right reporters to get in on this. They’ll be thrilled with having the scoop.”

      “They can’t release it early,” I warned. “Timing is everything.”

      “Usually when I say this is from Sterling Sparrow, people comply.”

      “Smart people,” Mason said.

      As the three of us walked to the elevator, Reid was the one who commented. “If someone like Elliott can hide that information, just imagine what’s out there under the surface.”

      I let the scanner read my palm, calling for the elevator. “Do you ever get sick and tired of learning how depraved people can be?”

      “Every day,” Mason said as we stepped into the elevator.

      “I need to go out before dinner,” I said, hitting the G button.

      “Who’s going with you?” Reid asked.

      “No one. I won’t be gone long.”

      Reid and Mason looked from one to the other.

      “I’ll go,” Reid said. “I don’t get out much.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter. It’s a quick trip.”

      “To Downers Grove?” Reid asked.

      “No. I told you. I’m not touching Ms. Adkins. Her hell is living, not dying.”

      “We can all go,” Mason said. “I was just out meeting with a contact. My truck is ready.”

      I stepped back and looked at my friends.

      Reid was wearing jeans and a button-down shirt, his usual attire for working on 2. His sleeves were rolled up, showing his muscular dark forearms. Mason was also wearing blue jeans, his signature cowboy boots, and a gray thermal shirt. The sleeves were down, covering the colors on his arms, yet with the button near his neck undone, some colors were allowed to leak out. His hair was pulled back and cinched near his neck. Since coming from the nursing home, I was still wearing my normal gray suit, white shirt, and today’s blue tie. My suit coat was still in place, and black Italian loafers were on my feet.

      “We look like we might be robbing the place,” I said with a grin.

      “Now my interest is piqued,” Reid said. “Where are we robbing?”

      “Fine, come with me. You can give me your opinion.”
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      “I wish I was going with you tomorrow,” Ruby said as I wished her good night.

      “We need to trust Patrick,” I replied as I reached for my daughter’s hands. “Once things settle down, we will go away on a trip.”

      “Patrick told me he doesn’t have a place on the beach.”

      I shrugged. “Ruby, there’s a big world out there. It’s time we stop thinking in terms of Andros’s part of it. I don’t know, but I bet if we want sun and a beach, Patrick can find one.”

      She let out a sigh. “It’s been almost two weeks. I’m about to scream.”

      “Please don’t do anything to endanger yourself or the Sparrows.” My eyes narrowed. “I don’t know if you know this, but in those two weeks, everyone here has come to love you. If anything happened, not one person here would put themselves over you.”

      “Mom, what am I going to do? Only two buttons work on the elevator for me. I can’t exactly run away if I can’t get out. There’s a door up at Aunt Araneae’s penthouse that goes to an outside elevator. Lorna said that doesn’t work for anyone. We all have to use the back elevator. It’s cool and creepy.”

      A smile came to my lips. “It is. They’ve thought of everything here.”

      “Come back,” Ruby said. “I’m nervous that Andros will be there.”

      I shook my head. “Nothing will happen to me as long as Patrick, Sterling, Mason, and their men are around.”

      “I like it here, but I don’t want to be here without you.”

      Letting go of her hand, I wrapped my arms around my daughter’s shoulders. “I love you, Ruby. I’ll be back and so will Pat—your father,” I corrected. “We’ll be back and we can concentrate on the future.”

      “But Andros will be there?”

      “Patrick thinks he will. There’s some business—not involving us—that Andros and Sterling are negotiating.”

      Her head moved from side to side, her long dark hair following suit upon her shoulders and down her back. “I don’t like that.”

      “It’s not our worry.”

      Ruby forced a grin. “Mom, win.”

      “I plan on it.”

      A few minutes later while in the bathroom with the tub water running, I stripped from the clothes I’d worn upstairs for dinner. With a towel wrapped around me, I added lavender bath salts to the water as the sweet aroma filled the bathroom. Piling my hair in a messy bun, I readied myself for a quick, warm bath. After testing the water, I dropped the soft towel near the tub and stepped in. As I settled, the water rose to my chest, covering my skin in the silky lavender-scented liquid.

      Just as I was about to close my eyes, the door to the bathroom opened and a smile came to my lips. “I thought you would be on 2 longer.”

      “I told the others to get over it. I was spending the evening with my wife.”

      My gaze narrowed. “You did not.”

      “Not in so many words.”

      Patrick’s suit coat from earlier was gone as were his cuff links. His shirt sleeves were rolled to his elbows and his pants, belt, and shoes were in place.

      He had my attention as he unbuttoned the shirt, button by button, exposing his toned wide chest. Peeling it from his arms and dropping it to the floor, he came closer.

      Looking at his slacks, I grinned. “You’re overdressed if you’re joining me.”

      Testing the water with the tips of his fingers, he knelt on the towel I’d dropped.

      The aroma of his cologne mingled with the lavender as he leaned over the tub and our lips met. The heat intensified, not from the water but from this man’s actions. As his mouth unapologetically claimed mine and our tongues danced, one of his hands steadied my neck as his other large hand roamed.

      Under the water, his touch moved, caressing my breasts until my nipples hardened. Lower he roved, as his fingers moved over my skin until they found my core.

      Without words, I moved my legs, granting him access as his lips and tongue continued their claim. I gasped for breath as one finger and then two filled me. In and out he worked me, taking painstaking time and pleasure as his thumb also found my clit.

      I was lost to his touch as the bathroom filled with my moans and whimpers.

      For only a moment, I considered protesting, to say I wanted to pleasure him as well, but words were lost as he brought me to climax. My muscles tightened as my fingers grasped the tub’s edge, and I stretched my legs as my inner walls contracted.

      “That’s it, Maddie. Let go.”

      It was what I was doing, what I could do with Patrick.

      I could let go, let the worries and concerns float away like the lavender scent from the bath. Wave after wave fluttered through me until as limp as the washcloth, I managed to smile and reach for his hand.

      “You should take off the rest of those clothes,” I said, eyeing his defined muscles. “And join me.”

      “I would.” His smile grew and blue eyes shone. “Except there’s something in my pocket I want to be sure not to lose.”

      Still kneeling beside the tub, Patrick pulled a velvet box from his pocket.

      My eyes grew wide. “What did you do?”

      “I hope you like it.”

      The water sloshed as I sat forward and tears came to my eyes. “Is it…?”

      “Seventeen years overdue?” he said, finishing my sentence. “Yes, Maddie girl, it is, and if you’ll forgive me for the delay...” He reached for my cheeks and wiped away a tear. “I would be honored to have you wear my ring.”

      He opened the top, pulling it back to reveal a stunning ring wedged inside between the folds of soft satin.

      I stared at the most beautiful wedding set I’d ever seen, one with a large round center diamond. The wedding band wrapped around with alternating diamonds and rubies.

      Words were lost as I stared, unable to move.

      Patrick lifted both rings from the box, holding them between his thumb and first finger. The two rings stayed intertwined. “I had them soldered. They can’t come apart. Just like us. Never again.”

      “Oh, Patrick, they’re beautiful.”

      His blue gaze met mine. “And you’ll wear them?”

      “Every day for the rest of my life.”

      He slid the rings over my fourth finger of my left hand. Unlike the ring from Marion, this one fit perfectly. He again reached into the pocket of his trousers. This time, there was no box, only a large titanium circle.

      My heart raced within my chest. “You’ll wear a ring too?”

      “Of course. I said I would. I want the world to know that my heart is taken.” Instead of putting it on, Patrick handed the large ring my direction.

      As he’d done for me, I placed it on his fourth finger on his left hand. For a moment, I stared at both of our hands. Such as a picture from a wedding album, the rings shone. I looked back up at my husband, at his handsome face. Yes, we’d both aged, but as much as we’d changed, he made me feel the emotions of new and wondrous love, the rapid heart rate, clammy palms, and overwhelming wonder.

      My lips pushed my cheeks higher as my smile consumed my face. “It seems too good to be true.” I looked again at the ring upon my finger and back to his blue orbs. “I can’t believe you bought these.”

      “It’s just one thing on my list of things you deserve, things we missed, and things we’ll make right.” Standing, Patrick reached for his belt. “If that invitation still stands, my pockets are empty,” he said with a grin.

      Shaking my head, I lifted my hand to him. “I’ve had enough of the bath.” He took my hand as I stood within the large tub. “Take me to bed, Mr. Kelly.”

      “I hope you’re not tired.”

      “Sleeping wasn’t my intention.” With my hand in his, I stepped from the tub. The silky water slid over my skin to the towel below. My gaze went to my left hand. “I’m speechless.”

      He reached for another towel and wrapped it around me. “That’s all right. I wasn’t planning on talking.” In one swoop, Patrick had me in his strong arms and cradled against his bare chest.

      After laying me upon the bed, Patrick kicked off his shoes and loosened his belt. Soon he was dressed the same as I—undressed. He began to climb into the bed when I stopped him.

      “Patrick, will you do one thing first?”

      He stopped. “Anything.”

      “Turn off the lights.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I looked from the ring to his blue gaze, taking in his handsome fit physique and nodded. “I’m sure.”
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      Over the last few days, as he said he would, Sparrow reached out to the leader of the New Orleans underworld, kingpin to kingpin. It wasn’t like the other man’s name was listed on Whitepages dot com, but when someone with Sparrow’s clout wants to talk, most people cooperate. Thankfully, he had. After some negotiations, we had not only his permission for our meeting with Ivanov but the support of his men if needed.

      Ivanov already had a strike against him for not reaching out.

      The world where we lived and worked was a world of crime, but it wasn’t a world without customs and rules. Those who were truly in charge, like us, lived in a gentlemen’s world. We made deals, shook hands, and our word was true. Yes, we could also kill or plunder—no longer like the pirates of old. An entire portfolio could be lost with the right clicks of a computer keyboard.

      The four of us were not only ready for what lay ahead, we also looked the part. Sparrow, Mason, and I were wearing suits while my wife wore a lovely white dress. It was one she chose after careful deliberation. Personally, I believed she was stunning in any color or no clothes at all.

      Before our departure, after Madeline was dressed, she turned my way.

      “What do you think?”

      My hands went to her waist. “That you’re absolutely breathtakingly beautiful, and I’m glad you are wearing my ring to tell every other man that you’re mine.”

      Her cheeks filled with pink. “I haven’t worn white…” Her smile dimmed. “…since the dress Kristine bought. I wore that one for four months.”

      My brow furrowed with concern. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know when we ordered your clothes.” I stepped back and took her in, down to the light beige heels upon her feet. “Maddie girl, you don’t need to wear it.”

      Her neck straightened as she inhaled. “I want to. It’s a step, and overcoming something even as minimal as the color white is empowering.”

      “Are you sure?” I didn’t know how this worked, but I wasn’t sure if now was the time, moments before boarding a plane to a tournament where she’d be faced with both Elliott and Ivanov.

      Madeline nodded. “No one else knows, no one.” She reached up, circling my neck with her arms and locking her fingers as our hips came together. “I wanted you to know. I want you to see me and know that I’m stronger than I was a day ago, a week ago, and a minute ago because with you I can be.” Moving to her tiptoes, her lips came to mine.

      And now, stepping from the plane, the warm sea air blew Madeline’s hair and fluttered the skirt of her dress as she lifted her face to the sun. Seeing her in the sunshine, I reminded myself that she was the fucking strongest woman I’d ever met. Beautiful, sexy, intelligent, and mine. I placed my hand in the small of her back. “You’re beautiful.”

