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    “Wake the hell up, dickhead.” 
 
    Mason groaned and stuck his middle finger up at the fucker trying to roll him out of bed before daylight even attempted to chase away the dark. And not even a hint of coffee in the air either. Keith Maxwell was dead. 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “You have to pick Jo up at the hospital. I have to work.” 
 
    Shit. Keith told him last night he had to work, and Mason forgot, going to bed well after two in the morning. He’d been streaming on Twitch. Just bullshitting with chat, mostly, but he’d managed about an hour of gaming. 
 
    “Where’s the fucking coffee?” 
 
    “No time. I have to get moving. If I’m late again at the radio station, they’ll fire my ass.” 
 
    Mason rolled over and blinked open bleary eyes. “You really need to find a better job. One that doesn’t require you to get up at the ass crack of dawn. No, before the ass crack of dawn.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I’ve been looking?” Blue eyes zeroed in on him, eyes as blue as Josephine’s. Keith didn’t necessarily look like his sister, but there was enough similarity to know they were related when they were in the same room. 
 
    Fucker transferred to NYU for his last semester to be near Jo. He wasn’t necessarily happy Mason and Jo were together, but he wasn’t unhappy either. He knew Mason loved her and treated her like the most precious thing in the world. Moye dragotsennyy, he called her—my precious. Keith laughed his ass off when Mason told him what her reaction had been when she found out what it meant. Jo kept referring to Lord of the Rings and Sméagol. She’d been mortified at his term of endearment. God, he loved that woman. 
 
    “Dude, graduation is coming up. We both got to figure shit out.” Mason sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Viktor and Kade are on my ass about joining KSI.” 
 
    “It’s a good gig.” Keith tossed up the covers on his bed, his version of a made bed. Mason was worse. He didn’t even bother with that much. 
 
    “I know, but I don’t want to do that the rest of my life. I do okay with my YouTube channel, and I love computers, but security work is not my thing. It’s boring as shit.” 
 
    “Hey, I need to ask you something.” Keith’s face turned serious, and he sat down. 
 
    Mason yawned. “I thought you had to get gone?”  
 
    “I do, but this is important. I heard some of the guys talking last night. Seems we’re missing money from the house accounts.” 
 
    “What? That makes no sense. Ben told me yesterday we had enough to finance the new fundraiser to set us up for the semester.” 
 
    “I know, I’m just telling you what I heard.” 
 
    “I’ll go get his ass out of bed right the fuck now,” Mason muttered. “Don’t move. This shit is serious.” 
 
    He shoved his feet in the fuzzy slippers Jo got him for Christmas when she heard him complaining about how cold the floors were in the frat house. Ben’s room was down the hall from his, and he almost knocked, but then thought better of it. He didn’t want to wake the entire floor. Best to keep this quiet in case it was nothing. Didn’t want rumors started. 
 
    He cracked open the door and checked to make sure Ben didn’t have company. A loud snore came from the bed and its single occupant. Thank fuck. He slipped in and shook the guy’s foot. “Ben, wake the hell up.” 
 
    Ben came awake, blinking like an owl, his sea green eyes groggy. “What the hell, Mase? What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s not even daylight yet.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Is there money missing from the frat’s accounts?” 
 
    All the sleep disappeared from his friend’s face. “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    Ben sat up and ran a hand through his black hair. It wasn’t quite as dark as Mason’s, but it came close. “Shit. I thought I could keep this under wraps.” 
 
    “It’s true, then?” 
 
    He nodded and let out a long sigh. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “That’s about right.” Ben smiled humorously. 
 
    “Get dressed and get your ass to my room.” 
 
    Ben nodded, and Mason cracked the door, making sure there was no one outside before he went back to his own room. Keith had finally put on a pot of coffee. Thank fuck. 
 
    “You’re gonna be late.” 
 
    “I hate that job, anyway. Getting up this early is getting old. If they fire me, they fire me. I can flip burgers if I have to. This is important.” 
 
    The coffee was done by the time Ben made it to Mason’s room. He looked haggard, not a good look on the captain of the football team. He took the mug Keith handed him with a look of gratitude. “Thanks, man. I needed this.” 
 
    “Now tell us what’s going on.” Mason sat back down on his bed and gestured to the desk chair for Ben to have a seat. 
 
    “First, how did you hear about this? I haven’t told anyone, since I only found out myself yesterday.” 
 
    “I came in late last night and heard some of the guys talking about it,” Keith told him. “They sounded pretty pissed.” 
 
    “Fuck me.” Ben sighed. “The dean told me yesterday. The bank called him when there was a large funds transfer from the account. He called me and verified it wasn’t authorized. They almost emptied the account. It was late yesterday, and Dean MacIntyre said we’d call the police first thing this morning.” 
 
    “Someone at the dean’s office must have blabbed,” Mason said thoughtfully. He knew of one girl who dated Larry, their house secretary. She might have told him. 
 
    “We don’t know what happened. Everything was done electronically.” 
 
    “Who has access to the account?” Keith checked his watch. Mason knew he should have been gone at least ten minutes ago, but he was right. This was important. 
 
    “Me, the dean, and Billy, our treasurer. The guy had no clue when I asked him about it earlier.” 
 
    Or he appeared to have no idea. “How well do you know him?” 
 
    “We pledged together freshman year, Mase. I know him as well as I do anyone else.” 
 
    “Fucking hell.” This was going to stir up all sorts of shit. “Well, there’s no way you can keep this under wraps. Police will interview every brother in the house.” 
 
    “But they don’t have access.” 
 
    “But we all have access to your room.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So…we have access to your computer. Where I’m assuming you log into the account when you need to.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Password saved?” 
 
    Understanding dawned. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah. Best to lock your door starting now, and the police will probably confiscate the laptop to check for fingerprints and shit. Have you loaned it to anyone recently?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. 
 
    “Better call a house meeting this morning. Get ahead of it before the rumors start flying. That way it doesn’t look like you’re hiding anything.” 
 
    “I’d planned on it as soon as I woke up.” He dug his phone out of his pocket and sent a text. Mason’s and Keith’s phones both chirped with the house-wide text. 
 
    “I gotta get to work,” Keith said. “I’m already late.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, go on.” Ben waved him off. “You know what’s going on already. I’ll let the brothers know I talked to you before you headed out.” 
 
    “I need to get my girl from work.” Mason really wanted to be here for this meeting, but Jo came first. She always would. 
 
    “It’s okay, man. I understand.” Ben straightened his shoulders. “I’m pissed. Whoever it was took all the brothers’ dues they paid, as well as the money left over from last semester.” 
 
    “Me too.” Mason waved to Keith as he let himself out. “This ain’t right. Brothers don’t steal from each other.” 
 
    Ben rubbed his forehead. “Man, no offense, but I don’t think of most of these people as my brothers. They’re just here for the party. My team…they’re my brothers. They’ve got my back when these fuckers don’t.” 
 
    Mason understood that. His team had been like his family when he played football too. Even he was tired of the frat and all the parties. “I always got your back, Ben. You can count on that. We’ll figure out who did this, and we’ll beat his ass then turn him over to the cops.” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah, and I wasn’t lumping you in with the rest of them. I always know you got my back, man.” He and Ben exchanged fist bumps. “Go get your girl and then get back here. The police are gonna want to talk to everyone, like you said.” 
 
    Mason nodded, not even bothering to change out of his pajama bottoms, but he did yank on a hoodie and then his coat. The slippers he exchanged for a pair of sneakers. He told Ben to keep the mug, he’d get it later, and let them both out of his room, locking it for the first time in the two years he’d been here. 
 
    Things were not right at his frat, but he had more important things to worry about this morning. 
 
    His girl. 
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    Josephine Maxwell yawned. She was dead on her feet, but it couldn’t be helped. She’d gotten a job at the hospital as a registration tech. They’d called her in every day this week. Her paycheck was going to be well padded, but her paper due at the end of the week wasn’t going as well. She hadn’t had time to even finish the last of her research for her humanities class. Professor Knapp was a stickler for properly documenting sources. She’d already nailed Jo on two papers because of it. Jo couldn’t afford another bad grade in that class. Her scholarship was on the line. 
 
    At least she didn’t have classes today. That was a bonus. She hated going straight from the hospital to her morning classes after having worked the night shift. But she did it so she wouldn’t be broke. Living in the sorority house was expensive, even with her YouTube income. Helping her parents pay off her hospital bill and physical therapy expenses didn’t help either, but she wasn’t sticking them with thousands of dollars because of her own bad luck with a lawnmower. 
 
    “Hey, girl!” Beth Wilson came through the door behind her and sank down in the opposite seat. It was six in the morning, and they were both tired. “You about ready to get off?” 
 
    “Fifteen more minutes, and then I can pass out.” She closed her math textbook. At least the one good thing was she was able to catch up on some of her homework. She wasn’t allowed on the internet or to use the computer for personal things, or she’d be writing her paper while working. But other stuff she could do, like reading and working through her math homework. 
 
    “Did Sean give you your package?” 
 
    “Package?” Jo had only glimpsed the security guard as he patrolled throughout the night. He never stopped to talk. He took his job seriously. 
 
    Beth got up and went over to the desk where all the random stuff throughout the various shifts landed. She dug around and pulled out a small cardboard box with Jo’s name on it. “I saw it when I came in. You weren’t here yet, and I asked Sean to make sure you got it. He promised he’d mention it to you. The patients have kept me too busy tonight to get down here sooner.” 
 
    “Mrs. Jahns giving you problems again?” 
 
    “Girl, that woman!” Beth shook her head, her heavy mane of brown hair falling around her shoulders. It escaped the ponytail she’d originally had it in. “She has yanked her IV out three times and made it halfway down the hallway naked as the day she was born.” 
 
    Jo laughed. She knew the patient. They all did. Mrs. Jahns was in her eighties, and while she wasn’t senile, she enjoyed making as much work for the nurses as possible. It made her day. Jo suspected coming to the hospital was the only visitation the old woman got. Otherwise, she wouldn’t do things to draw so much attention to herself. 
 
    “Our supervisor was not happy, especially as she was the one who found her, and none of us was at the desk.” 
 
    Ouch. Jo would lay good money on the fact that Nurse Hatchet, as they all called the grumpy woman, ripped the nurses a new one. She was in a perpetual bad mood. 
 
    “Did you meet Sean’s brother when he was here last week? He’s cute. Shame he doesn’t live here. I’d be after that in a hot minute.” 
 
    “Yes. He introduced us. Nice enough guy, I guess. Sean said he worked somewhere down south. I doubt anyone would give up the beach for the cold.”  
 
    “You did,” Beth reminded her as she handed her the package.  
 
    Her name had been typed on the address label. She shook the package, but it didn’t rattle.  
 
    “Maybe Mason left a surprise for you?” Beth suggested as Jo opened the box. “That man is sweet as can be when it comes to you.” 
 
    “He’s bossy as can be when it comes to me.” They’d had a fight yesterday about her taking the bus to work. He refused to let her take public transit anywhere. He insisted on either driving her or loaning her his truck. She appreciated his concern—really, she did—but everyone took the bus. It was safe. The subway, she’d compromised on. She’d heard enough horror stories about women who’d been assaulted late at night to swear off it unless Mason or some of her friends were with her. 
 
    Pushing their argument from her thoughts, she used one of the pens to open the box. Inside lay a single folded sheet of yellow legal pad paper. Curious, she reached for it and read the message, “Hey, baby, I love you.” 
 
    Frowning, she chewed her bottom lip. The words were written out in bold print, neat and a little too large, but it wasn’t Mason’s handwriting. She didn’t recognize it at all. 
 
    “What is it?” Beth leaned over her shoulder and read the note. “Ahh, that’s sweet. Mason really knows how to woo a girl.” 
 
    “This isn’t from Mason.” She dropped it back into the box. “First, it’s not his handwriting, and second, he’d never mail this to me. He’d come in here and tell me himself.” 
 
    “Then who’s it from?” 
 
    “Who’s what from?” 
 
    Both she and Beth jumped at the sound of Mason’s voice.  
 
    “Don’t do that,” Jo scolded him, but she felt the same rush of butterflies take flight in her stomach just like every other time she saw him. Even after months, he did that to her. 
 
    “Do what?” Mason quirked his lips up in amusement, staring at them both, his onyx eyes twinkling with mischief. The man was always in a state of happiness. She’d rarely seen him anything but. 
 
    “Sneak up on a girl when she’s already creeped out.” Beth fell down in the seat Jo had vacated. 
 
    Mason tilted his head, a frown replacing his smile. “Creeped out?” 
 
    “Someone sent Jo a note. I thought it was from you, but she says no.” Beth pointed to the desk, and Mason’s gaze swung to the box. 
 
    Jo reached for it, but he stopped her. “Don’t contaminate evidence.” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like your brothers.” 
 
    He grimaced, and she almost laughed. Both Kade and Viktor wanted him to join their security firm, but Mason resisted at every turn. “I don’t think it’s anything to worry about. A prank, most likely.” 
 
    “What did it say?” 
 
    “Ummm…” 
 
    “Hey, baby, I love you,” Beth volunteered when Jo fell silent. She shot her friend a glare, and the woman shrugged. “He needs to know.” 
 
    “It’s a prank,” Jo insisted. 
 
    “Maybe, but I think we should at least call Viktor. He’ll know what to do.” 
 
    Jo nodded, thinking everyone was blowing it out of proportion. It was just a silly note. There was no need to go all investigative on it, but it if made Mason feel better, she wouldn’t complain. What would it hurt calling his brother, anyway?  
 
    While Mason made his call, she started gathering her things together and clocked out. Thankfully, they could do that from any computer in the hospital.  
 
    The one thing she was concerned about was the Kincaid men going into over-protective mode. They protected their women with a force unlike anything she’d ever seen. It was testosterone overload on steroids and something she didn’t need. But it appeared it was out of her hands, so she waited for Mason to finish his call.  
 
    Mason had come into the hospital with the intention of taking Jo to breakfast before dropping her at her sorority house and then going back to help Ben, but when he’d seen the look on her face…he’d gone instantly on alert. It was an expression he’d never actually seen on her before, and it upset him. When Beth told him why she looked so out of sorts, the same rage that had overtaken him last year when she’d been in the hospital hit him right in the chest. Jo had been through enough. She didn’t need some bastard leaving her cryptic notes. Prank or not, he’d put a stop to this shit. 
 
    “Do you know what time it is?” Viktor’s voice growled into the phone. 
 
    “Seven in the morning. You should already be up helping Sara with the boys.” 
 
    Viktor grumbled something unintelligible. “Fuck, she didn’t wake me up.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t.” That was the kind of woman his sister-in-law was. She put her family ahead of herself. Viktor worked hard to make sure she didn’t do that as much as she wanted to. He put in just as much work as his wife when it came to the kids. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Viktor yawned, and Mason heard him moving around in the bedroom. 
 
    “Jo got a package at work.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And inside was a note that said, ‘Hey, baby, I love you.’” 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “That was my first thought too.” 
 
    “Does she know who it’s from?” 
 
    “Would I be calling you at this ungodly hour if she knew that?” Mason asked sarcastically. His brother was not on the up and up first thing in the morning, but then neither was he. If it were up to him, he’d never roll out of bed before ten. Sometimes he missed those days of sleeping in, but Jo was always up and gone early. He’d rather haul her around than risk her safety, even if it meant his own lack of sleep. 
 
    “Did she touch it?” 
 
    “Well, I’m assuming so, since she read it.” 
 
    “Asshole, stop being such an asshole before I get my morning coffee. Bring it by the house, and we’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    “Is my girl up?” 
 
    “Probably, since she has school.” 
 
    Mason grinned thinking about his niece Delia. He loved that girl more than he did the rest of his nieces and nephews, though he’d never admit that out loud. Didn’t matter she wasn’t Viktor’s biological daughter; she was theirs now. Blood meant shit. It was the time and the love you put into people that made them family. Delia and Sara had a rough time before Viktor came into their lives. Mason did everything he could to make up for the sperm donor who’d hit his kid. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll see you in about half an hour. Jo doesn’t have class today, and my lab isn’t until two.” 
 
    Viktor muttered something and hung up. Mason laughed at his brother’s surly attitude. The man had been working himself to death recently. Some big client that demanded twenty-four-hour surveillance. 
 
    “You up for breakfast with the family?” Mason asked, putting away his phone and carefully picking up the box. 
 
    “As long as I get some twin time, I’m good.” Of course, she’d say that. Sara had roped her into babysitting the twins on more than one occasion. Jo was the self-proclaimed best babysitter in her hometown, and Sara took full advantage. Not that Mason cared. He loved the boys. When he married Jo, he fully intended to have half a dozen kids if he could convince her. He loved family. 
 
    Mason squatted and relieved her of her bookbag. “Hop on, baby.” 
 
    “I can walk, Mason.” 
 
    He huffed out a laugh. “There’s ice on the sidewalk.” 
 
    Her face screwed up. 
 
    They both knew she was likely to fall and break her neck. 
 
    “Fine.” She climbed on his back, and he stood carefully, balancing the box and her bookbag on one arm. “Maybe I’ll let you slide down into a snow drift.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” Her hands clutched his shoulders tighter. 
 
    He turned his head slightly so he could look up at her. “Wouldn’t I?” 
 
    Beth laughed at them. “I want pictures if you do.” 
 
    “See ya, Beth!” he called as he gave Jo a piggyback ride out of the hospital. The ER admitting was right near the exit door, and he hurried toward his truck. January in New York was damned cold. 
 
    “What did Viktor say?” 
 
    “He said to bring it by the house.” He unlocked his truck and carefully set the box in the middle of the bench seat as she slid off his back. Then he tossed Jo’s things on the floorboard, and before she realized what he was doing, he’d pinned her against the truck bed. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey.” She smiled lazily up at him, her blonde hair falling softly around her face. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” He leaned in and nuzzled along her jaw. 
 
    “Not a bit.” 
 
    “Lies, woman, I know you did.” He nipped her earlobe. “You know you missed all this.” 
 
    “Did I, now?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” He nodded and kissed down the expanse of her neck. “Tell me you missed me.” 
 
    “Not a bit.” 
 
    His fingers dug into her side, and she let out a squeal of laughter. “Stop!’ 
 
    “Not until you admit you missed me.” His fingers danced along her ribcage, and he watched her blue eyes start to sparkle with laughter. 
 
    “I missed you!” she gasped. 
 
    “About damn time.” He pressed her further against the truck and captured her lips with his, relishing the flash of fire that first touch always ignited. He lazily explored her mouth, taking his time. A kiss should never be rushed. When he pulled back, satisfaction rolled through him. She looked stunned. 
 
    “Ready to go?” 
 
    She nodded, licking her lips.  
 
    “Don’t do that, or we won’t get there before Delia goes to school.”  
 
    “That girl has plans on giving you a perm.” 
 
    “The hell?” 
 
    “She told me last weekend.” 
 
    “Fuck…you know I won’t tell her no.” 
 
    Jo laughed again. 
 
    “I swear, the women in my life are gonna give me nightmares for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Shaking his head, he moved back and helped Jo into the truck before getting in himself and heading toward Viktor’s.  
 
    How the hell was he gonna get out of a perm? 
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    “You going to bed after we leave?” Mason asked as he pulled into Viktor’s driveway. 
 
    “No. I got an advance review copy of the new Resident Evil. I’m going to be recording this morning.” 
 
    “Why did you not tell me you got that shit?” Mason turned to stare at her. Jo had one of the most popular YouTube gaming channels around. He’d been in love with her long before he ever met her. Hers was one of the few channels he’d watched regularly. Keith never told him who his sister was, the fucker. He’d known the crush Mason had on the YouTuber named JoJo. Fucking Keith. 
 
    “Because I knew you would probably want to sleep after you picked me up.” 
 
    She knew him too well. 
 
    “Resident Evil trumps sleep, woman.” He cut the ignition and turned toward her. “Always.” 
 
    “Is that your not-so-subtle way of asking if you can come watch?” 
 
    “Do I have to be any more obvious?” 
 
    Laughing, she shoved him then hopped out of the truck and pranced up the steps until she stumbled and fell forward. He shook his head. That girl was a walking threat to herself. Grabbing the box, he got out and hurried over to help her up. She didn’t weigh a hundred pounds soaking wet, so it was easy to haul her up one-handed. 
 
    “Do you plan on making it through the day without causing bodily harm?” 
 
    “Probably not,” she said wryly. 
 
    Muttering, he walked next to her as they made their way to the front door. He had a key, so they didn’t have to wait for anyone to open the door. All the brothers had keys to each other’s homes. Well, no one had a key to the frat but him. House rules and all that.  
 
    Delia came bounding into the room the second she heard the key in the lock. “Uncle Mason!” 
 
    “Princess Peach,” he boomed, knowing she loved it when he did that. Bracing, it only took seconds before she barreled into him. The kid was getting some strength behind her these days. She even asked if she could play football. Mason was all for it, but there were rules. Girls didn’t play. She was pissed off but soon turned her focus to baseball. Her little league didn’t care if you were a girl or a boy, as long as you could play. 
 
    “You coming over this weekend?” She looked up hopefully. 
 
    “Sorry, Princess, Uncle Mason has things he has to do. Maybe next weekend.” 
 
    Her face fell, and he felt like a piece of shit, but he wasn’t going to walk right into a perm. Nope, not happening. He loved her, but there were certain things a man just couldn’t do. Perms were one of them. 
 
    “Hey, Delia.” Jo ruffled the kid’s hair. “You ready for school?” 
 
    “No.” Her lips curled up in disgust. “I don’t want to go, but Mommy and Papa say I have to.” 
 
    “Why don’t you want to go to school?” 
 
    “Because Charlie is being mean to me.” 
 
    “Charlie?” Mason hauled her up until she was eye level. “Some little shit picking on you?” 
 
    “Mason Kincaid!” Sara shouted from the living room. “Language!” 
 
    He ignored his sister-in-law. “Well?” 
 
    Delia nodded, and some of that old misery that used to be in her eyes came back. It took a long time for her to come out of her shell the tiniest bit, and he’d be damned if some little snot-nosed idiot undid all that. 
 
    “What did your papa tell you to do?” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to say,” she whispered. 
 
    Which means Viktor told her to hit the little shit the next time he did something. “You do what your papa tells you. We’ll handle your mama.” 
 
    Jo rolled her eyes, and he pretended not to see it. Instead, he and Delia went into the living room where Sara was dealing with two very grumpy babies. 
 
    Mason picked up Ronin, named after his own father. “What’s wrong with you this morning?” 
 
    “Teething, I think,” Sara said as she fed Riley. “They were both up half the night. Viktor got up more than I did, so I let him sleep in, but he’s just as grumpy as these two.” 
 
    “It’s his high-profile client.” Mason plopped down on the couch. “It’ll get better once that job’s done.” 
 
    “You met him?” 
 
    Mason nodded. “I went in and did an overview of his home security. For an actor, you’d think he’d have invested in better equipment.” 
 
    “What actor?” Jo’s ears perked up when she heard the word actor. Mason didn’t talk that much about the security firm his brothers ran, and Jo didn’t usually care, but she was a bit of a celebrity fangirl when it came to certain people. 
 
    “Some soap opera star or something. No one important.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t necessarily true. Some of the hottest actors got their start in daytime soaps. Take Shamar Moore, for example. He was on The Young and the Restless for years before breaking out into Criminal Minds. He was a fantastic actor and nice to look at too. 
 
    “You should have told me, and I would have gone with you.” Jo was not above drooling when the situation warranted it. 
 
    “Nah, I’m the only hunk you’re drooling over.” Mason wagged his eyebrows at her, and she giggled. He was such a dork, but he knew her well. 
 
    “Did you finish your breakfast, Delia?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Uh…maybe?” 
 
    “Maybe?” Mason quirked a brow at her. 
 
    “It was oatmeal.” 
 
    “Ah…” Mason leaned down and whispered, “I don’t like oatmeal either.” 
 
    The two of them were adorable. They had a special bond he didn’t have with his other nieces and nephews. He wasn’t sure the rest of his brothers realized that, though. Mason loved them all, but Delia held a special place in his heart. You could see it whenever they were together. 
 
    “How’s work, Jo?” 
 
    Her attention snapped back to Sara. “Fine. I’m thinking about cutting back on my shifts at the hospital. My YouTube revenue is finally where it should be, and I should be able to pay my bills off that. I want to spend more time on videos, and that’s not happening because of my schedule. Fans get irritated when I don’t upload every day.” 
 
    “Did you enjoy California over Christmas break?” 
 
    “Yeah, but Keith talked me into helping him pack all his junk and road tripping it all the way back to New York.” 
 
    Mason laughed. He’d gotten daily photos from them on the road. He’d wanted to go, but with his father being sick, it wasn’t an option. He knew Keith would take care of Jo as well as he would. 
 
    “Are you going back to California when school’s out?” 
 
    Mason’s head swiveled in her direction when Sara asked her that. Neither of them had talked about it because the spring semester had just started. It wasn’t a decision that had to be made right away either. She could even stay in the sorority house over the summer, but it would just be one more expense she didn’t need right now. 
 
    Her medical bills pretty much decimated her savings after her injury last fall. Her parents’ insurance took care of the bulk of it, but she’d insisted on paying what was left. Her dad made good money, but the cost of her surgery, hospital stay, and physical therapy would put a dent in his wallet that she couldn’t ask him to pay. This was on her to take care of. Another reason she’d gotten the job at the hospital. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Sara frowned when she saw Mason’s expression, probably realizing he and Jo hadn’t had that discussion yet. 
 
    “Good morning, dickhead,” Viktor said as he walked into the room. 
 
    “Language!” Sara reprimanded, but Viktor ignored her, leaning down to kiss Delia’s head. 
 
    “Morning to you too, asshole.” 
 
    Sara got up, rolling her eyes. “No breakfast for either of you.” 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute!” Mason complained. “The asshole started it.” 
 
    Sara gave the baby to Viktor and picked up Delia’s bookbag. “Come on, let’s get you to school. Can you grab your lunch box out of the kitchen for me, please?” 
 
    “Sure, Mommy. Did you pack an extra bag of Scooby Snacks for Mateo?” 
 
    Mateo was Kade and Angel’s son. He had some issues after having been raised by the cartel. Neither of his parents had known he was alive, but once they discovered it, they fought like hell to get him back. Unfortunately, the little boy came out of it damaged. He was getting better, though, in large part thanks to Delia, from what Mason told her. 
 
    “Is she serious about not cooking breakfast?” Mason asked when Sara led her daughter out the front door. 
 
    “She’s been testy lately,” Viktor said, bouncing the baby. “Partly my fault. I’ve been working long hours, and she’s had to deal with the kids all by herself.” 
 
    “I thought Mama and Babushka were coming by every day?” 
 
    “No. Papa’s not doing so well, and they’ve been taking care of him.” Viktor’s eyes grew darker with worry. “I haven’t even had time to stop over and check on him.” 
 
    “I just talked to him yesterday. He never said anything about getting worse.” 
 
    Viktor shrugged. “When have you ever known Ronin Kincaid to admit to weakness?” 
 
    Their father had lung cancer that had progressed from stage two to stage three since he arrived back in the States. It was killing all the brothers, knowing there wasn’t anything they could do to help him. They spent as much time with him as they could, but it was never enough. It broke Jo’s heart every time Mason talked about it. 
 
    “I’ll go over and check on him.” Mason put the baby down in the Pack ‘n Play in the living room and reached for his other nephew. “Hey, you.” He tickled Riley, which set him off into squeals of laughter. 
 
    “Why don’t I cook you guys breakfast?” Jo offered. 
 
    “Uh…I don’t know about that.” Viktor looked everywhere but at her when he said it. 
 
    “I can make eggs.” 
 
    “What he’s not saying is the last time you attempted to cook, you nearly sliced your finger off and set the pan on fire.” 
 
    “That wasn’t my fault!” 
 
    “Mmmhmm.” Mason put the baby down beside his brother. “I’ll make breakfast.” 
 
    “Pop-Tarts or cereal?” Viktor asked wryly, following Jo into the kitchen. 
 
    “Whatever you prefer.” 
 
    Jo laughed and tripped over a toy lying on the floor. Both Viktor and Mason dived for her, but she ended up on the floor anyway. She rubbed her hip, which had taken the brunt of the fall. That was going to bruise. 
 
    “A walking disaster.” Mason clucked and helped her up. 
 
    “I’ve told Delia a hundred times not to leave her stuff lying around.” Viktor picked up the Barbie doll and tossed it on the counter. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “No need. As Mason says, I’m a walking disaster just waiting to happen.” 
 
    “Tell me about this box you received while Mason puts the Pop-Tarts in the microwave.” 
 
    “He’s making a big deal out of nothing. I think it’s some kind of practical joke.” 
 
    “Humor me anyway.” Viktor shoved a hand through his hair, something she’d noticed all the brothers did. Except for Dimitri, they all looked alike with their black hair and onyx eyes. Same facial structures and everything. While Viktor and Conner were twins, Mason and Nikoli could be twins as well. They were almost identical except Nikoli was a little older than Mason. Most of the brothers were built like football players with broad shoulders and muscles meant to take a hit. Mason played football in high school too, but he was shorter than the rest of them and lankier. He had a six pack, but it was all lean muscle instead of bulk. 
 
    She told Viktor everything she could and ate the s’more flavored Pop-Tart Mason handed her. Leave it to him to make some kind of chocolate dessert for breakfast. 
 
    “Did you bring it with you?” 
 
    Mason nodded. “I left it on the front hall table.” 
 
    “How many people touched it?” 
 
    “Me and Jo…who else?” 
 
    She thought about it for a minute. “Beth and maybe Sean, our security guard.” 
 
    Viktor nodded. “I’ll take it into the office with me and run some tests on it.” 
 
    “You can do that?” Jo asked. 
 
    “Sure can. We installed our own forensics lab at the office.” 
 
    “That’s a little overkill, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Nah,” Mason said around a mouthful of food. “We’ve got clients who’d rather keep the police out of their business.” 
 
    Viktor grinned. 
 
    “What?” Mason paused in chewing to stare at his brother. 
 
    “You said we’ve got clients. Means you’re thinking of the office as home.” 
 
    “Nope. That’s all you and Kade. I want to do other things.” 
 
    “Like hang out with Jackson and his MC?” 
 
    There was no mistaking the censure in Viktor’s voice. 
 
    Mason had the urge to hit his brother. Just because it was a motorcycle club didn’t mean it wasn’t just as respectable as anything else. Granted, they used to be an outlaw MC until over seventy percent of their guys went to jail, and those left restructured the club’s charter to bring them legit. Viktor knew all this, but he still didn’t care. He looked down his nose at the MC. 
 
    Which always pissed Mason off, but today wasn’t the day to get into all that. Jo came first. 
 
    “So, the note. Do you think it’s some kind of practical joke?” Jo asked. Mason suspected she did it to get them both off the subject of the MC. She knew Mason really liked the people in it and that he and Viktor had had several fights because of it. 
 
    Viktor stared him down for a second and decided to let the matter drop before answering Jo. “Well, have you had any other strange things occur that might make you think it isn’t?” 
 
    Jo shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “Then it probably is some kind of joke. You’re in a sorority, da?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then maybe it’s a prank a frat is pulling on your house. Check with the other girls to see if they’ve received anything like this. In the meantime, I’ll get to work on the box and the note.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, but the Neanderthal over here decided to make a big deal out of it.” 
 
    Mason rolled his eyes at her martyred tone. Girl had no idea how dangerous the world really was. He was as carefree as they came, but he took shit seriously. Especially when it came to her. 
 
    “Thanks, man.” Mason bumped fists with his brother, his anger on the back burner for now. He and Jo hung around until Sara returned, and then he drove her back to her sorority before heading to his parents’ house. 
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    Mason backtracked to the family neighborhood, as he called it. Sure, there were other people who lived here, but Viktor, Nikoli, and Dimitri bought up so much land, it should be their very own compound. They wanted to make sure when everyone was ready, there would be enough room, so the three of them basically bought the neighborhood. 
 
    Rich people.  
 
    Mason winced as he thought it. His brothers hadn’t done it to flaunt their money, and he knew it. They’d done it for family. Hell, Viktor didn’t have even half the money Nik and Dimitri did, but he’d put his fair share in, which proved it wasn’t about the money. 
 
    A good thing too, since they needed his parents close by. It still felt like a sucker punch to the gut every single time he thought about his father’s cancer. They had to watch him like a hawk. He’d smoked a pack a day since he was fifteen, and they’d caught him smoking since he came home. Said the things were killing him anyway, so he might as well go out doing what he loved. It scared them all shitless when he talked like that. 
 
    He let himself into the house, content to smell baklava baking. Damn, but he missed the smells of home. “Mama, Papa, Babushka?” 
 
    “In the kitchen, son.” 
 
    His father’s voice didn’t boom like he was used to. Instead, it sounded weaker than he’d ever heard, and it twisted his stomach. 
 
    He found his papa sitting at the table with Mama while Babushka was bent over, peering into the oven. Ronin Kincaid was a mirror image of his boys, all dark hair and black eyes, while his wife’s golden hair and blue eyes were a stark contrast. Dimitri was the only one who’d inherited his mother’s hair and eye coloring. He stood out like a sore thumb in pictures with the rest of his brothers. 
 
    And Babushka? A carbon copy of his mother, Irinia. Only her hair had gone a softer shade of gray, and she had a few more wrinkles around her eyes these days, but you’d never guess her true age of seventy-five. Woman didn’t look a day over sixty. 
 
    “Dobroye utro, malysh.” Mama smiled up at him as he leaned down to kiss her cheek. 
 
    “Good morning to you too, Mama.” 
 
    “You been gone too long!” Babushka whirled, the wooden spoon in her hand jabbing toward him. “You no bring that girl here for us to inspect.” 
 
    Last time he’d brought Jo over, Babushka had cornered her and demanded to know if she was giving Mason everything he needed in the bedroom. According to his grandmother, if you kept a man happy in bed and his stomach full of good food, he’d never stray. 
 
    He’d found them with Jo backed up against the kitchen wall and Babushka brandishing her wooden spoon at her. That was over a month ago. Jo had been hesitant to come back, not that he blamed her. You had to get used to his grandmother. She’d meant no harm, but she had no filter either. 
 
    His mother let out a frustrated sigh. “You scared the girl, Mama.” 
 
    Babushka let out a startled gasp. “I did not!” 
 
    Mason rolled his eyes and sat at the table. “How are you feeling today, Papa?” 
 
    Ronin shrugged. “As good as yesterday.” 
 
    Mason studied him. Ronin had been in the Marines for almost forty years, achieving the rank of general. He wasn’t a man who sat idly and let his soldiers rush into danger either. He got down in the dirt with them, and it kept him fit. Hell, he’d seen his dad go toe to toe in a physical challenge with the new recruits and come out not even winded. 
 
    That was not the man who sat across from him today. This man was thinner, his face pale, and the slight wheeze that sounded with every breath he took sent fear skating through Mason. 
 
    “He no want to go back to the doctor.” Babushka stabbed her spoon at Ronin.  
 
    “What?” Mason looked up in time to see his father wince. “Papa, you have to go to the doctor.” 
 
    “Why?” Ronin rasped. “I’m not getting better, and that medicine only makes me sicker than I already am. I want to spend what time I have left with my family, with my grandbabies. Can’t do that if I’m passed out from puking my damn guts out.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to see them grow up? See me and Jo get married? Hold my son?” 
 
    “You and Jo are getting married?” Irinia pounced before he could backtrack. 
 
    Shit. “I didn’t say that, Mama.” 
 
    “Da, you did!” Her face broke out into the biggest grin. “I like that girl. She no take your nonsense.” 
 
    “She has a good booty on her too,” Babushka said, rushing over to hug him. “I am so proud of my mal’chik.” 
 
    He hated when she called him a boy. He was a man, dammit, but he would never chastise her. He loved her too much. 
 
    “Married?” Ronin pulled his nose out of his coffee. “Is it true?” 
 
    His mouth went dry. “I…uh…” 
 
    His father stood and pulled him out of the chair and into a hug. “She’s a good girl. You couldn’t do better.” 
 
