
        
            
                
            
        

    Bound Forever (Bound #2)
By Hanna Peach
The stunning conclusion to Bound by Lies…
“Kitten”
Caden and I on the run. Together. But he still won’t let me touch him and I know he is still keeping things from me. I am determined to uncover everything − at any cost. Even if it tears us apart.
Caden
Jacob is back. He’s back and he knows about her. Now everything that binds the three of us together is twisting and tightening, pulling us all together. I can feel the inevitable coming…
I don’t know how this will end… all I know is, there will be blood.
Adult romantic suspense. +18 years.



“In the depths of winter, I finally learned that within me there lay an invincible summer.”
~ Albert Camus
For invincible summers.




Prologue
“Did you miss me?” he whispers. And I fight a shiver.
Snake shoves me into the car. He gets in behind me and Jacob gets in beside me, forcing me to the middle of the back seat. I am squashed in between the devil and the snake.
As the last car door is shut, the noise from outside disappears and suddenly I feel like I’m underwater.
Jacob leans in and tucks a lock of hair behind my ears. My skin burns at his poisonous touch and I flinch away from him. He grabs my chin and forces my head to one side so he can whisper into my ear. “You took away the one thing I loved. Now I’m going to take away yours.”
Through the window I see Garfield pushing Caden down to the ground on all fours. Even from here Caden looks defeated. His tied hands clutch the dirt as he watches the car I’m in drive away. His mouth is open in a scream. Garfield kicks him to one side and our eye contact is broken.
Now Caden is in profile as Garfield steps around him, putting them face to face. He raises his gun to Caden’s chest. Everything goes still and slow.
This isn’t happening. I feel like I’m watching a movie from the frame of the car window. It’s not real. It can’t be. If this were a movie this is when the cops would show up. Or Mick. Or someone…
But this isn’t the movies. The sound of my heartbeat thuds in my ears low and slow.
Glub, glub.
My heart swells with so much helpless fear it’s about to burst. In my head I’m begging him, No, Garfield. You’re a good man. Please. No.
But Garfield pulls the trigger. His hand recoils slightly from the shot. Caden jolts as if he has been electrocuted. A spray of blood spits out from Caden’s back and I swear I can see where the bullet has cut its deadly line across his heart. My own heart explodes with pain as if Garfield has shot me too.
Caden is frozen, held up for the tiniest of moments, shock clear in the profile of his face. Then he falls forward.
My Caden. My love. Falls into the dirt. Dead.



Chapter One
Seven days earlier…
Blood splatter soaks through the backs of my eyelids. I snap my eyes open with a gasp. I become aware of my body, my curled and twisted limbs, and feel the ground rolling along underneath me. Somehow the cursed strap has found its way to press upon my throat, choking me. I’m trapped within the passenger seat of our getaway car.
Our getaway car.
Caden −
− and I.
That sentence should feel wonderful, but it doesn’t. It is separate, like we are. Divided, on either side of the law, on either side of this invisible line.
Based on the daylight crowding out the insides of the car I estimate it’s only mid-morning. Which means we must have only been on the road for a few hours now.
“You’re awake,” Caden’s voice rumbles to me, causing my heart to patter. I curse it for reacting to his voice the way it does.
I look over to him. At the same time he takes his eyes off the road and catches my eyes holding them for a second. I take him all in. All of him.
Most people would look at Caden and see danger. You can see it in his sheer width; his jaw, his shoulders, chest, arms, everything tight and coiled with a dormant power. His thick lips hide a row of straight white teeth. His large and rough-looking hands, now clutching the steering wheel, could so easily wrap around my throat. His piercing dark green eyes, so thick with lashes you would swear he lined the rims with kohl. Those eyes watch me. They don’t miss when the pulse in my neck speeds up, when my breath hitches or when my eyes widen almost imperceptibly. Most of all you can see danger in that jagged scar that cuts right across his left eyebrow. It tells you he doesn’t walk away from a fight. But because it’s his only scar, it says that he always wins. See… deadly. That’s what you thought, isn’t it?
I see these things too. But for some strange reason I see my safety. I feel it radiating out from him when I’m near. His width is my shield, his arms that wrap all the way around me are my shelter, his mouth a balm that smooths across my every ache, even the ones no one can see. He protects me. But who protects me from him?
I break eye contact and look away. I can’t stand to look at him any longer. It hurts too much. I go to rub my eyes, but my left hand is caught on something that clinks. I frown as I look down. A pair of silver cuffs chain my wrist to the side of the seat.
Muthafucker.
“What the hell, Caden?”
I can see a smirk playing at the corner of his lips. “To make sure you don’t run. I didn’t think you’d let me put them on you while you were awake so…”
My mouth drops open. “I am not going to sit here cuffed like some kind of criminal. Undo them right now.”
“Nope.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
I start tugging furiously at the seat with both hands. I’m going to break these damn things off if it’s the last thing I−
“Stop that.”
“Let me go then.”
“Not a chance. You’re in my custody. Under my protection. The cuffs stay.”
“I don’t want your goddamn protection.” Liar. “Let me go right this minute or I’ll scream.”
“No one can hear you, sweetheart.”
“Except for you.” I inhale, lean forward and let out all my frustration into a long, loud scream right into his ear.
I can hear Caden cursing over my banshee shrieking. He jerks away, his right shoulder coming up to try to block his eardrum from my assault.
He swerves the car and I’m thrown back into my seat, the rest of my scream lodging in my throat. He brakes hard at the side of the road. I fly forward and I think I’m going to hit the dashboard. But his arm is there to hold me back, protecting me.
Dust flies around the car, fogging up the windows in a burnt orange haze.
“Jesus, Caden, what the−”
He grabs my face with his hand, shutting me up. His fingers dig into my flesh firmly but not enough to hurt. “You listen here and listen good.” He glares at me. “You are getting my protection whether you like it or not and I’m keeping you safe even if it God damn kills me. I’ll do so however I see fit. If I see fit to handcuff you to the seat, which I do by the way, I will handcuff you to the goddamn seat. And you will sit there and you will shut up and you will accept it. You got that?”
A lump develops in my chest right where my traitor heart sits and I struggle to breathe around it. For a moment, as I gaze into his eyes, shiny with emotion, I could swear that he cares about me more than just a job. I could swear it. I nod my head as much as I can while being trapped in his hand.
His features soften and I become too aware of how close our faces are and how his eyes have found my mouth. I don’t dare move. He swallows and his fingers loosen. I swear my skin is so sensitized to his touch I can feel the loops and whirls of his fingerprints on my skin. I fight a shiver.
“Are you hurt?” he asks as he glances over me.
“I’m okay.”
“Are you going to behave?”
“Maybe. Are you going to take these cuffs off me?”
“No.”
There is no point arguing with him. I slump back in my seat, crossing my arms as best as I can with one handcuffed to the seat. “Don’t think you’ve won, Caden Thaine.”
He snorts. “Never. I know I can’t win with you.”
What the hell is that supposed to mean?
He pulls the car onto the road and we’re off again. I glare at the rushing landscape outside my window, cursing every tree and every shrub that flies past us. I glance at the clock on the dashboard. It’s just past nine, which means that only hours ago, Caden and I were dumping a body in the river after I had shot dead a man who worked for Jacob Tyrell, the man I’m running from. I had to kill him. I swear. I had no choice. He would have taken us to Jacob if I didn’t, which would have meant a very painful death. Him or me. You would have done the same if you were me.
It still doesn’t make the guilt go away completely. It lies there underneath the surface like a stain that has sunk into the depths of a carpet.
Jesus, was that only earlier this morning?
A few hours before that, Caden had abducted me from my boss, Dixie’s, apartment. Or should I say, old boss. I can’t go back to work for her anymore.
And a few hours before that, I had stumbled into a drug smuggling operation owned by the Tyrells and found Caden amongst them.
Did that all really happen in less than twelve hours? How everything can change in just one day…
Caden clears his throat. “Did you sleep okay?”
“Why do you care?” I hear him growl and quickly I add, “Yeh, I slept okay.” Sleep was beautiful. Peaceful. Sleep is the only reprise from my life.
“Good.” He taps on the steering wheel in an off beat. “Good.”
I rub my arms as if I’m trying to rub off the awkwardness that sits around Caden and me. It feels weird and I hate it. I don’t know what has caused it.
No, I lie. I do know.
I remember Caden’s admission last night. He’s a police officer working undercover. He found me so he could find Jacob. I’m a job. And he’s part of the system I hate. Part of the very system that screwed me over in the first place.
You see, when I ran for the very first time, I didn’t run away… I ran to the police. They told me they would protect me. They told me they would arrest Jacob and put him behind bars where he couldn’t hurt me or anyone else anymore. They told me that if I testified, they would put him away for life.
They lied.



Chapter Two
Three years ago…
For the last two years my grandparents and I have been in the witness protection program. We were moved to a secret location and given a backstory and a new home to live in. I had to leave college without letting anyone know the real reason why. All my friends, my home, everything I knew, I had to leave behind.
The shell of a life I was forced to leave behind was just that… a shell. At least that’s what I tried to tell myself. It may have been a thin, translucent ghost of a life, but at least it was mine and it was real.
After I promised to testify against Jacob, the police went after him with a warrant. But when they got to his apartment, Jacob was already gone. Someone had tipped him off. They should have twigged that someone in their ranks was working for him. They should have known that I wasn’t really safe.
Which brings us to today… two years later and my grandmamma handing me the phone receiver with a worried look on her face. My blood rushes to my ears in a pounding sound. Only a few people have this number.
I clutch the phone to my ear. “H-hello?”
The sound of Senior Detective Moore’s voice comes on the line. “We found Jacob. He’s in custody now. It’s over.”
It’s over. The sound of these two words bounce around my brain cavity like a pinball. I let go of the phone and it falls to the floor with a clatter. I slide to the ground and cry openly, tears rolling down my cheeks and through my fingers. My grandmamma rushes to my side, shushing at me, as my grandpa picks up the phone and demands to know what the hell the detective said to me.
It’s over.
After almost two years. After seven hundred and twenty-three days, seven hundred and twenty-three restless nights, seven hundred and twenty-three mornings when I wake up and am reminded of the hell I’ve put myself in, of living with another name, of waking up to the smallest sound and jumping every time the phone rings. Of feeling like a fraud, hollow inside and wearing this fake mask of this fake identity over me like an ill-fitting coat, suspended in the purgatory of my bad decisions… it’s over. Jacob has been caught.
Jacob’s trial is expedited. Soon I’m being escorted by police from my “home” for the last two years to a safehouse. My grandparents want to come but the detectives say that I have to go alone.
I can tell my grandmamma is trying hard not to cry when she hugs me. She fusses over my hair and my collar and shoots instructions to the two officers who have come to collect me. “Make sure she stays warm, I don’t want her staying up too late watching TV…”
I watch them nod at her, caught somewhere between wanting to reassure and an embarrassment at being given such stern demands by a woman twice their age and a third of their weight.
Before I can get into the car, my grandpa pulls me into his arms and grips me with a fierceness that steals my breath away. In my ear he whispers, “In the depths of winter, you will finally learn within you lays an invincible summer.” It’s a variant on a quote by Albert Camus.
I leave my grandmamma and my grandpa behind holding their terse brave faces. I watch them disappear out the back tinted window of this black sedan as this car turns the corner of the street and I get the worst feeling in the pit of my stomach.
I spend that night in a safehouse on the outskirts of the city I left behind two years ago. The shadows of the tree outside of this house make dark slashes across the ceiling of this bedroom. I just try to take comfort from the sound of the television from the living room next door, where the two officers who have been assigned to me are. I’m being protected but I don’t feel safe.
Tonight, I can’t sleep. But this isn’t unusual for me. I just keep thinking over and over again about tomorrow. About the moment I’ll see Jacob again. God help me. I’m scared I’ll break. I’m scared that I won’t be able to speak or I’ll cry so hard that I become a useless witness. But most of all, I’m terrified that one soft look from him will set my heart alight. I’m scared that I won’t want to put him away for life, even after all he has done to me. I’m terrified out of my mind that I won’t be able to go through with it, even though I have to. I just have to. My heart clenches with an almost unbearable pain. For the first time in years I start to pray. Dear God, please don’t let me still love that monster.
The morning slowly steals the night away and it’s finally the day of Jacob’s trial. I move through my morning routine like I’m sleepwalking. It takes me longer than usual to button up my shirt because my fingers are shaking and I can’t stop them. I barely take two bites of the cereal someone has poured into a bowl for me at the breakfast table. I feel sick. And I’ve chewed my nails down to ugly stumps.
The car taking me from the safehouse to the courthouse is a black sedan with tinted windows. Even though I know that my face can’t be seen from the outside I still shrink away from the windows. I sit in the middle seat in the back, chewing on my lip, staring at the sprawl of suburbia rolling by us.
My two federal escorts are sitting in the front two seats, making me feel almost like a criminal back here by myself. Lt. Gareth Smith is driving. Stevie, or Lt. Steven Oswald, is in the front passenger seat. These two couldn’t look more different. Gary is taller and he’s as dark as night with a neatly trimmed beard. His voice is soft spoken and he insists on calling me madam.
Stevie has a shaved head and thick chest and a hint of ink that flashes from under the collar of his shirt. He has a thick rough accent that betrays his southern upbringing. “Can you drive any slower, Gary? I think the seniors’ brigade is beating you down the street.”
“I’m following the speed limit. The law, Stevie. Remember that thing you swore to uphold?”
Stevie snorts. “We’re not even on the main highway yet. I should have driven. We would be halfway there already.”
“Having broken how many traffic laws?”
“We’re cops. Traffic laws… traffic suggestions… Whatever. We can get around them.”
“Jesus, you worry me sometimes.”
“Your inability to chill the hell out worries me. Let’s swap. I’ll drive.”
“No. I won the coin toss this morning. So I get to drive and you get to shut up.”
“Nana driver. We’d get there faster if we walked.”
“Why don’t you get out and walk then.”
“Why don’t you get out and walk?” Stevie reaches out to fiddle with the radio buttons.
Gary whips out a hand to stop him. “Na ah, you don’t ever mess with a black man’s tunes.” I only notice then that the radio is playing a commercial R&B song. “I won that coin toss, too, remember?”
“But this is a soppy-ass love song. We need something with a bit of rock in it to get us in the mood.” Stevie reaches out again.
“Touch the radio and I’ll break your fingers.”
“But the−”
“Leave it.”
“Just−”
“Brother, do not make me Taser your ass.”
Stevie growls and slumps back into his seat. “Shoot me now and put me out of my misery.”
“Gladly. But it would cause me too much paperwork.”
“I swear, Gary, you get less and less fun every day. Isn’t the missus givin’ you enough at home?”
Gary doesn’t respond to the obvious bait. The silence catches my attention and I look up just in time to catch Gary’s furrowed brow as he glances up into the rearview mirror.
“What’s wrong?” I ask. Already my skin is prickling with a thousand needles.
“Oh, nothing.” But I can tell by Gary’s tone that it isn’t nothing and he’s trying to brush something off. I spin in my seat and crane my neck to stare out the back of the car.
A dark blue sedan is behind us. I can barely see the driver through the window, but I can tell he has a baseball cap pulled down low over his face. Wasn’t that sedan behind us earlier? I spin back to face the front and slump myself into the seat as far as the seatbelt will let me. “Oh my God. Is he following us?”
“He’s just a little close, that’s all.”
As if the driver of the blue sedan hears Gary, he chooses that moment to accelerate, ramming the back of our car. The car jolts and my heart crams into my throat. I hear Gary and Stevie swearing.
“Pedal to the metal, Gary,” Stevie yells as the car behind smashes into us again.
Oh God, this can’t be happening. This can’t…
“Hang on.” Gary slams his foot on the accelerator and I’m thrown backwards into the seat. We speed off down this semi-suburban street and start weaving in and out of cars.
“Jesus Christ,” Stevie mutters, “why couldn’t you have driven like this earlier?” Stevie grabs his radio and starts calling in for backup.
Up ahead through the front window I see a black van pull out from a side street, blocking our way. “Look out!” I scream. I curl into a ball and throw my arms over my head. And brace.
“Shit!” I feel Gary braking hard. I wait for impact.
Everything is going very slowly. I feel us swerving, the wheels no longer gripping the road. I hear the screech of tires. And we skid and we skid and we…
The car comes to a stop with a screech. I fly forward, whiplashing against my seatbelt. Thank God for seatbelts. This will no doubt leave a bruise across my body. But it’s better than being thrown through the front window.
I open my eyes and peer through my fingers. We’ve halted in time not to hit the van. The side doors of the van open and a group of men dressed in head to toe black scramble out and surround the car. Their faces are hidden by black balaclavas. In one of their hands I see the sun flash off something metal.
“They have guns!” Gary yells as he yanks his weapon from his holster. Shots ring out and the windscreen shatters in a shower of glass. I feel something warm spray onto my face.
Oh my fucking God.
I can’t look. I… Jesus… there’s blood everywhere. Gary’s head lolls to one side and Stevie has dropped his radio somewhere, crackling as someone on the other line calls for him to answer again and again. Answer, Stevie, please answer them. But Stevie can’t answer anyone anymore.
Oh my God. They’re dead. They’re both dead. And I’m next. I have to get out of here. My hands shake as I struggle with my seatbelt. I have to get out. I just have to get out of here. I turn and lunge for the car door on the other side.
Before I can grab the door handle the door is yanked away from me. I scream as something is shoved in my face. It’s the cold dead end of a barrel of a gun and it glares at me like an eye, sending shivers through my body all the way down to my toes. A rough hand grabs my arm and yanks me out. “Shut up and I won’t have to hurt you.”
I’m so stupid.
It’s not over. It’ll never be over.



Chapter Three
The present…
“I need to call Dixie,” I say.
We are driving along a lengthy stretch of empty road through this semi-arid country. Caden still hasn’t told me where we’re going or for how long we have to keep driving.
He doesn’t take his eyes off the road as he answers. “I’ll get you a burn phone and you can call her from that.”
“Burn phone? Is this some fancy cop term?” I point to myself. “Not a cop, remember? I’m just a helpless civilian that was kidnapped by a cop.”
I can see Caden’s knuckles whiten on the steering wheel. Good. He’s getting irritated. For some reason this makes me happy. Screw you, Caden.
“I didn’t kidnap you.”
“Excuse me.” I lift my left hand as far as I can so that my metal restraints clink. “But the fucking handcuffs you placed on me beg to differ.”
“From all that argument in you, I take it you’re feeling better.”
Feeling better? No. At this point I doubt I will ever truly feel better, but I’m having fun annoying the bastard. Hey, a girl’s gotta take what she can. And if being a chatty and argumentative shit stops me from freaking out and imagining Mack’s blood all over the glass then I’ll do it ‘til I’m hoarse.
“You’re changing the subject. What’s a burn phone?”
“It’s a prepaid mobile phone paid for in cash.”
“When can I get one?”
“When we get to where we’re going.”
“But I need to ring Dixie now.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Jesus Christ. It’ll be a cold day in Hell when you decide not to argue with me, won’t it?”
I bristle. I don’t give a shit anymore if I piss him off. “Look buddy, I don’t think you get it. Dixie’s going to wake up soon, if she hasn’t already, to find me gone from her couch but my backpack still there. She’ll know that I wouldn’t have left without my backpack full of the only cash I had left in the world. I had no way of leaving on my own. She’ll know I have been taken and she’ll freak the hell out. We’ll hear her screaming blue murder from here. If Dixie doesn’t hear from me soon she’ll have the police, the coast guard, hell, she’ll have the damn National Guard looking for me by noon.”
Caden sits in silent. Then he says, “She can’t do anything until 48 hours.”
“What?”
“Even if she does try to report you missing, no one will take her seriously until 48 hours after you’ve gone missing.”
I slump back in my seat. Cop bastard, he would know wouldn’t he. He doesn’t look like he’s going to give in to me and let me call her. But I’m not giving in that easily either.
“I need the toilet.”
Caden sneaks a glance at me. “I’ll pull up and you can go behind a bush.”
“Excuse me?”
“We have to keep going.”
“I am not going behind a bush.”
“There’s some tissues in the glove box you can use to clean yourself up.”
“Why can’t we stop at a gas station?”
“We need to keep going.”
“But… but… I need to do a number two as well.”
There’s a silence in which I cross my arms across my chest as defiantly as I can whilst still handcuffed to the seat.
“I’m not going behind a bush. I don’t see why we can’t just stop for two damn seconds so I can use a proper toilet. I’m−”
“Jesus, alright. We’ll stop at a gas station.”
I think Caden just gave in to me. For the first time ever, Caden gave in to me. I need to mark this day on a fucking calendar. Somebody make this a national goddamn holiday.
“Great. And while we’re there I’ll call Dixie from their payphone.”
Caden narrows his eyes at me and mutters something under his breath that sounds suspiciously like, “Cheeky little shit.”
Caden indicates left at the next intersection. “Fine. But this better not be some kind of ploy to try and run away.”
“But you’re so pleasant,” I say, not bothering to hide the sarcasm dripping from my lips. “Why would I ever want to run from you?”



Chapter Four
Three years ago…
“Why did you run away from me?” This voice, his voice comes to me in the dark behind the rough sack covering my head. Immediately my entire body goes into a cold shock. All the hairs on my skin raise and my throat closes up like someone is choking me.
After I was dragged from the police car and blinded by the sack shoved down over my head, I was thrown into the trunk of the sedan.
Have you ever been locked in the trunk of a car? Pray you never have to experience it. It’s like being in your own coffin. The space was so small that my frantic thrashing made me bruise myself. My thrashing turned to a clawing, crying, screaming desperation as my terror bubbled up into my throat, releasing as screams no one could hear. My fingernails hurt from my scratching and I’m sure I ripped one of them off, but the pain is nothing compared to the crushing suffocating feeling of running out of air.
And the terror of realizing that there is nothing you can do about it. Nothing. But your body thrashes anyway even though there is no way out and you beg and you cry like a desperate whore and the sound of your own rasping breath is enough to make you hate yourself for breaking apart like this. But you can’t help but break apart.
Eventually, the car stopped and the trunk lid popped. The first gulp of fresh air brought another set of tears to my eyes. The salty-wet cloth over my face clung to my cheeks and I feared I might suffocate from my own tears. They took me inside and the light filtering in through the hessian sack died. Suddenly the air went cold and still and instantly caused goose pimples across my skin.
Which brings me to here and now.
Wherever I am smells like salt and oil. The sack is yanked roughly off my head. The hand grabbing it doesn’t care that he’s also grabbing my hair. I wince as I feel threads pop out of my scalp.
I blink, taking a second to grow accustomed to the dim light. When I do I wish that I don’t see what’s before me. He, with the chiseled face I used to love and thick lips I used to kiss now pinned into an angry scowl.
“Jacob.” My voice shakes around his name.
He opens his arms out to his sides like he is about to come in for a hug. He tilts his head. “It’s me.”
“No. But… but they caught you,” I stutter as I trip back and bump into a solid wall. This wall has hands that grab at my arms to force me to stay where I am.
He laughs. “Did you think those idiots had anything to do with catching me? I wanted to get caught to flush you out.” He grins. “And it worked.”
Stupid.
I knew it was too good to be true. I knew Jacob was too smart to ever get caught if he didn’t want to. He and his family have too many resources, their mouths in too many ears of important and valuable people everywhere to get caught like he did. The police force is too large and unwieldy to ever get a hold of a snake like Jacob unless he wanted to get caught.
And he let himself get caught. So that I would be forced out of my hiding place to come to his trial. He engineered his escape and my abduction.
Smart, smart man.
Stupid, stupid woman.
I’m going to die. I am. I know it. The last two years were just a reprieve. My purgatory. A grey waiting room between then and this moment.
I stand there shaking as Jacob circles me, unravelling me from the inside out. I consider begging for my life. I consider lying to him, saying the police forced me to testify. But I don’t. In the last shreds of my sanity I can understand now that none of these things will work. They will only make things worse.
I know the pain is coming. I know it. The only question is how much and for how long. All I can hope for is that he kills me without raping me. My skin crawls at this thought. I almost start begging right there to just kill me. Maybe if I make him mad enough he’ll snap and I can die sooner.
As he circles me I can feel his eyes on me. It feels like crawling, wriggling bugs, and I fight not to shiver and scratch at my skin. His footfalls clatter like shackles through the space. I can’t take this tension anymore. I feel a scream gathering up inside of me when Jacob stops his circling to stand right in front of me. “Two years, princess. I’ve waited two years for this day.”
I swallow. I can see he has a dagger in his hand. God help me. Make his cuts deep. Let me bleed out quickly.
I lift my eyes up to see his face twist, and my stomach turns at the hatred etched within his scowl. I used to love this man. He used to love me.
“I loved you and you betrayed me,” he screams. “I fucking loved you and you betrayed me. You fucking sold me out to the pigs. The pigs, princess.” He stomps and throws his torso around as he speaks. It makes him look crazy. Like he has lost his mind. He turns his eyes onto me and they’re shiny with anger. “Wasn’t I the fool? Didn’t I just get taken in by your innocence and your body? I bet you laughed at me behind my back.”
“No.”
“Well, look who’s laughing now.” He starts to laugh, forcing the sound out from his belly. The sound is manic and sends chills down my spine. He waves his arms around to his men who are standing around us like he’s conducting a symphony. They stare at each other as they all start laughing, but it sounds forced. They obviously also don’t know what he’s laughing at.
Jacob stops laughing and the sound cuts brutally from the air. The rest of the voices in the warehouse die, too. He takes a step towards me, close enough so I can feel his hot breath on my face as he glares at me. “Wasn’t I good to you, huh? Didn’t I buy you nice things and take you nice places and keep you from people like Winston who wanted to use you and harm you? Huh? And this is how you fucking repay me?” His voice echoes around the warehouse. He grabs my face with his hand. His fingernails dig into my skin and I feel the first drops of blood leaking from my body. The first of many.
His voice drops to a whisper so that I’m the only one who can hear. “Do you know what it’s like to fuck other bitches and wish it were you? You ruined me.”
I ruined you? How dare you. Something inside me snaps. Every muscle in my body recoils. A feral sound bursts from my mouth as I attack at Jacob with my claws. “You son of a bitch. I ruined you? You fucking ruined me. You ruined me.”
My nails catch on his face and I tear away three strips of his skin before I’m hoisted back by my arms. Jacob hisses as he wipes his cheek, his fingers coming away with blood. He starts swearing in Spanish and I recognize the Spanish word for bitch. I brace myself as he steps up to me, clenching his fists.
“You little whore,” he growls out. He punches me full force in the jaw and it explodes with fire.
God. Damn.
My head spins as my vision tilts in front of me. The hands that hold me tighten as I sway.
Jacob draws a gun from the back of his pants. He shoves the cold barrel into my mouth, clipping my teeth, so deep into my throat that I start to gag. “I should kill you right here. Is that what you want? Huh?”
I squeeze my eyes shut and bite down on the metal. Please make it painless. Make it quick.
Using the barrel, he pushes me down to my knees, causing me to choke. He pulls the gun from my lips and I heave in a breath as I cough. He starts to walk around me, dragging the barrel wet with my saliva against my skin. “Or maybe I should fuck you one last time first. Huh? Did you miss being fucked by me?”
He grabs my face, his fingernails digging into my cheeks again.
I hear a zipper and I keep my eyes shut. I can smell his musky arousal from here. Bile rises in my throat as he grabs the back of my head by my hair. Is he really going to make me do this in front of everyone? Of course he will. I humiliated him. So he needs to humiliate me back.
“If you bite,” he says, “I’ll knock your teeth out and let everyone here fuck your face.”
Oh God.
I’m not here. I’m not here. Please, I’m anywhere but here.
“Open your mouth.”
I clamp them shut and shake my head.
The butt of the gun comes down on my cheek and a hot pain lashes through my face. “Open your fucking mouth.”
No. I bite my teeth together and squeeze my lids. I won’t open them. I won’t scream. He’ll have to kill me.
Shots ring out and a surge of adrenaline rushes through my body making me feel lightheaded. He must have shot me. He decided to kill me and be done with it after all. Thank God. It’s finally all over. He lets go of my hair. My thighs give out and I crumple from my knees to the ground. With the last of my strength I curl into a ball on my side. Funny, I would have thought that being shot would have hurt more. But it doesn’t hurt at all. Perhaps I’m already dead?
More shots ring out and I hear the roar of the world ending around me. No, I’m not dead yet. I must be dying then. There’s a loud crash as something large moves through the warehouse door, breaking apart the slats of wood. Behind my closed eyelids I sense that the space around me has filled with light. Yes, the light. The light will come and take me away where hopefully I will find peace. And I can see my parents again who died so long ago when I was a child. I lay there, my cheek resting on the cold cement, waiting for death.
But I don’t die. Not today.
The sound of gunfire sounds like it’s moving away from me. I hear the thunder of boots running across the concrete, reverberating in my ear. I keep hearing voices yelling out, “Clear.”
When I peek up through my eyelashes there’s a man leaning over me. His face is obstructed by the heavy duty helmet that he wears, a large black helmet with thick goggles. I can barely hear him over the shouts and noise around us. I see the large white letters across his vest saying “Police”. He yells out to someone that I’m alive. He scoops an arm under my limp body. I try to stand to help him but my legs don’t work.
“You’re okay,” he says as he bundles me into his arms. “I’ve got you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“Promise?” I whisper into his neck, tears squeezing through my eyelids.
“I promise. Just keep your eyes shut and hang on, okay?”
I nod and pull myself tighter into his neck. He stands and I feel us lift. He feels like he stands a thousand feet tall, holding me up and away from everything. Shouts and gunshots and death everywhere. Everywhere. But they’re starting to fade. But for the first time in a long time, wrapped in these strong arms of a stranger, I feel safe.



Chapter Five
The present…
“Repeat it,” Caden demands.
“I just did.”
“Repeat it again.”
“Weren’t you listening the first time?”
“Jesus, just repeat it or we’re taking off.”
“Fine.” I let out an exaggerated sigh. “Call once. Don’t tell Dixie where I am or that I’m with you. Don’t speak for more than thirty seconds. If she doesn’t answer, don’t leave a message. When I’m finished, wipe down anything I touch so I don’t leave any prints. See? I didn’t miss anything.”
Caden stares at me with narrowed eyes. He leans over so he can undo the handcuff around my wrist. His arm brushes against my chest and I hope he doesn’t feel my nipples harden through his sleeve. I turn my head when I catch the smell of his musk and wood smoke, and I hold my breath.
Jesus, hurry up with that cuff already.
Finally my hand is freed. He pulls back away from me and I gulp at air. He jerks his chin forward towards the payphone booth I can see through the windscreen.
I almost bounce out of the car, but he stops me by catching me around the wrist. His firm hand around me reminds me of the restraints he uses in bed, causing a flush of lust to go through me. Stupid body. I told you I need protecting from him.
His eyes burn into mine. “I’ll be watching.” I’m sure you will.
I can still feel those eyes on me as I walk the short distance from the car to the payphone. When I turn my head to look back, he’s sitting forward over his wheel and sucking his thick bottom lip between his teeth. My first thought is that he looks nervous. On edge. Like he thinks I may run from him. My second thought goes along the lines of, Excuse me. May I suck on that lip for you?
He keeps sending quick glances at the rearview mirror, which I know must reflect the entrance of the gas station. I know he parked in that exact spot deliberately. Not just so he can sit between me and the exit, but so he could keep an eye on me whilst subtly keeping an eye on everything else.
Turns out Caden is just as paranoid as me. Scratch that, he’s even more paranoid than I am. He didn’t even want to stop to let me make this phone call. But I had to. I just had to.
Caden and I are at a gas station some miles out of the way of where we’re headed. He specifically drove out of our way just so I could make this call.
I curl the cord of the payphone around my finger as the dial tone rings. The sun is already hot and high in the sky, and sweat is beading across my lip and brow in this mini greenhouse of a payphone booth.
Through the scratched and dirty glass I can see Caden tensing as a car pulls into the gas station and parks near a pump. In my ear the dial tone clicks off and an answering machine turns on. Dixie’s voice comes on:
“Hey y’all, I’m not home so leave me a message.”
Jeff’s voice sneaks in, “And if you’re hot you’ll wanna leave one for me.” There is a clicking noise and I imagine Jeff making that silly little noise as he winks at the answering machine and clicks his fingers out like a pistol. God, I miss them already. I smile even though it hurts.
Then the message tone beeps. And I just can’t hang up. So I turn my back to Caden so he can’t see my lips and start to speak even though I’m not supposed to. “Hey, Dix, it’s me. I’m sorry about leaving like that this morning. Something came up.” Caden was what had come up. When he abducted me from Dixie’s house and just happened to leave my backpack with the only cash I had behind so I’d be reliant on him. Bastard.
I continue, “I just wanted to let you know that I’m−”
Someone picks up the phone. Dixie’s comforting drawl comes on the line and I heave a sigh of relief. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, honey. I was just on my way out. Are you okay? Where the hell are you?”



Chapter Six
Three years ago…
“Where the hell is he?”
“We don’t know. He got away.”
“What do you mean, ‘he got away’?” I hear my voice screeching out as my mind struggles to process the new information that Senior Detective Moore just handed to me.
After my rescue I was taken back to another safehouse and my minor injuries – bruises, cuts, scrapes − were attended to by a medic. I never did get to say thank you to the man who risked his life to pull me out of the warehouse. He disappeared back into the line of fire after he took me to the medic van waiting nearby.
I had been told that the police had planted a GPS tracker in one of the shoes that they had given me and didn’t tell me. They said I couldn’t give away what I didn’t know, or something like that. The raid on the warehouse had saved my life and they had managed to capture most of Jacob’s men. But apparently not Jacob himself.
Senior Detective Moore stands in front of me now, his face calm like he isn’t giving me the worst news I could hear right now. “Don’t worry. We’ll get Jacob Tyrell.”
“But you don’t have him now. And he knows that I ratted him out. Which means he could be on his way here right now to kill me. Oh my God.” I’m shaking so hard that my teeth are chattering in my head like dice in a gambler’s cup. That is what going to the police had been, I realize. A gamble. I threw my dice in with the law because I thought they would protect me, but I lost.
Shit.
The detective wraps his hands around my shoulders. “Sit down, relax.”
I yank myself out of his grasp. “Don’t touch me. Don’t fucking touch me.”
“We won’t let him get to you. We’ll put you in protective custody until we get him.”
“Protective custody? Protective custody? He managed to get past your fucking protective custody last time.”
“Only when you were being transferred. Your actual relocation was never compromised.”
“So you’re just going to dump me back into that shitty town?”
“Just until we catch him again.”
“Don’t you get it? The only reason you caught him in the first place was because he wanted to be caught. You’ll never catch him now.”
“We will. In the meantime I promise you, you’re safe.”
Safe.
Even in this supposedly failproof, hidden and impossible-to-find safehouse I feel Jacob’s eyes watching me. I glance around and all I see are his eyes. My skin erupts into shivers as I run to the window.
“What are you doing?” Detective Moore calls out after me.
“He’s watching me. He can see me.” My voice cracks when I speak. I grab the blinds and drop them down, cutting out the daylight. Then I run to the next window and wrestle with the blinds.
Everyone’s eyes in the room are on me. Like Jacob’s are. The detective and the two sergeants there to guard me are just watching me. “Why are you just standing there? Why aren’t you helping me?”
One of the sergeants − his name is Charlie − is the only one who moves. He comes towards me, his hands up in a placating motion. “You have to calm down. Jacob isn’t here. He can’t find you.”
I turn my eyes towards Detective Moore. “What if he followed you here, huh? Or had you followed? Ever think of that?”
“I wasn’t followed. Relax. We’ll protect you.”
Now I can barely breathe. Oh God. “I can’t do this. I can’t. I can’t.” I hear my voice falling into a repetitive chant. A progressive march into madness.
I want someone to hold me. I need it. I need the warm, reassuring touch of another human being. Something to anchor me. To soothe me. But Charlie doesn’t move any closer to me. Neither does Detective Moore. Comforting me is not their job. So the three men just stand there, watching me shake.
That night, I lay in one of the beds of the safehouse. It’s old and the mattress creaks. Every time I move I scare myself with the sounds it makes, like a footstep on a loose board. Tomorrow they’re supposed to be transferring me back to the house I have lived in for the last two years with my grandparents. I can’t bear the thought of telling my grandparents, my sweet old grandparents that they still can’t go back to their lives. I can’t bear to tell them that they’re still in danger because of me. Just being around me puts them in danger.
What happens when Jacob finds me? He’ll kill them to hurt me. Or he’ll use them against me.
I can’t do it. I can’t risk it. I can’t drag them along with me further into this nightmare. I’m a danger to the ones I love.
So I have to leave. My grandparents are better off without me around. Without me there Jacob has no need to harm them. Yes, I must leave. I’m doing this to protect them. To protect me. No one will fight for me or protect me like I can. And the police can’t keep me safe from him. They’ve already proven that.
I’m all I’ve got.
I remember what my granddad said to me the last time I saw him… “In the depths of winter, you’ll finally find that within you there lays an invincible summer.”
It’s time for me to find mine.
In the middle of the night I sneak out of bed and dress. I shove my wallet in a backpack along with a few sets of clothes. I’ll stop at a cash machine somewhere and use my bank card for the last time. Otherwise I’d be too easy to find. I’ll withdraw what money I have left. It’ll be less than two hundred dollars but I’ll make it work. I’ll survive. Like I always do.
I slip on a pair of sneakers and make up the bed with the pillows so it looks like I’m still sleeping there. I doubt very much it’ll fool them, but I do it anyway. Keeping the light in my bedroom off, I creep over to the bedroom door, a small line of light shining in underneath from the living room outside. I squeeze the handle down and open the door a crack. Peering out I can see both officers sitting in the living room watching something on the TV that has been turned down real low. The one in the recliner is asleep, his soft snores slightly louder than the television. The other one is awake and he’s sitting so that if I open this door and try and sneak out, he’ll see me.
I’ll have to go through the window. I close my bedroom door and slip over to the other side of the room. I study the window. It’s a double casement window, one of those kinds that slides up to open. Thankfully we’re on the ground floor.
I open the lock and pull up the window, my heart thudding faster in my chest. The window makes a creaking noise as it slides up and I wince. Then it jams on a sticky spot. I try to ease it up but it won’t budge. I eye the gap. No, it’s not big enough for me to squeeze out.
I take a deep calming breath and shove the base of the window. It moves past the sticking point with a thud. Shit. I pause in a panic. My ears prick. I swear any second now the officers outside will bust into this room and catch me. Any second now…
But the door doesn’t open. Perhaps the thud was louder to my paranoid ears. Perhaps they didn’t hear it over the noise of the television. I turn back to the window and ease it up slowly until it’s wide enough for me to get through. I drop my backpack out first into the small bed of flowers around the base of the window. Then, checking that the coast is clear, I slip my leg over the sill then squeeze my body through.
I drop onto the ground below, crushing a few flowers, and they let off a soft sweet smell. I grab my backpack and slide around the house, careful of my step and ducking under any windows so I won’t be seen from inside. When I hit the pavement outside, I start to run. And I don’t stop running.