      Her bright smile and gorgeous green eyes came my way. “I don’t know what you have planned for Andros, but right now, my beef is with Marion.” Her head shook. “I don’t want to see him, but I want to beat him. After this weekend, I never want to lay eyes on that man again.”

      “That’s my plan,” I said, knowing that Madeline was still uninformed when it came to the restraining order Elliott’s wife had filed prior to her death or the knowledge that he’d attended more auctions than hers at the McFadden mansion. The fact that Elliott was most likely more interested in my sixteen-year-old daughter, who was safely hidden in Chicago, made allowing this amazing woman at my side to carry out her personal plan for restitution all that easier.

      I led Madeline to our waiting car.

      With the New Orleans outfit’s blessing, we’d sent a flock of Sparrows down to their city yesterday. It was our men’s job to canvass the city and ensure the safety of not only our accommodations but also our transportation. With the knowledge that my wife would be at my side, I personally made sure every t was crossed and i was dotted. I wasn’t taking any unnecessary chances.

      Per usual, Reid was our man back at the command center. He was our go-to for information. Yes, we would have a computer setup in our hotel suite, but nothing compared to the technical capability back in Chicago on 2.

      Besides, there was comfort in knowing that Reid was no more than a floor away from the rest of the women. The lockdown status had been going on since Ivanov’s first declaration. Even to the women with lockdown experience, it was getting old. There were more than a few murmurs of discontent. That said, minus Ruby, the other women understood the status wouldn’t be in effect if it wasn’t necessary.

      Arriving yesterday, Garrett had taken charge of the preliminary setup of all things Sparrow in New Orleans. Currently, he was driving Sparrow and Mason. Christian was driving me and Madeline. These men had proven their loyalty and devotion, steadily moving up our ranks.

      While there were actual casinos in New Orleans, this poker tournament was elite, taking place in a private club located within the French Quarter. With the tournament not set to begin for another three hours, we were on our way to our hotel.

      With a million-dollar buy-in, only fifteen players would begin play. On Thursday night that number would be reduced to ten. After Friday, five players would remain for the final round on Saturday night. The rules were similar to the ones we’d followed at Club Regal with one exception: in this tournament everyone began on equal footing. No one started with more or less money than any other player.

      One million.

      The top ten money accumulators would proceed to the next round. Eliminated players would leave with their earnings unless they’d lost by going all in.

      Our hotel suite had already been reserved and claimed. The rooms were swept for any kind of electronics, including surveillance. Next, our own electronics were installed, our virtual connection to Reid. As we entered the two-story lobby with glistening chandeliers, colorful mosaic ceilings, and shiny tile floors, New Orleans was in the air.

      It was difficult to put into words, but there was something different about this city, unlike larger ones such as Chicago and New York. Buildings here were unique and closer together, and there was an air of history that resonated somewhere out of touch. Granted, most of it was conjured by ghost stories, TV shows, and movies. Nevertheless, as we walked through the lobby to the elevators, that separate dimension was palpable.

      With Mason and Sparrow leading the way, Madeline was before me and I was taking up the rear. We had my wife surrounded, cocooned in a Sparrow formation. Despite all the precautions, my nerves were stretched taut and on the verge of snapping as I took in every person, no matter how mundane the individual appeared.

      I recognized our men, but I wouldn’t the New Orleans outfit.

      One face I didn’t expect to see—not yet—was Marion Elliott. We’d confirmed his arrival to the city and that he’d reserved his stay at another hotel nearby in the business district. Nothing was far away from one another in New Orleans.

      So far, there was no confirmation on Ivanov’s location. He’d agreed to meet with Sparrow at the tournament. That was a broad time period. Three days. We didn’t know when he’d arrive. Our only indication from Bykov was that it wouldn’t be Thursday. We had men watching the airports and thus far, radio silence.

      Using a key card to access our floor, we rode the VIP elevator to the top level. Our suite comprised a large portion of the floor. With one entry to a large living area, there were four separate bedrooms attached, all with en suite bathrooms. While I’d prefer to have Madeline secluded away to myself, this arrangement allowed us privacy while at the same time giving us safety in numbers. Of course, we had men stationed around the hotel. No one would enter the VIP elevator without our knowledge.

      Once inside our private area, Madeline walked around the room, taking in the ostentatious décor. Wallpaper, crystal lamps, and heavy draperies were but a part of the New Orleans feel. Opening the closet, she inspected the dresses we’d sent ahead. A smile came to her lips as she ran her fingers over the material. “Sinful Threads,” she said as her grin grew.

      I nodded, coming closer. “Two of those aren’t available for sale yet.”

      She lifted a hanger and brought the emerald green silk dress to her chest. “This is beautiful.”

      “You’ll have to tell Araneae once we’re home.”

      Hanging the dress back in the closet, Madeline turned my way and brought her hand to my cheek. “Stop worrying, Patrick.”

      I reached for her other hand and lifted her knuckles to my lips. Catching in them rays of sunlight streaming from the windows, her new wedding rings glistened. My gaze went back to her shining green eyes. “You’ve made so much progress in the last few weeks; it’s natural for me to be—”

      “This won’t cause me to regress. Being with you lets me move forward.”

      My chest felt heavy, weighed down with concern. “I think you’re the strongest fucking woman I’ve ever met, and that doesn’t stop me from wanting to keep you in the apartment where I know you’re safe.”

      “Remember me saying that Araneae has her company and the institute, Laurel has her research and the institute, and Lorna has everyone?”

      I nodded.

      “I have Ruby and now you. And I have this.” She lifted her chin. “Cards. I’m good at this. I really am. I don’t know why Andros encouraged it. Maybe I was simply nothing more to him than a diversionary tactic for his business, or perhaps I was a trained monkey to entertain his friends.”

      “Madeline…”

      Her smile grew. “It doesn’t matter. This isn’t about him. It’s about me and a sense of accomplishment. Patrick, I will win.”

      My hands were once again around her waist. “I believe you.”

      “This is an unusual tournament for Marion to attend,” she said. “I have to wonder why he signed us both up for it. Obviously, he expected for us to attend as husband and wife.”

      Even hearing those words conjured my ire. “Too fucking bad.”

      Shaking her head, Madeline took a step back. “Yeah, that didn’t happen, yet he paid the entry fee and didn’t ask for a refund.”

      “What do you mean he doesn’t do these types of tournaments? It’s not a lot different than the one at Club Regal.”

      “He was there to get me. But what I mean is that I study my opponents. That was what I was doing on the plane while you three were doing your war council. I have played against most of the players here, but there are a few new names. I not only research their statistics, but I look at which tournaments they attend. Marion usually attends tournaments with individual buy-ins.” Her head shook. “I mean, like at Club Regal he began the tournament with the most money. That gave him an advantage. He can bet bigger from the first hand, more than most of his opponents.”

      She was right.

      “He doesn’t have that advantage at this one,” she said. “So why did he want us here?”

      “You think,” I asked, “that this tournament is a front for something else?”

      Madeline shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      I once again reached forward, taking her hands in mine as I scanned her from her shoes to her hair. “You have always been smart and suspicious.”

      She scoffed. “Is that good?”

      “It’s better than good. I’m in awe. And even though we brought other dresses and it’s your choice, I love the symbolism of this white dress.” I peered down at the deep V cut of the bodice. “I don’t like others checking out your tits, but, Maddie girl, you are strong, smart, and ferocious. If this dress makes you feel that way, wear it tonight.”

      She looked toward the bathroom. “I think I will freshen up and then decide.”

      It was a shower or a bath she had in mind. And while she’d taken one right before we left, I wouldn’t stand in her way. I would rather join her, but I wanted to talk to Sparrow and Mason about her theory. Maybe there was something else happening in the city. If there was, Sparrow’s counterpart would know.
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      The Boston Club was the oldest private gentlemen’s club in New Orleans and the third oldest in the country. I’d done my research. A person wasn’t considered for membership in this club without at least five generations of familial ties. The club was originally created for the playing of Boston, a card game that was now rarely played. The only reason we were being allowed entrance was because my name was on the tournament’s roster. I wasn’t naïve enough to believe Sterling couldn’t enter or get his men inside if he wanted, but for this weekend, it was my name that would gain us entry.

      Located on Canal Street, the outside of the building was inconspicuously understated. A three-story limestone building, it was complete with Juliet balconies, a large one on the second-story and private ones upon the third level, designed for Mardi Gras viewing. As our car pulled up to the building and I peered upward, I imagined those balconies making ideal locations to toss beads to drunken partygoers on the street.

      Before getting out of the car, Patrick handed me a piece of paper. It was folded.

      Suspiciously, I opened the page. On the surface was a photocopy of an identification card. The card was enlarged and the picture was of me. I sucked in a breath as I read the name.

      MADELINE ALYCIA KELLY

      

      “Is this real?”

      “I wanted you to have it before we left Chicago, but we hadn’t received it yet. Reid did what Reid does. Your death certificate has been revoked. This tournament will be the last fucking time you will ever be addressed as Madeline Miller.”

      Tears prickled the backs of my eyes as I stared down at my own face. For the first time since we were teenagers, my identification contained my actual information: name, date of birth, height, and weight. My gaze met Patrick’s. “I think the weight is a bit off.”

      His head shook. “Mrs. Kelly, this piece of paper won’t stand up in court. You need the real card. Reid has that now. It all arrived this afternoon, including a Social Security card and passport.”

      “A passport? I guess I can now travel anywhere in the world.”

      “Only with me.”

      “You’re bossy.”

      Patrick cupped my cheek and brushed his strong lips against mine. “He also has the paperwork for me to claim paternity.”

      “What do you have to do?”

      “I would like her to agree. If she does, it’s a matter of filing an affidavit of paternity. We have the tests to prove it. Once that’s done, we can change her name to Kelly.”

      My smile returned. “I’ve always wanted that.”

      He tipped his chin toward the door. “Go get them, Mrs. Kelly.”

      “I will.” Outside our car, Sterling and Mason were waiting. “Will you stay close?”

      “Soldered together, Maddie girl.”

      A smile came to my lips as I peered down at my hand.

      Yes,

      I could do this.

      “Madeline Miller,” I heard Sterling say to the man at the entrance.

      “Yes, we’ve been expecting you,” the doorman said, opening the gate and gesturing us inside.

      Another thing I’d learned while researching this tournament was that Boston Club had strict rules about secrecy. It was even joked that Fight Club’s rules were first established here. To that end, there were no pictures of the interior of Boston Club online.

      Walking beside Patrick, we entered.

      The entry was one large room filled with men and women all dressed to perfection. Above us shone a Louis XV chandelier.

      “There is a bar in the back,” the doorman said. “And the tournament will be held upstairs.”

      I smiled at the men and women as we moved deeper into the room. The atmosphere was very similar to Club Regal and other venues that favored the old-school charm of dark paneling, old fashioned lighting, and blood red carpets. My steps stalled as a painting upon the wall caught my attention. Gilded in heavy gold frames and spotlighted, the painting was an erotic piece. The woman appeared to be positioned for pleasure. By the look upon her face, she was in the throes of an orgasmic state.

      As we walked, the paintings continued, each with women in a variety of poses.

      Patrick’s eyes met mine, widening as he grinned.

      “Yes, I noticed them,” I wanted to say.

      Holy shit.

      The farther we moved into the building, the more risqué the paintings became. The artist or collector was a fan of a BDSM theme.