    The happiness in Ronin’s voice was something he couldn’t bring himself to destroy. 
 
    “No more talk of not going to the doctor,” Mama said. “You have to be here for our son when he marry.” 
 
    Shit, shit, shit. 
 
    His papa’s arms tightened around him. “I will keep going to the doctor. I will be at your wedding in a wheelchair and oxygen mask if I have to. I’m so proud of you, Mason.” 
 
    His chest tightened. It was something his father rarely said. To any of his sons. They knew he loved them, knew he was proud of them, but it was nice to hear him say it.  
 
    “I love you, Papa,” he whispered into his father’s ear. 
 
    “I love you too, son.”  
 
    “Now we just need to find wife for Conner.” Babushka and Irinia nodded, a gleam in their eyes. 
 
    That might be a little difficult. Conner tended to like men as much as he did women, but since he’d come back from Afghanistan, he’d changed. Mason didn’t think marriage was high on his brother’s to-do list any time soon. If ever. 
 
    “You bring girl to the house tomorrow, so we start to plan.” His mama crossed her arms. “No excuses.” 
 
    “Uh, she has classes and then work tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then you bring her when she no busy, but this week. Much to do!” Babushka all but danced. “I need to call family and let them know the good news.” 
 
    Fuck, how was he going to get out of this? Or explain it to Jo? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You did what?” Viktor didn’t explode so much as laugh. 
 
    “Well, what was I supposed to do?” Mason shoved his hands in his pockets and leaned against Viktor’s desk at the KSI office. “Papa was trying not to go back to the doctor. The treatments are making him sicker than he already is, Vik. He looks awful. You know how stubborn he is when he makes up his mind. As soon as he thought I was getting married…” 
 
    “Fuck,” Viktor muttered and shoved a hand through his hair. “Have you talked to Jo?” 
 
    “No. I came straight here. What the hell am I gonna do? I can’t tell him I’m not getting married. He’ll go back to trying to get out of his treatments.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, brat?” 
 
    Mason looked up to see Kade stroll into Viktor’s office. He looked as tired as Mason felt. 
 
    “You look like shit, Kade.” Viktor threw his boots up on the desk. 
 
    “Arielle was projectile vomiting half the night. She caught some kind of stomach bug, and then Mateo woke up the other half the night doing the same thing. I ain’t slept in almost two days, so you can fuck off.” 
 
    Viktor winced. “Been there. Don’t want to go there again, so stay the fuck away from me.” 
 
    Kade’s steely gaze grew harder, but before he could say anything, Mason interrupted. “Chill. We got bigger problems.” 
 
    “What bigger problems?” 
 
    “Papa is trying to stop his treatments.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Kade rounded on Mason, fear replacing every other emotion on the man’s face. 
 
    “I was just over there. He doesn’t want to spend what time he has left so sick he can barely function.” 
 
    “He’ll die without those treatments.” Panic laced Kade’s words, the same panic Mason had felt earlier. 
 
    “Boy Wonder, here, thwarted him.” 
 
    “You did?” Kade sank down in a chair. “Then why do we have bigger problems?” 
 
    “Because he told Papa he and Jo were getting married, and the old man agreed to treatments so he’d be here for the wedding.” 
 
    Kade grinned. “Congrats, brat.” 
 
    Mason shook his head. “I never once said I was marrying Jo. That was all Mama and Babushka. They didn’t hear what I said and jumped on what they wanted to hear.” 
 
    “What, exactly, did you say?” 
 
    “I asked Papa if he wanted to be here to see me marry Jo and have kids of my own.” 
 
    “Well, it does sound like you asked…” 
 
    “I didn’t say I’d asked her. I only alluded to asking her sometime in the distant future. I was trying to come up with shit to stop him from quitting his damn treatments. Appealing to his strong sense of family and shit. How was I to know the women would latch onto the word marry and run with it?” 
 
    “You in the shithouse, brat.” Viktor slapped him on the back, and he stumbled forward with the force of it. Damn. He needed to get back to the gym, or his brothers would think they could push him over. 
 
    “How long have you and Jo been dating?” 
 
    “Officially?” 
 
    Kade rolled his eyes. “Boy…” 
 
    “She and fuckwad broke up when she was in the hospital back in September, so we were hanging out since then, but I didn’t officially declare my intentions until later.” 
 
    “She knew she belonged to you since the hospital, though?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think so, but who knows what’s in that pretty little head of hers? I didn’t want to push her after everything dickhead put her through.” 
 
    “Can’t believe that fucker stayed out fishing instead of rushing to the hospital,” Viktor spat. Mason agreed. Asshole was useless as a boyfriend. 
 
    “Well, she’s with us now, so she doesn’t have to worry about assholes anymore,” Kade said then turned to Mason. “Do you love her?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Then…” Kade broke off and took a deep breath. “Then why not marry her?” 
 
    Mason’s mouth dropped open. “Because we’re not ready yet!” 
 
    Viktor shook his head. “Mase, are your feelings going to change in a year?” 
 
    “Mine won’t, but what if hers do?” 
 
    It was a worry that nagged him constantly. 
 
    “That girl loves you.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just…” 
 
    “Just what?” Kade leaned toward him, and Mason took an involuntary step back. He did not want to be puking his guts out later. 
 
    “It scares me, okay? I’ve never felt this way about someone before. I’m so protective, I think I get a little overbearing sometimes. She hates it when it comes off sounding like I’m telling her what to do. Reminds her of that fuckwad, Ray.” 
 
    “She knows you’re nothing like him.” Viktor clasped his shoulder and shoved him down in the chair opposite Kade. “What you do, you do to protect her. That’s the difference.” 
 
    “She’s been harping on me because I won’t let her take an Uber or a taxi.” 
 
    “Does she know how dangerous that is?” Viktor did explode this time. He’d grown fond of Jo, since she was his go-to babysitter for the twins. 
 
    “That’s what I keep telling her, but all her friends do it.” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me her birthday is next week?” 
 
    Mason nodded. “Yeah. I’ve got big plans.” 
 
    “I’ll give her one of the KSI SUVs.” 
 
    “She’ll never accept it.” Jo would look at it like charity, and she refused to take something she didn’t earn. 
 
    “She babysits my kids, Kade’s kids, even for Nikoli and Dimitri on occasion. She needs a reliable vehicle in case of emergency. I’ll play that angle. Surely, she won’t try to talk her way around that.” 
 
    “You don’t know her like I do. JoJo is as stubborn as Keith.” 
 
    “JoJo?” Kade cocked a brow. “Nickname?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s her YouTube handle.” 
 
    “I forget she’s into that nonsense too.” Viktor sighed. 
 
    “It’s not nonsense. I make more money on my videos in a week than I do here all month.” 
 
    That got their attention. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Da.” He nodded, smug satisfaction at the look of horror on their faces. Fuckers. 
 
    Viktor recovered first. “Is Jo’s show as good as yours?”  
 
    “Her channel is better. She has three times the subscribers I do.” 
 
    “Then why the fuck can’t she afford a car?” 
 
    “Because she didn’t know how to maximize her channel for monetary gain, and she didn’t have a Twitch or Patreon account. Girl had no idea the revenue she was missing out on. She’s all set up now, but the money she has coming in is paying off her hospital bill and paying her dues at the sorority and living expenses. She doesn’t have much left. Granted, the more subscribers she gets, especially on Twitch, the more she’ll make, but until that hospital bill is paid in full, she’s breaking even.” 
 
    “I thought her parents’ insurance…” 
 
    “Paid eighty percent of everything,” Mason interrupted Kade. “But she insisted on paying what was left over. She doesn’t want to put her parents out.” 
 
    “She’s a good girl,” Viktor said and sat down behind his desk. “Now, we need to get back to this fiasco you put into place this morning.” 
 
    Mason grimaced. Fiasco was putting it mildly. “How the hell am I gonna tell her?” 
 
    “Mase, when you told all that shit to Papa, were you serious? Do you plan on marrying the girl?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. She’s it for me. I fell for her long before I even met her.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “I found her channel on YouTube a couple years ago. I had the biggest crush, and Keith, the fucker, never once told me his sister was my favorite YouTuber.” 
 
    Viktor laughed. “I bet he rolled on the floor laughing when you showed up at her house that first morning.” 
 
    “You’re all fuckers, you know that?” 
 
    “His point is you planned on asking her eventually anyway, so why not now?” 
 
    “Guys, we’re not you and your wives. We’re different…” 
 
    They both stared him down.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Okay, so maybe I have the same protective instincts…” 
 
    “Who’s been her personal chauffeur since before he actually hooked up with her?” 
 
    “Hooked up?” Mason smirked when Viktor tried to sound hip. It did not come off like that. It was like his papa trying to sound all teenager-ish. 
 
    “You’re deflecting the question.” Kade rubbed his eyes. “You love the woman. Does she not love you?” 
 
    “She does.” 
 
    “Then what’s the big deal?” Kade yawned, and his morning breath hit Mason in the face. 
 
    “Gross, dude. You need to brush.” 
 
    “You deal with sick kids all night and then tell me if you remember to brush.” 
 
    “If you’re here, who’s with Angel?” Viktor asked. 
 
    “Conner came over so I could deal with a client this morning.” 
 
    “He’s back from Chicago?” 
 
    Kade nodded. “But he says he’s leaving town again. He got cagey when I asked where.” 
 
    Viktor frowned. “I don’t think Conner’s been honest with us.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mason didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    “I think he’s still working for the military. I found a file folder at his house the other day. The same kind of file they used to give us when we were being debriefed for a special ops mission.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” Mason argued. “He’s out. We’ve seen his honorable discharge papers.” 
 
    “That don’t mean shit,” Viktor told him. “If they want Conner to do something, they can recall him to active duty.” 
 
    “Some missions are better completed with a one-man team than a squad,” Kade confirmed. “It makes sense. He’s not been telling us the truth since he moved here, and when we went to rescue Mateo? The guys he got the guns from called him The Executioner. Made me wonder what he was up to then.” 
 
    “Then he needs to fucking tell us what he’s up to.” Viktor slammed his fist on the desk, clearly angry. “He’s starting to come back to us, but if they put him back into all that shit again, we could lose all the progress he’s made, and then we’ll never get our brother back. I miss him.” 
 
    Viktor and Conner were identical twins. Mason understood why this was so hard for Viktor, but he also understood Conner’s side. They grew up in a military family, and as such, they’d all serve if called upon, even Mason. It was an honor, just not one he wanted to willingly partake of. He didn’t want to be a soldier, but he would if necessary. Conner had a deep sense of pride when it came to his service. And if his missions were classified, he’d never tell them what was going on, and Mason respected that. 
 
    But if he was up to shady shit? 
 
    Man was gonna get busted. 
 
    “We’ll deal with Conner tomorrow,” Kade decided. “Right now, we have to deal with Mason and his upcoming nuptials.” 
 
    “I’m not getting married!” 
 
    “You really going to go back and tell Papa he was mistaken?” Kade asked. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He was trapped, and he knew it. 
 
    “How do you think Jo is gonna feel when she finds out I asked her because of this?” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to know.” Viktor nodded and stood. “We’ll just explain to Mama, Papa, and Babushka you were planning on asking her, and it slipped out this morning before you had a chance to pop the question.” 
 
    “You need a grand gesture,” Kade agreed. “Make it special for her.” 
 
    “Like I wouldn’t make a marriage proposal special?” Mason had the urge to punch the fuckers right in the face. 
 
    Viktor shrugged. “Mase, you’re…” 
 
    “A goofball,” Kade finished. “That’s not a bad thing, but it doesn’t lend itself toward grand, romantic gestures.” 
 
    Anger flashed hot and bright inside. He knew they all considered him a screwup, someone flitting through life without a real plan. But he didn’t think they actually thought he couldn’t treat Jo with the care she deserved. 
 
    “Screw you.” He stood and marched toward the door. 
 
    “Mase, wait—” 
 
    “Fuck off,” he snarled and all but ripped the hinges off the door and stomped out of the office, determined to prove them wrong. 
 
    He was a goofball. 
 
    He was a screwup sometimes. 
 
    But he loved his girl more than he did his own life. 
 
    She always came first and always would. 
 
    The rest of them could just fuck the hell off. 
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    Jo cursed as she bumped into the desk, sending her big toe into wails of shooting pain. If there was a way for her to injure herself, she’d do it. Being the worst klutz in two families was not fun. Mason’s brothers were always teasing her about her inability to stand on her own two feet. She wasn’t that bad, not really. Well, maybe she was, but they didn’t need to remind her of it. Rude. 
 
    “Hey, girl!” Cara Mallory, her roommate, plopped down on her bed. “I swear they’re trying to kill us. Every single professor I have is demanding three times as much homework this week as any other week in the semester. They’re acting like finals are next week or something. Crazy.” 
 
    “I know. The library has been my second home all week. I don’t think I’ve written so many papers in my whole college career.” 
 
    “Don’t get me started on papers. I think it’s a fun form of torture for the professors.” Cara rolled over on her stomach and sighed. “I could sleep right here, right now.” 
 
    “Don’t you have class soon?” Jo suppressed a laugh at the look of devastation on her friend’s face. 
 
    “Don’t remind me. I just want a five-minute nap.” 
 
    “No. If you do that, I’ll never wake you back up, and then you’ll blame me for missing class. I will not be part of your denial anymore.” 
 
    “You’re no fun.” Cara swung herself up. “You had breakfast yet?” 
 
    “Pop-Tarts and OJ.” 
 
    “Mason cook for you?” 
 
    “How’d you guess?” Jo shook her head and grabbed her shower tote. She needed to rinse all the germs off her. Working at the hospital was always a risk when kids puked right in front of her. No way was she going to be doing the same tomorrow if she could help it. 
 
    “You would have made eggs and toast to feed him.” 
 
    It was true. She’d rather he eat a good breakfast than junk food, but options were limited this morning. 
 
    “I’m going to shower. Oh, wait. I meant to ask—do you know if any of the frat houses are pranking us?” 
 
    “Not that I know of. Why?” 
 
    “I got this box dropped off at work with a creepy note inside. I think it’s a prank, but Mason’s gone into over-protective mode.” 
 
    “That man is so sweet.” Cara’s eyes lit up like a starry night. “I wish I had someone like him. Matt hardly even notices when I’m upset. I have to threaten to withhold sex before he realizes I’m serious.” 
 
    Jo sighed. She and Mason had been together for months, and they still hadn’t had sex. At first it was because she’d still been in physical therapy when they got together, but now? Her leg was healed, and she’d had her last PT appointment right before Christmas. Now it was more about her being self-conscious about her very scarred leg. It was the un-sexiest thing she’d ever seen. How would Mason look at it? Would all her scars kill the mood? She was afraid to find out. The few times he’d tried, she’d shut him down hard, and Mason, being the great guy he was, let it go and didn’t push. 
 
    “What’s that look for?” Cara asked, and Jo grimaced. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Uh uh. I know you well enough to know when something’s wrong. Spill, girl.” 
 
    Jo debated. She and Cara were really good friends, but she hesitated. Maybe because she didn’t want to admit to her own failings. 
 
    “Come on, you can tell me.” 
 
    “It’s just…” Jo let out a breath and sank down on her desk chair. “Mason and I…we haven’t…we…” 
 
    “You haven’t what?” 
 
    “Had sex, okay?” Jo rushed out. Cara’s mouth opened and closed again. Shocked was not the word for this. 
 
    “Seriously?” she finally managed to get out. “How is that possible? You guys have been tighter than Kim Kardashian’s pants since your accident.” 
 
    “It’s me.” Misery swelled up, and Jo tilted her head back to stare at the ceiling. “How can I expect him to think I’m sexy when my leg is all mangled?” 
 
    “Do you think he cares about that?” Cara got up and came over to lean against the desk. “That man worships the ground you walk on. Are you forgetting he’s seen your leg, seen the scars? I guarantee you, that doesn’t matter to him.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” Every time Jo thought about taking her pants off around Mason, she all but hyperventilated. 
 
    “Because he loves you.” Cara reached behind her and pointed to the photo Jo had stuck to the mirror of her and Mason. “See how he’s looking at you? Like you’re the only thing in the world that matters to him. I know you get frustrated with his asshattery when it comes to some things, but you and I both know he does it because he loves you.” 
 
    “Like refusing to let me take a cab?” 
 
    Cara laughed. “I wish Matt would cart me around, but the thought never crosses his mind. That’s why I know Mason thinks you’re his sun and moon. He’ll do whatever he has to do to keep you safe, even if it pisses you off.” 
 
    “Oh, he pisses me off, all right,” Jo murmured. 
 
    Cara laughed. “But he’s charming while he does it.” 
 
    “He is.” Jo joined in the laughing. “Makes it hard to stay mad at him.” 
 
    Cara turned serious. “If this is something that really bothers you, talk to him.” 
 
    “And say what?” Jo threw up her hands. “I’m too embarrassed about my leg to let you look at me naked?” 
 
    “Sure. Put it out there. I’ll bet my entire savings account by the time he’s done showing you how little it matters, you’ll never think anything stupid like that again.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “Girl, you have Mason Kincaid for a boyfriend. Every girl on this campus is so jealous, they’re plotting your demise.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Let’s just say the girls who graced Mason’s bed came away wanting more, but he never slept with a girl more than once. Seems it’s something that runs in the family.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know Hailey from down the hall?” 
 
    Jo nodded. “She transferred from Boston, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Yeah. She went to school with Mason’s brother, Nikoli, who just happened to be the campus manwhore. Went through more girls than I do shoes.” 
 
    No way. She’d seen Nik with Lily. He had eyes for only her. 
 
    “Apparently, his manwhoring stopped when he met Lily, but Hailey swears she slept with him, and it was the hottest sex of her life. I’ve heard the same about Mason. Boy got around too, before you.” 
 
    Jo did not like hearing about Mason’s sex life before her. Jealousy wormed its way into her gut and took root. Did he used to have a different girl every night? 
 
    “Let’s not discuss Mason’s exes, please.” 
 
    Cara laughed. “Okay, okay, but you have to admit any man who would go months without sex is either a glutton for torture or he really loves you.” 
 
    “Don’t you have to get to class?” 
 
    Cara sighed dramatically. “Had to remind me, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Hey, you told me last night you had a test this morning, so…” 
 
    “Fine, but don’t sit here and mope all day. Get your nerve up and go fuck that man. Trust me when I tell you those scars don’t mean a thing.” 
 
    “Crass.” 
 
    “Yeah, but still good advice. Go shower the stink off you, grab a couple hours of sleep, and then go find your man. Put him out of his misery.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jo stood and grabbed her shower tote. “Good luck on your te—” She tripped forward, and Cara caught her before she fell face first onto the floor. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You are a walking hazard, you know that?” 
 
    “I do.” Jo grinned and shook her head. “See you later.” 
 
    “Don’t fall and kill yourself!” Cara shouted as she went out of the room and closed the door behind her.  
 
    Jo made a face, but what could she say? In all likelihood, she would fall and possibly injure herself.  
 
    She powered through her shower, but as tired as she was, sleep eluded her. So instead, she went down to the basement where she had her studio set up, complete with soundproofed walls. Mason had helped her. Since it was against house rules to put anything up that might damage the walls, they’d first put up plastic sheeting and then applied the soundproofing tiles to that. It took a bit, but it turned out pretty great. 
 
    The room itself held a desk, her gaming desktop, and enough lights for Santa to see down the runway as he took flight from the North Pole. She booted up the PC, a new one that had been specially made with all the bells and whistles. It was a Christmas present from her family. Mason had told her brother she needed a new computer to compete with the other YouTubers. Mason, Keith, and her parents pitched in and got it for her. She didn’t even want to know the price. Just thinking about how much it cost gave her hives, but she had to admit, it made everything so much easier. 
 
    She flipped the switch, and several lights turned on, showcasing the white bookshelves she had directly behind where she sat. It housed some fan art, her favorite video game knickknacks, and some photos of her and her friends and family. The one of her and Mason was front and center. His black eyes twinkled with devilment, even in the photo. He was ornery, but the sweetest person.  
 
    Smiling, she sat at the desk and turned her attention to her gaming email first. She had several publishers asking her to showcase their games. She marked those and moved them to a folder. She needed to look through them when Resident Evil was done. She made it a policy to only work through one game at a time. A lot of YouTube gamers had Let’s Plays of several different games going all at once for variety, but that wasn’t how she ran her channel. She broke up the monotony with movie reviews and other fun videos. Mason had starred in a few. He was fun to be on screen with. Some of her viewers had subscribed to his channel, and she was glad she could help him with that, at least, after all he’d done for her. 
 
    Once she’d finished all that, she opened her personal email. Keith had sent her a bunch of birthday memes, which made her laugh. Leave it to her big brother to know when she needed to smile. 
 
    Spam. How did her personal email always end up with more spam than actual emails? Delete, delete, delete…wait. One email caught her attention. Its subject was “Hey, Baby.” 
 
    Like the note from this morning. 
 
    She opened it, and it simply read, “I hope you had a good morning.” 
 
    The sender was anonymous. 
 
    Someone was seriously pranking her. She deleted the email and went through the rest of them. As much as she tried to dismiss it, she found she couldn’t. It stayed with her while she answered emails, set up some co-plays with a few friends, and put out a tweet about tonight’s Twitch stream featuring the new Resident Evil.  
 
    It had to be a prank. 
 
    But what if it wasn’t? 
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    Mason dropped his bookbag in the corner and sauntered over to his laptop. He really should work on his paper, but he wasn’t in the mood. Jo would give him grief if she knew he was waiting until the last minute to do it. She considered grades important. He did okay. He’d even managed to snag the dean’s list once or twice. He was too worried about his papa, Jo’s creepy note, missing money from the frat, and now he had to figure out if he should propose or just ’fess up to Jo and hope she’d go along with it. 
 
    But how would that make her feel? Him asking her to go along with playing at a fake engagement? It felt wrong, but it felt even more wrong to propose and hide the truth from her. He loved her, and he would marry her one day, but to have her feel forced into it? He was caught between a rock and a hard place. If he didn’t tell her, Papa would stop going to treatment, and if he did tell her, she’d be pissed. Or agree and then wonder if he’d ever really planned on asking her. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    How did he get into these situations? 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and Ben stuck his head in. “You busy?” 
 
    “Nah, man. I just got out of my last class for the day. Whatcha need?” 
 
    “Did the police talk to you?” 
 
    Mason nodded. “Yeah, around noon. You notice the one detective with the eye that kept tracking to the right? It was so distracting, I can’t even tell you half of what they asked me.” 
 
    “Probably why they brought him.” Ben laughed and came in, closing the door behind him. “Everyone is pissed.” 
 
    “I figured they would be.” He’d been mad as hell himself when he found out. 
 
    “They’re talking about removing me as president.” 
 
    “You shitting me?” That was uncalled for. It wasn’t Ben’s fault some asshat decided to steal funds. 
 
    “Me and Billy both, since we’re the only two in the house who had access to the accounts. The cops confiscated both our laptops.” 
 
    “When is our next house meeting?” Mason would do what he could to keep Ben in his role as president. The guy had worked his ass off for this house. 
 
    “Day after tomorrow. I figured I’d give everyone a couple days to cool down. Billy’s freaked the hell out, and if I’m honest, so am I.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, man.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I just wanted to give you a heads up. Some of the guys may come talk to you about it, and I understand if you want me to step down too.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Mason said vehemently. “Those fuckers will get an earful from me if they try that shit. You don’t kick a brother when he’s down.” 
 
    Ben smiled, but it was a half-hearted effort. The day had worn on him. It was in his eyes. Mason wished he could do something, but it was best to let the police handle it. 
 
    “If the police come up with jack, you and me will figure it out. I got skills, but I’d rather not use them unless I have to.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “Yeah, I know you got skills. It’s why I was hoping you’d say that. This is serious, Mase. If it’s deemed this is my fault, I could lose my scholarship, get kicked out of school, maybe even have criminal charges filed.” 
 
    “Don’t borrow trouble, dude. We’ll get this sorted.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mase.” 
 
    Mason held up his fist, and Ben didn’t leave him hanging. “Now, I got to get cleaned up and get to my girl’s. After the day I’ve had, the only thing that’ll make it better is Jo.” 
 
    Ben left, and Mason dug through his clean clothes to find something to wear on screen. He wanted to grab food too, so when his phone rang, he let out a frustrated sigh. It was getting later and later. Shit, he was never going to get out of here. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Keith said when he put him on speaker and sat down at his laptop. He did need to check for an email from KSI to see if he had any assignments this week. Best to do it now while he was thinking about it. 
 
    “You get fired?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” 
 
    Mason opened his laptop and waited for the password screen to come up. “Talk to the cops yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, they were there when I got back from work this morning. Anyway, you remember my Uncle Henry, the one who lives in Colorado?” 
 
    “Yeah. He took us skiing our first year in college.” Coolest old dude ever. Hit on more women than he and Keith combined. Could drink them under the table too, and that was saying something. Mason grew up with five older brothers. He’d learned early how to handle his liquor, but Uncle Henry could put all his brothers to shame. 
 
    “He wants to know if we want to come spend the summer at the cabin. He’s selling it after this summer.” 
 
    “What? No way. Why’s he selling?” 
 
    “He’s moving to Florida. Said he’s tired of freezing his ass off every year.” 
 
    A whole summer in the mountains of Colorado with Keith and…“Is Jo invited?” 
 
    Keith made a rude noise. “Dude, I do not want to see you making out with my sister, let alone hearing you at night.” 
 
    Mason winced. Keith had no idea about his and Jo’s lack of a sex life, but he wasn’t going to inform him of it either. “I’m not spending the summer without her.” 
 
    “Then you plan on coming to California for the summer?” 
 
    “If I have to.” 
 
    “You are so whipped.” Keith snickered. “Might as well put on a sign that says ‘property of Josephine Maxwell.’” 
 
    “You are not funny.” Mason ran a hand through his hair, a nervous habit all the brothers shared. 
 
    “I’m hilarious, and you know it.” 
 
    Mason rolled his eyes. He was not in the mood for Keith’s shit today. “Tell you what, you get Jo on board with a summer in Colorado, I’m there. If not, you’ll have me parked in sunny California all summer.” 
 
    “You okay?” Keith asked, his tone turning serious. “You don’t sound like yourself.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. Just a lot going on with my papa.” 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    “Not good. He’s trying to stop his treatments.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Exactly. Look, I’ll call you back later. I need to work on this problem before I can concentrate on summer plans.” 
 
    “It’s cool, man. You take care of your family shit first. If there’s anything I can do, you let me know, and I’m there.” 
 
    “Thanks. ’Preciate it. Talk soon.” Mason hung up the phone and tossed it on his desk. He opened his laptop and typed in the password, but it came back invalid. “What the shit?” 
 
    He put the password in and was again denied. 
 
    What was this new fuckery? He had half a mind to call Keith back and see if he had done it to be funny, but then he remembered Keith couldn’t hack his own self, let alone Mason, who had more firewalls than most.  
 
    This was not what he needed today. 
 
    It took him an hour to get control of his laptop. Whoever fucked with it either didn’t know Mason was a hacker or didn’t care. “Finally,” he said when got past his own fucking firewalls. He was gonna back hack the fucker and… 
 
    Whoa.  
 
    His wallpaper was no longer the same. He’d had a picture of Jo smiling for the camera. This wallpaper was a collage of images of him and Jo with his face scratched out in every single one. What the fuck was this? 
 
    The note from this morning. Had to be connected. 
 
    He dialed his girl and let out a breath when she answered. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “I just…” As disturbed as he was, she didn’t need to know about this. It would only upset her. “I just needed to hear your voice and know you’re safe. Makes me feel better.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Mason.” 
 
    Why did she sound so nervous? “Are you?” 
 
    She ignored the question, and it only heightened his spidey-Josephine senses. “You still coming over to play Resident Evil with me?” 
 
    “You have to ask me that?” 
 
    Jo laughed. “Bring me food?” 
 
    “You got it, baby. What do you want?” 
 
    “Um…Subway?” 
 
    He hated Subway, but he’d eat that healthy shit if made her happy. “Whatever you want, baby.” 
 
    “I’ve got everything set up, so come on over whenever you want. We’re set.” 
 
    “Okay, I need to make a call, then I’ll be over. Love you, Jo.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    He let out the breath he’d been holding when she hung up. She was safe. Relief swept through him and made his knees weak. He called Viktor as soon as he was able to make his hands work. 
 
    “What?” Viktor barked into the phone. 
 
    “I got a problem.” 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    Mason explained about his laptop and about his suspicions linking Jo’s message this morning with this new fuckery. 
 
    “Motherfucker,” Viktor swore. “I’ll put a rush on the fingerprints. The hospital should have the staff’s on file as part of their security measures. We do their background checks, so it’s something I implemented.” 
 
    “When did you pick up that account?” 
 
    “After Dimitri’s twins were born. I started talking with a guy in the cafeteria who turned out to be the head of HR. They were looking for a new company to do their screenings, and it was just a matter of price negotiations after that. I talked him into fingerprinting all the employees he had on staff already just for security. I ran all the prints and found two who had records under an alias.” 
 
    “Bet he was glad he did it.” 
 
    “One was a pedophile working in pediatrics.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “No shit,” Viktor confirmed. “I should have all the information back later today. Can you figure out who hacked you?” 
 
    “You can bet your ass I will. Just not tonight. I’m headed over to Jo’s.” 
 
    “Good luck with that, brat.” 
 
    His thoughts went right back to the fake impending marriage. He was so fucked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m gonna need it.” 
 
    He hung up with his brother and grabbed his keys and his laptop before heading to his truck. He wasn’t leaving it alone in his room again. He needed to set up some honey pots, and if the fucker tried again, Mason would nail him. 
 
    By the time he got the food and some cold drinks, it was almost five. She usually started streaming around five. He parked his truck and hopped out, gathering his bags. He got a few catcalls and whistles. He smiled and waved to the girls. 
 
    “Ladies, you’re all looking mighty fine.” 
 
    “Hey, Mason.” Several smiled and pushed out their chests. He ignored the urge to roll his eyes. 
 
    “Anyone seen my girl?” 
 
    “How she landed him, I’ll never know,” he heard whispered behind him. Jealous bitches. He had no time for them. 
 
    “She’s downstairs in the hole,” one of the girls told him. “I saw her go down there a few hours ago, and she hasn’t come back up.” 
 
    “Thanks, darlin’.” He winked at her, enjoying the blush that crept up her face. He was a one-woman guy now, but he could still appreciate a beautiful woman. This one definitely was, with her dark hair and deep brown eyes. 
 
    He went through the living room and into the kitchen where several more girls were milling around. He waved to them on his way to the basement door. Jo was lying on her stomach under her desk when he walked in, her foot bouncing toward her ass. 
 
    “Josephine, what the hell you doin’ down there?” 
 
    She let out a little squeal, and he heard a thunk and then her mumbled curse. He shook his head. He was going to have to invest in Aflac when they got married. He had a feeling she was going to be at the ER at least a few times a month. 
 
    “Network cable had a short. I’m changing it out.” The sight of her wiggling ass gave him an instant hard-on. He gritted his teeth and ignored it. Until she was ready, his dick would deal with his hand. “Can you make sure it’s good to go before I get back up?” 
 
    He set the food down on the small table by the door and walked over to her computer. He checked her connection, his eyes straying to that beautiful ass that was currently taunting him. Grinning, he slapped it lightly then rubbed away the sting. 
 
    She didn’t squeal, didn’t berate him, or even laugh. She went completely still, and the air around them changed. He felt the tension wafting up from her. It was different, more aware, if that was possible. His breath caught, and he had to force air into his lungs. Did she feel the same sexual tension he did, or was it him just wishing for shit to happen? 
 
    “Jo?” God, please don’t let it be one-sided. 
 
    “Yeah?” she answered, her voice all breathy. 
 
    He slid his hand over her ass again, cupping the cheeks. “I like you down there in that position.” 
 
    She let out a strangled sound, and her whole body shuddered. Maybe she was readier than he thought. At least her body was. Didn’t mean she was, though. 
 
    “Come on, pretty girl. Get your ass up here.” He tried not to sound harsh, but damn, he wanted her, and his voice betrayed that. 
 
    She slid out from under the desk and onto her knees. When she raised those gorgeous blue eyes of hers, he groaned. Shit. Was this what Nik and Dimitri felt when they did that whole dominance fuckery? Seeing her on her knees, looking up at him with so much trust and need, it flipped a switch he had no idea he possessed. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered, wetting her lips. 
 
    “Hi, baby.” He cupped her jaw and ran his thumb over her lips. “You miss me?” 
 
    She nodded and nipped his thumb with her teeth. A slow breath hissed out of him, and he let go of her cheek so he could drag her up his body. Mason was shorter than his brothers, but at six-one, he still dwarfed Jo by a good foot. She looked so tiny pressed up against him. His cock grew harder. Fuck, he was gonna suffer through some blue balls tonight. 
 
    Jo tried to get her breathing under control. She’d been thinking about sex with Mason all afternoon, thanks to Cara, and seeing him in the flesh was doing all sorts of things to her hormones. Could she do it? She wanted so desperately to get over her lack of self-confidence when it came to her scars. 
 
    “I, uh…” Mason closed his eyes, and she saw the war on his face. He never pushed, stopped when she said stop, and dealt with the whole no-sex thing far better than any other guy would. Especially her ex, Ray Daniels, who was so self-centered the thought of her insecurities wouldn’t have entered his thought process. 
 
    Mason was different. He’d shown her more care and consideration in a day than Ray had in the three years they’d been together. Mason loved her. Cara was right. She should talk to him, but right now, she’d show him how much he meant to her. 
 
    Ignoring everything, including her own insecurities, she reached up and twined her fingers in his hair, pulling his lips down to hers. Mason let out a growl, and she smiled against his lips. 
 
    She kissed him slow and long, teasing his lips open until her tongue swept inside to seduce his. His arms pulled her closer, and she broke the kiss long enough to see the lust flaring to life in his eyes. She ignored his lips when she went back in and instead trailed tiny kisses along his jaw, enjoying how the scratch of his five o’clock shadow rubbed against her skin. 
 
    “You did miss me.” He cupped her ass and hauled her up his body until he was staring into her eyes. “Tell me what you want.” 
 
    Jo had no words to tell him what she wanted because she was afraid.  
 
    The timer on her stream saved her from having to answer. “Guess you’ll have to wait until later to find out.” 
 
    Mason groaned and buried his face between her neck and shoulder, his tongue swiping over her rapid pulse. That lick went straight to her center, and she groaned out loud. “Mason…” 
 
    “Shh, baby, I know.” He squeezed her ass one more time and gently deposited her into her chair. “Give me a minute, and I’ll be back.” 
 
    She watched as he slipped out of the room, probably headed for the bathroom for a quick hand job. Shame she couldn’t do the same, but her camera went live, and she forced her breathing to slow down and greeted her chat. She sent out a tweet and did a quick intro for her channel. This was going to be her next series, so she’d have to remember to include the intro where she wanted to break the stream up into episodes to upload on YouTube. 
 
    She made some small talk and went through new subscribers and laughed with some of the regulars. She had over six thousand people watching, so she wasn’t surprised when a few of the girls asked her why she looked so hot and bothered. Most of these people had been with her for years and knew her well, at least her onscreen persona. Considering her impromptu make-out session, she’d be surprised if she didn’t look all hot and bothered. 
 
    “Well, I have a surprise for all you ladies out there tonight. I brought along some gorgeous eye candy who should be here soon.” 
 
    It only took one guess for the girls in the chat to go crazy. They all loved her boyfriend. When Mason finally appeared a few minutes later, crazy turned into a full-blown madhouse. He laughed and talked with everyone, answering questions and helping her set up the PlayStation. It always gave her problems with her Twitch stream when it was connected to the computer. 
 
    “Now, who’s ready for some Resident Evil?” she asked and flipped out the lights. Normally, she left the lights on, but she needed the darkness to hide how flustered she felt with Mason’s chair so close his arm brushed hers. 
 
    Mason’s foot rubbed up and down her leg, and the controller shook in her hand. She looked sideways at him, but he was focused on the screen. The slight smirk on his face was more than enough to confirm he was messing with her on purpose. 
 
