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Chapter One
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Bree
“Stone, you’re on the Calder story.”

Gabriella De Rossi schooled her features into a polite, I’m happy for you mask even though she was disappointed. 

Of course, her boss had given the undercover sex-club story to Hunter Stone. If she were the chief editor, she would have made the same call. Hunter was the whole package. Journalism degree from Northwestern University. Paid internships at the Times and the Post. Not to mention, the man was charming, smooth, and had more connections than the city’s free Wi-Fi. 

What did she have in comparison? A BA from State, an empathic nature, and a knack for stumbling unaware into virtual hornets’ nests. 

“And, De Rossi ...”

Bree’s ears perked up along with her hopes that her next assignment would involve something more interesting than a pygmy-goat rescue in Utah or a tree-hugging nudist colony in North Carolina, comprised entirely of senior citizens. The goats had been cute, but she still had nightmares about the nudists.

“There’s a new place opening up in Pennsylvania for veterans with issues. Take a week, check it out, find the angle.”

Veterans with issues. Just like that, her bubble of hope burst with a silent pop. She wasn’t going to a scandalous sex club in Vegas, but a facility for troubled service people. In Pennsylvania.

Hunter gave her a sympathetic smile. Or was that pity?

“Sure, boss,” she said squaring her shoulders. She picked up the file her editor had pushed in her direction and gave it a cursory glance. She’d look at it in more depth later—after some of the frustration at being passed over again for a good story had a chance to fade. 

Charlie, a.k.a., editor-in-chief of the Sentinel Voice, handed out several more assignments—all of them more interesting than hers—and summarily dismissed the half-dozen journalists assembled in his office with a few terse commands. 

Bree stepped to the side while the others filed out, then closed the door and turned to look at the man gathering his papers. 

He exhaled heavily, and without turning around, said, “Stop looking at me like that, De Rossi. You know I couldn’t give you the Vegas story.”

“Why not?” she demanded, keeping her voice low enough not to be heard beyond the room. “Hunter’s been with the paper for six months. I’ve spent the last six years working my way up from a grunt in the mailroom to getting that cubicle in the team room. Are you ever going to give me more than puff pieces and human-interest stories?”

“Stone doesn’t have the same family history you do, De Rossi. Doesn’t your family have controlling interests in half the casinos out there?” 

Bree bristled. “They’re not my family.”

Charlie continued, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Besides, you’re good with the human-interest stuff. You actually give a shit.” He grumbled the words, as if caring about people were a bad thing, and dismissively waved his hand. 

“But—”

“Look, kid, you’ve got heart, but you just don’t have it in you to go for the jugular. You need those killer instincts to get the big stories, capisce?”

She had killer instincts! She did. In fact, she was feeling rather stabby at that very moment. And it wasn’t just because Charlie felt the need to use the word capisce every time they had a conversation. 

Instead of doing something she’d regret, Bree swallowed her frustration and headed back toward her workspace—one of many identical desks in a large, open-air space. The closed-door window offices around the perimeter were reserved for interviews and people higher on the publication’s food chain.

A wave of expensive male cologne arrived a full second before the man wearing it appeared. 

“Don’t look so glum,” Hunter commanded, leaning casually against Bree’s cluttered desk and reaching for one of the Squirrel Nut Zippers she kept readily available. 

“Says the man who’s flying out to do an exposé on a super-secret sex club of one-percenters in Vegas,” she replied miserably. 

“A week in the Poconos sounds pretty sweet to me.”

“Then why don’t we trade? You interview a bunch of moldy old vets and I’ll go to Vegas.”

Hunter tapped the tip of her nose with his finger, his eyes sparkling with affection. “You? In a BDSM club? They’d eat you alive, sweetheart.”

Bree sniffed, indignant that Hunter believed she was such a marshmallow even if it was true. Since it had been ages since the last time she’d had sex, even longer since she’d had good sex, getting eaten alive didn’t sound like such a bad thing. 

Hunter leaned back again and smiled, daring her to disagree. The sad thing was, he was right. Beyond reading a few popular erotic romances, she didn’t know the first thing about what really went on in sex clubs. 

“And you do?” she challenged.

“Maybe you should ask Toni.” He winked.

Toni—or Antonia to those who didn’t know her well—was one of the researchers for the Sentinel Voice and Bree’s best friend, favorite cousin, and current roommate. Toni also happened to be head over heels in love with Hunter Stone. Bree was pretty sure Hunter felt the same way about Toni, but both were stubbornly denying their feelings. 

“I’ll pass.” Bree felt the heat rising in her cheeks and turned her attention away but not before she saw the flash of amusement in his eyes. 

She focused instead on topping off her candy dish. Her Squirrel Nut Zipper stash was running low, so she added in some Mary Janes, too, making sure she locked her drawer afterward. The candies were a big hit with the staff, and if she didn’t, they’d disappear the next time she visited the ladies’ room.

“Where do you get this stuff anyway?” he asked.

“Special order.” A very niche shop in fact, which specialized in old-fashioned candies and sweets. “So, no trade?”

He chuckled, a low, sexy sound. “Charlie’s right. You are good at the human-interest stuff.”

“Eavesdropping, Stone? You’re better than that.”

“Don’t underestimate the value of putting an ear to the wall. It’s an effective method of finding out what’s going on behind closed doors,” he said with a grin. “But seriously, Bree. You have a gift. People like telling you things.”

People did have a tendency to tell her things, sometimes at the most inopportune times. Like the day before, when the middle-aged male checker had decided to launch into a diatribe about his recent divorce at the sight of Bree’s basket of frozen entrées. Or when she and Toni had gone out to lunch last week, the server had felt compelled to share her mother-in-law troubles. The waitress had talked so long that they’d ended up getting their meals to go, so they wouldn’t miss an afternoon staff meeting.

Toni said it was because Bree was a “cream puff” at heart—soft and gooey and afraid of hurting people’s feelings. Bree, however, preferred to think that it was because she was more of a listener than a talker.

“I bet those old guys have some great stories to tell,” Hunter said thoughtfully.

Bree didn’t know if Hunter genuinely believed that or if he was just trying to make her feel better. Either way, it didn’t matter. He had his assignment, and she had hers.

“I suppose.” She exhaled and then grinned widely, holding out her hand. “Let’s wager. Whoever comes back with the best story springs for takeout.”

“You’re on.” 

He snatched another handful of candies from the dish, grinned at her mock scowl, and stood to leave. 

“Hey, Stone! What happens in Vegas ...better make a damn good story.” 

His deep, rich laugh echoed all the way to the elevator.

Bree sighed and made her way over to Toni’s desk. Toni’s eyes were still peeled on the now-closed elevator doors, frozen in silent feminine appreciation. 

“I swear, that man gets finer every day,” she said with a sigh, turning to Bree. 

“If you say so,” Bree agreed. 

Hunter was Hollywood handsome, charming and polished, but unlike Toni, Bree was drawn to guys who were less perfect and more like her—aka slightly damaged. Perhaps that was why she was approaching thirty and had yet to feel a special connection with anyone. 

“Trust me, he’s been working out, and believe me, beneath the tailored suits, he’s packing.”

“TMI, coz. TMI.”

Toni sat back and gave Bree her full, undivided attention. “When was the last time you had a screaming O anyway?”

Bree opened her mouth to answer.

“And not one you gave yourself.”

Bree clamped her lips shut and said, “None of your business.”

“That long, huh? Rosa’s cousin Tomas is flying out to LA next week. Maybe we could—”

“No.”

“You thought he was hot when I showed you his picture.”

“I just said that to not hurt your feelings.”

“It’s not like you have to marry him or anything. Just let him take you to dinner and remind you that real men are better than battery-operated ones.”

“So, what you’re saying is, Dick is better than BOB.”

“Every damn time,” Toni said with conviction.

Clearly, Toni had had better experiences than Bree had if she believed that. But she was feeling rather restless, and if the photo was accurate, Tomas was smacked together pretty well.

“Let’s leave it at a firm maybe. Right now, I’ve got to get my butt on a plane.”

“Where are you going?”

“Sumneyville, Pennsylvania. Charlie wants me to stay a week, but I can’t imagine it taking that long.”

Toni’s fingers tapped away at the wireless keyboard in front of her. “That’s near the Poconos. Beautiful area. If you finish up early, you can do something fun, maybe go hiking or boating.”

“Have you met me?” Bree asked, smirking. 

“Right. Well, New York City is only a couple hours away. You could hit up Fifth Avenue and do some shopping or ...” Toni realized what she was suggesting and backpedaled. The day they’d left, Bree had sworn never to step foot in the city again. “Scratch that. I’m sure you’ll find something to keep you occupied. Who knows? Maybe you’ll even meet the man of your dreams.”

Bree laughed. “Yeah, sure I will.” 
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Chapter Two
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Cage

“Pizza,” Nick “Cage” Fumanti replied firmly and without hesitation. “New York style.” 
He and his partners—Hugh “Heff” Bradley, Steve “Smoke” Tannen, Cole “Doc” Watson, Chris “Mad Dog” Sheppard, and Matt “Church” Winston—lingered in the Sanctuary dining room after breakfast, as requested by Kate.

Kate Handelmann, their newest addition and head chef-slash-cooking goddess of Sanctuary kitchen, scribbled into the notebook in front of her as they offered meal suggestions. Everything Kate made was good, and they weren’t picky, but she looked so earnest that he felt the need to say something.

“Old Forge style’s better,” Heff drawled. He leaned back and wrapped his arm around his fiancée’s shoulders. 

“What the hell is that?” asked Smoke in a deep, growly voice.

“It’s phenomenal. Rectangular instead of circular. Comes in trays, not pies. Light, thick, fluffy, crisp, deep-fried flavor with lots of onions and cheese ...”

Smoke snorted. 

“Don’t knock it ’til you’ve tried it. It’s orgasmic. And you know how fond I am of orgasms.” Heff grinned wickedly at Sandy, making her cheeks flush.

“I can do both,” Kate said, nodding, ignoring Heff like a seasoned pro. “Maybe a calzone, too. I’ve been wanting to try one of those.”

“Is it any wonder I love this woman?” Mad Dog murmured. 

If there were such things as soul mates, then Kate was definitely Mad Dog’s. Just as Sam was Smoke’s and Sandy was Heff’s. 

Cage wondered absently if he would ever find someone to put a dopey smile on his face like that, then pushed that thought away. It wasn’t likely, especially since he wasn’t looking. Nor did he want to. He was content with his life, just the way it was—peaceful, rewarding, and surrounded by good friends who didn’t meddle and appreciated his obsession with digital toys.

That reminded him; he needed to drive down to Pine Ridge and pick up the sweet new components Ian Callaghan had set aside for him. Now that Mad Dog and Kate were off nesting in their own cabin, Doc had moved into Mad Dog’s trailer, and Cage had the place all to himself. He was well on his way to filling every last inch of it with sexy custom tech.

“Thanks, guys,” Kate said, closing her notebook. “Great ideas. I’m going to make a list and talk to Sam about placing an order.”

Kate pressed a quick kiss to Mad Dog’s cheek and scampered away. Mad Dog watched her go, his expression morphing from adoration to concern. 

“What’s going on?” Doc asked. “Kate seems off today.”

“Maybe Mad Dog isn’t satisfying his woman.” Heff smirked, earning a scathing glance from Mad Dog. 

“I’m satisfying my woman just fine.” 

“Luther and Kylie publicly announced a date,” Sandy explained. “They’re tying the knot next month.” 

Cage grimaced, feeling a pang of sympathy for Kate. 

Luther Renninger was Kate’s ex, a sneaky little weasel who had “invested” thousands of dollars from local businesses in shady funds and was currently being investigated by the IRS. 

And Kylie was Kate’s younger sister. Despite the fact that Kate’s family’s business was one of those Luther had “borrowed” money from, her family had stood staunchly by the weasel—and turned their backs on Kate in the process. 

Now, Kate was living at Sanctuary with Mad Dog and hadn’t seen or spoken with her family for months. For someone with a heart as big as Kate’s, who’d put her family first for years, it was a hard pill to swallow. 

“Next month? That’s fast,” Doc mused aloud. “They just announced their engagement a few weeks ago, right? Think he’s trying to protect his assets before the IRS takes everything?”

Cage shook his head. “Doesn’t work that way.”

Heff sat back, looking amused. “My guess is, there’s at least one shotgun involved.” 

Mad Dog’s scowl deepened, which suggested that Kate was probably thinking in a similar line. Criminal activities aside, Renninger was a narcissist and a playboy—not exactly a father figure or paragon of family values.

“Hey, while everyone’s here ... an inquiry came through the website yesterday,” Sandy said, wisely changing topics. Not only was Sandy Heff’s fiancée, but she was also a talented graphic designer who’d created and maintained their business website. “It’s an interview request from some national publication.”

“Forward it to me,” Church suggested.

“Already done,” Sandy said.

“You’re not seriously thinking about granting it, are you?” Cage asked. 

“We’ve got enough trouble with the locals as it is,” Mad Dog added darkly. “The last thing we need is some nosy reporter snooping around, stirring up shit.”

Cage couldn’t have agreed more, especially since Sanctuary was intended to be a safe, private space, not only for guests, but for those who lived there permanently as well—himself included. He’d just as soon not have anyone look too closely at his past. 

“Speaking of snooping, any news on those new receivers?” asked Heff. 

“They’re in. Ian called earlier. I’m heading down to Pine Ridge to pick them up early tomorrow morning.” If the gadgets were half as good as Ian said they were—and Cage had no reason to doubt him—they’d have NASA-level surveillance equipment at their fingertips. Yet another reason why they didn’t need someone nosing around. “With luck, we should have everything up and running by tomorrow night.”

“Great. I’ll make popcorn.”
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Chapter Three
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Bree

Bree wasn’t particularly fond of flying on the best of days. When her flights involved storms, she didn’t care for it at all. Bad weather meant turbulence. Turbulence meant nausea. Nausea meant no food, exacerbating the headaches she usually got from altitude and pressure changes. Beyond that, storms also caused delays, which resulted in missed connecting flights, more in-airport time, and rescheduling on the fly.
She popped a few acetaminophen tablets, grabbed some pretzels and ginger ale, and settled into a semi-quiet spot in the waiting lounge to let her stomach calm. Rain continued to pour on the tarmac beyond the floor-to-ceiling tinted windows, making the interior lights appear even harsher than usual.

The first hour was spent people-watching—something Bree found fascinating. She looked at a person’s body language, facial expressions, and movements and drafted a mental bio that was accurate more often than not. It was an acquired skill, one honed from early on, and had come in handy more than once in predicting her father’s violent outbursts. 

Now, it had become second nature, and along with her natural empathetic tendencies, served her well in interviews. Different people required different approaches. Different words. Different tones. Being able to recognize and adapt made people feel at ease, and that meant getting better answers.

After a while, her stomach settled, and she used the unexpected delay and free airport Wi-Fi to start researching her current assignment. Getting to know something about the players and their mission would help her form a game plan to maximize results and minimize her time in—she checked her notes again—Sumneyville. 

Unfortunately, her cursory search efforts didn’t result in adding much to the file Charlie had given her. Not a lot of information was readily available on the facility—aptly named Sanctuary—or the people behind it.

The place had a website at least. The home page included a brief mission statement confirming its purpose: to provide assistance to veterans who needed help reacclimating into civilian society. 

Bree sighed. Even the description bored her. How could she hope to write a captivating, edgy piece when this was the kind of material she had to work with?

The photos on the site were slightly more interesting. They depicted the place as a scenic mountain resort, a mix of rustic charm and Catskills-heyday posh. As pretty as it was to look at, there was nothing exciting about it. Nothing sensational. Nothing that warranted a trip across the country on the paper’s dime. 

So, why was the place even on Charlie’s radar? Was it purely a human-interest story, as Charlie had suggested? Or was there more to it than that? 

Maybe Charlie was testing her ability to ferret out information. To take a nonstory and turn it into something that would sell. Or ... he really did believe that these were the only kinds of assignments she could handle. The thought was as depressing as it was motivating. 

Did Sanctuary sound like a good cause? Sure. Who wouldn’t support a project to benefit the service men and women of the country? But it didn’t exactly make for riveting copy. How many people would actually want to read about it? 

Not many, most likely. People wanted drama; that was what sold articles and got subscriptions. Scandal. Corruption. Sex. Stories that involved a secret men’s club of wealthy playboys, high-ranking government officials, and industry leaders who liked whips and chains and had kinky fetishes.

At first glance, Sanctuary had none of that. But maybe, if she were lucky, she’d find something interesting when she started digging. 

By the time her flight called for boarding, Bree was determined to prove once and for all that she was every bit the journalist she purported to be.
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Chapter Four
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Cage

Ian Callaghan lived with his wife and kids just outside of Pine Ridge. The quaint stone cottage was nestled in the mountains on a large, private parcel, set far enough back that it wasn’t visible from the road.
While it was a beautiful place, Cage had expected something bigger and more ostentatious, what with Ian’s wife Lexi being the co-owner and executive chef of the Celtic Goddess franchise. Then again, Cage knew the importance of not judging a book by its cover, especially when it came to the Callaghans. They were a hell of a lot more than they seemed at first glance.

“Cage,” Ian greeted, opening the door with a friendly smile and a firm handshake. “Glad you could make it. Any problems finding the place?”

“I might have driven past the entrance once or twice,” Cage admitted. “It’s not obvious.”

Ian grinned. “That’s the idea. Come on in.”

Ian led him through the house, which turned out to be a lot bigger than it appeared on the outside, prompting Cage to say as much.

“The original structure belonged to Lexi’s grandmother and had only a few rooms. A cousin of ours in Birch Falls helped us expand. He added some bedrooms and bathrooms, plus a gourmet kitchen for Lex.”