      “I guess they take the gentlemen’s club title seriously,” Mason said as we all climbed the red-carpeted winding staircase.

      “Welcome to Boston Club,” a woman greeted at the top of the stairs. “I’m Elizabeth, and my ladies are here to make your visit memorable.”

      Sterling’s neck straightened as did Mason’s.

      “We’re here for the poker tournament,” Sterling replied.

      “Of course. We’re here if you change your mind.” She gestured down a hallway. “The tournament is in the room on the right. Good luck, sir.”

      Sterling turned back to us. “Actually, my sister is the poker player.”

      “Oh,” Elizabeth said. “Then good luck to you, miss. This is highly unusual at our establishment. And I’m rooting for you.”

      “Thank you, Elizabeth.”

      “I hope to see you all tomorrow and Saturday.”

      I nodded. “It is our plan.”

      With each step along the hallway, I gripped tighter and tighter to Patrick’s hand. My trepidation wasn’t over the other thirteen players I would encounter. It was the older man with blue eyes and the belief that he’d purchased me who I wasn’t anxious to see again.

      “Madeline Miller,” Sterling said to the man guarding the door. “Plus three.”

      With a nod, the gentleman wearing a similar uniform to the man downstairs opened one side of the double doors. My breathing caught as I took in the room. There were three tables, each with five seats, set up in the center of the room. Around the walls were chairs for spectators. All fifteen of the seats were empty and would be until our names were drawn.

      Patrick squeezed my hand and tilted his head toward Marion.

      With a cowboy hat in place, his cowboy boots, and bolo tie, Marion looked the part of Texas oilman.

      “Madeline,” a deep voice called.

      Turning, I saw Julius Dunn, the poker tournament circuit’s resident playboy. He’d been in the Chicago tournament. “Julius,” I replied.

      He came to a stop before Patrick and me as he eyed Patrick up and down. “Don’t I remember you from Club Regal?”

      Patrick offered his hand. “Patrick Kelly, Madeline’s husband, and yes.”

      Julius’s eyes widened. “Husband.” His features contorted. “I thought I heard...” He turned toward Marion and back.

      “You heard incorrectly,” I said with a smile. “Patrick and I have been married for a long time. Good luck, Julius. You’ll need it.”

      “Well,” he said with a nod. “Congratulations.” He turned his attention back on me. “This is one of my favorite tournaments. I don’t recall seeing you here before?”

      I shook my head.

      “The post-tournament entertainment is…” He took a deep breath. “Probably not for ladies, if you don’t mind my warning.”

      “Interesting. I have no desire to stay after I collect my winnings.”

      Julius flashed his all-too-white smile. “Best of luck to you, Madeline.”

      I turned to Patrick with a questioning look. “Entertainment?”

      He shook his head. “We’re out of here.”

      Sterling and Mason had made their way through the growing crowd to a small bar at the side of the room. Despite the increase in people, I was able to pick Sterling and Mason out by their height. “Are you going over to them?” I asked Patrick.

      “I’m not leaving you until you’re seated.”

      Like daggers piercing my exposed skin, I looked up to see Marion’s stare focused our direction.

      “We can leave,” Patrick said.

      I took a deep breath, seeing the white of my dress. “No. I need this. I won’t live in fear of that man or any.”

      “You’re safe as long as we’re here.”

      A few minutes later, the woman from the top of the stairs appeared. Stepping upon a riser in the back of the room and speaking with a microphone, she said, “Ladies and gentlemen.” She smiled my direction. “I am Elizabeth, and it is with great pleasure we welcome you to Boston Club’s annual poker tournament.”

      While in other situations, her announcement may be met with applause, tonight there were smiles, murmurs, and raised glasses.

      Elizabeth spent a few minutes reminding the players of the club’s rules. They were standard playing rules, yet it was all part of the show. Next, she began the seating draw. The second name called was Marion Elliott. Tipping his hat, he made his way to his seat.

      I held my breath at the next name.

      It wasn’t mine.

      It wasn’t until his table was filled that I finally released the air burning hotter by the second within my lungs. Patrick squeezed my hand.

      “He may live to see another day,” he whispered.

      The second table had three players when Julius’s name was called. The last seat was assigned to me, Madeline Miller.

      With a parting squeeze of my hand, I stepped away from Patrick and made my way to the chair beside Julius. While I’d never been a fan of his and rightfully told Ruby that he could be a jerk, I was pleased to be seated next to a familiar face.

      “We meet again,” Julius said with a grin as I took my seat.

      Once we were all seated, the remaining viewers made their way to the spectators’ chairs. Patrick and his friends were as near to me as the seating would allow.

      “Gentlemen…and lady,” Elizabeth’s voice came through the speaker. “Play will now begin.”

      Club workers appeared with trays of chips, each representing a million dollars. Each player was presented with a tray and time to arrange our chips as we wished.

      I looked up as our dealer appeared. Surprisingly or not, she was a scantily dressed woman.

      If it was a distraction technique, it was lost on me.

      Mostly, I hoped she wasn’t cold.

      “Good evening,” she said with a bright smile. “Shall we begin?”

      The ceremonial cutting of the deck was followed by the first deal.

      For a roomful of people, the noise level diminished.

      Over time, the pot before me dwindled and grew. I was up for the evening. My big break came as the man at the far end from me, Dr. Lindsey Bolton, decided to risk half a million on what he undoubtedly felt was a winning hand.

      Full house, jack high.

      It was a nice hand and up until my last card, it would have won.

      Four of a kind, fives.

      Thankfully, the face value of the card didn’t matter. It was the quantity.

      I’d been the only one to see his raise.

      That win refurbished my pot. This wasn’t a tournament I planned to start slow. My goal was winning it all and with such a small field, I had no incentive to hold back.

      Time passed.

      Dr. Bolton was eliminated.

      The final hand was dealt.

      With four remaining players at our table, the opening bid was $25,000. It would be another twenty-five to see the game through. No one was in a hurry to raise. I certainly wasn’t as an ace-high hand was staring back at me.

      Julius folded as did the man to his right.

      The remaining gentleman narrowed his gaze.

      I’d been watching. That was what he did before folding.

      The pot would be mine.

      My intuition was incorrect. The gentleman called the $25,000.

      Hmm.

      Was he considering a fold?

      “Ms. Miller, you have been called.”

      I’d been the one to make the initial bid. That meant I had to show my cards. If there’d been a raise, I planned on folding. I flipped my hand. A, K, J, 10 and 5. Basically, I had nothing.

      The man flipped his hand with a grin. “The rumors about you, Ms. Miller, are correct.”

      He also had an ace high. His second highest was a 10.

      “Ms. Miller, the pot goes to you,” our dealer said.

      “Rumors?” I asked as I collected the chips from the center of the table.

      “Beautiful, mysterious, and lethal,” he said, raising his glass.

      The small hairs on my neck and arms rose like lightning rods. That was the exact wording Marion had used in Chicago.

      The play concluded and we all waited as our chips were counted. Next was the declaration of the ten advancing contestants.

      Patrick came up behind me as soon as the announcements were complete. “Good job, Mrs. Kelly, you advanced.”

      My gaze met his as Marion approached. “Let’s get out of here,” I said, standing.

      “Mr. Elliott,” Sterling said, stepping in Marion’s path.

      “Mr. Sparrow?”

      “We have business to discuss if you have any hope of anything other than an empty facility in McKinley Park.”

      Patrick escorted me from the room as Mason stood guard beside Sterling.

      “Are they really talking business?” I asked as we made our way down the stairs.

      “Talking about business, yes, but it was a diversion. Sparrow has already sabotaged Elliott’s chances.” He shrugged. “But there is some satisfaction in hearing men like Elliott beg.”

      The second night progressed much the same.

      The third night wouldn’t.

      I would have no choice but to face Marion to win.
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      It was midmorning on Saturday when Reid called. His voice and image came from the computer upon the table in the center area of the hotel suite.

      “Bykov finally reached out.”

      “Where the fuck is Ivanov?” Sparrow said. “Two days of tournament play and he hasn’t shown.”

      “He’s showing tonight. There have been more problems in Detroit. Bykov agreed they need help. He said Ivanov is leery since Hillman. Ivanov is losing control and needs help but doesn’t want to ask.”

      “What kind of problems?” I asked.

      “Fighting in the ranks. He lost four men last night to a second-rate gang. The rats are fighting amongst themselves, and it’s chipping away at the bratva’s base. The fucking city will implode if we don’t step in.”

      Sparrow shook his head. “I’m not losing my men because Ivanov fucked up. We’ll offer limited resources for a finite period of time. Do you think this Bykov is capable of steering the ship?”

      Madeline stepped from our bedroom, standing in the doorway. She had one arm across her body holding her opposite elbow. Her other hand was near her soft pink lips. The fancy dresses she wore both nights of the tournament were in the closet. Now, she wore soft black pants with a wide-neck light-gray t-shirt, exposing one shoulder. Soft socks encased her feet, and her hair was braided to one side, similar to how Ruby wore hers. With very little makeup on, my wife was the personification of the girl I’d married, complete with the curves that came with maturity.

      In other words, my Maddie girl was spectacular, just like her recent play in the tournament.

      Madeline ended play Friday night ranked third behind Edward Bellows, a local businessman, and Elliott, who too was ranked behind Bellows. Tonight with two other players, the winner would be determined.

      Near Madeline’s green eyes were lines of concern.

      The others turned her way.

      “I’m sorry if I’m eavesdropping,” Madeline said. “Why would Sasha need to steer the ship? What’s happening to Andros?”

      Sparrow and Mason turned to me.

      With a deep breath, I stood. “In a nutshell, Hillman was planning a coup.”

      “Of you?” she asked.

      “Maybe in the future, but no,” I replied. “His first goal was Detroit. He had it all in the works. He played Ivanov.”

      Madeline’s head shook. “No, Andros doesn’t trust many people.”

      “He trusted the wrong one,” Sparrow said. “Now the city is faltering. Ivanov declared war on Chicago when he thought he had Hillman’s recruits. Now he’s trying to keep what was his.”

      Her lower lip disappeared. “He had gained control before I went to…before he bought me. I’ve never known him to not have supreme control. He must be furious. I can’t imagine.”

      “His decisions led him to where he is now,” Sparrow said.

      “And Antonio would have succeeded if he hadn’t taken Ruby,” Madeline said.

      It wasn’t a question, but I answered. “Yes. It was his critical mistake. I didn’t kill him because I wanted to help Ivanov or expose the weak link in his chain. I killed Hillman because he had our daughter.”

      Her green eyes glazed over. “Hillman took Ruby and killed Oleg. That wasn’t with Andros’s blessing.”

      “The coup had begun.”

      “Why take Ruby?”

      We believed we had the answer to that, but I didn’t want to tell Madeline until Elliott was dealt with. Based on communication between Hillman and Elliott—Hillman had been at Elliott’s ranch prior to going to Corpus Christi—we had every reason to believe that Hillman knew Elliott’s predilection for younger women and took Ruby as a bargaining chip to lure Elliott away from Ivanov.

      I was glad the man was dead.

      “We’re working on that,” Mason said. “The most important thing is she’s safe.”

      Madeline nodded. “I think the answer is yes.”

      I turned to my friends and back to Madeline. “What was the question?”

      “Can Sasha handle it? I think the answer is yes. The one quality he has always shown above Andros is a calm, cool head. Unlike Andros, he doesn’t easily anger. He makes hard decisions and can be as equally ruthless. In a way, it’s scarier. I think he can do it.” She looked up. “Is that what you all want?”