    It was going to be a long couple of hours. 
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    Mason yawned and turned off the computer, making sure to power it down. Someone had gotten into his laptop, so they might have gotten into Jo’s computers as well. He’d check before he headed back to his frat. 
 
    “Thanks.” Jo smiled nervously at him, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her unicorn t-shirt. She was leaning against the desk, her hair spilling down around her shoulders, the only light coming from the small desk lamp he’d clicked on when they’d finished the Let’s Play. 
 
    He reached for her, and she came willingly into his lap. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she muttered, her voice muffled by his shirt. 
 
    “Josephine.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Mason tipped her head up so she had to look at him. “You’re nervous as a cat. Tell me what’s wrong. Have you gotten any more weird packages?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “It’s nothing like that.” 
 
    “Then tell me what it is.” He stroked her hair and leaned back into the chair, enjoying the feel of her weight against him. She smelled delicious. It was that damn strawberry shampoo she used. It drove him crazy. 
 
    “I have a paper due next week I can’t seem to start.” 
 
    Mason frowned. This couldn’t be what was bothering her. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about what Sara asked me this morning.” 
 
    He waited her out, knowing she’d get to the point when she was ready. 
 
    “She wanted to know what my plans were after the semester ended.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. Well, you don’t have to worry about that right now. There’s plenty of time before May rolls around. Hell, we haven’t even gotten through the Super Bowl yet.” 
 
    “You and football. Why aren’t you on the team here? You love the sport as much as you do computers.” 
 
    “Have you seen those college players? They’d decimate me with one good hit.” 
 
    “I call BS. You’re forgetting I saw you play with your brothers over Thanksgiving weekend. You took several hard hits, and it barely registered with you.” 
 
    “That was one game, Josephine. Imagine a whole semester of me getting my ass beat on the field. Do you want all this harmed and so sore I can’t hold you?” He waved down his body. “I’m too sexy to be all bruised and banged up.” 
 
    She snickered, and he smiled, glad to hear her laugh. She was way too serious tonight.  
 
    “It’s just that I have to go back to California for the summer, and I don’t want to.” 
 
    “I know.” His arms tightened around her. “I wish you didn’t.” 
 
    “I thought about getting an apartment, maybe even another part-time job so I could stay in New York.” 
 
    “Can’t you stay in the sorority house?” 
 
    “Sure, but I hate living here. The girls are nice, but have you tried to share a bathroom with a dozen women? It is not pleasant.” 
 
    Mason laughed. “Well, you know. A dozen half naked ladies…” 
 
    Jo punched him in the gut, and his breath whooshed out. “Not funny, Mason.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “It was kind of funny.” 
 
    She made the cutest growling sound. It came out more like a kitten’s meow than an actual growl. 
 
    “Don’t make jokes about that.” 
 
    What the hell was that tone? “Hey, you know you’re the only girl I want, don’t you?” 
 
    Her shoulders sagged.  
 
    What the fuck? “Josephine, what is going on in that head of yours?” 
 
    “It’s just…all the girls told me…I don’t want to be so…and with me going back to California and you here…” 
 
    “Slow down.” He adjusted her in his lap until she was forced to look at him. “Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    “All the girls whisper about how you used to sleep with a different girl every night and…” She broke off and looked down. 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “And we haven’t had sex yet.” 
 
    Ah. So that was what had her all twisted up. “You went through major trauma and a bad breakup. Your leg had to heal, and so did your heart. You don’t just stop loving someone after three years. Ray was…” 
 
    She put a finger to his lips. “Don’t bring him into this. I’m over Ray. I have been for a long time. That’s not the problem.” 
 
    Mason frowned but waited her out yet again. Jo was the kind of person you couldn’t drag information out of. You had to let her tell you. Sometimes she needed a gentle push, but even then, patience was the key. 
 
    “It’s my leg,” she whispered after several long moments. “The scars.” 
 
    “Your scars?” 
 
    “They’re ugly. They make me ugly.” 
 
    The fuck she just say to him? Anger hummed beneath his skin, but he fought to control it. She didn’t need him going off on her, not now. Right now, she needed comfort, but damn, was he pissed. 
 
    “You’re not ugly, baby. Never to me.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But nothing. Those scars are what put you in my arms, and for that reason, they’re beautiful to me.” He smiled and gently swiped the tear that rolled out of her eye. “Everything about you is beautiful. Your wit, your need to roll your eyes at everything you find irritating, the way you grouch at me over carting you around everywhere. Your heart and the way you care so much about everyone. You are the most beautiful woman in the world, inside and out. Don’t you know that, moye dragotsennyy?” 
 
    Jo buried her face in Mason’s shirt and cried. His words were beautiful. Part of her wanted desperately to believe him, but it wasn’t that simple. Her leg was a mess, and after having lived through Ray and feeling less than perfect, this was hard for her. 
 
    Mason’s arms swept underneath her legs, and he stood, carrying her to the small couch she’d moved into the room for when she was on her laptop and not recording. He stretched out, pulling her on top of him. She refused to look at him, feeling more inadequate than she ever had in her life.  
 
    And she felt like a fool, because she knew Mason loved her, and he wouldn’t care about her scars. She knew it, but she didn’t know it too. He was a man who could have anyone, and while Jo knew she was pretty, she wasn’t half as gorgeous as the women she’d seen him with before they got together. Her mangled leg only amplified those feelings. 
 
    “I was seventeen the first time I saw you.” He started to stroke her hair. “You had this crazy bun on top of your head and a green t-shirt that said, ‘death to all leprechauns.’ It was the day before Saint Patrick’s Day. I was looking for some Let’s Plays featuring The Evil Within. I was on the fence about buying it, and your channel popped up with the most videos out about it. That’s not what made me click on that first one, though. There was something about you, something I felt drawn to, even then. When I heard you speak, your voice soon became my favorite sound in the world. Still is, really. I’d feel buzzed just listening to you. I was crushing so hard from day one. Even then, before I’d met you, I knew, I just knew, you were it for me, Josephine.” 
 
    Her breath caught at the sheer wonder in his voice. He’d never told her that before. 
 
    “Then when I met you, I felt sucker punched. I bitched your brother out, and I acted like such a ten-year-old fanboy. Here was my crush in the flesh, and I could barely string together two words. And to add insult to injury, you informed me you’d watched my channel…once.” 
 
    She smiled into his shirt. He still sounded put out about that. Truthfully, she’d watched it a few times when she needed a good laugh. His skits were funny and always cheered her up. 
 
    Even before she knew him, he was taking care of her. 
 
    “But I was your FIBB, and I’d be damned if I let Keith or you down because of my pride. I was going to be there for you.” 
 
    “FIBB, indeed. That is still the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “You know you loved your fill-in-big-brother.” 
 
    Jo started to trace circles on the exposed flesh of his upper arm. “I don’t know what I would have done without my FIBB.” 
 
    “You’re never gonna have to know, baby girl. You’ve always got your FIBB or your FILB when you need him.” 
 
    “FILB?” What new brand of nonsense was this? 
 
    “Forever in love boyfriend.” 
 
    Only Mason would come up with that. She laughed softly, but the glow the words gave her chased away some of the anxiety gnawing at her gut. 
 
    “I’ve loved you since I was seventeen years old, Josephine, and I’ll love you when I’m a hundred and seventeen years old. It’s never gonna change. Not the scars on your legs or anything else. I’m yours, and you’re mine.” 
 
    “It’s just…it’s hard, Mason. After Ray…” 
 
    “The fuckwad is in the past, moye dragotsennyy. You’re with me now, and you’re loved the way you’ve always been meant to be loved. I’ll show you every single day of our lives.” 
 
    “You plan on sticking around forever, huh?” 
 
    He tensed up beneath her, and she tilted her head so she could see his face. He looked distraught. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and breathed through his nose, the force of it teasing her hair. He didn’t just look distraught, he looked pained.  
 
    “Mason?” 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You and Ray were together for three years, yeah?” 
 
    Josephine nodded, not sure where he was going with this line of questioning. He hated talking about Ray. He’d gotten all angry just seconds ago when she’d mentioned her ex. 
 
    “Did the two of you ever talk about getting married?” 
 
    Now, that was a strange thing for him to ask. 
 
    “We did,” she said slowly, sitting up so she was straddling him. His face was downright tense. “He actually proposed several times.” 
 
    “You never told me that.” 
 
    “You never asked me,” she countered. “It’s not something I thought you wanted to hear.” 
 
    “I always want to hear whatever you’re willing to share, JoJo.” 
 
    Well, he brought out the nickname. With most people, it was her first name that told her they were serious. Not Mason, though. He called her Josephine all the time. He did it to irritate her in the beginning because she’d hated her name. No one, not even her grandparents, called her Josephine, but she didn’t mind it so much when Mason used it. He was the only one allowed to call her that, though, as Keith found out quickly. 
 
    “No one knows he asked me, not even Keith. I told myself it was so they couldn’t snub him worse than they already did, and Keith would have rubbed Ray’s nose in the fact I said no.” 
 
    “Fucking Keith,” Mason said, laughing. “He would have had some wise-ass snide comment ready every time he saw Ray.” 
 
    “That’s my brother.” 
 
    Mason laughed again, his hands settling on her upper thighs. The distraction of them was enough to help her get out what came next. These were truths she didn’t want to face, but it felt right to do it here and now with Mason, the man who taught her she was worth being loved. 
 
    “Ray asked me the first time right after we found out I was pregnant. I think it was more out of a sense of duty and what was right than him actually wanting to get married. I could be wrong, but that’s what it felt like. He asked like ten minutes after I told him. I didn’t want to marry someone because I had to, because they felt obligated.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Mason said, his fingers digging into her thighs, massaging the muscles. “You shouldn’t get married because you feel you have to.” 
 
    There was something there in his voice, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, but she put it aside for the moment so she could get through this. 
 
    “Six months after I lost the baby, he asked me again. We were taking a walk through the park. It was lit up in all kinds of Christmas lights. He pulled me off the path, and we walked to our favorite spot. The lights were beautiful, and it was the first time since the baby that I wasn’t drowning in depression. Christmas does that, you know? It heals when nothing else can.” 
 
    Mason kept quiet, focused entirely on her as he waited for her to continue. Her hands came down on top of his, and she took a deep breath. 
 
    “He went all out, got down on one knee, pulled out the black box, and asked me if I’d marry him. It was so romantic, and all I could think about was how to say no without hurting his feelings. Anyone else would have been jumping up and down screaming, ‘Yes.’ I loved him, and he loved me, but I still said no.” 
 
    Jo took several deep breaths, fighting back tears, remembering the hurt on Ray’s face. It had nearly killed her to tell him no, but she’d done it anyway. 
 
    “I told him I wasn’t ready, that my emotions were still too raw after the baby. He said he understood, but he didn’t, not really. I hurt him, Mason. I hurt him a lot.” 
 
    “If you weren’t ready, you weren’t ready, Josephine.” Mason kept up his gentle assault on her legs, his magic fingers helping to relax her when nothing else did. 
 
    “He asked me again right before we moved to New York, and I told him let’s see if we can live together before we decided to get married.” 
 
    “Common sense.” Mason nodded. “Had you told your family that, Keith might not have called screaming at three in the morning demanding I be him.” 
 
    Jo smiled. She could just imagine her brother frantic and demanding Mason go be her big brother while Keith wasn’t here to do it. 
 
    “If I’d done that, you and I might not have met, though.” 
 
    “We’d have met, it might just have taken longer. You and I are fated to be together, baby. Written in the stars and all that shit.” 
 
    He was probably right. He wasn’t the only one who’d felt drawn. She used to stare at him in pictures on Keith’s Facebook page. She’d gotten so distracted once, she spent an entire three hours poring over her brother’s social media pages, studying images of him and Mason.  
 
    “I spent years telling Ray no, coming up with excuse after excuse. It’s not that I didn’t love him, because I did.” 
 
    “I know you did, JoJo.” 
 
    “It’s just that deep down, I knew he and I weren’t meant to be. I knew it, and I didn’t want to admit it because I felt I owed him. I told you how he was there for me after the baby and how guilty I felt because it was my fault we lost it.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t, moye dragotsennyy,” Mason argued, and she leaned down and put a finger to his lips. 
 
    “Mason, you can say that to me every day, and I’ll still believe it was my fault. It was me who decided to go hiking because I was bored when I know I can’t stand properly on my own two feet. It was me who fell down the hill. It was all me. Ray had nothing to do with it. Eventually, I hope I can forgive myself, but you’ll never make me believe it wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    “Then I’ll remind you every day it wasn’t,” Mason said, a stubborn glint in his eyes. “What happened was tragic, but it was an accident. Accidents happens to people who aren’t challenged by their own two feet every second of every day. It was an accident, baby.” 
 
    She smiled and let it go. It wasn’t something he’d ever understand, and it broke her heart to talk about her miscarriage, anyway. 
 
    “Back to the point I didn’t know I was going to make until all that spewed out.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “I couldn’t marry him, not because I didn’t love him, but because I was waiting for you.” 
 
    “Moye dragotsennyy,” Mason whispered in a tone she’d never heard him use. It sounded almost broken, and she cupped his face in her hands. 
 
    “You told me you loved me, and I didn’t say it back right away, but I should have. You were patient, and you waited me out because you knew it was what I needed. You let my heart heal, you let me forgive myself, and you waited for me to tell you I loved you. I know that hurt you.” He started to shake his head, but she stopped him. “It did, Mason. I could feel it every single time you said, ‘I love you’ and I didn’t say it back. I’m so sorry for that.” 
 
    “Never be sorry, Josephine.” Mason reached up and pulled her head down until he was staring into those baby blues of hers. “I will always wait on you and love you even more because of it.” 
 
    “You are the best man I know, Mason, and the kindest, even if you have an ego bigger than this room.” 
 
    “Hey, now, watch it.” He winked at her, which made her giggle. “I love that sound.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your giggle. It’s my new favorite sound.” 
 
    She grinned, and it alleviated some of the seriousness of the moment. “I don’t giggle.” 
 
    “You do.” He nodded wisely. 
 
    “Do not.” 
 
    His fingers attacked her ribcage, and she squealed in laughter, her giggles rushing out and filling up the room. He clamped his legs around her so she couldn’t escape. “Admit you giggle.” 
 
    “No!” she gasped. 
 
    “I can tickle you mercilessly forever. Delia will verify.” He let his fingers dance up and down her sides. 
 
    “Okay, I give. I do giggle.” 
 
    “See? Was that really so hard to admit?” Mason asked when she collapsed on top of him. 
 
    “You’re awful, Mason Kincaid!” 
 
    “But you love me anyway.” 
 
    “More than anything.” She pushed up until she was basically lying on him, her elbows propping her up. “You know that, don’t you? I love you. I know it took me a long time to say, but I do. I don’t want you to ever doubt that.” 
 
    And they were back to the original point of this discussion, Mason decided. The sex issue and her leg. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it, Jo.” 
 
    “It’s just that…I think about all the other girls, and…” 
 
    “Babe, trust me when I tell you, I don’t care about the other girls. Hell, I haven’t even looked at one since I showed up on your front porch.” 
 
    “What about Angela?”  
 
    “Who?” Mason asked. He searched his memory, but for the life of him couldn’t figure out who the hell she was talking about. 
 
    “The girl you were with that night in the restaurant…your blind date?” 
 
    Ohhh. He remembered that. “I got so wasted that night. I was pissed at myself for upsetting you when you were sick.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sick,” she confessed. “I saw you with her, and I wanted to be anywhere but there. It was my excuse to leave.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nodded. “Even then, when I fought my feelings for you, I couldn’t stand you being with anyone else, and I knew it wasn’t fair because I was with Ray.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “It’s okay, baby. I couldn’t stand the thought of you with Ray either. I was putting up with it so I could be near you, even though it was like a knife to my heart every time I saw the two of you together.” 
 
    “Did you sleep outside that night?” 
 
    Mason laughed. “I did. Passed out right there sitting up against the fence. I think someone shook me awake later.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    “I’m a fucking sexy idiot,” he countered. 
 
    “You are.” He grew alarmed when her face turned serious. “That’s why I was so upset earlier. I was afraid…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was afraid I’d go home to California, and you’d realize there were women out there who weren’t insecure or scarred up who could give you what I couldn’t.” 
 
    Mason did let his anger out this time. “Don’t you dare say that to me ever again, Josephine Marie Maxwell. You could have scars over every inch of your body, and I’d still love you. They don’t matter to me.” 
 
    “But they do to me.” 
 
    Mason growled something even he didn’t understand, but instead of shouting, his hands traveled down the backs of her legs until they found the bottoms of her leggings. He pushed them up, ignoring her squawk. 
 
    “Oh, no, baby girl. It’s about damn time you realize just how much I don’t care about those scars.” 
 
    “Mason…” 
 
    He put a finger to her lips and grinned. 
 
    Jo was about to learn exactly how much he loved her, scars and all, and he was going to enjoy teaching her that particular lesson. 
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    Mason’s original plan had been to just push her leggings up, get it over with like ripping off a Band-Aid, but he changed his mind. Jo deserved better. So instead, he gently set her on the couch and slid off so he was resting between her spread thighs. Fuck, but the sight of her like that, pressed up against the back of the couch, spread-eagle…he’d dreamed about her in that exact position. 
 
    But this was about Jo and her insecurities with her leg. She needed him to tamp down his lust and focus on her, and he would, even if he died from perpetual blue ball syndrome. 
 
    “Mason, please…I can’t…” 
 
    “Do you trust me, Josephine?” 
 
    Those big blue eyes of hers widened, and she didn’t even hesitate. She nodded, and his entire world shifted. 
 
    He’d never understood that saying before. Nik told him once that was how he knew he loved Lily. There was a moment when everything in him became focused only on her. She was his moon, his sun, and all the stars centered into one tiny woman who had the ability to crush him. And yet, his entire being shifted and focused around her. He’d tried to describe the feeling, but Mason found he could no more describe it in this moment than his brother had, except to say his center shifted from him—heck, even from him and Jo—to simply Jo. 
 
    And it fucking scared the shit out of him. 
 
    Jo had the ability to crush him, and he’d never recover. He understood what Nik meant when he told him that too. Mason had laughed it off, thinking no one could destroy you with a simple glance or a softly spoken word, yet here sat the one woman who could do that to him. 
 
    She could also make him fly higher than the mountaintops back home in Russia. She gave him a reason for being, for breathing, for simply living. To love her. 
 
    “Then let me show you how beautiful you are to me, moye dragotsennyy. Please.” 
 
    Mason watched the indecision war with need on her face. She looked haunted as she tried to fight back her insecurities. He doubted six months ago she’d even have been able to do that. As much of a fighter as she was, he knew Ray had worn down her own sense of self-worth. He never brought that fact up, though. Instead, he’d focused on bolstering her self-esteem and teaching her it wasn’t wrong to put herself first sometimes. 
 
    And that time and attention paid off in this moment. 
 
    She closed her eyes and nodded. He wanted to jump up and throw his fist in the air in victory, but he contained all that excitement. Instead, he took her tiny hands in his. They were so small, dwarfed compared to his. Delicate. He brought the knuckles of one hand to his lips and brushed a kiss across each one. 
 
    A low shudder went through Jo, and his cock swelled in response. Don’t get ahead of yourself, Mason, he told himself. Slow and steady wins the race. She deserves slow and steady so she can feel loved and beautiful. 
 
    He started by removing both her sneakers and peeling her socks off. Tiny feet with pink toenails curled when the cooler air in the basement caressed them. Pink toenails. None of his sisters-in-law painted their toenails. He’d seen them all in flip flops enough to know this. He found it damn cute on Jo. 
 
    “Don’t tell Delia you paint your toenails.” He massaged the bottoms of her feet. “She’ll have you on the floor painting them every color under the sun.” 
 
    “Good to know,” she whispered, her voice small and tight. 
 
    “Open your eyes, Josephine.” 
 
    She shook her head, and he rubbed slow circles into the bottoms of her feet with his thumbs. She was terrified. 
 
    “You don’t get to hide from me, moye dragotsennyy.” 
 
    “I’m not hiding from you. I’m hiding from me.” 
 
    Now, that made no fucking sense. “Either way, open your eyes.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
    He tickled the bottom of her foot, and she squealed, trying to jerk it out of his hand, but he only held on tighter. “Open them, or the tickle monster continues to attack.” 
 
    “The tickle monster?” she gasped out between her laughter. 
 
    “Ask Delia. He’s notorious for getting what he wants.” He skirted his fingers up the insole of her foot.  
 
    Her eyes opened, and he grinned. “There’s my girl.” 
 
    “You’re rotten.” 
 
    “I’m adorable, and you know it.” 
 
    She shook her head, but the smile on her face was priceless.  
 
    “See, moya dusha? This is what we’re about—love and laughter, not fear and insecurity. Every time you get afraid, I’m going to be here to make you laugh, and when you start to feel insecure, I’ll be here to bring out those giggles I love so much.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    Jo leaned forward, and Mason swooped up to kiss her. Only when she was breathless did he answer. “It means my soul.” 
 
    “Mason…” 
 
    “You are. You mean everything to me, JoJo. Everything.” 
 
    Footsteps on the stairs interrupted him, and he shot to his feet. He went to the door and opened it. One of the girls from earlier was standing on the stairs. Jo had claimed the only room down here with a door, and it happened to be right beside the stairs. 
 
    Damn nosy women. 
 
    “You need something?” 
 
    The girl blinked. “I, ah…I was just coming to check on Jo. I saw her stream end a while ago, and she hadn’t come upstairs. I didn’t know you were with her.” 
 
    “Really?” Mason arched a brow. “I was on the stream with her.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I watched it, only that I saw it ended.” 
 
    Mason shook his head. “She’s fine. I’m helping her with some of her video editing. We’ll be up later.” 
 
    The girl nodded, but he’d left her with no reason to be down here. “So, um, you and Jo. You’re serious?” 
 
    “Hells, yeah.” Mason gave her his most charming smile while wanting to do nothing more than tell her to get the hell gone. Jo did have to live with these women, after all. Best not to piss them off. “My JoJo is the best thing to ever happen to me.” 
 
    “That’s sweet.” There wasn’t an ounce of sincerity behind her words, but at least the girl did head back up the stairs. 
 
    Jealous bitches. 
 
    The sooner he got her out of this place, the better. This time he locked the door before going back to Jo. No more chance of someone coming in on them. 
 
    She was still sitting on the couch, looking all small and afraid. He smiled at the picture she presented, like a virgin on her first date. This girl.  
 
    He walked over to the desk and plugged his phone into the iDock and found the song he wanted. “Beautiful Crazy” by Luke Combs. When he’d heard this song for the first time, it made him think of Jo and how she always made him feel. Perfect. He put it on repeat and slowly made his way to the couch, taking in the hot mess that was his girl in hot pink leggings. 
 
    “I like this song,” Jo whispered, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. 
 
    Instead of diving back in where he’d left off, Mason held out his hand. “Dance with me?” 
 
    “As long as you keep me from falling.” 
 
    “Always, baby.” 
 
    Jo took his hand, and Mason pulled her up and into his arms, holding her tight as he sang along with old Luke and danced with his girl. 
 
    “You’re the one who’s crazy,” she said as she laid her head on his chest. 
 
    “Mmmhmm.” His hands slid down her back and cupped her ass, the same ass he’d been spanking earlier. Albeit lightly, but he’d enjoyed it as much as she had. He gripped her and pulled her up. “Wrap your legs around my waist, Josephine.” 
 
    She did as he asked, and it put them eye to eye. He swayed to the music as he leaned in and kissed her.  
 
    Jo lost every thought in her head when he kissed her like that, like she was everything to him, and the only thing he needed to breathe was her. It took her breath, and she would have fallen if he hadn’t had his arms wrapped around her. 
 
    It almost made her forget about her scars. 
 
    Which she assumed was his point. 
 
    Those scars were the last thing on her mind as he walked them over to the couch and sat down, keeping her so lost in his kiss, she didn’t have time to worry about anything, only to feel the sensations overwhelming her. 
 
    Her fingers ruffled through his hair, tugging and pulling him closer. God, his hair was the softest thing ever, softer than hers, even. The silky strands teased her fingers as she pressed into him. 
 
    He groaned, and the flames slowly consuming her fanned brighter, burned hotter. Made her want more. She abandoned his hair and found the hem of his t-shirt instead. Her fingers dove under it, nails scraping lightly over the toned muscles. They jumped beneath her skin as another moan slipped out of him. 
 
    Jo broke the kiss and tugged on his shirt until he helped her pull it over his head. Mason wasn’t as big as his brothers. He was leaner, but he kept himself in shape so he could eat like a horse. That was okay, though. Not everyone had to be built like a football player. She liked Mason this way. He was big enough to make her feel small, but still protected. She liked normal. 
 
    His muscles rippled as she explored the contours of his abdomen. She traced every single one with her fingers and then leaned forward to swipe her tongue over his nipple. 
 
    “Josephine,” he whispered, his voice rough with need. 
 
    “Shhh.” She placed a finger over his mouth. “Let me.” 
 
    This time it was she who got onto the floor and used her tongue to go back and retrace the path of her fingers. Her hands found the button on his pants. Looking up into those dark, fathomless black eyes, she undid the button and pulled the zipper down. He lifted his hips and watched as she tugged his jeans and boxers down, freeing him, and his eyes went wild with lust. 
 
    He was bigger than she thought he’d be, maybe because he wasn’t the massive giant his brothers were at over six-three, but that wasn’t the case. Mason wasn’t just long, he was thick. Swollen and a little angry-looking at the moment, but then if she’d been cock blocked for months, she might be too. 
 
    He’d suffered countless nights of hand jobs and blue balls because he gave her the time she needed to heal and to get over Ray. He always put her first. Even tonight, his goal had been to show her he didn’t care about her scars, and while showing them to him still unnerved her, she’d do it. But she’d do this too. 
 
    He’d been patient and loving. 
 
    Now it was his turn to sit and let her show him how much she loved him. 
 
    Jo reached for him, and Mason’s eyes closed. She smiled, remembering how he’d demanded she look at him, but she let him by with this. She’d already seen how much she affected him, and that was enough. 
 
    Satin, that was what he felt like when she took him in her hands. He muttered something so low she couldn’t make it out. She stroked him, and he hissed. His legs shook. His balls were heavy with need and swayed when she glided back up his cock. 
 
    “Fuck,” he whispered. 
 
    She blew on the very tip of his cock, and he groaned. “Jo…you don’t have to…” 
 
    “Shh.” It was her turn to shush him. “Let me. I want to.” 
 
    Ray had liked a blow job as much as any other guy, but it had never been her favorite thing to do. She didn’t instigate them and did her best to distract Ray when he’d wanted one.  
 
    With Mason, it was different. She wanted to do this for him. To know he trusted her with the most vulnerable part of himself. 
 
    Her thumb glided over the head of his cock, smearing the precum. His head tipped back and fists clenched while he dragged air into his lungs like an asthma patient. 
 
    Jo dipped her head and took him in her mouth. Mason nearly bucked her off. She placed both hands on his thighs for balance as she took him deep into the back of her throat. She had no gag reflex, so it was usually easy to do, but Mason was bigger than Ray had been. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” he ground out when she managed to swallow him and hold him for a few seconds. When she pulled her head back, she used her teeth to scrape along the sensitive skin. 
 
    “Do that again.” 
 
    She laughed around his cock, and he moaned. “Do that again.” 
 
    She did, but then she started to glide her lips up and down over his cock, stretching her mouth wide until she came to the very tip. She let him slip out of her mouth and blew across it, sending a wave of shivers through him. This time when she took him back between her lips, she sucked on the head and swirled her tongue over it, teasing. 
 
    Mason started cussing. 
 
    His hands fisted in her hair, and she pulled back, this time to kiss her way up the back side of his cock and then down. She sucked one of his balls into her mouth and bit down on it while she gently massaged the other. She bit with enough force to make it hurt just a little, knowing the opposite sensation of gentleness from her fingers would drive him wild. 
 
    He bucked up again, nearly making her fall. Had his hands not been in her hair, she would have fallen. 
 
    “No more,” he hissed and pulled her up on his lap. His mouth slammed onto hers, and he kissed her hard, his teeth bruising as they ate at her lips. One of his hands slipped down the front of her pants and parted her, his finger finding her clit and rubbing. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re wet, baby.” 
 
    “I’ve been wet since you started this whole ‘trust me’ thing,” she told him honestly. “I do trust you, Mason. More than anyone.” 
 
    “Then let me see you.” His entire tone changed, his accent so thick it was hard to understand his words. 
 
    She reached for her shirt and yanked it off, her blue bra catching his attention. She undid the hooks in the back and let it fall. 
 
    “Prekrasnyy.” His hands cupped her breasts and squeezed. “Moya krasivaya devushka.” 
 
    She kissed him, slow and soft. She put every ounce of love she had in that kiss, and he flipped them, so she was lying on the couch and he was on top of her. 
 
    “Tell me now, moye dragotsennyy, do you want to stop?” 
 
    “No, Mason. I don’t want to stop.” 
 
    “Thank fuck,” he muttered and buried his face in her neck. She laughed and stroked his hair. When he’d taken several breaths, he sat up and pushed his pants off before giving her a warning look. Before she had time to wonder, he’d latched onto her leggings and pulled, taking them and her underwear with them.  
 
    Irrational fear chased away all her lust in seconds. Her leg…the scars… 
 
    Mason sat on the couch, naked as the day he was born, and lifted her legs into his lap. Her leg was a maze of scars, the skin around each one puffy and rough. 
 
    “I can still hear you screaming in my nightmares.” His touch was featherlight as he caressed each individual scar. “It was the scariest moment of my life. I think it scared me more than the thought of my papa dying. You were bleeding so much, JoJo. All I could think was we had to stop the bleeding, but you bled through the towels. Don’t you ever do that to me again.” 
 
    “Trust me, I am never going near a lawn mower again.” 
 
    “But as much as I hate what happened, these scars brought you to me. They are why you’re here right now. They’re beautiful, Josephine. Beautiful.” 
 
    He lifted her leg and kissed every single scar. 
 
    The fear faded and left only Mason and the love he had for her in its place. Her insecurities fled in the wake of the way he kissed her scars, the gentleness he showed her. 
 
    He pulled her up, and she straddled him. “You could be covered in warts, and I’d love you. You’d still be the most beautiful girl in my world.” 
 
    He always knew what to say to her. 
 
    She shifted, and he hissed. The way she was sitting brought his bare cock against her, and he slipped between her folds. 
 
    “Fuck. Me.” His head tipped back. “Sweet Jesus…fuck.” 
 
    “Mason…” She’d never felt anyone bareback. She and Ray always used condoms. She’d gotten pregnant when the condom broke. Feeling Mason sliding against her, rubbing against her clit…her eyes rolled back into her head. 
 
    “I know, baby, I know.” He reached down and grabbed his jeans, fishing his wallet out. He pulled a condom out and made quick work of rolling it on. Then he lifted her up and eased her down over him. They both moaned at the sensation. 
 
    Jo moved her hips, rolling them as she slid up and down over him. It had been so long, and the desire that curled in her belly took over every thought as she rode Mason. 
 
    “Eyes on me,” he barked when her eyes drifted closed. “I want to see you come, Josephine.” 
 
    His hands glided around her back then curled around her shoulders and held her in place, taking control of their movements. She whimpered when he hit that spot high inside that drove her crazy. 
 
    “Rub yourself, baby. I’m not gonna last long, and I’m not coming without you.” 
 
    Jo was close herself. She wasted no time in finding her clit and doing just what he told her to. The sensations got more intense, everything tuning down to focus on chasing release. The only sounds were of their labored breathing, the sound of flesh slapping against flesh, and the deep moans he pulled from her each time he thrust deep and hit that spot. 
 
    When her release came, Mason drank her screams with his kiss. And still he thrust inside of her until she collapsed against him, unable to sit upright. Shocks rippled through her as he gripped her hips and thrust hard and fast. When she felt him swell and then go rigid, her own walls clenched and spasmed again with his release. She felt him spill inside of her, condom or not, and it was the most amazing feeling. It felt right. 
 
    He kissed her shoulder after a few minutes. “I love you, Josephine.” 
 
    She hugged him to her. “I love you too, Mason.” 
 
    He held her for the longest time, just sitting there with him still buried inside her, stroking her hair.  
 
    “Promise me something?” 
 
    “What?” She blinked, trying to stay awake. 
 
    “Don’t hide from me. Or from you, whatever the fuck that means.” 
 
    She smiled. “I promise, no more hiding.” 
 
    “Think we should go upstairs and go to bed?” 
 
    “You staying the night?” 
 
    “Your bed is softer than mine.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes, moye dragotsennyy, that is so.” 
 
    “Then let’s go to bed.” 
 
    They got dressed, and Jo led him upstairs to her room, at peace with herself and her body for the first time in months. 
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    Mason parked his truck in the visitors’ parking garage then took the elevator to his brother’s apartment. Nik and Lily were in the process of building a house in the family compound, as he liked to call it, but Mason didn’t know if they were keeping the apartment. He wasn’t here about that, though. 
 
    He rang the doorbell and waited. He had a key, but he tended not to use it. Lily was nervous as a cat when it came to physical contact, and he was afraid if he just walked in on her and accidentally bumped into her, she’d freak out. Nikoli would beat his ass if he caused Lily to have an episode. Especially in front of their daughter. 
 
    It didn’t take long before Nikoli answered the door, looking half-asleep. “Brat?” 
 
    “Morning to you too, sunshine.” He swept past him and into the apartment. Which was currently a mess. Baby toys and clothes were scattered all over the place. The only semi-decent area was the dining table where Nik’s business partner, Luther, sat working at a computer. He looked as tired as Nikoli. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Nik shut the door as Mason made a beeline for the coffee maker and its heavenly scent wafting through the place. 
 
    “If by wrong you mean some fucker hacked my laptop, then yes, something’s fucking wrong.” Mason found a clean mug and poured himself a cup. “Where’s Lily and my girl?” 
 
    “Lily’s at work, and Rose is sound asleep, thank God.” 
 
    “She still not sleeping through the night?” 
 
    Nik shook his head. 
 
    “I keep telling ya, if you keep her awake all day, she’ll sleep like the dead tonight.” Luther looked up from the laptop. “Hey, Mase.” 
 
    “You try dealing with a cranky, sleepy baby all day and then tell me that.” Nik yawned and sat back down at the table. “Mason, bring the pot over here and tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Mason did as he was asked and filled Nik in on everything, from the note Jo received to his hacked laptop. “I don’t know if the two incidents are connected. Viktor is looking into the package, but I was hoping you’d help me set a few traps in case the fucker goes after my laptop again.” 
 
    Nikoli didn’t say anything for a minute. Mason saw the anger burning in his brother’s eyes, the same anger he’d felt when he’d seen that damn package. “Has she gotten anything else?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of.” 
 
    “What about her computer? Any weird emails?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She didn’t say anything to me if she did.” 
 
    “Find out.” There was a definite bite to his brother’s tone. “Leave me the laptop, and I’ll go through it. I may be able to back hack him.” 
 
    “I tried that already.” 
 
    Nikoli just stared at him.  
 
    Okay, okay. Nikoli was better with computers than he was. Not by much, but enough that he’d come here asking for help. 
 
    “Whatever.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the scrap of paper with his password on it. “I didn’t want to text or email this to you in case he’s in my phone too.” 
 
    “Smart,” Luther said around a gulp of coffee. “You’re picking a lot of shit up from KSI, huh?” 
 
    Mason grumbled. He hated to admit it, but the truth was, he was picking shit up from working at KSI. A year ago, he wouldn’t have thought twice about sending information over his phone or email. 
 
    A wail sounded, and Nik staggered to his feet.  
 
    “Sit, man, I got her.” 
 
    Mason found his niece lying in the crib, screaming her head off. Poor kid. He reached down and picked her up. “Hey, Rosie girl. You miss me?” 
 
    Her little pink lips wobbled, and he cuddled her close. He’d been around babies enough to know she wasn’t hungry or wet. She was just cranky. He sat in the rocking chair and started to hum to her as he rocked. The baby grew quiet and listened. 
 
    “How the fuck did you do that?” Nikoli asked from the doorway. 
 