Chapter Seven
The present…
“You took your time,” Caden says to me as I climb back into the car.
“Whatever.”
“You spoke to her?”
“None of your business.”
His eyes narrow at me. I turn my head to stare out the windscreen. He leans over me and I press against the seat to try to keep distance between us. It’s not working. His proximity means my heart has already started thumping.
“Give me your wrist.”
“You are not handcuffing me.”
“This isn’t up for discussion. Give me your hand.”
“No.”
He leans in so close that all I can see are his eyes. “I will use force.”
“Don’t you trust me?”
“Not a chance.”
I flinch as his words stab me through the heart. No, he doesn’t, does he. He doesn’t trust me with his secrets, he doesn’t trust me with his heart. I feel my eyes well up with tears. I know he’s noticed it because he flinches back, and for a split second a look of guilt flashes across his face. I turn my head away from him and stick out my hand.
“Fine,” I mumble. “Cuff me if that’s the only reason you think I’ll stay.”
There’s a short pause. Then I hear a clinking. He’s put the cuffs away. “It’s fine,” he says and he starts the car. “You don’t need to be cuffed.” He’s not even looking at me when he speaks.
I yank my hand back and tuck it across my chest. I lean into the window and wish I were anywhere but here.
Since we left the gas station, neither Caden nor I have spoken. I have so much to say to Caden, so much to ask that I don’t know where to start. Who are you? How much of us is a lie? Do you love me?
We enter a city and I sit up as I read the sign: “Welcome to Palmdale”. Palmdale. For some reason the name of this city sounds familiar. But I can’t think of why. We drive through the outskirts and the familiar sprawl of suburbia begins.
Twenty minutes later we’re in what looks like a residential suburb. I haven’t recognized anything yet and I’m sure I’ve never been here. So why does the name Palmdale seem so familiar? This area is all huge blocks and high fences and there are no cars parked on either side of the road. This place is strange. Sterile, almost. Where are the laughing children on the road? Where are the garbage bins and stuffed letterboxes and any of those other signs of neighborhood clutter? Where are the cars parked on the side of the roads?
“Where are we?” I ask.
He doesn’t answer this question. Why am I surprised? Instead he says, “We’re almost there.”
I want to ask him where “there” is supposed to be, but I don’t. He won’t answer it anyway. This question, along with all the other questions, sits tightly in this crowded space inside me. How many more unanswered questions will it hold? And what happens when it won’t hold anymore?
We turn onto another quiet street. It’s lined with tall trimmed bushes that hide what’s on the other side. We pull in before a set of iron gates that start to swing aside, and my mouth drops open. Through the bars of the opening gate is a white stark-looking mansion, a long driveway leading from this set of gates to the front door. Between us and the mansion is a lawn of untidy, overgrown grass and weeds. I recognize this house instantly from the black and white picture in my memory.
This is the house that Caden grew up in.
No, this is the house that Harper Lexington grew up in.
What the hell? Does he still live here? My skin prickles with the thought. I realize this is why Palmdale sounds so familiar. This is Caden’s hometown.
I chance a glance at Caden. But his face is as stoic as the building we are driving towards. I stare at the unkempt lawn and remember how tidy and pristine it looked in that newspaper article photo. For some reason it makes me unbelievably sad that a garden could be so unloved and uncared for now. Does it mean that no one is left to care for it? Does he live here alone?
The driveway curves around a grey slate fountain set in front of the front door. The fountain doesn’t run and from the looks of things it doesn’t have any water in the pond. Caden doesn’t pull up at the front door but keeps going and hooks a left and into a large garage that is already open and waiting for us.
Sorry, did I say large? I meant that a small village could live in this damn garage. Holy Jesus. We basically drive across a football field of concrete and white painted bays of shiny cars before Caden parks in a bay nearest the left hand back corner next to a few motorbikes. I recognize the distinct red glow of a Ferrari. And that, my friends, is a shiny black Porsche Carrera. Whoa.
The garage door starts to close, and the daylight outside slides away, leaving us in a dim light. Dim because one of the lights in this garage appears not to be working. It looks like the light bulbs in here aren’t being changed frequently either.
Dear God. He bought me to his home. He brought me to his home, the space that he fills with the truest of who he is. Where he spends his most vulnerable hours when he sleeps. The space where he gets to be him without the world watching. The place he fills with what is important to him.
He brought me here. I must be important to him, beyond his job. Bringing me to his home is the most intimate thing he could have done at this very moment to show me that he is actually trying to open up to me. He wants me to know him, even if he can’t actually say it. My heart fills with hope that this strange silence between us can be filled.
I look to the left at the only door, which I assume leads to the house. I’m dying of curiosity and yet equally terrified as to what I may find inside.
Caden puts on the hand brake and he turns off the engine. But instead of opening his door, his hand goes back onto the wheel. He stares straight ahead, his beautiful profile pulled into the slightest of frowns. I can tell he wants to say something. There is so much that I want to say, too.
“You brought me to your home.” It tumbles out a breathless rush.
“Yes.”
“But this is... your home… where…” I trail off as I see a slight wince to his mouth and catch the whitening of his knuckles on the wheel.
“Yes.” It comes out as a whisper.
Maybe it’s because I’m tired and my usual cautious internal censors have stopped working. Maybe I am just sick of withholding my questions. Or maybe I am encouraged because he bought me here. I ask, “Why did you stay here? In this home, I mean.”
The only indication that he has heard me is that he blinks three times in rapid succession. But he remains silent. So I talk to fill the space between us. “I mean, isn’t it painful being here with… you know, with what happened all those years ago…” my voice fades into nothing when I see his forehead crinkle. “I’m sorry I shouldn’t have asked.”
“This house has been in our family since my grandfather had it built. My family is all gone… I’m the only one left,” he says. “It felt… wrong to sell it. No one would want to live in a place so cursed as this anyway.” His voice turns sour. “Who would want such a home for themselves? It might look beautiful from the outside but inside… it’s broken beyond repair.”
My heart aches for him because I know he isn’t just talking about the house anymore. He’s talking about himself. He won’t let go of his past, just like his past won’t let go of him. In his face I see the survivor’s guilt in him for what happened to his family. I see the hurt still there.
“I am the only one left.” I can see the questions flashing across his face. Why him? Why did he survive when no one else did? Why didn’t he die along with them?
Oh, Caden. I want to touch him. I want to crawl into his lap and hold him. I want to kiss along every broken part of him until my kisses become glue and I can put him back together again.
I reach for his hand. “No,” I say, “it isn’t broken, just bent. And it isn’t haunted, just filled with history.”
He makes a snorting noise. “Is this the nurse coming out of you? Are you trying to save me, kitten, because I’m telling you now… I can’t be saved. I’m already going to Hell. All I can hope for is to take Jacob down with me.”
“I don’t believe that.”
He’s silent.
I press on. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”
“Don’t you dare pity me.”
My eyes widen in surprise. “Do you really think that my being kind to you is about pity?”
“What else would it be?”
“I care about you.”
He turns and stares at me. His eyes drop to my lips. He starts to lean in and just like that I’m pulled magnetically towards him. My eyes are on his parted lips. They whisper, “You care about me.”
“You know I do.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t.”
“I don’t avoid doing things just ‘cause I shouldn’t.”
“Don’t I know it.”
His lips slide over mine and my heart thuds in my chest.
A kiss can be nothing, or it can mean everything. A new beginning, an ending, the spark that lights a fire, a knot that ties two people together. A kiss can wake you, break you, put you back together again. Caden and I share all these things in this kiss…
Before I can completely lose myself, a light falls over us, shining through my eyelids. I pull back from Caden with a jerk and turn my eyes to the intrusion. Someone has opened the door to the garage. I let out a small scream as a figure steps into the frame in silhouette.
“Relax,” Caden says. “It’s just Wylie.”
Wylie?
Caden opens his door and greets this man. This man called Wylie who I never knew existed. Why has Caden never spoken about Wylie to me? Does Wylie live here, too? He can’t be family so… who is he?
Is it stupid that I’m a little jealous?
I stare at the newcomer through the windshield as he catches the keys to the car that Caden throws him. I still can’t see his features properly. I can just tell that he’s about half a foot shorter than Caden and half his width.
Caden turns to look at me. “Are you coming out of the car or do we bring bedding to you?”
Yeah. Sure. Coming out.
I step out of the car and towards Wylie. He’s only a few inches taller than me, so we are almost eye to eye. He has salt and pepper hair that remains thick in a very swish Cary Grant style across his head and a matching groomed moustache. He has high cheekbones and cheeks that could almost be called gaunt. I would guess that Wylie is around mid to late fifties. Then I notice he’s wearing a tailored black suit with tails over his slim build. Coattails. This guy is actually wearing coattails.
“So this is she?” Wylie’s voice has a touch of regalness to it and a faded accent that I’m guessing is British. He holds out a white-gloved hand for me to shake. I take it and his hold is firm and steady.
“I am she, I guess,” I say. Caden has been talking about me? I glance over to Caden, but his face doesn’t betray anything. This makes me giddier than it should.
“Is everything ready?” Caden asks Wylie.
“Ready what?” I ask.
“Of course, sir,” Wylie says to Caden. Sir?
“And the other thing?” Caden asks.
“What other thing?” Neither of them are paying me any attention.
“As you instructed, sir.”
“Great. Can you show her around? Her bag’s in the trunk, although she probably won’t need those things anymore.”
“Hello? I’m right here.”
“And you, sir?”
“I have things to do.” Caden moves past Wylie through the door, into the house.
Wylie stops him with a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Sir, you have been driving all night. You must be tired. Rest. I’m sure those things can wait.”
There is a terse silence. I look between these two men as they stare at each other. Caden is twice the size of slender Wylie and his shoulders are tensing in that way they do before he gets angry. I brace myself for the possibility of having to jump in and separate them, hoping to God I don’t have to.
Then I notice that Wylie isn’t tense. His shoulders remain relaxed and his posture unaffected. I realize with a start, Wylie isn’t scared of Caden.
Finally Caden’s shoulders relax and the steam eases out of him. “I can rest when I’m dead. I’ll be in my office. Don’t disturb me until dinner.”
“As always, sir, your priorities are remarkable, your will unmovable.”
Caden pauses. “Are you being funny?”
“Me, sir? No, I would never dream of it.”
“I didn’t think so.”
Then Caden is gone, disappeared through the door to his house. His house that holds so many memories of long past horrors. The house that may hold the key to unlocking why Caden is the way he is. The house that I’m equally desperate and terrified to enter.
I know Caden, but do I really want to know his past?



Chapter Eight
Caden
There’s so much whizzing around in my mind that I’m almost dizzy. So much to deal with. Somewhere in the depths of my thoughts I realize I’m being rude by just leaving her standing there when she has just gotten here. But I can’t see past everything in my head. Her life, her safety is more important than anything. Any-fucking-thing. Even having her angry at me is better than having her in danger.
Everything that happened last night changes everything. Like a single pull on a spider’s web, it tugs at a hundred other strings. I need to figure out what the follow-on effect has been from her appearance on the lot and Mack’s “disappearance”. Have they even noticed he’s gone yet? Have they found her apartment yet? Has anyone made the connection between her and me? I don’t fucking know. And everything I don’t fucking know is like a cold-blooded sniper hiding in wait with me in the crosshairs. Or worse, her.
Shit. And now she’s here. Here in this house where my ghosts still wander the halls. I’m scared out of my fucking mind. But I had no choice but to bring her here. I don’t trust anyone else. I’m the only one who can protect her. And I can only protect her if she is here with me.
But what if she finds out the things about me I keep hidden?
If she finds out, she may never look at me the same again. And I need her to keep looking at me the way she does. That way, with her open expression and warmth in her eyes. Like I’m the one who will fix everything for her. The love in her face shines on me like a light from the heavens, washing my sins away, absolving me, if only temporarily. Only when I’m with her am I cleansed.
If she finds out, she’ll run. I feel myself shaking my head. No, it doesn’t matter if she runs. If she runs, I’ll find her and bring her back. I’ll make her understand. Or at least I’ll do what it takes to keep her here where I can protect her. Having her hate me is better than letting her walk into danger. She’s not leaving my protection even if I have to cuff her to the goddamn bed.
This last thought makes my body heat up. Images flash through my mind of her curvy naked body, her soft skin under my hands, and my tongue at her lips. The selfless way she stretches out her arms above her head and waits for me to tie her down. She puts her naked and vulnerable body in my hands and at my mercy. She gives herself to me. Without hesitation. Even after everything that fucker Jacob did to her, she trusts me. Like I am someone worth trusting. I know I’m not entirely deserving of her trust, with everything I keep from her. But it’s for the best. I am not fucking this up.
I’m hard just thinking about her like that. I almost spin on my heel and go back to the garage to get her. No, I can’t. Not right now. There’s too much to do to ensure her safety. That’s why I need to lock myself in the office and figure this shit out. I can apologize later. Bring her something. Do something… nice for her. I’ll figure out what later. Later. But for now, I have to work out how to keep her safe. And… protected. Not just from Jacob but… from these parts of me.
It took me a long time to get her to look at me that way. And I’m not losing that. I need to fix this shit to make sure she doesn’t stop. Because if she ever stops looking at me like that, the only parts of me left that are good will die.



Chapter Nine
Kitten
Wylie and I turn to look at each other. The leftover tension from Caden’s abrupt disappearance hangs like an oversized sweater, awkward and thick.
I ask with an uncomfortable smile, “Is he always that…?”
“Charming?”
“I was going to say… moody.”
“That? Moody? You should see him when he’s trying.” We both smile at each other at this shared intimacy. The tension breaks. “It would be an odd day if he wasn’t like that. He has a lot on his mind. Especially lately.” Then a small frown appears. “Sorry for my intrusion, but I was led to believe by the master that you both knew each other well.”
“Oh.” Caden has been talking about me? Why would Caden say that? I guess we do know each other. I do know Caden and Caden knows me, even if there are parts of us that we hide, we both know where the parts are hidden. “We do. But we don’t… it’s complicated,” I finally admit.
Wylie nods and doesn’t pry. “It always is with him.”
He heads to the back of the car and retrieves my bag.
“I hope what I’m about to say isn’t out of line,” he says. “But I think you might be good for him. He has had all the luck in the world and none at all. Perhaps you might change that.”
I don’t know what that means. But Wylie moves past me into the house with my bag slung over his shoulder before I can ask him. I follow.
The mansion is huge. Like actual I’m-walking-through-a-goddamn-hotel kinda huge. The mansion is over two levels. Wylie takes me through the house, pausing to show me its various features. Such as the ballroom. Excuse me, who the hell has a ballroom? And the library, a proper library spanning both levels, straight out of Beauty and the Beast, minus the talking cutlery. And the various sitting rooms: drawing room, smoking room, reading room, summer room, formal sitting room, informal sitting room… Sheesh, who would have thought there would be a need to have so many damn rooms.
As Wylie takes me on this tour my mouth remains locked open. So much so that I’m afraid I’ve forgotten how to shut it.
The furniture is solid and antique, and whoever put the rooms together managed to make it grand yet retain an element of home through touches such as clear vases filled with flowers or stones, soft rugs and thick pillows that look good for lounging on and not just for show.
We walk along part of the second floor corridor and Wylie points out a few of the rooms. I peek through all the open doors as we amble along. Up on this floor are all the bedrooms and private rooms, while downstairs are the living rooms, sitting rooms, dining room and kitchen. Caden even has a gym here complete with boxing ring and sets of free weights.
Caden’s office is located on the second floor of one of the wings. When we walk past, the door is closed. I bite my lip. Would that door be locked for me if I knocked?
“The master can be incredibly single-minded,” Wylie says. “Don’t take offense to it, madam.”
I look back at Wylie. It’s like he read my mind. He can read me. And that’s dangerous. We continue through the house side by side in silence.
“Please, ask,” he says a few moments later.
“Excuse me?”
“I can see you have questions. So… ask.”
“Will you answer?”
“I won’t answer any questions that the master should answer himself. I can try to answer any others.”
That’s a nice change. “What’s your story? Why are you here, working alone, with Caden?”
He turns his head to look at me, an eyebrow raised.
“Or do you not call him Caden?”
Wylie smiles. “The master has many names.”
“For his work, I get it. So, your story.”
“I worked for his father, Mr. Lexington, and before that I worked briefly with Mr. Lexington Senior.”
“Caden’s grandfather.”
“Precisely.”
“Why doesn’t Caden keep any other staff? I can see that it’s too big a job for just you to maintain this household.”
Wylie gives me a wry smile. “You noticed the inadequacies in my work, did you?”
I blush. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
He shakes his head. “That’s alright. I have been saying for years we needed more staff but… he doesn’t trust many people. Understandably.”
“Why are you the only one?”
“When the tragedy happened the other staff were… spooked. For such a tragedy to occur… the superstition around that night… they were scared. I was the only one who stayed. Harper may have been nineteen, but he was just a boy. He had no one else. How could I leave? I have been with him since.”
“You’re a loyal friend.”
He nods. “I try. Master Lexington is… misunderstood. You can’t lose everyone you’ve ever loved in your life and go unscathed. He is terrified of letting anyone that close again.”
“He doesn’t let me in,” I say quietly, staring at my feet as we walk.
“He brought you here. He hasn’t brought anyone here in a long time. Be patient with him.”
I sigh. I’ve been patient with him. “I understand, I do. But one day you must move on, mustn’t you? I mean, it was a simply awful thing to happen, but it was fifteen years ago.”
“Fif−” Wylie looks surprised. Then he brushes down his coat and looks away like he’s trying to cover up his reaction.
I frown. “What?”
“Excuse me, madam?”
“You looked like you were about to say something.”
“No, you’re mistaken.”
He’s lying. There’s something he isn’t telling me. But before I can ask again he has stopped before a door.
“Here we are, madam.” Wylie states as he pushes open the door and steps aside for me to enter.
I can barely contain my excitement as I step inside the room. This must be Caden’s bedroom. Now our bedroom. I feel a voyeuristic thrill running through my body that I’m getting insight into the place where Caden sleeps.
The room is huge and the tall casement windows let in strips of light. Outside I can see glimpses of the back garden that seems to roll on and on. I walk to the window and further push apart the curtains, flooding the room with light. One side of the room is taken up entirely of built-in cupboards, painted white like the curly decorative etchings on each door. There’s a large brass-framed bed between two white bedside tables, a love seat and a small table with two chairs. I smile. Two chairs. For Caden and me.
Wylie places my bag on the small trunk at the foot of the bed. “I’ll leave this bag here, but you won’t need it. I have filled the wardrobes with clothing in your size as instructed by the master. Through that door is the ensuite.” He points to the only other door in the room. “I’ll leave you to get settled, madam, and I shall return to collect you at dinner time.”
Then he leaves me to bask in the glow of the dying afternoon light and the fact that Caden and I now have a room.
My fingers brush the soft fabric of the curtains. I eye the wardrobes and a grin breaks out across my face as I imagine our clothes hanging up in there together. His shirts next to my blouses. His shoes next to mine.
Then I frown, scanning across the space. Something is off about this room. My eyes go over the cream and lavender bed sheets, the antique silver bedside lamps with cream vintage-lace light shades. The realization begins to take hold.
No.
I storm over to the cupboards and fling open the doors. Inside hang several dresses, but no pairs of pants. I yank the next set of doors open and the next until all of the damned insides are exposed. There are skirts, blouses, drawers of lace undergarments, ladies shoes, but no pants, no men’s shirts and belts or socks or shiny leather brogues.
No.
I race into the ensuite, barely noticing the modern marbling and large claw-foot bathtub and cute spotlights that frame the dressing mirror. I yank open all the drawers. Women’s deodorants, powders, perfumes but no men’s shavers, no masculine-scented soaps or foams. I pull my shaking fingers off the open bottom drawer, not bothering to close it or the rest of the drawers that hang open like jeering tongues.
I stand. Slowly. I’m okay. I’m okay.
Then in the mirror, I see the thing that undoes me. A single towel is folded over the towel rack. A single towel. And it’s very, very clear. This is my room. Caden doesn’t sleep here. He has his own room. He has put me in a separate room. It becomes clear to me exactly what is going on.
Every step of the way, I have been pushing, cajoling to become a part of his life, a real goddamn part of his life. A his and hers. A you and me. An us. I have been patient. And the minute I think we are getting somewhere, he turns around and leaves me a single fucking towel on the rack. A single towel.
I am such an idiot.
My eyes zero in on the delicate crystal vase filled with a few stalks of lavender. I grab the vase like a baseball, water sloshing out of the vase and onto the marble. I hurl it across the room like I’m throwing it in Caden’s face. It smashes against the wall with a crash. But it isn’t satisfying enough. I want to hurt something. Correction: hurt someone.
Caden has some goddamn questions to answer, and he’s going to answer them now.
I storm down the corridor towards Caden’s office. When I stop before the closed door I lift my hand to pound on it.
“I’m sorry, madam. He’s not there.” I whirl around to find Wylie behind me.
“Where is he?”
“He left.”
“He left?”
“Not two minutes ago.”
“And he didn’t bother to tell me?” My voice is close to shrieking now. “Where did he go?”
“He said he had to meet a business associate. He hoped to be back by dinner.” Wylie takes a step closer to me. “Are you okay?”
Okay? No, I’m not bloody okay. But I can’t take this out on Wylie. It’s not his fault that his master is a selfish bastard.
I back away from Wylie. “I’m fine. Just leave me alone. Please.”
I am itchy and agitated. I wander through the mansion in a state of furious indignation. If Caden won’t tell me anything, I’ll find things out myself. There have to be clues in one of the rooms here to give me an idea of what he’s hiding from me, right?
The article about Caden’s parents and sister said that they had all been found in the father’s study. So I open doors and peer into the rooms. Most of the rooms are dark, curtains drawn and white dust draping over the room like ghosts. One is even completely empty.
Finally, at a door on the second floor, I press down on the handle and push. But the door won’t budge.
I take half a step back and study the door. It’s a painted white wooden door, no different from any of the others. There is no indication externally as to what could be waiting inside. Whatever it is, it’s important. I wish I had gotten Mick to teach me how to pick locks. Then I could try to pick this one.
My fingers spread across the smooth painted wood of the door as if seeking some small hidden way to get in. I just know that behind this door lie Harper Lexington’s secrets. Secrets I am determined to uncover.



Chapter Ten
I almost miss this door completely, its pale green paint blending seamlessly into the matching wall of the corridor. Only the two curly brass handles denote the difference. I pause midstep in my walk through the corridors and back up to stand in front of them. They wink at me, beckoning me to enter. I push down on the handles and, finding them unlocked, I push them open and walk inside to the darkness.
It’s a large room, dark and it smells musty as if it’s rarely used. The curtains fall thick, blocking the tall windows so that I can’t see anything at the moment. My fingers fumble around on the wall for a light switch. I find it and flick it on. Immediately the room is illuminated by the two gold and crystal chandeliers that hang from the high white ceiling.
I blink several times as my eyes adjust to the light. The room is set up like some sort of gallery. Several large marble statues are interspersed between white podiums topped with glass cube cases that display a vase or a silver mask dulled from age. The walls are mostly bare except for scattered paintings roped off behind brass poles.
I step up to the rope in front of the first painting and recognize the couple instantly from the photo of Harper Lexington’s parents I found in that newspaper article. The likeness is uncanny. She is seated and her pale blue dress flows out around her small waist to pool the floor around her. He is standing at her side his hand on her left shoulder, her left arm bent so that her left hand is resting on his. He wears a tailored suit, and pride is evident on his handsome face, chin lifted proudly. The affection between them glows through the painting. My heart pangs.
I move to the next painting, which is one of the family when they were all alive. Mum, Dad, Caden (or should I say, Harper) and his sister, Hayley. This is my first glimpse of Hayley. Is this the girl in the photo I found in Harper’s wallet?
I step closer and squint over the rope. Hayley is beautiful, a spitting image of the girl in the photo; pixie-like face and soft curls. In the painting she already looks to be hitting puberty, her budding breasts showing from under the fitted bodice of the royal blue dress she wears. In Caden’s photo the girl is younger, much younger, but they look alike. Hayley must be the girl in the photo.
I wonder why Harper chose to carry a photo of Hayley when she was younger instead of one taken at the age that she passed away. Then I notice that Hayley’s eyes are brown like her father’s. I frown. The girl in the photo had green eyes… like Caden. So she can’t be Caden’s sister. But if she’s not Caden’s sister then… who is she?
I find Wylie in the kitchen, a large modern space with black granite countertops and down lights that shine off new pots and pans. I can smell the garlic hanging near the dried bunches of rosemary and thyme. He’s peeling a small pile of potatoes.
“Madam,” Wylie notices me and wipes his hands on the tea towel hanging near him. “You didn’t have to come back here. You should have just buzzed me on the intercom. I would have come to you.”
“It’s not a problem. I like kitchens. Makes me feel more… at home.”
“How can I help you?”
“I thought I could help you.”
He raises an eyebrow. “Run out of leisurely pursuits already?”
I smirk. “I wasn’t made to be a lady of leisure. Put me to work.”
“I couldn’t possibly allow you to−”
“If you don’t put me to work I’ll just guess at what needs doing and most probably do it wrong.”
Wylie purses his lips.
“And I’ll make a mess doing it.”
“Well…”
“Come on, Wylie. I won’t even tell Caden. It can be our little secret.”
“…I guess, those onions do need chopping…”
“Done.” I’m silent as I search for a knife and chopping board. This kitchen is larger than any I’ve ever been in and more drawers and cupboards than I could ever find equipment to fit in. Once I’m prepared on the counter near Wylie, I begin to chop. “My grandfather always said, ‘There are no menial jobs, only menial attitudes’.”
“Your grandfather sounds like a smart man.”
“He is. He’s the smartest man I know.” I notice my voice going quiet. I haven’t sent my grandparents a card in a while. I wonder how they are. I wonder if they’ve noticed my ‘absence’. I wonder if they worry about me.
“You miss him,” Wylie says, and it’s more of a statement than a question.
I nod. “I haven’t seen my grandparents in almost three years.” I realize it is almost exactly three years.
“Do you speak to them often?”
“I can’t.”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“I… it’s complicated.”
He lets out what I can only call a dignified snort. “Madam, I’ve served and advised Master Lexington, the King of Complicated, for fifteen years through all of his trials and tragedies… I think I can handle it.”
“It’s just… better if I don’t contact them.”
“Better for whom?”
“There are bad people who want to find me and they’ll use any means to do so. I won’t let my grandparents get dragged into this.”
“I see. So, because you love them, you want to protect them. And you think the best way to do that is to push them away.”
“Something like that.”
“Sounds familiar.”
I’m about to ask what he means, but then I understand. This is what Caden does. He cares about me, and sometimes to protect me, he’ll push me away. This sounds so wrong and so unfair yet here I am doing the same thing to those I love. My grandparents. Dixie. Mick. I blink back the dabs of moisture that have appeared in my eyes. “Damn onions,” I mumble.
“Yes, they can be… complicated things, onions.”
I wonder if he’s even talking about onions. There seems to be a hidden meaning in almost everything Wylie says.
I change the subject. “I found the gallery when I was walking around today and the painting of Caden’s family.”
Wylie lets out a soft sigh. “It was the last portrait they had commissioned before the tragedy.” Out of the corner of my eye I see him shaking his head slowly.
“Hayley is beautiful.”
“She was, yes. She was an absolute treasure.” Wylie lets out a soft laugh. “Unlike Master Lexington. He was always a nightmare. Even from the day they brought him home from the hospital.”
I want to know who the young girl in the wallet photo is. But I don’t think I’ll get a response if I ask directly. “Is she… the only sister that Caden had?”
I see Wylie flinch. He knows something… Did Caden’s father have another daughter? I can’t actually ask this without outright accusing the father of infidelity. Even I’m not that tactless.
“Perhaps you should direct your questions about his family to the master.”
I will, Wylie. I will.



Chapter Eleven
Caden
“I can’t talk long,” the man named Marcel says to me. He shuffles nervously as he glances around us on this deserted stretch of road between towns. I can see for miles either way. Nobody followed either of us here. Nor is anyone listening. I swiped both of us down with a bug detector before I said a word to him. “I shouldn’t even be here.”
Marcel is one of the personal staff on the Tyrells’ team and I pay him well enough to know everything that goes on their household. Jacob hasn’t been in the country but his brother and his father are still living here. I pay Marcel specifically to notify me about any guests that the Tyrells have. I highly doubt that Jacob would be stupid enough to stay with his family if he ever snuck back into the country, but his father and brother may entertain other guests who could lead me to Jacob.
“I’m paying you to be here,” I say as I take out a thick envelope from my jacket. His eyes widen. With men like him, money talks and trust can be bought. His fingers reach out to grab the envelope and I snatch it away before he can grab it. “Start talking.”
He shuffles and glances around us. “Just today we were given instructions to furnish one of the offices in one of the warehouse complexes that they own.”
“Go on.”
“We’re to turn it into a bedroom suite. High-end furniture and electronics. Upgrade the bathroom. Our refurbishment deadline is in three days. And…”
“And?”
“And we’re to stock the fridge with Grey Goose vodka and the cupboards with 5 Vegas cigars.”
The hair on my skin rises. That is Jacob’s drink of choice and his favorite cigar brand. “Address?”
He gives it to me. My skin prickles when I realize this address is in Freemont, the same city that she and I just fled from.
“Is that all?” I ask.
“Yeah. Listen… I’m gonna need more than usual. Things here are getting… weird. People are getting jumpy. It’s gettin’ dangerous me talkin’ to you.”
I grit my teeth. “You’ll get a third more.”
“Double.”
I balk. “Not a chance. Take one and a half or nothing.”
“Fine, fine. One and a half.”
I shove the envelope towards him. “You’ll get the rest later.”
“But−”
I yank a gun out of the back of my shirt and point the end to his forehead. “You’ll get. The rest. Later.”
His eyes go wide and round and he nods furiously.
“Go on. Get out of here.”
He hurries to his car and drives away in a cloud of dust.
God dammit. I crunch my hands into fists. It’s worse than I thought. Jacob is coming back into the country. He hasn’t been back in three years since his great capture and escape, his warrant is still outstanding.
There’s only one reason that sonofabitch would risk coming back here. Only one reason why he’d come back. I don’t know how much they’ve been able to find out about her. But one thing’s for sure…
Jacob knows about her.



Chapter Twelve
Kitten
That evening I sit alone in the dining room.
The room is huge, cream colored with gold decorative ivy across the walls. A long solid wood table stretches across the room’s length and is dressed with silver candelabras and white candles. To the side is a long serving table complete with a glass cabinet filled with scotch, a decanter and glasses.
Caden is late. He supposedly just arrived back from wherever the hell he’s been. This is the reason for dinner’s hold up. I’m left sitting, my anger bubbling into a furious boil. When he finally arrives he barely looks at me when he sits down, his brow furrowed, completely distracted. No apologies. No excuses. No “Hi, how was your day”.
When he flicks out his napkin I get a slight waft of sweat. He’s still in the same clothes from earlier.
“Finally decided to join me, did you?”
“I’ve been working.”
“I know. I went looking for you earlier. You didn’t even tell me you’d left.”
He sighs. “Please, I’m exhausted and I still have a million things to take care of. I just want to eat.”
He rubs his eyes with his fingers and I notice the shadows underneath them like he hasn’t had enough sleep. That’s when I realize that he hasn’t. He stayed up all last night, then he drove all this morning, he went out to God knows where today and just came home. My heart softens a little. God, he must be exhausted. I was at least able to get in a short nap late this afternoon after I had pounded out my frustrations about Caden into a boxing bag in the gym.
Fine, I won’t confront him now about us. I won’t confront him yet about how he was using me as a job, confusing me with his hot and cold bullshit, getting close then pulling away. I’m just going to pretend that I don’t care. That’ll show him. I’m not going to let him know how much he has upset me with his rejections.
Wylie places the plates before us and lifts up the dinner lids. “Enjoy,” he says as he retreats out of the dining room.
The smell of grilled meat hits me first. I look down. On my plate are grilled lamb cutlets with some kind of tapenade as a sauce and a side of rosemary potatoes.
Rosemary fucking potatoes.
Goddamn bastard. I stab at a piece with my fork wishing it were Caden’s heart as the anger simmers again.
“What’s wrong?” Caden asks. “Are they not cooked properly?”
“They’re fine.”
“So what’s the matter?”
“Nothing.”
“Don’t lie to me. What the hell is wrong?” His voice is all rough and croaky.
I grit my teeth. “The first night we were together you served me rosemary potatoes. I told you they were my favorite.” I look up to glare at Caden, his fork stuck halfway up to his mouth. “You said it was a lucky guess. It wasn’t, was it?”
Caden lowers his fork and wipes his mouth with his napkin before placing it to the side of his plate. Then he stares at me, the tension in his jaw making the muscles under his cheeks twitch. “No,” he admits finally. “It wasn’t.”
“You got that information out of my grandparents. You engineered that dinner so it would go your way.”
“Where are you going with this?” His voice has become low and deadly like a warning, but I don’t care. I don’t fucking care anymore if I make him angry.
“You engineered this whole thing. Our whole fucking relationship, if that’s what it ever was.”
“What?”
“I don’t even know what to call this thing between us. Or now that your cover is blown with me, does it even matter to keep up appearances? Huh?” By now I’m yelling. As I stand I kick my chair back so roughly that it clatters to the floor.
“Jesus, woman. What the hell are you−?”
“I don’t even know how you feel about me, Caden. Now that I know that you’re a cop. Caden Thaine. Or is that just an undercover name? Wylie calls you Master Lexington. Who are you? What do you want from me? God, I don’t even know what’s real between us.”
At this he stands and his own chair flies back. In one long step he has rounded the corner of the table and is in my face. “Are you seriously telling me that you doubt my feelings for you?” His eyes bore into me, his face contorted with anger and confusion. Like I’m the one who’s doing something wrong. Me.
Fuck you, Caden.
“Yes, that’s what I’m goddamn saying.”
“Why would you ever doubt my feelings for you? Why? I would lay down my fucking life for you. I would kill for you.” My skin prickles. Caden takes a deep breath, obviously trying to calm himself down. “Nothing’s changed for me. But maybe things have changed for you.”
“No. Never.”
“Then why the fuck are we fighting?” he roars. I flinch and let out a whimper. He runs his hands up his face and through his thick hair, mussing it up. When he pulls his palms from his face I can see he looks pained. “Why are we fighting, kitten?” His hands come up to brush my hair from my face so gently my heart breaks.
“You didn’t want to make love to me back at your place. After the shower… I was naked and you didn’t want me,” my voice cracks. “Then you kiss me in the car. And now we’re here in your house and you put me in a separate bedroom from you. What am I supposed to think?”
Caden growls under his breath. “Is that what this is about? Jesus Christ.” He grabs my shoulders. He’s angry again and I don’t think he realizes that he has picked me up off the floor so that I’m on my toes now. It doesn’t hurt. Just my heart hurts. “You know what you looked like back at that apartment? Huh?” he asks. “A goddamn junkie.”
What?
He continues before I can speak, “I could see in your face the same expression that you got before you took off to fuck those strangers at Bound. I could smell your desperation, and I have to be honest. It reeked.”
My lungs crumple into my chest like he stabbed me. I start making little involuntary gasping noises like I have just finished a good long cry or am about to start one. Caden lowers me to the ground and loosens his grip on me.
His voice gets softer. “I could see the way you were eyeing me up, like an addict eyes up a bag of coke. You had just been through a fucking traumatic experience, one that most people would be lucky not to have seen, let alone have to personally go through. I know you. You’re a good person. And killing someone would affect you − no matter how bad he was, no matter how much we both know it would have been our deaths if we had let him keep living, no matter how you try to justify it. You would be reacting to it. You were reacting to that. You were trying to avoid dealing with it. By using me for sex. You wanted a quick fix, like a junkie, to forget about everything.”
Caden leans in so close that all I can see is the deep frown that brings his thick brows down to hood his eyes, his jagged bottle-colored eyes sparking with intensity.
Then he growls out words so thick it feels like he could knock me over with them, “I. Will. Not. Be. Used. Do you fucking hear me? I will not become one of your distractions. Ever. I will not become like all of those other men. I won’t be disposable. Not to you.”
Oh God.
“And as for the separate room.” He curses under his breath. “Look at it from my perspective. You just found out that I was a cop, you just found out I was working undercover to bust the man who fucked with your life. You found out that I had to kill an innocent woman to make those sons of bitches trust me. You found all that out less than twenty four hours ago and you expect me to bring you to my home and demand that you sleep in the same goddamn bed as me? What kind of an insensitive prick do you think I am? I gave you your own room to give you space, space that I think you need. I didn’t know how you’d feel about me after you found out I’m not who you thought I was. I’m giving you the option of not being with me if that’s what you want. I’m giving you the choice.”
Oh.
He continues, “I don’t know the details of what Jacob did to you. But I do know what’s on your police file and I can fill in the blanks. I’ve put enough abusive sons of bitches away to see how they fucking operate, and Jacob,” he growls, “that evil asshole is the worst. I know that everything he got from you, he. Took. From. You. I will not do that to you as well.”
“So I’m not just a job?”
“You may have started out that way but you didn’t end up that way. Do I want you? Yes. I want you sleeping in my bed. My bed and nowhere else. Every night. And I want to fuck you and claim you and make you cum until you can’t fucking think straight. Every fucking night.” He narrowed his eyes. “But I am not taking anything from you. You have to give it to me freely. Your choice, kitten. Your control. You choose.”
“My choice?”
“Always. Have I been clear enough?”
At his point my eyes are watering so much that Caden blurs behind my sight. But I can feel his breath on my face carrying the scent of rosemary potatoes. His warmth just crowds around me like a shield.
I want to give in. I want to say yes…
No. It’s not enough. Who is the girl in the photo I found in his wallet? What is behind the locked door? Why won’t he let me touch him or see him naked? I realize that I only have questions… no answers. “Why won’t you let me touch you? Why won’t you let me see you naked?”
He flinches. “What?”
“If you really do care about me… why are you keeping secrets from me?”
His face falls. “That’s not fair.”
“I found a locked door today.” I push further. “What’s behind the door?”
He steps back. “This discussion is over.”
“Cade, I can handle it… whatever it is.”
“I said discussion over.”
Anger starts to leak into my body. My heart is resentful for being denied for so long that he thinks he can buy my compliance with a promise of great sex and a few sweet words. “Why won’t you tell me anything?”
“‘Cause it’s none of your damn business.”
“None of my business? This is me trying to be a part of your life, Caden. And you’re telling me that your life is none of my business.”
“That’s right.”
I shake my head to ward off the tears. “Every time I think we’re moving forward a step, you block me.”
“I have a professional duty to−”
“I’m not talking about you being a cop. I understand why you couldn’t tell me that from the start. I even get why you came looking for me thinking you could get to Jacob; that I’ll eventually be able to forgive. But I won’t forgive you if you don’t start trusting me. You say you want me in your life.” I open my arms out wide, laughing slightly from hysteria, but without humor. “I’m here. I’m right here, Caden, waiting for you to trust me. I want to be with you. But I can’t be with you if you don’t stop keeping secrets from me.”
“I know my keeping things from you has been hard on you. Believe me, I have reasons for everything I do. Mostly, they are to protect you.”
“Protect me from what? Jacob? Because if you remember I was with the bastard and I’ve seen him at his worst.”
“No. Not from Jacob.”
I shake my head. These coded explanations are giving me a headache. “I don’t understand. Who do I need protecting from?”
“Me.”
I stare at Caden for the longest time. I study the frown on his face, the forlorn eyes the sadness tightening his closed mouth.
“Did you hear me?” he asks.
I nod. “I’m trying to decide whether you’re delusional or just being an idiot.”
He blanches. “Excuse me?”
I step up to him and raise myself up as tall as I can. I’m still barely to his shoulders, but I thrust my chin up and glare at him. “I’ve decided you’re being an idiot.”
“Jesus, kitten.”
“No… No, I’m not finished.” I take a step back, space. I need to not be this close to him. I need to not be able to smell his wood smoke and musk while I say what I have to say. I steel myself and begin, “I keep waiting for us to become more. I keep waiting… hoping… thinking that if I’m just patient enough, you’ll let me in. That you’ll start to trust me−”
“I do trust you,” he interjects.
I shake my head. “You trust that I won’t kill you in the middle of the night. You trust that I’m not going to double-cross you. But you don’t trust me where it matters; with your past, with your secrets, with your heart. It’s not enough that you want me.” I shake my head as I back away from him. “Not anymore.”
“It’s all I can offer you right now.”
I think back to all the times we’ve stood in front of each other and had this argument. If I give in to him again and let him hold me at arm’s length, we’ll just end up repeating that cycle. I’ll push, he’ll pull away. Again and again. Over and over. And nothing changes. My shoulders sag and suddenly I feel like I’ve aged ten years. I can’t do this anymore.
I have.
Nothing.
Left.
“I’m tired.” God, even my voice warbles with exhaustion. “It just hurts too much and I’m tired of hurting.” Even as he strides to close the gap between us I stand my ground. He grabs one of my arms gently and tries to lead me back to the table. “Kitten, just finish your dinner. Then go to bed. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
But I won’t budge. A sadness washes over me. We can never move forward if he doesn’t take the next step. I’ve already done all I can, said all I can. The sadness is cold and numbing. It’s hopeless. I give up. I can’t do any more. I pull my arm from his grip and he lets go, his face falling. “I’m sorry, Caden. It’s over between us.”
“No,” he shakes his head. “You’re not thinking clearly. You just need a good night’s sleep. It’s late. You’re tired.”
“No. I’m thinking clearer than I have in a long time. It’s over. I can stay here while you finish your job. I promise I’ll stay out of your way. I’ll have my meals in my room. You won’t even have to see me.”
“No.”
“You’re right. It’s better if you palm me off to a police safehouse. I don’t mind. It’ll be easier that way.”
“I said no, God dammit,” he roars and I swear that wine glasses on the table rattle.
I didn’t think he would be happy. I expected this. But I’m ready. I can be strong. I can’t lose myself again. I can’t lose myself in this. I ground my feet into the floor as I stand here in front of Caden. “I can’t be with you anymore. I want too much from you, I see that now. I want things that you’re not willing to give me. Maybe yesterday it would have been enough just to have you, even if we weren’t ever going to go anywhere. But now…” I shake my head. “I’m tired of pushing for something with you that you obviously don’t want to have with me. I need you to call your supervisor, get me reassigned to someone else, get me into a safehouse or something. I can’t see you anymore.”
His face falls. “You’re not serious. You can’t be serious.”
My heart hurts. It feels like Caden is holding it in his hand and is crushing it and he won’t let go. “Please, let me go.”
He reaches for me but I keep moving back out of his reach. His hands pause mid-air, his fingers outstretched and it breaks my heart − no, not breaks my heart, it fucking tears my heart out and stomps on it to see the look on his face when he realizes I won’t let him catch me. That I’m no longer within his reach. He stops moving forward and part of me is glad because I will run out of space soon and hit the wall and if he touches me, God dammit, if that man puts his hands on me I just don’t know how long I can hold off before I break.
Caden’s chest is moving in and out as he stands there. His hands come up to rip at his shirt then at his hair and his head. He looks lost, so lost. But I am tired of trying to find him. “You can’t just give up.” He sounds desperate, fearful. His voice strained.
“You haven’t given me anything much to give up.”
His face hardens. I can see it freezing over with a guarded coldness. He steps back. The safety that shields me whenever he is near falls away and I feel as vulnerable as a naked newborn bird left in a desert. “Yeah. You’re right. We should end it. You’re better off without me.”
I realize I expected him to fight for me. My head snaps up. “You’re so full of shit. This isn’t about me, it’s about you not wanting to let anyone in. I tried, Caden. God help me, I tried with you.”
“You did. I guess it wasn’t enough.” His voice sounds so distant. Somewhere deep down I realize that he’s being like this because this is his way of protecting himself from being hurt by me. But I’m beyond caring about Caden’s feelings over mine.
My body reacts to this frosty response by going hot with anger. “Gee, great coping strategy. Isn’t it so much better to push everyone away so you don’t have to be alone when they leave? Well, guess what, Caden? You’ve left yourself alone anyway.”
I shove past him and out of the room, my heart crushing with each step. He doesn’t move to stop me.



Chapter Thirteen
“Madam?”
I lift my head up from my pillow in my room. My room. Where I slept alone last night. Sorry, did I say slept? I meant tossed and turned like a small boat lost in a storm. At least I didn’t cry. I think I may have finally run out of tears. A small mercy.
Wylie has his nose peeked in my door, expectantly waiting my invitation to enter.
“Come in, Wylie.” He nudges open the door with the tray he’s carrying. My heart turns to steel when I see what looks like my breakfast on it. So, I’m no longer welcome in the dining room. “Did Caden send you?”
“No, madam. I preempted that you may want to eat in here, considering that the master is currently being a donkey’s ass.”
I almost choke. “A what?”
“Which part are you unsure of? The donkey or the ass?”
Somehow hearing “donkey’s ass” coming from Wylie’s mouth, especially in reference to that bastard who I will get over if it’s the last thing I do, makes me want to blush. Or giggle. Or both. “I know what a donkey’s ass is.”
“Just checking, madam.”
He sits my tray on the small round table. When I make no move to get up, he raises an eyebrow. “Do I have to stand here and make sure you eat it all?” Despite his words there’s a softness on his face.
“I’m sorry. I’m just not hungry.”
“Please. You have to eat something.” I don’t move. “Perhaps my cooking isn’t good enough for you.”
“No,” I protest. I push myself to sitting. “Your cooking is wonderful and−”
“Then you would prove it so by having a few mouthfuls?”
My mouth drops open. “Are you trying to guilt trip me deliberately?”
“I am not above blackmail or manipulation tactics.”
I shake my head, allowing a sliver of amusement to shine through this darkness that surrounds me.
Wylie pulls the chair out for me and I sit at the table. I eye the bowl of steaming porridge and aside it a smaller bowl of blueberries with a sprig of mint. Also, on the tray are small pots of milk and honey, and a tiny bowl of cinnamon complete with matching tiny spoon. It all looks so pretty. Too pretty to be eating on my own. And for some reason this makes me even sadder. I drop my chin to my chest.
His hand slides onto my shoulder. “Madam?”
“I promise I won’t stay like this, Wylie. Not this time. The last time we broke things off I felt sorry for myself for weeks. I won’t let myself do that again. I just need… a day or two to be a mess.”
“I remember those four weeks.”
“You do?”
“The master was an absolute nightmare to deal with. Made all the other times he got into a mood seem like a summer picnic in Cornwall.”
“I’m sorry you had to bear the brunt of it. Then. And now.”
“You should know by now that the master only ever takes it out on himself.” Wylie pauses and looks pensive. “And furniture. We lost a lot of furniture during that dark period. Some lovely antiques, too. Irreplaceable.” He sighs.
I nibble at my lip and my stomach hurts when I think of Caden in pain. But I can’t give in and go back just so he stops hurting. I have to think about myself. “I’m sorry.”
“Nonsense. You have nothing to be sorry about. Unless of course you don’t eat at least three bites of that porridge.” I take the hint and start to add the berries to the porridge. “He on the other hand…” Wylie lets out a breath in a huff. “Let’s just say, I’ve decided to start a list.”