      “I want Ivanov eliminated for you and Ruby,” I said.

      “He threatened my city,” Sparrow said, “and at the time had a fucking good plan.”

      “We don’t want to lose more men to an unnecessary war,” Mason added. “So, yes, we’d like to support the change in regime from Ivanov to Bykov.”

      “I don’t know how I feel,” Maddie said, taking a seat on the sofa.

      I tilted my head toward her. My friends nodded as I stepped away from the table where we’d all been seated. Offering Madeline my hand, I smiled her direction. “Come with me. They need to keep working with Reid.”

      “I’m not the enemy.”

      “If any of us thought you were, you wouldn’t be within earshot of what’s happening.”

      She nodded as she stood. Together we walked back into the bedroom.

      Closing the door, I asked, “Talk to me?”

      Her green eyes turned upward to mine, glistening with unshed tears. “He promised me that I’d hate him.”

      “Ivanov?”

      She nodded as she paced near the large bed. “When…after he first bought me, I was so…” She looked my way. “…scared, naïve, and also grateful.”

      I hated hearing her say that; however, after hearing about the cell house, I understood.

      “He told me,” she continued, “that he wasn’t nice or good. I remember him telling me that as he was looking for baby furniture.” She shrugged. “I was so young and unworldly. I didn’t know they made more than baby beds. That was what the foster homes had with babies, and I was an only child…I thought. I remember him looking online for furniture for my baby, and I thought he was the most generous man I’d ever met. Here he was providing for a child that wasn’t his.”

      “Madeline, I’m grateful too. I am. No matter his motivation, he allowed you to stay with Ruby.”

      “He did. It was after she was born that he told me I’d hate him one day.” Her head shook. “I didn’t at the time. I was, as you said, happy to be with Ruby. I couldn’t even recount the number of times in that cell-house basement that I feared I’d never even know the sex of my child or ever hold him or her in my arms.”

      “Was he right?” I asked. “About hating him.”

      Madeline took a deep breath and sat beside me on the edge of the bed. “Yes. It wasn’t all the time, and didn’t usually last, but yes, there were times I hated him. One was recently at Marion’s house when together they announced that I’d been again sold.” She looked up at me. “I don’t want to think anymore about why I hated him, the things he did or made me do, but yes, I did hate him. And then there were times he was…” She shrugged. “Nice, just like he said he wasn’t. And more recently, in the last five years, we’d come to a kind of understanding. He wanted other women. Not that I really had a say, but I was all right with that. It wasn’t an option for me to be with other men, and that was fine too. He would even talk to me about…” She shook her head. “In a way, it was like we were friends…friends where one friend holds all the power. I hated him off and on during that time too.”

      “I’m not going to lie to you,” I said, reaching for her hands. The sight of her ring made me smile. “Maddie, you and Ruby will never be completely free of him as long as he’s alive. He made bad choices and now is the time.”

      “But I heard one of you say you approached him for a truce.”

      “We did. We lied.”

      A giggle rolled from her lips. “I forget that you’re all bad men too.”

      “We are. We gave Bykov our word. He’s aware the truce with Ivanov is a ruse.” A smile came to my lips. “You’re right, we can be very bad, and maybe, when we get back to Chicago, I can show you how bad.”

      Maddie shook her head. “It was the paintings at the club that gave you the idea, wasn’t it?”

      I lifted a brow. “No, I had my ideas before those pictures. I have nothing against a little bondage or spanking, but some of those pictures…I’d rather have you in my bed than tethered to a St. Andrews Cross.”

      “Next to you in bed sounds better to me too. Tonight?” she asked.

      “Yes, you’ll be in my bed tonight and the next and the next—”

      “I don’t want to think about it, but please tell me…will he die tonight?”

      “Not at the club. Sparrow has promised the powers of New Orleans civility, but yes, after the tournament. Bykov will deliver him for a one-on-one meeting with Sparrow. The location is set.”

      “You’re not letting Sterling walk in there alone, are you?”

      “Sparrow is capable of taking care of himself.” We wouldn’t allow him to go alone, but he was capable.

      “Sasha is capable of manning the bratva,” Madeline said. “However, I’m not confident that he’s capable of setting up Andros. He’s been with him a long time.”

      “Do you think Bykov ever hates Ivanov, like you?”

      “Probably. It’s difficult to be around Andros all the time and not hate him from time to time. I know Mitchell was intimidated by him.” Her eyes widened. “Mitchell helped me. I couldn’t find my phone the second day of the Chicago tournament. I’d missed calls from Andros. We went to Club Regal to see if it was left there. Mitchell helped by keeping that information secret from Andros until we located the phone.”

      “Where was it?”

      “In the room. It must have fallen.” She grinned. “I thought you’d taken it.”

      “I should have,” I admitted. “I wasn’t exactly thinking straight after seeing you again.”

      “I wonder…”

      “What do you wonder,” I asked.

      “What Mitchell knows about this uprising.”

      “Maddie girl, he has been off the radar since he killed Veronica Standish.”

      She sprang from the bed. “Veronica, the lady from Club Regal, was killed?”

      Taking a deep breath, I stood. “There was a lot happening during that tournament. We believe Ivanov was involved in the robbery of the entire tournament purse. We still don’t know how Veronica was involved, but Beckman was definitely part of it. They’re both dead.”

      “Andros was right,” she said. “He isn’t a nice man. Please be careful after the tournament. He won’t hesitate to kill anyone who he perceives to be a threat.” Her eyes clouded with memories. “Even Sasha isn’t safe.”

      “That’s why Ivanov has to die.”

      She looked over to the clock near the television. “I should get ready for the tournament.”

      I reached for her forearms and pulled her close. “You know that you don’t have to win tonight. That pressure is all self-imposed.”

      Her green eyes shone up at me. “I don’t know if I want to keep doing this.”

      “Playing tournaments? Or this tournament.”

      “In general. It is what I do, what I excel at doing, but I have no desire for limelight. I think I’d maybe enjoy helping Araneae.”

      Surely she didn’t mean at the institute.

      “With Sinful Threads?” I asked.

      “I know it’s crazy, but maybe I could do something to help other victims, other survivors. If she’ll allow me, at first I’ll observe. Who knows, perhaps there’s someone out there who knows about Cindy.”

      “Madeline, my only request is that you keep your word by keeping those rings on your finger, proudly using your real name, and waking beside me every morning. The rest is open and up to you. I’m proud of you when I’m watching you command the poker table, and I’ll be proud of you if you work with Araneae and Laurel. The world is yours.”

      “The world?”

      “Yes, it’s another of the items on my list I plan to lay at your feet.”

      “I don’t want the whole world.” She wrapped her arms around me. “I just want the part with you in it.”
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      Wearing the green Sinful Threads dress Patrick had had delivered to the hotel closet, I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror at Boston Club. My long hair was curled and falling down my back. The bodice of the dress was low cut and the back was open. The style didn’t allow the wearing of a bra. The long silver necklace that had also appeared with my things hung between my visible cleavage. While I wouldn’t be showing as much skin as our dealer, if I had a chance of distracting my opponents, this was the dress for the job.

      “You can do this,” I whispered, reassuring myself that this tournament was almost over.

      With a touch-up to my lipstick, I smacked my lips, put the tube back in my handbag, and made my way out to the hallway and my waiting handsome husband. As soon as our eyes met, I knew something was happening. “What?” I asked in a low voice.

      “Ivanov is here. He and Bykov are in the tournament room.”

      “I’m not as worried about him as I am at having to finally speak to Marion. I swear looking at his condescending, narcissistic mug makes me see red. I have to concentrate on the game. I can’t let him distract me.”

      Patrick’s one eyebrow rose as his shining blue orbs scanned down my body, heating my skin beneath. “Maddie girl, no red-blooded man can help but be distracted by you. You’re gorgeous and that dress matches your eyes.”

      The timbre of his compliment went straight to my core, warming and melting.

      Placing his hand in the small of my back, Patrick led me toward the tournament room. As soon as we crossed the threshold, I noticed the change from the night before.

      “Holy shit, is that the purse?” I asked, nodding my head toward a glass case filled with cash.

      “It is. Sparrow informed the powers-that-be about the break-in at Club Regal. Their way of protecting over ten million dollars was to keep it in plain sight.” He tilted his chin to the door behind us. “And they have the firepower. Two armed guards at the door and two who will stand sentry near the cash.”

      A cold chill crawled down my spine as I shivered, taking in the armed men. “It’s a bit intimidating.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Elizabeth’s voice came through the speakers. “Welcome to the pièce de résistance of our tournament. Let me introduce our final five contestants. One of these talented or perhaps lucky players will leave tonight with the lion’s share of what you see this evening to my right.”

      The room filled with murmurs of anticipation.

      Sterling and Mason were already seated near the table where I’d be playing. Andros and Sasha were seated against another wall. With the exception of the seat beside Sterling, it appeared that the room was filled to capacity.

      “You should be seated,” I said, smiling at my husband who was still at my side.

      “I’m not leaving until you are seated.”

      It wasn’t as if I would argue.

      “We will now draw for seating,” Elizabeth said as the room quieted. The bowl before her held pieces of paper.

      In a way, it was humorously low-tech, considering all that was at stake.

      “Our first player to be seated in the number-one chair is…” She unfolded the small piece of paper. “Mr. Grant Walters.”

      We all turned and smiled his direction. There was no need for competition; this part of the tournament was beyond our control. When I turned back, my gaze met Andros’s cold stare. With a quick nod, I brought my attention back to Elizabeth.

      She was unfolding another paper. “And our contestant in the number-two seat is Mr. Marion Elliott.”

      “Well, thank you, little lady,” Marion said with a tip of his hat.

      “And our third seated contestant, as well as our player beginning this round in first place, is Mr. Edward Bellows.”

      The room applauded.

      He bowed toward Elizabeth before approaching his chair.

      “Our fourth seated contestant and our prettiest, if I may say so, is Ms. Madeline Miller.”

      Patrick squeezed my hand as I stepped forward.

      As I sat, the final name was announced. “Mr. Julius Dunn.”

      Sitting to my side, Julius whispered, “And look at me getting to sit beside the prettiest contestant.”

      I willed my smile to appear. “Oh, Julius, I don’t know about that, but you are sitting next to the soon-to-be-crowned tournament champion.”

      As our trays of chips were delivered, I couldn’t help but notice the way Marion kept looking my way. Finally, he spoke to all the contestants. “Well, good luck to one and all. You’re going to need it.”

      I looked down to arrange my chips.

      “And Ms. Miller…” he said, his Texas drawl thicker than usual.

      My neck stiffened as I turned his way. “Mr. Elliott, it’s so nice to see you again.”

      “I believe after the tournament we have a few items to discuss.”

      “Oh,” I said, “I’m sorry, I will need to reschedule. My husband is waiting.”

      Julius’s eyes widened. Once the dealer arrived, Julius whispered, “Is it safe to sit between you and a jaded lover? I’m asking for Edward. He may need to take cover.”

      “He’s not a jaded lover.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Elizabeth announced to the room, “it is time for play to begin. May I remind you that Boston Club is a safe zone—no pictures, and phones must be kept silenced and out of sight.”

      Our dealer was the same woman I’d had Thursday night. While I still didn’t know if she was cold in her scant clothing, she was very proficient in her handling of the cards. After the ceremonial cutting of the deck, she dealt our first hand.