    “Women love me, bro.” 
 
    Nik rolled his eyes. “Fucker…” 
 
    “Language,” he mock-warned. “What would Lily say if she heard you?” 
 
    “She’d ask me to make sure you were here at night so we could get some fucking sleep.” Nik shoved a hand through his hair and shuffled into the room. “Rose seems to think it’s funny to keep us up at all hours of the night.” 
 
    The baby decided to coo at that particular second, and Nik lost all his frustration. He grinned and stroked the baby’s head of downy black hair. “Papa loves you, Rose.” 
 
    “Have you taken her to the doctor? It might be colic. Viktor’s boys had that.” 
 
    “We have an appointment with her pediatrician tomorrow. Lily was thinking the same thing. Either that, or she’s teething.” 
 
    Mason laughed, and Nik looked at him questioningly. “Would you have ever thought we’d be here now, sitting with a baby girl talking about teething?” 
 
    “Fuck, no.” Nik sank down on the carpet, his back against the crib. “I had no use for women other than sex, and then I met Lily. She changed me. Then Rose came along, and I don’t know, it’s like everything’s settled, and this is how it’s supposed to be, despite our state of being a walking zombie.” 
 
    “I get it.” And he did. Jo did that for him. 
 
    “Do you remember Mama telling us she was going to curse us to have all girls?” 
 
    Mason laughed out loud. “She was mad when she said it. Kade convinced Conner to hold the wood while he chopped it. Chopped his fucking finger off. It was hanging on by a little strip of skin.” 
 
    “He never did forgive Kade for that.” 
 
    “Scared Mama to death with him running in the house, blood everywhere. And on her clean floors.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you remember that. You were, what…four or five?” 
 
    “Five, I think. I remember it because it scared me. I’d never seen that much blood before, and then Conner fainted.” 
 
    “Passed out,” Nik corrected him. Fainting was for girls, not boys. 
 
    “Passed out,” Mason agreed. “I bet Mama is laughing her ass off with all these girls in the family. She knows we’re going to drive ourselves crazy protecting them.” 
 
    Nik snorted. “Conner is collecting knives, the rest of us are stockpiling guns.” 
 
    “Papa wants to stop his treatments.” The words tumbled out, unbidden. All this talk of family, and he couldn’t help it. Nik deserved to know, anyway. 
 
    “What?” Nik went completely still. 
 
    “I went over to check on him, and he told me he wants to spend what time he has left with his family and not puking his guts out.” 
 
    “He can’t. He’ll die without those treatments.” 
 
    “He’s really sick, Nik.” Mason rubbed the baby’s back as he rocked her. “The treatments are making him worse. I understand it, I do, but we can’t let him stop his treatments.” 
 
    “I’ll go over when Lily gets home and talk to him.” 
 
    “I sorta already did…” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    Mason told him about the whole marriage thing. Unlike Kade and Viktor, Nikoli didn’t laugh at him. He turned thoughtful. 
 
    “What do you want, brat? Forget Papa and his cancer, forget your fear, forget everything but what you want.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You just don’t want to admit it.” 
 
    “That makes no sense.” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense, brat.” Nik gave him a rueful grin. “I spent months telling myself what was between Lily and myself was nothing. She was a means to an end to a bet. I could fuck her and walk away. I did, and it nearly destroyed us both. I don’t want you to go through that. I want you to be honest with yourself. I know you don’t see the way we all hooked up with our wives the way you would do it. We saw what we wanted in a very short time, and we took it.” 
 
    “Not everyone gets married months after they meet a girl.” 
 
    “True, but Kincaid men aren’t most men. We were raised by people who understood love, who were married a week after they met. You know what you want, but is it that you’re afraid, or that you’re afraid of what Jo will say?” 
 
    “She told me Ray asked her to marry him several times, and she said no.” 
 
    “She didn’t love him the way a woman should love her husband. Part of her understood that. But you’re not him, Mason. You’re you.” 
 
    “I’m fucking awesome.” He said it more to reassure himself than to hear his brother laugh at him. 
 
    “Keep Rose happy, and I’ll shout to the rooftops you’re fucking awesome.” 
 
    “You mind if I hang out today? I can watch her while you and Luther work. Give me some time to think about things, about what I want.” 
 
    “Don’t you have classes?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can bail and help you out.” 
 
    “Sure, brat. It’ll give me a chance to finally get this coding done for the new game.” 
 
    “The one Sony and Microsoft are looking at?” 
 
    Nikoli nodded. “And a few others.” 
 
    “You thinking of giving anyone exclusive rights?” It was a big deal that anyone wanted exclusive rights to a game. 
 
    “We’re not sure. We’ve seen so many companies agree to release a game and then not do it over the last few years. Luther and I both think maybe we should hedge our bets and release wide.” 
 
    “It’s always worked before.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re banking on.” 
 
    “When are you going to open an actual office?” 
 
    Nikoli shrugged. “When we need one.” 
 
    “You run a multi-million-dollar company from your home. Eventually, you’re going to need an office. You guys had to rent a place when representatives from Sony came to talk to you last month.” 
 
    “Lily says the same thing, but how would I spend time with Rosie if I was at an office all day?” 
 
    “Good point,” Mason said and patted the baby’s back. She started to drowse, and he shook her awake. “Oh, no, you don’t. It’s time to play with Uncle Mason.” 
 
    “Good luck with keeping her awake. She was up most of the night.” 
 
    “Well, if I can manage it, you and Lily might get some sleep.” 
 
    “Lily Bells looked like death warmed over when she dragged herself to work this morning.” 
 
    “Dude, you don’t look much better.” 
 
    “You don’t look so good yourself, brat,” Nik told him.  
 
    If he looked as bad as Nik did right now, then he really needed to get some fucking sleep. 
 
    “I’ll sleep tonight.” He dug his phone out, and using one hand, shot off a quick text to Keith to take Jo to work tonight. He had some family stuff to do. “Do you think I should tell her if I ask her to marry me?” 
 
    “About the whole marriage goof?” 
 
    Mason nodded. 
 
    Nik thought for a moment. “Da, brat. You should tell her. Secrets have a habit of coming out, and something like that…” He shook his head. “Be honest with your woman. If she finds out later, she’ll think you only asked to save Papa, not because you love her.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doctor Phil.” 
 
    “At your service.” Nikoli grinned. 
 
    “Mason, Nik, you might want to get your asses in her now!” Luther shouted from the main room. 
 
    Nik was up and running before Mason had time to move. Damn, for a man who was dead on his feet, Nikoli could move when he had to. They were both bent over his open laptop when he made his way back to the dining table. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Someone’s messing with your laptop.” Luthor turned it so he could see.  
 
    “What the fuck…” Someone was remotely logged into his laptop, going through his files and pictures. 
 
    “They do not know who they are fucking with,” Nik growled and sat down, preparing to attempt a back hack. 
 
    “Wait.” Mason stopped him. “Let’s see what he’s doing. Fucker thinks I’m in class right now and my laptop is open season.” 
 
    He reached down and picked up one of Rosie’s tiny stuffed animals to entertain her with while they watched the guy open file after file. Luther plugged Mason’s laptop into his own and quietly worked. It wasn’t a back hack, but he was doing something. 
 
    “Sit, this is going to take a while.” Luther kicked out a chair. 
 
    Mason frowned but sat. He had all day for this shit. 
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    Jo changed into her scrubs and waited for Keith to show up. Mason had texted her earlier to say he was at his brother’s helping out with the baby. She glanced at the clock. If Keith didn’t get here soon, she was going to be late for her shift. 
 
    “Jo!” one of the girls shouted up the stairs. “You got a delivery!” 
 
    Huh. She wasn’t expecting anything. Grabbing her small wallet with her ID and a few bucks in it, she went downstairs. A large vase of tulips sat on the front hall table, her name printed on the card. Mason must have sent them. 
 
    After finally getting over her insecurities a few days ago, she and Mason had spent every night together. She grinned thinking about what kind of dorky message he left her. 
 
    Opening the card, she frowned. 
 
    It simply read, “I forgive you.” 
 
    Forgive her for what? 
 
    “Is it from Mason?” her roommate, Cara, asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” She showed her the card. 
 
    “That’s creepy, Jo. Didn’t you get a weird note at the hospital too?” 
 
    She agreed. It was creepy. Maybe this wasn’t some kind of joke. The note at work, the email, and now a vase of flowers—creepy didn’t do it justice. 
 
    “Maybe you have a stalker fan?” Cara suggested. “One of your YouTube subscribers or something?” 
 
    “I thought it was some kind of prank.” Now she was starting to get worried. 
 
    “Maybe you should call Mason. Doesn’t his brother do investigations?” 
 
    “Yeah. Viktor owns a security and investigation company.” 
 
    “Then call Mason or Viktor.” 
 
    “Mason is at his brother’s helping out with the baby. I don’t want to pull him away from that, and Viktor’s already looking into it. I will tell them both in the morning. I have to get to work, and I can’t be late. My supervisor tonight is a Grinch.” 
 
    “Grinch?” Cara cocked her head curiously. 
 
    “She has a heart the size of the Grinch and is just as mean.” 
 
    Cora laughed, but it cut off abruptly. Her mouth made a little O, and Jo turned to look at what she was staring at.  
 
    “Hey, Jo, you ready to go?” Keith asked, coming over to where she and Cara were standing. 
 
    Cara quickly got herself under control, but a slight blush tinged her cheeks. Well, it looked like someone had a crush. Shame the girl already had a boyfriend. 
 
    “Keith, this is Cara, my roommate. Cara, my brother, Keith.” 
 
    “Hi.” Cara’s voice came out all breathy, which Keith picked up on. 
 
    “Hey, Cara. Nice to meet you.” He smiled his best lazy smile, and Cara’s blush intensified. Jo resisted the urge to roll her eyes. It was actually cute. And she wasn’t opposed to Keith and Cara dating if she ever broke up with her boyfriend, because she liked Cara. They were really good friends. 
 
    “I’m ready to go if you are.” 
 
    “What about…” Cara cut off when she saw Jo shaking her head. 
 
    “What about what?” Keith asked, curious. 
 
    “I’m not taking my homework with me. The Grinch is working tonight, remember? I sometimes try to sneak it in, but not tonight. I don’t have the energy to be on constant alert.” 
 
    “The Grinch, huh?” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go. See you around, Cara.” Keith tossed her another grin and walked Jo out the front door. He held on to her arm as they descended the stairs. She was glad of his hold, as her mind was spinning in a million different directions. 
 
    “Thanks for picking me up tonight,” she said when they were on their way to the hospital. 
 
    “No problem.” Keith turned the radio on but kept the volume low. “So, tell me about Cara.” 
 
    Jo laughed. “I knew you were interested when you started smiling in that way of yours.” 
 
    “What way?” 
 
    “The way that says to a girl, ‘I’m on the market, come get me.’” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “You do so.” 
 
    “I know you are, but what am I?” 
 
    “Quoting Urkel right now doesn’t work.” 
 
    “Urkel always works.” 
 
    “Dork.”  
 
    “Nerd.” 
 
    “Cara is dating someone.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    “Just to let you know. I don’t know if she’s particularly happy with her boyfriend. You might want to ask her.” 
 
    “You approve of me dating your roommate, huh?” 
 
    “She’s more along the lines of a good friend. I like her, but, Keith, if she is happy with her boyfriend, leave it alone.” 
 
    “Hey, I don’t move in on other guy’s girls. It’s not kosher.” 
 
    “You pushed Mason and me when I was together with Ray.” 
 
    “Ray was an asshole who needed to go.” 
 
    The steel in her brother’s voice told her not to argue with him on this. He and Mason both despised her ex-boyfriend. He didn’t deserve all their hatred, though. Ray wasn’t all bad. He’d been her rock after she’d miscarried, and for that, she could never hate him. 
 
    She was actually a little worried about Ray. He’d called and texted her every single day after their breakup until she’d blocked his number. Her first thought had been to call him back, but she’d known that would only encourage him, and they’d needed a clean break. But Ray tended to latch on to things and hold tight, including her. What if he hadn’t moved on? What if the note and the email and the flowers were from him? 
 
    But he knew her favorite flowers were blue roses, rare and hard to find. There were some knockoffs, but the true blue rose, it was elusive. He always managed to find them for her birthday every year, though. Only one or two because they’d been expensive, but they were waiting for her every morning. 
 
    She smiled, thinking of that. Ray really hadn’t been all bad. Apathetic, yes, but he remembered some things. That was why she doubted he’d be all creepy now. It wasn’t his way. 
 
    So, if not Ray, then who? 
 
    “You okay, Jo?” 
 
    “Yeah, just thinking about my birthday.” 
 
    “Your birthday? Is it already that time again?” Keith feigned surprise, and she smacked his shoulder. 
 
    “You better not have forgotten your favorite sister’s birthday.” 
 
    “Well, I might have, or I might not have.” 
 
    “Jerk,” she said fondly. 
 
    “You’ll like what I bought you.” Keith pulled up in front of the hospital entrance. “Are you sure you’re okay, Jo? You seem distracted.” 
 
    “Yeah, just tired.” 
 
    “I noticed Mason hasn’t been home the last few nights.” 
 
    “I am not discussing that with you.” 
 
    “And I don’t want to hear it either,” he hurriedly said. “I’m just wondering if that’s why you’re tired and if I need to beat his ass.” 
 
    “No, I’ve just been swamped with homework and trying to get my videos edited, and I’m streaming more. Work doesn’t help.” 
 
    “Then why are you working? Mason said he helped you increase your revenue from your channel.” 
 
    “Because I’m paying off a hospital bill and my physical therapy costs. Once I get that completely done, I will quit the hospital, but I need about three more months before that’s done.” 
 
    “You know I got some cash saved…” 
 
    “No. I’m not taking your money. I got to go or I’m gonna be late. Thanks for the ride.” Jo jumped out of the car before her brother could make any more offers. She appreciated it, she did, but she didn’t want anyone paying her bills. It wasn’t fair to take money from her family for an accident she in part caused. 
 
    She sat down with five minutes to spare. Thank God. Ms. Gaines strolled by not two minutes later. Jo gave her a wave and an overly bright smile, to which the woman scowled back. See? She is a Grinch. 
 
    “Hey!” Beth said from behind her, and Jo nearly screamed, not having seen her back there. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she said, her heart in her throat. Good God, she was jumpy tonight. 
 
    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. I was waiting for Mrs. Grinch to leave.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Jo waved her best friend to the seat opposite her. That cubicle was closed, Nancy having already clocked out and left to get home before the snow storm they were expecting started. 
 
    She and Beth had met a few months ago. Beth had been her intake nurse when Jo had her accident. They’d clicked right away. Beth had been her first friend in New York, outside of Mason. 
 
    “Is it snowing yet?” Beth asked. “I haven’t had time to even go outside. I really shouldn’t be down here now, but I wanted to check on you. Mason texted and said to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    Jo rolled her eyes. Leave it to Mason to always want to know where she was and how she was doing. It’d be cute if it weren’t irritating. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You sure?” Beth looked doubtful. “You look a little pale.” 
 
    “Yeah, I just need to catch up on my sleep.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. Whenever there’s a storm, it gets crazy in here.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” Right before Christmas break, they’d had a massive snowstorm, and the ER had been flooded with people. “Lisa is supposed to be here by eleven to help out in case it gets crazy.” 
 
    “That girl is useless in a triage situation.” 
 
    Jo cocked an eyebrow. “How so? She’s not a nurse.” 
 
    “No, but the last big emergency we had, she got so flustered, she went into a panic attack.” 
 
    “She can’t help that.” Mason’s sister-in-law, Becca, had severe panic attacks in crowds. She and Jo had gotten to know each other over the last few months. She liked Becca a lot. Being around her, she’d learned quite a bit about the condition and how to help someone come down from one. 
 
    “I get that, but this job requires someone with a steady hand. People’s lives depend on us, Jo.” 
 
    “True, but maybe she just needs someone to lend a hand to steady her instead of dismissing her?” 
 
    Beth frowned. “I sounded pretty bitchy, huh?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “I’m cranky tonight. Sorry.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven, but what has you so cranky?” 
 
    “I broke up with Steve.” 
 
    Steve and Beth had been going out for over a year. She’d been expecting a ring soon. “Oh, no! What happened?” 
 
    “He met someone else.” Beth’s shoulders drooped. “I almost called in sick tonight, but I knew the storm was coming, and they’d need all hands on deck.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. He’s an asshole.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he was my asshole.” 
 
    “Duck!” Jo warned and turned on her computer. Mrs. Grinch was patrolling again. Beth slid off the seat and hid under the admitting desk. 
 
    “Did I hear you talking to someone?” Mrs. Grinch asked. 
 
    “I was humming to myself.” Jo looked up from her computer. “Have you heard anything else about the storm we’re expecting tonight?” 
 
    “It’s not good. The temperature is supposed to drop down to the low teens tonight, and now they’re saying we might get close to a foot of snow.” 
 
    “Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever seen that much snow.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Jo shook her head. “I’m from California. I moved here for school.” 
 
    “Welcome to winter in New York.” Mrs. Grinch smiled wryly. “It can get nasty. This has been a pretty mild winter compared to most. As soon as the snow starts, expect the first influx of patients.” 
 
    Mrs. Grinch strolled off, and Beth gaped after her from under the desk. “Did she just have a civil conversation with you?” 
 
    “I know, right?” 
 
    “I better get back upstairs.” Beth pulled herself up. “I have a full house tonight, and I need to do my rounds. Talk to you later, Jo.” 
 
    “See ya!” Jo called after her friend and opened her work email. There was a list of things for her to do waiting in the email, and at least it would keep her mind off those flowers until it got busy in here. Time to work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was after two in the morning before she got her first break. When they told her the ER would get crazy, they hadn’t been exaggerating. The snow started around eight-thirty and hadn’t let up since. According to Josh, one of the EMTs who had been through last, there was a good five inches on the ground. Two inches would have shut San Francisco down. Five would have been catastrophic. 
 
    The ER turned into a madhouse. It looked like a bomb went off. Car accidents, people coming in who didn’t need to simply because they were afraid they’d not get out in case they got sicker, and people just looking for a warm bed for the night. While it might sound like a normal night in the ER, they saw ten times as many patients as they normally did. 
 
    She was grateful to be able to slip away. Mrs. Grinch came and relieved her because Lisa had called in, claiming she couldn’t get here due to the snow. Jo didn’t blame her. She wouldn’t want to be out driving in that mess either. 
 
    The staff room was full to bursting, so Jo bypassed it and instead found her way to the place she and Beth usually had lunch. It was downstairs in the basement, two hallways away from the morgue. Gruesome, but it was quiet. They even had snack machines down here, from which she got a bottle of water. Jo hopped up on an empty gurney and broke out her bag of chips and a sandwich. She checked her watch. She got an hour for lunch, and she still had forty-five minutes. 
 
    Her phone revealed two missed text messages from Mason checking on her. She had a feeling Mason would always check on her, even when they were both old and so feeble they could barely get around. 
 
    Even though it was late, she called him. It was Friday night, and his frat always had a party going on Fridays. Chances were he was still awake. Besides, she wanted to tell him not to drag himself out of bed to come get her in the morning. She’d use one of the empty on-call rooms to get some sleep until the roads were clear enough for people to be out. 
 
    “Josephine? Are you okay?” 
 
    His sleepy voice pulled a smile from her. She’d expected him to be partying, not sleeping. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just tired. This place is a zoo.” 
 
    “I bet,” he yawned. “It’s a blizzard out there.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    “Might as well be.” She heard him moving around and the mattress squeaking. “Why are you calling so late, baby?” 
 
    “I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you too.” He said something to someone else. “Keith says he misses his sleep and for us to shut the fuck up so he can get back to it.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t he a grouchy Gus.” 
 
    “He’s drunk,” Mason said. “I dragged him up to our room an hour ago. Dude was swaying where he was standing. I wasn’t about to leave his ass where the brothers might decide to play a prank on him with permanent marker. They’re notorious for that shit.” 
 
    Jo could just imagine Keith waking up with God only knew what on his face. Drunk frat guys? Keith better be thanking Mason in the morning. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let you guys go to sleep. I just wanted to call and say goodnight.” 
 
    “Goodnight, baby. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “No, you stay there. I think I’m going to pass out in an empty on-call room until the roads clear out enough to travel on.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. No sense in you being the next ER victim.” 
 
    She hung up after that and set about scarfing her food. She was starved. She’d grabbed lunch around noon and hadn’t eaten since. Maybe she could sneak a snack back to her cubicle. Mrs. Grinch might be too busy to notice any kind of crinkly sounds when she sat down with her pockets stuffed full of chips and cookies. 
 
    Well, she still had thirty minutes before she had to be back, so she opened the Kindle app on her phone to try to read a little more of the book she’d downloaded last week. As much as she’d love to finish it, she tended to read it in stolen moments.  
 
    Jo settled back against the wall and let herself get lost in the fantasy world that seemed more dystopian than actual fantasy, but she didn’t care. She loved this book. 
 
    A creaking noise broke through the silence of the basement, and Jo looked up, expecting to see someone coming through the set of double doors, but there was no one. She glanced up and down the hall, but again, it was empty. Shaking her head, she went back to her book.  
 
    A few minutes passed before her phone dinged and a text message notification popped up. Thinking it was Mason, she pulled it up. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: Hey, baby, you look beautiful sitting there on the stretcher. 
 
      
 
    Her whole body tensed, and this time she studied the hallway a little more thoroughly. Was someone down here with her? There wasn’t anywhere to hide, though. It was just a corridor leading to the morgue. But how did they know she was sitting on a stretcher? 
 
      
 
    Jo: Who is this?  
 
      
 
    Unknown: Baby, I’m hurt. You know who this is. 
 
      
 
    Jo: No, I don’t, and this isn’t funny! Stop texting me. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: Did you like your flowers? 
 
      
 
    She ignored it and got up. She needed to get back upstairs where there were people. She shouldn’t have come down here by herself. 
 
    The double doors leading to the elevators and the stairs were locked. They hadn’t been locked when she came down here. The first hint of panic tried to crawl up her spine, but she pushed it down. Panicking was not the smartest thing to do right now. 
 
    Her phone dinged again. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: We need to talk, baby. I had to lock you in. I had no choice. You won’t talk to me. 
 
      
 
    Jo: Is this Ray? 
 
      
 
    He didn’t text her back. 
 
    Oh, God. Was it Ray? He wouldn’t try to scare her like this, would he? But she had refused to talk to him. She’d even blocked his number, but he knew hers. He could be calling from another phone. 
 
      
 
    Jo: Ray, why are you doing this? It’s not funny. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: Baby, I need to talk to you. You look beautiful standing there. I love you, baby. 
 
      
 
    Jo: Stop it, Ray. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: Why do you think this is Ray? 
 
      
 
    Jo paused. Wasn’t it Ray? Or was Cara right? Was it some fan gone crazy? 
 
      
 
    Jo: Because I won’t talk to Ray anymore. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: I’ll be there in a minute, baby. Just you and me. Like it’s supposed to be. 
 
      
 
    This time Jo did panic. She called the hospital switchboard and asked for security, explaining what was going on. They put her through to Sean, the on-duty security guard, who said he’d be right there. 
 
    She looked around for a weapon. The hallway was empty, so she started trying doors. Everything was locked. Shit, shit, shit. She was down here with nothing to defend herself against a creeper. How did he know where she was? He’d locked her in, duh. He must have looked in through the windows on the double doors. Which meant he was right outside and could come in at any second.   
 
    Another creaking noise startled her so much she half-screamed. One of the locked doors was slowly swinging open. No, no, no. She backed up and stumbled, falling flat. Ignoring the stinging, she scooted backward, her eyes never leaving the swinging door. Now was not the time to run and kill herself. She could scoot. When her back hit the double doors leading to the elevators, Jo used the metal rod handle to pull herself up. She pushed on the handles repeatedly, but there was no give. They were locked. 
 
    Her breathing kicked up when the door stopped. No one came out, but that meant jack. He was in there, daring her to come to him. 
 
    Her phone dinged.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: I’m here, baby. 
 
      
 
    She pushed at the door handles, trying to force them open, but the lock was computerized. Computerized…duh. She swiped her badge, but the green light didn’t pop up. It stayed red.  
 
    She was good and truly locked in. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: Come here, baby. Let’s talk. 
 
      
 
    The doors shook beneath her hands, and she jumped back, screaming, tripping over her own two feet again and falling. This time she put her hands out to catch herself, and she heard a distinctive crack when she fell, all her weight landing on her wrist. 
 
    Pain made her whimper, but she saw Sean, the security guard, standing there. Thank God. He tried the door, but it wouldn’t open.  
 
    “Hang on, Jo. I’m calling IT. We’ll have the door open in a minute.” 
 
    She pointed to the other open door in the hallway. “He’s in there. Please, Sean, get me out of here.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded, cradling her hurt wrist against her chest. 
 
    “Stay there.” 
 
    Her phone chirped again. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: Why did you call him? This was our moment, and you fucking ruined it. I’m very angry with you. 
 
      
 
    She started to shake as she watched a hand reach out of the open doorway and pull the door closed. She noticed Sean saw it too and renewed his efforts to open the door.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: You’ll have to be punished for this, baby, but I’ll see you soon enough. 
 
      
 
    It was another five minutes before the red light on the electronic lock turned green. Sean rushed in and bypassed her, heading straight to the door that had been open. She wasn’t surprised when he told her it was empty. It was a linen storage room with a double door to the hallway that led to the morgue. He’d escaped through there. 
 
    Sean took her back upstairs and into the ER where she was x-rayed while the police were called. 
 
    Jo sat alone on the table, waiting for the doctor to come in. Sean stood across the hall where she could clearly see him.  
 
    Jo picked up her phone and called Mason. 
 
    “Baby?” His sleepy voice calmed her more than anyone. 
 
    “I need you,” she whispered, the first tears finally starting to break through. “I need you, Mason.” 
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    Mason sat up, his body on instant alert at the tears in his girl’s voice. “What happened?” 
 
    She told him about the text messages, being locked in the basement with the creepy fucker, and hurting her arm. 
 
    “I’ll be there as soon as I can, baby. Are the police there yet?” 
 
    “No,” she whispered, her voice hoarse from crying. 
 
    “It’s okay, Josephine. I’m coming. I love you, baby.” 
 
    “Hurry, Mason.” Jo hung up the phone after that, and Mason grabbed his jeans, pulling them on along with a hoodie before shaking Keith awake. 
 
    “What the fuck, man?” Keith grouched as he came awake. “It’s too early to get up.” 
 
    “Wake up, asshole. Someone attacked Jo at the hospital.” 
 
    Keith blinked bloodshot eyes. “What?” 
 
    “Get up, man. We have to go. She’s hurt.” 
 
    Keith stumbled his way out of bed. Mason had just tossed him on it earlier, so Keith didn’t have to get dressed. He shook his head. “Is she okay?” 
 
    “No,” Mason barked as they walked out of their room, rage blinding him. Some bloody fucker attacked his girl. 
 
    He almost didn’t hear it. 
 
    But he paused when the sound registered through his haze of anger. The small cry. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    What the ever-loving fuck? 
 
    Keith heard it too, and they turned down the hallway toward the sound.  
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    They looked to each other before opening the closed door at the end of the hall. Three guys had a girl pinned to the bed, one of them rutting on her. She was clearly drunk, but not drunk enough to pass out. And not drunk enough to not say no. 
 
    “Stop, please!” 
 
    A sound came out of Keith that Mason didn’t recognize, but he barreled forward and grabbed the asshole on top of her. He pulled him up and punched him right in the face. The other two looked surprised for a moment but then stood, clearly aiming to take Keith down. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Mason said softly. Here was an outlet for all the rage he had boiling inside. “What the hell is going on in here?” 
 
    Keith hit the bastard again, and he fell. But Keith didn’t stop. He kicked the asshole in the gut. Then he turned to the other two.  
 
    It was then Mason saw the girl on the bed. He recognized her. Jo’s roommate.  
 
    That rage rolled to the surface, and he lit into the other two like a demon possessed him. 
 
    “Mason, stop!” Keith dragged him off the unconscious guy. “Stop, man.” 
 
    Mason shook. He was so angry, he couldn’t stand it. First Jo was attacked, then he’d walked in on her roommate being sexually assaulted in his fucking frat… 
 
    He shook his head trying to clear it. 
 
    “Hey, Cara, right?” Keith approached the girl on the bed, his hands up to show her he meant no harm. “Do you remember me?” 
 
    She nodded, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “I’m gonna call campus security and report this. We’ll get you taken care of, okay?” 
 
    “No, call 911. Campus security will sweep this under the rug, and that’s not acceptable.” He and Ben had talked about this at the beginning of last semester. A lot of colleges dealt with this type of attack internally, and nothing was ever really done to the rapist because the school wanted to keep it under wraps. That was not acceptable. He wasn’t sure of NYU’s policy on sexual assault, but he wasn’t taking chances. 
 
    Keith nodded, and Mason listened as he talked to the 911 operator, some of the rage leaking out of him, but not his sense of urgency. He had to get to Jo. 
 
    “Can you stay with her, man? I got to get to my girl.” 
 
    Keith nodded. “The cops will want to talk to you. We might get arrested for this.” 
 
    “Nah, tell ’em it was self-defense. The fuckers attacked us.” 
 
    Keith nodded, understanding. If there was a problem, Kade or Viktor would handle it. These fuckers deserved to be shot for what they’d done, but jail would have to do. 
 
    “Cara, Keith’s going to stay with you until the police arrive. He’ll ride to the hospital with you too. I have to get to Jo, or I’d stay too.” 
 
    “Jo?” She wiped at her tears, holding the sheet tight against her. “What’s wrong with Jo?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about it. Keith will keep you safe. He’s going to take you to our room and get you some clothes. The police will want yours. I’ll see you at the hospital. We’re gonna take care of you, sweetheart. You’re safe now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    He smiled. “I’m not going to tell you it’ll be okay, because that’s a lie, but we’re here for you.” 
 
    Before he left, he woke Ben up and explained the situation. The man looked ready to kill. Good.  
 
    Then he made his way through the maze of drunken bodies downstairs and outside. The snow and the cold wind hit him in the face as he walked to his truck. The old girl started, and he backed up. The wheels spun a little, but he’d driven on snow for years.  
 
    But the weather was going to be difficult. As soon as he hit the main road, he realized just how difficult it was going to be. The roads were a mess, covered in snow and ice. Mason crept along, but after a few minutes, he knew it was useless. He kept sliding and spinning. He was going to wreck his damn truck before he managed to get there. 
 
    And that wouldn’t do Jo a damn bit of good. 
 
    He slammed his fists against the steering wheel when he pulled over at the first wide spot he found.  
 
    Fuck, fuck, fuck.  
 
    Now what the hell was he going to do? He couldn’t walk there, not in this. He’d freeze to death. The temperature was supposed to fall to single digits tonight with the arctic blast. 
 
    Think, Mason, think. Who has a truck that can get you there in this storm? 
 
    One name popped into his head, and he scrolled through his contacts until he found it. Jackson Rhodes. 
 
    The guy answered on the third ring.  
 
    “What?” he barked. 
 
    “Jackson, it’s Mason. I need a favor.” 
 
    “Dude, do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” Mason rolled his shoulders, flexing his fist, which was covered in cuts and bruises. “I know it’s late, but I have to get to the hospital, and my truck won’t make it. I had to pull over on the side of the road. Can you come get me in the wrecker?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    He explained about Jo, and Jackson let out a string of cuss words. “Sure, man. I’m at the clubhouse. Won’t take me a minute to walk over to the shop. I’ll be there soon as I can. Tell me exactly where you are.” 
 
    Mason did then disconnected the call. He woke up Viktor next, telling him about Jo and that he was on his way to the hospital, but not to try to come out until the roads cleared up. After hearing he had to call a wrecker for his truck, Viktor reluctantly agreed. 
 
    Next, he tried calling Jo, but she didn’t answer. She could be talking to the police or the doctors. So he texted to let her know he was coming, but it would take a while because of the storm. 
 
    It took Jackson an hour to show. An hour of him going out of his mind because Jo was alone. Why the fuck did Mother Nature decide to send a snow apocalypse tonight, of all nights? 
 
    “Sorry!” Jackson waved Mason over. “Deacon had the wrecker out. Had to wait on him to get back.” 
 
    “Thanks, man. I appreciate this.” Mason buckled his seat belt. 
 
    “Your girl okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Mason put his hands up in front of the heater vents. “I can’t get her to answer her damn phone.” 
 
    Jackson pulled out onto the road, the chains on the wrecker’s tires going through the snow like a knife through butter. Damn. Investing in chains for his tires moved to the top of his to-do list. 
 
    “What happened to your hands?” 
 
    “Had to put some fuckers down tonight,” Mason growled. “Walked in on three members of my frat assaulting a girl.” 
 
    “Well, shit, you’ve had a busy night.” 
 
    Mason snorted. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Tell me what’s going on with your girl.” 
 
    “Some fucker attacked her at the hospital. She got hurt.” 
 
    “Tell me.” Jackson’s hands tightened around the steering wheel. 
 
    He looked a lot like his sister, Becca, Mason’s sister-in-law. Same blond hair and blue eyes. Only Jackson’s looks were more rugged. He always looked dangerous, whereas Becca looked like she wouldn’t hurt a mouse. 
 
    Which she wouldn’t. Mason found her on a chair in her kitchen once, shouting for Dimitri to find the mouse. Dimitri planned on killing it, and she threatened to kill him if he tried. He and Mason had eventually caught it, only to release it into the wild. That was Becca. Kind and gentle. 
 
    Jackson was none of those things. He was hard and would do what needed doing. Mason appreciated that about the man. Having grown up in a family of men just like Jackson, it wasn’t surprising he and Jackson had become good friends. He might be older than Mason, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    He told him everything he knew, and Jackson nodded, taking it all in but saying nothing. Kade did that. He gathered the information and assessed the situation before acting. It was rubbing off on Mason. 
 
    Jackson pulled up in front of the hospital a little while later. “We’ll keep eyes on her.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that,” Mason said, unbuckling his seatbelt. 
 
    “Yeah, we do. You’re a future prospect, and we protect our own.” 
 
    “I haven’t agreed to be a prospect yet.” 
 
    Jackson grinned. “Grave and the guys already approved you. We need a computer guy. Ours is still in jail.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Kade is harassing me to join the firm, but I like what I do now. I make good money.” 
 
    “Look, Mason, Grave knows this. He thinks you being a part of your brother’s firm is a good idea. It never hurts to have ties to organizations that can help us when we need it.” 
 
    “I thought you guys went legit?” 
 
    “We did.” Jackson nodded. “Doesn’t mean assholes in the police department as well as the DA’s office believe it.” 
 
    “They giving you guys problems?” 
 
    “Nothing we can’t handle. I’ll tell Grave we need to call Church and get some protection arranged for your girl. Grave wants you at the clubhouse next Saturday. Says he wants to talk to you. I meant to call you earlier, but I got busy.” 
 
    Mason nodded. He didn’t have time to think about Jackson’s offer of prospecting for the MC. He could only focus on Jo right now. 
 
    “Thanks for the ride.” 
 
    “Go find your girl, and I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
    Mason hopped out of the wrecker and ran inside, going straight to the cubicles where Jo usually worked. An older woman sat there, and she looked up when he stopped at her desk. 
 
    “I need to find Josephine Maxwell.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    He knew only family would be allowed. “I’m her fiancé. She called me and said she’d been attacked. I had to call a wrecker to get here, so I’d appreciate knowing what room she’s in.” 
 
    “She’s in the ER. I’ll buzz you back. Just go around the corner and wait for the lock to turn green.” 
 
    Mason thanked her and hurried to the double doors leading into the ER department. The lock clicked, and he opened the doors. The nurses’ station was front and center, and that was where he headed. One of the nurses escorted him to her room, and the pressure in his chest eased as soon as he saw her through the window in the door. 
 
    She was lying on the bed, a blanket thrown over her. Her face was pale and her eyes wide, the pupils blown. 
 
    “We gave her some pain meds,” the nurse explained before he could ask. “She broke her wrist, and we thought it might help also calm her down.” 
 