Chapter Fourteen
Caden
I stare at the maps on the wall and they blur. My eyes are tired but my mind is whirring.
I wonder if she’s asleep. I wonder if she can sleep. I certainly can’t. I glance at my door and bite my lip. She wasn’t in my bedroom earlier when I slipped in to try to rest.
Did I expect her to be there? Well, yes. As I opened the door I could practically see her lithe body, warm and soft, tucked under the covers waiting for me. Or was it because I wanted her to be there so badly that I imagined her there?
She wasn’t there. So I lay in my stone cold bed staring at my ceiling, brushing my hand out to where she should be lying. I felt adrift, like a man lost in the middle of a cold sea.
She gets angry with me because of the things I can’t tell her. But she always forgives me. She always gives in and comes back. She knows what we have is more important… right?
I shake my head so these thoughts come loose. Dammit, what’s wrong with me? I need to concentrate if I have any hope in hell of finding Jacob before he finds her.
My eyes come to rest on the series of photos on my wall. The others seem to fade into the background and the ones of her seem brighter, catching my eyes. Her, her, her.
She’ll forgive me this time, won’t she?
In the pit of my stomach an uneasy feeling rests there. It’s been there since she walked out of the dining room two days ago and didn’t come back. I start to wonder if she ever will.
How did we even get here? I wasn’t even supposed to get this close to her. But she derailed me so completely…



Chapter Fifteen
Eight months ago…
It’s her. I know it’s her. She looks different but I recognize the petite planes of her heart-shaped face and her tulip-lips. Her hair is longer and lighter. Her body has filled out. Jesus, has her body filled out. I eye her shapely legs in those shorts. The small waist and swell of breasts in her shirt as a patch of sweat on her back and her chest makes the material stick to her. Shit. What happened to the skinny-limbed girl from three years ago? Somewhere along the line, she became a woman.
I watch from the shadows across the street as she leaves Dixie’s bar and strides out into the night, her walk strong yet cautious, carrying two large canvas bags over her shoulders. I wonder for a moment what she has in them.
I frown. It’s late. Too late for a single woman to be walking home at night. Especially looking like that. Anyone could be watching her, waiting for her to step out alone in the dark. I know she owns at least one gun and knows how to use it. I imagine it’s tucked away in her purse. She isn’t stupid about her safety. But still… any kind of freak could be watching her.
I slip through the shadows as I follow her.
I know everything that’s on her police file. I’ve memorized it. Her stats, her statement to the police about her relationship with Jacob Tyrell and what she saw. But I also know the things that don’t appear in her file. Like the love she has for her grandparents. She misses them, I can tell from those carefully chosen cards that she sends them. They miss her too. They told me so. And besides, they talk about her fondly all the time. They have both told me stories about her, about her childhood and about how they raised her after her parents passed away when she was young. I’ve caught the gleam of a tear or two in her grandma’s eyes when they talk about her. Even occasionally her grandpa.
I know that she’s smart. I’ve been watching her for a few days now. She’s careful enough that she doesn’t fall into a routine. It helps that she does shift-work at a bar. She pays for everything in cash. No bank records, no contracts, no trail. Finding her at all was damned difficult.
So far there’s no sign that Jacob is still in her life. But if I know Jacob Tyrell, it’s only a matter of time before he finds her. And when he finds her, I’ll be here waiting for him. My belly clenches briefly with guilt at the idea that I’ve been toying with: I could use her as bait. I shove that guilt aside. I don’t have to make that decision yet.
I keep pace with her as she turns down the street. I frown when I realize she has veered off the path to her apartment. Curiosity stirs in me when she stops in front of a local soup kitchen. She makes her way up the short set of steps and pushes her way inside, pausing for a moment, trying to handle the door and her large bags and her purse all at the same time. I want to help her with the door. I could. I’ll just pretend to be homeless or just a passerby, never to be seen again.
What the…? Where did those thoughts come from? I sink further back into the shadows and berate myself when I realize I almost stepped out and revealed myself.
She reappears several minutes later without her bags. With her is an older man, a chaplain, and they talk for a few moments before they shake hands and she walks back off into the night. He disappears inside and I deduce that he must work here. It must have been leftovers from Dixie’s bar in those bags that she just dropped off at this soup kitchen.
Interesting.
Her police file said that she had been enrolled in a nursing degree before she was forced to quit due to the witness protection program. What it didn’t say is how wonderfully suited to nursing she would have been. Here she is, on the run and still finding time to care for others.
How dare Jacob Tyrell take this woman away from her life? She would have done so much good as a nurse. I can see it now, it was her calling. Her natural empathy with other human beings, her desire to help. All these things in her even Jacob Tyrell couldn’t beat out of her. Something inside me stirs as I follow her for the final blocks to her home.
* * *
I shouldn’t keep following her. She doesn’t have any contact with Jacob and there are other leads that I could follow up instead. But for some reason, some stupid reason, I can’t help myself. I chalk it down to how our lives intersected all those years ago. Yeah, that must be it. It’s the connection of when our lives mangled together in a sick twist of fate all those years ago. Not that she knows the extent to which she has affected me. I wonder if she would even recognize me if she saw me.
When I walk into the club called Bound after her I can’t believe the sordid hell I’ve entered. What the hell is she doing here? Is this even the same girl? Did I follow the wrong girl from her home?
I creep along the exposed brick walls of the club until I find a spot to stand. I watch her from across the club. She’s wearing a short black dress showing off more of her body than I’ve ever seen and not leaving much up to the imagination. All that kickboxing she does has transformed her body. Her dress clings to her firm pert breasts, her tiny waist and over her round ass. Her lovely legs are on display and her shapely thighs and calves are fixed taut from the heels she wears. Holy hell. Something flutters in my belly.
I’m not the only one who has noticed her. I watch these men eye each other up as they vie for her attention and I find myself gritting my teeth. One of them, a smarmy blonde with artificially whitened teeth that glow in the black light, manages to convince her to let him buy her a drink. He leans over the bar and she stands at his side, looking, in my opinion, anxious. Her fingernails tap on the bar and her right knee shakes. Maybe I should go in there and tell that guy to fuck off?
She looks over to me in that moment and our eyes lock. A stab of something hot goes through me. God dammit. Does she recognize me? We stare for a few moments longer, or it could have been minutes, I don’t friggin’ know. I should look away but I just can’t. I don’t see recognition in her eyes but something in her recognizes our connection. It’s like she knows, deep down somewhere, that we mean something to each other.
Blondie pushes the drink in her hand and she turns back to him. Even as they talk, even as he leans closer to her and brushes her hair around her ear and places his fingers on her arm, she keeps looking over at me. I wage a war internally with the part of me that’s screaming to go over there and scoop her away from him. He only wants one thing from you, I want to scream. Don’t let him use you.
No. I’m not getting involved. I can’t. Too dangerous.
Soon they leave together. She gives me one last glance where her eyes are light with life, then a deadened look comes over her as she focuses back on the man leading her away and her face turns to stone. Oh shit. I’ve seen this look before. I’ve seen it in addicts. Sex is her fix.
Jacob Tyrell drove her to this. I swear my heart cracks a little. I thought she was handling her past so well, but…
Something in me feels like it dies.
I shouldn’t have been there then. And I should be here now, a few weeks later. Tonight, she’s in another dress and yet another guy with too much gel in his hair buys her a drink. I shouldn’t be standing in the same spot as last time, but I do. Idiot. It’s like I want her to notice me, isn’t it?
Her eyes flick over to where I’m standing. Our gazes fuse and that goddamn strange tension in my belly is there again. What am I doing? Letting her notice me is dangerous. The guy at her side grabs her arm, breaking us both from our reverie. My body tenses and I think I even hiss. He’s grabbing her too hard and without any respect. She’s delicate, you fucker, I want to yell at him.
He says something to her I can’t hear from where I’m standing but he looks upset. She tries to pull away but he wrenches her back into him. A spear of possessiveness slams through me and I’ve pushed off the wall before I can rationalize what the hell I’m doing. I stride around the bar towards them. I’ll fucking teach him some respect.
As I approach him from behind I can hear her saying, “I just remembered I have to meet someone. Maybe next time.”
But he doesn’t let her go. He grabs her and gropes her like the dirty leech that he is and I swear to God I’m going to break every single one of those fucking fingers off.
“Let go of me, you pig.” A trickle of pride interrupts my anger as I notice her ready to knee him the balls. For a split second I consider letting her.
But the rage wins and I grab his shirt and yank him off her, something I shouldn’t be doing. Jesus, it seems like I can’t help doing a lot of things I shouldn’t be doing in regards to her. Hell, what’s one more?
“She said she had to meet someone. Now back the fuck off.” I stare him down, standing between them. He cringes as he glares up at me towering over him.
“Shit. Okay, man. I’m going.”
“The fuck you are.” I yank him forward as I side step. “You apologize first. And make it a good one.”
He starts to ramble. But it fades in my ears as my senses center around her. She’s staring back at me, her eyes wide with shock. Once again I catch a glimpse of the innocence that used to shine from her eyes. My stomach tightens with all these weird feelings…
I realize the idiot has finished his apology. I push him away and I think I tell him to get lost.
She seems to snap out of it and the bare innocence is clothed again behind a sexy put-on face and the seductive way she chooses to stand before me. “So I guess I owe you a thanks then, huh?”
She gives me the fake name that she’s using at the moment… Shelley. I wonder what she would do if I told her I knew her real name. She holds out her hand and gives me the hungriest smile I have ever seen from her.
Internally, I recoil. She wants to use me like she has used all the others. I’m just another guy to her. No… no fucking way.
I let out a laugh. “Sorry, honey. I’m telling you now, I’d be bad for you. You don’t want to mess around with me. I just thought I’d do my moral duty and help out.”
She bristles. “I don’t need saving.”
“I was talking about him. He was about to get his balls kicked up into his head.” I sigh and lean in towards her. The bartender is getting just a little too interested in our conversation and what I’m about to say no one else needs to hear. “Why do you do this to yourself? Are you happy with what you’ve become?”
Her eyes become stricken. “W-what? What the hell are you talking about?”
My chest cavity fills with a strange sadness as I gaze over the package she is presenting to the world. I’m not going to deny that she is sexy as sin in the little clothing she is wearing, but it’s the kind of sex that’s stained with dirt. I want to tell her that she looks beautiful even in a simple white top and shorts and no makeup as she sleeps in her bed, or when she curls herself into that ratty old armchair of hers with a book. I want to say that she’s a thousand times sexier in fitted jeans and a silk top… but I don’t. That would be stupid.
Before I can stop myself I say, “You’re so much more than this. You just need someone to remind you.”
Shit. I’m an idiot. I’m going to complicate everything. I need to get away from her. Being around her makes me do stupid things. Such stupid things. I can’t get involved.
So I do just that. I turn and walk away through the crowd and out of the club, grabbing my leather jacket as I go. I pause just outside the door for a second. I want to go back. Why the hell do I want to go back? But I push myself to keep going.
I flinch when I hear her voice calling after me to stop as I stride across the parking lot. She’s followed me and my skin tingles, feeling her eyes on me. But I don’t stop. I shouldn’t.
Until something sharp and hard clocks me on the head.
“What the hell?” I spin.
She stops a few paces from me, vibrating like a furious little pixie, now shoeless and holding one shoe in her hand. I realize she threw one of her heels at me. If I wasn’t so annoyed and angry at myself for approaching her in the first place I would have laughed.
“Where do you get off talking to me like that?” she yells.
“Shit,” I say mostly to myself. “I knew I shouldn’t have come near you.”
“But you did. And you saved me from that creep and you made him apologize to me, which was probably the sweetest thing anyone has done for me in a long time, but then you said the most awful things… and… and now you’re just walking off. What the fuck?”
“I’ve seen you in there more than once. You come in alone, each time with a different dress on, but each dress has the same M.O. Up to your ass and showing so much cleavage that you could catch flies with it. And boy do you catch some flies.”
Her cheeks flush and I’m instantly sorry I’ve been so harsh with her. But… maybe harsh is what she needs? She fiddles with her dress, looking terribly uncomfortable. Maybe this is what she needs.
“So I dress like this,” she says. “So what? I don’t ever get any complaints.”
“Of course they don’t complain. They’re getting exactly what they want from you.”
“I’m an adult. I can… do what I want.”
I can see this conversation is getting to her, so I soften my voice. “Is this really what you want for yourself? Really?”
She drops her other heel and steps towards me. What the hell is she doing? She moves until she is close enough to touch me. I should step away but… a large part of me wants so badly to close the final distance between us. I do neither, frozen in place between what I want to do and what I should do.
“You said I just needed to be reminded. You could remind me.” She lifts her hands up towards my chest. Shit. That’s enough to snap me out of it. My hands snatch out to grab her wrists and I pin them to her side. God dammit, she feels breakable in my hands. I’m mesmerized by the way her eyes reach out to me. Like I’m the only one who can save her. Protect her.
“You’re right,” she continues, her voice barely a whisper. “I don’t like who I am. But I don’t know how to be anything else anymore. You can’t just leave me like this. Please… don’t leave me like this.”
I can hear the desperation in her voice. I can hear the plea for me to help her stop doing what she’s doing. I’m glad when I realize that she doesn’t want to keep going the way she’s going. She just doesn’t know any other way of dealing with what happened to her with Jacob. An odd feeling comes over me. For the first time in my life, I’m not the most broken person here.
“I wouldn’t be good for you,” I say. Am I trying to convince her or me that this isn’t a good idea?
“You said that already.”
“It’s the truth.”
“Let me be the judge of that.”
Could I get involved? Could I? She’s already shown that she doesn’t recognize me; that’s one complication out of the way. But… what about the others?
“I have rules,” I say.
“I’m very good at following rules,” she is quick to retort. I’m not sure I believe her.
“Do you really want to get involved with me, kitten?” I refuse to call her Shelley. It doesn’t sit with me at all. And I can’t call her by her real name. I shouldn’t but I shuffle closer and brush my lips across her cheek. Shit. I really shouldn’t have done that. Now I want to touch more of her. “Should I take your silence as a no?”
She doesn’t say anything. I wonder desperately what she’s thinking. I almost hope she tells me to fuck off so I can disengage from her. From this added complication. “So,” I ask, “what’ll it be?”
“Yes. I’m saying yes.”
My heart skips a beat. I ignore the voice in my head that says that this is not a good idea. She wants help, she asked me for it. I can’t turn her down. I won’t use her. I’m going to give her what she needs. Just for a little while, I swear. Then I’ll disappear from her life. “We start now. You can tell all your little boyfriends that they can fuck off. No more sex with strangers. No other men. Or you’ll never see or hear from me again. Is that clear?”
Again I get silence from her.
I pull back. “I said. Is. That. Clear?”
She nods. Her head is tilted back and her eyes are hooded with so much lust that for a moment I imagine her under me, looking just like that.
Shit. I need space from her. I’m not going there. I can’t.
I step back and let the cool night air rush around me and my head clears. I place my fingertips on her upper back. “I’m taking you home.”
I lead her to my bike, a Ducati Diavel, my black carbon beauty. I take her back to her place, letting her give me directions to her home. I’ve already been inside her apartment, smelled her sweet scent on the bed sheets, and brushed my fingers across the scant clothes hanging like bones in her closet. I wonder if she’d be so trusting with me if she knew how much I already know about her.
A few times on the ride I catch myself leaning down to smell her hair; it smells citrusy and it mixes with the vanilla scent of her skin, making me think of key lime pie. Yeah, that’s what she smells like. Once, I almost turn to take a shortcut to her place before I remember that I’m not supposed to know where it is yet. I can’t seem to think straight with her bundled in my arms in front of me. She fits so well there… I wonder how else she would fit. Dammit. Stop it, Cade.
At her place, I follow her up the stairs to her apartment. I made the mistake of glancing up to see her ass peeking out from her dress. Shit. She’s not wearing underwear. After a moment of being mesmerized by the swing of her hips, I inwardly scold myself and avert my eyes. But that doesn’t stop my dick from reacting. Something that hasn’t happened in a long time. So screw me. I’m only human. And she’s a beautiful woman. A beautiful woman who has survived hell and who I shouldn’t get too close to.
I consider for a second following her inside and… She stops by her door and like a magnet I press right up against her. No, I can’t. Then I’d be no better than any of those other knuckleheads who just want to fuck her. She begins to melt right up against me and I can feel my erection growing even more. Bad idea.
“Don’t move,” I say, and I wonder if she can hear my voice is thick with lust. If she moves I’ll lose my cool and take her right in this goddamn corridor. No, you bad man. Step away from her.
But I don’t. Not yet. Obviously I’m a sucker for punishment. As I pull my jacket off her shoulders my fingers trace her skin. Shit. Has it been so long that I’ve I forgotten how soft a woman can feel? Or is it just her? Is she actually the devil cloaked in soft skin and fresh smelling hair that will be my undoing?
I need to touch her again. I can’t help it. I brush the hair from the back of her neck and hold her by her throat. I kiss her neck like I want to kiss her mouth; soft at first, then I taste her skin with my tongue. Dear God. She tastes like salted caramel. She moans and the sound reaches into my depths.
I have to go. Now.
“Be good, kitten. I’ll be in touch.”
With every ounce of strength I have, I force myself to walk back down those stairs and to my bike and ride away. Even as she runs after me, begging me with her eyes to stay.
I spend the next day pacing back and forth across the temporary apartment I keep in this city. I chose this apartment because it’s close to where she lives. To make it easier for me to keep tabs on her. But today I refuse to allow myself to follow her like I’ve been doing. I need a step back. To reassess. To make sure I know what the fuck I’m doing.
This wasn’t part of the plan.
Then I remind myself that I’m doing this for her. I’m doing this to help her. At least now she won’t be going to pick up random men and letting them do God knows what to her. My knuckles crack as they tighten into fists.
She needs to be reminded of how to be treated as a woman. I just want her to remember that there are good men in this world. And that she’s deserving of their attention.
Not me. I’m not a good man. But I can certainly pretend to be one. Just for now. Just until she remembers. Then no more. I can’t get involved, especially not with her.
I pause my pacing. Dress. She needs a dress. Not like those skanky strips of material that she wears out. Something classy. Something… elegant. Something green. Yes, green would go so beautifully with her skin.
But where the hell does one get a dress like that? I snatch my phone up and call Wylie, the only person in this world I trust.
His familiar voice comes on the line. “Good morning.”
“Wylie, where do I buy a dress?”
There’s a pause and he clears his throat. “For you, sir?”
Cheeky sonofa− “No, not for me. For a girl. No, a woman.”
“I see.” I can hear the amusement in his voice. “Well, they have these things called stores where you can−”
“I know that. But which store do I go to?”
“What’s the occasion?”
What is the occasion? What do you buy for a woman to wear on a date with the man who has been stalking her for days and searching for her for years? I shake this thought out of my head. “Something nice. Classy.”
“Very good, sir.” He proceeds to rattle off a few names of stores that go right over my head. Who would have thought this dress buying business would be so complicated?
I interrupt him. “Wylie, just give me an address.”
Three painful and confusing hours later, I’m in a swanky store with more light than clothing racks. I have bought a green dress in her size and am paying for it to be delivered tomorrow to her.
“Do you want to send a card with it?” the girl behind the counter asks me with a smile.
An idea hits me. “Yes. Yes, I do.”
As neatly as I can, I write my first note to her:
Hotel deCrystal bar. Friday 9pm.
I slip it into the envelope before the nosy cashier can see what I’ve written. On the envelope I write, “Dear…” I pause. Then I smile. She seemed to like it when I had called her kitten. That’s what she is to me; a soft innocent kitten in a lion’s world. I finish off the salutation on the envelope. “…Kitten.”
Then I leave instructions for the package to be delivered to her address at a time I know she’ll be home.
I’m a bit pleased with myself as I walk out the store. I was worried about how I would go about communicating with her again. I don’t want to give her my mobile number. But these notes will be perfect. Anonymous. It’ll keep us at arm’s length.
I didn’t bank on how much she would still get to me. I didn’t bank on how much I was looking forward to seeing her again. She arrives at the Hotel deCrystal bar wearing a red dress, more demure than the one she wore the other night but still… not the dress I bought her. What’s wrong? Didn’t she like it? Didn’t it fit?
After we’re seated she shoves the bag between us. “You sent this dress as emotional blackmail.”
Oh. I see. I didn’t even consider she would take it that way. “It isn’t emotional blackmail.”
“Really? Then… what the hell is it?”
“A gift.”
“What do you want for it?”
“Nothing.”
“Then why did you give it to me?”
A flash of anger goes through me when I realize that Jacob has caused her not to trust the intentions of any man. I knew this. But I didn’t realize the extent until now. I have to be so careful with her. “Because I wanted to.”
I see the disbelief in her eyes. “I won’t accept it.”
“You didn’t like the dress? You aren’t wearing it.”
“No. I’m not wearing it. I didn’t want to.”
“Okay then.” I won’t push her. I move the bag to the floor. Out of sight, out of mind. “You look beautiful regardless.”
She still doesn’t believe me or my intentions. Later she asks me, “Who are you? And what do you want?”
What do I want? I want to possess her. To have her. To protect her and fix her the way I can’t fix myself. I want to hunt down Jacob Tyrell, the man who ruined her life and break his neck with my bare hands. Then I want to shoot all the men in his stable who may have touched her too. I don’t say these things. Instead I smile. “Be careful what you ask me. You may not like the answer.”
“You don’t scare me.”
“Maybe I should.”
“No, I’ve known bad men, truly bad men. And you’re not one of them.”
“No?”
“No, you don’t feel like one of them. You think you’re bad. Maybe you’ve done bad things. But you’re not. Not really. You may think you’re beyond redemption, but… you’re not. You just need someone to remind you.” The words I used against her the other night are turned against me. This startles me and I’m sure my shock shows.
She knows I’m a bad man. She can sense it. But as she watches me with her soft amber eyes, there is absolutely no fear in them. Could she be right? Could I be redeemable? Could I?
“Touché,” I say. Suddenly I feel vulnerable. I don’t like this feeling. I scoop up my scotch and tilt back the glass. The familiar burning sensation in my throat and belly takes the edge off.
No, I think with a sinking heart. She’s wrong. I’m beyond redemption. I’m broken beyond repair. And I’ve done bad things to sate this rage in my heart. Bad things. Murderous things. It was wrong. Even if none of the men I have killed have been innocent.
When I lower my glass, my face like my heart has hardened again.
But somewhere underneath it all her words echo like a long forgotten song.
You may think you’re beyond redemption, but… you’re not. You just need someone to remind you.
I thought I was going to be her savior. Who knew that she would turn out to be mine.



Chapter Sixteen
The present…
It’s been three days and she hasn’t come to me. I’m pissed off and antsy from the lack of sleep and this goddamn lack of information from my sources. Something is going on. They all seem scared to talk to me lately. This thing with her isn’t helping matters.
As I pound the bag I imagine it’s Jacob’s face. I am ready to see him again. I am ready.
Usually boxing makes me feel better. Or climbing the rope I have hanging from the roof. Or shooting something. But the nervous energy running under my skin doesn’t seem to want to go away.
I wonder if she’s been down here. I know she likes to train. Maybe she’d want to train with me? Then I remember she’s mad at me and my blood burns at the memory of her walking out of the dining room. I haven’t seen her since. Not in my room. Not in the dining room. Not even in the corridor outside of her room that I wander up and down sometimes at night when I can’t sleep because I’m too fucking busy thinking about her.
I wish I could give her everything she wants from me. But she just doesn’t seem to understand that I can’t give those things to her. I just can’t risk it.
She said it was over. But it can’t be over. She just needs some time. Don’t worry about it. She’ll come around. She will, won’t she? Won’t she?
I hear the door to my home gym open. It must be Wylie with my post-workout protein shake. I don’t bother looking at him I just hold a finger up to him to signal one second as I hear his footsteps walk to my side. I finish off my combo with a loud smack that sends the bag swinging wildly. I catch it and steady it.
Wylie is staring at me from my side, his hands clasped to his front. I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand, the boxing wraps soaking up beads of sweat.
“Well done, sir. I’m sure that bag learned its lesson.”
I narrow my eyes at Wylie’s empty hands and then up at him. “You didn’t bring my shake.”
“Once again your powers of observation are astounding.”
I glare at Wylie. It doesn’t seem to affect him at all. “What’s got your goat now?”
“Allow me to speak freely.”
“Like you ever hold back,” I mutter.
“If you let her go you will regret it more than anything you already regret.”
“More than I regret hiring you?”
“You didn’t hire me. Your grandfather did.”
“Right. So why are you still here again?”
“I am still here because I am one of the two people left on this planet who cares about you. She is the other.”
“Well, you’re both idiots.”
“There is only one idiot in this room and I’m looking at him. Go and make things right with her before you lose her for good.”
I want to. I want to so badly. But, “I can’t. I’m cursed, Wylie. You of all people know I am.”
“Cursed?”
“How else can you account for it? Everyone I love dies. Mother, father, Hayley, L…” Shit. I can’t say her name ‘cause my damn throat closes up. It still hurts too fucking much.
“I’m still alive.”
I snort. “I don’t love you.” I’m lying. I do. He’s the only one who has been there my whole life. I love the old man. And he knows it. I sigh. “She’s better off not being in my life. She might not see it now but… one day she will.”
Wylie narrows his eyes at me. “Do you remember that God-awful card game that you and Hayley used to make me play with you?”
Where is he going with this? “What game?”
“The game that required us to place cards face down in turn and call out what cards we claimed to have. All the other players had to yell out if they thought you weren’t telling the truth…”
“You mean Bullshit?”
“Precisely. I’m calling it now. Bullshit, sir. You’re not cursed, you’re just scared. You care about her and if you let yourself love her you might get hurt again, hurt beyond repair.” My gut burns as he speaks to me and I feel nineteen years old again. He steps closer to me and I spin away so I don’t have to look at the concern and pity etched on his face. He slides a hand onto my shoulder. The simple touch is both comforting and terrifying. “What happened fifteen years ago was not your fault. Neither was what happened three years ago. But if you let this slide with her, if you ruin this − the first good thing that has happened to your life in three long years − then that will be your fault.”



Chapter Seventeen
Snake checks that he’s alone in this corridor again before he slides the two pieces of thin metal into the apartment keyhole. When Jacob had been told that she may have broken into one of his sites at the docks here, he had sent Snake to scout it out for him. Because Jacob trusted Snake above all others. Snake would not fail him.
When Snake ran back the security tapes from that night at the warehouse he had caught sight of her face. When he recognized her, his heart had skipped a beat. Then a smile had crawled across his lips. The princess had found her way home. How she had found her way onto the Tyrells’ lot was another matter. But first, to find her.
He found her car abandoned on a nearby lot and the GPS had led him here. There are only twelve apartments in this building. A wad of cash to the building manager and a description of her had led him to this door.
He jiggles the pieces of metal and the lock clicks open. It’s highly unlikely that she’s still here. She wouldn’t have hidden herself for this long if she was stupid, but he pulls out his gun from under his jacket just in case.
That was the difference between her and all the others for Jacob… there was more to her than just looks and sass. She had brains and an innocence about her. She had an innocence about her. She had broken Jacob’s heart when she had turned on him. And for that, Snake would make her wish she was dead.
He had never liked her, even from the start. Brains on a woman are an unnecessary and dangerous thing. It leads to them thinking for themselves. And women should never be allowed to think for themselves. I mean, just look at what happened with her.
Snake pushes open the door and slips inside, leading with his gun, listening for any whispers of life. His eyes adjust to the dim light of the streetlight that shines in through the only window. As suspected no one is here. Snake shuts the door behind him and turns on his torch.
The studio apartment is old, small and cramped. Plaster cracks off sections of the ceiling and a discolored stain in one corner tells him that there is a leak coming in from the roof. He wrinkles his nose. This place has an old mold smell that has set in.
Stupid bitch. If she had just kept herself in line and her mouth shut then she would be living it up in penthouse suites and wrapped in Hermes and swimming in Tiffany diamonds. Instead the princess didn’t know a good thing when she saw it. And now she has to resort to living like this… like a damn pauper.
He moves through the apartment swiftly. There’s not much of her things to go through. Just some clothes, a single pair of cheap shoes. No jewelry. No photos or knick knacks. Nothing to indicate that this had even been her apartment.
Finally, he comes to her bedside table and he pulls open the drawer.
It’s empty except for a single book, a ratty second-hand thing. She must have had time to clear the apartment of personal items before she left. There’s nothing here to indicate anything personal about her and who she had become or where she may have gone.
Snake quashes the surge of annoyance. He didn’t become one of Jacob’s trusted employees by letting his emotions control him. No. He knows how to manage himself like a carefully calibrated machine.
He’s about to close the drawer when he has a thought. Maybe she had written something in the book? Used it as a notepad? He snatches the book out of the drawer and flicks through the pages. Something white and rectangular falls out onto to the floor. He tosses the book on the bed. He bends to pick up the piece of folded paper and opens it up.
Bingo.
It’s a penciled drawing with four faces. Two women, one of which is her, and two men. Someone had written “Your family away from home” across the bottom in big scrawling handwriting. Snake scans the three smiling faces and he can’t help the grin that stretches across his face. She cares about these three.
That’s the problem with caring about people, as Jacob discovered too late about his little princess. They can be used against you. All Snake has to do is to find her “family away from home” and they would lead him to her.
Gotcha, you little bitch.
Then, oh, to give her the homecoming she deserves.



Chapter Eighteen
Kitten
In the late evening, there’s a knock on my door. I’m sitting in a bucket chair with curved arms but no back that I dragged to my window, staring out to the grey wet day, my eyes following the raindrops that roll off the leaves of the tree nearby. I don’t answer. And I don’t turn around.
I hear the door handle turn and the door creaks open.
“Kitten?”
I hate that my heart still flutters at his voice. “Go away.”
“Can we talk?”
“I have nothing to say to you.”
“I have something for you,” his voice sounds so hopeful I almost give in and tell him to come in. Almost. Then I remember all the previous times I have given in to that bastard and my heart turns to stone. I sit up straighter and grit my teeth. “Unless it’s someone else from the force ready to take me away from here, I’m not interested in whatever bribes you have.”
I expect him to argue. But he doesn’t. There’s long pause and then the door closes. He’s gone. He gave up. So easily. I can’t help the slump of my shoulders.
All of a sudden my chair is being lifted with me in it. I repress a startled scream. Holy Jesus. Caden hasn’t left. The bastard closed the door behind him and crept across the room like a goddamn ninja. He has grabbed the two sides of the chair and is lifting it up. Jesus Christ, what does this guy eat for breakfast? Steel bolts and iron bars?
The chair tilts back as he stands up straight and my back falls against him. The heat of him warms me instantly and I almost melt against him. No. I can’t touch him right now. Not if I wish to stand my ground. I clutch for the chair arms and my hands grab the tops of his strong, warm hands. Crap. I snatch my hands away from his and grab at the front edge of the seat. I pull my torso forward towards my thighs so that my back is no longer against his chest. Caden starts to turn us around.
“What the hell are you doing?” I demand with as much dignity as I can whilst clinging to this piece of furniture mid-air, legs dangling like a child who can’t touch the floor with her feet.
“Picking up this chair.”
I roll my eyes even though he can’t see it. “Yes, I can see that. Why are you picking up this chair?”
“‘Cause I want to move it.”
“Excuse me. Did you not notice that I’m currently in it?”
“Oh, really?”
I repress the urge to hit him. “Well I demand that you put me down this instant.”
I feel myself descending and I clutch onto the chair tighter. The chair jolts slightly when it touches the carpet and stabilizes on the ground. Well I’ll be. He actually listened to me.
Then I see he has turned the chair around a complete 180 degrees so that I’m now facing the room instead of out of the window. He moves around me so that he’s standing in front of me. I realize he didn’t put me down because I asked him to, he put me down exactly where he intended to put me down.
I stand up, glaring at him with all the venom I feel. “You have some nerve−”
“Sit down. Please.” He pushes me down with his hands on my shoulders and I plonk back onto the seat. He kneels down in front of me so we are eye to eye.
“You’re being a bastard.”
He snorts. “What’s new?”
“This is no way to treat me. I’m a material witness.”
“Kitten−”
“I demand to be transferred to another safehouse with other cops. Anyone else but you.”
“Kitten, please−”
“Right now. I want to go right now. I’m going to file a report with your supervisor for−”
“Will you shut up for one second? Jesus Christ, I’m trying to apologize to you.”
I huff and cross my arms. He can apologize all he wants. I don’t care. I can tell he’s trying to catch my eye, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of looking back at him.
He begins, “I… I made a mistake. A big mistake.”
I squirm in my seat, conscious of the way he crowds out the air that I’m struggling to breathe, conscious of the way his gaze paints heat across my body. I clear my throat. “Thank you. It’s very big of you to admit that. Now please leave me alone.”
“I’m not finished.”
“Yeah, well I am.”
“Look me in the eye and tell me that.”
I hate him. I turn my head first, keeping my gaze lowered. I see his hands resting on either side of my legs on the seat, close but not touching me. I lift my chin up. Then finally I lift my gaze to his eyes. “We’re finished,” I barely whisper out.
“You’re lying. This isn’t over. This…” He lifts one hand, brushing past my thigh as he does. The light touch sears me and makes my muscles clench. He points his finger between us, “This is not even close to being over.”
“FYI, you suck at apologies.”
“Kitten, please.”
I say nothing. I just glare at the wall.
He sighs. “I know, I haven’t been the most forthcoming about who I am. When you live the kind of life I have for so long, keeping secrets just becomes a part of you. You get so used to being someone else that who you are feels… like a lie. Who I am doesn’t feel like enough. This isn’t an excuse for the way I am. I’m just trying to make you understand.”
“I understand why you feel like you need to hide things from me. But it’s not enough for me anymore, Caden.”
“I know. I know. I want that to change with you. I want to… try. But you need to be patient with me. I’m asking you to be patient with me.” He reaches for my arm, still crossed over me like a shield, eyeing me as if he’s afraid I might run away. I let him touch me but I don’t move. I’m not sure that I can.
The first hot tear escapes my eye and drops to my lap.
“Oh, kitten,” he breathes as his fingers move to brush my cheek. “I know why you want to walk away. I know all the reasons you should, even all the reasons that you don’t know yet. But I won’t let you go without a fight. And if there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s to fight for something. I’m going to fight for you. If you don’t say you’ll let me try, really try to change today, that’s okay. I’ll come back tomorrow and the day after and the day after for however many days it takes to win another chance with you.”
“I’m sure that’s called stalking.”
“It’s not stalking if you’re in my house.”
“No, you’re right. That’s called kidnapping and holding me against my will.”
“It’s called protecting you, keeping you safe. I’m not going to apologize for doing that. Ever.”
“I−”
He interrupts me with a hand. “I want to show you something and I promise if you let me I’ll leave you alone afterwards. If that’s what you want.”
“You’ll leave me alone? Really?”
“Well,” he gives me a small smile, “at least until tomorrow.”
I sigh. “I don’t really have a choice, do I?”
“Of course you do. You can choose to say no and I’ll come back tomorrow and try again.”
I snort. “Okay. Fine. Show me whatever it is.”
Caden stands up and holds out a hand for me.
I stare at it. “I don’t think−”
“Just take my hand.”
I sigh and place my hand in his. I hate the way my hand fits in his.
He leads me through the mansion and we walk in silence. All the while my mind is whirring. Where is he taking me? What is he going to show me?
Finally we come to a closed door. I frown at it. I thought that he might take me to the locked room, but this isn’t it. Why this room? What’s so significant about this room? I’m sure I looked inside this room yesterday when I was wandering around, but I can’t remember what was inside. Caden pauses, his hand on the handle. I hold my breath. He glances over to me. Then he pushes down the handle and opens the door.
I take a few steps inside the room and frown. Even in the dimness I can see that it’s empty. Caden turns on the light behind me. The room is another large and high ceilinged space. The walls are finished with this gorgeous dark green and black flocked wallpaper, the curtains that fall down from the three tall casement windows are a matching green. But the floor is bared down to the structural flooring. All the carpet has been ripped away.
What is this place?
I turn to see Caden stepping to a spot near the door. I realize that the concrete below his feet is slightly discolored.
He swallows and clears his throat. “My sister, Hayley… she died here.”
Oh my God. This is the room. This was Mr. Lexington’s office where he, his wife and his daughter were murdered.
I stare at Caden. I want to go to him but I’m rooted to the spot. I want to say something, anything, but what the hell do you say to a man who is standing where his sister was murdered fifteen years ago?
He continues talking, his eyes fading to a dull moss. “They killed her first. She wasn’t even supposed to be here. But she must have woken up, heard something… come to investigate…”
Caden walks to the center of the room to another discolored spot, his footsteps echoing his solo march. I turn toward the spot silently as my eyes follow him.
“This is where my mother died. They made my father…” his voice breaks, “they made him watch before they killed him…” He took two steps to a final patch of stained concrete. He opens his mouth but nothing more comes out.
My heart breaks into pieces as I watch Caden, the towering strong man he is, transform into a scared boy of nineteen before me.
“Oh my God,” I realize, “You’re the one that found them. Caden, I’m so sorry.”
He looks over to me and his face looks so lost and scared that I can’t help the tears forming in my eyes.
“I didn’t find them.” His voice is just a whisper. “I watched them die.”



Chapter Nineteen
My mouth drops open in shock. “You… watched them…”
Caden turns and walks over to the wall to a huge black fireplace so tall that the mantle would be up to my shoulder. I follow him and stop a few paces from where he stands by the fireplace.
He takes a deep breath before he speaks again. “My grandfather built this house. He was paranoid about all sorts of things, he was especially scared that we would be broken into. He made all sorts of secret passageways, escape routes, hidden rooms in this house just in case... not that it ultimately helped.”
I watch him fiddle with a spot on the engraving in the mantle and I hear something click. He steps into the large grate and pushes at the back section. I gasp when it moves. It’s a secret door, hinged in the center of the fireplace and made to swivel.
“I was supposed to be here that night. In bed after a night of dutiful study. But… I never wanted to heed my father’s rules. I had snuck out earlier that night. This passageway goes from the servant’s quarters and passes by here on the way to my room. I was sneaking back in when I heard noises from this room. So I stopped…”
“But…” I say as I remember the article, “you were out… you were with your girlfriend. You lied?” The blood drains from my face. “Why? Why did you lie?”
“Don’t you get it? I stood here, and watched as those bastards killed my whole family. My little sister rushed in. But I didn’t even move.” His face screws up. “I didn’t even try to save them. I was here, watching them, but I didn’t try to save them.”
“Caden, you can’t think like that. You were just a boy… you would have been terrified.”
“I was nineteen and a coward.”
“They would have killed you too.”
“Maybe it would have been better that way.”
I gasp. “Don’t say that.”
He turns away from me to stare at the fireplace. I can see the strain in his jaw as he bites down hard. I get it. He was so ashamed of himself that he lied to the police. And he got his girlfriend to cover for him too.
“That’s why you became a cop, isn’t it? To find the men who did this.”
“I guess I did. I spent six months after their deaths in a very dark place. I did everything I could to avoid dealing with it. Drugs… alcohol… women...”
My stomach stabs with jealousy at the thought of another woman touching him. Did he have his rules then? Or did they get to see more of him than I ever have? Did they get to touch him whilst I never have? These thoughts burn me like I’m standing in fire.
He gives me a small smile. “I guess I understood the dark place you were in when I saw you at Bound.”
I nod. He understood me then. Now I get to understand him.
He sighs. Then he shakes his head like he’s shaking the emotions off him. “It’s ancient history now. I just wanted you to know… I figured, if I had lost you anyway I wasn’t going to lose anything more by showing you the worst of me. You’re the only one who knows the full story so… I’d appreciate it if you kept it to yourself.”
I understand how hard this was for him to bring me to this room and confess to being here when his parents died. I understand that by telling me this he’s offering more of himself to me than he has given to anyone in a long time, maybe ever. The significance of this moment is not lost on me. It seems so momentous that I feel the weight of his confessions on my body.
I take that last step between us. “Of course. I’ll take it to my grave.” I reach for his hand and I squeeze it. “Wylie doesn’t know you were here when it happened?”
He shakes his head. “I think he always suspected, but…”
“Where was he that night? What about the other staff?”
“My father gave them all the night off.”
I frown. “That’s so odd. That the night that no one was here, you were broken into.”
Caden looks at me and there’s an emotion lying across his face that I can’t decipher. “Don’t you see?”
“See what?”
“It wasn’t a coincidence that the staff were sent away.”
“What are you talking about?”
“My father knew his attackers. They called him by name. They knew the name of my mother and my sister, too. He let them into the house. The police confirmed it – there was no sign of forced entry.”
“But… why did he let them in?”
Caden shook his head. “I found some papers amongst my father’s things after he died. I think… I think my grandfather may have used the… services of some very bad men to make his construction business successful. My father didn’t want to continue it after my grandfather’s death. He was trying to find a way out of that sordid business connection. But they weren’t going to let him go. Everything I have now and everything I lost was because of that decision.”
A sudden thought crosses my mind. “Oh my God. Was it the Tyrells?”
He gives me a small weary smile. “No. Ironically, the men who killed my family were part of a rival family to the Tyrells… the Veronesi family…” His voice trails off and he suddenly looks tired. I don’t push. He has given me enough.
“Did you ever catch them?”
“We could never find enough evidence to pin the murders on them. Or any other crime for that matter. These crime families don’t become powerful by being stupid.”
“So what? They just went free?”
Something dark crosses Caden’s face. The way his eyes flash sends a chill down my spine. “They got the justice they deserved.”
“What does that mean?”
“The men who were here that night and the man who gave the order are all dead. Their deaths were long and painful. They suffered just like my family suffered.”
I am afraid to ask but I do anyway because I’m not stopping now. “How do you know?”
“Because… I killed them. The law couldn’t do anything to put them away. So I hunted them down and I killed them.”
My body feels suddenly numb. “You killed them?”
He turns directly to me. I am struck by how powerful he is just standing there. The full breadth of his chest and shoulders seems to block out the light. His eyes bore into me and his face is as serious as I have ever seen it, his jaw tight and stern. “Do I scare you now? Do I? Do you understand me when I say that I’m a bad man?”
My head is whirring. I don’t even know what I’m feeling, let alone what I’m supposed to be feeling. A part of me is horrified that Caden could take another man’s life. But…
“If it were me,” I say softly, “if I had to watch my grandparents being murdered and I wasn’t getting justice, I’d want to kill them too.”
His eyes fuse with mine. “Wanting to do something and actually doing it are two different things.”
“I k-killed Mack, remember? You were in the car with me.”
“That was self-defense.”
“So was what you did. You just did what you couldn’t do fifteen years ago.”
He grabs me by my arms and shakes me. “Those two events were almost twelve years apart. It wasn’t self-defense, it was premeditated. I hired assassins to help me infiltrate their complex and I killed them. I planned it. I executed it. Don’t kid yourself and say it was the same thing as what you did.”
As I stare at him I realize he’s still trying to push me away. He has shown me that he truthfully wants to open up to me. But at the same time he is showing me the worst part of him to see whether I can accept it. “Caden, you did what no one else could. You brought justice to your family.”
His eyes drop to my mouth and the emotion that flares in them is raw and lustful. “You think so?”
My lower belly clenches and I lean closer to him. “Yeah. I do.”
“You don’t think I’m a monster? I’ve murdered people, kitten. I’ve tortured them. They begged me to stop but I didn’t. I watched them die at my hands.”
My voice drops to a hush. “Sometimes I fantasize about killing Jacob for everything he’s done to me. I dream about hurting him like he hurt me.” As I speak we’re leaning in towards each other. I press my palm to his cheek and rub his skin with my thumb. “So if you’re a monster, then… so am I.”
We’re so close we’re breathing the same air. He reaches a large hand around the back of my neck and plants his palm firmly, but instead of pulling me closer, he uses his hand to just hold me there. His eyes roam my face. It’s like he’s looking for something. Truth, perhaps.
Slowly, a small smile pulls at the corner of his lip.
“What?” I ask.
“You’re a cute little monster.”
I smile back. “You’re my beautiful monster.”
“Is…” He licks his lips and shuffles his feet around so that his body is facing mine. “Is what I am enough for you. Is who I am enough?”
“Yes.”
He pulls me to him and slides his lips over mine, sucking lightly on my bottom lip, moistening it with his tongue. This kiss is slow, tender, loving. This kiss is shared between us like an intimate secret, like the secrets he just shared with me that no one else knows. This kiss is me confirming to him that I am his and that I will protect his secret like I will protect both our hearts.
My heart clenches, feeling like he is holding it in his hands. In some ways he is. He had already claimed my body, but with this reveal he has claimed my heart, and in return he has opened his own heart to me. I feel owned by this kiss.
The tenderness is slowly replaced with an aching. I want us to go faster, I want him to crush me to him and start tearing at my clothes. My hands curl around his head to secure him to me. His hands drop from cupping my face to touching the curves of my body. His fingers knead my breasts and he rolls my nipples through the fabric of my shirt, coaxing moans from my mouth to his. I roll my tongue against his and he moans back into mine. It’s an exquisite conversation without words.
I need him. I need the intimacy of his naked body against mine to seal this moment. And I can feel he needs me, too. When I pull back we’re both panting.
“So…” I say. “This secret fireplace goes to your bedroom, huh?”
A smile slowly creeps its way across his lips. “Yep. All the way to my bedroom. Wanna see for yourself?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”