      Edward won the first hand with a heart flush. The next hand went to Julius after hitting an inside straight. We wouldn’t have known that it was inside if he hadn’t been so willing to share. The next hand was dealt.

      Slowly I turned my cards. 8, 5, 7, 5, 9.

      It was my turn to take the chance and try for an inside straight or keep the fives and take three new cards. I lowered my cards to the table and scanned my opponents. The ante had been ten thousand. It was Marion’s turn to start the bidding.

      “Twenty-five thousand,” he said, pushing in his chips.

      I reminded myself that I’d won a hand the first night of the tournament with an ace, jack high. A pair of fives could easily be a winning hand. Then again, it might not. Thankfully, I had the chips to lose until I won.

      “Call,” I said, casting my $25,000 in chips into the pot, pulling the 8, 7, and 9 away, and accepting three new cards.

      Since no one had raised, it was Marion’s turn again to bet. I had noted he’d only taken one card. “Twenty-five thousand,” he said, his blue eyes zeroed in on me.

      Casually, I placed my new cards in my hand and began looking: 6.

      Shit.

      A six would have given me an inside straight.

      I fanned the remaining cards: 6, 5, 5, 5.

      Willing my cheeks not to move, I pushed $25,000 in chips forward and added another $10,000. “I see your twenty-five and raise you ten.”

      Julius called.

      Grant Walters folded.

      It was Marion’s turn.

      “You did see that I took only one card,” he said pointedly to me. “If you were confident in your hand, you would raise more than ten.” He counted out his chips, gathering $100,000. “I see your measly $10,000 raise and raise you another ninety.”

      Edward Bellows folded his hand.

      It was my turn.

      “Save your money, little lady,” Marion said condescendingly. “Sit on back and let us men show you how it’s done.”

      I turned to the dealer, pushing out another $90,000 in chips. “Someone needs to keep him honest.”

      Julius nodded. “I’ll let you keep that job.” He folded.

      The dealer turned to Marion. “Mr. Elliott, you have been called.”

      He laid his hand faceup. K, K, J, J, and 10.

      Everyone turned to me.

      “Well, thank you for the education,” I said. I’d been wrong in assuming he was bluffing. He had a winning hand, just not winning enough. I turned my cards. “Full house.”

      The room erupted in muffled applause.

      Back and forth the play went. Slowly the number of participants dwindled. Julius was the first to leave and then Mr. Walters. Our time limit was approaching when Marion won a hand with both black aces and black eights. As he pulled in his chips, Mr. Bellows nodded. “That’s a dead man’s hand.”

      “Superstition,” Marion said dismissively.

      The next hand was dealt.

      I fanned my cards: K, K, 8, K, and K.

      Four kings.

      It was the hand I had when I lost to Patrick at the tournament in Chicago. I looked up at my two opponents. What were the chances that either of these men could beat the third-highest-ranked hand in poker?

      Yes, technically, four aces would beat me and also a straight flush or the elusive royal flush.

      “Ms. Miller,” the dealer said, “$25,000 to move on.”

      I pushed the $25,000 forward.

      “Cards?” the dealer asked from player to player.

      Marion took two and Bellows one.

      “Ms. Miller?”

      “I’m good, thank you.”

      The room around us seemed to be growing restless. I wasn’t certain if it was about our play or something else. My mind had to stay on the game.

      “I think we need to move this night right along,” Bellows said as he pushed all his earnings into the center of the table. “All in, lady and gentleman.”

      Fuck.

      This was Chicago all over again.

      And yet I couldn’t fold on four kings.

      I pushed my chips forward. “I will call.”

      Marion smiled. “Déjà vu, Mrs. Kelly. Congratulations, by the way, on your marriage. I call.” He pushed his chips forward

      I nodded.

      “Mr. Bellows, everyone has called your bet,” the dealer said.

      With the tension high, I looked around, surprised to see the spectators looking at their phones and whispering.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Elizabeth’s voice came over the speakers. “Need I remind you that there is to be no communication from outside this room? Please put down your phones while play is in progress.”

      “Mr. Bellows,” the dealer repeated a little louder.

      With a grin, he turned his cards: J, J, J, J, and an A.

      “Four jacks and an ace,” the dealer announced.

      Yes, he had a good hand.

      I was next.

      K, K, K, K, and an 8.

      “Ms. Miller with four kings, ladies and gentlemen,” the dealer said.

      The room was growing louder.

      We all turned to Marion.

      “Well, son of a bitch.” He threw his cards upon the table, facedown. “I don’t need to show you.”

      “Ms. Miller is—”

      Marion stood and turned toward the gallery. “I’m ready for some entertainment. It’s too bad we won’t see—”

      Everyone had their phones out as the volume of the room continued to rise.

      If I hadn’t been avoiding Andros, I might have seen what was coming next.

      “You fucking animal.”

      I knew his deep voice. I recognized the accent.

      I spun in my seat as Andros stood and leveled the barrel of his gun at Marion.

      My mind couldn’t react as the bullet rang out. People around me screamed and scrambled as the armed guards pulled their guns.

      From out of nowhere, a large muscular body pulled me from my chair, landing on top of me.

      “Patrick?” I asked, my voice muffled by the bulk over me. Turning my head, my eyes quickly shut. As chaos erupted around us and men shouted orders, my stomach reeled.

      I couldn’t unsee.

      On the floor beyond the chairs was Marion Elliott, a single gunshot in the middle of his forehead as blood and splatter pooled around him.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Madeline...” It was Andros speaking above the mayhem. The rest of his sentence was in Russian. For our son and Ruby…

      What?

      A new round of shots rained above, much like a pack of firecrackers lit on the Fourth of July. Rapid fire vibrated the room.

      I closed my eyes as the solid body kept me from moving.

      Screams.

      The scraping of chair and table legs.

      More screams.

      And then silence.

      Nothing.

      My ears rang from within.

      I couldn’t move.

      Finally, the body above mine shifted, reaching for my cheeks, his vibrant blue eyes shining down. “Are you all right?” Patrick asked.

      I couldn’t process as my pulse raced and my skin cooled. “What happened?”

      Patrick lifted his head, taking inventory of the room where voices could now be heard.

      When he helped me to my feet, I stood motionless as pandemonium swirled in slow motion in every direction. My attention went to the center of the storm.

      Tears refused to fall as I made sense of the surroundings. My safe place within the fire was no longer a haven. The fire had won, covering the ruins of what I’d known like snowflakes made of soot and ash.

      My gaze scanned the crowd.

      Despite the ricochet of firepower, it appeared only two individuals had fallen, succumbing to their death.

      Marion Elliott.

      Andros Ivanov.

      The guards sent to protect the money, the ones who had turned fire on Andros, were now attempting to turn confusion to calm.

      My eyes moved across the room. Relief came at seeing Sterling and Mason talking to Sasha as Patrick grasped my hand.

      My gaze went back to Andros.

      Unlike Marion who was shot once, Andros’s body was riddled with multiple shots.

      Turning, I buried my face in Patrick’s chest as his arms surrounded me.

      “You’re safe.”

      I looked up. “Why did this happen this way?”

      “Let’s get out of here,” Patrick said.

      My face turned from side to side. “But…police?”

      Patrick turned to one of the guards. With a nod, the guard allowed us to approach the doors.

      Elizabeth touched my arm, causing me to turn. “Ms. Miller, the winnings are yours.”

      I nodded. “It can wait.”

      “Mr. Kelly,” one of the guards said, “I recommend you go to the back entrance. The front is surrounded by reporters. Word got out that Mr. Elliott was here.”

      “Why would reporters care about Marion?” I asked as Patrick whisked me away.
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      “Tell me what happened,” Madeline demanded as I hurried her into the back seat of a waiting car.

      Beyond the windows, people filled the streets, making driving difficult.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Kelly,” Christian said.

      The windows were dark, giving us a safe distance from the crowds. “Christian, just get us to the hotel. I don’t care if it takes an hour.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I reached for Madeline’s hand as her stunned expression turned my way. “That wasn’t…it wasn’t the way it was supposed to go down.”

      “I don’t understand why Andros would…kill Marion in a crowded room.”

      Letting out a long breath, I shook my head. “He called out to you. What did he say?”

      New tears came to her eyes. “He said it was for Ruby.” Her head fell forward, her chin to her chest.

      I reached for her chin. “For Ruby?”

      She nodded as she swallowed. “And our son.”

      “Your son?”

      What son?

      This wasn’t something that came out during her purge.

      “We don’t really know that the baby was a boy. I was pregnant. It was a long time ago. I was stabbed.”

      “Stabbed?”

      She sighed. “I wanted the baby. I would never not want a baby. It’s how I knew Andros would kill even his second-in-command. I don’t understand why, but I was set up. Andros was out of town.” Her head shook. “A man named Adrik…Andros shot him in front of me.”

      “Maddie.”

      “Though the doctor couldn’t diagnose the reason, I’ve never been able to become pregnant again.”

      Fucking hell.

      Wrapping my arm around her shoulder, I pulled Madeline to my side. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Are you?”

      Our eyes met. “Of course I am. I can’t imagine your pain.”

      “I wanted another man’s child.”

      “You wanted a child that was part of you. Would you love me less if when we reunited I had other children?”

      Shaking her head, she laid it back on my shoulder. “Patrick, my life has been so fucked up.”

      “Madeline, you have survived. It may have been fucked up, but through it all you’re here and so is Ruby. I think that makes you fucking amazing, and that adjective can’t be used unless there have been some fucked-up parts along the way.” I held her against me. When she didn’t speak, I added, “We learned something about Elliott a few days ago.”

      “What?” Her voice was far away.

      “He didn’t tell you everything about his wife’s and daughter’s deaths.”

      Her face turned upward. “What do you mean?”

      “Prior to his wife and daughter’s plane crash, his wife filed a restraining order.”

      Madeline moved away, sitting up and turning my way. “A restraining order for what?”

      “Sexual abuse…” I paused, wondering how much more trauma Madeline could take. “…of their fourteen-year-old daughter.”

      Madeline’s eyes opened wider. “Ruby.”

      I nodded. “We think he bought you to get near Ruby.”

      She fidgeted against the seatbelt. “Oh my God. I never suspected.” Her paling complexion turned my way. “Andros sold…”

      “He probably didn’t know. Reid dug extra deep. Elliott had it all buried.”

      “Eloise…oh my God.” She looked out the window and continued, “Eloise, his housekeeper, was welcoming and too nice. She was excited for Ruby to arrive at the ranch. She’s been with him…” Her words trailed away.

      “We also have reason to believe he attended more auctions at McFadden’s than yours. He may have even bought others.”

      “Where are they? What happened to them?”

      I reached for her hands. “Madeline, with his death we will probably never know. I hate to give Ivanov any credit, but you are here and Ruby is in Chicago because of him. Do I hate him with every fiber of my being for what he put you through? Yes. And I know he told you you’d hate him, and you did, but the news about Elliott went viral toward the end of the tournament. We leaked it purposely.”

      “Purposely?”

      “Yes, Madeline. It was your idea, saying that today one tweet could go viral. We did it for you. Our plan wasn’t to eliminate Elliott, just reduce his power.”

      “Andros did it—eliminated him.”

      “He did. Maybe he saw the writing on the wall. Perhaps he knew his power was dwindling, and he was in his last days.”

      “Maybe,” she said, “there was more than just a part of him that was good, a part he never wanted to admit, that part that saved me and Ruby...”