“He did a great job,” Cage commented, looking around the space. Lots of stone, lots of exposed beams, and open space. 

“Yeah, he’s damn good at what he does. You might want to give him a call. Johnny Connelly, Connelly Construction. Historical renovations are his passion. I’m sure he’d love to get a look at Sanctuary, especially some of those outbuildings.” 

“I’ll mention it to Church.”

Ian opened the door to a room that was a geek’s wet dream. Cage whistled softly as he took in the multitude of screens and components. One image in particular caught his attention.

“Is that ...”

Ian smirked. “A real-time feed of your local prepper group compound in HD? Why, yes, yes, it is. Thought you’d want a quick demo of what you’re getting. Try before you buy and all that.” He tapped a key and the image changed to several men unloading crates from an unmarked delivery truck. 

“Satellite?” Cage guessed.

Ian nodded, his blue eyes twinkling. “Privately owned and operated. We’ll give you the codes, so you can access it from Sanctuary.”

“Sweet.”

Ian tapped another key and the picture zoomed in closer. Cage watched Daryl Freed, the chief of the Sumneyville Police Department, and his nephew, Lenny Petraski, talking with someone beside the truck. The picture was so clear that he could make out the fresh shaving cut beneath Lenny’s jaw. 

Ian handed Cage a controller, similar to one used for video games. In the center was a smaller screen streaming the same live feed as the bigger one. “Go on. Take it for a test drive.”

Cage moved the tiny joystick with his thumb, and the scope changed. He focused on the crates and zeroed in on those. If they were anything like the ones they’d found in the abandoned mine shafts beneath the prepper compound, they contained arms and ammunition. 

“I did some quick searches. The company name stamped on those crates is legit, but we don’t think what’s inside the boxes actually comes from them,” Ian said, growing more serious. “Next time you guys are down in the mines, how about grabbing a couple samples, so we can take them apart and find out exactly where they’re coming from?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Cage assured him. 

“Excellent. While you’re at it, you might as well drop a few of these.” Ian handed Cage a box of small items about the size of thumbtacks. 

Cage took one out of the box and examined it. “Bugs?”

Ian nodded. “Super sensitive, too. What’s a movie without quality audio?”

Cage was impressed. “You have the coolest toys.”

Ian laughed. “That I do.”

“Where do you even get this stuff?”

“That I can’t tell you. But I am willing to share with someone who can appreciate the beauty of microtech, especially when it’s for a good cause.”

It was for a good cause. A Sumneyville survivalist group was amassing an alarming cache of weapons and ammunition along with other provisions like food, water, and fuel in the compound that just happened to border Sanctuary property. Through a series of seemingly random events, Cage and his partners had discovered that much of the arsenal was being kept in recently shored-up abandoned coal mine shafts underground. 

Since the majority of the members they’d been able to identify were regular folk, the excessive stockpiling of lethal firepower had raised red flags. Thankfully, the Callaghans thought so, too, and together, they were seeking answers.

Cage stayed for longer than he’d intended. He enjoyed talking tech with Ian; the guy spoke his language and had similar interests. By the time Cage left, the back of the SUV was filled with cool new gadgets, and he was looking forward to getting them set up and operational.

* * *
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A road closure forced Cage to return to Sanctuary a different route than he had come. It wasn’t a big deal; Cage was familiar with all of the back roads in and around the area, and it had been a while since he’d been on that particular stretch.

He was over halfway to Sanctuary when he spotted the small sedan on the side of the road, listing heavily to the right. He slowed down as he neared, noting the rental company sticker on the back, and then eased the SUV onto the narrow shoulder in front of the vehicle.

Exiting the SUV, he moved along the right side of the vehicle, whistling when he got a better look. Not just a blowout, but also a broken axle and significant frame damage to the right front end. Not surprising, if the tiny car had hit one of the monster-sized potholes on the remote mountain road—a natural and hazardous result of the region’s thaw-refreeze cycle. It took a while for road-patch crews to make it out as far as Sumneyville, and by the time they did—if they did—the cycle was already beginning again. 

Cage peered in through the passenger side, confirming there were no occupants. A purse sat in the passenger seat, however, and there were two pieces of luggage in the back.

The rustle of brush behind him had him turning around to find a woman emerging from the tree line, muttering to herself as she climbed her way up the slope and back to the road. She didn’t seem to be injured, just put out.

She stopped when she spotted him, keeping a healthy distance between them and warily eyeing him. 

The first thing he noticed was her hair—a riot of shiny black curls that she was trying to wrangle into some sort of band or clip at the back of her neck. His hands flexed with the sudden urge to touch to see if it was as silky and soft as it seemed.

The next thing he noticed was her eyes. They appeared just as black as her hair, framed by thick, glossy lashes, and currently regarding him with laser-like intensity. The bright flash of a diamond stud piercing in the side of her nose intrigued him. 

If the rental-agency sticker on the back hadn’t suggested an out-of-towner, the woman herself would have. Even in jeans and a casual top, she looked too polished to be a local. 

“Is this your vehicle?” Cage asked, glad when his voice sounded relatively normal. For a moment, he’d felt as if he’d regressed back to the shy, awkward teen he’d left behind more than a decade earlier when he joined the Navy.

“Unfortunately,” she confirmed with a frown. 

Now that her hair was tamed, her hands went to her hips. His eyes were drawn to the movement. She had nice hands. Delicate-looking fingers tipped with professionally manicured nails. Her hips were pretty nice, too. Slim but curvy.

The clearing of her throat made him lift his eyes back to her face. 

“Do you need assistance?” His heart thumped against the inner walls of his chest while she considered him and his offer. One beat turned into two then three. 

“I’ve already called for a tow, but thanks.”

He nodded. She remained at a distance, cautious while somehow managing to project an air of confidence. She seemed to have everything under control. So, why was he so hesitant to leave?

“You’re not from around here.”

Her lips quirked, as if she could sense his inner struggle and was amused by it. “No, I’m not.”

Cage rubbed the back of his neck, vaguely registering the fact that it had been months since he’d last had a haircut while biting back the barrage of questions on the tip of his tongue. What’s your name? Why are you here? Can I buy you dinner? 

What actually came out was even worse. “Right. Well, is there anything I can do for you?” He winced, and the quirk became a grin.

“No, I’m good.”

“Okay then.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets and reluctantly forced his feet back toward the SUV. If she didn’t want or need his help, he had no reason to stay. 

“Hey.”

Cage stopped and looked back over his shoulder. The woman had closed some of the distance between them. Not all, but some. 

“Thanks for stopping.”

“You’re welcome. You have a nice day, ma’am.”

“You too, sir,” she called after him. 

He chuckled but resisted the urge to turn around again. He didn’t need to look to know she was checking him out. He could practically feel her eyes on his back. Even more surprising, he didn’t mind.

He checked the mirror one last time before pulling away on the off chance that she changed her mind. She leaned against the hobbled rental, eyes on his SUV, her head tilted slightly to the side, as if curious. When their eyes met in the side view, he offered what he hoped was a friendly smile and a wave, pleased when she returned it.

He drove away, but his protective instincts wouldn’t allow him to abandon her entirely. Who knew how long it would take for a tow truck to arrive? Anything could happen. A bear could wander out of the woods, or a snake could happen by. Worse, someone less honorable than himself could spot her out there by herself and try to take advantage of the situation.

At least, that was how he rationalized his decision to pull off near a natural spring about a half mile up the road, where he then climbed the slope on the side and doubled back on foot. From his higher position, he could watch over her until help arrived.

Because that wasn’t creepy at all. He was just being a good citizen, looking out for someone in a vulnerable position. Once the tow arrived and he confirmed it was a legit service, he’d be on his way, his conscience satisfied. 

Yeah, that’s all it was. His good deed for the day.
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Chapter Five
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Bree

Bree watched the SUV drive away, ignoring the vague sense of a missed opportunity as Toni’s parting words came back to haunt her. 
“Who knows? Maybe you’ll find the man of your dreams.”

The guy was hot in a wild, natural, mountain-man kind of way. Auburn hair, brilliant green eyes, broad shoulders, and a lean, muscled physique usually found on the covers of romance novels. Wrap that in well-worn jeans, a plain white T-shirt, and boots, and the result was pretty scenic. 

The chance encounter almost made the car trouble worth it. Almost. 

Bree sighed and gave herself a mental shake at the thought. Clearly, lack of sleep and mounting frustration over the less than smooth journey to a fluff assignment were taking their toll.

She checked her phone again. The auto service said they’d be there within the hour, and that hour was just about up.

Leaning back against the car, she took a deep, calming breath to clear her mind while she waited and tried to think positive thoughts. The sun was shining, and the clouds were minimal and feathery in a sky of brilliant blue. The air was clean and fresh, smelling of damp earth and pine. Woodland creatures chittered and squawked, providing a natural background soundtrack. It was peaceful. Serene. The kind of Zen that couldn’t be reproduced by lighting an earthy-scented candle and streaming a feed of babbling brooks and birdsong.

Said tranquility was interrupted by the rumble of a big engine and the thump of hard-rock music, growing louder by the second. Before long, a white tow truck rounded the curve and came into view. As it neared, she saw Callaghan Auto painted on the side in dark green with some sort of Celtic symbol.

The big truck parked in front of the rental. The man who got out of the driver’s side was muscular and moved with a powerful, masculine grace, not unlike the Good Samaritan who’d stopped earlier. Unlike that guy, however, this guy had a harder look about him. Closely cropped jet-black hair and vivid blue eyes only intensified the effect.

Is it something in the local water? She’d heard about the health benefits of natural mountain springs, but if men like this were the result, the locals were missing a golden advertising opportunity for tourism.

The large man stopped at a respectful distance and introduced himself. “Sean Callaghan. You called for a tow?” His voice fit the rest of him. Deep and slightly rough, like sandpaper but not unpleasant. 

“I did, yes.”

He walked around the car, sizing up the damage. Though he said nothing, his eyebrows pinched and drew together, and his lips curled once or twice. 

“How bad is it?” she asked.

“Tire’s blown, rim’s cracked, front end’s gonna need some body work. There’s a good chance that the strut’s snapped and the suspension is damaged. What happened?”

“I hit a pothole, I think.”

He snorted softly. “You think?” 

“It was dark and rainy,” she said defensively, straightening her shoulders. “I didn’t see it until it was too late.”

He looked up at the sky, now clear, bright, and blue. “Just how long have you been out here?” 

“A while,” she admitted. Cell phone reception was spotty, and she’d chosen to wait until the sun was up to walk away from the car in an attempt to get a signal. She was glad she had, too. Had she gone wandering around in the dark, she might have unintentionally discovered the sharp drop-off only a hundred yards to the east.

“Can you fix it?”

“I can fix anything,” he told her with smug confidence. “The question is, whether or not the insurance adjusters will think it’s worth it. For now, I can tow it to my place in Pine Ridge, put it up on the lift, and get a better look at the damage.”

“Pine Ridge.” She remembered seeing a sign not too far back, after she’d gotten off the turnpike and taken a series of increasingly smaller roads toward her final destination, well off the beaten path. At the time, she’d felt a sense of relief that her long and difficult journey was nearly over, but apparently, the universe had opted to get in one last shot. 

“I’m guessing the rental agency doesn’t have a local branch there, does it?”

“You guess correctly. Nearest one is probably two hours away.”

“Seriously? There’s no place to rent another car?”

“Didn’t say that. I said that agency doesn’t have a local office. They’re only around major airports, and there aren’t any of those around here.”

That, she knew. If Sumneyville wasn’t out in the middle of nowhere, she wouldn’t have had to tack a couple hours’ drive onto a cross-country flight fraught with delays and layovers. 

She was only going to be around for a few days, but a car was critical to doing what she had to do. “Do you do rentals?”

“If you’re staying local, I’ve got loaners.”

Did she take a chance with a local over a nationally recognized chain? Bree briefly considered her options and realized she didn’t have many. The guy spoke matter-of-factly, and her instincts said he was trustworthy. Seeing the wedding band on his left hand helped, though she supposed that could be part of an elaborate ruse meant to lull potential victims into a false sense of security.

I really need to stop binge-watching those crime dramas and serial killer documentaries.

“All right,” she agreed. 

He nodded brusquely. “Got the keys?”

Bree fished them out of her pocket and tossed them over. He easily snatched them out of the air. 

“Give me a few minutes to get this hooked up. There’s a cooler with bottled water in the front seat if you’re thirsty. Help yourself.”

She hadn’t realized how thirsty she was until he’d said something. She gratefully accepted, draining a large bottle right away. She considered having a second but didn’t want to have to make another run into the bushes. Once was quite enough. She only hoped the leaves that had brushed her bottom in the process didn’t turn out to be poison ivy or oak.

He made short work of hooking up the rental, and they were soon on their way. She’d expected a barrage of questions, but the big guy was the strong, silent type, and the ride into Pine Ridge was quiet. Rock music continued to play through the speakers, not blasting, but loud enough to discourage conversation.

The first thing Bree noticed when they pulled up to his garage was the half-dozen classic muscle cars in various states of repair, parked along the side of the building. No small foreign models or fuel-efficient hybrids in sight.

The second thing she noticed was the woman who came out from one of the garage bays to greet them, wearing coveralls and wiping her hands on a rag. Bree wasn’t sure what surprised her more—the fact that the woman appeared to be a mechanic or that she was strikingly beautiful. Dark hair was pinned haphazardly on top of her head; her nearly colorless eyes were framed by long, thick black lashes. 

The tow-truck driver greeted the woman by wrapping his big hand around her tiny waist, pulling her close, and giving her a brief but passionate kiss that left Bree breathless. 

“Take care of her, will you?” he said to the woman, nodding in Bree’s direction. “I’m going to pull the rental around back.”

The dark-haired woman watched him walk away, her eyes gleaming with feminine appreciation and stark possessiveness. Bree had to admit, there was a lot to appreciate. 

“I’m Nicki,” the woman greeted with a friendly smile once the guy was out of sight. “Come on into the office, and we’ll take care of business.”

Bree followed her inside. The office was neat and tidy and surprisingly clean. Nicki sat down behind the metal desk and indicated that Bree should take a seat, too. 

“Got a driver’s license and a copy of the rental agreement?” 

Bree produced both and handed them over. Her curiosity got the best of her. “You’re a mechanic?”

“Among other things,” the woman answered with the hint of a cryptic smile.

“I haven’t met many female mechanics.”

Nicki looked down at the license she held in her hands. “You’re a long way from home, Gabriella.”

“Yes, I am.” Bree smiled politely. “And it’s not been a great trip. How long do you think it will take to get a replacement rental?”

“If you’re planning to stay in the area, we can give you a loaner,” Nicki explained, reiterating what the tow guy had told her earlier.

“I’ll be in Sumneyville for the next few days.”

“That’ll work. Business or pleasure?”

“Business.”

“What kind of business, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I work for the Sentinel Voice. I’m here to do a piece on Sanctuary. Do you know of it?”

“I do,” Nicki confirmed. 

Bree waited for her to say something more about them, but she didn’t. Apparently, Nicki was immune to whatever made other people want to overshare. 

“What kind of car do you like to drive?”

Bree thought of the cars she’d glimpsed when they pulled in and the curvy mountain roads she’d be traveling. “Got something a little sportier than an economy subcompact? Maybe a convertible?”

Nicki’s smile was absolutely wicked. “How do you feel about American muscle?”
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Chapter Six
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Cage

“Thoughts?” Church looked at each of those assembled in what they called the war room. 
The once-ballroom now functioned as their center of operations. It was where they discussed and planned and held impromptu meetings about things, such as renovation plans and the recent request for a public interview. 

Church’s expression was as unreadable as ever, but Cage sensed he wasn’t particularly crazy about the idea. Sanctuary was a private facility. As SEALs, they’d accomplished the majority of their missions quietly and efficiently and were handling Sanctuary the same way—without fanfare, without wanting or expecting recognition. 

“It could be good publicity,” mused Doc, though he didn’t sound stoked about the idea either.

“Or it could rise up and bite us on the ass.” That was from Smoke, who avoided public interaction whenever possible.

“Do we know anything about this ... what’s it called? Sentinel Voice?” Heff asked.

“It’s legit,” Cage confirmed, tapping away on one of the many computers in the room and scrolling through the results. “National circulation, based on the West Coast. They appear to cover a variety of issues deemed politically significant as well as exposés and shit.”

“So, what do they want with us?” Mad Dog wondered aloud. “How’d they even hear about us in the first place?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Doc said, rubbing the blond stubble on his chin. “What we’re doing here is important, but it’s hardly front-page news.”

“Maybe they’re looking for a feel-good story,” Heff suggested. “Something to counteract all the bad news these days.”

“I find it hard to believe someone is going to fly across the country to do some feel-good, vanilla piece,” Smoke said somberly. “They’re looking for stories, and I, for one, am not keen on sharing mine. I doubt anyone else here is interested in sharing theirs either. This is supposed to be a safe space, remember?”

Not a big talker by nature, Smoke’s string of consecutive sentences illustrated just how strongly he felt about the subject. Murmurs of agreement followed. 

“We don’t need the publicity,” Mad Dog added thoughtfully. “We’ve already got more applications than we can fulfill. At this rate, we’ll be adding another wing.”

“Besides, if we do okay this thing, there’s the possibility that the interviewer is going to want to talk to some of the locals, too. Depending on who they tap, that might not be a good thing.”

More nods and murmurs followed Heff’s statement. While they had the support of many of the people in Sumneyville, there were those who wanted to see Sanctuary fail and were undermining them by quietly casting doubts and suspicions on their true purpose. At first, it’d appeared to be only a select few, but after the kind of shunning both Sandy and Kate had experienced, they realized it was a growing problem. Some whispered rumors had even gone as far as suggesting they were nothing more than borderline psychos with lethal training. 