Chapter Twenty
We tumble into the hidden passageway still kissing. It’s impossibly dark but we don’t need the light. He pushes me down one way and I trust that he knows where he’s going. We walk awkwardly, me shuffling backwards and him forwards, our lips still locked to each other. I stumble but his arms are there, holding me up.
“Kitten,” he whispers between kisses.
“Yes?”
“You’re going to have to stop kissing me for a second.”
“Why?” I moan as he pulls his lips away.
I hear him laughing. “‘Cause we’ll never get out of this passageway.”
I lean up into him, finding his mouth by following his breath. I tease his bottom lip with my tongue. “That wouldn’t be so bad would it?”
He groans and I feel his erection press against me. His mouth closes over mine again and we kiss and shuffle back, bumping into the sides of the walls.
After more shuffling and another stumble he pulls away. “Okay, this is ridiculous.”
He wraps his arms around my body and picks me up. As he strides down this tunnel, I wrap my legs around his waist and roll my hips against him as I lick along the underside of his jaw.
“God dammit, you’re killing me,” he mutters.
We exit the passageway into his bedroom through a bookcase that swings aside. He places me down so he can turn and close the bookcase. For a second the increase in light hurts my eyes, so I close them. When I open my eyes Caden is staring at me. There’s this odd look about him. I’m reminded of the first time I saw snow. I’m sure I had that look about me.
He closes the little distance between us and softly pushes strands of hair from my face. “Beautiful,” he mutters. Then he frowns deeply, his forehead wrinkling between his dark, thick brows.
I reach up to press the creases away with my thumb. “You can’t call me beautiful then give me a look like that,” I tease lightly. “You sour the beautiful.”
This only deepens his frown. “That’s what I do. I sour the beautiful.”
Shit. “That’s not what I meant, Caden.”
He nods. “I was frowning because...” He pauses and growls. “I wish… I could come up with something better than just ‘beautiful’ to describe you. Beautiful doesn’t come close. It doesn’t even come close.”
Oh, Caden. My whole body feels like it’s soaring. He leans in to kiss me again. But I push him away when I remember where I am. We’re in his bedroom and it’s my first look inside it.
His bedroom is simple, masculine. Functional wooden furniture: chest of drawers, cupboard that lines one wall and two matching bedside tables. My eyes come to rest upon his dark wood-framed bed with a navy blue bed set and four thick-looking pillows. Damn, is that a king size?
“It’s huge,” I say.
“I get that a lot.”
I turn to him and there’s a twinkle in his eye. I laugh and pat his arm lightly before I melt against him and press kisses to his face. “You made a joke.”
“You noticed that, huh?”
“You almost never joke.”
He shrugs as he walks me backwards towards the bed. “Maybe I feel like there’s more reason to joke now.”
“Oh?”
“Maybe you’re given me a reason to want to laugh again.”
My heart swells and this warmth bubbles through my body. I don’t know what else to do except to press my lips against his mouth. As our tongues meet and dance together I can feel myself getting wetter and more needy. His hardness is already pressed up against my lower belly. I can’t wait to have him slipping it inside me.
As we kiss, he starts pulling at my clothes, our mouths only detaching once when my shirt comes up above my head. His expert hands peel every layer away until I am naked before him. In more ways than one. He pulls me up and flush against him so that my legs dangle over the floor. He walks us to the side of the bed and sits me on it.
Then he pulls away. “Grab the headboard and kneel on the pillows.”
I lick my lips and obey. My hands curl over the wooden headboard and I face the wall. This is when I notice a black curtain along the wall before me. I raise a hand up to push it aside when his voice calls out, “Stop. I didn’t tell you that you could do anything else.”
I pout but I lower my hand again. He opens a drawer of his bedside table and pulls out two black ties. Kneeling beside me he ties my wrists down to the headboard. He kisses me, deep and wet, before he steps back off the bed and disappears from my view. I hear the rustle of clothing being removed. Then I feel the mattress dipping behind me.
I shiver when I feel his warmth enclosing around my back. He’s naked.
His fingertips graze the edges of my body from behind me, pausing to lavish attention on my hard nipples, teasing me so that my sanity starts to fray. I shift my thighs wider as an invitation. His hand slides down my belly and between my legs. He runs his fingers back and forth across my wetness then dips them inside. I let my head roll back into the crook of his neck and moan into his ear.
He whispers in my ear, “I have a surprise for you, kitten.” He reaches out to the side and pulls at a black silken cord against the wall. The curtains behind the bedhead strip apart causing my mouth and my eyes to fall open further.
It’s a mirror, a long skinny strip of mirror that runs horizontally across the wall. In the mirror I see my face, my lips that are too wide and my whiskey colored irises staring back from deep-set eyes. Over my right shoulder, I see Caden’s face, but just his face in this thin strip of mirror. My view is restricted deliberately.
I realize the surprise. “I want to look into your eyes when we make love.” He’s giving me what I asked for.
He starts to run the tip of his hard cock between my legs, from the sensitive button in front, across my wetness and up along the cheeks of my ass, then he slides all the way forward again. My lips open as I gasp and catch a glimpse of my flushed face in the mirror. I look away instantly.
Caden’s other hand snakes around my waist, up between my breasts until his fingers grip around my jaw. He turns my face so I’m looking directly forward again. I watch his beautiful lips move against my ear. “Don’t look away. You should see how you look when you’re being pleasured. It’s fucking beautiful.”
I shift my gaze so I that I’m looking at my face as he slides his cock inside of me. My mouth opens with a gasp. My tongue is pink and moist and it quivers at the entrance of my lips. My eyes darken to a deep amber and my cheeks flush pink. I look hungry.
He starts to thrust, short shallow thrusts. From this angle his cock is rubbing that wonderful spot along the front of my inner core. His fingers slide from my jaw to my neck in a soft hold. The feeling of being dominated by Caden, being so vulnerable in his strong hands, touches something deep inside me. I realize that I trust him completely with my body, something I never thought I could feel with another man. This is the freedom I’ve been searching for.
I beg, “Please, choke me harder. Take me harder.”
I watch his eyes flash like emeralds and feel his grip tighten on my neck. The pressure is perfect and my head and core rush with tingles and I make a guttural noise to let him know just what he’s doing to me. His thrusts become firmer, harder. His other hand moves my hair to one side and he starts pressing open-mouthed kisses on the back of my neck. Like he did the first night he took me home.
He grips the front of my throat with his large hand. The choke is firm but gentle and I can feel my pulse beating against his palm. His lips find the back of my neck. First in a soft teasing kiss that I feel as tingles in the tips of my fingers. Then his lips part and I feel his wet tongue press against my skin as his hand tightens around my neck.
“Keep your eyes open. I want to see them on me.”
I didn’t realize that my eyes had fluttered shut. When I open them his face is beside mine in the mirror. I watch his eyes darken as he fucks me harder and faster. The fingers of his other hand slide down between my legs to rub my clit while he gives me a firm squeeze around my neck.
Dear God. It’s too much; the totality of him inside me, behind me, all around me and our eyes locked. My body shakes in his hold as I climax. My mouth opens in a scream.
I watch his face shine with awe as he watches the pleasure rack my body. “Look at you come. So fucking beautiful.”
With a deep and final thrust, he climaxes and shudders behind me, his eyes stay open and on mine. I watch his eyes darken to a violent storm-sea-green before his thick lashes flutter like a trapped butterfly. I watch him grit his teeth behind flushed thick lips as he growls.
These intimacies now belong to me.



Chapter Twenty-One
“I have something for you.”
More presents? What did I do to get this lucky?
That evening, I sit up in bed basking in the afterglow of the last few hours. Caden leans across me to reach the bedside table. His eyes are on me and not where he’s grabbing. His arm brushes past my nipple through my thin shirt as he rummages around in the drawer. He grins as I suppress a moan.
“Stop that,” I say.
“Stop what?”
“That.” I whimper as his arm rubs along my hardened nipple. “You’re doing that on purpose.”
“Doing what?” He shifts his arm again so that his arm brushes firmly against me again.
“Bastard,” I mumble and I deliberately rub my breast along his arm, causing goose pimples to rise up across my skin.
“Oh, you mean stop doing this?” He pulls back to his side of the bed making me pout at the loss of contact my body has with his arm.
I cross my arms over my chest, hiding my obvious signs of excitement. “This better be a good present.”
“You’re going to love it.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. It’s black… and it vibrates.”
My eyes widen as I gaze at him. Really? I mean, I know I’m needy. But I didn’t think I wore him out too much just before that it would warrant getting me a…
Caden laughs. In his hand he reveals a simple black prepaid flip phone. Oh. Right. Black and vibrates. My burn phone. My tummy flutters with happiness. Now I can call Dixie and Mick. I reach my hand out. Before I can grab the phone he snatches it up out of my reach.
I frown as I reach for it, my hand waving wildly around. “Caden.”
“It’s virtually untraceable. The number is private so anyone you call can’t see the number and call you back.”
“Gimmie.”
“My number is already programed into it.”
I pause. “You gave me your phone number?”
“Don’t say I never do anything for you.”
I sniff. “About damn time. It only took seven months.” I reach for it again. “May I have it now?”
He leans into me and pouts, demanding a kiss. I grin and close the distance between us. I lick across his mouth before I slip my tongue inside his wet lips and massage his tongue with mine. While he’s distracted I snatch the phone away from him. When I pull away he’s the one moaning.
“Finally, I can make expensive overseas calls at your expense.” I smirk at him as I palm the phone in my hands.
He shrugs. “I’m rich. I can afford it.”
“And all those 900 numbers.”
“I’m not scared of you. Do your worst.” He leans in for another long slow kiss. “I’m going to take a shower.”
He slips out of bed and I watch him walk to the ensuite. Even fully clothed in a dark shirt and dark drawstring pants he is a statuesque god. I eye his tight ass as he walks, hypnotized over it until he disappears into his ensuite and the door locks with a click.
I flinch. The tiny click reminds me that there are still things between us that are hidden. But he said he’d tell me… in his own time. And I believe him.
I flip open the burn phone. It’s too late to call Dixie; she’d be at the bar already. So I call Mick. He may have noticed that I haven’t been to the gym in the last few days.
He picks up on the fifth ring. “Hello?”
“Hey, Mick. It’s me.”
“Jesus Christ, where the hell have you been? I been trying to ring you.”
I remember my phone is lost somewhere in the river. “Sorry, it’s dead. Listen, I need to let you know, I’ve had to go away for a while. There are some people after me. If anyone happens to be asking around for me, please don’t tell them a thing. Not about me, or Caden, or anything.”
“That’s what I have to tell you. Caden Thaine. I found out who he is.”
“I know, Mick. He told me. He’s a cop. He’s undercover and you can’t blow his cover. All those photos of me were just surveillance.”
“Ex-cop.”
“What?”
“Kid, he’s an ex-cop.”
My blood freezes. “What are you talking about?” My voice is steady unlike how I feel on the inside. My body prickles in awareness as I hear Caden moving around the ensuite. I force myself not to move.
“After Harper Lexington became a cop he took his mother’s maiden name. Harper Boone. About three years ago he just snapped and attacked one of his team members. Almost killed him. He only became Caden Thaine after he left the force. That’s why we couldn’t find this information on him earlier.”
“What? No, but why would...” My protest disappears as my throat squeezes tight at the sight of Caden Thaine’s large frame in the door in my periphery.
Everything slows. Caden isn’t a cop anymore.
He lied to me.
He’s still lying to me.
Why?
Why is he doing this?
I can barely hear Mick’s frantic voice over my heart thudding loud in my ears. “Jesus Christ, tell me you’re not there with him. Kid, he’s unstable. Get the hell away from him.”
“I have to go,” I manage to say. “I’ll speak to you soon.”
“Shit. You’re there with him aren’t you? Get out. Get the hell−” I don’t hear the rest. I let the phone close shut.
“Kitten?”
I spin. “Oh, I didn’t see you there.” The lie just rolls off my tongue. It surprises me how calm I can appear even as my insides are tumbling and my mind is whirring on overload.
He steps further into the room towards me. My neck prickles and I want to back away from him, but I force myself to let him walk up to me and smile down at me and slip his large hands around my waist. “Don’t you have to do work this evening?” I say.
He gives me a half-smile. “I’ve worked every day since we arrived here. I thought I could take the rest of the day off. Spend some time with you. What do you want to do?” he asks, placing a soft kiss on my forehead.
This small sign of affection would have been so welcome even just ten minutes ago. Now it just confuses me. Who do I believe? Should I confront Caden about this new information? Should I let him know I’m aware he’s not a cop and I’m not under Federal protection as he has inferred that I am? Is there a reasonable explanation for his attack on his teammate? Or… will letting him know that I know put me in a precarious situation?
Should I just run? Escape now while he’s oblivious to my insight into his lie?
His kisses have started to trail down my hairline towards my neck. “I can think of something we could do… or things I could do to you.” Despite the confusion pooling into my stomach, my skin flushes like a fever at his wet mouth marking my skin. Stupid body.
Caden lied to me. Caden isn’t a cop anymore? Why would he lie to me? Why would he keep lying to me?
The same reason he has always lied to you…
Now I’m fucking angry. He fucking lied to me. Again. This is going to stop. Right now.
No, I’m not running. I’m sick to all hell of running. And I’m sick to hell of all these goddamn lies. A buzz of anger rumbles under my body. I push him away from my mouth, hard. He flinches and frowns at me. “What’s wrong with you?” It’s the first time I have rejected his advances.
I’m going to confront him all right. But I’m not doing it empty handed.
I force a smile to my face. “I saw a shooting range downstairs. I remember seeing it when I walked around yesterday.”
“You want to do some target practice?” Caden’s frown deepens at me. Is that a suspicious look in his eyes? I need to keep myself acting normal. Just for now.
“Yes,” I say, thankful that my voice is becoming steady again. “I thought I should keep my practice up seeing as Jacob is getting closer to finding me. You know, just in case I need to defend myself.”
“You don’t need to defend yourself. You have me.”
I raise an eyebrow at him. “You scared I’m a better marksman than you?”
Caden chuckles and it reverberates through my whole body, sounding like a rumble of thunder. “What do we have here? A kitten who thinks she’s a tiger?” He leans down to nibble at my ear. “I’m not scared of you.”
Maybe you should be. I push him back away from me. I don’t want his lips on me. Any affection towards me makes it hard to keep my anger hidden. And I need to stay calm and in control. I need him to believe that nothing’s wrong. “So how about it then?” I ask. “A little friendly competition?”
“What’s the competition?”
“A round each. One point for every bullseye. Highest scorer wins.”
“And what do they win?”
“Name your prize.”
“You, naked and bound to my bed.”
I flush with heat then with annoyance. “You don’t need to win a competition to get that.” I give it to you anyway.
“You’re the only thing here worth fighting for.” There’s a seriousness in his eyes as he says this. I study his face. He isn’t lying about his feelings for me. I don’t doubt that anymore. So why is he lying to me about this?
I clear my throat. “And if I win−”
“Sorry, but you won’t win.”
I scowl at him. “When I win−”
“So confident for such a little thing.”
“I want you to answer my question honestly.”
“What question?”
“Whatever question I decide to ask.”
“That’s not fair. You have to name your question now.”
“I thought I wasn’t going to win?”
“You won’t.”
“Then what does it matter what question it is?”
He lets his eyes roam over my face. “Okay.” He leans down to my mouth and sucks my bottom lip into his. Inside a war occurs between my lust and my anger.
Hurt him.
Kiss him back.
My body floods with heat. One thing’s for sure. My body will always be on Caden’s side. When my lip pops free of his, he mumbles against my mouth. “You’re on.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
In the downstairs of Caden’s mansion there’s a small shooting range, a single lane with glass-paneled sides. At the end is the target, a black silhouette with bullseye rings on white. A cabinet hangs on one wall containing several pistols and bullets, and next to it on the wall are hooks holding earmuffs and plastic goggles.
I struggle to steady my breath. Under my skin my shock over what Mick has revealed to me has turned to an icy cold rage. Caden is still lying to me. He lied to me again – and after what we went through. After how far we’ve come.
He’s not going to know what hit him.
I study the guns and pull out an unloaded Glock 22 then grab for a box of bullets.
He reaches for it. “Here, let me help you.”
I snatch the box away from his hand. “I know how to load a weapon.”
He holds up his hands in surrender. “By all means.”
I bring the gun and bullets over to the bench in the shooting booth and start loading the gun. “We’ll use the same gun and empty a full round, one at a time.”
Caden leans against the booth partition, watching me. He seems amused. He probably thinks I’m taking this little competition too seriously. Oh, shit just got serious all right.
I slam the magazine in with a loud click.
His grin widens. “Please, ladies first.”
Still being a gentleman. Still a lying sack of shit.
I hold the gun firmly in my hands and glare at him. Then I raise it towards the target. I aim and squeeze the trigger. The first bullet fires and hits the bullseye at the other end of the target. That’s right, Caden, I’m a perfect fucking shot.
“Not bad,” Caden admits.
I snort. “That’s one thing you’re about to learn about me. I never miss.”
As I take several steps away from him I swing the gun around to point at him.
He laughs. The fucker. “What are you doing?”
“You are going to answer my goddamn questions or I’m going to put a bullet in you.”
He hasn’t moved from his spot. He doesn’t look worried at all. “What is this about?”
“Are you or aren't you a cop?”
The slight widening of his eyes is the only reaction I get. He is very good at keeping his secrets. “You haven’t won the competition yet,” he says slowly.
“This gun pointed at your chest says I don’t fucking have to.”
“You won't shoot me.”
I narrow my eyes at him. I shift the weapon to the right and squeeze. The gun goes off with a bang. He flinches as the bullet grazes his arm, leaving a line of red showing through his dark shirt, and embeds in the far wall.
“The next one goes in your muthafucking shoulder, the one after that goes in your chest.”
“Okay, okay.” Caden raises his hands in surrender. For a moment he just stares at me with mournful eyes. “You’re right. I used to be a cop but not anymore.”
“Muthafucking liar!” I scream. I aim the gun right over his heart. “Why did you lie to me? Why?”
“How did you find out?”
“I’m the one asking the questions. Why did you lie?”
“I didn’t think you’d understand then. I wanted to tell you. I was going to.”
“Understand what?”
“This doesn’t change anything. Just because I don’t have a badge, I’m still going to keep you safe. You can still trust me.”
“Understand. What?”
“Do you remember the first thing I said to you?”
“What has that got to do with anything?”
“You’ll see, I promise. Just please answer me.”
I glare at him with suspicion and rack my memory of that night we met in Bound.
I’m left with him. He still hasn’t broken eye contact with me.
I hear a little voice in me begging me to be the first to look away. Play it cool. I snap out of my reverie and lean one elbow against the bar so that my other hip rolls out, something I know showcases my small waist.
“So I guess I owe you a thanks then, huh?” I tilt my head down so that my hair falls across one eye and look up at him. I give him my fake name just quiet enough so that he has to lean in to hear it. Now that he’s right where I want him, I hold out my hand and give him my slowest, sexiest smile – the one I reserve for when I want to impress, the one that never fails to have a man eating out of my palm.
He laughs.
The prick laughs at me.
I’m so shocked I just blink at him like an idiot, my hand still stuck out like a misplaced limb. What. The. Fuck.
Then he smiles at me as if I’ve just told him a joke. “Sorry, honey. I’m telling you now, I’d be bad for you. You don’t want to mess around with me. I just thought I’d do my moral duty and help out.”
He shakes his head. “That’s not the first thing I said to you.”
“My memory is perfectly fi−”
“It’s okay. I’ve got you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
I frown. Why do those words seem familiar?
“It’s okay. I’ve got you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.”
The blood drains from my face and I feel lightheaded. “W-what did you just say?”
“It’s okay. I’ve got you. I won’t let anything happen to you… You don’t remember me.”
My mouth drops open as the memory flows through me.
The sound of gunfire sounds like it is moving away from me. I hear the sounds of boots running across the floor reverberating in my ear. I keep hearing voices yelling out, “Clear.”
When I peek up through my eyelashes there’s a man leaning over me. His face is obstructed by the heavy duty helmet that he wears, a large black helmet with thick goggles. I can barely hear him over the shouts and noise around us. I see the large white letters across his vest saying “Police”. He yells out to someone that I’m alive. He scoops an arm under my limp body. I try to stand to help him, but my legs don’t work.
“You’re okay,” he says as he bundles me into his arms. “I’ve got you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“Promise?” I whisper into his neck, tears squeezing through my eyelids.
“I promise. Just keep your eyes shut and hang on, okay?”
I nod and pull myself tighter into his neck. He stands and I feel us lift. He feels like he stands a thousand feet tall, holding me up and away from everything. Shouts and gunshots and death everywhere. Everywhere. But they’re starting to fade. But for the first time in a long time, wrapped in these strong arms of a stranger, I feel safe.
“You… you carried me out of that warehouse.”
He nods. “You were still a girl then but such a little fighter. I saw you attack Jacob just before we burst into the warehouse. Even when he had a gun in your face you didn’t break.” He steps forward and I step back.
“W-what kind of trick is this?”
“No trick. I was part of the team sent to retrieve you. Don’t you see, kitten? I’ve been on your side from the beginning. I’m still on your side. It doesn’t matter that I’m not officially a police officer anymore.”
I realize now why that sense of safety has always cloaked me whenever Caden is around. I realize why I felt like I could trust him even as I couldn’t trust any other man. Some part of me recognized him.
“What about the cop you attacked? I know about him. He was your teammate.”
“He was working for Jacob. He’s the reason your safehouse to courthouse route was compromised. I had no solid proof, but I just knew he was involved. I confronted him. We argued. He tried to shoot me but I got in first. I didn’t kill him, just disarmed him. I argued self-defense, but he claimed it was me who was working for Jacob. It was my word against his. There was an investigation, but it turned up nothing. I was cleared but… I couldn’t stay part of a system that let evil men go free.”
Something clicked into place. “This is why you went after the men who killed your family only three years ago. You left the force. You stopped playing by the law’s rules.”
He nods. “In some ways, what happened with you and your kidnapping and my teammate… freed me.”
“So this whole time you’ve been acting on some personal vendetta against Jacob. Don’t you think I’d understand wanting vengeance? Instead you thought it was better that I thought that this was your job?”
“I’m sorry I lied to you,” he says. “I thought you would be more cooperative if you thought I was a cop. I was just trying to keep you safe.”
“You should have told me everything from the start.”
“Would you have come with me willingly?”
“Maybe. Yes. I don’t know.”
“Please lower the gun.”
“How can I still trust you after I’ve caught you in another lie?”
“Have I tried to hurt you while you’ve been here? Have I put you in any danger? Have I ever done anything apart from trying to keep you safe?”
“No.”
“So how can you ask me that?” Anger clouds his question. He steps forward so that the barrel rests on his chest. I remember the last time I had a gun to his chest. I couldn’t shoot then.
“I’m glad you found out,” he says. “I hated lying to you. But you have to know, everything I do, I do because I want to protect you, keep you safe. I do it because I think it’s best. You may disagree with me, and I’m sorry that you had to find out this way. But I won’t apologize for wanting to keep you safe.”
In some strange way I understand why he did what he did.
“I’m still angry at you.”
“That’s fine. I don’t expect you to forgive me straight away.”
I lower the gun and he steps forward to fill the space before me. He pulls the gun from my hands and places it aside on the bench. He leans in close and tangles his fingers in the hair around my neck. “You are my family. You are my only family. I will do whatever it takes to protect you. Yes, I’m going after Jacob for me, but I’m doing it for you, too.”
I pull back and study the line of blood on his arm. “I shot you.”
“Yeah, you did. Ruined my shirt.”
“I’m sorry. Does it hurt?”
He shrugs. “It’s just a graze.”
I study him. I picture him with a riot helmet on and goggles. It is him. I recognize the wide jaw and that golden skin. Why hadn’t I see it before? “I can’t believe you were the one who pulled me from the warehouse three years ago.”
He picks me up in his arms and I yelp in surprise. “As I recall, it went something like this.”
I wrap my arms around his neck and close my eyes. I breathe in the smell of wood smoke, and the feeling of safety is perfect. When I remember that terrible ordeal of being caught again by Jacob it doesn’t seem so bad. Because now Caden is in that memory. When I think of being kidnapped by Jacob I remember being rescued by Caden.
“You were so small, so light, such a skinny little thing,” he says. “But you were such a fighter. A survivor. I think I started to fall for you a little that day.”
My heart stutters with happiness.
He continues, “I told you that I wouldn’t let anything happen to you. You believed me then, so completely. So why can’t you believe me now?”
“I do. I trust that you won’t hurt me. I trust you’ll protect me. But I don’t trust you won’t lie to me.”
The intensity of his stare almost undoes me. “I will do anything to protect you. Anything. Including lie to you if I think that’s what it’ll take. I won’t apologize for that.”
“Is that why you won’t tell me why you have all those rules? You think you’re protecting me?”
He winces and looks away. The sadness that shines through his eyes is greater than I have seen from him before and suddenly I am terrified of the answer. Maybe I don’t want to know why he won’t let me touch him. “Please, kitten. The answer to that is… painful for me. Let me tell you in my own time.”
I stare at him for the longest time. I could push the issue but… I can see in his eyes the raw deep hurt. I know if I push it now and force him to tell me, he might not forgive me.
“You can put me down now. I must be getting heavy.”
He hums. “You have put some weight on over the years.” I jab him in the arm and he laughs. “Truthfully, you weigh next to nothing. I’d carry you to the other side of the world if I had to.”
“To the other side?”
“Well, at least to Africa.”
“I’ve always wanted to see Africa.”
“Maybe we could go see it one day. Together.” He nuzzles his nose in my hair. “Have I ever told you how sexy you look pointing a gun at me?”
“You want me to do it more often?”
“You should.”
“You’re strange,” I say, as he licks along my neck. That and the adrenaline coursing through my body sends a rush of wetness between my legs. I shiver. “But I like strange.” I lean in for a kiss. The familiar ache begins to build as his tongue explores my mouth and his arms crush me to him.
The kiss deepens. He staggers back. I know he’s aiming for the bench. I feel his jolt when he hits the table with his thighs. He is about to sit me on the table when I realize…
“Caden, the bullets!”
He looks down over my shoulder to the box of bullets he was about to sit me on. “Oh. Right.”
With one sweep of his hand, the box goes flying across the room in a shower of pinging metal.
I raise an eyebrow at him. “Was that really necessary?”
He grins. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”
I roll my eyes.
But I forget my annoyance when he puts his mouth on me again. He sits me down on the edge of the bench then moves around to stand between my legs. I wrap my legs around his waist. We both moan as the softness between my legs comes to rest on his growing hardness. My body is on fire. My legs are shaking around him. How is it possible that I want him more than I’ve ever wanted him?
He is my man. My savior. He has been protecting me longer than I have known. Ever since the first time we met three years ago and he carried me out of that warehouse in his arms.
He tears his mouth from me and I whimper. He smirks at my attempts to capture his mouth again. Smug bastard. I grab his face to force it closer but he grabs my wrists in his hands and pushes them behind me. He collects both my wrist in one of his hands and holds them there.
Normally I would just give in. But I’m done giving in. I struggle to get my hands free. His grin widens when he realizes I’m fighting back.
But he’s too strong. I can’t get loose of his hands.
In one swift move he pulls my shirt up over my breasts. The air rushes around my bare torso. “Caden,” I gasp.
This position makes my back arch and he eyes my breasts encased in my black lacy bra. With his free hand he frees one of my breasts even as I struggle. But when his mouth closes over my breast and his tongue swirls against my nipple I can’t help but give in to the wave of pleasure coaxing me to surrender. I let out a moan as he bites my nipple with his teeth.
“Good lord. I’m so sorry, sir.”
I’m snapped out of my reverie by Wylie’s voice at the door of the shooting room. Crap. I let out a squeak and try to pull my bra back up over my breast. This task is thoroughly impeded by the fact that I have Caden still attached to it. I shove his face away and cover myself.
Wylie starts to back out of the room, his eyes averted, bless him. “I heard a gunshot. I just wanted to make sure everything was alright.”
“No, it’s fine. We’re done here. Kitten, you done here?”
Without even waiting for me to reply he stands, picks me up and throws me over his shoulder. I let out a small cry. “What are you doing? Put me down, you Neanderthal.”
Caden doesn’t answer. He strides across the room towards the door. I can feel him chuckling the whole way.
He moves past Wylie, who has jumped out of his way. “Sorry about the mess. She knocked all those bullets to the floor.”
“Clearly.”
“Liar!” I cry out.
“I’ll tidy it up,” Wylie says. “Do you realize you’re bleeding, sir?”
“It’s fine. I’m fine.”
“Alright then. Good to see you… smiling again, sir.”
Color me mortified.



Chapter Twenty-Three
Caden
I kick open the door to my bedroom. It’s dim in here, the fading sunlight filtering through the slit in the curtains, but I don’t turn on the light. She’s still hanging over my shoulder, my little ball of indignant kitten, yelling at me to put her down and hitting me. Little girl. If only she knew how much she was turning me on with her little hands curling into fists swatting at my ass and her voice threatening all sorts of things.
I pause to slam the door and I stride into the room. I can feel her wriggling to get a good look around. I stand at the foot of my bed and dump her on the mattress. She turns and hits me on my chest. “Brute.”
I grab her right arm. “It got you where I wanted you. It seems lately just asking isn’t cutting it.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means you’ve been a hell of a lot more argumentative with me lately.”
“Have not. Let go of me.” She lets out a little grunt of annoyance and hits me with her left hand as she struggles to free her other hand.
“You got claws now, have you?”
“Maybe I’m just sick of being nice to you. Deal with it.”
“I didn’t say I didn’t like it.” I pull her against me so that she can feel my erection through my pants. “Maybe I like it just a little too much.”
In the dark I can see her eyes widen. Perhaps she can hear the honey in my voice or perhaps she can see the wolfish way I size her up, because she seems to finally realize that all of this is turning me on and I want more of it. Yes, she understands. I nod slowly. “Do you remember the safe word?”
She gives me a small smirk. “Do you?” Suddenly I feel a sharp sting on my left cheek. She slapped me. Not too hard but it still stings. Why you little…
She uses my surprise to scoot away from me across the bed. She huddles by the pillows staring at me wide-eyed.
I chuckle as I brush my cheek with my fingers. “You are going to be so… so… sorry you did that.” I start to fold up the sleeves of my long-sleeved dress-shirt to the elbows. Her pretty little lips have parted and her breathing has become audible.
I launch myself across the mattress at her. She tries to scramble off the bed, but I catch her by the arm and fling her onto the mattress on her back. She lashes out with a closed fist, catching me on my lip. I let go of her as I taste blood. I lick it off my lip and grin as she rolls aside. My body rushes with adrenaline and raw hot lust.
She makes a run for the door. But I’m too fast for her. My hand slams the door shut and I press up behind her, crushing her to the door. I slide my hands around her, one hand finding her throat and the other slipping down her pants between her legs. Her slit is already wet as sin. Oh little girl. I lean down to her ear. “I am going to do such terrible things to your beautiful little body.”
She shudders and moans and begs me to stop. But even as she does she pushes her greedy hips towards me, begging for more of my fingers. I reach into her shirt to find those soft, tempting breasts. I snarl when the stupid bra gets in the way. Too much clothing. Way too much clothing.
I plunge two fingers into her wetness to anchor her to me. I curl my fingers around and thrum the tips against her sensitive ridge. She starts moaning and her legs are shaking, telling me that I found the right spot. With her distracted, I yank off her shirt and unclip her bra, tossing these restrictive unnecessities aside.
I pull my fingers from her and spin her around so she bangs up against the door. I hold her there with my forearm firmly against her throat. She yelps but it turns to a moan when I cover her nipple with my mouth. I slip my hand beside us and run it along the door until I find the lock. I turn the key and pull it out, slipping it into my pocket. My tongue flicks furiously across her nipple as I unzip her pants. They drop to the floor with a satisfying whoosh. I can’t help but bite her nipple. “Oh God,” she cries out and her hips buck towards me.
My cock twitches. I bite her again getting the same unrestrained reaction from her. Something wild and feral growls inside me. I just want to tear her apart. I’ve always been so soft with her, so gentle and loving, keeping this animal inside at bay so as not to hurt her. But here I am hurting her a little and she wants more.
God help us both.
I take my arm off her throat and grab at her underwear. She catches me off guard with a kick to the chest and I tumble back.
She turns and grabs the door handle. It turns with a click – click but the door doesn’t open. I start laughing. Yes, little girl. It’s locked. “I don’t think you’ve realized yet that there’s nowhere for you to run.”
She turns and presses her body flat up against the door. Her near-naked body shakes like she’s afraid, but her eyes are shiny with exhilaration.
I push myself to my feet. Then I say low and soft, like I’m seducing her, “I’m going to make you so sorry.”
I watch her shiver as my words caress her and her nipples harden further. I have her just where I want her. Almost. I unbuckle my belt and slide it from my pants. I hear a soft moan slip through that sweet mouth of hers as her eyes, two hungry little orbs, rest on my belt. I raise an eyebrow at her. But she doesn’t see it. She’s still watching the piece of leather in my hands. I look down at the belt and snap it taut. I look up in time to see her whole body shiver. Interesting…
I push the end of the belt through the buckle and make a loop. Then I stare at her until her gaze is caught in mine. I launch at her. She darts aside, slipping under my arm. My little girl. There’s nowhere for you to run. My body rushes with the power of being the predator.
She runs to the other side of my small breakfast table so that it’s between us. I move to one side, but she skips around too, keeping the table between us. I dart to the other side, but she, too, changes direction. As she runs, her bare breasts bounce and I get glimpses of her rounded ass in those black lacy panties. My cock twitches again at me, demanding the satisfaction of plunging into her tight wet pussy. I need it now.
I growl in frustration. Without thinking, I grab the table with one hand and throw it aside and out of the way. It crashes across the floor. She lets out a gasp and for a second we both stand still, our chests heaving. There’s nothing left between us.
This time, when I lunge for her, I catch her. I throw her back onto the mattress and hold her down by covering her body with mine. She struggles to get away, but I know I’m too strong for her. She knows it, too. But she still tries to fight me off.
I grab both her hands in one of mine, raising them above her head and pushing them down to the mattress. With my other hand I push the belt loop down over her hands. In one swift move, I pull on the end, tightening the loop down onto her wrists, and close off the belt. She looks up towards her hands, testing them. I push myself up onto my knees and for a split second I allow myself to admire the way her firm little body looks from above, clothed just in lace panties.
But not for long. She’s already scooting away.
I grab her thighs and flip her over to her stomach. She lets out a cry of surprise. I grab the sides of her underwear and watch, amused, as she pulls herself out of them in an attempt to get away.
Naked, wriggling kitten. The best kind.
She catches me off guard and one of her legs kicks me in the stomach. I growl and grab her ankle. Still holding her I step to the floor on the side of the bed and yank her towards me, her legs parting around me. She is less nimble with her hands belted together. I drop to my knees and with my hands on her hips, I pull her onto my tongue.
“Oh God, Caden.” She groans out my name and the last of my sanity snaps. I pull her thighs further apart with my hands as I lick her first at her entrance, then down to her clit. I cannot get enough of her. I cannot bury my tongue deep enough into her sweet center.
“Please stop. Please. Don’t do that,” she moans even as she pushes herself back onto me. As I tongue her, one of my hands are busy undoing my pants. I don’t think she even notices. Her moaning gets louder and her hips start jerking, letting me know that she’s close. I smile to myself as I pull my mouth away. I’m such an asshole. I’m rewarded with such a needy groan that it causes me to smirk.
“Why did you stop?”
I stand up, my pants drop and my cock springs free. I slap her on one of her rounded ass cheeks, snapping her out of her little pleasure-haze.
“Ow, what was that for?”
“You speak only when you’re spoken to.” I slap her again, making sure to hit the same spot. I know that the fiery sting will be twice as bad.
“Bastard,” she growls out and tries to scramble away before I can slap her again.
With my hands on her hips I yank her back against my cock making her belted arms stretch out in front of her. In this position her ass makes a lovey rounded peach against me. She lets out a moan before she remembers the game and starts trying to scramble away on her knees again.
“You don’t fucking learn, do you?” I scoop one forearm under her hips, keeping her from going anywhere. With my other hand I position myself at her entrance. She is so soft and so wet against my sensitive head that I almost lose the plot right then and there. I grab her by the back of her head, twisting my fingers into her beautiful thick hair. I pull back a little firmly, just enough to make her back arc and her ass stick up into the air. “Tell me,” I say, “who ultimately has control.”
“You.”
“Really?”
I hold her there, listening to her hard breaths and her tiny whimpers. I hold her there to remind her who really has control. I want so badly to plunge right into her. All I have to do is thrust forward. But I don’t. I wait.
Finally, she lets out an exasperated grunt and pushes back onto me, just a little. Giving me the ‘yes’ I need. Telling me she wants this. Telling me she’s mine. I rock into her in one deep thrust. She lets out a cry that joins my low groan.
God. Damn.
I start to fuck her and fuck her hard. She struggles against me, kicking out at me and yelling at me to get off her. I pull back harder on her hair, but that only serves to make her groan. Between every curse, she moans and every single one causes the hairs on my neck to rise. As she tightens around me her movements become wilder. “Stop it. Please. Don’t. Oh. God.” Her words come out in short pants as I slam into her.
She comes on a curse word, her body tensing then going limp with pleasure, her muscles trembling around me… Thank God. I couldn’t have held on for much longer. I let go. My world goes bright for a long moment as my body seizes with my own pleasure. Then I collapse.
I shift myself to her side so that she doesn’t have to take my weight. She’s shaking. At first I think she’s still riding down the wave of her climax. Then I hear a sob and realize she’s crying. Oh shit.
“Kitten, what’s wrong?” My hands grab at the belt at her wrists to let her go. With her hands free she curls herself into a ball on her side. I don’t know what to do. I touch her hair. Shit, what have I done? “Jesus, did I hurt you? I’m sorry. I thought you were enjoying it. You didn’t say the safe word. I didn’t know to stop.”
She shakes her head and still the sobbing continues. “Y-you didn’t hurt me.”
“Then what’s wrong? Tell me.” I pull her, still in a ball, into my lap. I hold her as gently as possible, afraid that if I touch her too hard it will break her further.
She takes a deep breath and I give her a minute so she can compose herself.
“That’s what I should have done,” she whispers. “I should have fought back with Jacob. But I just… I just let him…” She dissolves into tears again.
The sound tears my fucking heart out and red bleeds into my vision. My hands crack into fists. I force myself to relax them. I cannot touch her with angry hands. I won’t.
“I stayed for too long,” she mumbles. “I let him turn me into this… this… weak…”
I shush at her. “That’s not important. What’s important is you left. In the end, you were strong enough to do what was right.”
I coax her chin from out of her knees with my fingers. Her sad wet eyes find mine in the dimness and I have to fight the wave of rage that threatens to overpower me. “Listen to me. You’ve been to hell and back at the hands of a monster. A manipulative bastard who is an expert at slowly pushing women down so he can control them. Most women would have crumbled under him but you… you chose to stand up against him in the end. You did what was right. Even knowing he’d come after you. And that is what matters. You’re not a victim. You’re a survivor.”
As I finish, the hope that begins to glimmer in her eyes makes my chest swell.
“Like you…” she says.
“Like me?”
“You’re not a victim either. You’re a survivor, too.”
“I’m… a survivor.” I say these words slowly, like I’m trying to taste them. “A survivor. I like how you see me.”
She gives me a smile even though she stays in her ball on my lap. It’s a small smile and full of pain. She is broken just like I am, but we are fixing each other.
I press my forehead down to hers. “Kitten, I’m going to find him and I’m going to make him pay for hurting you. For every ounce of pain you’ve felt, I’m going to give him ten. Every tear you’ve shed, I’m going to match with his blood. And when I’m done with him, I will drag his broken body to lie at your feet. So you can finish him and watch the life drain from his eyes. This I promise you.”
* * *
Kitten
“This I promise you.”
The dark intensity in Caden’s eyes as he promises to butcher Jacob for me should scare me. It would scare a normal person. But I am not normal. Neither is Caden.
Instead it touches a part of me deep down, a part that I would never want to admit to anyone else… that I dream of being the one to push the knife into Jacob’s heart, to cut it in half like he did mine. And to watch the life in his eyes dim as his vital organs fail, his arteries desperately trying to keep the flow of lifeblood going through his poisoned veins.
“You… you would do that for me?” I whisper.
He grabs the back of my neck as he sometimes does, his large palm engulfing it and his fingers wrapping around to rest at the edge of my throat. “I would do anything for you. Anything.” The ferocity in which he says this makes me believe it down to my soul.



Chapter Twenty-Four
“Mick?”
Mick curses through the phone. “Thank God you’re okay. What the hell happened?”
“You’re right, he’s not a cop. I confronted him, but he explained everything to me.”
“And you believe him?”
“He saved my life, Mick. He’s not by-the-book, but that’s okay. I trust him.”
“I don’t like this, kid. Tell me where you are.”
“I can’t. I’m sorry. Just know I’m safe.”
There’s a long pause. I can feel he’s debating on whether he’s going to keep arguing with me or not. Finally he sighs. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“Thank you for being such a good friend, Mick.”
He grunts. “Sure. It’s nothing. You gonna give me your number?”
I smile. “Why, you wanna setup a weekly phone date?”
He grunts. “No. But just in case.”
I probably shouldn’t, but I give him the number of my burn phone.
“You call me soon to let me know you’re okay. Don’t give an old man another reason to worry, right?”
“Okay.”
“You’re not coming back, are you?”
“I can’t. There’s someone from my past… he’s after me. Caden’s keeping me safe.”
There’s a pause, then, “Okay. If that’s what you have to do. At least I don’t have to have you embarrassing me with those girlie punches of yours anymore.”
I laugh.
“The guys here’ll miss you, though.”
I smile even though my chest hurts a little. “I’ll miss you too, Mick.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
When I wake the next morning, I reach out for Caden, but my hands find cold sheets instead. I jolt to sitting, wondering for a moment whether last night was a dream. But I’m here in Caden’s room, sitting upright in the middle of his dark cherry wood poster bed. Caden isn’t here, but the sheets still smell like him. I notice a small slip of paper on his pillow. I pick it up and I laugh out loud when I see what he has written in his cursive handwriting:
I have to work to do, so I’ll be in my office all day… have dinner with me tonight? 7pm?
It’s a note. Like the ones he used to leave for me. But… different. This note doesn’t tell me where and when to meet him, it asks me if I will. Things are finally changing between us.
I find a notepad and pen in one of the drawers. I write him a note back.
Still in just a dressing gown I tiptoe down the hall to where I know his office is. I fold the piece of paper and slip it under his door. Grinning, I run lightly to my room.
I take a long hot shower, letting the water soothe my body. I have slight bruises around my neck and my wrists from Caden. The insides of my thighs are tender. One of my ass cheeks is red and sore. I touch these parts of myself tenderly and a small smile rises to my face. Lust throbs between my legs as I remember last night.
I frown when I remember how I reacted. I thought I had moved past all of this darkness. Obviously not. I didn’t realize how much anger and self-blame I still carried around until last night.
I thought I had dealt with my past; turns out I had been suppressing it instead. A part of me thought I could have suppressed all these emotions forever. How naïve of me. Eventually I had to pay the price. Eventually I had to face the darkness.
Just like Caden. He faces his darkness every day.
Sometimes the ones with the darkest pasts are the ones with more depth. The broken souls are the ones with more facets, more complexity, more sides to them. This makes us oddly shaped souls, but it means that only certain souls can fit with us. But when they fit, they fit forever. Like two complete pieces. Caden and my connection binds us across our darkest parts, not just our lightness.
I remember Caden’s words to me last night. “You’re not a victim. You’re a survivor.”
Yes, I am. Even though I may not have fought against Jacob, I survived him. Caden helped me to see this.
When I get out of the shower I dry my hair in the bathroom before stepping out into my room and heading to my cupboard. When I open the door something small and white flutters out the ground. It’s a note. I repress a smile as I pick it up. In my note to Caden earlier I had written:
Depends… what’s on the menu?
I open his reply.
You.
I can’t help but laugh out loud. I clasp a hand over my mouth and gaze around the room. Is he still here? My body flushes. He was in this room when I was showering. I had left the bathroom door open. Did he see me in the shower, naked? Did he watch me before he placed his note where he knew I would find it? Just the thought makes me flush.
Before I head to breakfast, I stop by his office and slip him this:
Yes. As long as you clean up afterwards.
I’m not surprised when this note arrives at breakfast.
I will. With my tongue.
Oh. Dear. God.