      “I guess that’s up to you and Ruby to decide in how you want to remember him.”

      Sighing, she leaned back against me. My hand ran over the soft skin of her shoulder as the light, sweet aroma of her perfume settled around us.

      “It’s all right,” I finally said as the car began to pick up speed.

      “What?” she asked.

      “To remember him fondly. Seventeen years is a long time.”

      “I’m so tired.”

      “I think we forgot about something.”

      Again, she looked up. “What did we forget?”

      “Your winnings. You won it all. You kicked their asses.”

      “I only wanted to win to shove the money in Marion’s face.”

      “We’ll add it to your nest egg.”

      “Or maybe Araneae can use it for the institute?”

      My phone within my suit coat vibrated. Madeline sat up as I pulled it from the interior pocket. The text message was from Sparrow.

      

      CHECK OUT THE ATTACHMENT. FUCKER’S LUCKY HE’S DEAD.

      

      I clicked on the attachment.

      “Shit.”
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      I changed into soft pants and a camisole covered by a plush hotel robe as Patrick communicated with Sterling, Mason, and Reid. While I wanted to know what they were talking about and what happened after we left, my mind was back in Chicago, contemplating my future talk with Ruby.

      Would she already know?

      Damn, if she didn’t, she would soon, the way she kept her face in the tablet she’d been given.

      Closing the bedroom door, I found my new phone and taking a deep breath, hit the icon to call Ruby.

      After three rings, she answered. Her voice was groggy.

      Shit.

      What time was it?

      “Mom, are you all right?”

      “I’m sorry, Ruby, were you sleeping?”

      “Yeah, but what is it?” There was a pause. “It’s not Patrick, is it?”

      “No, honey. We’re all good, Sterling, Mason, Patrick, and me. We’re fine.”

      “You scared me,” she said. “You don’t usually call.”

      “Oh, hey, I won.” The excitement was missing from my tone.

      “You did?” Ruby’s tone lightened. “That’s great. Why don’t you sound happier?”

      “Honey, I called because something happened tonight.”

      “What?”

      “There was this man I met before. You may have seen his name in the poker circuit, Marion Elliott.”

      “Yeah, and Mr. Hillman mentioned him the day he…” Her words trailed away.

      I nodded. “Yes, Mr. Hillman and Andros both knew him. Andros never knew about Patrick. It seemed recently that Mr. Elliott was interested in us, you and me, and Andros made a deal.”

      “With people? Mom, he can’t do that.”

      I scoffed. “You’re right, it shouldn’t be done. None of it worked because Patrick found us. Anyway, there were some bad things about Mr. Elliott that I believe even Andros didn’t know.”

      “How bad?”

      “Very, and Andros learned about them tonight. It is apparently on many news outlets. I guess I wanted you to hear it from me. Andros took care of Mr. Elliott so he wouldn’t be a threat to us.” I couldn’t tell her the full truth. I worked her entire life to keep her unaware of monsters. I wasn’t going to change now.

      “Took care of? Like Patrick took care of Mr. Hillman?”

      “Yes, the same way. The problem was that Andros did it in front of many people and also armed guards.”

      “Armed…?” Ruby sucked in a breath. “Andros is dead too?”

      “He is.” Unexpectedly, tears came to my eyes. “We’re safe now. When we get back to Chicago, we can talk about your school.”

      “Andros died saving us?”

      That wasn’t completely accurate. “Ruby, he chose to eliminate Mr. Elliott for you. Andros was many things, both bad and good, but you were the one good thing he couldn’t turn bad. You were a light that I don’t think he realized….” I sucked in a ragged breath as fresh tears streamed down my cheeks. “…realized he loved until we were gone.”

      “You loved him?”

      I knew she couldn’t see me, yet I shook my head. “Not the way two people are supposed to love one another, not like—”

      “Patrick?”

      “Yes, but it’s okay if you loved him.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I think I do—did.”

      My lips curled upward. “That’s a good way to remember him.”

      “When are you coming home?”

      Home.

      The word made me smile.

      “I hope in the morning.”

      As I spoke, the door to the bedroom opened and Patrick’s handsome face appeared. “Ruby, I’ll see you soon. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Mom.”

      Sighing, I hung up the phone and laid it on the bed. “I wanted her to hear it from me.”

      Patrick nodded. “I am so fucking sick of being the bearer of bad news.”

      “What?” I stood. “Is it Sterling or Mason?”

      “No, they’re here. Come on out.”

      Standing, I slowly moved toward the door, the sense of doom growing with each step. Beyond the doorway were all three men, their expressions solemn as they all looked my direction. “What more is happening?”

      “It didn’t happen,” Sterling said. “And only the managers at Boston Club know or saw, but fuck, if Elliott wasn’t dead, I’d take the sick asshole out myself.”

      My stomach twisted as Sterling handed a sheet of paper my direction.

      “You were right,” Patrick said, “about Elliott choosing this tournament for an alternative reason.”

      With trembling hands, I reached for the page. The top was blank, I turned it over.

      It was a draft of a flyer advertising the entertainment following tonight’s tournament.

      

      MADELINE ELLIOTT AS YOU HAVE NEVER SEEN HER.

      

      The photo was of another woman with long dark hair, facing away. Behind her nude form, her wrists were bound with a red ribbon.

      “This wasn’t circulated?” I asked.

      Sterling shook his head. “I was only told because of what happened tonight. Apparently, after Elliott’s news conference about your mental instability, Boston Club decided to nix Elliott’s offer for his wife’s exhibition. They were concerned you weren’t competent to legally comply.”

      My head shook. “Well, look at Boston Club, one of the oldest gentlemen’s clubs in our nation, having a more ethical standard than a former senator.”

      “The climate is changing,” Patrick said. “Madeline Kelly, they’re gone. You’re safe.”

      “I am, but what about so many others?”

      Sterling shrugged. “That’s what the Sparrow Institute is about.”

      I nodded. “Maybe one day I can face the world as I’m facing you three—with nothing but the truth.”

      Patrick pulled me to his side. “One day…the future is open. Let’s go home.”

      “Now? I figured we’d be staying overnight.”

      “Fuck no,” Sterling said. “The sooner I tell Araneae the lockdown is over, the sooner she starts talking to me again.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. It’s my fault.”

      Mason laughed. “Don’t be sorry, Madeline. You’ll pick up on it soon enough. Sparrow and his wife live for disagreements.”

      “No, asshole,” Sterling said, “it’s the making-up part.”

      I turned to Patrick. “Does that mean we’re going home?”

      My husband reached for my hand. “Yes, Maddie girl, home.”
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      Six months later

      Patrick squeezed my hand. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “It’s a little late to turn back now.”

      His face tilted as concern shone in his eyes. “Araneae would understand.”

      “I know,” I replied with a smile. “I will probably be a blubbering mess by the time I’m done, but I want to do this. There aren’t many in this room…” I looked out from behind the stage-left curtain to the room of chairs, filled mostly with survivors and friends and family who had somehow had the good luck of coming into contact with the Sparrow Institute. “…who I haven’t spoken to individually.

      “Ruby was my biggest fear, and now she knows everything and is here too, sitting out there with Sterling, Araneae and her parents—all three of them, the others, and Mrs. Sparrow.” I smiled. “The woman hates me.”

      “It’s okay. She hates all of us. She’s only here because Sparrow made her attend.”

      “At least she’s civil to Ruby.”

      Patrick peered beyond the curtain. “I don’t think Sparrow has given her a choice in that matter either.”

      There she was, our daughter, now Ruby Cynthia Kelly. The court had made it official, granting Patrick paternity. Her beautiful blue eyes and smile glistened as she sat among her family, supporting her mother. She had always been my lifeline.

      I turned and looked up to Patrick. “I’m alive today because of you.” When he started to protest, I lifted my finger to his lips. “We made Ruby, and she’s a part of both of us. I don’t know if I would have made it if I didn’t have that part of you—her—to fight for.”

      “You’re here because you’re strong. I’ll be right here as you share.”

      We both watched as Araneae nodded and reached over to her husband. A few moments later, Sterling stepped up the stairs to the stage of the auditorium within the institute. With a glance our way, he stepped to the microphone.

      “Good evening. You may not know me. I’m Sterling Sparrow, the proud husband of the Sparrow Institute’s founder, my wife, Araneae Sparrow.”

      Applause.

      “While we wouldn’t be here tonight if it wasn’t for my wife’s dedication, our reason for this evening’s gathering is for someone else.” He turned our direction with a smile. The audience couldn’t see us, but Sterling could. He looked back out at the crowd. “Tonight, we’re here for a kind and compassionate woman I have recently had the pleasure of getting to know. If it wasn’t for her generous donation, this auditorium, dedicated and named Cynthia Doe Auditorium, would still be under construction.”

      Applause.

      “Many of you know her story and some of what she will share this evening. For others, it will be new and shocking. And for some, it will be hauntingly familiar. While it’s easy to get lost in the hows and whys, the message she will share is one of hope, hope for a future that can only occur if more people like Madeline come forward, tearing back the veil of secrecy and exposing a world the Sparrow Institute hopes to one day bring into the light. Because only by revealing it, can it one day be eradicated.” He turned our way again, this time lifting his hand.

      With a kiss from Patrick, I stepped onto the stage.

      Applause.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, my sister, Madeline Kelly.”

      More applause, led by Sterling.

      My fingers blanched on the podium as I looked out over the crowd and the applause stilled. I lowered the microphone to my lips. “Good evening. Let me start with the name of this auditorium within the Sparrow Institute. While my journey began alone, I soon found myself surrounded by others. Forced sexual slavery is a scary place that can only be made better when you find a friend. My friend’s name was Cynthia. I don’t know or remember her last name or if we’d even shared last names. I wish I did. Therefore, we needed a last name. We here at the institute decided on Doe for the hundreds of thousands of Jane Does lost forever in a world they never dreamt existed, a world where nightmares never end…”
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        Spring of the following year

      

      

      “You know this isn’t necessary,” I said to my friends as we all stood within the confines of the home office in Madeline’s oceanside resort.

      It wasn’t truly a resort. It was Andros’s retreat on Padre Island.

      During the negotiations with Sasha Bykov, Sparrow agreed to help him retain the bratva and regain control of Detroit. Sometime during those discussions, the retreat became a subject. I wasn’t privy to the conversation, but the end result was that the retreat was officially signed over to Madeline with provisions that it would not be sold but would eventually be transferred to Ruby.

      A $5.8 million-dollar gated and reinforced retreat was quite a gift to a now-seventeen-year-old, but luckily, she had parents who would maintain it for her until she was older—much older.

      The first order of business was a complete remodel. Madeline didn’t want the retreat to conjure memories of Oleg’s death but to be a place to relax and rejuvenate. The project gave Madeline an outlet as she worked with counselors and our friends to regain what had been lost or stolen.

      “Just shut the fuck up,” Sparrow said, “and do this for Ruby.

      “I’m not saying I won’t do it.” Looking down, I adjusted the flower pinned to my linen shirt. “But why can’t I wear a suit? It’s a vow renewal, not a barbeque.”

      All four of us were wearing what Ruby called formal beachwear—loafers, shorts, and linen shirts. They were quite possibly the only pair of non-nylon shorts I owned. And judging by the whiteness of Sparrow’s and my legs, he could say the same. For obvious reasons, Mason and Reid’s appearances fared better.

      “Ruby is calling it a wedding, not a vow renewal,” Reid said. “She said your first one counts, but it wasn’t a wedding, just a signature at the justice of the peace.”