“Good point,” agreed Doc. He turned back to Church. “It sounds like we’re in agreement. Decline the interview. Cite respect for the privacy of the guests or some shit like that.”

“It might not be that easy,” Church said, his lips pulling into a thin line. “I got a call from our friends in Pine Ridge. Sean Callaghan towed a rental that broke down on the back road between Pine Ridge and Sumneyville. A woman who told Nicki that she worked for the Sentinel Voice and was headed to Sanctuary.”

Cage shifted, the image of a woman with glossy, dark curls and glittering eyes coming to mind. 

“She’s here?”” Heff asked, frowning.

Church nodded. “Apparently.”

“That’s a little presumptuous, isn’t it?” Doc asked. “Coming out here before we’ve even responded?”

“She must have been on her way when she made the request through the website.”

“It’s smart,” Heff said thoughtfully. “Probably figured it would be harder for us to say no that way.”

“Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission.”

“I bet she’s attractive, too.”

“She is,” Cage said without thinking.

As one, they turned narrowed eyes his way. 

It was Church who asked, “You’ve met her?”

“Sort of.” Cage relayed his brief encounter with the woman on the way back from Ian’s. He stuck to the facts and didn’t mention just how attractive she was or how she’d been on his mind ever since. 

“What’s your read on her?” Doc asked.

Cage carefully considered his next words. “I think we should do the interview.” 

They all frowned, except for Heff, who was looking at him far too intently for Cage’s liking. 

“She’s already in town,” Cage reasoned. “She’s not likely to leave empty-handed. If we don’t talk to her, someone else will. And if that happens, chances are, she’s not going to get an accurate picture of what we’re trying to accomplish here. It could, as Smoke said, come back to bite us in the ass.”

“The best defense is a good offense,” Doc commented quietly.

“Exactly. Invite her in, where we control the circumstances and the information. Give her the facts, make a good first impression. Then, if she does decide to interview some of the locals—”

“Any aspersions they cast won’t take root as easily because we’ve already laid a solid foundation,” Doc finished, nodding. 

“Also,” Heff mused, “I have to believe the locals aren’t going to be very forthcoming. They’ve got their own piles of dirty laundry to worry about.”

“All right then, let’s take a vote. Everyone on board?” Church asked. At the round of reluctant nods, Church looked directly at Cage and said, “She’ll be your responsibility.”

“What? Why me?”

“Because you’ve laid the groundwork with your knight-in-shining-armor routine,” Heff quipped. “Don’t you know? No good deed goes unpunished.”

Doc clapped him on the back. “Come on, Cage. Man up and take one for the team.”

Cage exhaled and tried to look put out, but inside, he felt a tingle of anticipation at seeing the pretty brunette again. 
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Chapter Seven
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Bree

The Sumneyville Bed-and-Breakfast was everything Bree had expected in a small-town B & B. Located a block off the main street, it was a two-story Victorian with a wraparound porch, flower boxes, and exterior trim that brought Norman Rockwell paintings and gingerbread houses to mind. 
The proprietor introduced herself as Martha McGillicuddy. She was a sturdy-looking woman, fortyish, with reddish-blonde hair and a friendly smile. Ms. McGillicuddy seemed hospitable enough, but there was no mistaking the curiosity—and wariness—burning brightly in her eyes. 

Bree’s initial assessment: Martha McGillicuddy was a busybody at heart, privy to many secrets, and a valuable resource if properly cultivated.

However, when Bree saw the crystal candy dish on the credenza filled to overflowing, Bree decided Martha was also a kindred spirit. Not only were Squirrel Nut Zippers and Mary Janes in the mix, but also Root Beer Barrels, Peanut Chews, Bit-O-Honeys, and Caramel Creams. “Where did you get these? Did you special order them?”

“Oh, heavens, no! I buy them in bulk at the farmers market. Highway robbery at ninety-nine cents a pound, but it is what it is.” 

Bree inhaled sharply. She paid five times that much for her stash, and that didn’t include the priority shipping. “Sounds like a place I’d like to visit. Where is that?”

“Zeigler’s, on the edge of town. You probably passed it on your way in. Can’t miss it. Looks like a big warehouse from the outside. Most of the stalls are run by Amish and Mennonites though, so they’re only open on Saturdays.” 

Bree made a mental note to visit Zeigler’s on Saturday. She’d had heard of the Amish, but she’d never actually seen one. And Squirrel Nut Zippers for under a dollar a pound! For that price, she’d buy a new suitcase and fill it to take back with her.

They proceeded into the quaint kitchen, painted in buttercup yellow with lacy white curtains and polished brass accents. 

“Would you care for some iced tea? I just picked up some fresh this morning. It’s peach season, you know.”

Bree didn’t know, nor did she understand the correlation between iced tea and peaches, but it did sound refreshing. “I’d love some, thanks.”

Martha indicated that Bree should sit at the kitchen table. Almost immediately, a tiny black-and-brown dog with a pink bow in her hair scampered into the kitchen and made a beeline for Bree.

“Don’t mind Penny,” Martha told her. “She’s very nosy, but she’s harmless.”

“She’s cute.”

Martha beamed. “She knows it, too.” 

Martha poured them each a tall glass of translucent golden-colored tea while Penny sniffed at Bree’s shoes. 

Bree took a sip of tea and hummed in approval as the taste of ripe peaches exploded on her tongue. “This is delicious. I’ve never had peach tea before.”

“Obermacher’s makes the best. They’re doing peach cider whoopie pies tomorrow. I’ll pick some up.”

Whoopie pies? 

Before Bree could inquire as what a whoopie was, Martha sat down and asked, “You’re from California, you said?” 

Bree nodded. “Yes, I am. Just outside San Diego.” 

“Pardon me for saying so, but you don’t look like you’re from California.”

Bree laughed lightly. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard that. Her dark hair, dark eyes, and curvy figure didn’t match the Hollywood stereotype. “We’re not all blonde and blue-eyed surfer types.”

The color rose in the older woman’s cheeks. “No, of course not.” 

Bree wondered if Martha had ever been out of the county, let alone traveled to the other side of the country. Her knowledge of anything beyond her homogeneous little town probably came only from what she had seen on television. 

“But you’re very astute, Ms. McGillicuddy,” Bree continued. “California is my home now, but I’m originally from New York.”

Martha nodded, appeased. “I thought so! I have an eye for that sort of thing, you know. And please, call me Martha.” 

She paused and sipped her tea. Bree did the same, waiting patiently for the question she knew was imminent.

“So, Gabriella—may I call you Gabriella? Or do you prefer Gabby?”

“Bree, please.”

“Bree. How lovely. What brings you to our humble town?”

And there it is. “I’m here to do a piece on Sanctuary.”

Had she not been watching so closely, she might have missed the sudden tensing of Martha’s neck and shoulders. 

“A piece, you say?”

“Yes. I write for the Sentinel Voice. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?” When Martha shook her head, Bree explained, “We publish stories we believe are in the national interest, and we have millions of digital subscribers all over the world, but our core subscribers are honest, hardworking citizens, like yourself.”

“Oh.” Martha chewed on that for a moment. “If I may ask, why are you investigating Sanctuary?”

Bree’s instincts flared. She noted the interesting choice of words and smiled benignly. “We heard about the work they’re doing with veterans and wanted to learn more.”

“I see.” Martha’s gaze dropped to her glass. 

Bree could practically see the wheels turning, the questions burning on Martha’s lips, questions that Martha could not yet ask. They’d only just met, and Bree was an outsider. Sympathies had to be determined and some measure of trust established before she could share whatever it was swirling around in that head of hers.

Bree allowed the silence to continue until it bordered on awkward, and then she gave Martha a slight nudge. Leaning forward, she asked softly, “Are you familiar with Sanctuary, Martha?” 

“What? Oh, yes, of course. Everyone in Sumneyville knows about them.”

“What do you think of them and what they’re doing?”

Martha sniffed and sat up taller. “Well, it’s not really for me to say.” 

Bree highly doubted that. In fact, there was probably very little that Martha couldn’t speak on for hours on end, complete with judgmental commentary. But there were rules of engagement that had to be upheld. 

“That’s too bad. I was hoping to glean some valuable local insight.”

“I mind my own business.”

“Of course you do,” Bree soothed. “It’s just that, well, I’ve found there’s always more to a story than meets the eye, and it’s important to paint the whole picture, don’t you think?” 

Bree didn’t give her a chance to answer. It was more of a rhetorical question anyway, intended to give the older woman something to think about. 

She rose and thanked Martha for the tea. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to lie down for an hour or two. It’s been a long trip.”

With Penny in tow, Martha showed her to her room and told her she had the entire second floor to herself. That suited Bree just fine. Without bothering to undress, Bree stretched her tired body out on the comfy four-poster bed, set the alarm on her phone, and closed her eyes. She was out within seconds.

After two hours that felt more like two minutes, Bree forced herself to get up and move around. Adjusting to a new time zone would be easier if she didn’t sleep the entire day away. A hot shower and a change of clothes helped immensely, and soon, Bree was feeling back to herself again.

Her phone dinged, signaling a new message from a private number. Intrigued, Bree opened it to find it was from Sanctuary, a response to her request for an interview.

Sanctuary: RE: Request for interview. Does tomorrow at noon work for you?

Bree: Perfect. See you then.

Feeling brightened, Bree decided to take advantage of the beautiful weather and familiarize herself with the area. She still wasn’t sure how she was going to fill an entire week.

She found Martha on the front porch, watering the colorful assortment of petunias in hanging baskets, and told her she was off to do some sightseeing.

Bree couldn’t help the smile on her face as she climbed into the sporty red convertible she’d borrowed for the week. The female mechanic had known exactly what would lift her spirits. The Mustang was a little on the showy side perhaps but a huge improvement from the economy-sized rental and so much more fun to drive.

She snapped a selfie, sent it to Toni with a message—Maybe it won’t be so bad after all—and set out to explore.

Sumneyville itself wasn’t big. Located at the base of the mountains, the town proper barely covered two miles. Lots of individually owned businesses lined both sides of the main street, many of which were housed in decorative brick buildings a century old or more. No malls or superstores or major chains to be found; no structure stretched over three stories—with the exception of the hospital on the edge of town.

As she cruised around, she made a mental note of places to visit to gather information from while in town—the library, the salon, maybe the farmers market. 

By six o’clock, her growling stomach prompted her to pull into the only restaurant she’d seen—a place called Franco’s. The red-white-and-green striped sign called to her Italian heritage and her longing for authentic cuisine. 

“Table for one?” asked the smiling hostess.

“Yes, please.”

Bree breathed in the familiar scents of garlic and spices as the hostess led her to a cozy table near a window. 

“Can I get you something to drink?” the woman said, handing Bree a menu. “Our local vineyards are quite good. I can bring you some samples, if you’d like.”

Pennsylvania has vineyards? “That would be great, thanks.”

“Preferences?”

“Surprise me.”

As the hostess walked away, Bree sipped her water and looked around. The majority of the tables were occupied despite being midweek. Some families, a few couples. Some old, some young. It was a nice mix.

The hostess returned with thick, crusty bread and a bowl of herbed oil with roasted garlic for dipping, then recited the dinner specials as Bree sipped the wine samples. The woman was right; they were surprisingly good. 

“What do you recommend?” 

“Personally, I’m partial to the garlic-butter shrimp pasta, but the chicken Marsala is a local favorite.”

“Garlic-butter shrimp pasta it is and a glass of the house white, please.”

“You got it.” The woman paused. “Are you visiting someone in town or just passing through?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Sumneyville is a small town.”

“I guess so.” Bree laughed, trying to wrap her mind around a place where everyone knew everyone else and could so quickly spot an outsider. Bree wouldn’t recognize half the people who lived in her six-unit apartment building, let alone random people in the town. “I’m here for the week.”

“Mel’s Motel or Martha’s B & B?”

“The B & B.”

The woman nodded in approval. “Good choice. Not that Mel’s isn’t nice,” she was quick to add, “but Martha’s is homier. I’m Carmella, by the way. My husband and I own this place.”

“Bree.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Bree, and welcome. Enjoy your dinner, and if you need anything while you’re in town, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Thanks. I will.”

Carmella walked away, leaving Bree wondering if everyone in Sumneyville was as friendly and welcoming as Martha and Carmella or if it was just an act put on for outsiders. 

Bree dipped the bread into the herbed oil with roasted garlic. The first bite was nearly orgasmic. She closed her eyes and savored the richness. She decided right then and there that if the rest of the meal was even half as good, it wouldn’t be a hardship to have dinner there for the rest of the week.

While she nibbled, Bree pulled out her journal and jotted down a few thoughts and impressions as well as some ideas for her interview. There would be the standard obligatory questions, of course, covering the basic what, where, who, and why, but anything beyond would depend on what she found when she got there—how she was received, their willingness to share, that sort of thing. 

A tingling awareness ghosted over her skin, causing her to pause mid-scribble. She looked up to find the hostess escorting a group of four men and two women to a large table in the back. One of the men in particular caught her attention. She recognized him as the same guy who’d stopped along the road earlier that morning to offer assistance.

He cleans up nice. The white button-down, open at the collar, accentuated the dusky tone of his sun-kissed skin, as did the sleeves rolled up to mid-forearm. His jaw was baby smooth, as if he’d just shaved; his wavy auburn hair looked slightly damp, curling at the ends where it met his broad shoulders.

Two of the men pulled out seats for the women and then sat beside them, suggesting they were together. Her would-be road-rescuer and a good-looking blond guy sat across from each other. 

Are they a couple too? she wondered, stifling an odd pang of disappointment at the thought.

A young server with red-tipped hair and kohl-lined eyes brought her meal and caught Bree staring. “Scenic view, right?” she said with a smirk. 

Very, Bree thought. “Do you know them?”

The young woman turned to her in disbelief. “Those are the Sanctuary guys—well, some of them anyway. They come in a lot—or at least, they used to.” The server’s lips turned down, suggesting she wasn’t too happy about that. “Do you need anything else?”

Before Bree could ask for another glass of water, the server was gone, smoothing her apron and hair on her way over to the newcomers’ table with an exaggerated sway.

Those are the Sanctuary guys? Nothing at all like the grizzled, middle-aged men she’d pictured. 

As if he sensed her gaze, the auburn-haired do-gooder looked up and right at her. His eyes widened briefly, and then his lips curled upward in recognition.

Bree’s assignment just became a whole lot more interesting.
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Chapter Eight
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Cage

“Yo.” Doc snapped his fingers in front of Cage’s face to get his attention.
“What?”

“You’re up, man.”

Cage realized the server, Marietta, was staring at him, waiting for him to place his order. He quickly scanned the specials without taking the time to analyze the choices. There was no wrong answer. Over the last couple years, he’d tried everything on Franco’s menu, and it was all good. “I’ll have the pasta special.”

Marietta smiled, reaching over him to retrieve his menu and brushing her breasts against him in the process. He stiffened, the contact decidedly unwelcome but not unexpected. Marietta made a habit of flirting shamelessly with all of them, even the ones clearly spoken for. However, with Sandy and Kate glaring warnings at her with their eyes, Marietta was concentrating her efforts on his and Doc’s end of the table. If he’d been paying attention, he could have handed her the menu, preemptively avoiding the awkward moment.

He looked back over to the pretty brunette, the woman he now knew was the reporter intent on interviewing them. Her eyes were no longer on him but on whatever she was scratching into her notebook.

Doc followed his gaze, casting a look over his shoulder. “Well, hello there.”

Of course, that made the others look, too.

“Friend of yours?” Mad Dog asked Cage.

“Not exactly.”

Had it just been the guys, he might have received some ribbing for that vague nonanswer, and that would have been the end of it. Men respected each other that way. It wasn’t just the guys at the table, however, and the women weren’t as apt to move on without further interrogation.

“I don’t know her,” Sandy commented, turning to Kate. “Do you?”

Kate shook her head. “No. She’s definitely not from around here.”

Gazes expectantly turned back to Cage. 

“She’s the woman whose car broke down on the side of the road,” Cage explained.

Heff was the first one to put the pieces together. “That’s the reporter who’s coming to do the interview?”

“Suppose so.”

Doc grinned. “Lucky you. You know, if you’re not up to the task, I’ll do you a solid and be her appointed liaison.”

Cage knew Doc was just giving him a hard time, but the thought of Doc showing the reporter around genuinely annoyed him. “Thanks, but I’ve got it covered.”

“You sure? Because I don’t mind taking one for the team.”

The irrational caveman-like urges tightening his chest were unexpected. “I said, I got it.”

Heff, the fucker, smirked. “Feeling a little territorial there, huh, Cage?”

“Fuck off.” 

Heff laughed.

“She’s looked over here twice already. Do you think she knows who you are?” Kate asked. “That you’re with Sanctuary?”

“No,” Cage answered. 

Their brief roadside encounter hadn’t included an exchange of personal information, and even if she had done research prior to her arrival, his name and image weren’t part of the Sanctuary public profile. Church and the others were one hundred percent in agreement about keeping their identities and those of their guests private and on a need-to-know basis. People outside of Sanctuary didn’t need to know.

“You should go talk to her,” Sandy prodded. 

The arrival of their wings and beer provided a distraction and took some of the heat off of Cage, but he almost wished it hadn’t when Marietta started spewing gossip in that sickeningly sweet voice of hers.

“I hear Luther and Kylie set a date,” Marietta said to Kate, malice dancing in her eyes. “Isn’t that awesome? So romantic. And so fast, too.”

Cage—and everyone else at the table—frowned. In addition to being a flirt, Marietta was also a notorious instigator, especially when it came to other females. As a Sumneyville native, Marietta was well versed on all the locals and knew which buttons to push to achieve maximum damage. For Kate, that button was being reminded of how her family had chosen a thieving con man like Luther Renninger over their own daughter and his subsequent engagement to her much-younger sister.