Chapter Twenty-Six
That night Caden dishes out everything he promised. He has a dinner for two set up in his room. Then afterwards a platter of fruit, marshmallows and melted chocolate. Some of the dessert we eat. Most of it gets rubbed and licked off my body.
I shower then we settle into sleep after our lovemaking. I sigh happily as he holds me from behind. Could this day be like every day in our new relationship? Could I really stay this happy? I ignore the niggles that don’t quite make our situation perfect; what happens when I get bored of just reading during the day, or wandering his mansion, or training in the gym, or helping Wylie around the house? Will I be able to leave this mansion? Can I get a job? What about friends? I can’t stay here forever.
I push these thoughts away. I don’t want to ruin this moment. And I tumble into a restless sleep.
Later, I am woken up by a noise. When I peek over, Caden is climbing out of bed and creeping towards the door to his bedroom. He’s sneaking out. Where is he going?
He closes the door behind him with a click. I jump out of bed, grabbing the dressing gown that’s hanging over the back over the chair and tie it over my naked body.
Despite the advances Caden and I have made in our relationship over the last forty-eight hours, old habits die hard. I know he’s still keeping things from me. I want to know where he’s going at this time of the night.
I turn the handle and peek out of the door. I can see his silhouette striding down the hallway away from me. I slip out of his bedroom, leaving the door open a crack behind me. I slide along the wall, crouched over, barefoot and walking as lightly as I can on the hallway carpet, one eye on Caden’s retreating figure, one eye on the side tables and display cases along the hall waiting to trip me up. Up ahead he reaches the end of the corridor where it splits into two arms. As he turns the corner he turns his head back. I duck down behind a side table, holding my breath and hoping he didn’t see me.
After a few seconds I peer out but he’s already gone. I slip out from my hiding spot and run lightly to the end of the corridor. Everything in this large house is deathly quiet except for the thud of my heartbeat and my unsteady breathing.
At the corner, I peer round just in time to see him disappear into a room. It’s his office. He’s going into his office.
My curiosity tugs me along the hallway to his office door, a strip of light shining from underneath. I look down to the keyhole, but unfortunately it’s not one I can peek through. I settle for pressing my ear to the door. I hold my breath, straining to hear what Caden is doing inside.
The door opens and I fall through. Caden grabs me by the arm to stop me from falling. Or to stop me from running.
Shit. He’s staring down at me and I can’t read the expression on his face. Quick, say something. “Um, hi.”
He raises an eyebrow. “Following me?”
“I wasn’t following you I, um, was just passing by on my way to… water I was going to get water and…”
He doesn’t believe me. I can tell by the look on his face. He stares at me for a moment as if deciding what punishment should befit my crime. Then he sighs. “You going to come in or not?”
“Really?”
He gives me a half smile. “There are things about me I haven’t told you. Yet. But I don’t want to hide anything from you. Not anymore.”
He’s finally letting me in. I can’t help the smile on my face. “Okay. Let me come in.”
I frown when he doesn’t move from the door. “I just need to warn you.”
“Warn me about what?”
“I don’t want you to freak out.”
“Why would I freak out?”
He shrugs. “This is all related to Jacob and the Tyrells. You just need to be prepared, okay?”
“Okay.”
He gives me a dubious look.
I tsk with impatience. “I won’t freak out, I promise.”
He sighs again. Then he steps aside and I walk in.
My senses go into overload. There’s so much going on in here that I’m not sure where to look.
On the far wall are TV monitors, each of them showing a different section of the mansion. On the desk in front of the monitors are two large computer screens and a keyboard and mouse. The rest of the walls are covered in maps, grainy pictures of faces, cars, planes and buildings, and curling pieces of yellow notepaper. Tables line one wall, and across them are piles of papers and documents and folders. On a section of one wall is a large whiteboard covered in photos of men, connected by lines and surrounded by names and notes. I recognize Jacob and his father and brother near the top. Then there’s me. Photos of me similar to the ones I found in his room take up another section. On another section of wall it looks like a timeline that snakes down from the top left to the bottom right marked with various colored pens.
I am stunned into silence as I spin round and round looking at this room. Everything starts to blur and I feel dizzy and I realize I’m not breathing. I stop spinning and inhale loudly. “Oh my God. What the hell is this?”
“I knew you’d freak out.”
“I’m not freaking out.”
“Class A freaking out.”
“Okay fine. I’m freaking out.” I turn to him and take another breath to try to steady myself. “What…? How…?” God, I don’t even know what I want to ask. This thing that Caden has with Jacob and the Tyrells… it’s an obsession.
“It’s not like I put all this up overnight.”
“No, you’ve been hunting him for three years. Three long years.”
He turns me gently with his hands on my shoulders. His eyes probe mine, begging me to understand. “Before you came along, finding and killing Jacob Tyrell was my only purpose. I had nothing else to live for. Until you… you gave me another reason to live. And a reason to live even after I find him and kill him.”
“What did he do to you?”
He pauses just a second too long. “This is… was… is my job. To catch this evil bastard.”
I shake my head and gaze across the walls of his obsession. I walk up to a section and brush my fingers over the pieces of paper like irregular scales of a fish. There is great passion here, great hate. A deep and burning anger. This isn’t just a “job”.
“No.” I turn back to him to gauge his reaction. “This looks… feels… personal.”
Caden turns away from me. He doesn’t answer, but I can tell that I’ve hit a nerve from the tension in his shoulders.
A terrible thought strikes me. What if he never catches Jacob? Will I spend the rest of our time together always coming in second? Will I have to watch him sneak out of our bed to hide in this room every night?
Or what if he catches Jacob and Jacob wins?
My heart drops to my stomach and I feel sick. This obsession could tear us apart. I can see it now… this vendetta, his obsessive hatred splashed across these walls, this obsession will be the end of us. The real end of us. Either he’ll die or we will.
I turn away from Caden so he can’t read the emotions that I’m sure are flashing across my face.
My eyes come to rest upon a calendar on the wall. It reminds me of my calendar that I used to keep track of my nightmares in. Except this one has one red circle mark. I step closer. The red-marked day is not in the past. It’s in two days’ time. I freeze as I eye the date. There’s something… familiar about that date… I remember…
That is the anniversary of my escaping police custody. In two days I’ll have been on the run for exactly three years.
Is this when he started his hunt? Did I have something to do with it?
“You should go back to bed,” Caden says.
“Only if you come with me.” I need to get him out of here. If I let him stay here I’ll lose him for the rest of the night.
“I’ll just be a short while.”
“Then I can wait.”
“Kitten, it’s three in the morning.”
“Exactly, Caden. It’s three in the morning. All of this can wait ‘til tomorrow.” I curl my fingers around his hands and wrist and give him a little tug. I have no chance of making him move unless he wants to. “Please?” I pull again as he looks down to me.
“Okay. Let’s go to bed.”
I force a smile to my face. I’ve won for now. But for how long?



Chapter Twenty-Seven
The next night I wake from a noise again. At first I think he is sneaking out of bed again. But I can still feel his warm body behind me. As I lay in the dark of Caden’s bedroom, it takes me a second to realize why I woke. Caden is mumbling something.
I turn to face him. “What’s wrong?”
But his eyes are closed. He’s asleep. I go to brush his hair from his forehead, but his cry causes me to halt. “No, please.”
He’s having a nightmare. Should I wake him? “Caden?” He doesn’t answer me. I can see his features are screwed up even in the dim morning light.
“Not her. Please, not her.” He thrashes, cries out again and the sound goes right through my heart like a lance. He sounds scared, helpless.
I sit up and lean over him. “Caden, wake up.”
I touch his cheek with my hand. His hand snatches out to grab my wrist and his eyes snap open. For a second he looks disorientated. His gaze flies around the room then finally settles on my face.
“It was just a nightmare. You’re okay.”
He inhales sharply and nods. But the raw pain on his face doesn’t fall away and he doesn’t loosen his grip on my wrist. God, he looks so hurt. “What can I do?” I ask.
He doesn’t say anything. He pulls me down to lie on him and buries his face in my neck, my torso and legs sprawled out along his giant body. He breathes in deeply. Then, slowly, he lets the breath out and I feel him start to relax. There’s nothing I can do but to clutch at his head and lie there.
We’ve never lain like this before. It’s always me with my back to him, or him on top of me. I like the feel of his hard body underneath me. I like that I’m the one comforting him.
“What did you dream?” I ask between pressing little kisses along his neck.
I feel him tense. He doesn’t say anything.
So I decide to talk. “I have nightmares, too. After I left Jacob it used to be almost every night. Then over the last few years it’s settled down to two or three times a month. In the dream I can never see him, but I hear his voice. Sometimes he shoots at me with a gun. Sometimes I die. Every time, there’s blood.” There’s a long pause. “You don’t have to tell me anything.”
“I…” he pauses to clear his throat. “I dream about my family… about losing them. About how I should have saved them. Sometimes I try to. Sometimes I can’t move. Every time… I fail. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”
I pull back to look at him. But he won’t meet my eye. “What if we just ran away? You and I. We could find a little cabin somewhere in the mountains. You always loved the mountains. We could forget about Jacob and go where he’ll never find us.”
“I can’t.”
“You can.”
“No. I have to finish this.”
“What if it never gets finished? What if you never find him?”
“I’ll find him. I’m close.”
“What if you do and he kills you?”
“I won’t die.”
“You might. If you keep chasing him. I might lose you.”
“You won’t lose me.”
I may already be losing you. “Please, just think about it. We could be happy, we could build a life somewhere else. Another country. Somewhere fresh. A new start. God, Wylie can come with us if you really want him to. Please. Jacob has already done enough damage to us both.”
His face hardens. “You want to spend the rest of our lives looking over our shoulders? Jumping at noises and scared of shadows, huh? Is that what you want?”
“No, of course not, but−”
“Because that’s what will happen if we walk away now.” He grabs my face between my hands and forces me to look at him. The intensity is his eyes almost makes him look insane. My stomach tightens. “Jacob will never stop looking for you. If I don’t kill him first, he’ll take you away from me. And he’s not taking another goddamn thing away from me.”
I suck in a breath. What did he do to you, Caden? What did Jacob do to you?



Chapter Twenty-Eight
The next day is beautiful. There are blue skies and not a cloud in sight. I wander the grounds on Caden’s mansion, which happen to be extensive. In a corner of the overrun back gardens I find a bunch of beautiful white wild lilies. I think about the number of empty vases I’ve seen in the house and decide to pick some of the flowers.
Later I find a vase on one of the side tables of the dining room and set about arranging the lilies in them.
“Good God.” Wylie’s voice from behind me alerts me to the fact that he just entered the room.
“Hi, Wylie,” I call over my shoulder.
“You need to get those flowers out of here.”
I snap my head around. “What?”
Wylie strides to my side. His face is startled, concerned, and he looks worried. “Immediately, madam. You have to get rid of those flowers.”
“Why?”
He grabs the vase and pulls. The water sloshes around. I pull back. “What are you doing?”
“Before the master gets here and sees it.”
“Sees what?” Caden’s voice cuts through the air.
Wylie freezes. Then turns around. He stands with his back to the vase as if he’s trying to hide the flowers. Why would he be hiding flowers? “I’m sorry, sir. She didn’t know.”
I turn too. Caden strides across the room, his face like stone. He pushes Wylie out of the way to reveal the lilies. His face pales. What is going on?
“Get them out of here.” Caden spins on his heel and storms out of the room, ignoring my calls for him to stop.
Wylie places a hand on my arm. “It’s best if you just let him alone, madam. He’ll be okay again in a few days.”
“What the hell was that about?”
He shakes his head as he gathers up the flowers. “This isn’t a good time of year for him.”
* * *
I don’t see Caden for the rest of the day. I eat dinner by myself in the large dining room, wondering if I should apologize. Wondering if I should ask him why he can’t stand the sight of lilies.
The worry grows when Caden doesn’t come to bed that night. I stay up waiting for him until I can’t keep my eyes open. I wake several times during the night, but his side of the bed remains cold. Every time, my heart sinks lower and lower.
By the morning he still hasn’t appeared. It’s barely dawn when I dress in jeans and a black shirt. I walk the hallway to his office. I knock but there’s no answer. I knock again. “Caden?” Again no answer. I test the door. Finding it unlocked I walk in. He’s not here.
I frown and step in further, hoping that there might be some answer or clue as to where he’s gone. Where do I even start? For some reason my eyes find the calendar on the wall. The red mark. It’s today. And is it a coincidence that he’s disappeared?
I check the dining room and the library. But he’s not there either. I call the number of his most recent burn phone. But no one answers. It just rings out.
Maybe he slept in another room last night? As I rush through the mansion my stomach sinks with each step and every room that I enter. He’s not here.
Oh my God. A horrifying realization dawns on me and my chest closes so tightly around my heart it almost brings me to my knees. He’s gone after Jacob. He’s gone after Jacob and he’s not coming back alive.
“Caden’s gone.”
I startle Wylie in the kitchen as he’s brewing coffee. He’s still wearing his slippers, clothed in a flannel striped bathrobe and matching pajama bottoms.
“Madam?”
“He didn’t come to bed last night and I can’t find him. I’ve searched everywhere. I’m terrified that he’s gone after…” I don’t know how much Wylie knows… “After someone bad. We have to stop him before he gets himself killed.”
“I don’t think he’s gone, madam.” Wylie’s face becomes serious. “He always lets me know before he leaves the house.”
“He’s not answering his phone. We have to find some way of tracking it. I know there has to be a way.” Maybe Mick can help?
Wylie shakes his head. “He hasn’t left the property I can assure you.”
“So where is he?”
“It’s the anniversary today… He’s never been here before during the anniversary…”
“Anniversary of what?”
“I’m sorry, but it’s not my place to say. Don’t worry about it, madam. I’ll take care of it. Just go back to your room and stay there until I tell you.”
“But−”
“Just do it. You don’t need to see this.”
I frown, but Wylie won’t answer any more questions. He just shoos me out of the kitchen.
What anniversary? What’s going on? Whatever it is, Wylie knows. Like hell I’m staying in my room.
After I leave the kitchen I don’t go back to my room as I was instructed. I hide behind a nearby corner. I follow silently as Wylie abandons his coffee and returns to his room. He reappears several minutes later, dressed hurriedly, his shirt askew, and he doesn’t have his usual jacket on. He strides through the mansion. It isn’t lost on me that I’m following someone yet again. Surely I’m getting good at this.
Despite my thudding heart and my head burning with questions, I remain patient on the surface. I creep along without making a sound and I’m careful not to leave my hiding place until I’m sure Wylie won’t suddenly stop and turn to catch me. As he walks I mentally map out where we are in the mansion.
He climbs the stairs to the second floor. His stride is hurried and purposeful, on the border of breaking into a jog. He’s in a rush. I can feel the anxiety rolling off him as he hurries through the mansion and it infects me with its jittery tension. My shoulders tighten to my ears. Where is he going? Where is Caden? And what did Wylie mean when he said he’d “take care of it”?
I peer around the corner. Wylie is moving towards Caden’s room. But Caden’s not there. Then I remember all the secret passageways and hidden rooms of this house, most of which I don’t know about. Caden must be in one of those secret spaces. But where? And why?
When Wylie walks past Caden’s bedroom door I frown. He’s not going to Caden’s bedroom. Where is he going then?
He goes all the way down the hall and stops at a closed door. I recognize this door. This is the locked room. Oh my God.
My breath catches. The locked room. What is this room? And is Caden inside?
Wylie tests the door. It’s still locked. He slides a hand in his pants pocket and pulls out a key. My eyes widen and my breath catches as Wylie slides the key in the lock and turns it. The door opens and Wylie steps in. For a moment I see the pale blue of the inside wall before Wylie shuts the door. I don’t hear it lock.
I have to get in there.
I race to the door, not bothering now to silence my footsteps. My breath is coming out in short bursts, not from exertion but from the rush of adrenaline that is running through my body. What’s inside this room? Why is it the only room that’s kept locked? What has happened to Caden? My hand trembles as I raise it to the handle. I push open the door and step inside.
Holy shit.
It’s a child’s bedroom, pale blue walls with white fluffy painted clouds. In a corner is a small bed with matching pale blue bedding. In a corner there is pile of toys on a table that have spilled over onto the floor. And there, on the floor beside the cot is Wylie kneeling down next to Caden, sprawled out on his front clothed only in dark pants, his naked back on display. His back is glorious, thick and muscled and wide. But I don’t have time to dwell on this forbidden sight. The air in here stinks sharply of alcohol. I see the half-empty bottles of scotch around him and the carpet around his chest stained with blood. To one side is a knife, the edge glistening with red.
Oh my God.
Please. He can’t be dead.
Wylie snaps his head back towards me. “Madam, you shouldn’t be here.”
I barely hear him. I’m staring at Caden. He’s all I can see, his body that I love so much, lifeless. His eyes closed. His mouth open and his cheek pressed against the carpet.
Wylie stands and grabs my arm, pulling me out of my trance. “You have to leave. He wouldn’t want you to see him like this.” Wylie’s face is grim, his lips have almost disappeared, pressed together too hard. And his eyes reflect a deep sadness.
“Is he…” My voice trails off as my throat closes up like someone is choking me. He can’t be dead. Surely. And who did this to him?
There’s a moan from Caden and we both look over. I almost fall to the ground, my knees weakening with relief. Thank God. He’s alive.
“Caden,” I cry, and I move towards him, but Wylie pulls me back.
I yank my arm away from Wylie and glare at him. “I’m not leaving him. He’s hurt. I’m helping. You’re just wasting your time if you try to argue with me. There’s nothing you can do to make me leave.”
Wylie sighs and nods. “I just need to warn you. The master won’t like you being here.”
“Then blame me. I’m not going.”
Wylie gives me a small weary smile. “You are as stubborn as he is.”
I fall to Caden’s side. My hands shake as I brush the hair from his forehead. His eyes are still closed.
Wylie drops to Caden’s other side. “Help me roll him aside. I need to check the wound.”
I tuck my hands around Caden’s hip and under his arm. His skin is smooth and he’s warm to my touch. Under my palms I can feel the thick muscles of his lats and the curve of his hard abdominal muscles. I realize this is the first time I’ve ever touched him there. The first time I have felt his hard, thick body. If I wasn’t so terrified for his life, perhaps I would have enjoyed this forbidden moment a little more.
Wylie pushes and I pull so that Caden rolls to his side with his back towards me. His body is heavy, made worse by the fact that he is completely limp. I can’t imagine how Wylie expected that he would do this on his own. As we hold Caden on his side, Wylie stares at his chest and breathes a small sigh. “It’s just a shallow wound. He’ll be fine.”
“Then why isn’t he waking? What about all this blood?”
Wylie wrinkles up his nose. “Undoubtedly it has something to do with the missing scotch in those bottles and the fact that his breath smells like a distillery.”
Caden’s just drunk. He’s passed out. And the alcohol has thinned his blood, making him bleed more. But he’s going to be fine. He’s going to be fine. We lower him back to the ground.
“Help me get him to his room,” Wylie says.
I run to the bed and yank the bed cover off.
“What are you doing?” Wylie exclaims behind me.
“We can roll him onto the blanket and slide him to the room.”
When I turn Wylie is gaping at me in horror. “We can’t disturb this−”
“He’s already disturbed the room by bleeding all over the carpet. And we can’t carry him all the way to his room.” I raise my eyebrow at Wylie. “Unless you happen to be wearing an S under that shirt.”
Wylie frowns. “I beg your pardon?”
“Superman.” I say and wait for Wylie to get the reference.
Nothing.
“Wears an S on his chest under his normal clothes.”
Still nothing.
“Superman being the comic superhero who’s really really strong… Never mind.” I flick out the bedcover so that it falls alongside Caden. “I’ll pull, you push again and we’ll roll him onto the blanket and slide him along.”
“But the blanket−”
“Do you have any better ideas?”
I kneel by Caden and slide my hands around his side again. Wylie hasn’t moved. “What the hell are you waiting for?”
Wylie looks like he wants to say something but… He nods and slips his hands under Caden’s hip and shoulder as well.
“Ready and… go.”
We push and pull. My muscles strain until we finally get him up to his side again. I shuffle back and we tilt him over, letting gravity do the rest. He rolls to his back.
The front of his chest glares red with congealing blood. I can see his thick shapely arms splayed out beside him. I can see his chiseled abdominal muscles rippling down into his pants. Across his heart there is a wound, a slice that runs on an angle from top left under his shoulder that has coated his chest with blood. Even so, I can tell he has a defined and hard chest. But there’s something under all that blood… there’s something…
I kneel down to him. Before I can see any more, Wylie clamps down Caden’s discarded shirt across his chest. I know it wasn’t to stop the bleeding, it was to stop me from seeing any more.
Wylie stands and gives me a look. “Let’s go.”
I don’t argue. As much as my stomach is burning with curiosity, as much as I’m dying to pull that shirt off his chest and take a proper look, getting Caden to his room and cleaning him up is the priority.
Wylie and I grab a corner of the blanket each and we drag him across the room. The carpet is causing friction, making it hard to pull him across. We do so in synchronized bursts. Caden groans softly with every jerk.
“I’m sorry, Caden,” I whisper down to him.
I look back and my heart squeezes when I see the pool of blood left behind from where he was laying. It looks so stark and disturbing in this child’s room.
Finally we pull him onto the marbled corridor floor and it becomes easier to pull him along. Slowly but surely we move down the hall towards his room. He feels like he’s getting heavier as we go. We stop so I can adjust my grip.
“Have you ever had to do this before?” I ask.
“No. He has always gotten as far away from here as possible this time of year.”
“What’s different about this year?”
He gives me a sad look. “It’s not your fault, madam. Don’t blame yourself.”
I realize. “Me. I’m here. I’m why he stayed here.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
I kick open the door to Caden’s bedroom. The flooring changes from marble to carpet and we have to tug him in bursts again. By this stage my hands are hurting from gripping the blanket and I can feel a dull burn in my biceps. Finally we get him by the bed. I stare at Caden and then at the mattress¸ about thigh high, and wonder how the hell we’re going to get him up there.
We struggle for several minutes as we pull and push his body onto the bed, one heavy limb at a time. By the time we are done, both Wylie and I are exhausted and stained with Caden’s blood. Caden is sprawled at an angle.
“Caden keeps a first aid kit in his ensuite cupboard. I’m just going to get it,” Wylie says.
I nod as I sit myself beside Caden on the small space next to him on the bed. Behind me I hear Wylie’s footsteps as he pads into the ensuite and the sound of opening drawers.
I stare down at Caden. His face is paler than usual, his thick lips whiter. Stubble is growing on his cheeks and jaw. He moans and swallows, sending his Adam’s apple bobbing along the golden skin of his neck. His rounded shoulders turn into sculpted biceps and thick forearms. The stained wet t-shirt is still obscuring his chest, but I can see that the sides of his wide torso are pebbled with muscle. He has a perfect six pack and the top of the V muscles on his hips disappear into his pants.
You can touch me, but I can’t touch you.
Dear God, do I ache to run my finger over every hard bump. Do I dare? I reach my hand out to his stomach.
“Move aside,” Wylie says from behind me, making me jump. He’s holding a small first aid kit in his hands.
I reach for it. “I can do it. I was training to become a nurse.”
“Absolutely not. You shouldn’t even still be here.”
I shouldn’t be here. Wylie keeps saying that. And it’s starting to make me mad. “Where else should I be, huh? I love him, I should be here. He’s hurt and he needs me.” I gasp. I just said that I love him. Out loud. I’ve never said those words before out loud.
I hear a mumble to my left. I snap back to the bed where Caden’s eyelashes are fluttering. Oh God. Did he hear me?
Then he opens his eyes, his pupils rolling around the room until they come to rest upon me, his confusion evident. “Kitten?”
Hearing his voice causes a smile to burst from me. “You’re awake.”
Caden looks down to his body and his face turns to stone and he pales. He suddenly seems alert. His eyes snap back to mine and to my horror, they’re now filled with anger. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“W-what?”
He directs his glares towards Wylie over my shoulder. “Get her out of here. Now.”
“But Caden, I−” I reach down to him.
“Don’t touch me.” He bats my hands away and I stumble back into Wylie. Caden then pulls his arms to his chest and clutches the t-shirt to his body. “Get her out. Get her out.”
I swear I can hear my heart shattering. It pierces the space in my chest with shards. My brain thickens like someone has poured tar into it and I’m frozen, like I no longer control my body. I don’t say anything as Wylie puts down the first aid kit and places his hands on my arm. He leads me gently across the room to the door. I can barely hear Caden yelling in the background for me to leave him alone. I don’t resist.
I find myself in the hallway outside his door. Wylie lets go of my arm. “I’m sorry, madam. I feared he would have a bad reaction.”
I say nothing back. I can see the pity in Wylie’s eyes as he looks at me, and it cuts me.
“Try not to worry. I’ll let you know when the master calms down. Maybe he will let you see him later.”
He backs into the room and closes the door. I hear the lock click. I’m left out there alone.
Maybe he will let you see him later.
I slump forward onto the door. I feel helpless. And so hurt. I’ve been locked out. Again.
My insides crumple and I buckle at the waist. I clutch my stomach as the first wave of pain roars up turning into tears that tumble from my eyes.
Part of me hurts for me. I just admitted that I loved him. And I was rejected so completely. He doesn’t want me near him. He made that clear.
The other part hurts for Caden. I understand that under his secrecy and his anger lies a broken man and a terrible, terrible story. One that I’m not sure whether I want to know anymore.
An hour or two later I’m slumped on the floor against the wall, staring at Caden’s door. I’m tired from my restless sleep last night, and emotionally I’m exhausted from the full gamut of emotions that I have run through in the last few hours.
I hear the door unlocking and I straighten up. Wylie steps out. “Madam, you can… What are you doing on the floor?”
“Waiting.”
He tskes. “You should have gotten a chair. Or I could have gotten you one.”
“You were busy.” He holds out a hand to help me up. “Is he… okay?”
Wylie nods. “He’s in a better mood.”
“I meant, his wound.”
Wylie gives me a wry smile. “He’ll live. You can go in to see him now. He’s asking for you.” Wylie steps aside from the partially open door.
“Okay.” I stare at the gap in the door and don’t move. I can’t see Caden from this angle, just the left edge of the bed.
“Are you okay?” Wylie asks.
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“If I can be so bold…” Wylie says, causing me to pause. “Yelling at you like he did was an extremely ungentlemanly thing to do. He has his reasons for being the way he is, but that was unacceptable. I have already expressed my… displeasure at his vulgar behavior. But I think it would be good for him to hear the same from you.” Wylie clears his throat. “Give him hell, madam.”
I will, Wylie. I will.



Chapter Thirty
I close Caden’s door behind me and lean against it. Caden’s sitting up in his bed, propped up by a mound of pillows behind him. He’s wearing a dark blue shirt half unbuttoned, the part of his chest showing from underneath is bandaged.
He’s watching me. Even from here I can see the mournful look in his eyes and the way his chin sinks towards his chest like it’s being weighed down. I gather myself and walk towards him.
“Kitten, I−”
“Stop.” I hold up a hand as I stand beside his bed. “I have a few things to say to you first.”
He closes his mouth and nods. “Are you going to sit down?” He indicates the spot on the edge of the bed next to him.
“Are you going to push me away again?”
His cheeks color. “I deserve that.”
“Yeah, you do.”
“I’m so−”
“You can apologize after I’ve said my piece.”
He makes a hand signal indicating a key locking his mouth.
I take a deep breath and start. “You asked me to be patient with you. So I’m being patient. But there’s a limit to my patience. And you almost pushed me to it today. I didn’t deserve to be yelled at like that. I didn’t deserve to be pushed away. If you ever do that again, I will leave. And this time, you’ll never find me. Is that clear?”
“I know. I’m so sorry, kitten. Oh God, you have no idea how sorry I am.” He palms his eyes and I wonder if it’s moisture that he’s rubbing away.
“I know that there’s a reason you have your rules. I know that behind that reason is something… painful for you.” I move to sit next to him and he reaches to grasp my hands. “I understand that you reacted the way you did because of this painful past. Maybe one day you’ll trust me enough to tell me.”
He brings them to his face and brushes my fingers against his cheek, then he kisses all of my knuckles. “Did I hurt you?”
I smile and shake my head. “Takes more than a little push to hurt me. I’ve been worried about you. Since yesterday with the flowers.”
He pauses and his large hands flinch around my hands. He inhales deeply with his eyes closed. Then he opens them and there’s a fresh resolve in them. “I… I had a daughter.”
I swear my heart stops. “A daughter? That’s the girl in the photo you carry in your wallet?”
He raises an eyebrow at me. “Should I ask how you know about that?”
I shake my head. “Tell me about her.”
“Lilies were my mother’s favorite flowers. So I named my daughter Lily.”
“So when I brought in those lilies, that’s why you got upset.”
He nodded.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
“Of course you didn’t. Because I never told you. Lily passed away a few years ago.”
I swallow. And the image of the red-circled date on the calendar flashes in my mind. “This isn’t a good time of year for him.”
I realize, “Today’s the anniversary of her death.”
He nods.
“And… her mother?”
“My wife.”
“You were married?”
“Her name was Michelle. We were young when we married. She was the girl my parents would have wanted me to marry. She came from a long line of wealth. I guess, after they died, I did what I thought would make them happy. We were already separated when…” He takes a deep breath in. “I need to tell you about what you saw.”
I shake my head. “No, you don’t have−”
“Yes, I do. For you to have seen this,” he waves his hand around himself. “To have seen me in the nursery like that… I can’t believe you saw me like that.” He presses his hands into his face. His voice comes out muffled. “I’m sorry you had to see me like that. Or maybe I’m not. Maybe I wanted you to see me. Then I couldn’t hide from you anymore. If I don’t tell you everything, I won’t know whether or not you can stand to be with me. But I am who I am. And I don’t want to keep anything from you anymore.” He lifts his head. “I told you about avenging my parents’ murder and you accepted me for that. I started to hope that maybe you could accept this, too.”
“Whatever it is, you can tell me.”
He gives me a wary smile. “There is a chance when I am finished that… that I’ll lose you.”
“No. You won’t lose me. I’m not going anywhere, I promise.”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”
“You said so yourself that I accepted that you avenged your parents’ murder. Why wouldn’t I accept this?”
“Because it has to do… with you.”
My breath gets lodged in my throat and my heart glubs loudly in my ears. This has to do with me? My stomach tightens as he starts to talk.



Chapter Thirty-One
Three years ago…
Caden
The raid on Jacob’s warehouse today was almost successful. Unfortunately the bastard slipped through my fingers. I could have gone after him, I should have gone after him. But when I saw her body lying crumpled on the floor I had to go to her instead.
The memory of her fragile body still clings to me like she did. She’s a beautiful, innocent looking girl. No wonder Jacob is obsessed with her.
As I drive my car from the police station my phone on the seat next to me rings. I frown when I see Michelle’s name come up. She never rings me anymore. Over the last few months we’ve settled into a nice little routine where I pick up Lily from her so I can have her on the weekend. Then I drop her off to the apartment that Michelle has rented in the city on Sunday night. I don’t hate her. And I think she has stopped hating me. We just don’t belong together.
I answer the call and tuck the phone between my neck and shoulder so I can indicate a turn. “Michelle?”
But it’s not Michelle’s voice that answers. “Detective Harper Boone.” The cold deep voice sends a shiver down my spine even before I hear everything he has to say. “We have your wife and daughter. Do I have your attention?”
I veer sharply to the left and park on the side of the road, my heart thudding in my ears. Please tell me this is some kind of sick joke that one of Michelle’s new boyfriends is playing on me.
“Who is this?” I demand.
He laughs. “You forget me so quickly? Our paths crossed just this afternoon when you took something important from me.”
My mind whirs, trying to place his voice. Then it clicks. “Jacob Tyrell.”
“Very good. Now here’s the deal. You bring her back to me and I will let you have your wife and daughter back − alive. If you don’t…”
He wants me to trade her for them. “You know I can’t do that. Just let them go.”
“Too bad. How ‘bout I let you tell them yourself why you can’t save them.”
There’s a rustling and I hear a scream in the background. Michelle!
“Say hello, honey,” I hear faintly.
“Daddy?” My little girl’s voice on the phone makes my stomach clench with pain. My girl. She is my light. My sun. My world.
I inhale and force myself to speak normally. “Hey there my little LiLu.”
“I don’t wanna be here anymore, Daddy. I’m scared. Mommy won’t stop crying.” Every word stabs me right in my heart. I can’t let them die. I can’t.
“I know, baby. Daddy’s going to come get you real soon, okay?”
“Okay.”
“I love you, kiddo. Stay brave for daddy.”
“I lov−”
But the phone is snatched away from her and Jacob’s voice comes on the line. “Did you finish saying goodbye?”
“No,” I yell. “I’ll do it. I’ll bring her to you.”
“Good. Don’t involve anyone else. No other police. You have ‘til dawn.” And he hangs up.
* * *
I creep towards the back door of the safehouse where I know they’re keeping her, trying to ignore the guilt gnawing away at me. The woman inside is just a girl, barely a woman, and I’m condemning her to death. I shake my head. I can’t think that way. I’m not condemning her to death, I’m saving my daughter’s life. But the guilt doesn’t go away no matter how much I justify it. I push away the memory of holding her in my arms as I carried her body out of the warehouse. I try to replace it with memories of holding my daughter. Yes, little Lily in my arms, her tiny arms bent around my neck. I’m sorry, I repeat in my head, but I have to save my daughter.
The lock on the back door is easy to pick. I creep inside and lightly close the door. Further inside, in the living room one of the cops on guard is asleep. The other is watching some late night rubbish on TV, his head occasionally lolling, telling me that he is close to sleep.
He has his back to me, which makes it easy to sneak up to him and cover his mouth with a rag doused in ether. Yes, ether. The movies lie to you about chloroform. It takes at least several minutes for chloroform to work and it leaves unsightly burns on someone’s face.
The guard struggles briefly before he slumps where he sits. The sleeping guard is even easier to knock out.
I pause briefly at the door of her room as my chest tightens. I prepare myself for the horror on her face as she realizes I’ve betrayed her. I wonder if she’ll recognize me as the one who pulled her out of the warehouse.
I turn the door handle slowly and push open the door. She’s sleeping, a small crumpled figure in bed. She doesn’t wake, not even as I step inside and shut the door. I ready my rag as I approach her figure. Then I lunge for her. But my hands grab only pillows. They’ve been positioned to look like a sleeping person.
Shit. Where is she? The bathroom?
That’s when I feel a breeze blow across me and I notice the open window. When I run to it I see the two fresh footprints in the mud under the sill. Oh my God. She’s gone. And with her is all my hope.
* * *
“She’s not at the safehouse.”
“You’re lying to me,” Jacob snarls at me through the phone.
“I’m not, I swear.”
“Where has she gone?”
“I don’t know. She just took off. It’s not my fault. Please just let my family go.”
“You lost her? Harper Boone, you’ve made me so fucking angry. I am not a nice person when I’m angry.”
“I’ll find her. I’ll get her back to you. Just let them live.”
“That’s not the deal. The deal was, you bring her to me, I let them live.”
I hear sounds of a woman and a girl screaming in the background. The noise shreds through me like a knife. “Please, no, don’t hurt them.”
“You give me no choice, Harper. It’s a matter of principle, see. What would people think if I just let people go without getting my end of the deal? They would stop believing how fucking serious I am. Kill her.”
Over my begging and yelling I can hear Michelle’s screams. I can hear Lily crying.
“Just remember, you did this to her, Mr. Boone.”
I hear a gunshot. Michelle’s screaming halts. In its place I hear my little girl shrieking. Tears well in my eyes and I beat my steering wheel with my fist letting out a short sharp blast.
“I’m giving you one last chance to hand her over to me.” He doesn’t think I’m serious. He thinks that I have her and that I’m just refusing to hand her over.
“I swear to you I don’t have her. She’s gone. She’s on the run. But I can find her. Please, leave my daughter alive. I will find her for you.”
“This conversation is over,” Jacob snarls. “Your family’s blood is on your hands.”
I hear a clatter as the phone is dropped. Then one final gunshot sounds. The sound pierces my chest and I feel my heart shatter. The sound tearing from my lungs is wild and feral and fills the car.
I failed.
My daughter, the only ray of light in my dark world, is dead.



Chapter Thirty-Two
The present…
Kitten
My skin prickles as his confession sinks its claws in. Jacob killed Caden’s wife and daughter. Because of me. My head is spinning. Caden was going to hand me over to Jacob. He couldn’t because I ran. His family died because I ran.
“He sent men after me…” Caden says. His hand reaches up and his fingers brush his chest. “They tortured me and branded my chest with his crest as a warning. I could never work as a cop again. I could never tell the law about what he’d done. It was our dirty little secret. Before I passed out, I recognized the voice of one of the men who came for me as someone on my team.”
I inhale, realizing that I stopped breathing, my lungs desperate for oxygen. “I’m so, so sorry that happened to you. I…” I try to push my way through every piece of information I’ve learned. But it all crowds me and I feel short of breath. Caden was going to hand me over to Jacob. But he didn’t find me. I ran. Saving my life. At the cost of his family. I… I can’t even begin to understand what I’m supposed to feel. What the hell am I supposed to feel? “I need some time to process this all. I need to think. You need rest. I’ll come back later.”



Chapter Thirty-Three
I sit in the love seat in my bedroom, staring out of the window. The sky is streaks of grey, and there’s such a wind that the leaves are being plucked off the trees outside and tossed about.
My head is so full of voices and thoughts, shouting over each other like Sunday market stall keepers, that I can’t hear myself. My heart is torn.
On one hand, I hurt for Caden, for the tragedy that befell him. For losing his family, not once but twice. I think about what I would have done if Jacob had taken away my grandparents. I would break. Or the guilt would crush me into nothing. Or perhaps I would become something else… perhaps I would turn into something dark. Perhaps I, too, would fill a room with photos and maps and documents to feed my obsession of killing the man who took everything from me.
My heart fills with such bitterness when I think of Jacob, the monster who broke me and who also broke Caden.
On the other hand, could I forgive a man who admitted that he was going to turn me over to the very monster who once destroyed my life? Could I look at Caden the same again after this confession? If I look at Caden now, will I see Jacob? This is exactly what Caden feared, exactly why he protected me from seeing him naked or from touching his scars.
But wouldn’t I do the same thing he did to save my family? Wouldn’t I hand over a stranger to Jacob to save my family?
God… when will this questioning stop? It hurts my head. It makes me dizzy. Stay. Go. Trust him. Don’t trust him.
It feels so familiar.
My blood turns cold. It feels so familiar…
I feel unbalanced, like my gravity has shifted to the top of my head, making me easily swayed. So side to side I totter. I love him. I hate him. I need him. I need out.
No. I shake my head to dislodge these thoughts. Caden is nothing like Jacob. Nothing. But I can’t keep swinging back and forth. I have to decide once and for all to trust him completely. Or to leave forever.
My grandfather told me once not to listen to the shouting in my head. That the only things that shout are fear and pain and anger. The truth is not a voice at all but a feeling, a subtle sense of rightness waiting patiently underneath the noise.
As I sit I push past all these voices, peeling them away like layers to find my truth.
It’s a simple yet pure feeling. One I recognize without trying.
I love him.
When I enter Caden’s bedroom again he’s pacing the floor.
“You’re up,” I say. “Shouldn’t you be resting?”
He stops his pacing to stare at me standing by the door. “The wound is barely a scratch. And my hangover won’t kill me.” He takes a tentative step towards me, his face scrunching in worry. “Are you… Have you thought about it?”
I nod.
He doesn’t ask but his eyes do. Do you forgive me? Do you still want me? After everything I’ve confessed?
I step up to him and slip my hand into his. “I’m staying.”
The pained, guilty look on his face doesn’t slip away. “…I would have turned you over to Jacob if you hadn’t run.”
I nod. “I know. And because I ran, your wife and child died. It was a cruel twist of fate. But it has led us both here. We can both choose to keep feeling guilty or we can both decide to let the guilt go.”
“How do you just let something like that go?”
I lick my lips as I study his face. “I don’t think you can ‘just let it go’. I think only time can wear the guilt away to nothing, like wind wearing away sandstone. But you have to open yourself to it.”
He nods. “What about my scars. Can you live with them?” His fingers reach up to graze his shirt. I understand. I understand why he couldn’t have me look at him naked. Or touch him. I’d feel the scars.
“That’s why you never wanted me to touch you… or see you…”
“How could I let you look at me when the reminder of your past is blazed across my chest? How would you ever be able to make love to me if you had to look at this?”
He beats his palm to his chest. The pain in his eyes tears at me.
“Is that what you were trying to do when you cut yourself? To get rid of it?”
“Yes. No. Maybe partly. It became an outlet for me on the anniversary of Lily’s death. One cut for every year that she has been gone. This would be the third year.”
“Jacob tattooed his crest on my ass,” I blurt out. “He wanted everyone to know who I belonged to.”
Caden blinks several times. “He what? But I don’t remember seeing it.”
“You wouldn’t have. I had it removed a few years ago. If I hadn’t had it removed, if it was still there, could you still make love to me? Could you run your hands lovingly across my skin, across his mark on me?”
“Of course. What he put on your body says nothing about what’s in your heart.” He pauses and a look of realization comes over his face.
“I don’t care what’s marked on your chest. I still want to be with you.”
He nods, but he looks uncertain.
“You don’t believe me.”
He shakes his head slowly.
“But if roles were reversed you’d be okay with it.”
He nods.
“Can’t you see how unfair that is? That you’ve given one set of rules for yourself and another for me?”
He still looks uncomfortable. He doesn’t reply. The only way I’ll be able to convince him that I’m telling the truth is if I show him.
“Let me see it?” I ask.
He’s silent for a moment. I can see the flash of emotions running across his face; worry, fear, sadness, uncertainty. I refrain from filling in the silence.
Finally he says, “Okay.”
With that single word my heart starts to thud − hard. Slowly he unbuttons his shirt, one button at a time, until it hangs open, revealing the lean hard line of his stomach and the bandage over his chest. He grips the edges of his shirt then he shrugs it off his shoulders and lets it drop to the floor. My mouth goes dry as I suck in air. Even with the bandage hiding part of his chest, he’s so beautiful it hurts. He’s my golden-skinned warrior. My broken hero. My beautiful Caden Thaine. From the edge of the bandage I can see white scars curling across his body like lace.
I sense him watching me and there’s an expectant anxious look in his eyes.
“You’re beautiful,” I say to him.
“You haven’t seen all of it yet.” He pinches the edge of the bandage and I hold my breath as he slowly peels it off.
I suck air in. Across his bare and sculpted chest is the scarred outline of the Tyrell crest. I can faintly make out the eagle behind a shield with a halo made of leaves above its head. Lashing through it are two white scars, the first two years after Lily’s death. Finally a raw, new wound that he made earlier today. It’s scabbed over, but it still looks red and painful.
A flash of memory of when I was marked by Jacob goes across my mind.
I hear a buzzing noise and the feel of gloved fingers against my ass. Then it begins. It stings, but it is nothing like the squeezing pain in my chest. Jacob is marking me. Branding me. Like cattle.
“You understand, don’t you, baby? Why I have to mark you. So that everybody knows. So that everybody knows that you’re mine and if they fuck with you then they fuck with me… Because I love you, you know that, don’t you?”
My heart hurts for Caden. I know what it’s like to be branded like an animal, like a piece of property. Like something with no soul. I remember the bitterness of humiliation rising to my throat.
I tear my eyes away from the brand to look up at him. I sense he’s waiting for my reaction.
“I don’t care if you have a hundred scars,” I say, “You’d still be the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.”
I step towards him. He flinches and takes a step back as if he is a foal backing away from a wild animal. God… he’s almost scared of me.
I wonder if Caden has allowed anyone to touch him since then. My heart weeps at the thought. Everybody needs to be touched, to be loved, cared for.
He’s ashamed of his body. Yes, I can see the way his chin ducks down as he tries to avoid my eyes as I stare back at him. He thinks I may not want him now that I know this… now that I’ve seen him.
I need to take this slowly. Like he did with me. I walk towards the far side of the bed. At its side I slip off my shoes.
“What are you doing?” he asks, his voice laced with suspicion.
“Will you lie down with me? Just lie down. Nothing else.”
I lay down, facing his side of the mattress. “You don’t have to touch me if you don’t want to. Just lie with me, here.” I wipe my palm along the space on the mattress in front of me. “Please.”
He moves slowly, unsurely at first, walking towards the edge of the bed. His fingers flinch and I see his shoulders aching to curve in. I know he wants to hide himself. He turns and sits on the bed, his palms pressing flat against the sheets, like he could push away at any moment. I know he could. I can see from the pinch of his eyebrows that he’s on the verge of bolting. So I don’t dare move. I barely breathe as I wait.
He shifts, pulling his legs up onto the bed, and lies down. Slowly, he rolls aside to face me. We lay, not touching, and I realize we’re facing each other like this for the first time.
In the movies those big moments are always punctuated with crescendoing drums and swelling violins. Not this. Not here. This silence contains a bigger moment than appearances allow. This is the moment when I realize there is nothing between us. No shield to hide behind, no secrets, no wall to climb. I see him. And he sees me.
I can’t help but blink back tears.
“Why are you crying? Are you sad?” He frowns as he reaches out to wipe the side of my nose with his finger where a stray tear has fallen and betrayed me.
“No, I’m not sad. I’m… happy.”
“You’re crying because you’re happy?”
I nod.
He smiles. “You’re weird,” he says softly.
“Gee, thanks.”
He nods. Then he shrugs. “I’m weird too.”
“You are.”
“It’s nice to have someone to be weird in front of.”
Yes. Yes, it is. And we lay just looking at each other, breathing each other’s breath, our fingers tangled up in each other. Until we both drift off to sleep.