      Walking to the highboy, I poured myself two fingers of bourbon. As I lifted the amber liquid to my lips, I stilled and looked at Mason. “Fuck, tell me you didn’t forget the ring.”

      “I didn’t forget it.”

      The liquid burned as it slid down my throat.

      A few minutes later, the four of us were standing on the secluded beach with an officiant as music began to play. The cement stairs that wound down to the sand from the infinity pool above were dotted with rose petals leading to where we stood.

      There were no guests, only our family, both those by blood and those by devotion.

      Laurel was the first to appear—with a smile on her face—wearing a white sundress and carrying a bouquet of bright flowers. Next was Lorna, dressed the same, with her bright red hair blowing in the breeze. Following Lorna was Araneae, also wearing the white sundress with flowers in her hair.

      We all smiled as Ruby stepped upon the sand, her white sundress blowing in the breeze, carrying flowers. She truly was her mother, petite and beautiful with flowing dark hair. It was as she came closer and looked up at me with a grin and a wink that I saw my eyes. Our daughter was both of us.

      The music became louder, competing with my heartbeat as the thump grew in my ears.

      With a longer dress than the others wore, one that included a sheer train, Madeline appeared.

      Her dark hair was styled up with wisps of curls hanging down and flowers pinned about. Her dress accented her curves, including her visibly swelling midsection holding Ruby’s brother or sister.

      No, this wasn’t planned.

      It wasn’t exactly a medical miracle. Perhaps the cause could be found in the water of our tower. As it turned out, we weren’t the only couple expecting. That, however, was a story for another day.

      Madeline’s bouquet matched those of her friends, no bigger or smaller. She was the bride, but she claimed that without the love and support of everyone here, her happy-ever-after would never have occurred.

      After she passed her flowers to Ruby, I took Madeline’s hands in mine.

      The sun glistened on the Gulf of Mexico as the official spoke about love, understanding, and second chances. When it was time to put the rings on our fingers, we used the same ones I’d given to Madeline nearly a year ago, with one exception.

      Together, Madeline and I turned to our daughter as Araneae reached for Ruby’s flowers.

      “Ruby, we love you,” I said.

      Her cheeks filled with pink. “This isn’t part of the ceremony.”

      “It is,” Maddie said. “Your father and I want you to know you’re an important part of our family and lives. Honey, you kept me alive. We’ve been dealt some unusual cards and lived in the center of the flames. Now that the ashes have cleared, we’re still here, better than before, because we have Patrick and family.”

      Ruby’s head tilted. “Okay.”

      I turned to Mason who handed me a slim platinum band encrusted with diamonds and rubies. “This is for you,” I said, reaching for her right hand and sliding the ring over her fourth finger. “In one more year, you will graduate high school. The world is yours, but if it ever gets to be too much, look down at this ring and know you are loved and your family is waiting to be whatever you need.”

      Tears were falling from Madeline’s eyes, yet her smile beamed. “Wings or roots, Ruby, you will always have them.”

      It was Ruby’s turn to cry as she lifted her arms and embraced Madeline. Next, she turned to me. Her arms went to my shoulders as she whispered the word I’d been waiting to hear, “Thank you, Dad.”

      “With that,” the officiant announced, “I proclaim you family.”

      
        
        The End

      

      

      Thank you for reading Patrick and Madeline’s story, Web of Desire. If you enjoyed Web of Desire and want to know more about our other Sparrow men, Web of Sin, Sterling and Araneae’s story is complete with SECRETS, LIES, and PROMISES. Mason and Laurel’s story is also complete in Tangled Web, with TWISTED, OBSESSED, and BOUND.

      And coming in September of 2020, Dangerous Web, Reid and Lorna’s story, beginning with DUSK. Turn the page for the blurb.

      *Click on the title to learn more

      Keep turning the pages for a sneak peeks at Web of Sin, SECRETS, and Tangled Web, TWISTED.
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      *Sneak peeks to Sparrow Webs following this important information.

      

      Human trafficking is a real and horrible crime happening throughout our world today. Madeline’s story was not meant to portray her experience as romantic.

      

      If you know or suspect someone is a victim, or if you yourself are a victim, please call:

      National Human Trafficking Hotline: Call 1-888-373-7888 (TTY:711) or Text 233733

      The National Human Trafficking Hotline connects victims and survivors of sex and labor trafficking with services and supports to get help and stay safe. The National Hotline also receives tips about potential situations of sex and labor trafficking and facilitates reporting that information to the appropriate authorities in certain cases.

      The toll-free phone and SMS text lines and live online chat function are available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year. Help is available in English or Spanish, or in more than 200 additional languages through an on-call interpreter.

      

      If you would like to help in the fight against human trafficking here are but two recognized organizations:

      

      Durga Tree International

      Mission: Durga Tree International’s mission is to raise funds that support global initiatives to heal, protect, educate, and economically empower survivors of Modern Slavery. We bring together qualified partner organizations in the spirit of collaboration to support their individual and collective strengths, create a support network for modern abolitionists, foster a variety of programs around the globe effectively dealing with the many facets of modern slavery, and educate local US communities about their relationship to Human Trafficking and how it effects every person’s life.

      

      Donate today: Polaris Project

      Mission: Polaris is a leader in the global fight to eradicate modern slavery. Named after the North Star that guided slaves to freedom in the U.S., Polaris systemically disrupts the human trafficking networks that rob human beings of their lives and their freedom. Our comprehensive model puts victims at the center of what we do – helping survivors restore their freedom, preventing more victims, and leveraging data and technology to pursue traffickers wherever they operate.
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      “When your whole world is shaken from all the risks we have taken, dance with me. Dance with me into the colors of dusk.” ~ Ben Harper.

      

      
        
        How long will victory last?

      

      

      

      Over the centuries, kings have fallen, their courts executed, and their realms ground to dust. And yet each new ruler believes him- or herself to be infallible, unable to be dethroned. The day is long and such as with an attempt to change the earth’s rotation, we cannot stop the dusk.

      

      Chicago has never before faced such a foe.

      

      I’ve served my country, a man, and a cause. I’ve given my whole being while at the same time finding its true meaning. There was no way for me to know the day I met the men who were to become my best friends that they would introduce me to the love of my life.

      

      Fiery red hair and hypnotizing emerald eyes caught my attention.

      Creamy, soft skin, a stark contrast to mine, seduced my body.

      Strength, devotion, and determination stole my heart.

      

      Lorna Pierce completes me in a way I never imagined possible. I’d resigned myself to living the life of a soldier in whatever war I fought. Fate allowed that while simultaneously offering me an adjoining path, one I fought until I couldn’t fight any longer. Enemies died at my feet, and companies were ruined by my knowledge, yet with her, I was the one left gasping for air.

      

      Lorna gave me and others more than a house. Her presence provided us with a home, her smile a safe haven in the eye of a million storms.

      

      Our days multiplied into years, and we never expected the sun to set.

      

      
        
        Now that it has, how will we survive?

        How will I?

      

      

      

      I’m Reid Murray and I’ll kill without regret to once again dance in the dusk with my wife. This war has only begun. I won’t rest until it’s done.

      

      From New York Times bestselling author comes a brand-new dark romance, DUSK, set in the dangerous world of Sparrow Webs. You do not need to read Web of Sin, Tangled Web, or Web of Desire to get caught up in this new and intriguing saga, Dangerous Web.

      

      DUSK is book one of the DANGEROUS WEB trilogy that continues in DARK and concludes in DAWN.
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      My mother’s fingers blanched as she gripped the steering wheel tighter with each turn. The traffic on the interstate seemed to barely move, yet we continued to swerve in, out, and around other cars. From my angle I couldn’t read the speedometer, though I knew we were bordering on reckless driving. I jumped, holding my breath as we pulled in front of the monstrous semi, the blare of a truck’s horn filling our ears. Tons of metal and sixteen wheels screeched as brakes locked behind us, yet my mother’s erratic driving continued.

      “Listen very carefully,” she said, her words muffled by the quagmire of whatever she was about to say, the weight pulling them down as she fluttered her gaze between the road ahead and the rearview mirror.

      “Mom, you’re scaring me.”

      I reached for the handle of the car door and held on as if the seat belt couldn’t keep me safe while she continued to weave from lane to lane.

      “Your father,” she began, “made mistakes, deadly mistakes.”

      My head shook side to side. “No, Dad was a good man. Why would you say that?”

      My father, the man I called Dad for as long as I could remember, was the epitome of everything good: honest and hardworking, a faithful husband, and an omnipresent father.

      He was.

      He died less than a week ago.

      “Listen, child. Don’t interrupt me.” She reached into her purse with one hand while the other gripped tighter to the wheel. Removing an envelope from the depths of the bag, she handed it my direction. “Take this. Inside are your plane tickets. God knows if I could afford to send you away farther than Colorado, I would.”

      My fingers began to tremble as I looked down at the envelope in my grasp. “You’re sending me away?” The words were barely audible as my throat tightened and heaviness weighed down upon my chest. “Mom—”

      Her chin lifted in the way it did when her mind was set. I had a million visions of the times I’d seen her stand up for what she believed. At only five feet three, she was a pit bull in a toy poodle body. That didn’t mean her bark was worse than her bite. No, my mother always followed through. In all things she was a great example of survival and fortitude.

      “When I say your father,” she went on, “I don’t mean my husband—may the Lord rest his soul. Byron was a good man who gave his...everything...for you, for us. He and I have always been honest with you. We wanted you to know that we loved you as our own. God knows that I wanted to give birth. I tried to get pregnant for years. When you were presented to us, we knew you were a gift from heaven.” Her bloodshot eyes—those from crying through the past week since the death of my dad—briefly turned my direction and then back to the highway. “Renee, never doubt that you’re our angel. However, the reality is somewhere darker. The devil has been searching for you. And my greatest fear has always been that he’d find you.”

      The devil?

      My skin peppered with goose bumps as I imagined the biblical creature: male-like with red skin, pointed teeth, and a pitchfork. Surely that wasn’t what she meant?

      Her next words brought me back to reality.

      “I used to wake in a cold sweat, fearing the day had arrived. It’s no longer a nightmare. You’ve been found.”

      “Found? I don’t understand.”

      “Your biological father made a deal against the devil. He thought if he did what was right, he could... well, he could survive. The woman who gave birth to you was my best friend—a long time ago. We hadn’t been in contact for years. She hoped that would secure your safety and keep you hidden. That deal...it didn’t work the way he hoped. Saving themselves was a long shot. Their hope was to save you. That’s how you became our child.”

      It was more information than I’d ever been told. I have always known I was adopted but nothing more. There was a promise of one day. I used to hope for that time to come. With the lead weight in the pit of my stomach, I knew that now that one day had arrived, and I wasn’t ready. I wanted more time.

      The only woman I knew as my mother shook her head just before wiping a tear from her cheek. “I prayed you’d be older before we had this talk, that you would be able to comprehend the gravity of this information. But as I said, things have changed.”

      The writing on the envelope blurred as tears filled my sixteen-year-old eyes. The man I knew as my dad was gone, and now the woman who had raised me was sending me away. “Where are you sending me?”

      “Colorado. There’s a boarding school in the mountains, St. Mary of the Forest. It’s private and elite. They’ll protect you.”

      I couldn’t comprehend. “For how long? What about you? What about my friends? When will I be able to come home?”