    Mason nodded and went in. Jo turned her head when she heard his footsteps. 
 
    “Mason,” she whimpered. 
 
    He gathered her up, careful of her IV, and cuddled her to his chest. “Shh, moye dragotsennyy, I’m here now.” 
 
    “I was so scared, and there was nothing I could use for a weapon…he was right there, Mason…” She buried her head in his shirt and sobbed. He felt helpless, and all that rage he’d managed to control surfaced.  
 
    Mason stroked her hair, trying to beat it back. She didn’t need his anger. “I’m here, baby. You’re safe now.” 
 
    His phone started ringing, and he pulled it out of his pocket. Jo didn’t move, so he worked around her. 
 
    “Kade, why are you awake at this ungodly hour?” 
 
    “Because Viktor called and told me what was going on with Jo. What do you need, brat?” 
 
    “Have the cops been here yet?” he asked Jo, and she nodded. “Kade, talk to the cops, see what they know. The fucker locked her in, and he was in the fucking hallway with her.” All that anger bled out into his voice, and Jo tensed.  
 
    “The fuck you say?” Kade’s own voice had gone quiet, a sure sign to get out of his way because he was about to go through you. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “We’ll find the bastard. I swear it.” 
 
    “Oh, I know we will. Jackson is gonna have some of his guys keep eyes on her.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Mase…” 
 
    “You guys don’t have the manpower to do it.” He cut his brother off. “Everyone is busy on their own jobs. You’d have to pull people, and you can’t do it, Kade. Jackson has the manpower. I know you and Vik don’t like him being in an MC, but right now, that MC is doing me a huge solid.” 
 
    Kade swore violently on the other end of the line, but Mason ignored it. He couldn’t care less what his brothers thought of Jackson’s motorcycle club. If they could keep Jo safe, he’d get down on his knees and thank them. 
 
    “Look, I’m gonna go. I need to call Keith and see what’s what here. Call me in the morning.” 
 
    “Okay, brat. We’ll get to work on our end and see what we can ferret out.” 
 
    “Don’t be driving on the roads until they’re cleared,” Mason warned. “I had to call Jackson to bring the wrecker out to pick me up. My truck slid all over the place. It’s too dangerous tonight. Angel will murder me if you wreck.” 
 
    “Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    He disconnected the call and turned his attention back to Jo. He breathed in the smell of her strawberry shampoo and tried to calm the fuck down, but it wasn’t working. He was too mad. Someone tried to get to her, would have tried to hurt her. Hell, she was hurt. 
 
    “How did you break your arm, Josephine?” 
 
    “I fell when Sean banged on the door, and all my weight landed on my wrist.” She yawned around her hiccups. “I tried to call, but my phone died.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    He texted Keith to let him know he was here and they were still in the ER. 
 
    “He sent me flowers.” 
 
    What the what? 
 
    “He did what?” Mason asked softly. 
 
    “Earlier tonight, he sent a vase of flowers to the house with a note that said, ‘I forgive you.’ It creeped me out, but I didn’t pay too much attention. Between that and the email and now this, I’m really afraid, Mason. He knew where I was sitting when he texted me. He must have been watching me from the linen storage room.” 
 
    The fucker had been that close to his girl, so close he could have snatched her. Fury burned beneath his skin, but he kept himself steady, and his muscles relaxed. He had to be calm. Calm and Zen.  
 
    Jo tried to gauge his reaction to her revelation, but Mason gave nothing away from the sneak peeks she kept trying to get of his face from her position. It scared her that he wasn’t reacting. She knew Mason. He was the easygoing one, but when you pissed him off, he was as lethal as any of his brothers. He might not be showing it, but he was beyond furious. She could feel it pulsing off him. 
 
    “Hi.” She tipped her head up so she could look at him. 
 
    “Hi.” He smiled down at her, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. They were burning with rage. “You doing okay, baby?” 
 
    “Now that you’re here.” She snuggled into him. “I’m okay, Mason. Scared, but okay.” 
 
    His gaze fell to her wrist, encased in an air cast until she made an appointment with an orthopedic specialist. ERs almost never put actual casts on anymore. They left that to the specialists. 
 
    “Well, mostly okay.” 
 
    He nodded, not saying anything. 
 
    “Don’t be mad.” 
 
    He let out a breath. “I’m not mad at you, Josephine, just the situation.” 
 
    “I know, but I hate when you’re mad. It’s not you.” 
 
    Mason was one of those rare souls who never let anything bother him for long. He let it roll right off because he said it took more energy to be angry than to be happy. 
 
    “I’m sorry, baby.” His shoulders slumped. “I can’t help it. The thoughts of what some crazy person might have done to you…it makes me insane.” 
 
    “But I’m fine. I’m right here in your arms. I’m fine.” 
 
    She wasn’t, but he didn’t need to know that. Him being here was enough to start to wash away some of her fear. Didn’t stop her from jumping every single time someone went by her room, though, and Mason had picked up on it. He tensed every time she jumped. 
 
    The doctors came by again and signed her discharge papers. Instead of going home like she thought they would, snow on the ground or not, they instead went a few doors down in the ER. The sound of crying reached her ears. 
 
    “Mason?” 
 
    “I have to tell you something, JoJo.” 
 
    Uh oh. He broke out the nickname. It had to be bad. 
 
    “When Keith and I were leaving the frat, we stumbled upon some guys assaulting a girl. Keith and I stopped it, and he rode to the hospital with her.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what to say. That’s terrible, Mason.” 
 
    He nodded, looking all grim-faced. 
 
    “It was Cara, JoJo.” 
 
    She blinked and blinked again. “What?” 
 
    He nodded toward the room, and she looked in to see her roommate and friend curled up on the bed crying, with Keith standing there like he was guarding her. She looked awful. 
 
    “If you think it’s too much, we won’t go in.” 
 
    “No.” Jo shook her head and tried to get control of her emotions, which ranged from anger to outrage to simple sadness. Cara did not deserve this. She wasn’t a party girl. She didn’t go around hooking up like a lot of college girls. Heck, she had a boyfriend. 
 
    Mason pushed open the door, and they walked inside. When Cara saw her, she burst into tears all over again. Jo rushed over and hugged her, Mason right behind in case she fell. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Cara.” 
 
    She said something, but it was unintelligible.  
 
    “Mason, why don’t you and Keith go find us some coffee? I think there’s an all-night Starbucks down the street.” 
 
    He nodded, and the men left the room, something Cara appreciated even if she didn’t say so. Jo felt it when the woman’s entire body relaxed. 
 
    “What happened?” Jo asked softly, sitting in the chair and holding her friend’s hand. 
 
    “Matt wanted to go to the frat party. He’d been invited, and you know he’s been trying to get in since last year. I figured why not? It would be fun. We got separated at the party, and I don’t remember a lot. The doctor said they found GHB in my bloodwork.” 
 
    “Someone slipped you the date rape drug?” Jo’s anger intensified.  
 
    Cara nodded miserably. “I was aware, but I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t stop them.” Tears made their way down her cheeks. “I couldn’t stop them, Jo.” 
 
    “This isn’t your fault, Cara. I don’t want you thinking that.” 
 
    “I know it’s not, but I can’t help but try to think what I might have done differently…” 
 
    “No.” Jo cut her off. “Don’t do that to yourself. You did nothing wrong, and you’re going to get through this.” 
 
    Cara nodded, and Jo climbed on the bed with her the same way Mason did when Jo needed comforting. She hugged her friend tight. “You’re not alone, Cara. I’m right here. I’ll be right here for everything.” 
 
    “Promise?” Cara asked softly, and Jo remembered the girl had no family. Her parents died last year in a car accident, and her only brother was overseas somewhere in the Navy. She was alone. But not anymore. 
 
    “Promise,” Jo said softly and settled in to wait, her own horrifying experience, while not forgotten, pushed to the side while she comforted her friend. 
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    The next few days were busy for Mason. Statements were given, and then came the interrogation of Mason and Keith. Mason couldn’t care less the three fucks who had assaulted Cara were trying to have charges filed against him and Keith. They wouldn’t stick. The two of them had acted in defense of someone else. Someone the fuckers slipped GHB to. Those three bastards were going to jail, but they weren’t going quietly. 
 
    After their arraignment, the guys came back to the frat, where they were met at the front door by Ben. He had their bags packed and waiting on the porch for them. They’d had a vote, and the three guys were out for violating the code of conduct of the house. Once a charter was given, it was next to impossible to get it rescinded, but sexual assault on frat property was a sure way to do it. 
 
    They argued, but with two eyewitness accounts and Cara’s medical records, the evidence was undeniable. Mason wasn’t sure where they went, and he didn’t fucking care. 
 
    Jo had been spending a lot of time with Cara, and for that, Mason didn’t fault her. The two of them had been closed up in their room for days, only coming out to go to classes. True to his word, Jackson kept eyes on Jo while the police tried to figure out who was stalking her. 
 
    Mason had his own suspicions. Her ex-boyfriend, Ray. The fucker hadn’t been able to let go, calling and texting constantly after their breakup. Jo had finally blocked his number. He’d told the police about his suspicions, and they were taking them seriously, even if Jo wasn’t. She said she’d thought of Ray at first too but dismissed him. It came down to the flowers. The creeper, as she called him, sent her tulips, her least favorite flower, and Ray knew that. He wouldn’t send her something she disliked. 
 
    While on one hand it made sense, crazy didn’t need to make sense. If Ray snapped and went off the deep end, who knew what he was capable of? That was why he was grateful the police took it more seriously than Jo did. 
 
    He shook his head at all the nonsense of the last couple days and knocked on Nik’s door. His brother had asked him to come over earlier, and with nothing else to do, he dragged himself away from the girls and over here.  
 
    Lily answered the door with a grin. “Hey, Mason.” 
 
    “Looking mighty fine, girl!” Mason bounced on his heels, wanting to hug her, but knowing it could freak her out if he moved too soon. “You ready for a hug?” 
 
    Nervousness tinged her blue eyes, darker than Jo’s, but just as beautiful. She reminded him of Snow White with all that dark hair, porcelain skin, and deep blue eyes. He hated that she still got nervous around all of them, but he understood it was something she continually worked on.  
 
    Lily nodded, and he let her hug him. It made it easier for her to control her anxiety if she was the one who made the first move, something Nik figured out early on. Mason hugged her tight, but only for a minute. Then he let her go, and she moved back out of his way so he could come in. 
 
    “Nikoli’s in the shower.” She gestured for him to follow her to the kitchen. “Want some coffee?” 
 
    “When have you ever known me to turn down coffee?” He stopped on the way so he could lean down and kiss Rose’s head. She was happily occupied in her swing. “How’s Uncle Mason’s girl? You miss me?” The baby grinned and cooed at him. 
 
    “Thanks for helping to keep her awake the other day.” Lily handed him a mug of coffee and pushed the milk at him. “We finally got a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “You both looked hellish.” Mason slurped down half the coffee then added the milk. He and his sister-in-law Angel drank it half coffee, half milk. Keep the cream away. It had to be milk. “She still sleeping through the night?” 
 
    Lily nodded and sat at the island. “Thank God.” 
 
    Mason chuckled. For a baby, Rose sure could do some damage. He hoped to God his kid had better sense than to try to keep him and Jo up until all hours. Mason needed sleep like he needed air to breathe. 
 
    “So, did you make any decisions about Jo?” 
 
    Mason’s head snapped up and around. How did she know that? 
 
    “You think Nikoli wouldn’t tell me?” She laughed, and the sound was musical. Lily was the sweetest person he knew, and her laugh was just as sweet. Another reason she reminded them all of Snow White. He remembered that scene where she’d been singing, and all the animals had been there singing along with her. He could totally imagine Lily in the woods with all the wild animals listening to her every word and hoping she deigned to turn a smile their way. She was just that sweet. 
 
    “What do you think I should do?” 
 
    Lily cocked her head and thought for a minute. “Do you love her?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Then why is it such an issue?” 
 
    “Because it’s too soon. Jo turned the asshat down three times. What makes you think she won’t turn me down just months after we got together?” 
 
    “Because she loves you, Mason.” Lily placed her cup on the counter and gave him her full attention. “I’ve seen the way she looks at you. It’s the way I look at Nikoli. She’s not going to tell you no.” 
 
    “But what if she does?” 
 
    “Is that what’s keeping you from asking? You’re afraid she’ll say no?” 
 
    Terrified. “Maybe.” 
 
    “I spent over half my life scared to let anyone in, to let people touch me. I know what it’s like to be afraid, Mason, and I’m telling you now, letting Nikoli in was the best decision I ever made. I was terrified, but I put my trust in him, and I’m happy. Don’t let fear rule you like it did me.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” he quipped. 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” She smiled wryly. 
 
    And she did. Lily fought her own fears every single day. She had more courage than anyone he knew. 
 
    “About time you dragged your ass over here,” Nikoli said, coming into the kitchen and pulling his shirt over his still wet hair. He stopped behind Lily, who took a deep breath before nodding. Nikoli wrapped her up in his arms and kissed her neck. 
 
    “You two need a room.” 
 
    Nik laughed. “We do, but I have some shit to show you. I found out when your laptop got hacked, and they’ve been doing some interesting things.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Someone transferred funds into your bank account and then moved it again into Jo’s.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Nik nodded. “I called Kade, and he and Detective Archer should be here soon. Didn’t you tell me someone stole money from your frat?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m thinking that is part of this. It’s too coincidental.” 
 
    “They were going to frame me?” Anger reared up inside him, an emotion he hated, but one that had been a constant in his life the last week or so. 
 
    “Looks like, but I’ve had a bot and a camera recording every single action that’s been taken. You can clearly see no one was at the computer when these things occurred. I’ve also pinpointed the exact time you were hacked and the program that was installed to let them control your computer remotely. It’s a good one. Didn’t even slow your laptop down.” 
 
    “I would have noticed that.” 
 
    Nik nodded. “Yeah, this program isn’t available on the open market. Whoever did this coded it himself.” 
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
    “They’re good,” Nik agreed, “but I’m better.” 
 
    Which was why he brought it to Nik to begin with. Mason was really good, but his brother was going to have sit down and teach him a few things. He wasn’t going to get caught with his pants down again. “Did you back hack him?” 
 
    “Not yet. Kade thought it best to involve the police first.” 
 
    Of course, Mr. Ex-FBI-Agent would think so. 
 
    As if on cue, the doorbell rang, which set Rose off to crying. She hated the doorbell. Another reason all the brothers knocked. 
 
    Lily sighed and went to get her while Nik grabbed the door. Kade cringed when he spotted his niece crying. He took her from Lily, pausing to apologize for the detectives. 
 
    Yes, detectives. Plural. Kade had brought two of them along with him. One, he recognized from the frat house. It was the guy who’d questioned him originally about what he knew about the missing money. Detective Harper. 
 
    Kade rocked his niece, swaying back and forth like Angel had taught them all to do. The girl loved her uncle, because she quieted down almost instantly. Or it could just be the daddy gene. Kade did have his own daughter. 
 
    “Mason, this is Detective Harper and Detective Archer.” Kade nodded toward the two men. “Archer is the one who set Rosie off.” 
 
    The man had the decency to blush. “I didn’t know she was afraid of the doorbell.” 
 
    “I did tell you not to ring it,” Kade pointed out. 
 
    “He did,” Harper agreed.  
 
    “Why don’t I take Rose into her nursery while you gentlemen use the living room?” Lily stole her daughter back from Kade. The baby promptly puckered up her lips, and Lily laughed. “Not today, Rose. Uncle Kade will play with you later.” 
 
    Nikoli followed them down the hall, and Kade turned his attention to Mason. “How’s Jo?” 
 
    “Better. She’s still having nightmares, though. You guys want some coffee?” Mason poured them coffee when they all agreed and brought the tray over to the living room coffee table. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Nikoli returned with Mason’s laptop and a video camera. He put the items down and scowled at the now empty coffee pot. “You couldn’t put on a fresh pot?” 
 
    Mason shrugged. “I figured you’d already had a cup or three.” 
 
    “That’s beside the point.” Nik shook his head and muttered obscenities while he started a new pot of coffee. 
 
    “Mason, I’ve had our techs at the department go over the money trail, and it looks like the frat money is the money that was originally in your bank account.” Detective Harper ignored Nikoli’s outburst and got right to the point. “We were able to determine that it didn’t originally empty out of the frat’s accounts into yours. There was a third party involved, one we haven’t been able to trace yet.” 
 
    “Would you have looked for a third party if Kade hadn’t called?” Mason was curious to see if the hacker was good enough to cover his tracks that far. 
 
    “Yes. Our computer techs are some of the best in the state. They had already determined this, and when we saw the money transfer to your account, our original thought was that you were part of the crime.” 
 
    “You’re lucky your brother and I are friends,” Archer said. “I called Harper, and he was on the verge of obtaining an arrest warrant for you.” 
 
    Well, wasn’t that just fucking great? 
 
    “I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “That’s what your brother says.” 
 
    Mason did not like the doubt in Harper’s voice. “Do you honestly think I’d be stupid enough to dump money into my own account?” 
 
    “Well, it ended up in your girlfriend’s account,” Harper pointed out. “Your girlfriend who is paying off hospital bills.” 
 
    “You fucking checked into Josephine?” Mason’s voice went soft as silk, and Nikoli sat down beside him. He shook his head at Mason, but Mason wasn’t listening. “You fucking went through her accounts? She has nothing to do with this shit. She has enough problems with a fucking stalker. She doesn’t need this shit.” 
 
    “Of course, they checked into Jo’s background.” Kade tilted his head, his eyes warning Mason to shut the hell up. “The money ended up in her account. It was only natural they would investigate her.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Nik kicked him. Hard. 
 
    “Shut up, brat. Let them talk.” 
 
    “Mason, I believe you didn’t do this. The evidence says otherwise, though.” Archer took a sip of his coffee. “It’s not my case, but Harper has to investigate every lead. And that includes your girlfriend. I understand she’s been through a lot, but that doesn’t mean we can back off. We will figure this out, with or without your help.” 
 
    “I’ve had his laptop open and running since he brought it to me. I’ve also been recording everything. On camera and with a program on his laptop. Your techs will find a spy program installed that allowed the hacker to remotely access his computer and gain access to his bank account.” 
 
    “Or you or him could have done that yourselves and are blaming it on an unknown hacker,” Harper countered. 
 
    This time it was Nikoli who got all hotheaded. “You want to say that again?” 
 
    “Are you two twins?” Archer asked. “You look so much alike, it’s uncanny.” 
 
    “No, they’re not.” Kade turned his attention to Harper. “My brothers did not do this. We grew up in a military family and were taught respect of the law. It’s why I was an FBI agent and two of my brothers joined the Marines. We believe in service to our country. I brought you here not to make accusations, but to figure this out.” 
 
    “If he’s going to continue to make accusations, he can get the hell out of my home.” Nik stood, and Mason did as well. Nik had three inches on him in height and a bit more muscle, but they did look identical with mirror images of outrage. 
 
    “Sit,” Kade barked like a drill sergeant. “This isn’t helping anyone. The goal is to not have our brother arrested and to find a way to prove who really did this.” 
 
    “Who have you pissed off, kid?” Archer asked once he and Nikoli were seated. “Who would want to frame you?” 
 
    “Fuck if I know.” Mason slouched against the back of the couch. Man, was he tired. “I don’t piss people off, and I’m probably the most laidback guy I know.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Kade said. “Mason doesn’t get mad often, and he’s usually over it in five minutes.” 
 
    “If someone went through all the trouble of trying to set you up, then you have to have done something to someone.” 
 
    Mason reviewed everything he’d done over the last few months. “There are two things that I could have done.” 
 
    Harper leaned forward. 
 
    “My girlfriend’s ex might blame me for the breakup, but that was all on him. He’s shit. But I don’t think he could pull this off. He worked in construction, so I don’t think he’s tech savvy.” 
 
    “You’d be amazed at the number of closet hackers out there.” 
 
    Mason was one, so yeah, he understood not everyone was who they appeared to be. 
 
    “You said two things?” 
 
    Mason told him about the other night with Cara.  
 
    “I find it highly suspicious we got them arrested and kicked out of the frat, and then the money magically appeared in my account and transferred to Jo’s. I’m not saying they were the original thieves. Hell, I doubt any of them would be smart enough to pull that off, but they might know who is.” 
 
    “Now, that makes more sense than anything else you’ve told us,” Harper said, sitting back. “It’s an angle we can work.” 
 
    “And it puts the perps right back into the fraternity.” 
 
    “Maybe you should arrest him,” Kade said thoughtfully. 
 
    “What?” Mason sat up startled. Had Kade lost his mind? 
 
    “Well, if you don’t arrest him, the real perp will wonder why. The best way to ferret out a weasel is to set a trap. Let him think Mason’s on the hook and…” 
 
    “No.” Mason shook his head. “I’m not doing that to Jo or to myself. Shit like that follows you around. Someone somewhere will find the arrest record. I might want to run for president one day. I don’t need that scandal.” 
 
    “You’re as likely to run for president as I am to eat black licorice.” Kade snorted at the thought. 
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    “What we can do is bring you in for questioning, though.” Harper’s eyes went a little distant as he thought. “It would make the suspect think we’re on your trail and not his.” 
 
    “I can do that, just not today. It’s Jo’s birthday.” 
 
    And speak of the devil. His phone started ringing. Jo’s picture popped up. “Josephine? What’s wrong?” He knew her schedule. She should be in class right now. 
 
    “Mason, there’s a ton of money in my bank account that wasn’t there last night. I went to withdraw some cash and the balance is not right!” 
 
    She sounded panicked. “Calm down, baby.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” Nikoli and Kade both asked. 
 
    Mason nodded. “She just saw her bank account balance.” 
 
    “Let’s pick you both up. Today.” Harper nodded. “I know it’s her birthday, but we have to look like we’re doing something. I’ll call my captain and fill him in.” 
 
    “I just said not today,” Mason growled, frustrated. 
 
    “He’s right, Mason.” Kade didn’t look happy, but he looked determined. “For this to work, it has to look like the police found the trail when Jo found the money.” 
 
    “Fuck this. She’s isn’t part of this.” 
 
    “She is. When that money hit her account, she became part of it.” Harper stood. “I’ll have a uniform come pick her up. We won’t arrest her, but we’ll pick her up.” 
 
    Mason finally nodded. This was insane. 
 
    “Jo, there’s going to be a uniformed officer come pick you up. Don’t ask questions, just go with him. He’s not going to say why he’s there. We’ll explain everything at the police station.” 
 
    “Mason, what’s going on?” She sounded scared, and it felt like someone sucker punched him. 
 
    “Everything’s okay, baby. I promise. Just go with the officer, and he’ll bring you to the station.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “And, Josephine? Happy birthday, baby.” 
 
    Mason hung up with her after that, and he went with the two detectives down to the station to wait for Jo.  
 
    How had this situation gotten so fucked up? 
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    Jo was mortified. 
 
    A police officer showed up at her sorority house. Girls stared, and she could only imagine the rumors that were going to start flying. They wouldn’t assume it had anything to do with her attack at the hospital. They wouldn’t assume that because the officer didn’t say anything, just asked her to come to the station with him to answer some questions. 
 
    She was good and truly mortified. 
 
    She’d tried calling Mason, but he wasn’t answering. He seemed to know what was going on with her bank account, so she hoped he would explain it sooner rather than later. 
 
    She’d been freaked out to see a grand total of fifty thousand dollars extra in her account when she’d looked at the balance on the ATM slip. Where the hell had that much money come from? 
 
    The police station was humming with traffic inside and out. Jo had never been in one before, so she was a little startled to see so many people in handcuffs. Several were working girls, others who looked like people she wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley, and even more who looked as normal as she did. She had a feeling those were the ones who were a little more dangerous than the rest. 
 
    It was always the ones who seemed normal who held the darkest secrets. Or so said all the murder mystery novels she tended to read. They bypassed all the handcuffed individuals, and she was escorted to the third floor of the building and taken to interrogation room four. 
 
    Where Mason sat looking pissed off and ready to beat someone black and blue. When he saw her, his expression shifted to relief. 
 
    He got up and pulled her into a hug. “I’m so sorry, Josephine. I didn’t want to do this on your birthday.” 
 
    “Do what?” she asked. “What’s going on, Mason?” 
 
    “You remember me telling you about the missing money at the frat?” 
 
    “Yes. You and Keith were upset about it.” 
 
    “It seems that money hit my bank account and then got transferred to yours.” 
 
    “That makes no sense. How would that money—” 
 
    “Someone is trying to set me up. They hacked my laptop. And now they’re involving you. I’m sorry, baby.” 
 
    “Stop saying you’re sorry.” Jo frowned, thinking. Who would do this to him? To her? “Why is this happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but that’s what we’re working on figuring out. It had to look like the police were picking us up for questioning to make the guy behind this think his plan worked.” 
 
    This was crazy. It sounded more like one of the episodes of Law & Order than real life. “Why is it in my account, though, Mason? What did I do?” 
 
    “You have the misfortune of being my girlfriend.” 
 
    Her arms tightened around him. “I’m very fortunate to be your girlfriend. This isn’t your fault, Mason.” 
 
    “I feel like it is, though, and now I’ve gone and ruined your birthday.” 
 
    “You haven’t ruined anything. As long as I’m with you, I’m good.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head, and she held on tight. “Do they know who might be doing this?” 
 
    “They have some leads, but we’re stuck here for a few hours.” 
 
    “So, what are we going to do for a few hours?” She looked up and grinned impishly. 
 
    “Head out of the gutter, Josephine.” He laughed when her grin got wider. “You never know when we might have an audience.” 
 
    She glanced at the mirror in the room. He was right. Who knew who could be watching from the other side? 
 
    “Well, then, what do we do?” 
 
    “You ever played poker?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you’re gonna learn today, baby.” He nodded to a pack of playing cards on the table. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Nikoli came in, followed by Kade. Both of them looked none too pleased to be there. 
 
    “Happy birthday, Jo.” Nik kissed her forehead, and Kade did the same. 
 
    “I bet you never expected to be here today.” 
 
    “No, but it could be worse. They might have arrested me for embezzlement.” 
 
    “Never happen, Josephine.” Mason cracked his knuckles. “I would never allow it.” 
 
    “We’re here to keep you entertained.” Nikoli sat down and opened the deck. “Poker?” 
 
    “She doesn’t know how to play, but we can teach her.” Mason pulled up the other chair in the room and urged Jo to sit. “Kade, go find two more chairs.” 
 
    For the next three hours, Jo sat and learned to play poker. It was a lot of fun, and she laughed at the guys when they got all competitive. She had no idea a game of cards could elicit such foul language from three grown men, but they did keep her entertained. 
 
    Two men came into the room, and Jo looked up. She didn’t know either of them, but guessing from the cheap suits they wore, she’d peg them as police. 
 
    “Jo, this is Detectives Archer and Harper.” 
 
    “Ms. Maxwell,” Archer greeted her. “We’re sorry to have to drag you down here on your birthday, but it was necessary. Has Mason filled you in on what is going on?” 
 
    Jo nodded. “I saw my bank account balance and nearly had a heart attack.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” he said. “We do have some questions for you, though.” 
 
    All three of the brothers bristled, and she waved them down. “Of course.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone who might hold a grudge against you? One who would go through all the trouble of trying to frame your boyfriend for embezzling money from his fraternity and then transferring said money into your account?” 
 
    “No.” She didn’t even have to think about it. “I’m new to New York and have a handful of friends. As far as I know, I haven’t made anyone angry with me.” 
 
    “Except for your ex,” Harper interjected. 
 
    Jo frowned, not liking his tone. “Well, yes. Ray was upset when we broke up, but he wouldn’t do this. When it comes to computers, he knows how to access email and Google. That’s about it.” 
 
    “Does he know anyone who would know how to hack a computer?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She wasn’t talking to Ray these days, and she had no idea if he’d made those kinds of friends or not. 
 
    “So, it’s possible he could have had a friend or even hired someone to do this?” 
 
    “I guess, but I don’t think so. He wouldn’t do something to get me arrested.” 
 
    “Men who have been spurned can do things we never thought possible.” 
 
    She decided then and there she didn’t like Detective Harper. He just rubbed her the wrong way. 
 
    “You owe quite a bit in medical bills, yes?” Harper continued. 
 
    Mason stopped her from answering. “Jo has nothing to do with this, and I won’t let you badger her.” 
 
    “She has quite a bit to do with this, as we’ve told you before,” Harper said, his tone hard. “If you can’t let me ask her questions, I’ll have you escorted out.” 
 
    “In that case, I think it’s time we called a lawyer for Mason and Jo.” Kade’s expression went from neutral to nuclear in two-point-five seconds. Jo was a little awed. “We came here so you could make it look like you were investigating them, not so you actually could. We’ve already established they’re not guilty—” 
 
    “You’ve established that,” Harper interrupted. “I haven’t. I’m investigating all leads, including both of them.” 
 
    “Then they won’t be answering any questions until their counsel arrives.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to play it like this, Kincaid?” Harper stared Kade down. “It would be better for everyone if they simply answered our questions.” 
 
    Kade smiled, but it wasn’t at all friendly. “You forget I was FBI. A suspect should never answer any questions without his attorney present, and once an attorney has been requested, all police questioning will stop until counsel arrives.” 
 
    Harper’s lips thinned, but he left without another word. Archer shot Kade an apologetic grimace and followed him out. 
 
    “He thinks we did this?” Jo burst out as soon as the door closed. 
 
    Kade looked over at the mirror. “I think we shouldn’t discuss this further until your attorney arrives.” 
 
    “I don’t have one.” 
 
    “It’s taken care of.” Nikoli put his phone down. None of them noticed he’d been texting. “I sent a text to KSI’s attorney. He’s a friend of Viktor’s and should be here within the hour. I’d have called mine, but he deals in corporate law and not criminal.” 
 
    “I can’t afford an attorney, though.” 
 
    “It’s taken care of, sestra,” Nikoli reiterated. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Nikoli grinned. “I will tell you later.” 
 
    “Why not now?” 
 
    Mason watched his brother squirm. Nikoli probably hadn’t meant to call Jo “sister.” He knew Mason was going to marry her eventually, and he’d subconsciously already accepted her as his sister. It was their way. 
 
    “Because I said so.” 
 
    Jo rolled her eyes, and Mason did laugh this time. “You’ll get used to them, moye dragotsennyy.” 
 
    She leaned so her head was resting against his shoulder. She was tense, but then again, she’d been accused of embezzlement. Fuckers. He wanted to punch Harper right in his hoity-toity face. Jo had nothing to do with this, and the fucker knew it. He was being an asshole. 
 
    “Did you just call her ‘my precious’?” Nikoli asked in his best Sméagol voice.  
 
    “See, I’m not the only one who thought that!” Jo accused, her face going red. 
 
    Mason groaned. Leave it to his brother to get her all riled up about that name again. 
 
    Another officer came in before anyone could reply. He said he was here to escort Kade and Nikoli out of the room. Both of them put up an argument but left. It was a police interrogation room for suspects, after all. Mason had a suspicion Harper was hoping he and Jo would talk and say something incriminating after his brothers left the room. Wrong. He worked for a security firm. He wasn’t saying anything. 
 
    “Mason, I’m scared.” 
 
    “Don’t be, baby. This is just Detective Asshat trying to find something where there isn’t anything to find. You didn’t do anything wrong, so don’t worry. The lawyer will sort it when he gets here.” 
 
    She nodded, but the look of misery remained. Mason grabbed her chair and hauled it up next to his so he could wrap an arm around her. She sighed and leaned into him. 
 
    “So, what do you want to talk about?” he asked, trying to alleviate some of her worry. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “Did you talk to your parents yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, they called this morning to wish me happy birthday.” 
 
    “I had planned to take you to dinner, but I’m guessing we’re not gonna get out of here in time to make the reservation.” 
 
    “I would offer to cook, but the last time I tried, I set the microwave on fire.” 
 
    “You did not.” 
 
    “I did.” She nodded sagely. “I didn’t even know you could do that, but with me, anything is possible.” 
 
    God, he loved her. “I can cook, so you don’t have to worry about it.” 
 
    “You can?” She looked doubtful. 
 
    “Mama and Babushka taught us all. She said we needed to learn to feed ourselves since we could eat enough to feed an army.” 
 
    “How’s your dad?” she asked, tilting her head up so she could see him. “I know you’ve been worried about him.” 
 
    Mason closed his eyes. He’d been going over and over this. Talking to Lily helped more than anyone else, though. 
 
    “I messed up big time, Josephine.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When I went to check on my dad, he told me he wanted to stop his cancer treatments because they were making him sicker, and he just wanted to spend what time he had left with his family.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mason.” 
 
    “I couldn’t let him stop his meds. They’re what’s keeping him with us. So, I tried to find ways to make him see…” Mason broke off, shuddering. He was terrified of telling her this, but he had to. Especially if he wanted to go through with the plan he’d devised sitting here all day. 
 
    “This is where you messed up?” Jo asked softly. 
 
    He nodded. “Not intentionally. I blame Mama for taking my words out of context. I asked Papa if he didn’t want to be around to see you and me get married, to hold my son.” 
 
    “Okay, that sounds reasonable.” 
 
    “Mama took it as I asked you to marry me and pounced on it. Papa looked so happy and told me he’d stay on his treatments to see us get married. I should have told him the truth then and there, but he looked so happy, JoJo. He told me he was proud of me.” 
 
    Jo was quiet for a heartbeat, but it was longest heartbeat of Mason’s life.  
 
    “Your parents think we’re getting married?” 
 
    He couldn’t tell what she was thinking because her expression was blank. Not good. 
 
    “I’m going to tell them the truth. I just…I couldn’t in that second…” He trailed off, miserable.  
 
    “No. If it means keeping your dad on his treatments, let them believe that.” 
 
    Shocked. That was his first response. 
 
    “It’s not that simple, Josephine. Mama and Babushka…they’re a force of nature. They’ll call your parents, they’ll call their priest, they’ll start planning. It would snowball out of control until we’re standing in a church. And then what would we do? I can’t do that to you. When I ask you to marry me, I want you to know it’s because I love you and not because of keeping my father on his treatments.” 
 
    “Mason, I know you love me. You moved mountains to get to me in a blizzard when I needed you.” 
 
    “I’ll always come for you. You need me, I’m there.” 
 
    She smiled softly up at him. “I know.” 
 
    “My brothers told me not to tell you, to just ask you to marry me.” 
 
    “What?” Now, that got her attention and she sat up, facing him. Mason grew a little alarmed at the abrupt position change. She moved so fast, she was lucky she didn’t fall out of her damned chair. 
 
    “I’m going to marry you one day, Josephine. They just told me to move up my timeline. You didn’t need to know why.” 
 
    “And what if I found out? Did they think how that would make me feel?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m telling you the truth.” Mason rolled his shoulders, trying to ease some of the stress. “I won’t ever lie to you. Even by omitting the truth.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “I am going to marry you one day, Josephine, and when I ask, you’ll know it’s because I want you to spend the rest of your life with me, not because of Papa.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to get married?” Jo asked, her expression tight. “To anyone? Ever?” 
 
    “Then you and I will happily live in sin for the rest of our lives, and you can deal with Mama and Babushka lecturing us on our wanton ways.” 
 
    That made her smile, and Mason was relieved to see that trapped look leave her eyes. He was right to tell her, to not just spring the question on her. 
 
    “Back to your daddy. We can’t tell him the truth. That would only hurt him more and maybe drive him to stop his treatments, so what can we do?” 
 
    “Viktor told them I hadn’t asked you yet, that I was planning to, so that bought us some time.” 
 
    “What makes them think I’ll say yes?” she asked. “We’ve only known each other a couple of months. It takes longer than that to decide if you want to tie yourself to someone for life.” 
 
    Mason grinned. “Let me tell you the story of how my mama and papa met. Papa was assigned to the military base in St. Petersburg. He saw my mama in the market, and he knew he was going to marry her and told her so that day. Mama laughed at him, telling him he was crazy. A week later, he was told he was reassigned. He married Mama the same day.” 
 
    “In a week of meeting her?” Jo’s eyes went wide with shock. 
 