Chapter Thirty-Four
The next morning I slowly wake. As I drift into consciousness my body gathers weight onto the soft sheets of this empty bed. My awareness moves out beyond my skin and to the sound of my breathing and to the unsettling sensation of being watched.
My eyes fly open.
It’s not an empty bed. Caden is lying in front of me on his side, his head propped up by his hand, his eyes studying my face. He’s still shirtless but sometime during the night he placed his bandage back on.
A sudden burst of happiness warms my chest. And it bursts from my face in a smile. I hide behind my hands.
“What are you doing?” Caden sounds amused and he reaches over with one hand to gently pry a finger away from one eye.
“Um, hiding?”
He snorts. “Why?”
“Because…” I pull away and cover my eye again. “I’m not used to you still being here when I wake up. I’ve never had to worry about my hair in the morning or how crappy my breath is.”
“Hmmm, these are very serious conditions indeed.”
“Shut up.”
“What? I’m trying to be sympathetic.”
“You’re trying to make fun of me.”
I sneak a look at him through my fingers. He’s grinning. “Maybe a little.”
He pushes his foot between my knees and hooks his legs around mine like a vine, pulling my bottom half towards him. I let out a squeal. He’s suddenly a lot closer than he was before. Our legs are tangled and our hips are almost touching.
“Come out, come out wherever you are?” he whispers against my hands, making them tickle.
I almost can’t stand this. It feels so real and yet I can’t believe that it is. Caden and I here in his bed, almost normal. I bury myself further in my hands.
“Come on, kitten. I have bad hair and bad breath, too. We can be grubs together.”
He still thinks I’m hiding because of vanity.
His nose nuzzles at my fingers as he presses kisses to them and gives me friendly nips in an attempt to ease them apart. Slowly, I pull them from my face. I’m rewarded with a smile that could light up a city.
I scrunch my face up. “You’re right.”
“What?” he asks.
“Your breath does stink.”
I am pummeled by a pillow. I laugh as I shield myself.
“I have to get up,” he says. “I have to clean this cut.”
“Do you want help?”
He frowns and looks uncertain.
“I was training to be a nurse, remember?”
“You want to… help clean it?” I realize what he’s really asking. Do I actually want to touch his scars?
“I promise I’ll be gentle.” I grab his hand and press a kiss to his knuckles. “Trust me, Cade.”
Finally he nods.
Caden follows me into his ensuite bathroom and sits on the edge of his massive bathtub. I fill up a bowl full of warm water and get out a fresh face towel from the linen cupboard. I pull out the antiseptic cream and the bandages from the first aid kit. I wash my hands.
I turn to Caden. “Let’s get this old bandage off you.” I gently pull the sticky tape off. Underneath, the wound is red but it’s healing. I let my eyes linger over the scarring shaped like the Tyrell’s crest. The scarring is raised and white and the edges have blurred, but I can still see the crest there. I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding. It must have been so painful. My stomach turns at the thought. I turn away before the sorrow shows on my face and dip the cloth into the warm water.
Caden grabs my elbow forcing me to look at him. “Are you okay?”
I force a smile. “Of course.”
His face sinks and I see a flash of anger across his eyes. “You’re lying to me. I disgust you, don’t I?”
I drop the cloth into the bowl and pivot towards him. “Oh Caden. No. I just…” I move towards him, stepping between his knees so I can hold his face. “It hurts me to know what he did to you. I’m disgusted at Jacob. Not you. Never you. Understand?”
I kiss him softly when I see that he believes me.
I lean back to grab the cloth and squeeze out the excess water. Then I turn back to face him. He’s watching me but I’m not sure what he’s feeling. His eyes are guarded.
I touch the edge of the cloth gently to the edge of the wound. I continue to press the cloth down the length of the wound, occasionally turning to dip the cloth in the water again and squeeze it out.
As I clean his wound my eyes stop focusing on the scarring. My vision widens to take in all of him, my wounded warrior, sitting just in drawstring pants on the edge of the tub. At this height I’m almost eye to eye with him. I can feel his breath blowing out against my hair as I lean in. This is the first time we have been this close like this. I realize with a start that I’m touching him. Well, not quite touching him. We are separated by a warm cloth, but I can still feel the hardness of his chest muscles through it. I revel in the feeling of him.
All too soon, his wound is clean. But I don’t want to stop moving my fingers over him. Not yet. I’m not giving up this excuse to be near him just yet. So I start to move the cloth around the edges of the wound first. When he doesn’t move to stop me, I give up the pretense of washing his wound. I drag the cloth across the plain of his chest enjoying in every second of it.
His eyes flutter shut when I run the cloth over his nipple. His breathing deepens. And his hands come up from his knees to hold the backs of my thighs. Even through the jeans material, his touch sends warmth through my body and my knees go all weak. I place my free hand on his shoulder to steady myself.
He keeps his eyes shut and makes a noise in his throat. Then swallows hard. I realize, I’m the first woman to touch him since…
Everything else falls away as my entire being centers around this man and his body. I run my hand up over his shoulder and down his arm, feeling the tight cords and breath-stealing curve of his muscles, all the way down to his thick forearm and his strong wrist. His skin feels hot even through the washcloth and the warmth rushes up my arm and through my body and back like an infinite cycle. I move my hand back up his arm, slowly, taking in the feel of his absolute strength. There is such power in his arm. Such strength. And the promise of safety. My lower belly clenches hard and hot. He’s my protector.
I drag the cloth back across his chest, making sure I run across his hardened nipple again. This time a groan tears from his throat. He closes his thighs around the sides of my legs and his fingers push into my flesh. My core is burning and I’m so damn wet. He isn’t unaffected either. When I look down between us I can see he’s hard under his pants, the bulge evident.
“I should… I should bandage you up now.” My voice is all low and husky, even without my meaning for it to be.
His eyes open and they find mine. I can’t help but notice that our chests are moving in and out at the same hurried speed.
“You need to let me go, Cade.” My voice is barely a whisper. My desire for him is gripping me around my chest and my heart and my throat. But I can’t give in to it yet. I need to make sure his wound is covered.
Slowly, he releases me, his legs moving apart from either side of me and his fingers peeling off my thighs. It aches as he lets go. But I force myself to turn away. I drop the cloth in water and pick up the antiseptic cream before I return to my spot between his thighs. “This might sting a little.”
I start to dab the cream into his wound as softly as I can. He doesn’t flinch or hiss even though I know it must sting. My chest warms a little with pride. My tough, strong Caden.
I can feel his eyes are roaming across my body, over the plain t-shirt and jeans. It isn’t a sexy outfit, chosen for its practicality, not like the dresses he likes me to wear, but he makes me feel like it’s as sexy as any one of those dresses he buys for me. My core burns like it’s on fire.
I finish with the cream and I force myself to wash my hands again and to prepare the bandage, a white rectangle of gauzy cloth. I press the edges of the bandage around his wound. The tips of my fingers touch his warm, smooth skin as I rub along the sticky tape, making sure it stays down. A fire rushes through me and I don’t want to stop. It’s my first real touch of him.
I glance at his face. His eyes are expectant and he doesn’t look like he’s about to pull away. He looks like he wants more. I trace the tips of my fingers away from the edge of the bandage, across his skin, over his sternum. There’s a dusting of dark hair here, but where he’s scarred the hair doesn’t grow. I reach a scar, the skin going from smooth to rough. My fingers reach one side of the shield that runs down across part of his right pec. I check his face again. His eyes are closed and the tension is thick in his shoulders and arms as he bunches his hands into fists on his knees. I trace the scar down to the bottom point of the shield at the top of his abs, feeling every inch of knitted skin under my fingers.
He shudders. It startles me and my fingers flinch back. His eyes open and he looks pained.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “Did I hurt you?” I know I can’t have hurt him physically. The scars are old and they may be more sensitive than normal skin, but they won’t hurt. But perhaps I hurt him psychologically by touching them?
He shakes his head.
Perhaps this is all too much for him. Perhaps I should stop. I ignore my need to touch him some more and turn away. I’m not so selfish.
“Please keep going,” he whispers. The pleading in his voice is clear.
I turn back to him and try not to seem so eager. I feel like I have to be careful with him. I have to take things slowly, like he did for me. Step by step.
I lift my hands but I don’t place them on his chest. I touch the tips of my fingers to his face as I gaze at him. I trace the width of his forehead, down his thick cheekbones and along his wide jaw, now rough with stubble.
“I’m sorry, I’m all rough,” he says.
“I like it.”
“Really?”
I nod. I do. The stubble darkens his face even more and highlights his jaw and makes him look all the more deadly. His sea green eyes look deeper and clearer than ever. I brush his thick hair back, letting it tangle through my fingers as I scratch my nails over his scalp. He moans and whispers my name.
My real name.
The sound of his voice rolling across my name sends a rush of wetness between my thighs. No one has called me that in such a long time. Somehow I feel real again. I feel found again. He found me. And he helped me find myself.
I let my hands fall down the back of his neck, then I run them over his shoulders. They are like armor, thick and full under my palms. I trace my hands across his collarbones and pause. I have waited for this for so long. And now I’m here, presented with everything that I’ve ever wanted from him…
I run my hands over his chest, careful not to touch his bandage. I press my fingers along his scars, tracing the lines of them across his chest and running my fingertips across his right nipple. It hardens instantly. My breathing goes unsteady, as if I’m the one being touched. His chest is so wide and hard and so damn masculine. The feel of his skin, the contrast between the texture of his smooth skin and his textured scarring, all of this sends a rush of lightness to my brain. He lets out a shaky breath. Good to know I’m not the only one coming apart here.
I touch lower, feeling the skin across his stomach. Good God. The abs on this man. My whole body sways every time my fingers dip and rise over the bulges of his muscles. I stop just at the edge of his pants where I can see the start of a dark line of hair disappearing into the seam. I run my hand across his lower belly. I want to push off his pants but… will it be too much? Is this too fast?
I toy with the top of his pants then slip my fingertips just inside the hem. I pause. “Is this okay?”
He nods. Okay then. Slowly I push his pants down. I can see his beautiful V muscles start to converge towards that sacred place at the top of his legs. He lifts his ass off the edge of the tub as an invitation to pull them all the way down. I do.
His erection springs free from the pants as I pull them off his legs. He is glorious and thick and nestled in a trimmed patch of dark hair. His strong thigh muscles flex as he lowers himself back to the edge of the tub. All I can think as I stare at him is how he feels when he fills me up. I burn all the more.
I grin.
“What?”
“This time you’re the one who’s naked and I’m the one who’s clothed.”
He laughs. “I’m very okay if you want to swap.”
I step between his knees, pushing them apart. “No, this is good.” I slide my hands around his neck and lower my mouth onto his. I lick and suckle at his bottom lip. I curl the tip of my tongue up to run along his top lip. They part for me with a moan and I push my tongue into his mouth. As we kiss, deep and slow, his arms encase me and pull me flush against him.
My fingers, now having touched him, can’t stop. They move down his chest again and slide down his sides. I feel him shudder under my hands. An overwhelming feeling of control drips down my spine. My hands move lower until they find his hardness caught between our bodies. I gasp at the touch and he moans. I start to run my hands up and down his shaft, slowly at first, sometimes twisting one of my palms over his head. His mouth stills against mine as I start to pump my hands faster.
“Caden,” I say against his lips.
“Huh?”
“You stopped kissing me.”
“Oh.” His lips move over mine for a second before he groans and they still again.
“You seem distracted.”
“Hmm.”
“I have something important to say and you don’t seem like you’re listening.”
“Hmm.”
“I really, really, desperately want to lower myself down onto your cock.”
“Oh shit yes.” That got his attention. He reaches up for my shirt and I playfully bat his hands away.
“But first…” I pull away. He growls unhappily and grabs for me, but I hold him at arm’s length.
A smile comes to my lips. I lower myself to my knees before him. I can smell his arousal from here, masculine and musky. My hands start at his knees and run all the way up his powerful thighs.
He grabs at my face as I reach for him, my lips already parting. “Kitten, you don’t have to.”
“Please,” I say. “I want to. I want to know what you taste like. I want to know what you feel like.”
I do. I want these intimacies. I want them so bad it hurts.
He nods and lets me move closer to him as I stroke my hands up his thighs. I trace across the patch of dark hair and tease him by running my hands up his stomach instead of between his legs.
He lets out a small laugh.
“What?” I ask, looking up at him through my lashes.
“Why do I get the feeling that you’re going to get me back for teasing you the way I do?”
I smile and trace a finger along his length. “Karma’s a bitch, Mr. Thaine.”
He lets out something between a laugh and a groan.
I make him suffer. Oh yes, I do. My fingers can’t get enough of his skin and as soon as I touch one part there is another part that’s begging to be touched. I run kisses and soft wet licks along the inside of his thighs. I lick my tongue across the tip of him, tasting the ocean. I lick around his head paying attention to that sensitive ridge, then down his shaft, and I keep teasing him with my tongue until his thighs are shaking. I’m wet as hell just watching him dissolving at my hands and mouth.
Finally I take his head in my mouth, letting my tongue swirl around the tip. He lets out a moan. Slowly, so I can get used to his size, I push my mouth along him, tilting my head so that my throat is at a more accommodating angle. Then I pull all the way back, pressing my lips firmly around him.
His hands make a squeaking noise as he grips the side of the tub. His torso sways as if he’s about to fall back and I stop. I pull my lips off the end of him and look up to see if he’s okay.
His head is thrown back so I can only see the underside of his chin.
“Caden?”
He rocks his head forward and curls over me, his fingers tangle in my hair and he groans with his lips against my forehead.
He’s okay. He’s just really enjoying this. I like this. I like that I have the power to do this to him. It makes me feel… in control. Like his equal. He completely turns me out every time he has me bound. Now, I can do the same back.
I lower my lips around his cock again and push forward as far as I can, letting my tongue swish flat against him. He lets out a strangled noise that sounds like, “Ohjesusfuck.” If I didn’t have my mouth full of him I may have laughed at his reaction. As I bob up and down on him, I can feel every smooth stroke down the length of my mouth and my core clenches, burning. I can’t wait to have him inside me.
Caden grabs my shoulders and pushes me off him. I pout at the loss of him. Before I can ask what he’s doing he pulls me up from the floor.
He kisses me and his hands strip me of my clothes, tugging up my shirt and pushing down my pants until I stand there naked. He pulls me up against him. He grabs my bare legs around his waist so that my breasts push up against his chest and my wet core is against his hardness, caught between us against my lower belly. I almost lose my fucking mind.
I can’t help but writhe against him. My nipple grazes against the gauze. My whole body erupts into goose bumps. I groan. Then I gasp and pull back when I realize what I’ve done. “I’m sorry. Does it hurt?”
“I have you naked against me. Trust me, kitten, I’m not at all focusing on my scratch.”
“It’s a little more than a scratch.”
He nuzzles my nose with his. “Ay, ay, a scratch, a scratch.”
“Shakespeare?”
He grins. Then he carries me from the bathroom to his bed.
“Shouldn’t you be resting?”
“Why do you think I’m taking us to bed?”
I roll my eyes. “Caden, we aren’t going to get any rest in bed.”
“I should hope not.”
“But your wound.”
I can feel his shoulders shrug under my hands. “I’m tough.”
“Not that tough.”
“Then you better be gentle with me.”
He kneels onto the bed, laying me down, then covers me with his body, pressing me into the mattress.
Oh. My. God.
I think I just died and went to heaven. No, this is beyond heaven. His naked body, all muscled and thick, covers me like a blanket, pressing my thighs apart around his hips. It’s the most delirious feeling. Please, let me never leave this wondrous place.
He smiles. “I have dreamt about this moment. Me looking down at you. Your eyes on me.”
I smile back. “Really? Now that you’re here, did it live up to your expectations?”
He frowns. “Not quite.”
“What?” I yelp, like I’ve been slapped.
His hand reaches down between us to position himself at my entrance. Then the same hand runs along my thigh and pulls my knee up so that I am parted wider for him…
There is nothing more perfect than looking in the eyes of the man you love as he enters you. The moment he slides all the way in is so achingly beautiful. It feels like he is touching every single part of me inside – my body, my heart, my soul. I let out a small cry that joins his moan.
He hums. “Now this is perfect.”
I don’t say anything. I can’t. I’m struck dumb by this loving warmth that soaks into my body in a delicious heat and wraps around my bones. I am safe. I am loved.
He captures my mouth with his. His tongue licks along the seam between my lips and I part them to let him in. As the kiss deepens I feel us melting together. Then he begins to make love to me, slowly at first. Every stroke, every touch, every kiss feels so full and perfect. I can hardly stand it. How can a heart that has known pain for so long deal with so much happiness? I have to shut my eyes to stop the tears from giving me away.
He pauses his thrusts and leans on one elbow so he can grab my chin with his other hand. He pulls my face towards his, but I keep my eyes squeezed shut. “What’s wrong?”
“Just something in my eye,” I lie.
He leans down and nuzzles my cheek with his nose. “Do you want to hear one of the things I love most about you?”
Love. He said love. I open my eyes in surprise. He has never said the word love to me in any context. “What do you love?”
“I love that even though you have been hardened on the outside from your experiences – your body, your attitude, your calculating intelligence in staying hidden and alive – you’ve managed to stay soft on the inside. You care deeply for the people you consider family, you accept things about me that even I haven’t come to accept, and just when I think I have found all the soft and beautiful parts of you, you show me another.”
I have no words.
A traitorous tear leaks from the corner of my eye. He leans forward and licks it from my cheek.
There is nothing left to say between us. I pull him to my mouth and crush my lips onto his. His hips start to thrust against me again and I can feel every inch of him sliding in and out. This soul-soaring all-consuming pressure builds. Oh God, it’s building so quickly. “Caden, I’m not going to be able to hold on.”
“Just let go. I’ve got you.”
So I do. My body bursts with emotion. For a moment my world is an explosion of pleasure. White specks of light float across my vision. I hear myself crying out his name. He holds me, my tether to this earth until I float all the way back down into my body.
I realize he has stopped moving. I can feel that he’s still hard inside me. He’s watching me with hooded eyes, dark and intense and they flash with lust. He has my favorite smirk on his thick lips. “You looked like you enjoyed that.”
“It was okay.”
“Okay? Cheeky little−”
I laugh and push him over. He lets me roll him to his back so that I’m straddling him. I marvel at how he looks underneath me. His beautiful trim waist between my legs, fanning out to his glorious muscled torso. He tucks one hand under his head and bites the corner of his lip as his eyes roam across me. God, he is so beautiful.
My eyes come to rest upon his scars. I see the white puckered outline of the Tyrell crest.
Jacob is having me tattooed. I already know what the tattoo is. It’s the crest that Jacob has tattooed on his shoulder blade. His crest, which I have seen on his stationary and the napkins on his nightclub and the sign above the doors of the businesses he owns. Because he owns me.
“You understand, don’t you, baby? Why I have to mark you. So that everybody knows. So that everybody knows that you’re mine and if they fuck with you then they fuck with me.”
For a moment fear runs through my body like a current and I’m frozen, caught in my own invisible amber that encases me in my past.
No, I need to replace these memories. I need to keep going. I look up to Caden’s face. I can see the edge of fear in his eyes. He’s seen my hesitation. I focus on his face, and the scars on his chest blur. I smile as I look down on him, my fingers brushing the line of his jaw. I lift my hips and roll them back down the length of him and the memory starts to fade. Every bad memory, I’m replacing with Caden. Piece by piece I am taking my body back, my heart and my mind and giving them to him.
I run my hands across his chest as I lift and lower myself down on him again, memorizing every inch of his scarring. “You’re beautiful,” I whisper. “All of you.”
Caden groans underneath me as I move up and down onto him. Feeling myself slide up and down on him, my body starts to heat with waves of pleasure again. My fingers trace his scars, careful not to touch his bandage, then down his sculpted stomach, all hard and tensed as he raises his hips up to meet mine. His hands span my hips and his grip tightens as his groans get louder. He is so beautiful. My broken survivor. My golden warrior. And he’s mine. All mine.
We rock hard and faster, our hips crashing together in a song as old as time. One of his thumbs moves across to my lower belly and starts to rub circles on my clit, and I jolt with the added pleasure. My head falls back as another orgasm rushes through me. I clench down around him and I hear him roar as he throbs inside me.



Chapter Thirty-Five
Caden and I stay in bed for the next few days. It feels like we are making up for lost time for every last second of our relationship where we couldn’t be this free around each other. And for these moments, Jacob Tyrell and our pasts and the rest of the world fall away like they never existed.
Now that I’m allowed to, I thought that the desire to touch him would lessen. It hasn’t. Just the opposite. Every time I take my hands off him, it’s like they forget what he feels like and they need to touch him again.
I can’t stop touching him. Even in my sleep I find myself reaching out for him. In the morning before I’m even fully awake, I find myself crawling over his warm body and waking him up with wet kisses across his once-forbidden skin before I lower myself down onto him.
We even shower together. I make excuses to clean his body and his wound too often. At night he stands behind me, one arm around me as we brush our teeth together. I lean my head back onto his right shoulder. He’s so tall that his chin hovers just above my head. I have wondered about this, trying to imagine what it would feel like to have Caden this way. Now here we are, standing here, brushing our teeth together, eating together, sharing a bed together. There are moments when I can’t really believe this is real.
One afternoon I push back the sheets to slip out of bed. A thick muscular arm wraps around my waist and tugs me back into the depths of the bed, warm and dark like a cave. Caden’s voice tickles my ear. “Where are you going?”
“To my room. I’ve run out of clothes.”
“Excellent. You don’t need clothes.”
“Cade, we haven't left the bed in three days.”
“I’m still recovering. You’re helping me. I’m sure I read somewhere that sex is great for recovery.”
I let out a snort. “You didn’t read that anywhere.” I shift around to face him. “We can’t stay here forever.”
“Why, where else would you go?”
“Go?”
“You know… just you and me, where would you want to go? A beach, the snow, the mountains, a village in France? Where?”
I purse my lips. Is he serious? Is he really considering leaving everything behind? Leaving his vendetta behind? “I’ve always wanted to live on an island. Far from here. Easy life. Sunshine. The water. Where have you always wanted to go?”
He rolls me to my back and shifts so he is lying on top of me, his legs on either side of mine, trapping me. I don’t mind being trapped this way.
He traces my chin. “I’m home anywhere that you are.”
He leans down to kiss me. Deep and slow turns to hard and hungry, as his tongue explores first my mouth, then down my body and then to that aching spot between my legs. Soon his familiar hardness is slipping inside me. And I feel like I’ve come home.



Chapter Thirty-Six
“I think you’ve worn it away.”
I snort. “It has not worn away.”
“It has. You’re an animal.” Caden lies on his back and tucks me into his nook. “A greedy little pussy.”
I grin at him and trace the scars on his chest. “Stop being so hot then.”
He grabs my hand and stills it. He is almost completely comfortable with me touching his scars. Almost. “Even with a butchered chest.”
“Even with your past engraved on your body,” I correct him.
I lean up to kiss him and I feel myself getting wet again. I squirm against him and I know he’s getting harder.
He growls and pulls away. “Dammit. I’m like a teenager again.”
“Why do we have to stop?” I whine.
He laughs and places a kiss on my forehead as he pulls away. “Come on, you said yourself we can’t stay here forever.”
I scramble after him. “I lied. I think we could be perfectly happy in bed. It’s warm and safe and did I mention, warm?”
“I should catch up on things today.” He stands up from the bed and his glorious body stands naked on display. I notice that’s not the only think standing on display.
I lick my lips as I stare at him. “But you’re hard.”
He snorts. “Kitten, that is a constant around you.”
Finally, we drag ourselves out of the room. Okay, so maybe we have sex again in the shower first. But then afterwards we disengage.
He goes to his office and I head to the library with the intention of reading but remember that I haven’t rung Dixie again. I hope she’s not too worried. I settle into an armchair and pull out my burn phone to call Dixie at home. I hear the dial tone in my ear. Then an odd click. I sit up as a robotic voice tells me, “There is no more room on this tape to record a message.”
My skin suddenly goes cold like a chill has washed through the air. There’s no more room on her message tape? Which means that Dixie hasn’t checked her messages in several days.
Dixie always checks her messages.
Something’s wrong.
I dial Dixie’s mobile phone. She has one but she never takes it anywhere, so I know never to call it. Dixie always claimed that people were too glued to their mobile phones and that she didn’t like succumbing to the “tool of the Devil” as she called it. It always ends up forgotten between couch cushions or at the back of a drawer, where it’s probably sitting now. But I’m desperate.
The phone doesn’t even ring. “Your call could not be connected,” a recorded message tells me. The phone is dead.
It’s too early for the bar to be open, but I call it anyway. The phone rings out. I snap the phone shut in frustration. There has to be a good explanation for her absence. Surely. There has to be. Maybe she went on holiday. Except Dixie doesn’t really do holidays; she says that working at the bar is like a holiday every day. She loves that place.
Okay, so maybe not a holiday. Maybe she had to go somewhere. A family emergency or something. But then why wouldn’t Jeff answer? Why wouldn’t Jeff check their messages?
Maybe he went with her? Or maybe he’s just really busy with school.
This sounds so ridiculous to my own ears. I’m grasping at straws. But I have to believe there is some sort of good explanation for their absence. I force myself to calm the hell down. But deep in my gut I can feel the unease. Something is definitely wrong.
“Caden.” I burst into his office, where he’s standing staring at a map. He spins to me and looks like he’s about to tell me off for disturbing him until he sees my face.
“What’s wrong?”
I run into his arms. “Dixie isn’t answering her home phone. And her answering machine is full, so I know she hasn’t checked any of her messages in days. I tried her mobile and it’s dead. I tried the bar but no one is answering. Something’s wrong. I need to go back. I need to make sure she’s okay.”
Caden shushes at me as he walks me backwards out of the office. I glance back at the map he was looking at. It’s of Freemont, the city we left behind only days ago, and the area surrounding it. Freemont. The city where Dixie lives. And where Jacob’s men last spotted me.
Caden pushes me outside his office and closes the door. “You have to calm down. Getting worried when you don’t have all the information is pointless.”
“I have to go and make sure she’s okay.”
“You’re not going anywhere, let alone back to that city.”
“But−”
“I’ll go. You stay put.”
“I want to come with you.”
Caden palms my cheeks as he frowns down at me. “Please, kitten. Jacob will be scouring that city looking for you. You’d be walking right into his hands if you came. I’m trying to keep you safe. I need to do this my way.”
I want to argue. I want to fight against him and demand that he take me. I want to threaten that I’ll come anyway. But I don’t. I’m not stupid. I know he’s right. I know it would be suicide for me to return. It doesn’t mean I don’t still want to go with him.
I sigh and I nod. “Okay. You go. I’ll stay. But you better call me the second you find her.”
“I will.”



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Caden plans to drive out as soon as possible. He has gone to his room to sort things out and I’m left wandering the mansion like a ghost. I feel helpless and useless.
I palm my mobile. Occasionally I stop and ring Dixie’s numbers again, all of them, just in case. But she doesn’t pick up. No one does. I don’t have Jeff’s mobile. Nor do I have Robert’s. I never needed them. I was never a big fan of exchanging numbers unless I had to.
My stomach feels like it has been hit by a wrecking ball. It’s all tied up in knots and making me feel sick. What if something happened to her?
What if… Jacob happened to her?
Because of me.
The guilt that floods me threatens to drown me.
No, I shake my head. Caden’s right. I can’t think like this. I can’t worry until I have all the information. For all I know, he’ll make the drive to Freemont, reaching Dixie’s by tonight, and I’ll get a call from him with some reasonable explanation and saying she’s okay. I’ll feel silly about all this worry¸ won’t I?
I laugh nervously to myself. But I can’t shake this bad feeling.
I know Caden said he needed an hour alone to sort his things, but I can’t wander this place alone. I’ll go crazy.
I head to his room.
The door is slightly ajar when I reach it. I lift my hand to knock but a voice stops me. It’s Caden speaking to Wylie.
“Something's wrong, Wylie. I can feel it.”
“Sir, I’m sure that there’s a reasonable explanation for her absence.”
“One of my sources tells me that one of the Tyrell drivers was instructed to meet a private airplane that came into the country a few days ago. It landed in an abandoned airfield not twenty miles from Freemont. It’s Jacob. He’s back in the country for the first time in three years. This is my chance. This may be my only chance. He’s too protected in Colombia.”
“You’re going to try to take him out? Alone?”
“I won’t be alone.”
I hear a discontented grumble from Wylie. “The men who work for The Church are not men you want to get involved with again, sir.”
“Sevastian is fine to deal with. I trust him.”
I hear a sigh. “If you say so.”
“Look, if anything happens to me…”
“Nothing will happen to you. You’re careful.”
“I know. I am. But just in case, keep her here. Keep her from coming after me. Keep her safe.”
“Of course.”
I can’t stand to hear any more. I shove the door open and it slams against the wall. I glare at Caden, ignoring Wylie’s surprise at my entrance. Caden doesn’t even have the decency to look shocked. His cool unaffected mask is on. This is business Caden.
“Were you going to tell me you were going after him?” I demand.
Caden glances at Wylie. Wylie seems to understand what that look means. “Excuse me, sir, madam. I believe I left something in the oven that needs checking.” He leaves swiftly, only pausing to whisper to me, “Go easy on him. He’s only doing what he thinks is right.”
Wylie closes the door behind me when he leaves.
The silence hangs heavy and thick between us. I’m teetering equally on the verge of rage and tears. At the moment I’m not sure what’s going to happen next.
“I didn’t want you to worry,” he says finally.
“So, what? You were just going to leave me with the pretense of going to check on Dixie, then go after Jacob without telling me?”
He shuffles. Appearing to decide that honesty is best, he nods. “You knew I would go after him one day. The day has come.”
I step towards him. “What if something happens to you?”
“Nothing will happen.”
“What if it does?” I yell. Rage and tears decide they can both flood through me at once. “What if he kills you? What the hell do I do then?”
“I’ve made arrangements. If I die, you’ll be taken care of.”
I tense. “What the hell does that mean?”
“You’re in my will. You can stay here and Wylie can look after you.”
I launch at him and beat my fists on his chest, not caring that his wound is still not fully healed. “I don’t care about your goddamn money. I don’t want it. Not any of it.”
He grabs my hands and pulls them around his waist. His arms wrap around my shaking shoulders. I bury my face in his chest as I sob. “I need you, Caden. I can’t live without you. I can’t. Don’t make me try.”
He shushes me as one of his hands strokes my hair. “Please, don’t cry. I’m not going to die, I promise.”
“No. You can’t promise me that. You can’t.” I pull back from him so I can look into his eyes. Through my blurred vision his face is scrunched with concern. “Please, don’t go after him.”
His face hardens. “I have to. You know I have to.”
“You don’t. We could just forget about Jacob. We could move on. Go live on that island somewhere like we talked about. You and me, for the rest of our lives. I’m your home, remember?”
“I can’t do that.”
“You can’t or you won’t?”
“Do you really think you can live without looking over your shoulder every second of every day if he is still alive? Do you think you can walk this earth in peace with his shadow following you? You won’t be able to.”
“You won’t be able to. I don’t care anymore about revenge. I don’t. I don’t care about vengeance. I just want… you.”
“Kitten, please,” he slides his hands on either side of my face, “do you trust me?”
“Of course I do but−”
“Then trust me when I say that nothing bad will happen to me.”
My eyes flood with a fresh set of tears.
He sighs. “I don’t want to say goodbye like this, kitten. I can’t leave with you angry at me.”
“I’m just so worried.”
“I know.” He pulls me back towards the bed. He sits down on the edge of it and pulls me onto his lap. His hands begin to roam under my shirt. “I promise you, I’m coming back,” he says as he presses kisses across my chest and pushes up my shirt. I moan as one of his hands frees one of my breasts from my bra. He start to flick my nipple with his tongue.
My fingers twist into his hair and I yank his head back, causing him to growl. “You better fucking come back,” I say, my voice thickening with lust and venom, “or I’ll kill you myself.”
“Deal.” He crushes me to him so hard my lips bruise, his strong arms securing me to him.
My body throbs and I feel him hardening underneath me. I grind my hips into his. Instantly both our breathing gets hard and fast. There’s no more room to talk. It’s a race to see who can get naked first. My shirt and his are both thrown off. He lifts me off him long enough to strip me off my skirt and underwear and to drop his own pants.
I suck in a breath as I stare at him. He is thick and strong and corded with muscle. I need to have my hands on his body now. God dammit. Will I ever get used to how beautiful he is naked? Even with his scars. To me his scars now look like white lace patterns across his chest. They are a reminder of everything he has endured, everything he has survived. My warrior Caden.
He sits back down on the edge of the bed. With his hands around my waist he picks me up and pulls me over him. My knees are barely touching the mattress on either side of his muscular thighs. There’s no time to tease. He positions me at the end of his cock and lets me drop. I slide down on him, so wet already that there’s no resistance. I slide down to the hilt.
Immediately my body shudders with pleasure. I start to move, lifting my hips up and crashing them down on him, his hands on my hips assisting me. My hands curl around his neck and hold him close. We suck and lick at each other’s lips and tongues. He dips his head occasionally to bite at one of my nipples, sending bolts of lightning through my body.
Our hips move ferociously against each other, the room filling with panting and moaning and the slap of flesh against flesh. I think deep down both of us realize that there’s a chance this might be the last time we see each other. Despite his promises to me to return. Every ounce of fear and love and the goodbye we both refuse to say is released into each other’s mouths and against each other’s bodies.
“I love you,” he tells me between kisses, “I fucking love you so much.”
“I love you too, Caden. So much.”
I cry out as my climax starts. It’s too much for both of us. I tighten around him as I burst with pleasure. He cries out into my mouth as he pumps his climax into me.
We hang suspended for a few seconds, panting against each other. Then he falls back onto the bed. And I fall down with him.



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Caden
Her little arms clutch at my neck and I bury my nose into her hair and try to memorize that fresh citrus smell. “Be good, kitten. I’ll see you soon.”
I pull away and disentangle her arms. I get into my black rental car, a new sedan that smells like leather. I drive away from her down the long driveway. In my rearview mirror I see her tearing away from Wylie, who had closed an arm around her to try to pull her inside. She runs down the driveway after me and my stomach clenches. But I don’t stop.
I can’t.
My boot is loaded with guns, bullets, rope and small canisters of smoke bombs. You know, everything you need for a friendly neighborhood assassination mission. As I lose sight of her in my rearview mirror, I wonder just for a second whether I’m doing the right thing by leaving her and going after Jacob.
No. I have to do this. If I ever had a chance to succeed, now is my chance. I have waited patiently, searching, training, biding my time for the moment when Jacob is once again in my reach. Then I can finally lay my ghosts to rest. And hers.
My heart aches when I remember Lily’s wide toothy smile, her light blonde ringlets and her sparkly green eyes so full of innocent joy. She had her mother’s hair but my eyes. She was the light of my life. Until Jacob took my baby away from me.
I drive into the night. My gut tightens further as I pass the outer city limits back into Freemont. It’s past midnight when I pull up down the road from Dixie’s bar. I turn off the engine and sit in the dark. Dixie’s bar is on a street lined with three and four level apartments and storefronts. It’s not a main road but it’s busy enough. The bar is still and dark. Even from here I can tell that it’s not open. No light shines through the gaps in the shutters. The bar would normally be closed at this time, but there should at least still be a light on inside as the staff cleans up and counts the till.
She was right. Something isn’t right.
I look up to the windows above Dixie’s bar to her apartment. Those lights are all out too.
I know the layout of this building because I have studied the floor plans of it and the neighboring buildings. It’s a wonder how much information you can get when you ask the council workers nicely. And a little money goes a long way in greasing the lines of communication. I’ve cased the bar and broken into Dixie’s apartment before. I know that there’s a small laneway that runs along the back of the building where the rubbish truck backs into and the deliveries are made. I’ll enter that way. As I did last time.
I drive the car around the block and park closer to the entrance of the laneway. After I turn off the engine, I take out the gun from my glove compartment and tuck it into the back of my pants. I have another one in an ankle holster already strapped to my right leg. I slip out of the car and into the shadows of the laneway. Wearing all black I blend right in.
I decide I’m going to try her apartment first. I reach up for the bottom rung of the fire escape and pull myself up with ease. I don’t work out several times a week for hours at a time for nothing. I need to stay fit and strong for times like these.
I step silently up the fire escape until I reach the window to the second floor. With a few short yanks it opens and I’m standing inside the small corridor next to the stairwell. In a few silent steps I’m at Dixie’s door. It’s locked from the inside of course, but that’s never stopped me. I pull a small lockpicking kit from one of my pockets that looks like a black manicure set. From inside the kit I pull out two thin pieces of metal.
In seconds the lock is opened. I slip the tools back into my pocket and slide inside Dixie’s apartment.
It’s quiet in here. In the dimness I gaze over the familiar silhouettes in Dixie’s entry hall and her living room. I pull a small flashlight from my pocket and turn it on. To the left is the kitchen. To the right is the corridor that leads to the two bedrooms. I pause at the door. Something is off. I sniff the air. Meat, it smells of grilled meat. Someone has been cooking in here recently. Stepping further into the kitchen I notice two plates in the sink.
I slip my gun, fitted with a silencer, out from the back of my pants and hold it in front of me. I take a step farther inside towards the living room. Over in one corner the answering machine flashes with two red lights, one a signal that there’s a message and the other one to let the owner know to turn the tape over. Pointing my gun forward I check to make sure there’s no one hiding behind the sofa. Then I move towards the corridor to the bedrooms.
The boy’s room is first. A quick check shows me that he isn’t here but his bed is unmade. Then I check the bathroom. Finally I enter Dixie’s room. Her bed is unmade too. I frown when my light comes to rest on the mirror. It’s cracked. When I look further there are more signs that there had been a struggle in here. The chair by her desk has been righted but I can see where one of its legs has been cracked. A fallen roll of lipstick remains on the floor near the bed. All my muscles are tense, ready. Waiting. I am about to turn away when I notice a faint smell of smoke. Cigarette smoke. I already know from kitten that Dixie doesn’t smoke. She hates it.
Something moves in my periphery and I spin towards it. A figure rises from behind the bed, raising a gun at me. I drop to my knee as I shine my flashlight into his face and he lets out a growl as the torch blinds him for a second. He’s one of Jacob’s men. We both shoot at once, the silencers on our guns reducing the shots into two small noises. His shot goes wild and embeds into the wall above my head. Mine goes straight through his chest.
He drops to the ground and his gun clatters to the floor. I step quickly to him and kick the gun away from him. Then I check his pulse. There’s none. He’s dead. With my gun still pointed at the door, I check his pockets, glancing back towards the door again and again so that I won’t be caught in surprise if there’s another man here.
I find a wallet and I flip it open. The driver’s license tells me that his name was Edward Dumont. I know this guy. Eddie was what the guys called him. Definitely one of Jacob’s men. So… Jacob has Dixie and probably the boy, too.
What is this guy still doing here?
I hear a jiggle from nearby and then the distinct sound of a key sliding into the lock. Is someone at the front door? I collect Eddie’s gun and walk swiftly down the corridor, aiming both guns at the door as the handle jiggles.
Someone is definitely trying to get in.
The lock clicks and the door handle turns. It swings open. I shine the flashlight into the intruder’s face. It’s a large, dark-skinned man carrying a plastic shopping bag in his left hand, a key in the other. He looks startled and he drops his bag. It clinks on the floor.
The big black man holds his hands up. “Don’t shoot.” He doesn’t have a weapon in his hands, but it doesn’t mean that he isn’t hiding one. I recognize the face of Robert, Dixie’s cook, from when I scoped out Dixie’s bar.
“What are you doing here, Robert?” I ask.
“I should ask you the same thing,” he says. “Who are you? And how do you know my name?”
I indicate for him to come in and close the door behind him. “No fast movements.” He does so, bringing in his bag and setting it down near the low side table. Even though I can see the fear in his eyes when he turns back to me he remains with his chin up. “What do you want?”
I make an amused noise in my throat. “I’m the one holding the gun. I get to ask the questions. Where’s Dixie and Jeff?”
“How do you know Dixie?”
I wave the gun to remind him of the way it works.
He nods. “Right. Gun. Questions.” He sighs and his hands sag in the air so his elbows rest on his sides even as he keeps his palms facing me. “I don’t know where Dixie or Jeff are. Earlier this afternoon I came off a two day break for my dinner shift to find the bar closed and Dixie not answering her door or her phone. I tried Jeff but he ain’t answering his phone neither. I got worried. I used the spare key that she gave me to enter this here apartment. She wasn’t here. Neither was Jeff. So I went to the cops. They told me that I couldn’t file a missing persons report unless they’d been gone for 48 hours. I came back here to wait for them just in case they returned. Picked up some groceries just in case I had to wait the whole 48 hours.” He nods at my gun. “That’s when you surprised the hell outta me.”
As I suspected. Jacob does have Dixie and Jeff. He must have sent the dead man in Dixie’s room back to do more recon.
Robert continues, “Dixie has a crazy ex-husband. She ran from him. I thought that maybe finally he had tracked her down. That would not be a good thing if he tracked her down. He’s crazy.”
I consider this possibility. Then I shake my head. “No. I doubt very much that this has anything to do with Dixie’s ex-husband.”
“Why? What in the hell is goin’ on?”
I sigh. And I tuck both guns into the back of my pants. “You can put your hands down now. I’m not here to hurt you.”
“Who are you?”
“I’m a friend of… you know her as Shelley.” I use the fake name that I know she gave them. When I say the name it sounds strange.
Robert’s eyes widen. “Is she okay? She disappeared too a week or so ago.”
I nod. “She’s fine.”
“Has this got to do with Shelley?”
“I think so.”
Robert picks up his plastic shopping bag and moves towards the kitchen. “Then I want to help.” He starts to unpack the bag into the cupboards.
“No, you should go home.”
“I ain’t leavin’.”
I grunt under my breath. “Look, I’ve already caught one man here. He’s dead in Dixie’s room.” I watch Robert’s face flinch and I think maybe I’m getting through to him. “Whoever took Dixie will probably send more when they don’t hear from the dead guy. You better get out of here.”
But the big man just lifts his chin higher into the air. “I ain’t scared. I ain’t leavin’ ‘til Dixie is back here and safe.”
I sigh. I could show him the dead body. That might smarten him up. But then again, I did a background check on Robert Yonga, aka RoYo, eight or so months ago. He used to be a small time thief, just handbag snatches and convenience store robberies back in his hometown. He’s done jail time, but after his stint he appeared to have cleaned up and had been working here at Dixie’s for almost four years on the straight and narrow. He probably wouldn’t be too scared of dead bodies or bullets. Perhaps he wouldn’t be too bad to have watching my back.
“Fine then. Stay for now. I’m going to check the answering machine.”
I walk through the living room towards the flashing red lights of the machine sitting on a side table on her desk near the window on the far wall. I hear Robert tinkering in the kitchen behind me.
Something still feels off. I stand at the answering machine and press the message button. The tape makes a whirring noise as it rewinds.
Then I realize what is off. There are two plates in the sink. But only one man hiding in the room. Where’s the other guy? And if there were two dinner plates here then how did Robert miss out on seeing the two men here if he came to check on the apartment around dinnertime? Was it just dumb luck? I frown as a thought enters my mind.
Before I can turn, I feel a sharp pain on the back of my head. Everything goes black.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Kitten
He hasn’t called yet.
He hasn’t fucking called yet. Jesus Christ. I pace Caden’s bedroom in the light of the bedside lamp wearing one of his shirts that still smells like him, glaring at the screen of my mobile, willing it to call. He should be there by now, shouldn’t he? He should have called by now, shouldn’t he?
I hate this. I hate this so much.
I don’t usually drink but I fucking need one at this second. I stomp over to the low side table and open the drawer where I know he keeps his whiskey and two cut crystal glasses. I pour two fingers of Macallan into a glass and throw it back. Well. That was a bad idea. It burns my throat and I tip forward, spilling whiskey on the carpet. Some of it dribbles down my chin. I cough as I slam the glass down on the table. I stumble to the bathroom spluttering in search of water and a cloth.
I shove my face under a tap and the cool water seems to snap me out of it somewhat. I just have to have faith. I just have to trust in Caden. Everything will be fine. It will be.