Kate said nothing. 

Mad Dog, however, grunted out, “Good for them.” He took Kate’s hand—the one with the glistening rock he’d put on it only recently—and lifted it to his lips. It was a deliberate move, one meant to let Marietta know that Kylie wasn’t the only Handelmann sister about to get hitched. 

Marietta’s eyes widened; her mouth opened and closed before she turned away from the table and scurried back toward the kitchen, no doubt to spread the news.

“Now, you’ve gone and done it,” Kate said, but some of the sadness had left her eyes, and she was smiling. “It’ll be all over town by the time we leave the restaurant.”

Mad Dog leaned over and kissed her soundly. “That’s the idea. I want everyone to know I’m the luckiest man in the world.”

Kate melted right then and there while Heff made a gagging noise. Sandy elbowed him in the ribs.

“What?” Heff said, feigning innocence. “He can’t possibly be the luckiest man in the world because I am.”

Cage snorted and looked over toward the solitary woman’s table, wondering if she had someone special in her life. This time, she caught his eye and offered him a smile. He felt it deep in his chest. Perhaps Sandy was right. Maybe he should go over and say something. 

“Excuse me for a moment,” Cage said, pushing back his chair and rising. 

He made his way across the dining room. The brunette’s eyes followed him the whole way. The fact that she closed her notebook and discreetly pushed it to the side before he got too close wasn’t lost on him. He wondered what she’d been scribbling.

“We meet again,” he said in greeting.

“Hi,” she replied.

“Does the fact that you’re here mean your day got better?”

Her smile widened. “Definitely better.” 

“Glad to hear it.”

Should he mention the interview? He debated briefly, then decided against it. For one thing, he liked having the advantage. For another, he was looking forward to seeing her reaction when she discovered the truth. That didn’t mean he was ready to walk away.

“Staying at Mel’s?” he asked. Since it was the only motel around for miles, he figured it was a safe bet.

“No, the B & B.”

Sumneyville had a B & B? “Good choice.” 

Her eyes glistened with amusement. “You’re the second person who’s told me that this evening. I’m all about good choices.” 

“Well, you’ve made a good one by coming here. Franco’s is the best restaurant in town.”

“Is there more than one restaurant in town?” 

“No,” he replied with a grin of his own. “Enjoy your dinner.”

“Thanks. I’m sure I will. And who knows? Maybe our paths will cross again.”

“Maybe. Third time’s a charm, right?”

“So they say.”

He was still chuckling when he got back to his table, glad to see the rest of the food had arrived. He tucked in to his meal, ignoring the five pairs of eyes pinned on him. Well, four pairs of eyes. Mad Dog’s attention was focused on his food. 

“Well?” Heff prompted.

Cage ignored him and turned to the ladies. “Did you know Sumneyville had a bed-and-breakfast?”

Both nodded. It was Kate who said, “Martha McGillicuddy runs it. She’s got a huge Victorian on Fourth Street. Luther convinced her to license it as a B & B for tax purposes, but I don’t know how many people have actually stayed there, outside of her family.”

“She’s staying with Martha?” Sandy’s brows pinched together. “That could be a problem.”

“Why?” asked Cage.

“Because Martha’s almost as big a gossip as Mona,” Sandy explained. 

“Mona?” Heff asked.

“Mona Delvecchio.” When Heff still looked confused, she added, “The purple-haired lady at the township building who conveniently lost so much of the Sanctuary zoning and inspection paperwork.”

Kate’s smile dimmed. “And Martha’s the one who told me I couldn’t do Meal on Wheels anymore once I moved in with Chris.”

“What?” exclaimed Sandy in surprise. “You didn’t tell us that! Why the hell not?” 

“Because the Ladies Auxiliary didn’t want to risk getting on Jerry Petraski’s bad side. As the fire chief, he controls the fire hall and the kitchens, where they make the meals.”

Cage frowned. Jerry Petraski and his brother-in-law—the chief of police, Daryl Freed—were not fans of the Sanctuary project, though the exact why of it was still unclear. What was clear, however, was that they used their positions to intimidate locals who might otherwise support Sanctuary and its mission. 

“That’s why you stopped doing Meals on Wheels?” Doc asked, shaking his head. “That is so messed up.”

“Messed up but true,” Mad Dog said. He turned and pointed his fork in Cage’s general direction. “Which means, it’s more important than ever that the reporter sees the truth for herself before her head gets filled with bullshit.”

“Cage will take care of it,” Heff said, topping off his beer from one of the pitchers. “In fact, I’m certain he’ll find some way to keep the pretty reporter happy and occupied. Won’t you?”

Cage glanced across the dining room to where the woman was writing in her notebook again.

“I’ll do my best.”
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Chapter Nine
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Bree

Bree awoke with a sense of anticipation. Despite their straightforward mission statement, there was an air of mystery about Sanctuary—or at the very least, Martha’s reaction when Bree had mentioned it. 
Granted, her cursory internet research hadn’t netted much information, but her curiosity was piqued, especially after getting her first glimpse at some of the members. Bonus: the thought of seeing the Good Samaritan again made her smile. 

Once she got a look at the place and talked to some people, she’d have a better idea of what angle to take and where to dig deeper.

She took a quick shower and applied a bit of light makeup. The scent of coffee and baked goods drew Bree downstairs, where she found Ms. McGillicuddy bustling around near the stove. 

“Ah, there you are,” the B & B owner greeted cheerily. “I was hoping you weren’t a late sleeper. I’ve got to get to Obermacher’s this morning before the best produce is picked through. What would you like in your omelet? Cheese, ham, onions, peppers?”

“Just onions and peppers, please.”

Martha narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “You’re not one of those vegetarians, are you?”

Bree smiled. “No.” 

“Good. I don’t trust people who don’t eat meat. It’s just not natural.” Satisfied, Martha pulled a massive green pepper from the fridge and began chopping with the skill and speed of a chef. 

Bree cringed at the huge dollop of butter Martha dropped into the pan. “Can I help?”

“No, dear. You’re a guest.” Martha tilted her head toward the dining room. “Go on in and get started. I’ll bring your omelet out in a jiffy.”

Bree entered the adjacent room, where a long table and six chairs commanded the space. A solid-wood hutch sat on the far side, displaying china behind beveled glass paneled doors. The matching buffet table appeared against the opposite wall.

A coffee urn sat beside a tray of pastries, a bowl of fresh fruit, and a domed serving dish. When Bree lifted the lid, the savory aroma of smoked slab bacon mixed with that of the sweet, buttery Danishes and gave her a mini foodgasm. It seemed like overkill since she was the only guest, but she feared saying so might offend her hostess.

She could practically feel her hips getting wider from the smell alone. Unable to completely resist—Martha had gone to such trouble after all—Bree selected a small pastry, a banana, and two pieces of bacon. 

After making herself a cup of coffee, she sat down at the table and picked up a copy of the Sumneyville Times, grinning at the headline. The big news wasn’t crime or politics; it was the announcement that potbellied pig races would be part of the upcoming Sumneyville Community Days celebration. Inside, there was even a special insert with a schedule of events, including a car show, live bands, and a tractor pull.

Bree sat back and sipped her coffee. Was there any place more wholesome? Going to the event and snapping some pics could be the perfect wrap-up to her article.

Ms. McGillicuddy slid a plate in front of her, then sat down with her own cup of coffee, and selected a pastry for herself.

“Thank you,” Bree said, refolding the paper and setting it to the side. “But please don’t feel the need to cook for me every morning. I’m used to just grabbing something quick.”

Ms. McGillicuddy seemed insulted. “Nonsense! Breakfast is the most important meal of the day, and this is a bed-and-breakfast.”

Bree took a bite of the omelet and almost moaned. She’d become so accustomed to using nonstick spray that she forgot just how much flavor butter added to a meal. “This is delicious.”

“Glad you like it. So, did you get to do some of that exploring you were talking about last night?”

“I did, yes.” Bree told her about her drive around town and her dinner at Franco’s. 

“Franco’s is good for Italian food,” Martha agreed, but the way she said it suggested that she didn’t think much of Italian food. “Do you have plans for today?”

“Sanctuary’s granted me an interview, so I’ll be heading up there this afternoon.”

“Oh?” Martha leaned forward in interest. “Are you going alone?”

“Yes.” 

“Do you think that’s wise, dear?” Martha asked with a frown.

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Well, the Sanctuary is primarily men and former military men at that. Men who have”—Martha lowered her voice—“issues.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Bree told her, slightly amused by Martha’s concern. 

Former military they might be, but based on her initial observations, they were also polite, respectful, and friendly.

Martha pressed her lips together and said nothing more, frowning into her coffee cup. 

“I’d like to ask you some questions too,” Bree said.

“Me? Why would you want to interview me? I haven’t done anything.”

Bree was somewhat taken aback by Martha’s response. “I’d like your insight on the town. The people. What it’s like to live here. Things like that.”

“Oh,” Martha said, but the furrow between her brow remained. “I’m afraid I don’t have time for that right now.”

“Perhaps later then? After I get back?”

“Yes, I suppose that would be all right.”

“Excellent.”

Sensing that Martha was anxious to be on her way, Bree finished off the delicious omelet and drained the last of her coffee, which wasn’t great but hot and caffeinated. When her offer to help clean up was waved off, she thanked Martha again and opted for her backup plan—visiting the town library. One could tell a lot about a town based on the state of its libraries, churches, and bars. 

Bree loaded up her small backpack with everything she’d need and set off for the library, choosing to walk instead of drive. It was another gorgeous summer day, and the six-block trek would help her burn off some of the high-calorie goodness she’d ingested.

She’d traveled the same road the night before, but doing so on foot gave her a better opportunity to soak in and appreciate the centuries-old architecture and the uniqueness of each individual business. 

Shop owners were outside their places of business, wiping down display windows or sweeping the sidewalk. The curious looks she received were tempered with smiles and quiet good mornings. That took a bit of getting used to; Bree was more accustomed to strangers who didn’t meet the gazes of others or whose attention was pinned to a device in their hand.

The library was located in an old stone building and boasted high ceilings and polished dark wood. Like the B & B, the library was exactly what she would have expected, as was the woman behind the large, circular desk. Old and slim and wearing a blouse buttoned up to the neck, she had luxurious snow-white hair pulled into a severe bun at the back of her head. The nameplate on the desk read Agnes Miller, Head Librarian.

Agnes looked up, peering over half-moon glasses when Bree’s soft footfalls stopped in front of the desk.

“Good morning,” Bree greeted.

“Good morning,” the woman answered in a whisper-soft voice. “What can we help you with today?”

We? Bree looked around the empty library, confirming they were alone. “I’m looking for something on Sumneyville’s history.”

Agnes’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re the reporter.”

Reporter. Journalist. It was close enough. “I am.”

The woman considered Bree over her glasses for several long moments. Her expression gave nothing away. Bree wondered if she’d been a schoolteacher at one point because she had that strict authority vibe going on. 

Finally, the woman said, “Follow me.”

Bree did. 

The librarian directed her to sit at a long conference table. “Wait here, please.”

Bree unpacked her bag, laying out her notebook and several colored pens. She preferred writing out her notes in shorthand to typing directly into her laptop. Doing so gave her time to think and consider and develop what she called the beats of a story, organizing them into various silos. Then, at the end of the day, she’d transcribe everything into her laptop.

Agnes brought her several books. Over the course of the next several hours, Bree looked through them, jotting down notes on the original founders and the progression of local industry—from farming and logging to anthracite coal mining. Of particular interest were references to the places in the area that had been important stops along the Underground Railroad—a network of secret routes and safe houses in which African Americans could flee to the safety of free states and Canada—and some mine disasters, which were both horrific and fascinating. 

The morning flew by, and before Bree knew it, her phone vibrated on the table with a silent alarm, earning a disapproving look from Agnes Miller. Midway through an eyewitness account of the Paxton Mine collapse, she gathered her things and took two of the books to the front desk. 

“I don’t suppose these are available online.”

“Certainly not.”

“Can I take them with me?” she asked.

“You’ll need a library card.”

“I’m only going to be in town for a few days.”

“Rules are rules,” Agnes sternly informed her. “We can make you a temporary card, and you may check out the books, or the books will remain here, and you may return to view them during normal operating hours.”

“In that case, I guess you’d better give me a temporary card.”

By the time Bree left the library with her new card and books in hand, she was running late. She had barely enough time to get back to the B & B before she had to leave for the interview. She rounded the corner fast and plowed right into a local police officer.

“Whoa there,” he said, bending down to help her pick up the books. 

About her age, he was good-looking in a boy-next-door sort of way.

The man whistled as he looked at one of the books. “Uh-oh. Does Miss Agnes know about this?” he asked, the corner of his mouth tilting up in a smile.

“I assure you, Officer”—she looked at his name badge pinned to his chest pocket—“Petraski, it’s all on the up-and-up. I’ve got a library card and everything,” Bree said, accepting the book. 

He laughed. “Glad to hear it. You must be that reporter everyone is talking about.”

“Bree De Rossi. Word gets around fast, huh?”

“Sure does. You’re here to do an article about Sanctuary?”

“I am,” she confirmed. “In fact, I’m headed out there now.”

A shadow passed over his features, gone as quickly as it had come. The officer touched his hat and inclined his head. “You have a good day, ma’am, and be careful.”

Was that a veiled warning? “I will. Thank you.”

The temperature had risen considerably since she’d left, or it felt as if it had. The humidity took a bit of getting used to after being in SoCal for a couple of years. She had just enough time to drop the books off at the B & B and freshen up. Bree was glad she’d opted to go light on the foundation that morning, requiring only a brief touch-up with some translucent powder and a swipe of gloss. 

Bree punched the address into her navigation app and committed the route to memory, just in case she lost cell reception again.

The drive was gorgeous. The convertible handled the winding roads with ease, the powerful engine undeterred by the incline. 

She found the entrance to Sanctuary easily enough, and once she turned off the road, the view got even better. The long drive resembled a natural tunnel of sorts with the branches of large trees reaching across to each other and forming a canopy. Shafts of sunlight broke through in places, making her think of enchanted forests. She wondered what it would look like in other seasons, ablaze with color or frosted with glistening snow.

The drive opened up to reveal the imposing building she’d seen on the website. As beautiful as those photos were, they didn’t do the place justice. She parked and took a moment to admire the stonework and the old-fashioned carriage lamps. Nothing about it suggested a facility for veterans.

“Miss De Rossi?”

The deep male voice startled her. The man who spoke, even more so. Tall and broad with shaggy chestnut-colored hair framing an angled, masculine face. Authority radiated from him in waves, as did a powerful military vibe. 

“Yes, that’s me. And you are?”

“Matt Winston. Welcome to Sanctuary.”

Winston. The name rang a bell. She was certain she’d seen it in some of the books she’d skimmed, but she couldn’t remember exactly where. 

“Thank you, Mr. Winston.”

“Please, come in.” His smile, like his demeanor, was polite but not what she would call friendly. 

Her initial assessment: the man was powerful, deadly, and not particularly pleased with her presence. She could see where some people would be intimidated by him.

She straightened her shoulders and followed him inside. Topical chitchat wouldn’t work with him, so she kept her mouth closed and her eyes open, silently noting the decor and the general feel of the place. Simple and clean with an understated elegance, it was less garish than she would have guessed, based on the exterior.

His office was neat and sparsely furnished, an eclectic mix of old and new. The large desk was definitely a working antique, looking as if it had been used for multiple generations. The ergonomic chair behind it and the sleek black tech on top were far more recent.

Winston took a seat behind the desk and indicated she take one of the two chairs in front of it. 

“You’ve come a long way, Miss De Rossi.”

“I go where I’m assigned, Mr. Winston. As a military man, I’m sure you can understand that.”

“That I can. What is it you hope to accomplish here?” 

Right to the point. Straightforward. She liked that even if it did take some getting used to. “I’d like to learn more about Sanctuary.”

“Why?”

If he was going to be blunt, then so would she. “Because it sounds like you’re doing a good thing here, and people need to hear about good things these days.” 

Soulful golden-brown eyes stared at her intently. “If it’s just the program you’re interested in, we could have provided you with materials. You didn’t need to fly across the country for that.”

“How did you know I flew cross-country?”

“Educated guess. That’s where your office is, isn’t it?”

His expression remained neutral; his voice conversational. Yet a tingle ran down the length of Bree’s spine. 

“You’ve done some research, I see.”

A small smile ghosted over his lips. Bree added the adjectives intelligent, guarded, and protective to her mental notes on Matt Winston. 

He pushed a legal-sized manila envelope forward with two fingers across the desk. A brief check confirmed it held the materials he’d referred to, basically the same information she’d found online in paper format—mission statement, overview of the program, et cetera. 

“Some things can’t be accurately conveyed by words on paper. At its core, Sanctuary is about helping people—people who’ve made it a priority to serve and protect the citizens of this country. That’s what I’m here for, Mr. Winston. The human angle. The emotional aspect.”

His brows creased slightly; the hint of a frown tugged at the corners of his lips. “Be that as it may, we respect and protect the privacy of those who come to us, Miss De Rossi. I can offer you a private tour with one of our senior staff, but I must ask that you refrain from taking pictures of our residents or include any personally identifying information in your article.”

No pictures? That was disappointing, but she had a feeling if she didn’t agree to his terms, she wouldn’t get anything more, and she needed more than that to take back to Charlie. Besides, there was a lot more to Sanctuary than what was contained in that information packet. She could feel it.

“Fair enough.”

Winston stood, clearly signaling the end of their meeting. His eyes flicked to the door behind her. “Cage will provide you with whatever you might need.”

Bree stood as well. “Cage?”