    “Da.” Mason heard his own natural accent start to thicken as he talked of his parents. “They knew they loved each other, and that was the most important thing. It wasn’t how long they’d known each other, but the feelings inside. Those feelings wouldn’t go away in a day or a year or fifty years. That was what was important. Love is love and should be celebrated and expressed, not worried over and feared.” 
 
    “Mason, that’s…” 
 
    He shushed her. “It is the way the Kincaid men are. We don’t doubt ourselves. We see what we want, and we go for it in everything, including love. I was giving you time, Josephine, not because I don’t love you or because I don’t believe we’ll be happy fifty years from now, but because I didn’t want to rush you. I want you to know you’ll be happy with me fifty years from now.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    This time she was cut off by the door opening and another man walking in. He was about Viktor’s age and in a much nicer suit than the detectives. Their attorney, maybe? 
 
    “Mason, Josephine. I’m Brad Landon. Nikoli said you were both in need of representation? Forgive me for not knowing the details. I rushed over here as soon as I got the text.” 
 
    Mason thanked him and filled him in on everything that was going on, from the moment the cops appeared at the apartment, their plan of action, and now the complete turnaround they’d done. 
 
    “It’s not unusual,” Brad said when Mason had finished. “You two do look like good suspects, given the money was in your account first, Mason, and then it was transferred to Josephine’s.” 
 
    “Just Jo, please.” 
 
    “Jo.” Brad smiled warmly. “Now, the fact that you brought this to their attention does help your case. Let me go speak with the detectives, and I’ll see what I can do. You two sit tight, but rest assured, I will not be allowing either of you to answer questions until we meet at my office and go over everything. Let’s see if we can’t get you two out of here.” 
 
    “He seems…” Mason broke off, staring at the door Brad had just exited. 
 
    “Nice?” Jo offered. “But is nice good or bad? Shouldn’t attorneys be like sharks?” 
 
    “He’s a friend of Viktor’s and KSI’s attorney. Trust me, he’s a shark where it counts.” 
 
    Jo gave him a hesitant smile. “Okay.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Josephine. Nothing is going to happen. I won’t let it.” 
 
    Mason hoped he could keep that promise, but given Harper’s insistence on blaming them, he was starting to have his doubts. 
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    It still took their attorney another two hours to get them out, but he was true to his word. They didn’t answer a single question. Mason was beat, and he knew Jo was too. He stopped at a gas station and headed toward Dimitri’s. His brother had given him the use of his house for Jo’s birthday since he and Becca were out of town on one of Dimitri’s book signings. Mason shook his head. No one would have ever thought Dimitri would be a romance writer, but hey, he was good at it, so Mason didn’t rib him. Much. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Jo asked, her voice heavy with sleep. 
 
    “Somewhere.” 
 
    “Mason, we both have class tomorrow.” 
 
    “Nope, we’re skipping.” 
 
    “People are going to be talking…” 
 
    “Let them.” His voice was a little harsher than he planned, but it had been a hell of a day. “It’s your birthday, and we’re going to celebrate.” 
 
    “I thought you said our reservations were…” 
 
    “Canceled, yup. We didn’t make them.” 
 
    “Mason, you know I hate surprises.” 
 
    “You’ll like this one, I promise.” 
 
    Her lips tilted up in a half-smile, and he settled back, content to drive and let his anger flow out. Driving did that for him. Back in Virginia, he used to drive for hours with no destination in mind, just him and the open road and whatever was on the radio. He missed those days. 
 
    Adulting was too damn hard. 
 
    They rode in silence, and Jo perked up when they turned into the family neighborhood. She was probably thinking they were going to Viktor’s. He knew he was right when they passed the house and her expression grew confused. He chuckled, and she stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    Damn, he loved her. 
 
    When he turned into Dimitri’s driveway, her eyes went a little wide. She’d never been here before, so he could understand her awe. Hell, he felt a little awed himself. Dimitri was wealthy—not as much as Nik, but he was damn close—and it showed in the house. The three-story Victorian structure was original to the area, and Becca had renovated it instead of tearing it down and building a new one like D had wanted. His sister-in-law could be fierce when she had to. She kept all the charm of the house while adding modern touches. It was gorgeous, and anyone who drove by would stop and stare at its glory. Including him. 
 
    “This is Dimitri’s place. He’s out of town and said I could use the house while he was gone.” 
 
    Jo turned to him, her mouth still drooling the tiniest bit. “Your brother lives here?” 
 
    “Yup. Come on, let’s get inside before we freeze to death. It’s supposed to snow again tonight.” 
 
    Jo groaned. “Not more snow.” 
 
    “Yes, California, more snow. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “No, I won’t.” She got out of the vehicle and hugged her arms around her. “I’ll freeze to death first.” 
 
    “I’ll keep you warm.” He winked, and she giggled. His favorite sound. Catching her around the waist, he pulled her into him. “Cold?” 
 
    “Yes.” She smiled, and he swooped down to capture her lips with his, and the sense of rightness hit him in the gut so fast, he almost pulled back. But Jo distracted him, her tongue darting in his mouth to dance with his. When he broke the kiss, they were both breathless. 
 
    “Come on, short stuff, let’s get inside.” He reached into the truck and grabbed the bags he’d gotten at the convenience store and held on to Jo as they made their way up onto the porch. The temperature had fallen below freezing, and he wasn’t taking any chances on ice patches. She’d already broken her wrist. Keith had taken her to the specialist, and she was now sporting a cast covered in signatures. 
 
    “I am not short.” 
 
    He snorted at her sass. The girl was barely five-two. She was short. 
 
    Inside, the house was ice cold. Mason turned the heat on as high as it would go to try to warm the place up faster. “Keep your coat on ’til it gets warmer, baby.” 
 
    “No argument there.” 
 
    Mason led her into the living room and bundled her up in the throws on the back of the couch. He told her to stay put while he put on a pot of coffee. Usually, she’d tell him not to drink coffee so late, but it had been one of those days, and he figured they both needed the boost of caffeine.  
 
    He found Jo where he left her a few minutes later, the heat already warming the house. Setting the thermostat on eighty seemed to be working. He was, however, going to bitch Dimitri out for bringing his girls into a freezing house. Sasha and Ava were barely big enough to withstand a cold, especially Ava. She’d been through countless surgeries already, and he wasn’t about to let the baby come in here and end up back in the hospital with pneumonia. What the hell was D thinking? 
 
    Collecting his bags from the convenience store, he handed Jo a steaming mug of coffee and slid under the blankets with her, cuddling her close. 
 
    “Hi.” She turned her head up to stare at him, warmth and the lazy heat of desire making her sky-blue eyes electric. 
 
    “Hi.” He dipped down and kissed her nose. “Warmer?” 
 
    “I am now.”  
 
    He picked up the bag and dug around in it until he found the Hostess cupcake and the pack of candles. He’d been shocked to find birthday candles in the store, but hey. Maybe he wasn’t the only one out searching for makeshift birthday cakes. 
 
    “What is that?” Jo laughed when he shoved a candle in the cupcake and lit it with the box of matches. 
 
    “Happy birthday, Josephine. Now, make a wish and blow out the candle.” 
 
    More laughter bubbled up out of Jo, and the sound scrubbed away the last vestiges of anger he had hoarded up inside. 
 
    Jo blew the candle out and hugged him. Here he’d gone and erased all the stress of the last few hours with a simple cupcake and a candle. “Thank you, Mason.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me, baby. We’ll do something really special this weekend for your birthday. I promise.” 
 
    “I don’t need anything but this right here. This is special.” 
 
    He arched a brow, and she laughed.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that. You made sure I had a cake with candles. What else can a girl ask for?” 
 
    He dug around in his pocket and pulled out a half-assed wrapped present. 
 
    “Presents?” 
 
    She squealed. Yeah, his girl liked presents. 
 
    She tore into the paper and opened the black box. Inside, a silver locket lay snuggled. He’d had it inscribed with FILB—forever in love boyfriend. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, Mason.” Her fingers traced its lines until she found the lock and opened it. One side had a picture of them and the other was empty.  
 
    “I thought you could use the other side for something special. Not as special as me, mind you, but close.” 
 
    Leave it to Mr. Big Head over there to play down the moment. This was the sweetest thing she’d ever gotten from anyone. He was amazing. She threw her arms around him and kissed him, putting everything she couldn’t put into words into that single kiss. 
 
    “Well, had I known you’d do that, I would have given it to you sooner.” 
 
    “I love you, Mason.” 
 
    “I love you too, baby.” He took the locket out of the box and helped her put it on. “I was afraid the chain would be too long.” 
 
    “No, it’s perfect.” The heart fell right in the valley between her breasts. “I won’t ever take it off.” 
 
    “Well, you know, you do have to shower, or do you plan on stinking for the next forty years?” 
 
    She shoved him and slipped. The blanket tangled around her, and she fell, landing on her butt in the floor. 
 
    “Whatcha doin’ down there?” He peered at her, amusement stamped in his expression. 
 
    “Admiring the view.” 
 
    He stood and picked her up. “Come on, let’s get you to bed before you break the other arm.” He carried her upstairs and into a bedroom. It was just as nice as the rest of the house, but while it oozed wealth, the entire place was just plain comfortable. Like a family lived here, which it did. 
 
    He placed her on the bed and went back out into the hall. “Had to cut the thermostat down or we’d be roasting before too long.” 
 
    Jo watched him as he pulled off his coat. Mason rubbed his hands together before pulling his phone and wallet out of his back pocket to toss on the bedside table. “You up for a shower?” 
 
    “Yes, but this cast can’t get wet for a couple more days.” 
 
    He frowned but then left the room again. When he came back, he had the plastic bag from the convenience store. “All taken care of.” 
 
    Before she could protest, he had her up and over his shoulder. “Hey!” 
 
    He swatted her ass. “Can’t let you fall and break your neck.” 
 
    He sat her on the counter in the bathroom and started the shower. Then he took off her shoes and peeled her socks down her legs. “Yellow toenails tonight?” 
 
    “I like yellow.” 
 
    Next, he removed her coat and let it drop to the floor. “Arms up, baby.” 
 
    She obliged, and he lifted her shirt over her head. “Pink lace. I like this on you.” He slid one strap down her shoulder, and then the other, before reaching behind and unhooking the clasp. “But I like you naked better,” he whispered. 
 
    Jo shivered when his warm breath teased her earlobe. Cool air hit her breasts, and the nipples pebbled. Mason leaned down and swiped his tongue over one, and then the other. “Beautiful.” 
 
    When he unbuttoned her pants, she tensed up a little, thoughts of her leg intruding. 
 
    “Nope, not tonight. What did I tell you?” 
 
    “My scars are beautiful.” 
 
    “That’s right, baby. Now, lift up.” 
 
    Jo put her weight on her good hand and lifted enough for Mason to tug her jeans down her legs. He tossed those on top of her coat. Her phone fell out of her jeans as they fell, hitting the floor. 
 
    “Shit,” Mason muttered and reached down to retrieve it. “Make sure it’s okay.” 
 
    Jo punched in the security code on the phone, and notifications lit up the screen. “Holy crap.” She had sixty missed texts. 
 
    “Is that Keith? I forgot to call him, and he’s probably worried.” 
 
    She opened her texts, and no, it wasn’t Keith. 
 
    “Josephine?” 
 
    She could only stare at text after text from Unknown, first wishing her a happy birthday and then growing increasingly agitated when she didn’t reply. The last ten or so were not fit to be read aloud. 
 
    Mason took the phone from her and read through them. “Who the fuck is this?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    One text caught his attention. “How the fuck did he know we were at the police station?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He tilted the screen to show her. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: Why are you at the police station, baby? 
 
      
 
    Unknown: Who are all those people you’re with, baby? 
 
      
 
    Unknown: What are you telling them about me, baby? Don’t make me have to punish you more than I already have to. 
 
      
 
    “Mason, how did he know I was sitting with all of you?” 
 
    His expression went grim. “We’re going to find out.” 
 
    He helped her off the counter and shut off the shower. “Get dressed, JoJo, and wait in the bedroom. Get in bed. I need to make some calls.” 
 
    Jo watched him go, worried, but she got dressed and made her way to the bed. The comforter was thick and warm, compared to her chilled body. She could hear Mason just outside the door on his phone. She knew he wouldn’t go far. He was too worried. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one either. Their night had gone to hell in a handbasket. She’d even managed to forget their fake engagement, not that she blamed him for that. Had she been in his position and it was her daddy who was sick and threatening to stop his treatments… 
 
    She’d do anything and everything in her power, including lying through her teeth to keep him on those lifesaving drugs. 
 
    What she was pissed about was his family telling him to lie to her. Mason was right. If she found out after she’d said yes to his proposal, she’d never have known if it was because he wanted to marry her or if was to save his father’s life. 
 
    And now she had this mess to deal with. Another text dinged her phone, and she glanced at it. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: Hello, baby. You look beautiful all cuddled up under that blanket. 
 
      
 
    She stared. 
 
    No… 
 
    Then she screamed. 
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    Mason burst through the door expecting to see an intruder in the room the way Jo was screaming. An ax murderer, even. But she was sitting up in bed, the covers clutched to her, pointing across the room. 
 
    He looked that way and only saw her phone lying on the floor. What the hell was it doing over there, and why was she screaming? 
 
    He could hear Keith squawking on the other end of his phone, but he ignored him for the moment and picked up Jo’s phone instead, reading the last message. 
 
    What the ever-loving fuck? 
 
    When he read the last text, his vision went red. Literally red. 
 
    Murderous rage. 
 
    It was the only emotion that came close to what he was feeling. Instead of smashing her phone, he powered it down. He had a suspicion the hacker was using her camera to watch her. 
 
    And it fucking pissed him off. A person’s phone went everywhere with them. Hell, his ended up on the bathroom sink when he showered, as he assumed hers did. Which meant the bastard might have watched as she stood in her underwear brushing her teeth or any number of indecent times. He wanted to scream, but he couldn’t do that. 
 
    Josephine was terrified. 
 
    He gave Keith Dimitri’s address and told him to get his ass over there. Then he tossed his phone on the bottom of the bed and crawled into bed with his girl, pulling her to him. She was shaking. 
 
    “Mason, he…he knew…” 
 
    “Shh, baby, I know. I’m going to fix this.” 
 
    “It came in after I was under the blanket.” 
 
    He cradled her to him like a baby. “It’s okay. We’re gonna find him.” 
 
    His phone started ringing, and he leaned down to answer it. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Kade cleared his throat. “Ray is nowhere to be found. His parents haven’t seen him. He is supposed to be working on a construction job in upstate New York, but the foreman says he quit. Weeks ago.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “Did you guys ever run that background check on him?” 
 
    “No. Once she broke up with Ray, I didn’t think it was important. I have my best man working on it now. If there’s anything, we’ll find it.” 
 
    “I’m at Dimitri’s place. Jackson has a man outside, and Keith’s on his way over. We’ll meet you at the office in the morning.” 
 
    “See you then, brat.” 
 
    Kade hung up, and Mason set his phone to the side but thought better of it. He turned the volume all the way down then threw part of the blanket over it. If the fucker was in Jo’s phone, then he might be in Mason’s. Ray better hope to God he didn’t find him before the cops did. 
 
    “You’re safe, baby. He can’t get near you.” 
 
    “But how did he know where I was, Mason?” Her blue eyes were blown wide with fear, and it hit Mason square in the chest. 
 
    “He’s in your phone. I think he’s using the camera, but we won’t know until we hook it up to a computer and run some tests. I turned it off for now.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” 
 
    “There’s a lot of shit possible with technology most people don’t even know about.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, JoJo. I got this. I got you.” 
 
    By the time Keith showed up, Jo had drifted off to sleep, and as much as Mason didn’t want to leave her, he went to the door before Keith’s constant ringing woke her up. 
 
    “Stop ringing the fucking…” 
 
    The pipe slammed into his head before he could so much as blink. And then it went dark. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jo came awake slowly out of a dreamscape of shadowy figures and text messages. Her body was cold and stiff, a far cry from how she’d fallen asleep surrounded by Mason’s warmth. Had the heat pump died or maybe the storm knocked the power out? She tried to sit up, but her body felt like lead. And she was all groggy, her head fuzzy. 
 
    Blinking, she tried to focus and look around. She was still lying on a bed, but there were no blankets, only a bare mattress. Wait, what? She managed to roll and look around a little better, the fuzziness clearing the more she woke up. This was not Dimitri’s. Where was she? but more importantly, where was Mason? 
 
    It took her a few more minutes, but she managed to sit up and swing her legs over the mattress. The room was dark, but she could see a little. Enough to make out the outline of the door and a window on her right. There was no other furniture in the room that she could tell. 
 
    She didn’t have her coat, so the cold soaked right through her thin t-shirt. She shivered and stood, but the dizziness swamped her so fast, she sat back down before she fell. What the hell happened to her? She went to rub her arm with her one good hand to try to generate some heat and noticed how sore her arm was. She glanced at it but couldn’t really see anything in the dark. The storm clouds must have hidden the moon and what little light it would have given off. 
 
    Shaking her head to try to clear the grogginess, she stopped almost the second she did it. Her head spun and her vision blurred. That wasn’t her brightest idea. 
 
    Sitting there on the hard mattress, she gave herself time to recover from whatever happened. Although what, she wasn’t sure. All she knew was she was cold and in a bare room, and Mason wasn’t anywhere to be seen. 
 
    Memories of last night, of the texts from the unknown caller, started to filter into her muddied mind. And that was when her fear began to pace around like a caged animal. What if the unknown caller had come to find her? Had he hurt Mason? 
 
    She finally managed to stand after a few more minutes and made her way slowly to the door. Only to find it locked.  
 
    Banging on the door, she shouted, “Hello? Is anyone there? Mason?” 
 
    She shook the doorknob, but it didn’t budge. The light switch was by the door, so she flipped it, but nothing happened. She was locked in a room in a house with no heat and no power. Alone.  
 
    She went to the window next and pushed it up. That worked, at least, but she saw why immediately. She was on the third floor. If she jumped, the fall would likely kill her. And with no bedsheets, she couldn’t even make a makeshift ladder like they used in movies. She was stuck. 
 
    Hours passed, and she paced, trying to keep warm. She was freezing. There wasn’t so much as a floorboard creaking through the house, so she assumed her captor hadn’t returned yet. He must have drugged her. It would explain the sore spot on her arm and the effects she’d suffered. 
 
    But her one constant thought? 
 
    Mason. 
 
    Where was he? Was he hurt? Bleeding? Scared? 
 
    Dead? 
 
    She didn’t know, and as the hours passed, it didn’t seem like she’d get any answers anytime soon. 
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    “Mason!” 
 
    He groaned and tried to roll over, but he hurt too much. 
 
    Hands gripped him and lifted. A moan left him as lights were shined in his eyes, making pain rip through his entire head. 
 
    “Do you know what happened?” 
 
    He heard more voices, but they faded in and out. 
 
    He couldn’t open his eyes. Why couldn’t he open his eyes? 
 
    And where was Jo? He needed to get to her, to protect her. 
 
    “Easy, brat.”  
 
    Viktor. Viktor was here. He’d find Jo and keep her safe. 
 
    “I’ll ride with him.” Viktor sounded scared. Just how badly was he hurt? “Keith, can you ride with Jackson’s friend? I know he’d appreciate it until he can get to the hospital.” 
 
    What? Jackson’s friend…his ears started to ring, and it drowned out whatever they were saying. It was so loud. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how much time passed, but the next thing he heard was more voices than he could count, voices yelling, and then nothing. Just the blissful joy of silence and no pain. 
 
    The low murmur of voices woke him, but he struggled to open his eyes. The steady beeping of machines alerted him to the fact he might be in a hospital. It sounded a lot like the monitors he heard when he visited Ava every day while she’d been in NICU. 
 
    But why was he in the hospital? 
 
    He hurt enough to be in a hospital, though. His head was killing him. What the fuck happened to him? 
 
    And where was Josephine? 
 
    As he lay there, the voices became clearer until he could make out Viktor and his papa talking quietly. 
 
    “What did the doctors say?” 
 
    “They’re waiting to see if the swelling goes down. They don’t want to crack his skull open if they don’t have to.” 
 
    Shit, that didn’t sound good. 
 
    “Any word on Jo?” 
 
    “No. The police are keeping this close to the vest. They won’t tell us a damn thing.” 
 
    Police? He struggled to wake up, to open his eyes, but he couldn’t. 
 
    “That going to stop you?” 
 
    “Fuck, no.” Viktor sounded angry. “As soon as they clear out, my forensic team is going in. We’ve already questioned Gage.” 
 
    “Gage?” 
 
    “You remember Becca’s brother Jackson is in a motorcycle club?” 
 
    His father made a rude noise, and Mason wanted to laugh. He knew how his father thought of MCs. Lawless and bullies. Granted, some were, but he’d gotten to know most of the guys in Jackson’s MC, and they were loyal to each other. Good guys. 
 
    “Jackson had one of his men on Jo. We couldn’t spare anyone. I’d have had to pull someone from an assignment, and Mason told me not to. I should have done it anyway. Then this shit wouldn’t be happening.” 
 
    What shit was he talking about? 
 
    “What did Gage have to say?” 
 
    “Not much.” He heard his brother stand and start to pace. He tried to focus, but he was so fucking tired. It got harder and harder. “He never saw the fucker. Said the guy came up behind him, and after that, nothing. He and Mason appear to have been hit with the same pipe. Gage just got a hard hit on the head. Mason, though…” 
 
    Mason what? What did the fucker do to him? 
 
    He strained to hear what Viktor said, but he couldn’t fight the darkness edging out his awareness and got pulled back under. 
 
    The next time he became aware of voices, they were clearer than before, but his eyes still refused to open. 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    He didn’t know that voice. 
 
    “We had a scare last night. His blood pressure bottomed out, and the swelling came back. If it doesn’t go down, they’re going to take him into surgery.” 
 
    Angel. Angel was here. 
 
    “Jo will murder him if he dies on her.” 
 
    “Have you heard any news on your sister?” 
 
    “No. The police don’t have any new leads. Whoever took her, they’re so far under the radar, there are no traces. That’s what Detective Lang told us.” 
 
    It was one of Jo’s sisters. Jo was missing. The fucker took her. He had to wake the fuck up, and wake up now. 
 
    Pain slammed into his head when he struggled to wake up, and his breathing got uneven. He didn’t feel good. Not at all. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the girl asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. Get the nurse now.” 
 
    More pain flooded into his head and spread. 
 
    More voices blurred together. 
 
    All his energy drained in a heartbeat, and he sank back down into the murky waters of oblivion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mason groaned and swatted at the hand on his arm. He was dead tired and didn’t want to wake the fuck up. 
 
    “Mason, moy sladkiy mal'chik, please wake up.” 
 
    Mama? She was the only one who ever called him “my sweet boy.” What was she doing here? 
 
    “Mama?” he murmured, but the words came out cracked and hoarse. 
 
    “Thank God,” she whispered, and her lips were on his forehead. “Open your eyes for Mama.” 
 
    He tried, but it was so hard. 
 
    “Come, moy sladkiy mal'chik, you can do it.” 
 
    He took in a breath and relaxed. It took him a moment, but he managed to open them a sliver, and just as fast, he closed them. The light felt like a knife slicing right through his head. 
 
    “Light,” he managed to gasp. “Hurts.” 
 
    His mother made some kind of clucking sound, which reminded him of when he was little and she’d do the same thing every time he got sick. It was just as cute now as it had been then. 
 
    “There, light is all gone.” 
 
    He attempted to open his eyes again, and she was right, the light was gone, so he blinked them fully open. But it was still fucking hard. 
 
    “There you are.” She smiled down at him, her face pale in the darkness. Maybe that was why it stood out to him so much. All that pale, white skin against the backdrop of the dark room. She looked ready to drop herself. 
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    “Yes.” She laid a hand on his cheek. “Mama is here, baby boy. Mama is here.” 
 
    What was going on? What happened to him? 
 
    “Mrs. Kincaid, we need to run a few tests. Will you step out of the room, please?” 
 
    “No.” His mother shook her head. “I will no leave my boy.” 
 
    “Ma’am…” 
 
    “Leave it alone, doc.” His papa? 
 
    Mason turned his head to see his father sitting on the other side of him.  
 
    “You’ll have to have security throw her out, and I guarantee you don’t want that.” 
 
    The doctor pursed his lips but sighed. “Sir?” 
 
    Ronin waved the doc away. “I’m leaving.” He stood and leaned over the bed, hugging Mason so tight he couldn’t breathe. “Don’t do that again, boy. You understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, Papa,” he croaked. 
 
    The doctor talked at him, and he tried to answer, but he was fucking tired. He made Mason follow his finger in more directions than he could count, but when the light hit his eyes from his little pen, it was too much. Mason groaned at the pain and turned away. 
 
    “He’s awake, alert, and his vision seems okay, if a little sensitive. His motor skills are weaker than we’d like, but considering he had a traumatic brain injury, it’s expected. We’ll know more later. I want another CT and more bloodwork. But I think I can say he’s on the mend, ma’am.” 
 
    “Spaseeba, spaseeba, spaseeba!” Mama hugged the doctor, who looked confused. 
 
    “She’s saying…” Mason coughed, his throat dry. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mama said and rushed to get Mason some water. “I mean to say thank you.” 
 
    The doctor nodded and took his leave. 
 
    Mama helped him to take a few sips of water, and just that much exhausted him. He hurt everywhere. 
 
    “Mama…what happened to me?” 
 
    “Shh, you no worry about that. Just rest now.” 
 
    “Where’s Jo? Why isn’t she here?” 
 
    Her face clouded. “You just rest, moy sladkiy mal'chik. We talk when you wake up, okay?” 
 
    As much as he wanted to argue, he was too tired and felt himself slip away into unconsciousness. 
 
    There were no voices the next time he woke up, no hushed conversations. He did see Kade and Nikoli sound asleep in the chairs by his bed. They looked worn out. The windows told him it was night. The snow coming down seemed to be heavy too.  
 
    “Kade.” His voice came out more of a whisper, so he tried again. “Kade.” 
 
    Nik was the one who heard him and sat up. “Brat?” 
 
    “Nik? What’s going on? What happened to me?” 
 
    “You don’t remember?” 
 
    Mason thought, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t remember a damn thing. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Damn.” Nikoli rubbed at the back of his neck. He kicked Kade. “Wake up, fucker.” 
 
    Kade blinked but sat up, prepared for anything. “What is it?” 
 
    “He’s awake.” 
 
    Kade’s black eyes turned their full attention to Mason. “Thank God. Mama said you woke up, but that was yesterday, and you haven’t since, and I…fuck, I was scared.” 
 
    “Yesterday?” 
 
    “You’ve been out for almost a week now, brat.” Nikoli looked somber. 
 
    “Where’s Jo?” He’d think she’d be here with him. Maybe she left to go find coffee? But she wasn’t here earlier with Mama either. 
 
    “Mason, we’ll talk about Jo later. How are you? Do you feel sick to your stomach?” 
 
    “No. My head hurts. Hell, I hurt everywhere.” He tried to raise his arm but could barely move it. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Calm down, brat,” Kade said, resting his own hand on Mason’s arm. “You took a hard hit to your noggin, which caused some bleeding and swelling. The doctor said your motor function was involved.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He tried again to move, but his arm shook with the effort. 
 
    “He means there was a lot of damage. You might have to relearn to do some things.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” He heard the monitors start to go off, alarms sounding, and a nurse came rushing in, shooing his brothers away. She put something in his IV, and Mason blinked, trying to fight the effects of whatever sedative she used. 
 
    Relearn to do some things? 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    But he had no answers, as he was once again pulled under the dark, murky depths of unconsciousness. 
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    Jo’s fingers were numb, and she tried to warm them by putting them against her bare skin under her shirt, but since she was so cold anyway, it didn’t really help. She’d been here for two days. With no food, no water, no heat. 
 
    Forced to use one corner of the room as a bathroom. She shuddered at the grossness of it. But one did what one had to do. 
 
    She stayed awake as much as she could. She knew going to sleep when you were cold was a sure way to freeze to death. 
 
    So she walked the room, only sitting down when she had to. She had no idea how long she’d been out that first day, or if it had been a full day. Her best bet was counting from the moment she woke up. 
 
    Her stomach grumbled, and she grumbled right back at it. She went to the window and opened it, even though that made her room even colder. She stuck her hand out and caught some snow. This, she ate. It at least provided water. You could go without food for a while, but not without water. She knew that much from all the survival games she played. Several of them were as close to reality as one could get. Those games also taught her to keep moving to stay warm. Being a gamer was paying off right now. 
 
    She looked down. The same broken driveway greeted her. There didn’t appear to be any houses for miles around. There weren’t any streets she could see, so she assumed the house was away from the street. The driveway ended at the edge of a dirt road. Wherever she was, it was so far out of the way, no one probably even came this way anymore. 
 
    Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and she spun, running to the door, but she tripped. She didn’t fall, though. She caught herself and continued to the door. 
 
    “Hello? Is someone there? I need help!” 
 
    There was a grunt from the other side of the door. She heard a scraping noise and looked down. A part of the bottom of the door slid away, but not enough for her to get through. It was tiny. A McDonald’s bag was pushed through along with a note. 
 
    “Hey, let me out!” She tried again, slamming her one good fist against the door. “Let me out of here before I freeze to death!” 
 
    He walked away and back down the stairs. Jo slumped to the floor, frustrated. 
 
    The food called to her empty stomach. She hadn’t eaten in days. The last thing she had was the cupcake Mason bought her for her birthday. She took the bag and opened it. Nuggets, fries, and a chocolate milk. A kid’s meal. It was better than nothing. 
 
    She gobbled the food and sucked down the chocolate milk faster than a two-year-old with cake. 
 
    This had to be her unknown caller or texter or whatever the hell you wanted to call him. Why wasn’t he talking to her? Why had he left her here to freeze to death? 
 
    Her eyes grew heavy, and she blinked. The room started spinning, and she realized too late what he’d done. He’d drugged her food. 
 
    There was no fighting the darkness that came for her. 
 
    The next time she woke up, she was in the bed under heavy blankets. She smiled, thinking it had all been a horrible nightmare. She was back in Dimitri’s comfy guest room, Mason probably somewhere downstairs making breakfast for her. He always looked after her, better than he did himself. 
 
    She yawned and stretched, sitting up. 
 
    And came crashing back to her new reality. 
 
    She was in the same room as before. 
 
    Only this time, she had blankets. 
 
    And a gallon of water sat by the door. 
 
    The note she’d noticed earlier lay beside the water. 
 
    Getting out of the bed, she made her way over to it. 
 
      
 
    Hey, baby, 
 
    I know you’re upset and scared, but don’t be. I had a big event planned for your birthday, but you spent the day at the police station. I couldn’t take the chance that you’d figured out who I was and were telling them about me. I always planned to sweep you off your feet, but that moved our timeline up. I’m sorry it had to be this way. 
 
    It’s cold. I know, but you had to be punished, and I know how much you hate the cold. It was the best and easiest way to show you that when you misbehave, bad things will happen. I don’t want to hurt you, but if you make me, I will. This little experiment into your punishments will pale in comparison to what I can do if you force me to. 
 
    For now, get some rest, and I’ll bring you more food in the morning. I also left you a change of clothes. I’m sorry there’s no bathroom, but there is a bucket in the corner for you to use. Once you calm down and we get acquainted, I’ll take you somewhere better, but for now, this is home. 
 
    Sleep well, baby. I love you. 
 
      
 
    Jo balled up the letter and threw it. It landed by the bucket he’d told her about. She needed to pee in a bad, bad way, but peeing in a bucket just seemed wrong. 
 
    But was it worse than peeing on the damn floor? 
 
    Groaning at her choices, she opted for the bucket and gathered the jug of water and crawled back into the bed. She wanted to scream, to beat at the walls, to do something, but there wasn’t anything useful she could do. 
 
    Except stay warm and hydrated and wait. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Another day and a night passed without her captor returning. Jo had been careful with her water, only drinking enough to keep her hydrated. Who knew when he’d be back? He could leave her here for a week or more. 
 
    She’d tested the door. It was thick and well-built. She’d tried to slam her shoulder into it, to break it down like they did on TV, but all that did was make her shoulder vibrate with pain. She had nothing to attempt to pick the lock with. Not that she’d know how, but at least she could have tried. 
 
    Jo was growing desperate. She’d been here for four days. She was hungry and cold. The blankets helped, but the temperature was dropping outside, especially at night. More snow had fallen this morning. Even if she managed to escape, how long could she last out there in the snow? She had no idea where she was, how far from civilization he’d taken her. 
 
    And just who was he? 
 
    She’d gone over and over it in her head. No one she knew would do this. She hadn’t had any weird fan emails or messages. Sure, she had kooks on her channel, but none of them seemed capable of this. 
 
    Kidnapping and practically starving her. 
 
    She knew Mason thought it was Ray, but she couldn’t wrap her mind around that. It wasn’t in Ray to do something like this. 
 
    And her thoughts turned right back to Mason. Where was he? Was he scared? He had to be going out of his mind. He always worried about her, made sure he knew where she was all the time. It irritated her, usually, but right now she’d give anything for him to know where she was. And if she got out of this mess, she’d never complain about him always wanting to know her whereabouts. She’d give him a detailed accounting every single day for their rest of their lives. 
 
    Being away from him, not knowing if he was okay, had convinced her of one thing. Mason was it for her. She couldn’t imagine her life without him. That much, she was sure of. 
 
    She heard the heat kick on and sat up. Stumbling her way to the vent, she put her hands out, and sure enough, there was the first sign of air stirring to life. Granted, it was cold air, but it would warm up.  
 
    The bastard finally gave her heat. 
 
    When she heard him at the door, she didn’t bother going over there. The cut-out in the bottom of the door slid open, and more food was shoved through. This time it looked like a container of food. 
 
    And another note. 
 
    “Why won’t you talk to me?” she shouted. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Ray, is it you? Is that why you won’t talk to me? You know I’ll recognize your voice?” 
 
    Again, nothing but the stomping of his footsteps as he walked away from the door. 
 
    Please don’t let it be Ray. 
 
    She carefully made her way over to the food. Bob Evans. Meatloaf. She hated meatloaf, and Ray knew that. He wouldn’t…unless it was part of her punishment? If he wanted to make her sorry for ignoring him or picking Mason over him, he might go out of his way to make her stay miserable. Meatloaf would do it too. 
 
    But she ate it anyway. This time she didn’t get drowsy, so he hadn’t drugged her. The room was warming up too. She sat by the heat vent, one of the blankets wrapped around her, and ate with the plastic fork he’d provided. 
 
    Why wouldn’t he talk to her? 
 
    All this silence was starting to get to her. It was a type of torture all on its own. And it was working to wear her down. 
 
    She picked up the note when she put down the empty food container. 
 
      
 
    Hey, baby. 
 
    You’ve been such a good girl, you deserve some heat. You haven’t tried to escape, and you’ve stopped screaming. Get some rest, and I’ll check on you again tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    How did he know she hadn’t tried to escape? Or that she’d been screaming? That started last night. She got so upset, she just screamed and screamed, the sound bouncing back at her. 
 
    Standing, she surveyed the room. There weren’t any obvious cameras that she could see, but he had to have one here somewhere. 
 
    She made her way along each wall, scanning the ceilings. The hole was so tiny she almost missed it. But once she found it, she saw several at the base of the ceiling along each wall. Holes barely big enough to see, but more than big enough for tiny cameras. 
 
    He was watching her. 
 
    He’d seen her pull her pants down to relieve herself. 
 
    He was watching her. 
 
    “Bastard!” she shouted at the room, knowing he could probably hear her. Or at least see her, which was why she flipped him off just for good measure. 
 
    He was watching her.
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    It took another three days before Mason was awake for more than two or three minutes at a time. He kept getting upset, and the doctors kept him sedated so he could heal. 
 
    His parents had been here, and he sent them home. Neither of them would tell him about Josephine, and he was scared. 
 
    “Hey, brat.” Viktor sat down in the chair his father had occupied not half an hour ago. “How are you feeling today?” 
 
    “Like I got hit with a semi and dragged ten miles down the interstate,” he said dryly.  
 
    “How’s the movement? Can you lift your arms?” 
 