Chapter Forty
Caden
I come to and the first thing I notice is the uncomfortable pain in my arm. I’m lying on my side on the floor and my hands are tied behind me. I can feel the thick abrasive rope digging into my skin. I’m still in Dixie’s apartment. I recognize the silhouette of the couch and the low table of the living room that I’m in. Robert must have tied me up right where he knocked me out, probably using some sort of kitchen tool. A fry pan most likely from the way my head hurts like a bitch. Kitten said Robert could be trusted. Apparently not.
I can’t feel the guns at my back and my ankle gun has been taken, too. And probably my phone and torch. There’s still the small knife that slides out of my boot heel however. I start to reach for my boot knife so I can cut the ropes.
A knock at the front door startles me. I hear footsteps and assume it’s Robert coming from one of the bedrooms. Light floods into the entry area from the corridor so I can see Robert’s figure clearly when he steps into view. He peers through the peephole before opening the door to this late night visitor.
Robert steps back and the two figures step in. My stomach twists. I recognize two of Jacob’s men. One, a tall gruff looking meathead – I can’t remember his name. But the other one sends chills of fear through my veins. Snake. Jacob’s right hand man and “fixer”.
The men step into the apartment and the door closes behind them.
“Where is he?” Snake asks.
“In there.”
I lay my head back down and pretend to be out cold. I keep my breathing slow and shallow.
Three sets of footsteps walk across towards me. I hear a click as one of the side lamps is turned on and the light floods across my face and through my closed eyelids. I stay still.
“Hey, I know him,” the meathead says.
I hear Snake hum under his voice. “He does look familiar.”
“I did what you asked. Now let Dixie and Jeff go.”
“I asked for you to hand the girl over when she came back. I don’t see her anywhere.”
“She didn’t come with him. But he said he was her friend. I’ll bet this is Caden, the guy who she ran off with, who she’s in love with. He’ll definitely know where she is.”
“That’s not the deal.”
“He’ll lead you to her. Take him. Just let Dixie and Jeff go. They didn’t do nuthin’.”
There was a pause then Snake says, “Sure. Okay, I’ll let them go.”
“Really?”
“No.”
There is a small pewt sound of a gun with a silencer going off. Then I hear the thud of a lifeless body hitting the floor. I can smell the tang of copper blood in the air.
Oh Robert. You should have known better than to trust a man named Snake.
“Bring him,” Snake says.
I am grabbed by rough hands and dragged across the carpet.



Chapter Forty-One
They stuff me into the trunk of a car. As we ride along the streets I try to keep my ears out for noises and try to guess the direction we’re headed in.
As I suspect, we drive west towards the docklands. When the car stops, the trunk is opened and I’m greeted by the barrel of a gun. Behind it, Snake grins at me.
“Good morning, Caden Thaine,” he says. “Or should I call you Harper Boone? It gets so confusing with so many names, doesn’t it?”
The name Harper Boone sends my blood into a chill. Harper Boone is my name from when I was an officer. If Snake knows about Harper Boone then he recognizes me.
He nods as if he has read my mind. “I never forget a face, Mister Boone. No matter how different you look now. Tell me, how did those burns heal?”
I grit my teeth and say nothing. Even though my blood burns to reach out and wrap my hands around the fucker’s neck but my hands are still tied behind my back. Besides, there’ll be time for that later.
Snake gives me an icy smile. “Walk.”
I get out of the trunk. As suspected I’m in a warehouse complex. All I can see around me are grey concrete structures and shipping containers. I spot a few men holding large AKs on either side of the closest warehouse and a few more dotted about the complex. I can smell the tinge of oil on the air and a hint of salt water. I let Snake direct me into one of the warehouses. He walks me across the warehouse towards an enclosed back room.
There are two guards at the door. One of them unlocks the door while the other keeps his gun pointed at the room. I’m shoved towards the door and a hard boot in my back kicks me in. I fall to my knees before I roll automatically to soften the blow. It’s difficult to roll with your hands tied behind your back, but I do the best I can. I ignore the flare of pain in my shoulder. In this thick darkness, I hear the door lock behind me.
“Who’s there?” a female voice demands.
In the dim room there’s a tiny slit of a window high up near the ceiling. I let my eyes adjust. I see the huddled silhouette of two people in the far corner.
“I said who’s there. Come anywhere near us and by hell I will hurt you.” I can’t help the smile that rises to my lips. This must be Dixie. Kitten told me about her boss. “A real firecracker” she called her.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” I say and I struggle to my feet with my hands still bound behind me.
“Don’t worry about him, Dix,” a younger male’s voice says, “he’s all tied up.” This must be Jeff, the younger boy. His voice is shaky. I can tell he’s trying hard to be strong. Good on him.
I finally get to my feet. The knots I have been working at on these ropes finally give and I shake my hands out of them. I toss the rope to one side.
“Oh shit,” he says.
“Don’t worry, Jeff,” I say. “If I wanted to hurt you, I could do it regardless of whether I was tied up or not.” In the dark I wonder how much of the grin I’m flashing him he can see. “Good thing I don’t want to hurt you.”
“H-how do you know my name?”
“I’m friends with… Shelley.” I give them the name they know her by.
“Is she okay?” Dixie asks and she approaches me from the corner. The little light filtering through the window catches on her flame-red hair.
“She’s fine.”
“Unlike us,” Jeff says.
“Don’t worry. I have a plan.”
“A plan?”
“You don’t really think I would just let myself be caught without having a plan, do you?”
“Well then,” Dixie says, “what can we do to help?”



Chapter Forty-Two
Kitten
Caden was going to call with an update. It’s almost dawn and I still haven’t heard from him. I stare at my phone, my gut churning. He gave me instructions not to call him, he would call me. I want so desperately to call him but… what if he’s in the middle of something and his phone ringing gets him in trouble?
What if he’s already in trouble?
Finally my phone rings and Caden’s name flashes on my screen. Jesus Christ, I almost lose my mind with relief.
I answer. “Caden? Oh my God, I’ve been so worried.”
“Hello princess.”
My world stops. The sound of Jacob’s voice, even after all these years, brings a childlike terror that grips my throat like the claws of death. For a moment I forget how to speak. Jacob Tyrell has Caden’s mobile. Which means Jacob Tyrell has Caden. I almost drop the phone. Oh God. My heart clenches. What if they’re torturing him right now? What if he’s dea−? I cut off this train of thought.
“W-where’s Caden?”
“I’ve missed you.”
“Where is he?”
“What? No, ‘how have you been?’ No, ‘it’s been a long time’. No, ‘I’ve missed you too’?”
“What have you done with him?”
Jacob’s voice drops the fake friendliness. “Here’s the deal, princess. I have your friends; Dixie, Jeff and now Caden. If you want them to live, you will hand yourself over to me. You for them. What’ll it be?”
“I…”
My blood drains from my veins and I go cold and numb, like frostbite has claimed me. No… I can’t go back to Jacob. I can’t. I’d rather die.
But if I don’t, the people I care about will die.
Oh my God.
What do I do?
“I… I need some time to think.” I hear myself say, but it doesn’t sound like my voice. It sounds wooden and hollow.
“You have one hour.”



Chapter Forty-Three
Sometimes decisions are hard because you want both outcomes. Like… deciding between wearing the green dress for Caden or the blue one.
Sometimes decisions are hard because you’re trying to decide between something you want and something you should do instead. Like wanting to let Dixie and Jeff and Robert into my life even though I knew I should keep my distance.
What do you do when you’re faced between two horrible decisions? Do you let the ones you love suffer? Or do you take that suffering for yourself? Do you let people you love die? Or do you die in their place?
Could I live the rest of my life knowing that Caden had died for me? Oh God. The thought of it makes my throat coat with bile. I rush to the bathroom in my bedroom and I throw everything up from my stomach.
When I finish I struggle to my feet, swaying like I’m delirious from fever, and stick my head under the shower. As the water rushes over me I cry into it. I slide down the tiles, my clothes getting soaked, and crumple into a heap.
The shower door opens. Caden kneels beside me and his hands brush at my hair. I reach out for him. Even though he’s still fully clothed and he still has his shoes on, he comes into the shower with me. He sits against the shower wall and pulls me into his lap. He tucks me into his arms, into that space that I fit in so well.
“It’ll be okay. You’re okay,” he chants as he drags the flats of his palms across my back. He lowers his chin onto my head and he is all around me, soothing me.
Caden held me after I shot Mack. He held me and made everything better. But he’s not here now. He’s not here now. The man I fear more than anything in the world – the monster who populates my nightmares, awake and asleep – has him. Jacob has Caden, the man I love more than anything. More than life itself. More than my own life.
I can’t let Caden die for me. I can’t. I won’t let him.
As this decision sinks into my bones I seem to warm with its finality. I’m not going to let Caden die. But I’m not just going to hand myself over to Jacob.
I remember that last two lines of a poem by Dylan Thomas that my grandfather loved.
“Do not go gentle into that good night,
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”
No, I won’t go gentle. I shall fight until my dying breath. And if I have to die sending Jacob to hell, then so be it. I’m prepared to do it.
In my bedroom, I dress like I’m going to war. In a way I am. Black stretchy pants that allow me full range of motion and that flare over black boots hide the gun in my boot. I’ve paired them with a black sleeveless top. Over the top I wear a black jacket. I stand looking at myself in the mirror. The weapons I’ve hidden on my body don’t show.
My phone rings, startling me. The loud, shrill echoes around my room sound like a siren. I swallow and try to compose myself as I pick up the phone and answer it. I can barely hear my hello over my heartbeat pumping in my ears.
“So, what’ll it be, princess?”
“I’ll make the exchange.”
I can feel him smiling through the phone. “Of course you will. You’re a good person, princess. You want to save the world.”
I cringe when I realize he’s referencing our first conversation all those years ago in his nightclub.
He continues, “I want you to drive to the−”
“No,” I interrupt. “If we’re going to exchange we’re doing it my way.”
“Interesting. I’m listening.”
“I want assurances that you’ll let them go. I want you to drop all three of them off at a location of my choosing where I’ll have someone waiting for them to make sure they are safe. If I get a call from that person saying they are safe, I’ll hand myself over to you wherever you tell me to go.”
“How do I trust you’ll hand yourself over once I’ve let your friends go?”
“I’m the trustworthy one here.”
“I don’t know about that. You ratted me out to the police last time, didn’t you?” His voice twists into a bitter hiss and any thought that Jacob wanted me so that we could reunite lovingly flies out the window. This man hates me with every foul beat of his blackened heart. He wants me to suffer.
My knees weaken. I have to sit on the bed so I don’t fall over but I keep my chin raised and my voice strong. “You have my word. I’ll hand myself over.”
“No. I’ll let Dixie and Jeff go first, but I’m keeping Caden as an assurance that you’ll come to me. Once you have arrived at the exchange point I’ll let him go.”
I grit my teeth. It’s as much as I can hope for. “You promise you’ll let him go.”
“Of course, princess.”



Chapter Forty-Four
“Mick, I need your help.”
“What is it, kid?”
As soon as I hang up from Jacob I call my old boxing coach. “I don’t have time to explain it fully but… a very bad man has my friends. I’ve managed to convince him to let two of them go. He’s going to drop them off out front of the central public library in two hours. I need you to be there when they get dropped off. And you need to call me and let me know they’re okay.”
“What the hell? Is this that Caden guy who−?”
“No, it’s not him doing this. They have him. This is all my fault and I have to make things right. And if I don’t do what they want, they’ll kill him.”
“What do they want?”
I’m silent. I can’t tell him that it’s me that Jacob wants.
“Jesus,” he says, “are you at least going to tell me who ‘they’ are?”
“The less you know the better. Please, Mick.”
He swears. “This sounds like some bad shit, kid.”
“I know.”
“Let me call the cops. They can help.”
“No! No cops. Promise me.”
“I’ll only involve the ones I trust.”
“No. Mick, please. You said if I ever needed help I could ask you. I need your help and I’m asking you now, help me. Please.”
“Shit. Alright. Two hours, did you say?”



Chapter Forty-Five
I stalk through the mansion with a duffel bag filled with clips and loaded guns that I took from Caden’s stash. I also found a handful of slim knives that I threw into the bag. It clanks as I walk.
I storm through the kitchen and into the coat and keys area just inside the garage door. Wylie must hear the racket I’m making because he soon appears in the doorway behind me. “Where are you going?”
I pause long enough to look over my shoulder. “A very, very bad man has Caden. I’m going after him.”
“What?” His voice warbles and his face drains of color.
“You can’t stop me, Wylie.” I turn back to the key box and finger through the keys that are hanging there. “I need to use the fastest car you have.”
I hear a click of a gun loading behind me. “I’m sorry. I can’t let you go, madam.”
I spin. “Wylie!” I stare in disbelief at the barrel of a snub-nosed gun pointed straight at me. “What are you doing? Oh my God.” The realization makes my blood run cold. “You-you’re working for the Tyrells?”
Wylie’s face screws up. “You insult me, madam. I am not working for the Tyrells.”
“He says as he points a gun at my chest.”
“The master said I am to keep you here by any means. He told me you’d try to go after him. I am to keep you safe no matter what.”
“I have to, don’t you understand? Jacob has him. He’ll kill Caden if I don’t do something.”
“I know the situation looks dire, but you have to trust the master. He knows what he’s doing. He’ll get himself out. You are to stay here.”
“No way.” I shake my head. “I’m not staying here. I have a plan.”
“Don’t make me shoot you, madam.”
I turn my head back to Wylie. “Are you really going to shoot me? Really?” I face him and raise out my arms to the side. “Then shoot me, Wylie, because I’ll be damned if I stay here while Caden is in trouble.”
There’s a long pause. I squeeze my eyes shut waiting for the gun to go off.
“Shit.” I’m so shocked to hear Wylie swear that I snap my eyes open. He’s still pointing the gun at me, but his head has now dropped so that he’s staring at the floor. “I can’t do it.”
“Did I just hear you swear?”
He lifts his head and clears his throat. “Not my finest moment, madam.” He lowers the gun. “You said you have a plan? I’m coming with you.”
“No way. It’s too dangerous.”
“This is not up for discussion.”
I don’t have time to argue. I growl out in frustration, “Fine.”
Wylie nods and slips his gun back into his jacket. He nudges me aside from the key box and picks a set of keys. “I always say when you need speed, take the Bugatti.”
I raise an eyebrow at him as I snatch the keys off him. He follows me through to the garage.
Wylie flicks the lights on and the garage floods with light. At the same time he hits the switch for the garage door and the gate. The garage door begins to lift and beyond it, all the way down the end of the driveway, I see the black gates swinging open.
“Over there.” Wylie points to a beast of a car in the far corner.
Holy mother of−
I’ve never been a car person. “If it works, it’ll do” has always been my motto. But this car… this sleek silver beautiful god of all cars is just… damn. I can see Caden in this car. It’s thick and brutal and full of its own confidence. Bugatti, did Wylie say?
I think Wylie notices the drool dripping from my mouth because he says, “Perhaps I should drive.”
“No.” I shake myself out of my reverie. “I can do this.” I click the remote and unlock the doors. I pause at the driver’s side. “Oh, shit.”
“What is it, madam?”
“I, um, the directions on a bit of paper. I think I must have left it on the kitchen bench while I was looking for keys.”
“I’ll get it, madam.”
Wylie just can’t help but be helpful. As I hoped he would. I can’t help but feel a small sliver of guilt as I watch him hurry across the garage and disappear inside. I slide into the driver’s seat of the Bugatti, tossing my bag onto Wylie’s passenger seat and lock the doors.
I shake the guilt off. It’s better if he doesn’t come with me. I cannot be responsible for another person’s death at the hands of Jacob Tyrell. Jacob is my monster. My jabberwocky. My personal devil. I will slay him.
I turn the key in the engine and the Bugatti comes to life. Holy shit, this thing purrs under me like a jungle cat. I rub my hands lovingly on the steering wheel of the car. “You know,” I say, “if this thing with me and Caden doesn’t work out…”
The beast purrs right back at me.
I click the automatic windows down on both sides and pull out of the parking spot. I lean out of the window and start shooting out all the tires of the other cars in the garage. Wylie is screaming at me as he runs back into the garage from the house, his face turning red, no doubt fully aware that there was no paper with directions and that I’ve tricked him.
It’s for his own good, I tell myself.
I shoot him an I’m sorry look as I accelerate out of the garage and down the driveway.
As I drive towards Freemont, the city I left behind, I feel the pull in my chest towards it. I feel the knot of unfinished business deep in my belly.
Caden will hate me for giving myself up for him. But I have to. I’m the only one who Jacob would ever let close enough to kill him. And if I fail, well… at least I died saving the man I love.
I can’t run anymore. I don’t want to. The last few days with Caden have made me realize that I want a simple life filled with lazy mornings and his smiles. And I can never have that if Jacob is still walking this earth. ‘Cause he’ll never stop looking for me. Caden was right. It’ll never be over ‘til Jacob is dead.
Even as I drive towards my fate, I feel the rush of nerves under my skin. But, strangely, I’m no longer shaking with terror. Jacob no longer has the hold over me that he once did. Caden has removed all of Jacob’s marks on me. He has pulled apart the ties that Jacob had to my body and my soul and he has replaced them with his own. I’m bound to Caden forever, in life and death.
I want to live.
But I’m prepared to die for him.
The memory of our last night together flitters across my mind. And I wonder if it will be our last.



Chapter Forty-Six
Last night…
“Open them.”
“Caden…”
“Open those eyes or I stop doing this.” He ends that sentence with a lick that sears me to my soul.
I obey. And he continues his talented assault with his tongue between my legs. I moan, and although my eyelashes flicker, I keep them open and on Caden, who is kneeling at the end of the bed, his beautiful face framed by my thighs.
He lifts his head. “God, I love watching you.”
I whimper.
“Do you know your eyes darken when you’re turned on?”
“Why did you stop?”
“And your cheeks flush this glorious pink.”
Jesus. “If you could just stop talking and−”
“But your eyes are my favorite. You’re never allowed to be blindfolded again.”
Argh. I crunch my upper torso up so I can grab either side of his face. “Stop talking. Start licking.”
He grins at me. “I really like this aggressive side of you.”
I’m going to kill him. “Don’t make me tie you down and sit on your−ohmygod.” He plunges his tongue deep into my wetness, eliciting a long moan from me. It rumbles out from deep in my belly. I fall back onto the pillows.
“Look at me, kitten. Don’t you dare look away again.”
At this point I will do anything he wants me to. Anything.
Slowly with his tongue out flat, he licks all the way up. His tongue lashes attention on my sensitized clit as he teases my entrance with a finger. I’m so wet that he slides it in without any resistance. He licks and pushes his finger in at the same time, then he swirls his tongue and pulls out to complete this voodoo magic. The noises coming from me are unrestrained and uncensored, so I’m sure he knows exactly how good this feels. My fingers rip at the sheets when he adds a second finger.
I’m not sure I can hold myself together too much longer. My hips are bucking involuntarily against him. Caden seems to sense it and he backs off, pulling his tongue off my clit and pulling his fingers out. I whimper. He’s making me wait for my release. We don’t have rules anymore except for rule number one. Patience. He blows a breath across my wetness and everything tingles like stardust.
As I calm down Caden keeps running his fingers along my wetness, rubbing it further and further back. His finger brushes against my back hole and I flinch.
He pauses. “You don’t like that?”
“It’s not that I don’t like it… I just... it always hurts.” My voice has gone quiet. My breathing, however, gets louder as I try to repress the flashback. I lose.
“Jacob, please stop. It hurts.”
But he doesn’t. He just leans forward and starts to rub my clit as he fucks my ass. Every push into me causes my muscles to tense and sends fresh tears to my eyes. It feels like it’s tearing me apart.
“You’re mine, princess. Every hole in your body is mine.”
I realize I’m shaking when Caden pulls me into his arms as he sits on the edge of the bed, snapping me back to the present. “Shit,” he mutters. Every muscle in my body is tense and I have to stop myself from fighting him off. This is Caden, not Jacob. I’m here with Caden, not Jacob, I chant to myself.
“I… I…” I try to speak but the words aren’t coming. I shake my head and shove my palms into my eyes, trying to stop the rush of memories trying to flood my senses. Jacob still owns me. Not all of me, but he still owns parts of me.
Caden seems to understand what I can’t put into words. “Jesus Christ. The bastard. I’ll kill him. I’ll fucking kill him,” he mutters as he holds me, rocking me gently in his arms. “Just breathe, baby,” he whispers as he runs a hand up and down my back. His touch is like water, washing away the ghosts of my hurt. Like a baptism. Slowly I calm down and stop shaking.
Caden presses soft kisses all over my face as he speaks, “I’m sorry, kitten. I didn’t know. It just… it can be so good when done right. I promise, I won’t ever touch you there again.”
It can be so good when done right. I need it to be good. I want every part of my body to be mine again. Mine. Not Jacob’s. “No. I want…” what? What is it that I want? “I want you to. Please touch me there again. I need something to replace the bad memories…”
There is silence from him as he studies my face. “Are you sure?”
I bite my lip, then I nod.
He nods but he keeps me in his lap. “We’ll take it slow, okay?”
I nod again. Not really able to do much else. I trust him. I trust him with my body. Completely. I need this. I need him.
He holds my face. “Remember the safe word?”
“Yes.”
“I’m going to add another word. This one is to let me know that you’re reaching your limit. If these words were a traffic light, the safe word would be red and this one would be orange, okay?”
“Okay.”
“I love you, kitten.”
“I love you too.”
He lays me on my back so that my ass is just on the edge of the bed. He resumes licking my clit and I feel my body start to heat up again. His hands move across my body, smoothing out the tension from my limbs. I start to lose myself in these waves of pleasure. Before I know it, his tongue has moved down my slit and is nearing my back hole bringing the wetness with it. I force myself to breathe deeply and to keep relaxing. He pushes the backs of my thighs up so that my knees come up to my chest. This makes my hips and ass lift.
“Hold your legs here for me,” he commands.
I hook my shaking hands behind my knees. How long is he going to make me stay this way? This illicit and purely sexual pose sends a shiver through my body. Oh God. I feel so exposed. His tongue swipes across my back entrance and I moan a little. It feels odd but… good, sending tingles through my core.
As he licks I feel myself relaxing into it, his fingers keep playing with my pussy, alternating between pushing his fingers deep inside me and pulling out to draw more wetness down towards his tongue.
My body continues to heat up from all sides of my core. Dear God. It has never felt like this. I’m an instrument and Caden knows exactly how to play me. His finger circles my back hole, teasing it gently. Then he slides the tip of his finger in, just a centimeter. I tense.
“Just breathe, kitten.” I realize I’m holding my breath. I exhale and try to relax. His other hand runs along the inside of my thigh, sending waves of calm over me. With his fingertip still inside me, his tongue finds my clit. I moan and I feel myself open, accepting more of his finger. Bit by bit, as he licks I relax and more of him slides in. My thighs are shaking as this wave of pleasure builds, ricocheting between my ass and my clit like a pinball. I don’t realize it at first, but I start pushing my ass up to meet him.
“Tell me what you want,” he says.
“More.”
He pulls his finger out and slowly adds a second, gently stretching me open and pausing to let me get used to the feeling. His tongue doesn’t stop its assault, running all the way up and down my seam. I groan as both fingers push in to the hilt. I feel a strange sense of fullness and a rush of wetness to my pussy. He slowly fucks my ass with his fingers using shallow thrusts. With each thrust I feel fuller yet emptier. My body shakes as the pressure builds but this climax feels like the finish stretches out in front of me forever.
“More,” I cry. “Please.” I need more.
He pulls his fingers out and runs a lick all the way across my seam from back to front. He flips me to my front and he lifts my hips to the air so I’m on my knees. I feel my ass cheeks separate in this position.
I glance over my shoulder to look at him. Still standing beside the bed, he leans aside, opens the drawer and pulls out a bottle. He squeezes a generous amount of lube onto his palm and places the bottle aside. He catches me looking at him and he gives me a smile.
“You are so crazy beautiful, do you know that?” He’s still watching me as he rubs the lubricant all over his erection. He is so hard and so thick, and I can’t help but bite my lips as I watch him.
Oh God. What if he won’t fit? What if it hurts? What if−
“Breathe, kitten.”
I inhale and start to calm again.
He steps behind me and I face forward again, not wanting him to see that my lip is shaking. He rubs the head of his wet cock between my legs making my lower belly clench. He does this again and again, teasing me until my legs are shaking so much from wanting him.
He slips his cock into my wet pussy and I cry out as a wave of pleasure rumbles through me. He thrusts all the way in and withdraws halfway. I can feel his thick shaft stroking me, sending tingles radiating from my core. His thumb rubs at my other hole, making the sensations ricochet back, making my climax approach fast and hard.
He pulls out, making me whimper.
His voice rumbles to me in the dark. “Tell me what you want.”
“I want more.”
“No, tell me. Say it.”
He circles his erection around my back hole. The smooth wet skin rubbing around me feels so good.
“Please, fuck me,” I say again.
He places the tip of him against my asshole. “Where?”
“There.”
“Say it.”
Oh God.
“Please, fuck my ass,” I finally say, my face flushing hot with embarrassment. But he doesn’t seem to notice it.
Slowly he starts to push. Just slowly. He slides in just an inch. I flinch and tense my muscles, clamping down on him and I repress a cry.
He pauses. “I’m not going to move, kitten. You push back on me. You control this, okay?”
I nod.
He runs his hands across my back and across my ass, mumbling about my skin, “So soft. So beautiful.”
As he promised, his hips stay still. Slowly I push back millimeter by millimeter until I can’t take any more. I pause and let myself relax around him. His hands don’t stop touching me, caressing my back and my hips and my ass cheeks. I push back a little more. And a little more. As he fills me the pleasurable heat in my body vibrates higher and higher.
“You’re so tight.” I hear him groan as I push back fully onto him. I have never felt so full in my life. My body and my heart feel fit to burst in the best possible way. I slide forward and the pleasure that cascades through my body surprises me.
As I move back and forward onto him, my pace growing faster as I climax. Caden is true to his word; he doesn’t move, giving me compete control. Even as I feel him tremble with pleasure behind me, his hips remain still.
As both our climaxes fade away we collapse beside each other on the bed. He pulls me into his arms in a sweaty hug. And I feel safe and loved. Old memories fade as my body replaces them with new memories of Caden.
Bit by bit, Caden has reclaimed my body for me.



Chapter Forty-Seven
The present…
My mobile phone rings, startling me out of my thoughts. I’ve been driving for almost two hours now, having broken the speed limit all the way, and I’m only halfway to Freemont. My heart starts racing. This must be Mick. With news of Dixie and Jeff.
I slow down along this dusty road between cities and pull up to the side. I snatch the phone and answer it.
“Hello?”
“It’s me, kid.”
“Dixie and Jeff?”
“They’re here and they’re both unharmed. A black unmarked van pulled out of the front of the library not two minutes ago and pushed them out of the back of it.”
“Good, can you please take care of them? Take them to your place?”
“Yeah. I can do that.”
“Stop being an oaf and let me talk to her,” I can hear Dixie insisting in the background.
Mick’s voice sounds far way and I hear some shuffling like they’re fighting over the phone. “Yeah, alright, hang on, woman. Ow, Jesus. You packing claws on the ends of your fingers or what? Just gimmie a second.” And he’s back on the phone. “Kid?”
I can’t talk to Dixie. Not now. Not yet. How do I explain what she and Jeff just went through? How do I apologize? Besides, I don’t have time.
If I get through this, I’ll apologize. I promise myself I’ll make it a good one.
Avoiding it, are you? my inner voice says.
I ignore the voice; stupid know-it-all.
“Mick, I can’t talk anymore. Tell Dixie I’ll call later. I need to keep this line free.” And I hang up before he has time to respond. I ignore the tiny bit of guilt threading its way through my body.
Immediately my phone rings again and I see Caden’s name flash up. My chest tightens and I take a deep breath before I answer it.
Jacob’s deep voice comes over the phone. The timbre of his caramel voice used to turn me on, but now it just makes my blood run cold. “So I’ve released your friends. As you wished. Now it’s time for us to reunite, my princess.”
“Where?” It’s all I can get out, my mouth is so dry.
“There’s an abandoned airfield half an hour north of Freemont.” He gives me the address and I plug it into the GPS. My fingers shake so hard that I hit several wrong keys.
“I can be there in two hours.”
“I’ll be waiting. And princess? Wear something… sexy.”
I shudder in disgust at the thought of wearing anything sexy for Jacob. “Forget it.”
“You aren’t in any position to refuse my demands. If you dress up for me, I’ll let Caden keep his fingers, how’s that?”
“You said you’d let him go.”
“That’s what I said, yes. But if you want him unharmed and with all his digits you shall come to the exchange address in something sexy.”
“Fuck you,” I hiss.
He just laughs. “Soon, my beautiful princess. Soon we shall have all the time in the world for me to show you how much I missed you and that tight little pussy of yours.”



Chapter Forty-Eight
Caden
The door clangs again as the huge bolt across it is shoved aside. The door opens and I squint at the light from the corner where I crouch. A man steps in, his rifle silhouetted like a deadly limb in his hands. I peer around him but I don’t see Dixie or Jeff. My blood curdles in my stomach.
The man steps up towards me and behind him I see the outline of two more men standing guard. He jabs the point of the rifle in my stomach. “Hands up.”
My blood runs cold. “Where’s Dixie and Jeff? Where did you take them?” I swat the gun barrel aside and start towards them.
“Shut up.” The first guard hits the butt of his rifle into my jaw, making my head whiplash to the side. I spit out blood. He slams the rifle again against my forehead now. God dammit. I stagger and my world goes dizzy for a second. He kicks me and I slam against the back wall. “Cooperate or I’ll put a hole in you.”
I shake the disorientation from my head. And raise my hands up. His gun pointed at my chest makes my skin prickle with awareness of how I’m a trigger-hair away from death.
A scraping sound draws my attention to the doorway. A second man comes into the room dragging a chair. He leaves it in the center of the room and turns to me with a twisted little smile on his face. That’s when I notice the coils of rope in his hands.
“Sit,” commands the guard with the gun.
The second guard moves behinds the chair, still smiling at me. I really, really don’t want to sit in that chair. I know what that chair means. But I need to do what they say − at least for now.
I sit and the second guard makes a show of tying my hands onto the arms of the chair. I tense my forearms as he ties me up too tightly. When he finishes and I relax, the ropes have slackened, but they are still too tight to wriggle out of. He then moves around to my feet and ties each of them to the chair leg. I have to force myself not to kick at him. My whole body is reacting, remembering the last time I was tied to a chair like this.
Blood coats my body like a second skin. I slump over in the chair, dizzy from all this pain. But it’s nothing compared to my heart.
My little girl, my sunshine, my Lily is gone.
Jacob Tyrell, the monster who took her away from me, steps up to me. His finger lifts my chin so I am staring right into the dark eyes of the Devil. “It’s been fun, Harper. But I really must go.”
“Are you going to kill me?” I ask, part of me hopeful that he does.
Jacob grins. “That would be too easy for you, wouldn’t it? No. You don’t get to die. You get to live with the fact that the person you loved more than anything in the world was taken from you, like you did to me. Just know that it’s your fault your daughter’s dead.”
He blames me for taking her away from him in that warehouse. He blames me for not coming back with her. That’s why he killed Lily. My Lily. My single ray of light. Gone. Because of me.
Jacob lets go of my chin and my head slumps to my chest. I have no more energy to keep it up.
His footsteps echo as he walks away. “But I will leave you with something to remember me by.”
I hear a dull roaring noise and despite my fatigue I’m startled enough to look up. I recognize the man standing in front of me as Snake, one of Jacob’s closest. He walks so silently that I didn’t hear him enter the room. He’s holding a long-handled iron branding stick with Jacob’s crest on the end. I assume they use it to mark their crates. He’s holding a blowtorch in the other hand, aimed at the crest at the end. The blue fire twinkles at me.
The door shuts behind Jacob and I’m left alone with Snake.
“Harper Boone,” Snake says, his voice sharp and pointed with a guttural sounding accent. “Do you want to know why they call me Snake?” As he speaks he turns the brand over so that it heats up evenly. The metal is beginning to glow a violent orange.
“‘Cause you’re cold-blooded?”
“Excellent answer. But no. Please, guess again.”
I sigh, close my eyes and let them fill with tears. Lily’s innocent face flashes before my eyes. My baby. My Lily. My heart sears with so much pain that I almost stop breathing. Let him do what he wants to me. Nothing can possibly hurt any worse than this does.
“I can’t hear your answer, Mr. Boone.”
“‘Cause you’re a dirt crawling, slithering piece of shit.”
He chuckles. “Another good answer. But no.”
I open my eyes. The whole crest is a mix of searing white and orange now. Snake turns off the torch and holds it out. A figure darts from the shadows and takes it from him. We’re not alone here, I realize. Jacob’s men are in the shadows. They’ve been watching. They’re watching now.
Another two figures appear in my periphery and hold my arms and shoulders back so that my chest is open and pushed forward.
Snake takes another silent step towards me. “It’s an old Albanian saying about the snake. It goes, ‘Beware the snake’s smile. For the only time you see the snake smile is before he strikes’.”
I start involuntarily thrashing, my body reacting already to the feel of the heat and smell of searing metal as he approaches me. A sick smile stretches across his face.
I don’t want to, but I start screaming when I smell my hair burning, then my flesh burning before I pass out from the pain.
I blink, pulling myself out of that memory. It feels so much like déjà vu. At least she is safe and far, far away from here. I just have to bide my time.
The guard finishes off the ties around my ankles.
“Well,” a voice calls from the door. “Isn’t this just a wonderful little reunion?” My skin prickles when I recognize it.
Jacob Tyrell.
Immediately my body rushes with so much adrenaline that I shake in my chair, making it thud against the concrete flooring.
Jacob chuckles as he walks through the doorway. “I would have thought that you had learned by now not to get involved. I’ve heard some disturbing things, Harper Boone.”
The name I took when I was a cop makes me flinch internally. This isn’t good.
He indicates to me with his fingers and a guard moves forward to stand at my side. “Open his shirt.”
“Sorry, Jacob, but you’re not my type.”
“Do it.”
The guard grabs my shirt and rips it apart, buttons pinging across the concrete floor. He steps aside revealing my messed up chest to Jacob. My skin burns as Jacob’s eyes find the familiar crest etched in scars across my torso, marred only by two scars and the healing wound.
“See, I own you. Like I own her.”
The way he flicks his tongue after he says her makes me lose my mind. I snap forward with my teeth, missing his flesh by inches as he snatches back. I thrash about, willing these ropes to break apart. But they hold me still. A momentary flash of fear crosses Jacob’s eyes, like he believes for a second that I may actually get loose and mess up his face.
“I hear disturbing things about your involvement with my little princess.” His voice chills to an icy deadliness. “You can’t expect me to believe it just happens to be a coincidence that where she is, you are.” He leans forward into my face. “Exactly how close is your friendship.”
I say nothing.
“You’ve decided not to talk. That’s fine. I know everything I need to know.” Jacob starts to slide a number of thick metal rings onto his fingers. Makeshift knuckledusters. “I’m going to enjoy this.” He steps up and throws his first punch.
The first hit causes a burst of pain on my left cheekbone. Then another punch whips my head to the other side. I can feel blood oozing from my broken skin as he continues to beat me. I refuse to make a single noise. I just take it. I can only hope that Sevastian and his friends from The Church get here before Jacob kills me.



Chapter Forty-Nine
Yesterday…
I’m on the way to Dixie’s apartment, driving along a long dusty road between where I’ve come from and where I’m going. It’s still a few hours’ drive to Freemont. Up ahead I spot a single black car parked to the side of the road looking like a black carcass. I slow down as I approach, peering inside the vehicle as I pass it. Well, at least, I try to see inside. The windows are tinted so dark it might as well be nighttime.
I pull up a few meters in front of the other car, the dust swirls up around the car like a mist. I turn off my engine and stare at the silent vehicle behind me through my rearview mirror. Just in case, I tuck my gun into the back of my pants and get out. I shut the door of my car, leaving it unlocked, and lean against it.
The front door of the other car opens. I swallow and try to calm my nerves. A dark figure steps out from the driver’s side. He’s tall like me but with a leaner build. While I look like a wrestler, he looks like a swimmer. He has midnight black hair and piercing blue eyes and he’s dressed as I have only ever seen him – in a suit. Even in this warm weather.
I figure some women would call him handsome. But I know too much about him to agree. Don’t ask me how I know him. You don’t want to know.
We walk towards each other and meet in the neutral zone between our two cars.
“Hello, Mister Thaine,” he says. His voice has a slight accent to it. Eastern European if I had to pick it. I believe it’s his real voice. But I never know with him, he’s a master of accents and has a collection of voices that he uses. “Long time.”
I nod. “Sevastian. I need your help.” I don’t beat around the bush. I don’t have time to.
He scoffs. “You Americans are so direct. No small talk. No niceties. You’re not going to ask me how my family is?”
“You have no family.”
Sevastian smiles but it doesn’t look friendly; it looks like it would be poisonous. “You’ve been checking up on me. Very smart.”
“I always check up on people I work with.”
I can see the interest flare in Sevastian’s eyes. They shine like sapphires in the sun for a second. “Interesting. So this is business call.”
“Yes.”
“What’s the job?”
I slip out a folder and hand it to him. Inside is a photo of Jacob Tyrell as well as one of Dixie and Jeff that I took when I was casing Dixie’s bar months ago. Also in there is the location and floor plans of the warehouse complex that I know is owned by a dummy corporation of the Tyrells. This is the warehouse that my contact claimed had a section of the office area recently fitted out with a luxurious bed and various other high-end furniture and electronics equipment. I suspect that this is where Jacob is hiding out while he’s in this country.
Sevastian opens it up and flips through it, humming tunelessly as he does. At first I don’t recognize it. When I do it makes my hair stand on end. It’s a nursery rhyme: rock-a-bye baby.
And for a second I wonder if getting involved with a man like Sevastian again is such a great idea. But I really don’t have a choice. I need someone on my side who doesn’t have a conscience.
“What is this location?” he asks.
“I suspect this is where Jacob is hiding out, but I need to be sure before you go in.”
I hand him a small smartphone-like gadget.
“I have a GPS tracker on my body. Somewhere they’ll never look. You’ll be able to track me from this. I’ll let myself get caught and they’ll take me to Jacob. I need you to give me some time to get caught, let’s say twelve hours, and then−”
Sevastian looks amused. “Where exactly is this elusive tracker on your body?”
I ignore this question. “I need you to come in and release me, the woman and the boy. I suspect they’ll hold us together.”
“Come on. You’re not going to tell me? Did you swallow it? Implant it?”
I’m not going to let him get to me. “The woman and the boy are to live. They are innocents. Kill everyone else, all of Jacob’s men. It needs to be done discreetly so as not to raise any alarms.”
“I know. You shoved it up your asshole?”
I flinch. “You think this is a joke?”
Sevastian smiles. “If I don’t joke, then I might start taking myself too seriously and if I did that, things might get a little too fucking loco in my head. It’s not good for anyone if I get a little crazy, don’t you agree, Mister Thaine?”
I match Sevastian’s stare with a glare. I see the little glint of insanity in his eyes and I think, it may be a little too late for you. But I know better than to say anything at all. “Kill them all. Except Jacob Tyrell. Jacob is mine.”
It unnerves me that I can talk to Sevastian about killing off a bunch of men who all probably have families and wives and children and he doesn’t bat an eyelid. Lord help me if someone ever decides to turn Sevastian against me. For a second I feel a little guilty over sentencing these men to their deaths. I remind myself that anyone employed by the Tyrells are all criminals and murderers and rapists and the world would be better off without scum like them. “I assume you know who the Tyrells are and that you don’t need any more justification for taking this job.” Sevastian has this strange rule about taking jobs. He won’t accept a kill unless he is convinced that the target needs to die. For a man who is little more than a high-end hired gun, this rule of his seems strange to me. But hey, who am I to judge. I have my own rules. I know better than to ask Sevastian about his.
Sevastian nods. “Yes, I believe that they deserve to die.” He raises an eyebrow. “A bold move, taking on the Tyrells. They are a very powerful family. They always employ a lot of men.”
“Are you saying you can’t do it?”
“Not at all. I’m saying I’ll need some help from other members of The Church.”
I nod. “Do what you have to.”
“I always do, Mister Thaine.”



Chapter Fifty
The present…
My face snaps to the side again as Jacob’s fist lands another blow. I can feel the edges and grooves of the metal rings on his fingers leaving their marks along my face and ribs. Sevastian should be here soon with other members of The Church. I just have to hang on. Just have to hang on.
I watch Jacob shake his hand slightly and I take a small amount of pleasure in it. His hand hurts from hitting me. Good.
Someone moves to his side and whispers something in his ear before sliding back into the shadows. Jacob turns his soulless eyes to glare at me. “You’re lucky we’ve run out of time.”
Run out of time?
I spit out coppery blood from my mouth. “Why? You have a manicure appointment now?”
Jacob scowls. He accepts a small towel from one of his lackeys. He removes his rings, setting them on a silver tray someone holds out, then wiping his hands of my blood and tossing the towel aside.
He indicates to his men and they start to untie me as Jacob walks from the room. They jostle me to my feet and someone throws a towel at my face. “Clean yourself up.” It’s the same towel that Jacob wiped his hands with, already smeared with my blood. I dab the parts of my face that sting with the clean sections of the towel.
Then my hands are tied in front of me. I’m led from the room and through the warehouse, where a black tinted sedan and a black unmarked van are waiting. Jacob and Snake disappear into the black sedan. I’m thrown into the back of the van. One of Jacob’s men is already sitting inside waiting for me, holding a gun pointed at me. I peer at him and recognize his thick build, his dark skin and his dreadlocks. It’s Garfield. Jacob’s other personal guard. Another guard gets into the driver’s seat of the van and I feel the rumble underneath me as the van starts moving.
I have so many questions, but I doubt any of them will be answered. Where are we going? Where are they taking me? Is Jacob coming with us?
I listen for the sounds that Sevastian and his friends may have arrived and will stop this vehicle before we leave the warehouse compound. They’re due soon. Soon. But obviously not soon enough.
I sit in nervous silence. Whatever is happening is throwing a big, dirty spanner in my plans.
I hate spanners.