“That would be me.”
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Chapter Ten
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Cage

The look on her face was priceless. The way her eyes lit up at the sight of him, even better. 
“You! Third time’s a charm, right?” she said, echoing his words from the previous evening.

Her lips curled into a slow, easy smile that he felt in his chest. 

“Right. Shall we start with a tour, Miss De Rossi?”

“Bree, please. And sure.”

He stood back and swept his arm in an after you gesture, sharing a glance with Church as she passed. He nodded, accepting Church’s silent command. The residents had already been warned, so as long as Cage stuck to the plan, everything would go smoothly. 

She removed a small leather notebook—the same one he’d seen the night before—and a pen. “Mind if I take notes?”

“Not at all.” He wondered if Church had given her a no-tech rule or if she used one all the time. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask along with a desire to show her the slick device he had in his pocket, which allowed him to record audio, video, and translate text to speech. He decided against it. His task was to show her around, not try to impress her with tech only another geek could fully appreciate.

“So, Cage, huh?” she asked with the hint of a smile. “Is that your first name or last?”

“Neither. My name is Nick.” 

“Ah, Cage is a nickname. Why?”

He grinned. “I could tell you, but ...” 

“Then you’d have to kill me?” she finished wryly.

“No. It would ruin the mystery.”

She laughed, as he’d hoped. “Do you have a preference? Nick or Cage?”

“Either is fine.”

She looked every bit as pretty as she had the first two times he saw her, but it was her self-confidence that he found particularly attractive. Whether stranded along the side of the road, eating dinner alone, or touring a facility owned and operated by former Navy SEALs, her attitude suggested she had everything under control. 

Cage walked her through some of the common areas inside the main building, such as the game room, the TV room, and the library—all of which had recently been renovated. Afterward, he took her into the dining room and the kitchen, where Kate was already busy with preparing the evening meal. 

“Welcome to Sanctuary,” Kate greeted with an easy smile. “I see Nick’s giving you the grand tour.”

“Yes, he is.”

Cage did the introductions. “Bree, this is Kate, chef extraordinaire. She makes sure we’re all well fed. Kate, Bree De Rossi.”

“Nice to meet you, Kate. I saw you at Franco’s last night, didn’t I?” Bree asked. “Checking out the competition?”

“Not exactly.” Kate chuckled. “Just enjoying a night off. Sometimes, it’s nice to eat a meal made by someone else.”

“I’m not much of a cook myself, so that’s something I can fully appreciate.” Bree looked around the space, filled with gleaming appliances and gadgetry. 

Kate and Sam were as passionate about their kitchen space as Cage was with his tech. 

“This kitchen is amazing.”

“It really is,” Kate agreed. “I love working here.”

“Do you run the entire kitchen yourself?”

“Oh, no. It’s a team effort.”

A timer dinged, and Kate excused herself. Cage had the distinct impression that Bree would have liked to talk more with Kate, but they were on a schedule. 

“She seems really nice.”

“Kate’s awesome,” he agreed. “And a hell of a cook.”

“Is she former military?”

“No.”

He steered Bree toward the new greenhouses behind the kitchen, concluding the indoor portion of the tour. He’d stayed away from the private living areas and the war room. Allowing her to see their setup would only invite more questions and add unnecessary fuel to claims that they were more than they appeared. They were, but that was beside the point. 

“Our greenhouses are a work in progress, as you can see. Eventually, we hope to expand, so we can grow a significant portion of our own produce.”

She took in the massive hexagonal space, turning around in a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle. “What are all those pipes for?”

“Hybrid hydroponic system,” Mad Dog answered, appearing behind them, right on cue. “We supplement the soil with collected rainwater and nutrient rich water from the stock pond and then recycle it back.”

“Bree, this is Chris. He designed these greenhouses.”

“I’m impressed. This is some cutting-edge stuff.”

Mad Dog beamed proudly as Cage kept them moving forward, leading Bree outside. Off to the right, Justin, one of Sanctuary’s first residents after officially opening its doors, had the dogs in a large, fenced-in area. 

“What’s going on over there?” Bree asked.

“Therapy dog training. The dogs are rescued strays, by the way.”

Bree hummed softly. Cage was careful to keep their distance from the enclosure, using the training as an excuse. While Justin was great with the dogs, he wasn’t keen on socialization, though he was considerably better than he had been when he first arrived. 

They strolled along the tree line, where Cage pointed out the trails used for walking, horseback riding, and in the winter, snowmobiling. 

Heff appeared, crossing the path ahead of them on his horse with another in tow and offering a friendly wave. 

“You have horses too?” Bree asked, her eyes bright.

“We don’t, but we have a partnership with a local hippotherapy place and plenty of trails to explore.” 

They continued to the lake and the newly reconstructed dock. Cage suggested they sit in the shade of the gazebo while Bree asked questions about the program. He patiently answered them all, even the personal questions she slipped in occasionally.

“I have to ask ... what’s a lake doing in the middle of the mountains?”

Cage laughed. “I asked the same question. The area is rich with mountain springs, some created as far back as the Ice Age.” 

“Glacial water, huh? I can see where this place could be very therapeutic,” she continued. “Plenty of open space, very tranquil and in sync with nature. I imagine property like this is worth a fortune. How did you find such a gem?”

“It was donated by the family,” he said carefully.

“Patriotic bequeathal?”

“Something like that.” 

Matt Winston’s personal life wasn’t up for discussion. Property and tax information was a matter of public record. If she wanted to, she could trace the ownership easily enough.

“So, what is it you do here, Nick?”

“Whatever needs to be done,” he answered honestly. “But I guess if you have to put a label on it, you could say I’m the IT guy.”

“You don’t look like an IT guy,” she said, reaching for his hand. 

He went still when she lightly ran her fingers over the calluses and unknowingly fired off a chain reaction of sensation in other places. 

“And these are definitely not the hands of a computer geek.”

“Like I said, I do whatever needs to be done,” he replied, glad his voice remained even. 

She removed her fingers and jotted something down in her notebook, closing it back up before he could see what she had written. 

“This place was in rough shape when we started.”

“You’re one of the owners then?”

It felt weird to think of himself as an owner even though, on paper, he was. Church had made him, Smoke, Doc, Heff, and Mad Dog equal financial partners, but the property and everything on it was Church’s family legacy. 

“It’s a partnership,” he confirmed.

“You’re all military?”

He nodded.

“Did you serve together?”

“Not as a unit, no, but we all served with Matt at one time or another. Sanctuary is his baby. The rest of us are just here to help make it a reality.”

“Explain to me what that dream is.”

“You’ve read the mission statement.”

“I have,” she agreed, opening her notebook again. “But I want to hear it in your words.”

He thought about that for a minute before answering, “Serving this country is an honor and a privilege, but it does change the way you see things. Military life is much different than civilian life. It’s highly structured with a clearly defined chain of command. You’re no longer an individual but part of a team. Returning to civilian life is an adjustment and not always an easy one. Sanctuary helps with the transition by providing a bridge between military and civilian life. Guests can acclimate back into civilian society at their own pace, surrounded and supported by those who’ve been where they are.”

Scribble, scribble. “What about those who suffer from PTSD?” she asked.

“PTSD covers a wide spectrum; however, we’re not equipped or qualified to handle severe cases. Applicants go through a rigorous screening process. Those who require care and services beyond what we provide are referred elsewhere.”

“So, basically, you’re telling me that Sanctuary does not pose a danger to the local community?”

Cage wondered if she’d already talked to some of the townspeople. “Exactly. Sanctuary is exactly what it sounds like—a refuge. Nothing more, nothing less.”

She was quiet for a few minutes, staring out at the water, and then she laughed softly. “You’re not at all what I pictured.”

“Oh? What did you picture?”

“A group of wizened, older guys, like the kind who hang around the VFW and hand out poppies on Veterans Day.”

“That’s the thing about stereotypes and preconceived notions. They’re rarely accurate.” He paused and then admitted, “When I heard a reporter was coming to do an interview, I had an image of Ed Asner in my head. Or Candice Bergan.”

She grinned. “Ed Asner? Just how old are you?”

He shrugged. “What can I say? I grew up on classic TV reruns.”

“Me, too. Though I’m more of a Perry Mason fan myself.”

“You have excellent taste.” 

She asked a few more questions, scratched into her notebook, and then put it away. He took that to mean she was ready to move on, and he felt a pang of disappointment. The afternoon had passed too quickly. 

They headed back to the main building, where the bright red convertible was parked.

“You’ve upgraded since the last time I saw you,” he commented, opening the driver’s door for her. 

“That I have. Much easier to avoid potholes now.” She grinned. “Thank you, Nick. I’m impressed with everything you’re doing here. You’re a wonderful tour guide.”

“Thanks. And you’re welcome.”

“I’d love to talk to some of the guests, too, and get their perspective. It can be completely anonymous.”

“I can talk to Matt, see what he says.”

“That would be great. Thanks.” 

The engine came to life with a low, rumbling purr. After a moment’s hesitation, she turned to him and asked, “Would you be interested in meeting me for coffee or dinner or something?”

He blinked slowly, silently pondering her motives. He might be on the shy side when it came to women, but he wasn’t stupid. “I suppose that depends on the why of it. Are you looking for more information for your article?”

“If I say yes, will you say no?”

Would he? He’d enjoyed the afternoon and her company. The questions she’d asked were intelligent and not overly intrusive, but that might not be the case in another setting, especially after having established a baseline rapport. Still, he was willing to risk it, if for no other reason than he wanted to spend more time with her. 

“Not necessarily.”

She grinned, and once again, he felt it in his chest. “Good, because I’d like to know more.”

More about him specifically? Or more about Sanctuary?

She reached into her bag and pulled out a business card. “This is my number. Think about it, okay?”

He accepted the card. “I will.” 
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Chapter Eleven
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Bree

Bree felt good about how the afternoon had gone. Not only had she gotten a tour around Sanctuary, but she’d also had the full, personalized attention of Nick as well. He was a study in contrasts, that one. Incredibly handsome and physically fit yet a self-professed geek. Warm and friendly with an easy, confident smile yet with a borderline shyness she found particularly appealing. Most unexpected was how at ease she’d felt around him, as if they’d known each other for longer than a few hours.
As she drove down the winding mountain road back toward town, she felt only a slight pang of guilt for baiting him as she had.

Of course, the nice guy routine could all be an act. As much as the men of Sanctuary might try to come across as the guys next door, they were former military who, based on the men she’d seen both at the restaurant and the facility, were staying fit and battle-ready. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine they kept up other skills, too. 

That was what had prompted her to ask the pointed questions she had about the mental health of those they served. Having a cell of lethally trained warriors nearby could be either unnerving or comforting, depending on perspective. 

Personally, she found it exciting. 

The curtains moved when Bree pulled into the driveway, suggesting Martha had been watching for her return. The critical way she eyed Bree when she entered the B & B was even more telling. Whether it was out of concern or a desire to get the scoop, she wasn’t sure. Perhaps it was a bit of both. 

“Did everything go all right?” Martha asked anxiously.

“Yes, it went well,” Bree told her honestly. “They were very polite and accommodating.”

Martha uttered a soft, “Hmmph.” 

Bree had to hide her smile.

“Do you have time for some questions now?” Bree asked.

“I’m expected at the fire hall.”

“Oh?” 

“The Ladies Auxiliary gathers several times a week to make meals for our community outreach program—meals for shut-ins, the elderly, that sort of thing,” Martha explained, her eyes holding a calculating gleam that belied the innocence of her tone. “Why don’t you come with me? I’m sure they’d love to meet you.”

Bree pictured a room full of Marthas angling for inside information. How could she possibly pass that up?

“Sure, I’d like that. Just give me a few minutes to freshen up, and I’ll be ready to go.”

They opted to walk; the fire hall wasn’t far. Several women were already there when they arrived. Judging by the instant cease in conversation, Bree guessed she was the primary topic. 

“Ladies, this is Gabriella De Rossi, the reporter I was telling you about,” Martha announced and then proceeded to introduce each of the women there. 

One of them Bree recognized as the librarian from earlier that morning.

“Bree, please.”

“You’ve already met Agnes Miller,” Martha said, confirming that these women were in fact key players in the Sumneyville gossip vine. “That’s Mona Delvecchio, Edith and Lydia Schaeffer, and Winona Mitchell.”

Bree nodded and greeted each of them in turn. They were older than Martha—the median age probably around seventy or so. Unlike the men of Sanctuary, the women of the Ladies Auxiliary were exactly as Bree had pictured them.

All were actively involved in meal prep and wearing aprons that covered them neck to knees. Winona was adding spices to rings of sausage in roasting pans. Agnes was kneading dough on a floured surface. Edith and Lydia, who appeared to be identical twins, were expertly peeling and chopping a colorful array of vegetables that looked as if they’d come straight from a farm. 

The only exception was the woman introduced as Mona, who sat, perched on a stool in the corner, and didn’t actually appear to be doing anything. She reminded Bree of a queen presiding over her court.

“Bree is interested in learning about Sumneyville for her article,” Martha said.

“I thought you said she was investigating Sanctuary,” said one of the twins.

Again with the investigating. Why exactly did the locals believe Sanctuary warranted an investigation? 

Bree picked up the same wary vibe from the others as she had from Martha whenever the subject arose.

“There’s never just one angle to a story,” Bree said carefully, “and I like to get the whole picture.” 

Her guess paid off. 

They nodded, murmuring variations of, “Yes, absolutely.”

“You were up there today, weren’t you?” asked Mona. 

Bree glanced at Martha, who avoided her gaze. “Yes, I was.”

“And what did you think?”

“It was very scenic.” In more ways than one.

“Well, it was quite the popular resort at one time,” commented Edith. At least, Bree thought it was Edith. She and Lydia had changed places, and it was difficult to tell them apart. 

“What happened to the resort?”

“A horrible fire. We were quite surprised Matthew wanted to return at all.”

The name was instantly familiar. “Matthew? Matt Winston?”

“Yes, his family owned and operated the place for years before they ...” Winona said before she lowered her head and made the sign of the cross. “So tragic, to lose his entire family like that.” 

Before Bree could ask more about that, Mona asked, “Did they actually show you around?”

“They gave me a tour of the facilities and the grounds, yes.” 

“I’m sure they didn’t show her everything,” Agnes murmured. “Only what they wanted her to see.”

“Did you see Kate while you were there?” asked Lydia with interest.

Unsure if it was the same Kate she’d met, Bree said, “I did speak with a woman named Kate, yes. She runs the kitchen.”

“That would be our Kate,” Edith said with a nod. “Such a sweet girl. She used to cook with us before she took up with them. And of course, she was always such a help with her father’s store. Tell me, does she look okay?”

“She’s fine,” snapped Agnes before Bree could answer, flashing Edith a warning look. “Kate made her choice.”

“Enough!” Mona sharply commanded. 

They obediently clamped their lips shut, though a few angry glances were cast about. Bree had the feeling much more would have been said if she weren’t there, which was a shame because it sounded like a very interesting story. She made a mental note to pursue that at another time—when Agnes and Mona weren’t present.

“So, tell me about what you’re doing here,” Bree said brightly, changing the subject. “Ms. McGillicuddy tells me the Ladies Auxiliary gets together several times a week to prepare meals for the community.”

The tension eased. The women were only too happy to talk about that. They told her about their local Meals on Wheels program and the public dinners and fundraisers they hosted often. Bree praised them for their compassion and their strong sense of community, soothing a few ruffled feathers and hopefully gathering a few allies in the process. 

She stayed a while longer and then thanked them for their time and made her excuses, saying she had work to do. With a takeout box in hand, Bree left the kitchen, her mind swimming with questions.

Lost in her thoughts, she went through a different door than the one she’d come in with Martha. Instead of exiting into the parking lot at the back of the building, she walked into a large hall ... and smack dab into the same police officer she’d bumped into earlier. 

“We really need to stop meeting like this,” he teased, reaching out to steady her. 

“I need to pay more attention to where I’m going.” 

“No argument there.” 

Officer Petraski smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Regardless, he was another potentially excellent source of information, and she’d be a fool to squander the opportunity.

She returned his smile with one of her own, openly taking in his jeans and Sumneyville Bearcats T-shirt. “Are you off duty, Officer?”

“I am. I’m just here to get some dinner from the ladies and grab a beer or two.”

She held up her takeout box. “That sounds like a great idea. Mind if I join you, Officer?”

His eyes widened slightly, as if surprised she’d asked. He hesitated briefly before nodding. “Sure. Why not?”
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Chapter Twelve
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Bree

A bar took up a good section of the wall to the left, and at least half a dozen barstools were occupied. She took her takeout box to a table against the far wall, the one most amenable to a private conversation, and waited for Officer Petraski to return with a similar box. 
“Can I get you something to drink?” he asked.

“I believe you said something about a beer.”

“That I did. Got a preference?”

“Whatever you’re having is fine.”

“Be right back.”

He went behind the bar and poured two tall glasses from the tap. While there, he spoke with several of those seated at the bar, who turned and shot curious looks her way. 

“Do they let anyone behind the bar, or does your badge afford you special privileges?” she teased when he returned to the table.

He gave her a lopsided smile. “Special privilege. I help out sometimes.”

“A police officer and a bartender. A man of many talents.”

He raised his glass, his cheeks turning a ruddy hue. “Comes with the territory when your father’s the fire chief. I practically grew up at the station.”

“And yet you became a policeman, not a fireman.”

“I’m on the volunteer squad,” he admitted.

“Hmm,” she hummed. “The ladies were just telling me about a terrible fire at the Winston resort. Were you on the squad then?”

A dark cloud passed over his features as he dropped his gaze toward his meal. “Yes. It was one of my first official calls. Wasn’t much we could do by the time we got there though.”

“Did you know the Winstons?”