    Mason nodded. It was hard, but he could do it. Same with his legs. Standing might be a problem, however. He felt weak as a kitten. 
 
    “Where’s Jo? No one will tell me anything.” 
 
    Viktor let out a breath. “She’s missing.” 
 
    His heart stuttered, and his brain froze. Missing? 
 
    “Can you remember anything at all?” 
 
    “No. The last thing I remember is giving Jo her birthday cupcake, and then it all gets fuzzy. Tell me what the fuck happened.” 
 
    “Keith said you’d called him to come over, that it was an emergency. It took him about two hours to reach you, though. The roads were bad. He pulled up to the drive and found Gage sprawled out, lying in the snow beside the front porch.” 
 
    “Gage?” 
 
    “One of Jackson’s men.” 
 
    Mason nodded, not bothering to hide the wince. He had a perpetual headache. 
 
    “The front door was wide open, and he found you lying right inside, a bloody mess. He called 911 and then he called me. Someone beat the shit out of you with a pipe. They really went at your head. You had cranial bleeding, cracked skull, not to mention they had to remove your spleen. Fucker kicked you over and over. It’s a wonder your kidneys didn’t get damaged. I’m guessing he knocked you out with the pipe first, or you’d have fought back.” 
 
    Mason didn’t remember any of it. 
 
    “And Jo?” 
 
    “She was gone from the house. She’s the first person Keith looked for.” 
 
    “He took her.” 
 
    “Yeah, brat, he took her.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Counting today, she’s been missing for nine days.” 
 
    Mason started cussing, and his blood pressure spiked. 
 
    “Calm down, Mason. If you don’t relax, they’ll knock you out again. You’re healing from major injuries.” 
 
    “I need out of here. I have to go find her.” 
 
    “No, you’re going to keep your ass right where it’s at.” Viktor laid a gentle hand on his chest. “You can barely sit up. The doctor said you’re going to have to relearn to walk, at a minimum. You’re in no shape to go anywhere.” 
 
    “I can’t just sit here while that bastard has her!” 
 
    “Yes, you can.” Kade came into the room. “I know what you’re going through better than anyone. Angel was taken twice. I had to sit there and let the people around me work so we could find her. And we are working, Mason. I’ve got every single person in our firm working on this. I pulled everyone from their assignments.” 
 
    “I called Conner. He’s on his way back from Chicago. Took me several days to get in touch with him, but he’s coming home. He can track anyone, Mason.” 
 
    Viktor was right. If anyone could find her, it was Conner. 
 
    But sitting here, helpless? He wasn’t sure he could take that either. 
 
    “What do the police know?” 
 
    “Forensically, nothing. I had the firm go over Dimitri’s security feed. We see the guy walk up to the door, but his face is covered in a ski mask. We saw him hit you, and then he went inside. We switched to the inside cameras, but there isn’t a really good one at the angle you fell, so we didn’t see that much. He came back out twenty minutes later, carrying Jo over his shoulder. He didn’t get into a car. He walked into the woods. I’m assuming he had a car waiting on the next street over, as you can cut through the woods and come out on the other side of the neighborhood.” 
 
    “We need a better fucking compound. One with walls.” 
 
    “I’m agreeing with you there, brat. We’ve already talked about it. Having each other close is great, but we need better security than our neighborhood currently provides. We’re discussing options.” 
 
    “The police will be by this morning,” Kade told him. “I kept them away as long as I can, but they need to question you.” 
 
    “I don’t remember shit.” 
 
    “I know, and the doctors aren’t surprised at your memory loss, given the brain injury. It might come back, but don’t push it. You can do more damage if you do.” 
 
    Mason wanted to beat his hand against the headboard, but lifting it proved to be too hard, and he collapsed back against the pillow. “Fuck me.” 
 
    “We’re on it, Mason. I swear to you we’re going to find her.” 
 
    “Where’s Keith?” 
 
    “He’s downstairs asleep in the waiting room. He hasn’t been getting much sleep, and I told his sister to leave him alone.” 
 
    “He has to be pissed at me. I let his sister get taken.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. You got the shit beat out of you. That’s not letting her get taken.” 
 
    Mason disagreed. He should have seen this coming. The guy’s texts had escalated… 
 
    “The texts. Did they dump her phone?” 
 
    “Yes, the police did. Why? 
 
    “The texts. We were in the bathroom, and I dropped her phone.” He stopped, trying to remember. “She had a ton of missed messages from an unknown caller. They went from happy birthday to some really nasty ones. They escalated.” 
 
    Viktor nodded. “Mrs. Maxwell told me. The police aren’t really telling us much, but Jo’s parents are keeping us in the loop.” 
 
    “Why aren’t they telling you anything?” 
 
    “I’m guessing Detective Harper has something to do with that. He’s not happy about your lack of cooperation in his investigation.” 
 
    “He tried to accuse me and Jo of stealing that money.” 
 
    “Calm down.” Kade pointed to the monitor. “That number gets any higher, and an alarm will go off. The nurse will come in, shoo us out, and maybe give you another sedative. If we want to find Jo, you need to be calm and let us work.” 
 
    “Would you be calm if it were Angel?” 
 
    Kade’s nostrils flared, and Mason felt awful. Angel had been in danger more times than any woman should. He didn’t need to remind Kade of that. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m just scared shitless.” 
 
    “I know you are.” Kade took several deep breaths. “We need to try to figure this out.” 
 
    “Did you locate Ray?” 
 
    “Not yet. I have Dylan running his background check. There seem to be some juvenile records that are sealed. They’re proving difficult to unseal.” 
 
    “What?” Ray fucking had a record? 
 
    “I shouldn’t have told him to let it drop before.” Viktor looked down, shame stamped on his face. “I thought it was over when she dumped him. If I’d gotten the information then, we might have been able to take precautions.” 
 
    “You think it’s him?” 
 
    Kade frowned. “Right now, that’s how it looks, given we can’t find him.” 
 
    “Are the police looking for him?” 
 
    “Yes. Keith made sure of that. He even did an interview with the local station calling Ray out as a main suspect, forcing the police to pay attention.” 
 
    “Your idea?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Dimitri’s. He’s taken to social media and has his millions of followers looking for him. Sara has been keeping up with her Twitter and Facebook, splashing Jo’s and Ray’s pictures all over feeds as well. The police aren’t happy, but they weren’t taking us seriously about Ray.” 
 
    That was good. The more people looking for her, the better. Why did all the women in his family get hurt? 
 
    “We’re cursed.” 
 
    “Cursed?” Kade cocked his head. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Look at the evidence. Lily got kidnapped and almost killed in a high-speed chase. Angel got kidnapped by a psycho twice. Becca got locked in the bathroom with one of Dimitri’s obsessed exes. Sara got beat and held hostage at gunpoint by her ex, and now Jo has been taken. We. Are. Cursed.” 
 
    Both his brothers stared at him. There wasn’t any argument against that logic. They were all fucking cursed, and their women paid for it. 
 
    Not long after that, the police came and asked their questions, most of which Mason couldn’t answer. At least this detective wasn’t as belligerent and accusing as Harper. Granted, Mason was lying here with a bandage around his head from surgery and more bruises than could be counted. He’d have a scar on his cheek from where the pipe had busted it open. 
 
    They wouldn’t tell him anything about Jo. He told them he was her fucking fiancé and they had better start talking, which only made them close up even more. 
 
    Once they left, Kade made a few calls. 
 
    And Mason’s fear and anger intermingled until he couldn’t tell where one began and the other left off. 
 
    A knock on the door disturbed the hushed quiet of the room. Dimitri and Nikoli came in, Mateo and Delia with them. Delia ran right for him, and Mason grunted when the girl landed on top of him. 
 
    “Malyshka, Uncle Mason is sick. You can’t be manhandling him.” Viktor tried to pull his daughter off Mason, but the little girl wasn’t budging. 
 
    “Hey, Peach.” Mason grinned down at the little girl, trying to show her he was okay. Tears were streaming down her face. 
 
    “You wouldn’t wake up.” 
 
    “I had to sleep for a little while so my brain could heal.” 
 
    “Are you healed, Tio?” Mateo, Kade’s son, peered at him from where he stood next to the bed. Unlike his cousin, he stayed reserved, cautious. And it broke Mason’s heart every time. 
 
    He’d been raised and abused by the Mexican cartel Kade had worked to take down. He’d killed the brother of the head of it, and that man in turn had taken Mateo, forcing the hospital staff to tell Angel and his brother the boy had died, being born at only twenty weeks’ gestation. 
 
    And as much love and care as the Kincaids gave the boy, he’d bear scars from that time for the rest of his life, and there was nothing they could do about that. 
 
    “I’m getting there, kiddo.” 
 
    “You promise?” Mateo chewed at his lip, a sign they’d come to realize meant he was stressed out beyond the point of no return. 
 
    “Come here, kid.” Mason patted the bed beside him. “I can’t really lift my arms right now, but get your ass up here.” 
 
    “Language,” Viktor scolded, but no one paid him any mind. He had a thing about cussing in front of women and children, but they all liked to point out he did it anyway. 
 
    Mateo climbed up and sat on the bed beside him, his bright green eyes intense. 
 
    “Let me tell you something, and you can take this to the bank. It takes more than an asshat with a pipe to take me down. I’m hurt, but I’m getting better, and when I get out of this bed, I’m going to hunt him down.” 
 
    “And kill him.” Mateo’s soft words were accented by the coldness that entered his eyes. It scared the hell out Mason. 
 
    “No, Mateo. We don’t kill people. That’s wrong. I’m going to beat the shit out of him, though.” 
 
    “He hurt you. He hurt Jo. Why is killing him wrong? Tio Tomás always killed those who hurt him.” 
 
    Tomás happened to be the fucker who’d stolen him, and Mason beat back his rage at the man’s name. 
 
    “We don’t kill unless it’s necessary.” 
 
    They all turned to see Conner standing there, his jeans and polo shirt looking worn, like he hadn’t changed his clothes in days. 
 
    He came into the room, stopping to drop a kiss on Mateo’s and Delia’s heads. “You look like shit, brat.” 
 
    “Thank you, wiseass.” 
 
    Viktor and Conner, while identical twins, were so dissimilar these days, it was easy to tell them apart. Conner’s hair had grown out until it was shaggy, the black glinting blue in the sun streaming in from the windows. He was leaner than Viktor, but somehow he seemed bigger. Maybe it was the dangerous vibe he gave off. 
 
    The vibe that had Delia pressed so tight against Mason, it felt like she was trying melt into him and hide. Not that he could blame her. Conner scared her, and after having lived with an abusive sperm donor for the first six years of her life, he understood the fear. 
 
    “Hello, malyshka.” Conner dropped down in a chair and gave Delia his full attention. “Your papa tells me you want to give Mason a perm.” 
 
    She nodded, watching Conner warily. 
 
    “I think we need to dye his hair pink first.” 
 
    That tugged a grin out of her. “And purple.” 
 
    “Why not rainbow hair?” Conner winked at her, and she giggled, starting to relax. 
 
    “Come on!” Mason groaned out loud, imagining it. He’d do it too, dammit. 
 
    “Mateo, is your mama outside?” 
 
    “Sí, Papa. She is talking to Aunt Lily.” 
 
    “Why don’t you and Delia go ask them to take you for ice cream? We need to talk to Uncle Mason alone.” 
 
    Mateo nodded and jumped down, lithe as a cat. The kid could move almost as quietly as Conner. Delia didn’t move so fast. She climbed up Mason until she was staring in him in the eye. “Don’t go to sleep and not wake up, ’kay?” 
 
    “You got it, Princess Peach.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I swear it.” 
 
    “Pinkie swear?” 
 
    “I can’t lift my hand up that far yet, Peach, but I pinky swear. You can just pretend I moved my pinkie.” 
 
    She gave him a sloppy kiss before getting down. “Don’t let him go to sleep that long again, Papa!” 
 
    Dimitri laughed when the two of them raced out of the room. “I swear, I think they’ve grown a foot since I saw them last month.” 
 
    Dimitri looked more like their mother than he did the rest of the Kincaid men. He’d inherited enough of his father’s features to say he was related, but all that blond hair and blue eyes made him stand out like a sore thumb in a room full of dark haired, black eyed men. Fucker was the odd one out. 
 
    And Dimitri brought all the fear racing back. The kids had distracted him for a few minutes, but Jo was never far from his mind. 
 
    “Conner, I can’t fucking move. I’m trusting you to find my girl.” 
 
    “I will.” Conner leaned back, that same cold look that had been in his nephew’s eyes filling his. And in Conner, it didn’t just scare Mason shitless. It terrified him. 
 
    “I just got off the phone with Max. He said he’s close to finding Ray. Picked up his trail in Texas. Isn’t that where he’s from originally?” 
 
    Mason shrugged. He had no idea where Ray was from. “Talk to Keith. He’ll know.” 
 
    “Mason.” Conner leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I need you to think. Is there anything you can remember from that night before you were attacked? Anything that might have seemed unusual or strange? Gave you a weird feeling?” 
 
    Mason frowned but let his thoughts drift back to that night. It was all such a blur. 
 
    “Close your eyes, brat,” Kade told him. “Tell me about that night. The sounds, the smells. Everything from the moment you left the police station until you blacked out. Don’t think about it, just start to talk.” 
 
    Mason knew what his brother was doing. He’d seen him do it before. If you could get a witness talking and reliving the moment, details came back to them. Details they’d forgotten. 
 
    So he did what his brother asked of him. He closed his eyes and zeroed in on the memory he sought. The clearest one he had from that night. 
 
    “I stopped at a gas station to find her some kind of cake. I ended up with a cupcake. They had birthday candles. It was odd they’d have birthday candles, but I figured I wasn’t the only one who needed to make amends at all hours of the day and night, you know? I drove to Dimitri’s. The heat was off. I remember thinking I was going to beat his ass for even thinking about bringing my girls into a freezing house.” 
 
    He heard Dimitri make a rude noise, but he didn’t say anything to interrupt Mason. 
 
    “I got Jo bundled up on the couch and turned the heat on. Then I gave her the birthday cupcake complete with candle. She was so happy. She giggled. I love that sound more than anything else.” Mason’s voice cracked. God, was she hurt? Was she scared? 
 
    “Focus, Mason.” Kade pulled his attention back to the matter at hand. “You gave her a cupcake. What else?” 
 
    “We went upstairs to take a shower. It had been a long day, and I thought it might help ease some of the tension. Only I dropped her phone, and I was afraid I might have broken it when it bounced on the tile, so she swiped it and found dozens of missed messages from an unknown caller.” 
 
    Messages…there was something important there. 
 
    “The police are looking into those.” 
 
    Mason frowned, thinking. What was it about those messages? 
 
    “Mason? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The messages…there was something about the messages.” 
 
    “Relax,” Kade whispered. “Breathe and relax. Tell me about the messages.” 
 
    “They started out almost friendly, wishing her a happy birthday, but they got more and more nasty. The fucker started to leave some really fucking nasty ones, threatening her. Asking why she was at the police station, who the men were she was with.” 
 
    “How did he know she was at the police station?” Dimitri asked. The writer in him was picking up on details faster than anyone else. “And how did he know you were sitting with people?” 
 
    “That,” Mason said, his eyes springing open. “That’s why those messages are important. He knew she was at the police station and that she was playing poker with me, Nik, and you, Kade. He knew it.” 
 
    “Motherfucker,” Viktor swore. 
 
    More and more of it came back to him. “I told her to get dressed and get under the covers because it was still so cold. I called Keith and asked him to come over. I wanted more than just me there. He was watching us, and when she screamed, I knew I was right.” 
 
    “She screamed?” Kade prompted. 
 
    “I ran back in the room. She’d thrown her phone. The guy texted her to say she looked beautiful under the covers.” 
 
    “He was using the camera on her phone.” 
 
    Mason nodded. “He must have heard me talking about Jackson having a guy outside. That’s why he knew to take him out first.” 
 
    “He fucking spied on her using her own camera?” Nikoli’s voice went really soft. He hated fuckers who did shady shit like that. 
 
    Kade was already on the phone demanding to speak with Lang. He stepped outside. Maybe the police would take them seriously. 
 
    “Don’t count on it,” Conner muttered, reading his expression. “Police are mostly useless. That’s why there are security firms like KSI.” 
 
    “Then how do we find her?” 
 
    “We hack her phone.” Nik nodded. “I have a friend who works in the property clerk’s office. Let me see what I can do.” Nik stepped out in the hallway too. 
 
    “I’m here, Mason,” Conner reassured him. “Trust me to find her.” 
 
    “What if she’s hurt or…dead?” 
 
    “Then I’ll kill the fucker who killed her.” Conner’s statement was so matter-of-fact it shook Mason to his core. 
 
    “No, Conner. No more killing. Whatever shit you’re doing is taking you from us again. I won’t add to that. I want my brother back.” 
 
    “Are you working for the military again?” Viktor asked point-blank. 
 
    Conner’s expression closed off so fast, it was almost comical. “That’s classified, and you know it, Viktor.” 
 
    Viktor started swearing and stood so fast, the chair he’d been sitting in fell over. “What the fuck? You promised me you weren’t doing that shit anymore.” 
 
    Conner just stared at him, unblinking. 
 
    Mason didn’t want the fight, and he didn’t have time for it. 
 
    “We’ll deal with Conner’s shit later. Right now, we have to find Jo.” 
 
    Viktor turned away, and Conner didn’t say a word. The two of them would have it out later, and it wouldn’t fucking matter. Conner was working for the military again. He’d go back to that dark place, and they’d lose him. 
 
    But he’d worry about that after he found his girl. 
 
    “I’m in!” Nikoli came flying back in. “Barney told me he’d smuggle the phone out for me. They’ve already done everything they’re going to with it, so it shouldn’t matter.”  
 
    “Then what the fuck are you waiting for?” Conner barked. “Go get it.” 
 
    “I need my laptop, the one I built.” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Kade offered, coming back in. “I left a message for Lang, but I don’t know if he’ll take my call.” 
 
    “I thought KSI was tight with the NYPD?” Mason didn’t like any of this. Without the police on their side, they didn’t stand a chance of finding her. 
 
    “We are with a lot of departments, but it seems white collar has shut us out of everything, and some of the people we know are afraid of pissing them off. They have clout with the brass.” 
 
    “And KSI doesn’t?” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah, we do. I have a lunch scheduled with the police commissioner in about an hour. I’m damn sick of being shut out because one asshole has a hard-on for nailing Mason for a fucking crime he didn’t commit.” 
 
    “The fuck you talking about?” Conner snarled. 
 
    Viktor filled him in on the frat business while Kade and Nik left to go collect a phone and laptop. 
 
    “I leave for two fucking weeks, and you wind up arrested for embezzlement?” Conner ground out when Viktor had finished. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t arrested. Held for questioning after I agreed to come in and help the fuckers out.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that shit. You know who did it?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it was the fuckers I got arrested for assaulting Jo’s best friend on frat property.” 
 
    Viktor and Conner both swiveled their heads to look at him, and for once, they really were identical twins. It was the expressions they wore. Fury tinged with the promise of pain. 
 
    “I’ll get it sorted.” Conner nodded. “I’ll be back by dark, brat. Try to stay out of jail until then.” 
 
    Viktor watched him go, his eyes shifting to worried. 
 
    “I don’t like it, Mason. If he’s back in, then he’s killing again. And every life he takes, it takes him farther from us.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We can’t let him go there again.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We’ll find her.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    God, he hoped so. 
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    Jo sat on the bed. It had been three days since her captor had been back, but at least he’d left the heat on, if only enough to keep her from freezing to death. She was still cold. He’d drugged her twice more since that first night. She’d woken up with fresh clothes, water, and her piss bucket emptied. 
 
    But now she was starting to worry he’d forgotten about her. Her water was running low. And she was sick. Her face felt hot, so a fever was a definite possibility. The runny nose and sneezing started yesterday, and now she was coughing.  
 
    The one thing she was grateful for was that he hadn’t come in and tried to rape her. He never so much as spoke to her. He left her notes occasionally, but that was all. But she knew that was coming. It had to be. Those texts he sent her flashed into her mind. He’d been obsessed. 
 
    The longer she stayed here, the more likely she was to get raped or killed when he grew tired of her. Maybe he’d already done so and just left her here to starve to death. 
 
    Or die of pneumonia. 
 
    Ten days. That was how long she’d been here. Ten days of not knowing anything, of having no one to talk to but herself. Ten days of being terrified. Ten days of being watched. 
 
    She’d talk to the cameras some days, demand he talk to her or let her go. Ask him what he wanted. 
 
    But all she ever got in return was silence. 
 
    She had to get out of here, but how? 
 
    The door was off limits. She’d almost dislocated her shoulder yesterday trying to break it down. She wouldn’t try that again. It was too sturdy. Probably built when the house had been, and it looked to be an old house. 
 
    She went back to the window. Jumping would result in her breaking her neck or multiple broken bones. Three stories up was too high. This had to be an attic room. 
 
    So, where did that leave her? 
 
    Nowhere. 
 
    She stared at the clouds. They looked thick and heavy. Probably more snow. The ground was covered in snow. And it was cold. She’d opened the window earlier to see. 
 
    That was why the snow on the ground wasn’t melting. It was still too cold for that. 
 
    And where was Mason? He should have found her by now. 
 
    She sank down on the floor and cried. It was the first time she’d cried since she’d been trapped here. She hurt. Her heart ached, and she was so scared.  
 
    The quiet was doing a number on her head. It broke her down in ways she didn’t even know were possible. But she was finally starting to feel close to giving up. 
 
    So she cried and prayed and cried some more. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nikoli sat in a chair with his laptop in his lap, Jo’s phone connected to it. He was working quietly, while the rest of them sat and waited. It had taken Nik all day yesterday to find the program on her phone. It was hidden so well he’d almost given up, but between his tricks and Mason’s, they’d found it. 
 
    Now Nik was working on back hacking the hacker from her phone. It was the only shot they had of finding her. 
 
    Conner was reading through the file Dylan had put together. They came to find out asshat Ray had been arrested for stalking another girl when he was fourteen. It had gone to juvenile court, and he hadn’t served a day in jail for it. His parents had moved to California as soon as his community service hours were completed. Community service for fucking stalking a girl two years younger than he was. 
 
    Fucker. 
 
    The only thing keeping him sane was the physical therapy that started yesterday. It exhausted him, but he knew it was necessary. His whole body ached from the effort, but he’d managed to raise his hand four inches and hold it. While he’d only been able to do it for less than a minute, it was the most progress he’d made in days. Who the fuck knew a brain injury caused so many fucking problems? 
 
    Kade came in, looking defeated. 
 
    “What is it?” Fear clenched his insides. Please don’t tell me she’s dead, please. 
 
    “Max found Ray. He’s in Texas with his uncle. He’s been there for months. He didn’t take her.” 
 
    “Then who the fuck did?” Mason shouted, his frustration welling up. “Who fucking has her?” 
 
    The only sound was Nikoli clacking away on the keyboard. 
 
    “Mason, did anyone but Jo touch the note in the original box she received?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    Conner shuffled a few papers around. “Because there are prints on it that aren’t hers. They belong to…” 
 
    “Sean McPhee,” Nikoli finished for him, a smug sense of satisfaction purring through his tone. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Who the fuck was Sean McPhee? 
 
    “The security guard who works at her hospital. The one who brought the package to her in the first place. The one who ‘rescued’ her in the hallway.” Kade grinned. “We got the motherfucker.” 
 
    “Then go get the motherfucker and bring me my girl.” 
 
    “We need to call Lang.” Kade took out his phone and called the detective, who actually answered his phone. Seemed Kade’s lunch with the commissioner did some good. He explained what Conner found in the report but failed to mention Nik’s hacking. The detective agreed it was a lead, and Kade told him he’d meet him at the station. 
 
    “She’ll be here soon, Mason. We got her.” 
 
    “Nik, find out everything there is to know about him.” Conner kept his eyes on the file, reading. “If this fucker is as crazy as I think he is, he’s not going to tell us where he’s keeping Jo. He’ll let her die before he tells us what we need to find her. I’m not taking that chance on my sestra’s life.” 
 
    His sister. 
 
    All the brothers had taken to calling her that. She was their sister, and they’d fight as hard for her as they did for any of the other women. 
 
    Nik nodded and went back to typing. 
 
    Kade took off for the police station, while Nik worked quietly and Conner read and reread every word in the file. 
 
    Viktor called and interrupted the silence. “The cops came to the hospital, but McPhee isn’t working today. They’re getting a warrant for his apartment now.” 
 
    Mason thanked his brother and tried to keep breathing. 
 
    Being stuck here in this damn bed was killing him. His girl was in danger, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. 
 
    Wetness hit his cheeks, and he turned his face away from his brothers, not wanting them to see him break down. Men weren’t supposed to cry. That was what his Papa taught him. 
 
    “Mason.” 
 
    “What?” he answered Conner. 
 
    “It’s okay to feel what you’re feeling. I’ve been there. There’s nothing worse than being helpless, unable to move to help the person you love.” 
 
    Mason looked at his brother, as did Nikoli. There was an honest brutality in his expression, a pain so raw and deep, it took Mason’s breath away. Somehow, somewhere, his brother had lost the person he loved, and the wound ate at him. How had they never seen this before? 
 
    “I can’t tell you not to worry, because this might end up on the wrong side of right, but I’ll be here for you if it does. We all will.” 
 
    Mason’s hand flexed, and Conner gripped it. 
 
    “I’m sorry for whoever you lost, Conner.” 
 
    Conner nodded and squeezed his hand. “No matter what, I’ll bring her to you. You’ll get to hold her, even if we have to bury her. I promise.” 
 
    Had he not been able to hold the woman he loved before he had to bury her? Or man? Conner was into both men and women, much to most of his family’s discomfort. Not Mason, though. If he loved someone, man or woman, Mason would be grateful. Conner needed all the love he could get. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Conner nodded. “I found the little shits who stole the money. They agreed to confess.” 
 
    “How did you get them to agree to that?” 
 
    Conner grinned, the pain of minutes before replaced by that same cold glint that seemed to be prevalent these days. 
 
    “Don’t ask questions about things you don’t want to be liable for knowing, should police ask.” 
 
    Probably best he didn’t know, all things considered. 
 
    Minutes ticked by, turning into hours, with no word from Kade or Viktor. His family kept up a revolving door. Jo’s parents came to see him. They were a little skittish around Conner, but then everyone was. Mason filled them in on what they knew, and they’d gone to the hospital chapel to pray. He’d been doing a lot of that himself. 
 
    Viktor called around ten p.m. It was snowing again. What if she was out in the cold? She hated the cold. 
 
    “He isn’t at home. The police have an APB out on him, and I’ve got Max tracking him. He got back from Texas about half an hour ago and has started looking for McPhee.” 
 
    “I got it.” Nik looked up, his eyes bloodshot. He’d been glued to his laptop since yesterday. “Fucking public records.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “His grandparents owned an old farmhouse about eighty miles outside the city. It’s still in the family, but it’s been abandoned for at least ten years.” 
 
    “Text me the address.” Conner stood, picking up the duffel he hadn’t let out of his sight since he stepped into the hospital room. “I’ll bring her back.” 
 
    “I’m counting on you.” 
 
    Conner gave him a half-smile. “Always.” 
 
    Then he was gone, leaving Mason nothing to do but wait and pray. 
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    Jo huddled under the blanket. The temperature outside had dropped rapidly, making the small amount of heat she’d been left with almost nonexistent. She’d be glad if he came back, just for something to eat. Her water ran out earlier, and her stomach’s rumbling was a constant companion. She was cold, hungry, and exhausted. 
 
    The moon was obscured by the snow clouds, so there wasn’t even any light which was why she was still in bed instead of walking. She was afraid she’d fall and hurt herself, and then where would she be? Worse off than she was right now. 
 
    It had been days since he’d been back. Where was he? Did he forget about her? Jo blinked, trying to stay awake. Even in her exhausted state, she knew she could slip into hypothermia and die in her sleep, so she fought to stay awake. 
 
    But what good did it do, anyway? She was here, and no one knew where she was. Or who had her. 
 
    Was Mason looking for her? 
 
    God, she hoped so. 
 
    Then she chastised herself for those thoughts. Mason would look for her to the ends of the Earth and back a million times if that was what it took to find her. 
 
    But would he find her alive, and not dead from exposure or starvation? 
 
    Stop it, she told herself. Don’t think like that. Someone would find her. 
 
    But what if they didn’t? 
 
    Frustrated, she threw the blankets off and stumbled to the window where she could at least look outside. Snow was coming down in heavy sheets, layering the already foot-high snowfall below. 
 
    She wasn’t going to die here, dammit. 
 
    Okay. How was she going to get out? 
 
    She studied the roofline. She was in the attic, and the window stuck up out of the roof. If she climbed out on the roof, she might be able to move around and find a way down. 
 
    The fact she was even considering this showcased how desperate she was. With her lack of agility, it was a sure death sentence, but she’d rather fall and die than slowly starve to death. 
 
    Or she could freeze to death even if she made it down. 
 
    But at this point, she was willing to do it. 
 
    Opening the window, she took a deep breath and crawled outside. The wind was rough, and it knocked her back, causing her to lose her footing. She slid down a few inches, and it scared her. It would be easy to go back inside. 
 
    It was what she’d been doing for days. In all honesty, she should have done this a long time ago and not in the middle of a storm, but she was just done with it all. She could save herself. She could. 
 
    Scooting along the roofline, she edged her way toward the front porch, hoping there’d be a railing she could use to work her way down. And much to her good luck, there was. Except how was she supposed to get down with one hand? Casts did not make for good climbing companions, with snow and wind making it that much harder. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    She raised her face to the sky and shook her head. Why, oh, why did it have to snow when she got desperate enough to try to escape? 
 
    “What are you doing up there, JoJo?” 
 
    She looked down to see a man standing below her. He was dressed warmly against the snow, including a full ski mask to protect his face from the snow and the wind. 
 
    This had to be her captor. He’d called her JoJo. He was also too tall to be Ray. Ray, she could have talked to, reasoned with, but a stranger? She had no idea what he was capable of. 
 
    “Trying to get down.” 
 
    He shook his head and went around the house. He came back a minute later carrying a ladder. “Come down before you get hurt.” 
 
    She debated, but going back wasn’t an option. She’d fall. She’d almost fallen several times just to get here. But would playing along with him cause her even more harm? He was crazy. 
 
    He tilted his head. “There’s no way to leave, JoJo. We’re thirty miles from the nearest town. If you run, you’ll freeze to death with no coat out there in the snow. It’s almost six degrees right now. We have an arctic blast passing through.” 
 
    She had to go and try this on the worst night of the year, didn’t she? 
 
    “Come on, I brought you food.” 
 
    Her stomach grumbled. It was amazing what a person would do when offered food after practically starving to death. 
 
    She climbed down the ladder he held in place. 
 
    “See, was that so hard?” She could hear the smile in his voice. He sounded familiar too. He took her good arm and led her back into the house, for which he had a key. 
 
    He had to have a car here somewhere, but she didn’t see it. He’d already been inside because the kitchen table was piled high with Walmart bags. Stuffed full of groceries. 
 
    “I got you some fresh clothes too.” He stopped and turned the thermostat up. “You can have a shower if you want as well.” 
 
    Why was he being so nice? So accommodating? 
 
    He pulled off his coat, but he kept the ski mask in place.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, eyeing the bag of chips sticking up out of one of the bags. 
 
    He picked something up off the stove and held it out to her. She snatched the Wendy’s bag out of his hand and dug into it. A cheeseburger and fries. She wasted no time in shoving some fries into her mouth. 
 
    He chuckled and handed her a large drink. “It’s Coke. Your favorite, right?” 
 
    She nodded and accepted the drink and took a long pull off the straw, trying to look around without appearing to. If he thought she was going to run, she had no doubt he’d lock her back up. Right now, she was free and able to check out her surroundings. 
 
    Think of it like a game. A battle royale. He was the enemy, and she had to find the weapons first. 
 
    There were no knives anywhere that she could see. Chances were this place hadn’t been lived in for a long time, judging from all the dust coating every surface. 
 
    She sat at the table and casually glanced at what she could see in the bags. Lots of canned and boxed food, but no perishables. Probably because she saw no working fridge. 
 
    “Can I have a Pop-Tart?” 
 
    He nodded and started unpacking bags, but he never turned his back on her. He kept an eye trained on her at all times. 
 
    She leaned over and snagged the cherry Pop-Tarts—her favorites. But she also saw a box of condoms in the bag. A large box, and just like that, all the calm she’d managed to gain went out the proverbial window. 
 
    Jo forced herself to open the box and take one of the packages out. “There’s a lot of food here.” 
 
    Just keep him talking until you can figure a way out of this. She had no intention of getting raped tonight. 
 
    “Yes. I stocked up since we’ll be here a while.” 
 
    “You’re staying this time?” 
 
    “Yes. I had to tie up a few loose ends, but now I’m all yours.” He winked, and she fought the cringe that tried to surface. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “You don’t know it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You accused me of knowing who you were. That’s why you thought I was at the police station.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “No. I was there being questioned about embezzlement.” 
 
    That got his attention. “Embezzlement?” 
 
    “Someone stole money from my boyfriend’s fraternity then transferred it to his account and then into mine. The police were questioning us about it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it took me so long to get back.” He went back to unpacking the bags. “I know you were short on water, but I had things that had to be done.” 
 
    “I understand.” The back door was behind him, and the front door wasn’t going to help her either. It required running, and as exhausted as she was, she’d probably fall and break a leg. 
 
    How the hell was she going to get away? 
 
    She took another drink from her Coke. Her eyes scanned every inch of the room. 
 
    “There isn’t anywhere to go.” 
 
    The words were spoken so softly, she would have missed them if she wasn’t hyperaware right now. But the chilling note was not to be missed. 
 
    “It’s snowing outside, and the temperature would cause me to freeze to death in a few hours. With my luck, I’d fall and cause myself serious injury, making my escape a moot point, anyway. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “Just clumsy.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me your name.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, you know mine. Don’t you think it would be polite if I knew yours?” 
 
    He ignored her. 
 
    She munched on a fry. 
 
    “It won’t work.” 
 
    “What won’t?” 
 
    “Trying to keep me talking, to make yourself more human to me so I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “You plan on hurting me?” 
 
    “Not if you don’t make me.” He turned and leaned against the counter, facing her. “Are you going to make me hurt you?” 
 
    “I guess that depends,” she said nervously. 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On what you plan on trying to make me do.” 
 
    He was smiling. He might have been wearing a full-face mask, but he was grinning. Like a creeper. 
 
    And that was what this man was. A creeper who stalked women and then kidnapped them, starved them, left them alone for days on end with nothing but silence to wear them down. 
 
    He was crazy. 
 
    “You and I are going to get acquainted, JoJo. You’re going to learn everything that makes me happy, and you’re going to do what I tell you to. If you do that, then I won’t have to hurt you.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “But should you disobey me, I will be forced to punish you. And trust me when I tell you, I love punishments. You? I’ll guarantee, not so much.” 
 
    Every word out of his mouth clenched and twisted her stomach into more knots than she thought possible. Fear slithered up her spine and choked her lungs. It squeezed around her throat, cutting off her air. 
 
    “Breathe, baby.” He came over, and she flinched when he ran a hand down her cheek. “Just be a good girl, and you will have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    It sounded wrong for anyone but Mason to call her that. 
 
    “The first time I saw you, I knew you and I were fated. Then I discovered you had a YouTube channel, and it gave me the opportunity to get to know you.” 
 
    “So you weren’t a fan, then?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I came to visit my brother at the hospital and met you.” 
 
    “Your brother?” 
 
    “Sean McPhee.” 
 
    “Sean from security?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m Peter.” 
 
    “Peter.” She’d said hello to him once when Sean was giving him a tour, but that was it. She could barely remember it, let alone him. But at least she now understood why he sounded familiar. He reminded her of Sean, who she did know quite well. 
 
    “Come on, JoJo, let’s get you cleaned up. You stink.” 
 
    He took her by the arm and started to lead her up the stairs. 
 