Chapter Fifty-One
Kitten
As I turn the car down this gravel road about a thirty minute drive from the city my nerves ratchet up to an even higher level. Leaves and low hanging branches swipe along the car, almost like the world is reaching out to me, trying to pull me back from the place I am going. The place I might never return from.
Every time I think about turning around I picture Caden’s face and I keep driving. I’m not leaving him behind to die in my place. I won’t.
The sun is setting. The twilight makes this place seem gloomy and dusty. At this time of day the world is cut in half; the light of day fighting every last breath as it’s slowly consumed by the black night.
I pull into the small gravel parking area next to a large shed at the abandoned airfield. Thick trees are encroaching the perimeter and the shed looks uncared for, but it looks like the field has been mowed and maintained.
I don’t see anyone here yet. It doesn’t mean that nobody’s watching. I steel myself and get out of the car. Because if I stay inside I may not have the guts to go through with this. I stand dressed in black, like I’m going to a funeral. I stopped briefly on the way to change. “Dress sexy.” I shudder as I remember Jacob’s instructions. Over the long skirt and fitted top, I wear my black leather jacket, and on my feet are black combat boots. The skirt skims over my hips and drops to the ground with a split to mid-thigh. Tucked into one boot is another gun. But the cool metal, my old friend, he doesn’t comfort me. Nothing can comfort me at this moment.
Through the trees a black sedan approaches, a black van close behind it. I watch as it makes its way towards me. My heart thuds louder and louder as they approach.
The two vehicles park several meters from me. I notice immediately that they parked so that they block the road. Shit. I can’t stop this bad feeling. This bad, bad feeling. I wipe my palms on my skirt.
The driver door of the sedan opens and the driver gets out, a man I don’t recognize. At the same time, the back door opens and a figure steps out. He’s too thin to be Jacob. When he turns his head my stomach drops. It’s Snake. Snake catches my eye and I shudder. His piercing expression doesn’t change.
Snake snaps his fingers at the driver and makes a motion with his fingers towards the other back door. The driver runs over to the door and opens it. A man steps out of the car, buttoning his suit jacket as he does. My heart stops for a moment as the monster from my nightmares is made flesh before me.
Jacob Tyrell. The dark-eyed monster, once-thief of my heart. My whole body screams at me to run. Run! Run as fast as you can. But I don’t. I grit my chattering teeth and I stand my ground.
Snake steps around the car to stand by his side, his hand half in his jacket, where I’m sure he has a gun. Jacob just studies me for a long while, his eyes violating me with its lustful and possessive stare, comparing my body and my face to how I looked three years ago. His gaze rests on my breasts. I want to cross my arms, but that would show him that I want to hide from him. I do. I want to hide in a dark, warm place where he’d never find me. But I can’t show him I’m scared. I swallow hard and lift my chin higher in the air, feigning the confidence I wish I had.
He smiles wide, a hyena’s smile, full of sharp teeth. He’s still handsome but now I recognize the evil madness in his beautiful eyes and I fight a shiver. That smile used to bring me to my knees. “Hello, princess. So glad you could make it. I’ve missed you.”
“Where is he?” I call out.
“No kiss for your old flame?”
“Where. Is. He?”
Jacob makes a bring him here movement with his hand. Then he says, “It seems you have lost your manners in the years we’ve been apart. It would pay for you to find them again. Quickly.”
The driver of the van gets out holding a large rifle. He opens the back of the van and points the gun inside. Caden is pushed out, his hands tied in front of him, and he stumbles. Seeing Caden again makes my stomach hurt. Behind him Garfield, Jacob’s other right-hand man and someone I once thought was on my side, gets out behind Caden, also pointing a gun.
Even from here I can see that Caden’s face is swollen and bruised, freshly broken skin along his jaw and cheekbone oozing blood. I want to run to him and throw myself in his arms and cover his face with soft healing kisses. But it would only make matters worse. The more affection I show for Caden, the more danger he’s in. And there’s a chance that Jacob may not let him go if he thinks Caden means something to me. I fight to keep myself grounded to the spot.
The driver with the rifle directs Caden to move until the six of them stand in a staggered line before me; the van driver, Caden, Garfield, Jacob, Snake and the other driver.
Caden sees me and his face dissolves into a mask of horror. “No. What are you doing?”
“I’m here,” I call out to Jacob. “Now let him go.”
“No,” Caden roars at me. “No. You are not doing this.” He turns to Jacob, who ignores him. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you fucking dare take her in exchange for me.” The pain in Caden’s voice is indescribable. It pierces through my skin and buries itself in my heart. I want to lie to him and tell him that everything will be okay. I want to show him the love pouring out of my heart. But I can’t. So I stand aloof, looking as unaffected as I can. And I stare at Jacob.
“Shut him up,” Jacob says sideways to Caden’s guard.
The guard next to Caden hits him over the head with the butt of his rifle. Caden drops to his knees with a groan. He sways as he struggles to push himself up to his feet. The man hits Caden again and he collapses to the ground, moaning. Inside, my heart is bleeding for him. A scream threatens to tear away from my throat, but I hold all these things in. I force myself to remain aloof. I can’t look at Caden. I can’t. So I look away.
For some reason my gaze lands on Garfield. He looks distressed as he stares back at me. He looks almost sorry. His eyes are almost pleading. Like he’s asking for forgiveness. For a minute I allow myself to feel a soft caring for him as I once did. Then I look away. That was then, this is now. Garfield’s not getting any forgiveness from me.
“Snake,” Jacob says, “pat her down.”
I hiss and take a step back. “That filthy piece of shit is not touching me.”
“Aww, you hurt me,” Snake says. Sarcasm drips off his thin lips like acid. “And I was so looking forward to us getting reacquainted.”
“I’ll pat her down,” Garfield says, and he steps forward.
My mind goes over the various things strapped to my body; the gun under my jacket, the smaller piece in my boot. And I have a small stiletto knife tucked into a holder in my other boot and another one hidden just along my bra line. I was banking on Jacob not seeing me as a big enough threat to carry any weapons. Apparently not. Shit. If I get patted down, all of my defenses are taken away.
“Is this really necessary?” I say to Jacob, shooting him what I hope is a bored look. “When have you ever known me to carry anything?”
He smiles. “Do you really need me to answer that? Garfield, go take her weapons off her.”
As Garfield walks towards me my mind floods with memories of him.
“Hey, Garfield?”
“Yes, miss?”
“Why do they call you Garfield?”
He grins at me from across the limousine sent to pick me up and take me to Jacob’s. “I like lasagna.”
I frown until I get the reference. “They named you after a cartoon cat?”
“I don’t think you understand how much I love lasagna.”
I laugh. “A lot, then?”
“My madre used to make it for me as a child when I was a good boy.”
“Madre?” Isn’t that an Italian word? But Garfield’s skin is as black as night.
Garfield’s smile falters. “My birth parents died. I was… adopted by an Italian couple; friends of the Tyrells.”
Oh. “My parents died when I was young, too.” I slide into the empty seat beside him. “But we can be family.” I smile at him.
He smiles back. “You any good at cooking lasagna?”
“I’m the best.”
“Really?”
“I don’t want to brag but… I think your madre has some stiff competition on her hands.”
I cared about Garfield once. He spent a lot of time by my side when I was with Jacob. Escorting me to and fro. Waiting with me when Jacob was busy with business stuff. I believed he used to care for me, too. If anybody was going to come near me, I’d rather it be Garfield. Anybody is better than Snake.
Garfield reaches me and stands before me, his gun by his side instead of pointed at me. I can see beads of sweat have started forming on his upper lip. “Please, open your arms to the side, miss.”
I sigh but I comply. He slips his gun into the back of his pants and starts low at my ankles, patting his way up. As he does so I start to whisper at him, careful to move my mouth as little as possible so Jacob doesn’t see. “Why are you doing this? Why are you working with a man like Jacob? You’re not like this, Garfield. I know you. You’re a good man. A good man.”
I can see his eyes begin to soften. So I keep going. “Remember when they forced me down and tattooed me? I could see that you knew it was wrong. I could see it. Just like this is wrong.”
He finds the gun in my boot first. He removes the clip into the dirt before throwing the piece at Jacob’s feet.
“You know Jacob will kill me,” I whisper.
Garfield flinches, his hands pause on me. I see a twitch of his jaw as he tenses. Then he continues frisking me. He won’t look at me.
He finds the stiletto knife in my other boot next and takes that out and tosses it onto the ground to join the other discarded piece of metal. Then he finds my gun under my jacket. That too is unloaded and thrown onto the ground.
“Please,” I whisper. “If you can’t help me, please help Caden.”
Garfield’s fingers swipe under my breasts. He frowns. He can feel the knife tucked under my bra under my shirt. If he takes that I’m all out of luck. He’s found every weapon now. “I love him. Have you ever loved anyone, Garfield?”
Only then do his eyes snap to mine. I see his brown eyes soften and I feel a glimmer of hope. Then his face hardens and my hope slips away. He’s going to relieve me of my last weapon now.
But he doesn’t reach inside my shirt. He steps aside and turns to face Jacob. “She’s clean.”
I blink. Did that just happen? Did Garfield just let me keep one hidden knife? Or was I imagining that he felt it?
I feel all alone again as Garfield returns to his place next to Caden, who is trying to push himself up from the dirt, splattered with blood from his head wound. There is no one between Jacob and me again. I feel so naked and vulnerable standing here alone.
Jacob surveys the knife and clips in the dirt at his feet. He shakes his head and tskes at me. “You were saying?”
I compose myself and stick my chin in the air. “Now let Caden go.”
Jacob begins to stride over to me. Every step he takes seems to echo in the heightened beats of my heart. As he nears I shuffle back, my boots rolling over gravel. He grabs me, his fingers digging into my arms like claws. My insides start to shake. Come on, keep it together. You are stronger than you know.
I force myself to meet his gaze. Dear God. His eyes are soulless, deep and black like the depths of hell. How did I ever think that they were beautiful?
“For a long time I just wanted you dead, princess. Not anymore. But you do need to pay. Oh yes, you will pay. Tit for tat.”
My blood froze. Tit for tat. What does that mean?
Jacob leans down into me. I cringe at the familiar smell of him; his expensive cologne and the ghosts of cigar smoke cling to his shirt.
“Your friend Robert told us about you. And about this man. I know how you feel about him.”
I freeze and my blood turns to ice.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Caden’s just… someone I know. He’s an innocent in all this. He shouldn’t have to die for me. Apart from that, he means nothing.”
Jacob smiles, deadly and unfooled. “You forget that I know you, princess. Do you know how I know that you’re lying? Hmm? Your tell… it’s that slight hitch in your shoulders and you open your eyes wide at me, trying not to blink.”
My pretending means nothing.
“Get her in the car.” Jacob pulls me forward so that I fall into Snake’s waiting arms.
Snake’s dark eyes narrow in on me and his fingers clutch my arms like claws. “Did you miss me?” he whispers. And I fight a shiver.
I’m dragged to the sedan. By this stage Caden has regained his footing, but he remains crouched over. He’s doing something with his hands at the heel of one of his boots. I catch a wink of metal, a knife. Caden lets out a small grunt as he lunges at the guard. Even with his hands tied in front of him, he manages to knock the guard’s rifle aside and plunge the knife into his belly. At the same time, he headbutts him. The guard drops like a sack. The rifle falls to the ground and Caden grabs for it.
But Garfield grabs him around the neck from behind before he can make a break for me. Garfield places the barrel of a handgun to his temple. “Don’t be a hero,” I hear Garfield’s bassy voice call out over my screaming.
I’m shoved into the car. Snake gets in behind me and I shuffle to the other door, but Jacob’s standing right there. I see Jacob nodding to Garfield before he gets in beside me, forcing me to the middle of the back seat. I am squashed in between the devil and the snake.
The driver gets into the front of the car. As the last car door is shut, the noise from outside disappears and suddenly I feel like I’m underwater. The driver starts the car and we roll away. I stare at Caden, his eyes burning into mine, face screwed up as he screams, muffled to my ears, and struggles against Garfield.
I’m sorry, Caden. I’m so sorry.
Jacob leans in and tucks a lock of hair behind my ears. My skin burns at his poisonous touch and I flinch away from him. He grabs my chin and forces my head to one side so he can whisper into my ear. “You took away the one thing I loved. Now I’m going to take away yours.”
Tit for tat.
Jacob lied to me.
He was never going to let Caden go. Never. I’m a fool. Somehow Jacob made Robert admit to me being in love with Caden. Somehow. Wait… then where’s Robert if not with Dixie and Jeff? I realize with a sinking heart that Robert is probably dead.
But how would Robert know how I felt about Caden? Dixie. Dixie tells him everything. I remember my words to Dixie on the phone the last time I spoke to her.
“I’m okay, Dixie. I promise. Caden’s taking care of me.”
“Is this Caden the man you’ve been seeing? The scotch drinker?”
I smile. “Yes, he’s my scotch drinker.”
She hums.
“What?”
“I recognize that tone of voice. You love him, don’tcha?”
I don’t hesitate. “Yes, Dix, I do. With everything I am.”
Dixie told Robert everything. Robert told Jacob. Now Jacob knows.
Oh God.
“Take one last look, princess.”
Through the window I see Garfield pushing Caden down to the ground on all fours. Even from here Caden looks defeated. His tied hands clutch the dirt as he watches the car I’m in drive away. His mouth is open in a scream. Garfield kicks him to one side and our eye contact is broken.
Now Caden is in profile as Garfield steps around, putting them face to face. He raises his gun to Caden’s chest. Everything goes still and slow.
This isn’t happening. I feel like I’m watching a movie from the frame of the car window. It’s not real. It can’t be. If this were a movie this is when the cops would show up. Or Mick. Or someone…
But this isn’t the movies. The sound of my heart beat thuds in my ears low and slow.
Glub, glub.
My heart swells with so much helpless fear it’s about to burst. In my head I’m begging him, No, Garfield. You’re a good man. Please. No.
But Garfield pulls the trigger. His hand recoils slightly from the shot. Caden jolts as if he has been electrocuted. A spray of blood spits out from Caden’s back and I swear I can see where the bullet has cut its deadly line across his heart. My own heart explodes with pain as if he has shot me too.
Caden is frozen, held up for the tiniest of moments, shock clear in the profile of his face. Then he falls forward. My Caden. My love. Falls into the dirt. Dead.



Chapter Fifty-Two
It’s amazing how much can happen in one second. In a second, things can cease to be the same ever again. One second between a vase and irreparable ceramic rain.
One second for the quiet rush of blood between our heartbeats.
One second.
Then my heart beats again. But Caden’s doesn’t. It will never beat again.
I start screaming. The noise is a wild howling ripping through my body and out of my lungs like an exorcism. I turn towards Jacob next to me in the sedan and I don’t give a shit anymore that I have a gun pointed at me from Snake sitting beside me.
“You muthafucking−” the rest of my shrieking is unintelligible. I attack him and manage to get a right hook into his jaw before he grabs my wrists.
“Little bitch,” Jacob growls. “Get her under control.”
With my wrists in his hands I still don’t stop my thrashing. I just become more frantic. The last of my sanity is gone. When I feel his skin clawing off under my fingertips I cackle like a demented witch. “Muthafucker. Fucking muthafucker! I’ll kill you. I’ll rip you to pieces.”
I feel a pinprick in my arm and cold spreading through my veins. As I struggle everything starts to fade. I fight it at first, my hands clawing at Jacob, getting weaker and weaker until they drop into my lap. Jacob pulls me to his chest and his stench of stale cigars makes me gag. Then I welcome the nothingness.



Chapter Fifty-Three
I wake, my mind hazy. I’m lying on something soft. A bed. I turn to my side and snuggle into the pillow. Caden must have woken and snuck out of bed already. I almost settle back to sleep…
A cloying scent of expensive perfume and cigar smoke reaches my nose. It has the same effect on me as a bucket of ice water.
Oh God. My skin prickles as my eyes snap open.
“You whore.”
I roll to face the voice, coming face to face with Jacob’s snarl as he steps out of the ensuite bathroom. Not Caden’s face. Jacob’s. The scratches that I gave him earlier look raw on his cheek, and part of his jaw is a shade of purple.
The few minutes before I was knocked out flash back through my memory and pierce me through the heart again. Caden is dead. I’m in Jacob’s hands. No one knows I’m here. Wherever here is…
He shakes his head, a look of disgust across his dark face. “You stupid whore. Do you know what you’ve done?”
I shuffle back as far as I can from him across the bed. A quick glance down tells me that I’m still wearing the same clothes as I was earlier. Thank God he hasn’t touched me. Yet.
“If you had just stayed by me I would have given you everything. Everything, princess. But now you’ve embarrassed me. You made a fool out of me. Not just once, but twice. I can’t let you get away with it in front of my men. Now I have to make you pay.”
As he speaks I glance around the room. It’s furnished like a bedroom, luxurious and gaudy, but it’s one that I’ve never seen before. The ceiling is slanted and exposed, showing the metal prefabricated beams and the corrugated roofing. There’s a series of waist-height-to-ceiling windows that take up the far wall. Out of the window I can see blue sky and the tops of grey boxy buildings and cranes close by.
My skin prickles. We’re at one of his warehouse complexes. We must be in one of the warehouses within the complex. Even if I could get out of this room, then out of this warehouse, I’d still have to get out of this complex.
My hope starts to fade.
“There’s nothing I can do to help you anymore, princess. You have to die. I promise I’ll make it short, but unfortunately it’ll have to be painful.”
For a second I think that it might be kinder to let me die. Then I’d be with Caden. Even if I make it out of here alive, Caden is still dead. I feel myself start to shake at this thought.
A voice inside me bubbles up to the surface. You’re getting the hell out of here. You can’t let him win.
No, I can’t mourn Caden now. Later I can fall apart. But now, I won’t let Jacob win. He can’t win. I feel myself grow numb with resolve.
I make a run for the door, hoping that the unexpectedness of my movement will give me enough of a headstart to get out. I reach out for the brass handle. The door handle won’t turn. I slam against the door. And Jacob’s body slams behind me, crushing me into the wall. My entire body revolts at his touch and his suffocating stench of cigars.
“Get off me!” I shriek.
But he doesn’t. His arm snakes around my neck in a lock, chocking me.
“You stupid bitch. You never learn, do you?” His other hand reaches around and squeezes my breast so hard that it hurts. I try to elbow him, but I only manage to graze his side. He laughs in my ear. “You forget that I own you.” His hand releases my breast to grab me between my legs. Bile rises in my throat as he starts to rub me like he used to. “Did my pussy miss me? Huh?” He pants in my ear. I can feel him growing hard against my back.
No. He can’t have me.
I don’t belong to him anymore. I belong to Caden.
I let out a moan and slip a hand up my top.
“Yeh, baby. Look at you touching yourself. You did fuckin’ miss me, didn’t you?”
His fingers rub harder between my legs and he starts to grunt and thrust his hips against my ass. I struggle not to retch.
“I’m gonna fuck you so good. Like old times, right, princess? Don’t worry, you can be as loud as you want. I’ve told my men to leave us alone. Just you and me, princess.”
I slip my fingers under my bra and find what I’m looking for. My fingers grab the short, thin flat knife. I snatch it out and stab it into his right thigh in one swift move. He lets out a howl and his hands loosen from me. I elbow him aside and run for the window. As I reach it I aim with my left elbow out. My arm crashes through the glass with a shatter. I feel where pieces of glass cut into my skin, but I don’t care. I smash more pieces out of the window and I lift a leg to hoist myself out, slashing my thigh as I do.
Two hands grab my shoulders and yank me back. I scream as my leg scrapes along broken glass and I’m thrown aside. I hit my head against the wall and the world goes blurry. I feel dizzy but I force myself up to my feet. I feel Jacob grabbing me and shoving me again. This time I land on the mattress. Jacob has spun and he’s advancing at me. He’s partly silhouetted against the light, but I can see the deadly scowl on his face and the furious gleam in his eyes. His right thigh is oozing blood from where I’ve stabbed him. The knife has gone. He must have thrown it aside.
“I am going to hurt you for that. I’m gonna make it hurt so bad.”
He launches himself at me. I kick back along the mattress trying to get away. But I’m still dizzy enough that my reaction isn’t fast enough. Jacob climbs on top of me, his heavy weight pressing me down into the mattress and his hot breath panting all over me.
My skin crawls as Jacob forces his knees between my legs. I hear my skirt tearing. I hear screaming and it takes me a second to realize that it’s coming from me. My body starts to claw and thrash. When he gets my hands under control, it’s my legs and knees that are battling him. I’m not giving up. Never. Not this time. I laugh hysterically when I get an elbow into the side of his face. He roars and calls me names but I don’t give up.
He backhands me across the face and my cheek explodes with pain, my head whiplashing to one side. I can feel the sharp sting where one of his rings has cut into my cheekbone. I ignore it. This pain is nothing compared to what I will feel if I don’t get away.
I send a punch to the side of his head and manage to clip him twice until he forces my arm down again. Even though he’s stronger than me I will fight against him. I will fight every second of this until I die.
He pushes my head to one slide and licks a slimy trail against my cheek. I retch in disgust. He’s licking my blood where he hit me.
His mouth grunts in my ear, “Stop fighting me or I’ll have to get my men to come hold you down. Do you really want an audience for this, huh? They’ll probably want a piece of you too. I might have to let them.”
No. I won’t stop fighting.
“Fuck you,” I scream at him. “I’ll never be yours again. Never.”
“We’ll fucking see about that.”
Suddenly the door bursts open. Oh shit. It’s his men. They’ve heard all the noise coming from here. I’m doomed. My skin bursts into goose bumps at what my wild imagination is showing me that they’ll do to me.
Dear God. Please let me die quickly.
“What the fuck?” I hear Jacob say as a dark figure steps to the bed, crowding out all the light. The man grabs Jacob and pulls him off me. My body feels light again and I suck in oxygen to my crushed and starved lungs.
I blink up at my savior. Savior? Is he? Or is he just here to hurt me, too? Before I can see his face properly he whirls around and advances towards Jacob. I sit up and my head spins. Shit, too fast.
The man towers over Jacob, who has gone white as a sheet. I can see this newcomer is bleeding from a hole in his left shoulder. Dear God. His shape silhouetted against the light streaming in through the window is so familiar to me that at first I think I’m hallucinating. Maybe I’m already dead?
“No!” Jacob cries. “It can’t be. You’re dead. I watched you die.”
My eyes widen and I gasp for air. I can scarcely dare to hope…
“Caden?”



Chapter Fifty-Four
One hour ago…
Caden
The minute I’m shoved out of the van I see her, standing alone by the Bugatti I recognize as my own. At first I think it’s a mirage. That she isn’t real. She can’t be. I instructed Wylie to make sure she didn’t leave the house.
What the fuck is she doing here?
Then it hits me.
There’s only one reason she would be here. I turn to Jacob and scream. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you fucking dare take her in exchange for me.”
My sanity snaps. The next few moments flash by me in a blur as I try to get to her. She’s all I can see. The only thing. I’m knocked to the ground, but it won’t keep me down.
When I see Jacob standing close to her, his proximity makes me insane. He’s touching her. The fucker is touching her. I slip out the knife hidden in my shoe-heel and attack the guy guarding me. I knock his rifle aside and plunge the knife into his belly. I think I’m free. But Garfield grabs me by the shoulders. He’s larger than me and he also has a gun.
“Don’t be a hero,” Garfield says. Then he leans in close to my ear from behind. I freeze when I hear him whisper, “You better make this look good.”
What? What is he talking about?
But I don’t have time to figure his cryptic words out. She’s being shoved into the sedan by Snake. She’s screaming but there’s nothing I can do. There’s fucking nothing I can do but scream back in a helpless rage. I catch the look between Garfield and Jacob and I know in that moment they mean to kill me.
I see her face through the open car door and it almost breaks me. Her face is screwed up with fear. Fear for me. She’s being taken away by the monster who almost destroyed her and she is worried for me.
I’m going to come for you, I promise her as I scream her name.
The car door shuts and her face disappears behind tinted glass. I struggle but Garfield has a lock on my neck, starving my brain of oxygen and making my movements weak.
He shoves me to my knees and I drop, inhaling loudly, as I stare at the sedan taking my love away. The woman I swore to God I would protect.
I failed. Again.
Garfield kicks me and I shift sideways to the car. He raises his gun to my chest. My eyes meet his.
I hear a blast, I watch him recoil from the shot. A pain goes through me and I jolt. My eyes widen and I know what Garfield meant when he said, “You better make this look good.”
For a second I freeze. The shot missed my heart. I can tell because I’m still alive and the throbbing ripping pain is in my shoulder, not my chest. But from side-on, they wouldn’t have been able to tell.
But… why has he saved me?
I let my body go limp, as if I’m dead. And I crumple forward to the ground, the dirt and pieces of rock on the ground poking into my skin. My face is deliberately turned away from her and Jacob so that they can’t see that my eyes are still blinking.
I remain on the ground, still like death, the rumbling of the car roaring away reverberating through the ground and into my body, fading with each passing second. I fight not to run after the car. I fight to stay down.
Garfield kneels over me as the car noise fades. “You better save her. Or I’m risking helping you for nothing.”
“Thank you,” I choke out, my throat dry from inhaling dust.
“I know who you are, Harper Boone. I−”
He’s cut off when a shot rings out. I flinch against the spray of hot blood in my face. Garfield falls heavily on top of me. Dead.
Shit.
I’m trapped under the weight of this huge man. My shoulder wound sears with pain from being pressed into the gravel from Garfield’s weight. But my chest swells with more purpose than I’ve had in my entire wretched life. I’m alive. I have to get her back.
Footsteps cross the gravel towards me. I hear a shot fire as one of the men fires a bullet into the chest of the other guard that I had knocked out.
“Jesus, you’re not dead.” I recognize Sevastian’s voice. The dead weight is rolled off me and my lungs expand to take in a breath.
“Sevastian, you have the worst bloody timing in the whole world.”
He shoots me a grin and grabs my forearms so he can hoist me up.
“I don’t know about that.” Sevastian grins and his knife slices the ropes from my hands. “What do you Americans say? Better late than never, no?”



Chapter Fifty-Five
The present…
Kitten
In Jacob’s warehouse bedroom, the man that resembles Caden grabs Jacob by the shirt and slams him up against the side wall. Now that he is in profile and away from the window I can see his face.
Oh my God.
It is Caden.
His eyes are shiny with fury as he slams Jacob into the wall again. “You will never touch her again,” he roars, and I swear the building shakes with the force of him. Jacob yells out for his guards, his voice shaking and quivering with obvious fear. Caden grabs Jacob’s shirt in his fists. “Sorry, Jakeyboy. They’re busy.”
Caden sends a punch straight into Jacob’s face. I hear a crack and I know his nose has been broken.
“Muthafucker.” Jacob scowls and he starts to punch back.
I scoot up further onto the bed as the two men start to tussle around the floor. Blood and sweat flings into the air with every solid-sounding hit. Caden is larger than Jacob, but Jacob is playing dirty.
Jacob sends a punch into Caden’s shoulder. Caden recoils as he roars in pain. Jacob rolls away from him. He lunges for the bedside table. From the drawer he pulls out something that winks with steel. No. I’m not watching Caden die a second time.
“Caden, he’s got a gun!” I scream, and I launch myself at Jacob as he raises his gun towards Caden. I hear Jacob grunting as I slam into him. My arms and my thighs hurt where the glass cut me, but I don’t care. The gun goes off and it sounds like an explosion right in my ears. The wind is knocked out of me as Jacob and I slam hard to the floor.
Through the ringing in my ears I hear Caden calling frantically for me. Thank God. He’s alive. He wasn’t hit.
“Caden!” Shit. Where’s the gun? It’s not in Jacob’s hand. Where’s the goddamn gun? I spot it just as Jacob does. It was knocked out of his hand and slid across the floor near the ensuite doorway. I grab at Jacob to try to stop him. “The gun, Caden!”
Jacob throws a punch aimed at my jaw. Pain explodes on my face and I see stars. He shoves me off him and starts to scramble towards the gun. I fight through the dizziness and grab for him again. No. He’s reaching for the gun. He almost has it.
A heavy booted foot comes down on Jacob’s hand. Jacob lets out a screech as the bones of his fingers crush under Caden’s foot. Caden leans down and picks up the gun. He sends a kick to Jacob’s stomach and Jacob curls himself up with a groan. Caden helps me up and hands me the gun. “Hold this.”
He then turns back to Jacob, his eyes shiny with rage. He grabs Jacob by the torso and picks him up. Caden slams him against the broken edge of the window. Shards of glass cut into his body and Jacob howls in pain.
I’m equally horrified and entranced as I watch Caden proceed to beat the ever-living shit out of Jacob. “This is for Michelle. This is for Lily. And this… is for her.” With each hit Jacob’s body oozes blood and life.
“I’m going to make him pay for hurting you. For every ounce of pain you’ve felt, I’m going to give him ten. Every tear you’ve shed, I’m going to match with his blood…”
The beating feels like it lasts forever. Finally, Jacob slumps to the floor, his body swollen and wet with glistening red.
Caden’s fists are covered in blood and his thick chest is heaving. He grabs at his left shoulder where blood oozes from a small bullet hole and winces.
“Caden.”
Caden looks up at me but says nothing. He grabs Jacob by the shirt and tosses him at my feet like a doll. Then he stands, all glorious six-foot-two of him. He moves slowly, like his bones are creaking, to my side. “Finish him,” he says.
“…And when I’m done with him, I will drag his broken body to lay at your feet. So you can finish him and watch the life drain from his eyes. This I promise you.”
I feel the cold steel of the gun in my hands and look down at the beaten monster at my feet, now quivering like a helpless newborn. Caden has done this for me. He came back from the dead for me. He did as he promised. For me.
My heart swells with feelings of love and pride. I close my fingers around the handle of the gun in my hands. I point down to my feet where Jacob is staring up at me through one eye, his other eye swollen shut and turning purple.
“Kill me and you’ll be a murderer,” Jacob says. “You’ll be just like me. Think about that.”
I pause and swallow as his words filter in. You’ll be just like me.
“I know you, princess, you won’t be able to live with yourself.”
I can hear sirens wailing in the background. Somebody must have tipped them off.
“Kitten, do it. Now, before the cops get here.”
I just need to pull the trigger. Just squeeze my finger. Just do it and it’ll all be over. I will have ended my nightmare…
You’ll be a murderer… just like me. My body cringes inward. I don’t want to be anything like him. I can’t do it.
My hands shake as I lower the gun. Jacob smiles and his teeth are covered in blood. It looks gut churning. “I knew you couldn’t kill me. You’re too much of a good person. I guess you’ll just have to let the good ol’ justice system take care of me.”
He’s taunting me.
“You won’t get away this time, Jacob,” Caden says. “You’re already a fugitive. And there’s enough narcotics on this property to put you away for life.” Caden slips a hand on my shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go.”
“See you soon, princess.”
My skin prickles with fear. No. As long as Jacob is alive, he’ll always own the part of me that fears him. And I won’t live bound to him anymore.
Something snaps in me. It comes out in a rage as I spin and raise the gun. I fire. Again and again and again. The bullets go right through Jacob’s heart, the red stains spreading across his shirt. Until the gunshots turn into clicks.
Caden covers my hands with his and eases the spent weapon out of my hands. “It’s over.”
I fall into his arms. He’s wet with blood and it sticks to my cheek and my hair, but I don’t care at the moment. I thought I had lost Caden, but God has granted me a second chance with him. I am never letting him go. Never.
“Muthafucker.” I slap him on his chest and he winces.
“Ow, what was that for?”
“I watched you die. I fucking watched you die.” I grab his face and press my lips so hard to his that I bruise them. When I pull back I’m crying. And I press soft kisses over his mouth. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”
He pulls me closer, not seeming to care about his shoulder. “I won’t.” The sirens get louder. “Come on, kitten. We have to go. I’ll explain everything later.”
I nod and let Caden grab my hand and pull me from the room. We step over Snake’s lifeless body as we make our way down the silent hall towards the stairs.
I glance up to Caden and he catches my eye. “What is it?” he asks.
“Did you kill him?”
He looks embarrassed for a second, then nods.
I smile. “I bet it felt good.”
The sirens are getting louder as we stumble over dead guards and away from the building. There is a trail of dead bodies across the complex. Jesus Christ. I don’t know whether to be horrified or proud.
“Caden, did you do all this?”
“Most of it. I had help.”
“Wait. How did you kill them all without making a noise? I didn’t hear gunfire.”
“Silencers are wonderful things.”
“But if you had a gun why didn’t you just shoot Jacob?”
He tucks me under his arm on his right unwounded side. “I promised you that I’d make him bleed. I promised you I’d make him hurt. I promised you I’d give him to you to finish off.”
He did. God damn, he did.
“Does it make me weird if I admit that I’m a little turned on by this?”
He chuckles and leans down to kiss my forehead.
There’s a splashing noise to our left. A medium-sized boat, white and sleek, sidles up to the dock twenty or so meters from where we stand. On the deck a man in dark pants and a dark shirt stands, his eyes hidden by sunglasses. “Mr. Thaine,” he calls, as he takes off his sunglasses. “Your ride.”
What the hell?
I raise an eyebrow to Caden as he pulls me towards the boat.
“Explain later,” he whispers.
“You better.”
“I’m Sevastian,” the strange man says, as he helps me onto the boat. “Such a pleasure to meet you.” He is deadly handsome with pitch-black hair, a beautiful, sensual mouth and eyes like a wolf’s. But he doesn’t arouse any attraction from me. I am Caden’s and Caden’s alone.
We pull away from the dock, and Jacob’s warehouse fades from sight as we ride down the river.



Chapter Fifty-Six
There are three other men on board but neither Sevastian nor Caden introduces me. “It’s better if you don’t know who they are,” Caden whispers.
O-kay.
Sevastian takes us to a small cabin in the hull of the boat. “You’ve got a few hours. Shower. Dress. Rest. We’ve got this under control,” Sevastian says and he closes the cabin door behind him.
On the double bed in the cabin are sets of clean clothes in our exact sizes. I hold up the skin-tight black leggings and the black cutout bodysuit. How… slutty-chic. “How did he know what size…?”
I can see Caden behind me shaking his head in the reflection of the mirror. “When it comes to Sevastian, it’s best not to ask.”
We shower together and we clean our various cuts. Afterwards I help to bandage the bullethole in his shoulder. It’s a through and through, so there’s no need to remove any bullets, thank God. After we dress I crawl into bed and into Caden’s arms on his non-injured side. His scent of musk and man and the hint of wood smoke follow me into a dreamless sleep.
A few hours later, Sevastian drops us off in a quiet, remote area downstream. A black sedan is waiting with the keys in the ignition for us. I give Caden a questioning look, but he just shakes his head. Don’t ask.
“Adieu, mon cheri,” Sevastian says to me with a perfect French accent and flashes me a grin as the boat rides away.
I never see Sevastian or his three friends again. Probably a good thing.
We drive to Caden’s mansion without stopping. When we finally get there, Wylie is waiting. He is furious at me for escaping him. I think he’s more worried that Caden would be angry at him or that he had failed us. But when Caden doesn’t get upset, Wylie seems to calm down.
He grips me in a hug that surprises me for the usually reserved Wylie. Then he pulls sharply away and clears his throat. “Good to have you back, madam.”
Caden tells me about what happened at Dixie’s apartment. “I’m so sorry about Robert.”
My heart clenches. “Poor Robert. I can’t believe he would…”
“He was just trying to get Dixie and Jeff back. It would have been a difficult choice for him. I think they were expecting that you would come back on your own when you realized Dixie had disappeared.”
“How would they even know about Dixie and…?” My voice trails off. Of course. If they searched my old apartment they would have found the picture that Jeff drew of us.
“I had Sevastian take care of the bodies in Dixie’s apartment.”
“Jesus. What do I tell Dixie?”
“Tell her… the truth.”
I nod. The truth. It’s such a sharp and jagged concept, the truth. It has the potential to cut bonds, setting you free. Or it can spear someone through the heart. But Caden’s right. I can’t keep lying anymore.
Caden gives me another burn phone. I’m a wuss, so I call Mick first.
“Kid, you scared the bajesus outta me. You okay?”
“Yeah, it’s over. All over. Thanks for your help.”
“Not a problem. I heard from some mates of mine still on the force that there was a big gang shootout at a warehouse complex at the docks. A lot of dead bodies. Including one Jacob Tyrell, wanted for the last five years.”
“How terrible,” I say, trying to keep my voice stable.
Mick snorted. “I think whoever did that did this country a great service. Not that the law would agree with me.”
I change the subject. “Are Dixie and Jeff okay?”
“I’m still here with them at her apartment. I took them to the hospital first to get checked out. But they’re both fine. Just a little shaken up. You wanna speak to them?”
“Yes. Please.”
“Alright. Hang on a second. And kid?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m glad you aren’t one of those bodies.”
My throat closes up and my eyes fill suddenly with tears. “Thanks, Mick. For everything.”
“Don’t mention it.”
When Dixie’s voice comes on I have wiped my eyes of moisture and have taken a few deep breaths, but I’m still not ready and have no idea what to say to her.
“Honey?”
“Dixie, I have to explain some things and I need you to just listen…” She is silent as I tell her about Jacob and who he was. I tell her of my life on the run and why she was kidnapped because of me. “I’m so, so sorry, Dixie. Please forgive me. I understand if you never want to see or hear from me again.”
“Don’t be silly. It ain’t your fault. It’s that abusive sonofabitch ex of yours. Your new man however… Did he tell you? We met him while we were all kidnapped. Not how I imagined I’d meet your man, but I guess it was probably lucky that we even got to meet him at all. But good Lord, that man. Sweet Lordamercy.” She whistles. “No wonder you wanted to keep that sweet piece of ass to yourself.”
“Dixie,” I laugh as I scold her softly.
“And to think, it only took getting kidnapped by your crazy ex-boyfriend for me to meet him.”
If I were face to face with her, I suspect she would have taken this opportunity to slap me on the ass with a dishrag.
“Don’t forget to invite me to the wedding,” she sings. Then her voice gets all hushed. “I have bad news, my darlin’. Robert’s missing.”
I open my mouth but no words come out.
There is a silence from the other end. “You don’t sound surprised.”
“Dixie, I’m so sorry…”
“He ain’t comin back, is he?” Dixie says in a very small voice.
I shake my head as a new set of tears fall from my eyes. Then I realize she can’t see me. “No. I’m so sorry.”
“What happened?”
“He… he died trying to save you. He loved you, Dix.”
I hear her crying, and for a few minutes we just sit on the phone in tears, just grateful for the company on the other line. Dixie sniffs loudly and lets out a huff as if she’s trying to compose herself. “Well… he’s in a better place. I’ll have to arrange something… I’ll miss him. Damn him,” she says softly, “he took his chocolate self-saucing pudding recipe to the grave as he said he would.” She attempts a laugh. “Will you come back for the funeral when we hold one?”
“I’ll be there. Even if you don’t see me. I’ll be there.”
I can hear Jeff pestering her in the background. She either gets tired of him harassing her or perhaps she needs a few minutes alone to process what I just told her about Robert, but she hands the phone to him. Jeff’s voice comes on over the phone. He sounds weary, older. I know he has lost an innocence about him that he can never get back.
“I’m glad you’re okay, Jeff. I would have never forgiven myself if anything had happened to you.”
“It wasn’t your fault.” I’m surprised he’s not joking or at least making a small flirty comment as he usually does. He must be real shaken up. “When you coming back?”
“I’m not sure I can… for at least a while.”
“I see. Is that guy with you?”
“Caden. Yes, he’s here with me.”
“He’s a… big guy.”
I laugh softly. “Yeah.” He’s my wounded warrior.
“So he’s your boyfriend, huh?”
Boyfriend? No, he’s so much more than that. “Something like that,” I say, not knowing how to explain who Caden is to me. I’m not sure whether I need to.
“He seems alright.”
“I’m glad he meets your approval.”
“If things with him ever don’t work out…”
“You’ll be the first to know, Jeff.”
We can’t stay in this mansion anymore. Caden told me that he and Sevastian cut V’s encased within a circle on the chests of the dead men. It’s the symbol for the Veronesi crime family. Ironic, seeing as that the Veronesis were the family that killed Caden’s parents. Hopefully the massacre at the Tyrells’ warehouse would be blamed on the Veronesis, reigniting the war between them. There’s no better or cleaner an end than to let your two enemies pound each other to dust as you watch safely from a distance.
Still, we can’t risk staying here. Caden leaves the sale of the house to Wylie before we set off again. We promise to keep in touch and make plans for him to join us once the sale has gone through and the heat has died down.
We’re not sure where we’re off to. But we’re together and that’s what matters.
I hum as I stand before my closet filled with the clothes in my room in Caden’s mansion.
“Just one bag, okay?” Caden says to me from behind. I didn’t hear him come into the room.
“There’s not exactly a lot of ‘life on the run’ clothing in here. Not even enough to fill a bag.” I step forward and trace my fingers across the luxurious, draping materials. “I mean, look: Versace, Gucci, Prada… they don’t exactly make a Criminals R Us line.”
Caden slips an arm around me and hums in my hair. “Naked it is, then.”
I snort but I let myself melt against him. I like this. No. I love this. I think it’ll take me a while for it to sink in that this might all be over. And that Caden and I might actually be… something. Something real.
I spin to face him. “It might help if you told me where we’re going.”
A small smile trickles across his face. “An island somewhere. To recuperate. Or anywhere in the world you want to go. But first… what do you think about stopping in Madison?”
“Madison! That’s where my grandparents are.”
“Oh, fancy that.”



Epilogue
Twelve months later…
Somewhere in the Caribbean, I’ve just come back from work to this simple beach shack, our little home. I work part-time locally as a medical assistant to one of the few English-speaking doctors on this side of the island. It’s a simple, easy job, but it gives me purpose and I love my boss, Dr. Amoya.
In the rustic bathroom, I strip off my clothes and step into the shower, tiled blue like the ocean.
“Any room in there for me?” When I look over my shoulder Caden is leaning against the door frame and staring at me with my favorite smirk on his face. I make a show of turning on the hot water and letting it run down my breasts with a moan.
By the time I’ve turned my teasing self around he has stripped himself of all clothing. I catch a gasp in my mouth. He never fails to stun me into silence. He has these scars across his chest, but now you can barely see them under all his ink. He has a beautiful Japanese-style piece that fans across his whole chest and over his shoulder, hiding the bullet wound that would have been his death. There’s a dragon and a lion clashing with each other set amongst leaves and a few well-placed lilies. He got this piece a few months ago, saying that he didn’t need to hang onto the past anymore.
He is stunning. His wide shoulders and thick chest tuck into a trim waist and washboard abs. Strong legs, a patch of dark hair and…
Oh look, he’s already hard. Lovely.
He steps into the shower, movements sleek like a panther. The closer he gets the more my awareness is heightened. Even the water streaming down my body seems to caress me. He closes the distance between us and our naked bodies meet in a splash of falling water. As he kisses me deeply, his hands twist into my hair to hold me close. My fingers trace the smooth, thatched lines of skin and scars across his chest. There are no secrets between us anymore. No rules, no restraints, no blindfolds; unless, of course, I ask for them.
His hands curve around my ass and he lifts me up against the wall. Immediately my legs wrap around his waist and they fit like they belong there. The simple gold band on my left hand winks as I grip his hair.
He pulls back long enough to say, “I love you, Mrs. Thaine.”
“I love you, Mr. Thaine.”
As he slips inside me and starts to thrust, I’m not sure that my heart can take any more happiness.
It doesn’t matter where we go. He is my home, now and always.
The End.
* * *
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