“Everyone knew the Winstons,” he said evenly. “Sumneyville is a small town.”

“What about Matt? Were you friends? Go to school together?”

“Not particularly. He was a few years ahead of me.” He shifted uncomfortably and glanced toward the door. 

His friendly manner had cooled considerably, and Bree decided to change gears.

“So, do I have to keep calling you Officer Petraski, or are you going to tell me what the L stands for?”

“Lenny.”

“So, Officer Lenny, tell me more about you.”

“Me? There’s not much to tell,” he said, shaking his head.

Her instincts told her otherwise. From his short hair and clean-shaven jaw to the light smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose, Officer Petraski might present like the boy next door, but she sensed something simmering beneath that wholesome facade. It could just be a case of small-town wariness of outsiders, or it could be something more. 

“I doubt that. In fact, I find that the people who don’t think they have anything to tell usually turn out to have the most interesting stories. Especially people who devote so much of their lives to helping others.”

She leaned forward slightly and gave him her full attention. Her strategy paid off. His cheeks flushed, as if he was embarrassed, and some of the hardness left his features. 

Over a delicious meal of grilled sausage, cucumber-onion salad with a sweet and tangy vinegar dressing, and heavily buttered dough nuggets he called spaetzle, Bree kept the conversation focused solely on him. She learned that he’d been born and raised in Sumneyville—no surprise there. In addition to being a police officer and a volunteer firefighter, he was also an avid fisherman and hunter and played second base for the Sumneyville Bearcats in the regional softball league.

“Okay, I have to ask,” she said after swiping a napkin over her buttered lips. “Why is your team called the Bearcats?”

“A compromise.” He laughed, relaxed once again, and sat back, having finished his dinner long before she did. 

“Do tell.”

“It was before my time, but everyone knows the story. Half the town wanted to be called the Sumneyville Bears, on account of the large black bear population in the area. The other half disagreed, saying that Wildcats was a better name because big cats were more ferocious than lumbering bears. It polarized the community.”

She laughed. “You’re kidding.”

“Not even a little,” he told her, his eyes dancing with amusement. “People displayed signs in their yards and taped them to their windows. Bears supporters wouldn’t patronize Wildcats businesses, and vice versa. Things got ugly.” 

“So, what happened?”

Lenny grinned and took a drink of his beer. “Eventually, the Ladies Auxiliary had had enough and decided something had to be done. So, one night, they got together and marched through town. They ripped down all the Bears and Wildcats signs and replaced them with Bearcats signs. We’ve been the Bearcats ever since.”

“Just like that?” 

“Just like that. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but some of the ladies in the Auxiliary are pretty fierce.” 

Bree laughed again, able to picture it easily. Sumneyville was exactly the kind of place where men, even grown men, were willing to battle each other but not willing to face the combined wrath of their wives, mothers, and grandmothers.

“You do know that bearcats are a real thing, right?”

“No, they’re not.”

“Yes, they are. Though they’re neither bears nor cats. They’re binturongs. They live in the rain forest and smell like popcorn.

He laughed, his disbelief apparent. “You’re joking.”

“Not even a little.” She did a quick search on her phone and showed him the results.

“I’ll be damned.”

“I like the history behind the team name though It’ll make a great story for my article.”

Lenny’s smile remained, but it lessened somewhat. “I thought you were here to do a story on Sanctuary,” he said carefully.

“I am, but I’d like to include some local history as well. Sumneyville is a slice of pure Americana, and when the rest of the world is going to hell in a handbasket, people need that. They need to know that places like this still exist.”

He nodded but said nothing as he reached for her empty box, stacking it atop his. 

She stopped him by laying her hand on his forearm. “Lenny, can I ask you something? Off the record?”

“Sure,” he said, but his eyes were once again wary.

“I get the impression that not everyone around here is thrilled with Sanctuary.”

He neither acknowledged nor denied the statement. “That’s not a question.”

“You’re right; it isn’t. My question is, why? I mean, I see picture banners hanging from light posts up and down Main Street, honoring local men and women who have served this country over the past century, so I know it’s not a matter of patriotism.”

The seconds ticked by in silence before he said, “You’re right, on both counts.” He looked at his watch. “I’m sorry. I have somewhere I need to be.”

If she’d suspected there was something simmering beneath the surface before, she was certain of it now. “Of course. I didn’t mean to take up so much of your time.”

“No problem.”

“Perhaps we can continue our conversation another time?”

“Perhaps,” he replied, but the way he said it, Bree was pretty sure it wasn’t going to happen.

“Thanks for the conversation and the beer. You pour a mean draft.”

Some of the tension in his expression eased. “My pleasure.” He picked up the empty boxes and turned to go, but then he hesitated. “A word of advice, Bree. My grandfather told me once, if you want honey, be careful about how you collect it. If you start poking at the hive, you’re going to end up with a lot of stings and no honey.”

He was warning her, clear enough, but of what—Sumneyville or Sanctuary? 

“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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Bree

Bree walked slowly back to the B & B, mentally creating a to-do list:
	Research the Winston tragedy.

	Find out more about Kate Handelmann and why the Ladies Auxiliary seemed concerned about her well-being.

	Chat up more locals and get their perspectives.

	See Nick again. 


It was dark by the time she got back to the bed and breakfast. Ms. McGillicuddy had left the porch light on for her. Bree entered quietly and went to the kitchen to make a cup of tea, laughing to herself when she heard rumbling snores coming from the back of the house.

Tea in hand, she made her way up to her room, changed into sleepwear, and checked her phone. It was still early in California. She scrolled through her Contacts and selected Toni’s number.

Bree: You busy?

The response was almost immediate.

Toni: Never too busy for you. What do you need?

Bree chuckled at Toni’s eager willingness to help. With Hunter on assignment in Vegas, she was probably looking for ways to not think about what he was doing out there and who he was doing it with. Rather than text a reply, Bree hit the Call button.

“You wiped out my candy stash, didn’t you?” Bree asked in greeting.

“Maybe.” Toni sniffed. “But if I did—hypothetically, of course—and I wanted to replenish said stash before you got back, where could I find them?”

“Don’t worry about it. We’ll call it even if you use your special skills and look up a few things for me.”

“You just want me for my back doors. Wait, that sounded wrong. What are you looking for?”

“I don’t know exactly,” Bree answered honestly. “Just put out some feelers on the Sanctuary corporation and see what shakes out.”

“That’s extremely vague.”

“I know. And Squirrel Nut Zippers are extremely hard to find. Expensive, too.” Bree didn’t feel the need to mention the ninety-nine cents a pound deal since she hadn’t yet corroborated Martha’s earlier claim. 

Toni exhaled heavily. “Fine. Hey, how is Summertown anyway?”

“Sumneyville. And exactly what you’d expect, if you lived in a Normal Rockwell coffee table book.”

“Sounds brutal. How’s the pond stocked? Any chance of getting a nibble?”

“That’s not why I’m here,” Bree said, even as an image of Nick came to mind. 

“I know; I know. But you know what they say about all work and no play, right?”

“It gets Bree the good assignments?”

“Yeah, that’s why you’re in Mayberry and Hunter’s in Vegas, spanking booty.”

Bree didn’t take Toni’s comment personally. She’d be cranky, too, if her boyfriend were working a sex club. Besides, Bree had to believe that her dedication and diligence would pay off someday. Otherwise, what was the point? 

“It’s an assignment, Toni. It doesn’t mean anything. And Hunter’s crazy about you.”

A heavy sigh. “I know. But the visuals are killing me.”

“You watched that movie again, didn’t you? The one with the billionaire and his dungeon room?”

“All three of them,” Toni admitted. “It’s my only frame of reference for what he’s dealing with.”

“Stop.” 

“You’re right. I know you’re right, and yet I just can’t seem to help myself.”

“It’s you he’s coming back to.”

“From your lips to God’s ears.”

“Text me when you’ve got something.”

“Will do.”

Bree disconnected the call and sat back, scrolling through some of the pictures she’d surreptitiously taken throughout the day, candid shots she’d use to help her draft her article. When she got to one of Nick, she paused and took time to appreciate it. It was a good shot, taken at an angle that highlighted his strong, masculine profile and sun-streaked brownish-red hair. Her heart began to beat a little faster, even as a warm, tingly feeling erupted in her core.

He—it—was definitely a keeper.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Fourteen
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Cage

The afternoon had gone a lot better than he’d expected. Despite the fact that Gabriella De Rossi—Bree—had asked a lot of questions, he’d enjoyed spending time with her. She was easy to talk to, smiled often, and seemed genuinely supportive of Sanctuary and its mission. 
But just because she seemed supportive didn’t mean she actually was. People said and did lots of things to get what they wanted, and it was important to remember that the beautiful Miss De Rossi wasn’t there to spend time with him. She wanted information, and he was simply the guy who’d been tasked with providing it to her. 

Tech, he understood. People, not so much. They were too inconsistent. Too unpredictable. They didn’t operate according to a preprogrammed set of rules and guidelines, and their agendas weren’t always clear.

Perhaps Doc would have been a better choice. The guy had a friendly, relaxed manner and could get along with anyone. Yet the thought of Doc spending the day with Bree, talking with her, being on the receiving end of her smiles didn’t sit well with him.

Curious to know more about her, Cage went back to his trailer and fired up his laptop. He began with a cursory background check as a starting point and dug deeper. What he found left him reeling. 

Gabriella De Rossi had been born approximately twenty-nine years earlier to Alfonse and Maria De Rossi Sanatucci of Brooklyn, New York. Her mother died of pancreatic cancer young in life—when Gabriella was only seven. When she was thirteen, her father was arrested for his ties to organized crime, resulting in several stacked life sentences without possibility of parole. Bree was placed in protective custody and eventually taken in by an aunt on her mother’s side. Attended a Catholic girls’ school, followed by two years of community college before transferring to SUNY to double major in English and journalism. 

After graduation, she moved to the West Coast, taking a position at the Sentinel Voice in the mailroom. She’d since worked her way up the ranks, and she did mostly human-interest stories. No tickets, no arrests, no registered political affiliation. 

Cage sat back and stretched, leaving his fingers locked behind his head, more intrigued than ever. What was the daughter of a former caporegime—a captain in one of the prominent crime families on the East Coast—doing, working for a watchdog publication like the Sentinel Voice? 

He and Bree were more alike than he’d ever imagined. Was that why he’d felt an instant connection with her? Because, subconsciously, he’d tuned in to another soul who had experienced a similar background and tried to put her past behind her, like he had? 

His cell phone buzzed as a message from Church popped up on the screen.

Church: Team meeting in 5.

Cage methodically closed tab after tab and secured his personal machine. After locking the door behind him, he made his way to the main building, his thoughts still on Bree and whether or not he should share his findings with the others. Ultimately, he decided against it—at least until he had a chance to do more research. And he would be doing more research—that was a given. Curious before, he was now fascinated. 

Delicious scents wafted out from the dining room, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten for a while. He’d been too wrapped up in his research, and time had passed quickly. He’d have to rectify that after the meeting. It was going to be a late night.

The others were already gathered in the war room when he arrived.

“What’s up?”

Muted conversations ceased, and Doc looked at him expectantly. “So? How’d it go today?” 

“It went well,” Cage answered, choosing to lean against one of the deep windowsills rather than take a seat. “She seemed impressed with the place.”

“Impressed with you, you mean,” Heff corrected. “Enough to ask for more.”

Cage had installed the security cameras around the property, so he knew exactly what they were and were not capable of. “Spying, Heff? Really?”

Heff shrugged apologetically. “Sniper scopes are good for more than just sniping, you know. I can’t help it if I can read lips.”

“Are you going to do it?” Doc asked. “See her again, I mean.”

“He definitely should,” Heff said firmly before Cage could answer one way or the other. “If she’s with him, she’s less likely to listen to them. Besides, his rejection could color her perspective. A woman scorned and all that.”

Smoke grunted. “She probably just wants to pump him for information.”

“Of course she’s going to pump him for information! Don’t underestimate the benefits of a good pumping,” Heff said with a smirk. “If he’s lucky, she’ll try to seduce the information out of him in various and creative ways.”

The thought of Bree attempting to seduce him was not unpleasant. She was an attractive, fascinating woman. 

“She mentioned meeting for coffee, maybe dinner, while she was in town.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I said I’d think about it.”

“Playing hard to get. Perfect. Women love that shit.”

Cage ignored Heff and looked at Church, who had remained silent. “What do you think?”

The corners of Church’s lips quirked. “You don’t need my permission.”

“I’m not asking for it,” Cage replied evenly. “I’m asking what you think is best for Sanctuary.”

Church sat back and considered it. 

The two men had been friends for a long time and had been through some tough situations together. Church had to know that Cage wouldn’t put his own interests above the team’s. 

“I think we’ve fulfilled our part of the bargain as far as the interview goes, so don’t feel obligated. If seeing her again is something you want to do, you should,” Church said finally. 

That was a no-brainer. He definitely wanted to. He just didn’t know if he should. Especially now. However, the thought of being with someone who might understand him on a level most people couldn’t was tempting. 

“Tell me again, why do we give a shit what she thinks?” Smoke asked, oblivious to Cage’s inner struggle. 

“We don’t,” Church assured him. “However, the woman is here to get a story, and if she doesn’t get one from us, she’s going to get one somewhere else. I think we can all agree that there are some who would be willing to offer their input—input that wouldn’t be particularly flattering to us and what we’re doing here.”

Church was referring to the Sumneyville chief of police and his ilk as well as the townspeople who either supported Freed or were afraid to publicly contradict him. Thankfully, most of the citizens in Sumneyville didn’t seem to have a problem with them, but it only took one or two malcontents to cause trouble.

“The Sentinel Voice is a national publication with lots of followers,” Doc added, picking up the thread. “And while De Rossi’s article might not have direct bearing on what we’re doing here, we don’t need the unwanted attention that comes with negative publicity.”

Mad Dog nodded thoughtfully. “If she puts us in a good light, people will read it, nod in approval, and move on. But throw in hints of drama and local opposition, and people will want to know more. That means, more spotlights, more reporters.”

Smoke snorted. “The locals have more to lose by drawing national attention than we do. They’re stockpiling weapons and preparing for doomsday, for God’s sake.”

“That might not be as much of an issue as you think,” Heff said, more serious now. “People don’t want to accept that the men they put in charge might not deserve to be there. It’s a hell of a lot easier to point fingers of blame at us and say that we’re the real threat.”

“That’s bullshit, and you know it,” Smoke told him.

“Of course it is. But you know as well as I do that bullies like Freed thrive by instilling fear and doubt. Bonus: turning the spotlight on us is a way to divert attention from their real agenda, which, I might point out, we still don’t know.”

Several pairs of eyes turned toward Church. If anyone knew the real reason why some local leaders had it out for them, it was Church, and he still wasn’t talking. They trusted him implicitly and without question, but it would be nice to know exactly what they were up against. 

Seconds ticked by in heavy silence before Mad Dog cleared his throat and spoke up, “Hopefully, we’ll know more about their agenda once we get samples of those weapons to the Callaghans for tracing.”

“Doc and Mad Dog are heading down later tonight,” Church said. He turned to look at Cage. “You and Smoke are on surveillance.”

That worked for him. “Good. The sooner we can figure out what they’re up to, the better it will be for everyone.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Bree

Bree worked well past midnight, researching the Winston estate. It was indeed a tragic story. 
The family-owned resort had been closed for repairs and renovations. An explosion occurred in the kitchen in the middle of the night, and the resulting fire killed the family and one of the employees who’d happened to be in the main building at the time. The only surviving member of the Winston clan was the eldest son, Matthew, who had joined the Navy shortly after graduating high school and was away at training.

There was much speculation about the cause of the blaze, particularly since the place had just undergone an inspection, which had found everything in good, working order. An investigation was launched, led by the newly named fire chief, Jerome “Jerry” Petraski, and Chief of Police Daryl Freed. Within days of the incident, Petraski had cited a faulty gas line in the resort kitchen as a probable cause, and the matter had been closed.

Bree scribbled into her notebook, adding to her list of follow-up items. Obtain arson investigation case files. 

Bree stared at the images of a much-younger Matt Winston attending the funerals of his mother, his father, and his younger sister, feeling a stab of sympathy. His expression was stoic, but his eyes were haunted. Haunted and ... angry. She knew what it was like to lose someone you cared for in a swift, cruel twist of fate, just as she knew the ramifications of senseless violence. Granted, she’d been much younger when she lost her mother to cancer and her father to prison, but that kind of thing left a mark on your soul.

The local paper, the Sumneyville Times, had written up a touching memorial insert for the Winstons. Their family history went back to the founding of Sumneyville. By all accounts, they had been well-respected leaders in the local community for generations. The Winston men had served in peacetime and war, starting from before the American Revolution. 

Bree found it fascinating. Not only had the Winstons been patriots, but they had been stout abolitionists, too. In the mid-nineteenth century, the family mansion was an important stop on the Underground Railroad. 

As the Winston family grew, so did the estate. During the Civil War, when the men had been off fighting in the Union Army, the Winston women—led by Sarah Winston—had opened their home to the families of other Union soldiers, even dedicating an entire wing to the injured and infirmed.

Bree sipped her tea and scrolled down, revealing a photo of Sarah Winston circa 1863. According to the caption, the picture was taken only a few months after the historic clash at Gettysburg. Sarah was a beautiful woman, and Bree instantly recognized the same deep, soulful eyes she’d seen while sitting across from Matt Winston earlier that morning. What would Sarah think of her great-great-plus grandson continuing the tradition of helping others more than a hundred and fifty years later?

It seemed so unfair that a place so rich with history could be destroyed by something as mundane as a gas leak. More importantly, it didn’t feel right. Yes, accidents happened, but something told Bree this hadn’t been one of those times. 