    She was on borrowed time, and she knew it, so how the hell was she going to get out of this? 
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    Peter opened a small door and took out towels and a washcloth, which he handed her before leading her toward the only other door that was open upstairs.  
 
    The bathroom wasn’t filthy. It was clean and looked like it had been used recently, complete with a bar of soap. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m going to let you shower by yourself. You really do stink.” 
 
    She should be offended, but her mind was already trying to figure out a way to escape. 
 
    “I’ll be right outside the door.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you.” It killed her to say that, but she did, knowing she had to stay on his good side. 
 
    He nodded and closed the door behind him. She turned on the shower, and then she used the toilet, her entire body on alert in case he decided to come in. Should she take a shower? 
 
    If she didn’t, he’d probably come in here and bathe her himself. 
 
    Before she did that, though, she opened the bathroom cabinet under the sink. There were some household cleaners, a few rags. She was about to close the door when the glint of metal caught her eye. 
 
    She stooped and moved the dirty rags out of the way. It was a nail. Why couldn’t it have been a knife or a screwdriver? It was a nail. A rusty nail, but a nail. 
 
    And it was all she had, so she’d take it. 
 
    She stripped and stepped into the hot shower. The heat stung for a moment, but she almost moaned when she started to get warm for the first time in days. 
 
    As much as she enjoyed the heat, she hurried through her shower. She kept the nail clutched tightly in her hand and was glad of it when she heard the door open.  
 
    She froze. 
 
    Naked and wet. 
 
    Vulnerable. 
 
    “Peter?” 
 
    “Yes?” She heard him moving around, and she clutched the nail tighter. If he so much as tried to open the curtain, she was going to stab him. 
 
    “I thought you said I could shower by myself.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Then why are you in here?” 
 
    “I never said I wouldn’t watch.” 
 
    She was going to stab him in the eye. 
 
    “I’m just leaving you some clean clothes,” he said when she didn’t reply. “I’ll wash your clothes for you later.” 
 
    She didn’t breathe until the door closed, and she peeked out to make sure she was alone. 
 
    Fresh pajamas—flannel, from the look of them—lay folded on the sink, the tags still attached. It was a good thing she hadn’t tried to hide the nail in her jeans since said jeans were now gone. 
 
    Now she was afraid to get out in case Peter decided to come back, but the longer she stayed in here, the more likely he’d get curious. Instead of cutting the water off, she left it running while she quickly dried off and yanked the pajamas on. He hadn’t left her any kind of underwear, and hers were too nasty to put back on even if they had still been in here.  
 
    Again, she felt exposed. 
 
    A girl didn’t go around without panties and a bra in front of strange men. In her own room? Sure, but not in front of a crazy man who had a very large box of condoms. 
 
    After pulling on the new pair of socks and her shoes, she turned off the water. The rusty nail went in the breast pocket on her pajama top. She couldn’t walk out holding it, and that was her only hiding spot. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she opened the door, grateful the heat was on full blast. Peter leaned against the wall, waiting for her. He’d removed his ski mask. He wasn’t planning on her ever leaving this house. 
 
    She took a moment to study him. He didn’t really look like Sean, the security guard from the hospital, who had a full head of red hair and Irish green eyes. This guy had dull brown hair and mud colored eyes. He was ordinary; he’d blend in. Which was why she probably hadn’t noticed him at the hospital. But when he spoke, he did sound a little like his brother.  
 
    “You took your mask off.” 
 
    He nodded. “I did.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You know my name, so why not?” He pushed off the wall and took her hand. “Come on, let’s go downstairs. I need to finish putting the food away, and you need to finish eating. You have to be starving. The stink got to me, or I’d have let you eat first.” 
 
    Rude. 
 
    She allowed him to lead her back into the kitchen, and she sat down. Her food was where she’d left it, and she picked up her burger. It was more than cold, but her stomach didn’t care. 
 
    “So, what now?” she asked, trying to suss out his intentions. 
 
    “Now you finish your meal, and then we get to know each other.” 
 
    She stopped chewing. Get to know each other? She took several big gulps of her drink. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting all week, JoJo, and now we have as much time as we need to learn all about each other.” 
 
    “I…” She swallowed the food and blinked. Her head was getting a little fuzzy.  
 
    “I thought you might be a bit nervous, so I added a little something to your drink.” 
 
    He drugged her. 
 
    She shook her head and bent over. 
 
    “JoJo?” 
 
    “Dizzy,” she whispered and took the nail out of her shirt pocket, her hair hiding the movement. 
 
    He came over and squatted, forcing her to look at him. “You shouldn’t be dizzy. A little drowsy, but not dizzy.” 
 
    “I always get dizzy when you drug me.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re allergic.” His hand cupped her cheek. “I don’t want you to feel bad, baby, just more relaxed.” 
 
    Shit, shit, shit. 
 
    He moved closer, his lips coming toward her, and her eyes drooped closed. No. She couldn’t fall out now. Not now when he was in the perfect position. 
 
    She let her head loll to the side, and he grinned. “There you go. Aren’t you feeling better, baby?” 
 
    She gripped the nail like she would her key walking to her car late at night. Right between her index and middle finger, her thumb on the head so she could drive it deep. 
 
    She raised her head and looked down into his eyes. They were ablaze with madness. And intent. 
 
    He was going to rape her, and she wasn’t going to let him. 
 
    She’d be damned if she’d let him. 
 
    Without giving him any warning, she raised her hand just out of his line of sight and brought it down with all the force she could right into his neck. 
 
    He didn’t scream, but he did rear back and fall, his hand coming up to cup the wound on his neck. Then he grinned. “You do want to be punished, don’t you, JoJo?” 
 
    Jo ran. She jumped out of the chair and ran for the back door. It was closer, and she stood a better chance of escaping before he got to his feet. She managed to unlock it and made it to the porch before his hands gripped her hair and yanked her back. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t, baby.” His lips were right by her ear. “You have to pay for that.” 
 
    She stomped his foot and knocked her head into his. She saw stars but managed to get free, and she took off in the snow. The cold bit at her exposed skin, her wet hair stiffening in the icy temperature. 
 
    “JoJo, you’re only going to make yourself sick.” 
 
    Yes, she was. As she ran, she stuck her finger down her throat and forced herself to throw up. It landed on her, but she didn’t care. She had to get the drugs out of her system before they really did knock her out. She was drowsy and a little dizzy, though whether the dizziness was from the drugs or the hit to her head, she didn’t know. 
 
    She made it as far as the bottom of the driveway before he caught her again. They went tumbling when he tackled her, and when they stopped, he straddled her right there in the snow, grinning like an idiot. 
 
    “Feisty. I like it.” 
 
    Then he hauled off and hit her so hard she blacked out for a few seconds. When she came to, his face was coming toward her, and she reacted without thinking. She still had the nail in a death grip, and she stabbed toward his oncoming head. 
 
    She felt his eyeball give, and then she heard a pop. It was disgusting. 
 
    This time he screamed and fell backward. Jo scrambled up and took off running, the twelve inches of snow on the ground slowing her down, but she kept going, sending up a prayer to keep her upright and not to let her kill herself. 
 
    She ran until her sides started to ache and her lungs burned. Peter would be behind her…and pissed. She’d stabbed him in the eye. 
 
    But her head was pounding, her cheek ached, and she was still groggy. And she was cold. Her hands hurt from the cold. 
 
    She kept running. 
 
    She hit the trees and stopped long enough to pick up a sturdy downed branch. One that would crack him over the head if he got near her. 
 
    “JoJo!” 
 
    Her feet picked up speed when she heard Peter bellow her name. He was definitely pissed. 
 
    She skidded to a stop, trying to catch her breath. The river was a few feet away, so she backed up as far as she could get. She was not landing in the water. 
 
    Where was he? She looked around as she caught her breath. Her fingers were going numb, and it made it hard to keep hold of her stick, but she gripped it with everything she had. 
 
    “JoJo.” 
 
    She froze, but only for a second. She turned and saw him standing there, the nail sticking out of his right eye, blood oozing.  
 
    “Stay away from me.” 
 
    “You have to be punished now, JoJo.” 
 
    Fuck that, as Mason would say. 
 
    She pushed away from the tree and took a fighting stance as her brother had taught her. She gripped the branch with her one good hand and waited. She didn’t rush him because she was starting to get blurry. Too much of the drug had worked its way into her system. The adrenaline must have stymied its effects until she stopped to catch her breath. It was hitting her hard now, though. 
 
    Peter advanced, looking manic. 
 
    She swung with all her might when he got within hitting distance, only he caught the branch and ripped it away and swung it at her when he gained control of it. Jo went flying backward when it connected with her side. Pain lanced up and down her right side right before she hit the water. It was so cold, her lungs stopped working, and she struggled to fight her way to the surface. 
 
    When her head broke the surface, she took deep, gulping breaths into her oxygen-starved lungs. She frantically searched for Peter and saw him standing at the water’s edge shaking his head at her. 
 
    “See all the trouble you’re causing?” He sighed and shook off his coat. 
 
    Only he didn’t see what Jo saw. Her eyes widened as a shadow appeared behind him. 
 
    An arm wrapped around his throat, and Peter started to struggle. Jo pushed away from them both to the opposite side. She didn’t know if the new threat was meant for her or for Peter, but she wasn’t sticking around to find out. 
 
    “Jo, stop!” 
 
    And she did. Viktor? 
 
    She looked back to see a man standing where Peter had been, preparing to jump into the river after her. 
 
    Only it wasn’t Viktor. It looked like him, though. 
 
    But it didn’t. 
 
    This version of Viktor scared the socks off her more than Peter had. And that was saying something. 
 
    “Jo, I’m here to take you home. Can you swim to me?” 
 
    She didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “I’m Conner. Mason sent me to find you. I’m not going to hurt you, I swear.” 
 
    Her eyes went to the still form beside of him. Had he killed Peter? 
 
    He said something she couldn’t hear and jumped in the river after her. It took him all of five seconds to reach her and grasp her around the middle. He literally picked her up and strode back out of the river. 
 
    “Be easy, sestra, I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “Peter…” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    It wasn’t until she pointed toward Peter that she realized she was shaking with cold. 
 
    “That’s not Sean?” 
 
    “Brother.” Her teeth were chattering so hard, she could barely speak. She shook her head, trying to clear it. “Cold.” 
 
    “I know, sestra. Let’s get you home.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure how long he carried her or when she blacked out, but at that point, she didn’t care. She was too cold. 
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    “He has her.” 
 
    Mason’s head bowed as relief washed through him. Conner had her. He said a prayer of thanks and promised to honor his pledge of church every Sunday. 
 
    “Call her family. Let them know Conner’s on his way.” 
 
    “He’s not coming here. She’s in bad shape. He’s taking her to the closest hospital.” Viktor said something into the phone and muttered a curse. “She fell in the river.” 
 
    “She what?” Hypothermia had to be Conner’s concern if he wasn’t bringing her here. 
 
    “He said she needs medical attention now, and he’s meeting the ambulance on the road. Police are coming to pick up…it’s not Sean?” 
 
    Mason waited impatiently as Viktor listened then hung up.  
 
    “It was Sean’s brother, Peter. Jo did some damage to him.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    “It cost her, though. She’s hurt, Mason.” 
 
    “Then you better damn well get me to her.” 
 
    “Mason, you can’t leave this hospital.” 
 
    “Viktor, either you take me, or I’m signing myself out and calling a fucking cab. Either way, I’m getting to my girl tonight.” 
 
    “Mason, honey…” Sara started, but he cut her off. 
 
    “If that was Viktor, you’d move mountains to get to him.” 
 
    “Mason, you can barely move. You’re in no condition…” 
 
    “We’ll take him to her.” Lily spoke up and both Nikoli and Viktor started arguing, but she held up her hand. “She’s been missing for almost eleven days. He’s been going out of his mind, and he couldn’t be the one to go get her. He needs to see her, Nikoli.” 
 
    “Lily Bells…” 
 
    “Don’t Lily Bells me. We’re taking him to her, and that’s that.” 
 
    “He can’t even fucking sit up in a chair. How do we get him there?” 
 
    “What if that was me?” she asked, her blue eyes full of turmoil. “Would you stay here, partially paralyzed or not?” 
 
    “I’m not paralyzed,” Mason muttered.  
 
    She ignored him. “Would you sit back while I was hurt, and you could get there?” 
 
    “No,” he bit out. 
 
    “Then how can you ask him to do what you wouldn’t?” 
 
    “Fuck.” Nik threw his hands up and stalked out of the room. 
 
    Mason understood they were all concerned about his health, about what moving him would do to his recovery. He was still suffering the effects of brain surgery. But he didn’t give two shits about himself. His only concern was Jo. 
 
    It took Nikoli a grand total of three hours to arrange to have him moved from this hospital to the one Jo was in. Then another hour for the ambulance to arrive to transport him, and by the time he was on his way, he was snarling at everyone, including his family. 
 
    He’d apologize later. 
 
    She was hurt. 
 
    That was all he could think about. 
 
    She might have been raped. That was a possibility that haunted his dreams. He hated the thought of the bastard touching her, but he’d push that down and help her through it. Whatever she needed, Mason was going to be there for her. 
 
    Because of the storm, the two-hour ride turned into a three-hour ride. Dimitri was the only one who he hadn’t pissed off and offered to ride with him. They didn’t speak. His being there was enough.  
 
    Conner was waiting for them when he arrived. They had her in ICU because of her temperature. They were warming her back up, and pneumonia seemed to be on their minds, according to what Conner texted earlier.  
 
    “I have to see her.” 
 
    “Easy, brat.” Conner gripped his hand. “She’s alive. She’s awake, and she’s waiting for you.” 
 
    He called a nurse over to get him a wheelchair. 
 
    “I can’t sit up.” 
 
    “I got you covered.” Conner didn’t elaborate, but when the orderly brought over the chair, they all ignored the intake nurse demanding to get him checked in and settled in a room. He’d do that later. 
 
    Jo came first. 
 
    Conner and the orderly helped him in the chair, and then Conner, bless his dark soul, reached into his duffel and pulled out some sturdy black nylon rope. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” the nurse all but screamed as Conner started to tie him upright to the chair. 
 
    “Going to see my girl.” 
 
    Conner thanked the orderly and wheeled him to the elevator, portable IV stand in tow and the nurse right behind him. Dimitri stopped her from getting on the elevator with him, and he let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Thank you, Conner. Thank you for finding her when I couldn’t.” 
 
    “She’s my sister now, brat. We’re family. We take care of each other.” 
 
    “I don’t know how I can ever repay you…” 
 
    “Mason.” Conner squatted beside him. “Knowing she’s safe and alive and home is all the thanks I need. You get to hold her, to tell her you love her and that everything will get better. Don’t take that for granted, and that’ll be my bonus.” 
 
    “Will you tell me one day about whoever you lost?” 
 
    Conner’s nostril’s flared, and that haunted look crept into his eyes. “Maybe one day, brat.” 
 
    “Keeping all that pain inside, it isn’t good for you, and Viktor’s right. We want our brother back.” 
 
    Conner gave him a half-smile and stood. Mason hoped his brother heard him, but it was something he’d worry about later as the elevator dinged and Conner wheeled him out and straight to Jo’s room, more than a half dozen nurses trying to stop him. 
 
    It was ICU, after all. 
 
    He saw her curled up in the bed, under a silver-looking blanket that reminded him of tin foil. The left side of her face was covered in an ugly shade of purple with several stitches along her nose and the crease of her eye. 
 
    The bastard hit her? 
 
    His blood boiled. 
 
    “Calm down, or I will take you out of this room right now. You having a blood pressure issue or another brain bleed isn’t going to help her.” 
 
    “Exactly.” The nurse from admitting glared at them from the doorway. 
 
    “I’m not moving from her room,” Mason said. “Hook me up to whatever you want here, but I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “Really?” The nurse put her fists on her hips and glared at them both like they were little boys. “Do I need to have security come escort you to your own room?” 
 
    “Ma’am.” Conner’s entire face morphed so fast, Mason was taken aback. Gone was the cold killer he’d seen since Conner showed up from Chicago, and in his place stood the old Conner, the one who flirted and teased. Laughed all the time. It was shocking. 
 
    “I’m not a ma’am.” 
 
    Conner’s grin widened. “I can see that. I have to apologize for my baby brother.” Conner’s Russian accent thickened. “His girl has been missing for eleven days now, and he’s just about lost his mind. I’m hoping you might let him stay here with her? At least for a little while? You and I can go get some coffee downstairs, or I can treat you to an early breakfast?” 
 
    Mason watched her eyes glaze over under the full charm of Conner Kincaid. Shit. The only one of them who ever came close to that was Nikoli, and Nik was a lightweight compared to Conner. 
 
    The man oozed sex, and this woman was not immune. 
 
    “Lisa, can you get him settled into the bed beside hers, please? I’ll move him to a regular room later tonight.” 
 
    Conner winked at him, and Mason shook his head. He would never have managed that. Conner was…well, he was Conner. 
 
    Lisa, a rather tall brunette, came and hooked him up to all the same monitors he’d been on before.  
 
    “How is she?” he asked as Lisa worked. 
 
    “I can’t tell you. You’re not family.” 
 
    “He is family.” Keith strode into the room with his parents right behind him. “He’s her fiancé.” 
 
    When her parents nodded, Lisa answered him. “She’s better than she was,” she assured him. “She’s a little malnourished, not to mention exhausted. We were concerned about her body temperature, but it’s almost back to normal, and we have her on a broad-spectrum antibiotic to combat infection and pneumonia.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He tried to move his hand and only managed to raise it a few inches, and it fell back down, quivering. He closed his eyes in frustration. 
 
    “Mason.” Jo’s mother, Evelyn, took his hand. “It’s okay. She’s safe now, and that’s thanks to you and your brothers. We can’t thank you enough. You all saved our baby.” 
 
    Her father nodded, standing stoic. His eyes were red. He looked like he’d been crying but was trying to not draw attention to it. 
 
    “Why don’t we go down to the cafeteria and get something to eat?” Keith suggested. “Mason, do you want us to bring you anything?” 
 
    “Coffee.” 
 
    “You’re an addict.” Keith laughed and escorted his parents out, speaking softly to them. Mason knew he’d taken them out to give him a few minutes alone with Jo, even if she was passed out. 
 
    Which she wasn’t, as he saw when he turned his attention back to her. 
 
    Fucking Keith. 
 
    He’d have to thank the asshole. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Everything in him unfurled at the sight of those sky-blue eyes of hers. His body sagged with relief. 
 
    “Mason…your face!” She reached out to him, and he tried again to lift his hand, but the effort set off a headache. His blood pressure spiked. “Mason?” 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t come for your, JoJo. So sorry. I…” 
 
    “What happened to you, Mason?” 
 
    “Sean, or whoever the fuck it was, caught me off guard and beat the shit out of me with a pipe. It caused a brain injury that screwed up my motor functions. I can barely move. It’s going to take months for me to regain my mobility.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re strapped to a wheelchair?” 
 
    “I can’t even sit upright by myself.” 
 
    “Then get yourself in a bed!” Jo started pushing the nurse’s call button. 
 
    “I’m okay, just so fucking sorry I couldn’t come for you.” 
 
    “You did, Mason.” She smiled softly. “You sent Conner, and he saved me. I’m here, and I’m alive, and I’m safe because you never stopped looking. None of you did.” 
 
    “Always, Josephine.” 
 
    “And that is all that matters, Mason.” 
 
    “I love you, Josephine. More than anything in this world. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    Lisa came in, and Jo demanded a bed for him. The woman looked relieved. She didn’t seem to think Mason being strapped to a wheelchair was a good idea, apparently. 
 
    Once Mason was tucked into bed and they were alone, he turned his head to look at her. “I wish I could crawl into bed and hold you, Josephine.” 
 
    “Tell you what, when they take this dratted aluminum foil off me, I’ll crawl into bed with you and hold you for a change. How about that?” 
 
    “That sounds good, baby.” 
 
    “We have the rest of our lives for the holding, Mason, but only right now for this. I was scared, but I kept thinking about you, and I did give up a little bit, but deep down, I always knew you would find me. And you did, even if you had to send your brother to get me. It was still you driving that. That’s what counts.” 
 
    “Did he…did he…” Mason broke off, afraid to even ask, but he needed to know. He needed to make sure she got the help she’d need. 
 
    “No. He was going to tonight, though.” 
 
    Anger burned the back of his throat, making it hard to breathe. 
 
    “He didn’t. I got away, and then Conner found me.” 
 
    “Did Conner kill him?” 
 
    “No. I know the police arrested him, but I don’t know if he’s here or if he’s in lockup.” 
 
    “Why would he be here?” 
 
    “I stabbed him in the eye with a nail.” 
 
    “You be a badass, huh?” 
 
    She turned serious. “Thinking about you, it gave me the strength to fight him, to run.” 
 
    “I’ve never been more scared in my entire life, moye dragotsennyy. Don’t do that to me again.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “You swear it?” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “I can’t take it if you die on me, JoJo.” 
 
    “Same for you, buster. No dying on me.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “So, I hear everyone thinks we’re engaged?” She gave him a half-smile then grimaced. 
 
    “Your face.” 
 
    “No broken bones. Just sore, which means no making me smile.” 
 
    “So, future Mrs. Kincaid, if I can’t make you laugh, and I can’t kiss you, what can I do?” 
 
    “You can be here and love me, Mason. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” 
 
    “That, I can do, Josephine.” 
 
    That, he could do for the rest of their lives. 
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    Seven Months Later 
 
      
 
    Mason parked his car at the entrance to the park. Fuck, but he was tired. He’d had to go pick up his and Jo’s books at the campus library, swing by the administration building, and drop off the security equipment for a new client of KSI’s. He’d do the install tomorrow, but for tonight, he was going to relax. Drink a few beers and have some fun with his girl. 
 
    If his body didn’t give out on him first. It had taken months for him to learn to walk again. Hence why he was picking up textbooks. He’d had to drop out of school last semester since he spent three months in the hospital and another two gaining strength in his fucking legs. 
 
    And even though he was back to walking and moving like a normal person, he still got tired quicker than he used to. 
 
    Which was why he’d be grateful to sit before he dragged Jo away for some other extracurricular fun. He grinned thinking about her gasp of indignation his suggestion of doing it like bunnies in the woods would cause. Not that he would out here where any asshole could see them, but that didn’t rule out the woods behind his brothers’ homes. 
 
    The one thing college was good for was their epic parties. His frat and Jo’s sorority had come together to put this one on. Jo had helped plan it, and that was fine with Mason. As long as she didn’t drag him into it, he was content to show up and partake. Which is what he was currently doing. 
 
    He heard the music before he saw it. Tunes from the seventies blared through the surrounding area. The seventies? What the hell…? He came to a complete and utter stop when the scene before him came into view. 
 
    The whole placed looked like a bad seventies movie, right down to the people dressed in flower headbands and bellbottoms. Beer was flowing freely, though, so he could dig it as long as he got a beer and no one asked him to bust out the moves to “Staying Alive.” 
 
    He made his way down the hill, his eyes searching for Jo. She wasn’t hard to spot. Her hair, thanks to Delia’s help, was a rainbow of colors from pink to blue to green to blonde. Unicorn hair. She’d talked Jo into it last week, and unlike him, Jo took Delia to the salon with her, and they both got their hair done. Sara hadn’t been overly happy, but the salon had used temporary dye on Delia, whereas Jo went all out. 
 
    She didn’t look weird or hippy. She looked beautiful to him in her white t-shirt with the peace symbol on it and her blue jean bellbottoms with tiny flowers sewn all along the bottoms and up the outside seam on one side. Her rainbow hair was piled up in pigtails, extra big hoops in her ears. She looked adorable, and he just stood there watching her as she laughed with Beth and Cara. The three of them were as close as sisters. 
 
    It was good to see them laughing after everything the two had been through. 
 
    “Hey, man.” Keith came to a stop beside him and handed him a beer. “You good?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He took the beer. “What are you doing here? You graduated already.” 
 
    “I was invited.” 
 
    “Cara?” 
 
    He nodded, a look of intense satisfaction on his face.  
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “She still has nightmares, but she’s better.” 
 
    “You finally made it official?” 
 
    Keith and Cara had been dancing around each other for months. She’d been afraid of any relationship after what happened, but Keith had been there for her through it all. He’d taken her to therapy, gotten her through the worst of the nightmares, and wore her down with kindness. He liked her. Mason would go so far as to say the man was in love, even if he didn’t want to admit it yet. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    They fist bumped. “About damn time.” 
 
    “Let’s go get our girls before my sister trips over those damn jeans and causes them all to fall down.” 
 
    Mason laughed because it was true. Jo was a danger to herself and to everyone around her, but he loved her anyway. 
 
    He slid his arms around her and nuzzled her neck. “Miss me?” 
 
    Jo giggled when he started leaving sloppy, wet kisses all along her neckline. “I did.” 
 
    He turned her so he could kiss her, but she evaded him. “What are you wearing?” 
 
    “Uh, clothes?” 
 
    “You can’t wear that. Didn’t you find the clothes I left for you in the truck?” 
 
    He frowned. “There was only a bookbag in there, baby.” 
 
    “A bookbag with your clothes in them. Now, go get dressed.” 
 
    “What I have on is fine.” 
 
    “Mason.” 
 
    “Josephine.” 
 
    “Go!” She pointed toward where all the cars were parked. “You too, Keith. There’s clothes in there for you.” 
 
    “Hey, now, I don’t even go to this school anymore.” 
 
    “Please?” Cara asked, batting her eyes at him, and Keith’s face softened. 
 
    “Sure, baby.” 
 
    “Whipped!” Mason crowed. 
 
    Keith flipped him off and started back the way they’d come. 
 
    “You waiting for an ass kicking, Mason Kincaid?” 
 
    It was cute she thought she could boss him. He stood a full head taller than she did. Her eyes narrowed, and she pointed toward her brother. “You either change or there will be no sex for you later.” 
 
    Well, when she said that… 
 
    “Sure, baby.” 
 
    “Whipped!” Keith hollered down the hill, and Mason laughed. He was whipped and proud of it. 
 
    Jo watched him walk back up the hill, albeit much slower than Keith. She was worried about him. He’d been pushing himself so hard, harder than necessary.  
 
    “You ready?” Cara asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her friend hooked her arm in Jo’s. “I have his family hidden over in the trees.” 
 
    “This might blow up in my face.” 
 
    This was three months in the planning, and she hoped to God it didn’t blow up in her face. 
 
    “It’s going to be fine. You got this, girl.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before she spotted the guys walking back down the hill. Mason had on bellbottom jeans and a brown leather fringed vest over a flowy, white, long-sleeved shirt. Her brother was dressed along the same lines, minus the vest. She’d specifically put their clothes in the bookbag with labels on them. 
 
    Her man was sexy as hell. Seeing him strutting down the hill, especially after months of relearning to walk, gave her a boost of self-confidence. This was going to work. 
 
    He pulled her into his arms. “You gonna give me some sugar now, or do I have to go do my own rendition of “Staying Alive?”” 
 
    She leaned up on tiptoes and invited him in for a kiss. That slow fire started in the pit of her stomach as soon as his lips touched hers and fanned outward, bursting into flames that licked over every inch of her skin. 
 
    A simple kiss. 
 
    She gasped and pulled back. She needed her senses right now. 
 
    “Dance with me?” 
 
    He gave her a lazy smile. “Eric Clapton, huh?” 
 
    “I love this song, don’t you?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You know it’s Eric Clapton, but you don’t know what song it is?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “It’s called “Wonderful Tonight.” Come, on.” She took his hand and pulled him out into the mess of bodies already swaying to the music. 
 
    He pulled her close, and she looked up, suddenly bashful. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi, baby.” He kissed her forehead. “I missed you today.” 
 
    “I missed you too.” She snuggled against him, trying to work up her courage. This was harder than she thought it was going to be. 
 
    “You do look wonderful tonight,” Mason whispered. “Beautiful.” 
 
    “It’s not night.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. You still look beautiful, baby.” 
 
    “Do you love me, Mason?” 
 
    He pulled back and gave her a what-the-fuck look. 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    She nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “Then why ask me that?” 
 
    “Because I need to ask you something.” 
 
    “Ask away, baby.” 
 
    She grinned and pulled away from him. She noticed his family had come out of the trees the same time he did. She’d had a difficult conversation with his father last week, but she planned to remedy the situation today. 
 
    She dug around in her pocket and pulled out the little black box and dropped to one knee. 
 
    “What the fuck…” 
 
    She opened it and held it up for him to see. A single silver band lay nestled in the box. “Mason Kincaid, I love you, and I want to know if you’ll marry me.” 
 
    His mouth fell open. 
 
    People around them were hushed. Most everyone knew she was going to do this, and that made her even more nervous. 
 
    “Josephine.” His black eyes were wide. “Ain’t I supposed to be the one asking you that?” 
 
    “Well, you know, since you never officially asked me, I got tired of waiting for you to do it and decided to do it myself.” 
 
    His shocked expression melted away, and he laughed. “God, I love you.” 
 
    “Well, don’t keep the girl waiting!” Keith yelled. “You gonna make an honest woman of my sister or not?” 
 
    Mason reached down and hauled her up. “Yes, Josephine Marie Maxwell, I will marry you, and I will love you every single day like it’s the first day. That, I promise.” 
 
    There were catcalls and hoots and hollering all around them, but Jo tuned all that out and focused instead on the intense joy shining out of Mason’s eyes. 
 
    He plucked the silver band out of the box for her and she slid it on his finger. “Forever.” 
 
    “Forever, baby.” 
 
    After that, Keith declared it an engagement party, and the music was turned up, and their families rushed them, but neither of them paid too much attention. His family congratulated them, and even Mason’s father slapped him on the back and called him a putz for forgetting to officially ask his woman to marry him.  
 
    Mason grinned and took all the ribbing from his brothers for his girl having to pop the question, but none of that mattered.  
 
    It wasn’t the end of their love story, only the beginning, and they’d spend every day like it was their first. 
 
    A promise they both could keep. 
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    This is all the Kincaid brothers down except for Conner. His story was one I have tried so many times to fit into either The Manwhore Series or KSI. Every single time, I failed. His story is just too big to try to force between the covers of one book. Conner’s story is sweeping and heartbreaking, and so I decided he’d need his own three book series to tell his tale. 
 
    And so the Broken Soul trilogy was born. I’m not going to say it’ll be out this year, even, but when I do release Conner’s story, all three books will come out within a week or two of each other so readers won’t be forced to wait months in between each book. That much, I can promise you, even if it means a 2020 release date. 
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    So, we are at the end of the book again, and here’s where we authors ramble and thank people. 
 
    I’m going to ramble first. :)  
 
    I’ve struggled a lot over the last year with my eyes. I don’t normally talk about it, but I feel I need to. Some of you don’t know I’m diabetic, some of you do. It’s really caused some issues with my vision, and it doesn’t seem to be getting better. I’m not going to go into all the details, but I wanted you to know my writing may slow a bit this year. Thanks to Dragon software, I can still write, but it’s the editing that’s hard. I have to print it out and use 28-point font just to be able to read it, and even then, I can only work in short spurts of a few minutes at a time. It’s hard, but I’ve pushed through and will keep pushing through until I can’t anymore. That’s a promise I make to everyone who reads my books. You guys keep me inspired enough to write. 
 
    Now to the important stuff—the thank yous and the book notes. :) 
 
    I love the Kincaid boys. They are near and dear to my heart. I hope they’ve entertained you as much as they have me. Romance is hard for me to write, but these boys are not hard to write. It’s all the in between that is. These men are heartwarming, and while most of their stories have been told, you never know where they might pop up in future series. :) Plus, there are still more KSI books, so they’ll be around. 
 
    I have to say a huge thank you to my family, who pitched in and helped with this book. I had some issues, and they just piled in and picked up the slack. Thank you. 
 
    Kay Steele, you read and reread when I needed you to and never complained when I asked you to read quickly because of deadlines. You’re the best beta reader and PA ever, and I don’t know what I’d do without you. You picked up a lot my slack when my eyes went kaput on me. Gracias, darlin’. 
 
    Amber Garcia, you swooped in and gave me time to actually do what I needed to do without worrying about everything else. You even pitched in with the teasers. God knows I can’t design one to save my life. Yours are beautiful and brilliant. You make it seem effortless, and that is just plain amazing. Not to mention the bazillion other things you do. Gracias, darlin’! 
 
    All the folks at Limitless, you are always there for whatever I need, and you make sure I have what I need, and you give me time when I need it, no matter the reason. That’s why I love all of you over there. Gracias! 
 
    Lori Whitwam, editor extraordinaire. God help me if you ever quit on me. I’ll cry and beg and bribe you with mountains of yarn. Gracias for all that you do. 
 
    And my readers. You guys took a chance on a horror writer when it came to romance, and you stuck by me through the whole thing. You give me courage to write outside the box because you are courageous enough to read my silly nonsense. Thank you so much for supporting me all these years. 
 
    Last but not least, one more thank you to my family. I love all of you so much, and it means the world to me that you’re here and you stand by me even when it gets tough. And that includes all my friends who I call family as well. Just because you’re not born into my family doesn’t mean you’re not family. Sometimes the people we choose to be our family can be just as or even more important to us than those we are born into. 
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    So who am I? Well, I'm the crazy girl with an imagination that never shuts up. I LOVE scary movies. My friends laugh at me when I scare myself watching them and tell me to stop watching them, but who doesn't love to get scared? I grew up in a small town nestled in the southern mountains of West Virginia where I spent days roaming around in the woods, climbing trees, and causing general mayhem. Nights I would stay up reading Nancy Drew by flashlight under the covers until my parents yelled at me to go to sleep. 
 
    Growing up in a small town, I learned a lot of values and morals, I also learned parents have spies everywhere and there's always someone to tell your mama you were seen kissing a particular boy on a particular day just a little too long. So when you get grounded, what is there left to do? Read! My Aunt Jo gave me my first real romance novel. It was a romance titled "Lord Margrave's Deception." I remember it fondly. But I also learned I had a deep and abiding love of mysteries and anything paranormal. As I grew up, I started to write just that and would entertain my friends with stories featuring them as main characters. 
 
    Now, I live in Huntersville, NC where I entertain my niece and nephew and watch the cats get teased by the birds and laugh myself silly when they swoop down and then dive back up just out of reach. The cats start yelling something fierce…lol. 
 
      
 
    I love books, I love writing books, and I love entertaining people with my silly stories. 
 
      
 
    Facebook: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/authorAprylBaker/ 
 
      
 
    Twitter: 
 
    https://twitter.com/AprylBaker 
 
      
 
    Wattpad: 
 
    https://www.wattpad.com/user/AprylBaker7 
 
      
 
    Website: 
 
    http://www.aprylbaker.com/ 
 
      
 
    Newsletter: 
 
    http://www.aprylbaker.com/contact 
 
      
 
    Apryl Baker Fan Page: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/AprylBakerFanClub/ 
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    Join today! "Where reading a book is your first step to becoming limitless..." 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LimitlessReading/ 
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    BEFORE YOU GO… 
 
    DON’T MISS OUT! 
 
      
 
    Would you like to be a part of our FREEBIE FRIDAY LIST and get 6 FREE eBooks and other exclusive sales sent to your inbox every Friday? 
 
      
 
    One email every week packed with bookish goodies! 
 
      
 
    We send out different genres such as Romance, Suspense, Thriller, Westerns, Paranormal, New Adult, and much more! If you’d like to join over 53,000+ subscribers, click below to be a part of FREEBIE FRIDAY… 
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    Who doesn’t love a good eBook bargain? 
 
      
 
    Now, imagine receiving daily eBook sales straight to your inbox…Bookworm heaven! 
 
      
 
    Sign up for the BOOKSHARK NEWSLETTER and don’t miss out on epic eBook sales ever again! 
 
      
 
    BECOME A BOOKSHARK 
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    Do you crave books that make your skin sizzle? Your toes curl? Your heart race? 
 
      
 
    Do you crave the edgier kind of romance where the hero isn’t always the good guy? 
 
      
 
    Join the CRAVE LIST and receive emails with exclusive giveaways and information on Crave Publishing’s titles that will have you glued to your Kindle, craving more. 
 
      
 
    JOIN CRAVE 
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