      “You’ll stay until you’re eighteen and graduated. And then it will be up to you. There’s no coming back here...ever. This city isn’t home, not anymore. I’m leaving Chicago, too, as soon as I get you out.” Her neck stiffened as she swallowed her tears. “We both have to be brave. I thought at first Byron’s accident was just that—an accident. But then this morning…I knew. Our time is up. They’ll kill me if they find me, just as they did Byron. And Renee...” She looked my way, her gray eyes swirling with emotion. While I’d expect sadness, it was fear that dominated. “…my fate would be easy compared to yours.”

      She cleared her throat, pretending that tears weren’t cascading down her pale cheeks.

      “Honey, these people are dangerous. They don’t mess around, and they don’t play fair. We don’t know how, but they found you, and your dad paid the price. I will forever believe that he died to protect you. That’s why we have this small window of time. I want you to know that if necessary, I’ll do the same. The thing is, my death won’t stop them. And no matter what, I won’t hand you over.”

      “Hand me over?”

      We swerved again, barreling down an exit until Mom slammed on her brakes, leaving us in bumper-to-bumper traffic. Her gaze again went to the rearview mirror.

      “Are we being followed?” I asked.

      Instead of answering, she continued her instructions. “In that envelope is information for your new identity, a trust fund, and where you’ll be living. Your dad and I had this backup plan waiting. We hoped we’d never have to use it, but he insisted on being prepared.” Her gaze went upward. “Thank you, Byron. You’re still watching over us from heaven.”

      Slowly, I peeled back the envelope’s flap and pulled out two Colorado driver’s licenses. They both contained my picture—that was the only recognizable part. The name, address, and even birth dates were different. “Kennedy Hawkins,” I said, the fictitious name thick on my tongue.

      “Why are there two?”

      “Look at the dates. Use the one that makes you eighteen years old for this flight. It’s to ensure the airline will allow you to fly unaccompanied. Once you’re in Colorado, destroy the one with the added two years. The school needs your real age for your grade in school.”

      I stared down at one and then the other. The name was the same. I repeated it again, “Kennedy Hawkins.”

      “Learn it. Live it. Become Kennedy.”

      A never-before-thought-of question came to my mind. “Did I have a different name before I came to you?”

      My mother’s eyes widened as her pallid complexion changed from white to gray. “It’s better if you don’t know.”

      I sat taller in the seat, mimicking the strength she’d shown me all of my life. “You’re sending me away. You’re saying we may never see one another again. This is my only chance. I think I deserve to be told everything.”

      “Not everything.” She blinked rapidly. “About your name, your dad and I decided to alter your birth name, not change it completely. You were very young, and we hoped having a derivation of what you’d heard would help make the transition easier. Of course, we gave you our last name.”

      “My real name isn’t Renee? What is it?”

      “Araneae.”

      The syllables played on repeat in my head, bringing back memories I couldn’t catch. “I’ve heard that before, but not as a name.”

      She nodded. “I always thought it was ironic how you loved insects. Your name means spider. Your birth mother thought it gave you strength, a hard outer shell, and the ability to spin silk, beautiful and strong.”

      “Araneae,” I repeated aloud.

      Her stern stare turned my way. “Forget that name. Forget Araneae and Renee. We were wrong to allow you any connection. Embrace Kennedy.”

      My heart beat rapidly in my chest as I examined all of the paperwork. My parents, the ones I knew, were thorough in their plan B. I had a birth certificate, a Social Security card, a passport matching the more accurate age, and the driver’s license that I’d seen earlier, all with my most recent school picture. According to the documentation, my parents’ names were Phillip and Debbie Hawkins. The perfect boring family. Boring or exciting, family was something I would never have again.

      “And what happened to Phillip and Debbie?” I asked as if any of this made sense.

      “They died in an automobile accident. Their life insurance funded your trust fund. You are an only child.”

      The car crept forward in the line of traffic near the departure terminal of O’Hare Airport. A million questions swirled through my head, and yet I struggled to voice even one. I reached out to my mother’s arm. “I don’t want to leave you.”

      “I’ll always be with you, always.”

      “How will we talk?”

      She lifted her fist to her chest. “In here. Listen to your heart.”

      Pulling to the curb and placing the car in park, she leaned my direction and wrapped me in her arms. The familiar scent of lotions and perfumes comforted me as much as her hug. “Know you’re loved. Never forget that, Kennedy.”

      I swallowed back the tears brought on by her calling me by the unfamiliar name.

      She reached for her wrist and unclasped the bracelet she always wore. “I want you to have this.”

      I shook my head. “Mom, I never remember seeing you without it.”

      “It’s very important. I’ve protected it as I have you. Now, I’m giving it to you.” She forced a smile. “Maybe it will remind you of me.”

      “Mom, I’d never forget you.” I looked down to the gold bracelet in the palm of my hand as my mom picked it up, the small charms dangling as she secured it around my wrist.

      “Now, it’s time for you to go.”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You do. Go to the counter for the airlines. Hand them your ticket and the correct identification. Stay strong.”

      “What about those people?” I asked. “Who are they? Will you be safe?”

      “I’ll worry about me once I’m sure that you’re safe.”

      “I don’t even know who they are.”

      Her gaze moved from me to the world beyond the windshield. For what seemed like hours, she stared as the slight glint of sunshine reflected on the frost-covered January ground. Snow spit through the air, blowing in waves. Finally, she spoke, “Never repeat the name.”

      “What name?”

      “Swear it,” she said, her voice trembling with emotion.

      It was almost too much. I nodded.

      “No. I need to hear you promise me. This name can never be spoken aloud.”

      “I swear,” I said.

      “Sparrow, Allister Sparrow. He’s currently in charge, but one day it will be his son, Sterling.”

      I wished for a pen to write the names down; however, from the way they sent a chill down my spine, I was most certain that I’d never forget.
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      The conference hall shimmered with the light from the oversized chandeliers. The atmosphere was set, the enticement dangling like a baited hook, and the gullible fish swimming about, ready to open wide while the sharks lurked in the depths.

      I didn’t belong here, that sentiment as obvious to me as to the others in my presence.

      I wasn’t an eager fish, willing to follow the school wherever the masses led.

      Extending the analogy, I also wasn’t a fisherman.

      I was a hunter, standing motionless in knee-deep water, spear in hand, ready for the kill. Bring on the sharks. I was ready for them to show me their rows of teeth.

      Dressing in a custom suit, shaving my face, and taming my hair didn’t hide the truth beneath. All around me, the prey sensed the danger. A formal announcement of my presence or boast of my wealth, power, and abilities wasn’t necessary. As one who truly possessed all three, the declaration preceded me, coming in silent waves radiating through the air and transmitted wordlessly.

      One by one, fellow attendees moved about me, glasses of champagne in hand and their eyes averted, unable or unwilling to meet my gaze. Their only outward acknowledgments that they’d had an encounter with me were their whispers and mumbles as they uttered meaningless apologies under their breath.

      “Excuse me.”

      “Sorry.”

      I didn’t respond. There was no need to leave memories of my attendance other than a passing shadow.

      The suit I’d worn was meant to allow me to fade into the crowd. In reality it showcased the gaping difference. My custom designer original was crème brûlée amongst a tray of Twinkies—lobster amid fast food.

      Many of the people in this banquet hall were here to add their names to research, research few of them came close to understanding. Their riches were primarily on paper, their names listed in Forbes magazine for the world to lay prostrate at their feet. The truly wealthy didn’t require a magazine to substantiate their worth. With our riches spread throughout the world, we did our best to keep its presence beneath the radar.

      Scanning the faces of the invited guests, their attempts of deception and pretense were as clear as a neon sign. This room was filled with impostors consumed by the need to fulfill their lackluster lives—lives devoid of true accomplishment—with the praises of those their money can buy.

      Money—in most cases it wasn’t an asset but the expandable depth of their credit.

      Acknowledgments.

      Recognition.

      Their names on a plaque.

      I had no more desire to fit in with these imitations of wealth than to dine on the cheap catering being offered or consume the basement-bottom bourbon in my hand.

      Fitting in wasn’t my thing or my goal.

      I was here for one reason.

      An assignment.

      A job I agreed to fulfill.

      Offers came and went.

      I only took the assignments I wanted.

      The decision was always mine.

      I worked for no man but myself, on my schedule, as I saw fit.

      My work had made me a wealthy man, taking me into the shadows and leaving me in the dark. Rarely did I accept an offer that brought me into the light.

      However, even I could make an exception.

      There was something about this assignment, this target...something that superseded my usual rules. I didn’t need the money. I could spend the rest of my life hidden away on my ranch or sailing the seven seas. I vastly preferred my own company to those currently in my presence.

      The door near the back of the room opened as more guests arrived.

      I stood taller, taking her in.

      She had arrived.

      My exception.

      She was the reason I was here.

      At the sight of her, the small hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention. It was as if she was electricity and I was the rod. My reaction was visceral, much as it had been the first time I’d seen her.

      The first time wasn’t in person. It was her likeness that appeared on my computer screen and inexplicably, I was mesmerized. Her blue eyes stared at the camera, staring at me through the screen—seeing me in a way that even I was incapable of doing.

      That thought was ludicrous and I knew it. Nevertheless, I was drawn.

      As she accepted a glass of champagne, her head turned my direction. Instinctively, I took a step back, away from her gaze and into the shadows. I wasn’t ready to meet those blue eyes in person, not yet. From the distance, I watched as I took in each inch of her.

      A natural beauty, she seemed unaware of her effect on the men around her. Unlike her usual hairstyle, currently her dark hair was pulled up on the sides, the front styled in sweeping waves as long curls cascaded to the middle of her back. The softness of the style showcased her sensual neck and the simple pearl necklace. Under the lights from above, her gaze shone and lower lip disappeared as she nervously scanned the crowd.

      The long black dress she wore hugged her breasts perfectly, yet the skirt flared outward, hiding what I knew was a beautifully curved body beneath. I’d done my research, bided my time. No, I hadn’t seen her as up close as I desired; however, I’d observed. Despite the cool spring weather, at least three times a week she’d don skintight athletic apparel and run a local trail.

      From my observation, Dr. Laurel Carlson wasn’t a woman who thrived on being the center of attention—not like the room of potential donors, many vying for her attention. Her unease was evident in the lines around her eyes and the straightness of her neck. And yet still she was here, a testament to her dedication to this project.

      If only I’d moved faster, done my job, this would have been avoided.

      I hadn’t. I’d been too enthralled in a way I found unusual yet fascinating. It was a twisted, gnawing feeling I didn’t recognize.

      I wanted to understand it.

      In that search for comprehension, I’d taken too long.

      Now, the stage was set for this show, and it was too late to lower the curtain.

      For that, I was responsible.

      Now was the time to move.

      I leaned against the far wall, yet my mind stayed on her—my exception, the one who fascinated me in a different way.

      Maybe it was more than her outward appearance. It was her intellect along with her doctorate in pharmacology—she also had a doctorate in applied mathematics with a focus on computational neuroscience and pharmacology. The combination intrigued me. Rarely did I encounter a woman like her. Most were different, satisfied to be a physical outlet for me or other men. They concentrated on appearance, keeping their knowledge level hidden. Admittedly, my sample was skewed. I paid those women for their services, thus reducing the variables.

      Laurel was different; she was unaware of her beauty and unapologetically confident with her intelligence.

      Despite my obvious fascination, she was my assignment.

      I’d never failed at a job.

      In that regard, Dr. Laurel Carlson wouldn’t be my exception.

      It was time to get this done.
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