Maybe Matt Winston hadn’t thought so either and accused Jerry Petraski of not properly doing his job. That would certainly explain the murderous look in young Matt’s eyes in those funeral photos. It would also provide insight into why Lenny—Jerry’s son—would harbor a grudge against Matt as well.

Did Nick and the other partners know of Matt Winston’s troubled history? And if so, how much?

By midnight, Bree couldn’t stop yawning and prepared for bed. She’d only scratched the surface, but she already had plenty of great backstory and even more items on her list to pursue. One week might not be enough. Sumneyville might not be at the same level as a one-percenter kink club, but it did have its secrets. 

Bree was going to uncover them all, one by one. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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Cage

Sumneyville was not an active place after nine p.m., especially midweek. The local bar, O’Malleys, was open, as was the twenty-four-hour mini-mart on the edge of town, but that was about it. Most people were settled in their homes, doing whatever it was normal people did after the sun made its final descent. 
Most people but not all. The private prepper compound was abuzz with activity.

“Fuck, this satellite receiver is sexy,” Cage commented, sweeping over the various feeds live-streaming. 

Even Smoke, who wasn’t particularly into tech, grunted in agreement. 

Cage peered closer at one of the screens, taking in the camo-clad figures coming and going from the underground mine entrance like a dozen worker ants. Thankfully, Mad Dog and Doc had already been in and out, having procured some samples from their stockpile, and were on their way back. 

“Good thing they hauled ass tonight,” Cage commented. 

Smoke offered a rare smile. “That’s Mad Dog’s doing. Having a woman waiting for you is a hell of an incentive.”

An image of glossy, dark curls and intelligent eyes flashed through his mind, along with an unexpected pang of envy. Smoke, Heff, and Mad Dog were lucky men, having found women who not only suited them, but made them happy as well. Cage didn’t hold out hope for the impossible even if a certain reporter had sparked an interest he hadn’t felt in a long time. Unlike Sam, Sandy, and Kate, Bree De Rossi would be heading back to the West Coast in a matter of days. Even if he were inclined to pursue the possibilities, time wasn’t on his side.

“Fair enough.” 

Cage tapped a few keys and zoomed in. “There’s Petraski and Joe Eisenheiser,” he said, identifying the only two full-time officers of the Sumneyville PD. “No big surprise there. Recognize anyone else?”

“That’s David Yocum,” Smoke said, pointing to one of the figures operating a manual forklift loaded with unmarked crates. “He manages the apartment building in town. The others, no.”

“I’m recording the surveillance video, so it’ll be easy enough to get still shots of everyone there and run them through facial recognition software. If they’ve got so much as a driver’s license, we can identify them. We can pass the intel to the Callaghans. They’ve been around a lot longer than we have. They might know something.”

“I’m glad the Callaghans are on our side.”

Cage agreed wholeheartedly. 

He’d met Ian through a fortuitous crossing of paths years earlier, when he was still active duty, and several of Ian’s brothers since then. Having them within a stone’s throw of Sumneyville had been an unexpected perk of signing on with Church. Not only were the Callaghans powerful allies, but they also had access to tech that hadn’t even been released yet. 

“Especially with these yahoos in our backyard,” Cage said, lifting his chin toward the screen. “Why the sudden stash clearance, do you think?”

Smoke considered the question for several long moments before he answered, “Maybe someone stumbled onto something they shouldn’t have, and he’s moving the evidence. We know Freed’s got his inner circle. The rest of the preppers are just extras, cast to make the scene more legit.”

The theory was a good one. 

“Could be. Or he might be trying to liquidate some of his inventory. With Renninger in the IRS’s crosshairs, they’re probably strapped for cash. He’s got to pay the bills somehow, and a crooked police chief isn’t going to have pockets deep enough to keep a compound like that up and running.”

“The other possibility is, Freed’s getting paranoid about having all his eggs in one basket, maybe even thinks he has a mole. They could be distributing their stash to a secondary backup location in case the compound is compromised, someplace fewer people know about.”

“Another mine?”

“That’d be my guess. Like Church said, the mountain’s riddled with them.”

On screen, the men in the compound continued to work quickly, systematically loading the crates into the back of an old delivery truck and then going back for more. Cage zoomed in on the vehicle and took close-up snapshots of the license.

“Well, let’s put a tracker on this guy and find out.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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Cage

Cage couldn’t deny that his desire to see Gabriella De Rossi had only increased. The more he discovered, the more he wanted to know.
The dining room was empty; the others had had their breakfasts and left. Cage poured himself another cup of coffee and stared at his phone, weighing the pros and cons of contacting Bree. Church had made it clear that any further interaction would be solely his choice.

“Still haven’t asked her out yet, huh?” Sam set her own mug down on the table and sat down across from him. 

Cage liked Sam. Had since the first time Smoke brought her to the site. She was the perfect match for his quiet, serious friend and had a secret coffee-bean blend they’d all become addicted to.

“No,” he confirmed. “I’m not sure I should.”

“Why not? Don’t you like her?”

That’s the problem, he thought miserably. He did like Bree. Maybe a little too much for a woman he’d just met.

She was the first woman to stir his interest in a long time. Worse, his cyberstalking made him think crazy thoughts, like they might have some kind of connection based on an eerily similar past. How many attractive, available Italian girls who had walked away from organized crime families did he come across?

At least, he believed that she’d left that life behind. Legally changing her name to her mother’s maiden name and moving across the country were pretty good indicators.

He lifted his gaze to meet Sam’s, unsure of how to explain that. Thankfully, he didn’t have to.

“Ah,” Sam said quietly, connecting the dots. “It was like that for me, too. I think that was one of the reasons I avoided Steve when we first met. I felt different around him than I did around others, you know?”

Yeah, he knew. 

“I didn’t want to admit that, not to myself or anyone else—especially when I didn’t believe for a minute that anything could come of it.”

He understood that, too. Nothing could come of it because Bree was only in town for a few days. Plus, she was probably more interested in getting inside information than she was in him. He told Sam as much.

She listened and then nodded thoughtfully. “I see what you’re saying. But let me ask you this: if you don’t see her again, won’t you always wonder about the what-ifs?”

Sam had a valid point.

“You guys put a lot of stock in your instincts, right?”

He nodded.

“What is yours telling you?”

That Bree De Rossi fascinates me, and I want to know more. Aloud, he said, “Thanks, Sam.”

“Anytime. And, Cage? Stop overthinking it. I saw the way she was looking at you. You’ll do just fine.”

“What do you mean, you saw the way she was looking at me? You weren’t around when I was giving her the tour.”

Sam’s cheeks flushed red. “No, but Sandy and I were watching on the surveillance cameras in the war room.”

Cage narrowed his eyes. “Who else was watching us?”

“Uh, everyone.” The red flush deepened as Sam averted her eyes. She looked guilty. “Heff made copies of the good parts and sent them to everyone. And ... there’s more.” 

She looked around the dining room before she met his gaze and lifted her chin slightly in a defiant tilt. “The guys don’t think you’ll ask her out, but Sandy, Kate, and I disagree. We saw the way you looked at her, too, so ... we kind of bet that you would. Girls versus boys.”

Cage sighed. He should have known. He’d been involved in a few wagers himself. “What’s the bet?”

“If the guys win, there’s a list,” she said, her cheeks burning brightly. “It differs for each of us.”

“And if you win?”

“We have a list too,” she said with a wicked glint in her eye. “Suffice it to say, we really want to win.”

At that moment, he wanted the women to win, too. It would serve his sneaky, mated brethren well for sticking their noses where they didn’t belong. “All I have to do is call and ask Bree out?”

“Yep. She doesn’t even have to accept, though of course, she will. Kate and I have already decided that we’ll make all your favorites, including authentic New York–style pizza, whenever you want.”

He did like pizza. “All right, I’ll call.”

Sam grinned, too. “Don’t tell them I told you.”

“My lips are sealed.”

Sam went back toward the kitchen, and Cage pulled out his phone before he lost his nerve. He typed out a text message to the number Bree had given him. Hopefully, it wasn’t too early.

Cage: Still want to get together?

Within seconds, he received a reply.

Bree: That depends. Who is this?

He felt a stab of disappointment and then remembered that not only was he texting from his private cell, for which she couldn’t possibly have the number, but he had also blocked the number from appearing on caller ID.

Cage: Sorry. It’s Nick.

He held his breath, waiting several seconds for a reply that didn’t come. Had she forgotten him already?

Cage: Roadside? Franco’s? Sanctuary? 

Finally, he saw three dots appear.

Bree: I know exactly who you are. 

He started to tap out a message and then erased it. Then did it twice more. He was beginning to think Sam’s confidence in him was overrated when a text came through.

Bree: And, yes, I would like to see you again. Dinner tonight?

Cage: Sounds great. Where and when?

Bree: Six o’clock. Surprise me.

Cage: Challenge accepted. I’ll text later with details.

Bree: Looking forward to it.

“Well?” 

Cage looked up to find Sam, Kate, and Sandy peeking expectantly around the corner.

“We’re having dinner tonight.”

The women grinned and bumped fists. 

“Where?” Sandy asked.

He frowned. The only local place he knew of was Franco’s. “She said to surprise her.”

“No worries,” Sam said with a grin. “We’ve got your six.”
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Chapter Eighteen
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Bree

“You really don’t have to go to so much trouble,” Bree said, slipping her phone back under her thigh and eyeing the plate of batter-dipped French toast topped with fresh berries and plump, juicy sausage links. “Coffee and fruit are fine.”
“I don’t mind,” Martha told her. “It’s nice to have someone to cook for.”

Bree felt a pang of sympathy for the older woman. The only pictures displayed in the house were old ones, presumably of relatives and ancestors, no hint of anything more recent. It was sad because Martha seemed like the type of woman who liked being around others more so than being alone. 

“How long have you lived here, Martha?”

“All my life. I grew up in this house, as did my mother before me. At one time, we had four generations of McGillicuddy women living under this roof. Can you imagine that?” She laughed softly, but the look in her eyes was wistful. 

“Just women? No men?”

“Sadly, the men in the family don’t enjoy the same longevity. Not one has made it past the age of sixty.”

Bree considered the combination of deep-fried dough, butter, and maple syrup in front of her and couldn’t help but wonder how much of a role diet played in the abbreviated life spans of McGillicuddy men.

“Heart disease?”

“Yes. How did you know?” Without giving Bree a chance to answer, Martha tacked on, “Now, dig in, dear, before it gets cold.”

Bree dutifully cut off a small piece and lifted it to her mouth under Martha’s watchful gaze. The bite was tasty but overwhelmingly rich. There was no way she could finish off an entire plate, not if she still wanted to be able to move. The problem was conveying that to Martha without hurting her feelings.

“Delicious.” Bree speared some blueberries and sliced strawberries. If she rationed two or three mouthfuls of fresh fruit to each bite of French toast or sausage, she should be able to eat enough to claim fullness while not offending Martha.

Satisfied, Martha went back to hulling strawberries. Bearing the name Obermacher’s, large containers of the plump, ripe berries sat next to neatly stacked empty ones. Dozens of jelly and jam jars were lined up on the counter, ready to be filled. It looked like a lot of work. Bree couldn’t fathom going to all that trouble when it was so easy to pick up a jar of preserves at the store.

“I saw you having dinner with Lenny in the fire hall last night,” Martha said, interrupting her thoughts. “I thought you were coming back here to get work done.”

Having dinner with Lenny was work, as far as Bree was concerned. 

“Slight change in plans,” Bree replied. “An opportunity arose to interview one of Sumneyville’s finest and I took it.”

Martha offered a knowing smile. The problem was, Martha was way off base. “He’s a good catch.”

To someone who planned on spending the rest of their life in Sumneyville, baking cookies and making babies, he probably was. Not Bree though. She wanted more. And even if she were inclined, Officer Lenny didn’t do it for her. 

A vision of green eyes and auburn hair flashed in her mind’s eye. She pushed it away. 

“I’m not fishing, Martha.”

Martha shot a skeptical look over her shoulder. “Are you spoken for?”

“No, nothing like that. My job and the amount of traveling I do don’t leave me a lot of time to date.”

Martha sighed. “Careers are important, but you must think about your future, too. Youth doesn’t last forever, you know.”

Bree sensed they weren’t talking about her anymore. “Did you have a career, Martha?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t call it that,” she said, her face turning red. “More like a silly dream really.” 

“Tell me,” Bree coaxed softly.

“Well, at one time, I fancied myself something of an actress,” Martha said, keeping her eyes on the berries. “I got the lead in the high school play and caught the bug. My drama teacher said I had great talent, and for a while, I thought I did, too. So, I packed a suitcase and bought a bus ticket to the city the day after graduation. Everyone told me I was being foolish. I had a good job at the dress factory and a steady beau, but I wouldn’t listen. I was convinced I was destined for better things.” Her smile was sad. “Needless to say, it didn’t quite work out that way.”

“What happened?”

“Three months later, I was back home, worse off than when I’d left. My parents were so ashamed. I’d lost my job at the factory, and my boyfriend had taken up with someone else.”

“But you tried. You gave it a shot. That has to count for something.” 

“I would have been better off appreciating what I had instead of dreaming of what I didn’t.” Martha shook her head. “Listen to me, prattling on like an old woman. Are you going to see him again?” 

Bree’d been so caught up in Martha’s story that it took her a moment to remember what, or rather who, they’d been talking about.

“Sumneyville’s not that big. Our paths might cross again,” Bree said lightly, but she had the distinct impression the Sumneyville police officer would rather they didn’t, especially given his veiled warning. 

He wasn’t the type to share, but Martha, on the other hand ... 

“May I ask you something, Martha?”

“Of course, dear.”

“Why are some of the locals opposed to Sanctuary?”

The older woman paused briefly and then resumed hulling. “Whatever gave you that idea? Did someone say something?”

“No, but when I bring it up, people tend to tense up. Like you just did.”

Martha said nothing for several long minutes. Bree waited, alternating sips of coffee with small bites from her plate. Thankfully, Penny had snuck in and placed herself under the table at Bree’s feet, and Bree was able to surreptitiously slip bites to her as well.

Finally, Martha said suddenly, “Where do you live, Bree?”

“I have an apartment in the suburbs of San Diego.”

“How many people would you say live in your neighborhood?”

“I don’t know. Maybe around eighty thousand or so.”

“And how well do you know your neighbors?”

“Not well,” Bree admitted.

Martha nodded, as if that was what she’d expected. “At the last census, the population of Sumneyville and the surrounding area was about three thousand, and most of our families have been here for generations. We know each other, know what to expect. When someone new comes into the area, it’s only natural to be a bit ... circumspect.”

“The Winston family is one of the founding families.”

Martha’s lips turned downward. “Yes, but it’s not the Winstons who are there now, is it?”

Matt Winston is, Bree thought and then remembered Lenny’s warning about poking hives. Aloud, she said, “That makes sense. It takes time to adjust, especially when you don’t know the people you’re dealing with.”

“Yes, that’s it exactly,” Martha said, seeming slightly relieved. “What do you have planned for today?”

The abrupt change in topic clearly signaled the end of the conversation about Sanctuary. Bree briefly considered telling Martha that she was meeting Nick for dinner just to see what would happen but decided against it. She didn’t want to antagonize her hostess, not if she hoped to glean more insider information. 

“Nothing specific. I’ll probably do some more exploring, talk to more people, and get some pictures. Sumneyville has a rich, fascinating history, and I’d like to capture some of that in my article.” She looked at her nails. “I should probably get my nails done at some point, too. I saw a salon in town. Do you know if they take walk-ins?”
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Chapter Nineteen
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Cage

“We’ve traced the weapons to a dealer with shady ties,” Ian told the men gathered in the war room. 
“How shady?” Church asked.

“Shady enough to be on several federal and international watch lists,” Ian’s brother, Jake, answered. 

“I didn’t think Freed had the brains to deal with the big boys,” Smoke rumbled.

“He doesn’t,” Church agreed. “But he thinks he does. I doubt he has any idea who and what he’s dealing with. He’s not known for looking beyond his own nose.” The undercurrent of bitterness suggested Church was basing his opinion on personal experience.

“If he doesn’t know, then who does?”, Doc asked.

The Callaghan brothers exchanged glances. 

It was Ian who said, “We were able to trace the money trail through a local guy, Luther Renninger. From what we found, he’s using legitimate local businesses to funnel funds through those and into offshore accounts, where they’re pushed through another series of networks to be laundered and siphoned into international cartels.”

Heff whistled softly. 

Cage said, “The IRS is already investigating Luther.”

“We know,” Ian told them. “But this stuff? It’s not going to show up on their radar.”

“Why not? It showed up on yours,” Doc commented.

Jake Callaghan’s grin was feral. “We have higher security clearance than the standard IRS criminal investigator. And since we’re not officially involved, we don’t have to color inside the lines.”

“Besides,” Ian piped in, “even if they do find evidence and call in the Department of Justice, their hands will be tied. The powers that be are not going to jeopardize years’ worth of investigative work to bag a small-time accountant. If anything, they’ll put eyes on him and see what happens. They might have already.”

Church shook his head. “That would require getting into Freed’s inner circle. They’re wary of outsiders.”

“Which is what would make having someone on the inside invaluable,” Ian said, his blue eyes practically dancing with mischief.

“What do you know that we don’t know?” Mad Dog asked, his eyes narrowing. 

“Officially, nothing. Just a theory I’m working on. If and when something pans out, you’ll be the first to know.”

“Fair enough.”

“The most important thing is to not tip Freed off. We need him to think he’s on top of everything.”

“Do you think that’s why he moved some of his inventory?” Cage mused aloud. “Because he suspects a traitor in his midst?”

Jake lifted his big shoulders in a shrug. “Anything’s possible. Who knows? Maybe he’s rattled because there’s a reporter snooping around. How’d the interview go, by the way?”

“Less painful than we’d expected,” Church said wryly. “We gave her the public tour, answered some questions.”

“Hmm,” Ian hummed. 

Whether it was that hum or the pensive expression on his face, it got their attention. 

“What are you thinking?” Doc asked.

Jake, clearly on the same page as his brother, answered, “That she flew cross-country for more than a public tour and answers she could have gotten over a call. That seems suspect, doesn’t it?”

“We thought the same thing, but Cage checked her out.”

Cage nodded, pointedly ignoring Heff’s chuckle. “It’s consistent with other assignments she’s done.”

“Don’t make the mistake of underestimating her,” Ian said. “She’s a journalist and a woman, which means she’s doubly curious. Plus, women are at their most dangerous when they’re being agreeable. It usually means they’ve got an ulterior motive.”

“Sounds like you’re talking from experience,” Church said, grinning.

“Oh, that I am. But seriously, what you’re doing here is great and all, but it just seems like we’re missing something. Like maybe she got wind of something and interviewing you is just a cover story.” 

“She doesn’t know about Tori, does she?” Jake asked suddenly. 

Tori McCain and her husband, Brian, ran the hippotherapy ranch up the road and had a business partnership with Sanctuary. A few years earlier, Tori had been front-page news as the only surviving victim of the Lonely Hearts serial killer. The Callaghans had used their significant influence to keep her and her adopted son out of the public eye as much as possible, but every now and then, another media buzzard would show up and try to get a scoop.

“Not from us,” Church said, looking to Cage for confirmation. 

“I mentioned that hippotherapy was an option for guests, but didn’t provide any names.” 

“What did you decide? Are you going to see her again?” Church asked.

“Yes. Tonight, as a matter of fact.”

Clearly, Church didn’t know about the bet. Smoke, Heff, and Mad Dog did though, and they looked neither surprised nor disappointed by Cage’s answer. Knowing them, they’d baited the women into the wager, expecting—possibly hoping—to lose. As Heff had once told him, “losing” to your better half once in a while was a critically important strategy in the long-range plan.

Church nodded. “Keep us posted.”

“Will do.”

Business concluded, Ian and Jake left, and the rest of the guys dispersed. 

As he was walking out the door, Heff put a hand on Cage’s shoulder and said quietly, “All kidding aside, it’s probably in everyone’s best interests if you keep the lovely Miss De Rossi occupied for the next couple of days, purely for her safety. If she starts flipping over rocks, she might find a snake or two.”
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Chapter Twenty

[image: image]


Bree

It was a universal truth: in small towns, the best places to discover information were bars and salons. Sumneyville had one of each, which made her task easier.
The local bar, O’Malley’s, wasn’t likely to net much. Bree had seen it during her explorations. It was a typical guys-only establishment and not the kind of place where the patrons would openly share anything with outsiders, especially a woman. 

The salon, Bella Tu, was far more likely to yield results. Hence her sudden desire for a manicure. Having freshly polished, properly shaped nails and soft hands for her dinner date with Nick was a bonus. If things went well, she might get her toes done, too.

All eyes turned to her when she entered, the looks more curious than hostile. Bree could deal with that.

She paused just inside the door, near the register, taking it all in. The place was roomier on the inside than it had appeared on the outside. A cozy waiting was area off to the left, near the large plate glass window. End tables were strewn with style magazines, some of which looked as if they’d been there since the ’80s. Straight ahead were two styling stations, two sinks, and two overhead dryer seats. Against the right wall, a manicurist station.

Of the half-dozen women in there, several faces were familiar. Bree recognized the hostess from Franco’s sitting in one of the cutting chairs; she thought her name was Carmella. Mona and the spinsterly twins from the Ladies Auxiliary were there, too. 

Bree offered them a smile and a wave. “Nice to see you again, ladies.”

“Can I help you?” asked a woman with big hair and big earrings. She reminded Bree a lot of her aunt Lucia.

“I was hoping to get a manicure.” Bree smiled and wiggled her fingers. “Do you do walk-ins?”

“Of course,” the woman said. “Marietta!”

The server she’d had the other night at Franco’s looked up from her phone, annoyed. When she saw Bree, some of that annoyance faded.

“Don’t you work at Franco’s?” Bree said as she took a seat at the glass table.

“Yeah, but I help out here, too. My aunt owns the place,” Marietta said, sounding as if she wasn’t thrilled about it.

Bree could see the resemblance. “You look a lot like her.”

“Yeah, everyone says that. Do you want tips or gel?”

Bree spun the acrylic carousel of nail polish, selecting a vibrant purple. “Gel.”

“I love this color,” Marietta said. “We have it in a hair rinse, too. It would look amazing with your dark hair.”

“Me? Purple hair? I don’t think so.”

“It’s not as bad as you think. It’s very subtle.”

Mona snorted from the other side of the small space. “Subtle? I looked like an Easter egg.”

“It’s subtle on dark hair,” Marietta clarified. “You can only see it when light hits it a certain way.”

The big-haired woman gave Bree a critical once-over and nodded. “She’s right. With your coloring, it’d look fabulous. I’m Viola, by the way.” 

“Nice to meet you, Viola. I’m Bree.”

Viola smirked. “I know.”

They were looking at her expectantly. She did like the color, almost as much as she liked the idea of doing something unexpected. And if it put her in their good graces, all the better. But ... 

She looked around at the nearly full waiting area. “Do you have time?”

The woman laughed. “They’re not waiting. They’re just here for the gossip.”

“All right then, let’s do it.”

Viola pointed to one of the styling stations, wrapped a cape over her clothes, and ran her fingers through her hair. “You’ve got beautiful hair. When’s the last time you had a trim?”

“It’s been a while,” Bree admitted.

“After we do the color, let’s take an inch off and revive some of that gorgeous natural curl. Marietta can do your nails while the color’s cooking.” When Bree agreed, Viola got to work. “So, you’re doing a piece on Sanctuary, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Good. It’s about time those boys got some recognition.” 

In the mirror, Bree saw Mona scowl. The older woman rose and gathered her purse, saying she had somewhere else to be. Edith and Lydia followed shortly after, leaving the Franco’s hostess, Viola, Marietta, and Winona Mitchell in the shop. 

“Something I said?” Bree asked Viola.

“No, something I said,” Viola corrected.

“Don’t take it personally,” Carmella said. “They’ve got bees in their bonnets when it comes to Matt Winston.”

It was exactly the opening Bree had been hoping for. “Why? They’re doing a good thing.”

“Yes, they are,” Carmella agreed firmly. “There should be help for those who put their lives on the line for us every day. That kind of thing far outweighs personal grudges and petty vendettas. Some people need to get over it already.”

“Ancient history,” Viola said dismissively, meeting Bree’s questioning eyes in the mirror. “Mona was sweet on Matt’s granddaddy, and he ended up marrying another.”

Carmella sniffed. “I bet she gave it up in the back of Matt’s granddaddy’s Edsel. She’s never forgiven him—or his descendants for that matter. To this day, she casts the evil eye whenever she looks up toward the mountain.”

“Malocchio,” Bree murmured. 

The word came to mind, heard as an echoed whisper from her childhood. Bree knew that the evil eye was a kind of curse, cast simply by a malevolent glare. She didn’t personally give credence to that kind of thing, but her mother had. 

“My mother was a big believer. She used to wear a charm in the shape of a horn as protection.”

Viola nodded. “A cornicello. You don’t see them too much anymore.”

That explained why Mona Delvecchio had an issue—ridiculous as it was—but not the others. 

“What about the others? What do they have against Sanctuary?”

“She’s sharp, this one, eh?” Viola grinned, exchanging a look with Carmella. To Bree, she said, “Most of the people here support Sanctuary, but there are a few who aren’t happy about having them around. They see them as a threat.”

“Because of their military training or because of their readjustment issues?” Bree asked.

“No. Because they’re not the type to look the other way if something’s not right,” Carmella replied.

“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. Daryl Freed would never have become chief of police if Samuel Winston were still around,” Winona said firmly. “Daryl is a bully, just like his daddy, and he raised his son to be the same way.” 

Viola nodded in agreement. “Now that he’s got a taste of power, he wants more. He surrounds himself with people who’ll do whatever he says.”

“But he knows he can’t control Matt,” Carmella insisted.

“And then there’s the underworld ties, if you know what I mean,” Winona said in a hushed voice. 

Viola laughed. “At least she stopped calling them La Cosa Nostra.” 

By the time Bree left the salon nearly two hours later, her head was swimming with information. Viola hadn’t been kidding when she said reasons varied. 

One story said a feud had originated when Matt’s grandfather screwed Daryl Freed’s grandfather out of land on the mountain, though there were different versions of what had actually happened. One claimed Freed had made a deal with an organized crime family in New York to dump illegal waste; another said that Winston had made up the story to acquire the land himself.

Others suggested the grudges were primarily based on matters of the heart, like Mona’s. That was how Bree had learned that a close friend of Lenny Petraski’s, Sandy Summers, had become involved with one of the men of Sanctuary and left him heartbroken. Kate Handelmann’s name had come up again also, prompting a lively discussion on the fragility of the male ego and how, of course, women would be attracted to buff Navy SEALs over beady-eyed accountants.

Bree jotted down notes on everything when she got back to the B & B. Without corroboration, it was nothing more than hearsay, but it did weave a very interesting canvas of possibilities. 
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Cage

There weren’t many options for dinner or coffee in and around Sumneyville. There was Franco’s, a burger joint on the outskirts of town, and a diner farther out. Cage opted for the diner. According to Sam, it was a laid-back, casual kind of place. Relatively popular with the locals, it would afford them some privacy while not inviting the same level of scrutiny as Franco’s.
Cage sat in a corner booth, eyes watchful as his fingers drummed quietly on the tabletop. Bree had declined his offer to pick her up at the bed-and-breakfast, saying she had things to do and would meet him there. 

Nervous energy bubbled up inside him. Yeah, he knew this wasn’t a big deal. It wasn’t a date even if it did kind of feel that way. Bree was just looking for a scoop, and his mission was to keep her occupied and out of trouble. As long as he kept that in the forefront of his mind, everything would be fine.

Five minutes before their agreed-upon time, the sporty red Mustang pulled into the lot. The sense of anticipation rose. Cage watched as she checked her hair and slid a small tube over her lips. He chuckled slightly when she held her hand up over her mouth in a quick breath check, glad he wasn’t the only one who did that.

With exactly one minute to go, Bree got out of the car and proceeded to the diner entrance. He silently appreciated the easy grace of her stride and wondered if she’d always had self-confidence or if she’d had to learn it, like him.

Only once she was inside did he offer a wave.

“Hi. Have you been waiting long?” she asked as he slid out of the booth and stood in courtesy. 

“Not at all.” He wasn’t about to tell her that he’d been there for nearly an hour, having spent the first thirty minutes in the parking lot and the rest of the time scoping out the diner itself. If necessary, he could provide descriptions of every vehicle in the lot as well as an accurate account of everyone within.

When Bree was seated, he slid back in, too, discreetly filling his lungs with her subtle, feminine scent. He couldn’t help but notice her soft, satiny pink lips, too and wondered what flavor she’d used on them.

Under the bright lights of the diner, her hair appeared even glossier and shinier than it had been the day before. When she turned a certain way, it looked almost purple. The effect was striking. Her nails looked freshly done, too.

“You look nice.”

Her smile was like a punch to the solar plexus. “Thanks for noticing.”

The server came by with menus and took their drink orders. 

He opened his mouth to speak, but Bree put up her index finger in a wait motion. 

“Order first, then talk. I’m starving. What’s good here?” she asked him, perusing the daily-specials insert.

“I have no idea. I’ve never been here before. Sam recommended it.”

Her brow creased slightly. “Sam ... I don’t remember meeting him.”

“Her. Sam is short for Samantha.”

“Ah. Does she live at Sanctuary, like Kate?”

“Yes, but she grew up in Sumneyville, too.” 

“A girlfriend?”

“A wife,” he corrected. When her pretty eyes widened, he quickly added, “Not mine.”

She seemed relieved, which he took as a good sign. “I didn’t realize any of the guys were married.”

“One’s married, and two are engaged.”

“Interesting. Do you think they’d be willing to talk to me? It’d be nice to get a female perspective.”

“I can ask.”

“Please do.”

The server returned with their drinks. After assuring them that everything on the specials menu was good, they made their selections. Cage ordered an open-faced turkey sandwich with gravy and mashed potatoes; Bree ordered a salad with grilled chicken.

“A salad? I thought you were starving.”

“I am, but I need greens,” she told Cage after the waitress left with their orders. “Ms. McGillicuddy is a good cook, but I don’t think she knows how to make anything that isn’t deep-fried or smothered in butter.”

He laughed. “Healthy eater, huh?”

“Not really. Just used to the California frame of mind, I guess. Harder to hide under bulky sweaters out there.”

He didn’t think she needed to hide anything but also felt it wouldn’t be gentlemanly to say so. “It’s been a while since I’ve been out that way, but I do remember that.”

She sipped her peach iced tea, which he knew from personal experience was excellent, and cocked her head. “Let me guess. SEALs training at Coronado?”

Was it an educated guess, or had she done her homework, as he had? Probably the former unless the Sentinel Voice had a research team with access to confidential military personnel records. Plus, he had mentioned that he and the others had all worked with Church on the teams at some point. 

“Got it in one.”

“Where are you from originally?”

“New York.”

“Me too!”

He nodded. “Brooklyn, right? Or maybe Staten Island?”

She gaped at him. “Both, actually. How did you know that?”

He shrugged, unwilling to get into the specifics. “I’ve got a good ear for accents,” he said, which was true. 

“I worked really hard to get rid of that accent,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.

“It’s very faint.” He could see the questions forming behind her eyes and headed them off. “Tell me, what made a Brooklyn girl move to California?”

For as adept as she was at asking questions, she wasn’t as comfortable with answering them. She blinked once or twice, as if surprised he’d asked. He sipped his ice water and waited patiently.

“I wanted to get as far away from my roots as possible.”

“That bad, huh?”

She nodded, playing with the paper that had covered her straw. She was quiet for a long time before she said, “Do you know what a made man is, Nick?”

If she only knew how well. “I do.”

“Well, my father was one, and now, he’s spending the rest of his days rotting in prison.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Me, too. But you know what? It is what it is. Or was what it was. That isn’t my life anymore, nor will it ever be again. What about you? What made you want to join the Navy?”

After hearing the bitterness in her voice, he wasn’t about to get into that. Instead, he shrugged and said, “Seemed like a good idea at the time. See the world, get an education.” 

Several times over dinner, she tried to steer the conversation back to him, but over the years, he’d honed the skill of redirection to a fine art. They talked about California and her job at the Sentinel Voice. As time progressed, she seemed to grow more comfortable around him. 

They weren’t that different, he realized even if she didn’t. Possibly even kindred spirits. Both from Brooklyn. Both with questionable family ties. Both had gone to the West Coast in the hopes of changing their lives for the better. Both tended to work well in teams but were essentially loners at heart. The difference was, he had found his niche, and she still seemed to be searching for hers.

“How do you do it?” she asked, eyeing the peach cobbler and ice cream he’d ordered for dessert. 

Wordlessly, he pushed the plate toward the center of the table and handed her a spoon. After only a moment’s hesitation, she scooped up a small spoonful “just to try.”

“Do what?”

She wrapped her lips around the spoon, humming slightly as she closed her eyes in bliss. It was damn good cobbler.

Extracting the now-clean utensil, she swirled it around in the air. “This. The small-town life. You seem more of a city guy to me.”

“Because I said I was from New York? It’s a big state, you know.”

She dipped the spoon into the bowl for a second “taste.” 

“I know. Call it a hunch.”

Her hunches were on par with his instincts. That made her as desirable as she was dangerous. Until a few years ago, he would not have seen himself in a place like Sanctuary. He liked the anonymity of the big city, high-tech options, and twenty-four-hour access to everything. But then Church had called, one thing had led to another, and he had found himself moving into a trailer in the mountains. Now, he couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. 

“I used to be,” he admitted. 

“But not anymore?”

“Not anymore,” he confirmed. Again, her brow creased, and he could see the questions forming. “You’re not a fan of small-town life, I take it.”

“Don’t get me wrong. Sumneyville seems like a nice place to visit, but I couldn’t live here. One restaurant? No Thai food? Everything closed by nine?”

He laughed, understanding exactly how she felt since those had been his initial impressions as well. “It’s not all bad. There are even some benefits, if you know where to look.”

“Oh yeah?” She leaned forward, challenge in her eyes. “Like what?”

He sat back, relinquishing the rest of the peach cobbler. The things he appreciated most weren’t easily described. He could try to convey what it was like to lie in a hammock under the stars on a midsummer night, but it couldn’t compare to the real thing. Things like that had to be experienced to be genuinely appreciated. Which gave him an idea.

“Are you adventurous, Bree?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

Fair point. “Then, instead of me trying to tell you, why not let me show you?”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Bree

A tingle of excitement went through Bree. Words like adventure and show coming out of Nick’s mouth and directed at her elicited that kind of reaction. 
She searched his eyes, hoping to find some clue that might help decipher what he was thinking, but started to get lost in them instead. Gorgeous eyes they were, deep and fluid, not one shade of green but many, with flecks of gold flashing and dancing about. Hypnotizing. Mesmerizing. 

“Bree?”

She blinked and sat back. “What do you have in mind?”

“A field trip.” He looked at the high-tech gadget on his wrist and then back at her. “Do you have plans for tomorrow?”

She did but nothing set in stone. She was going to return the books she’d borrowed to the library and visit a few local businesses to do some impromptu, on-the-spot interviews. However, none of that appealed to her as much as the idea of a field trip with Nick. 

“I’m free after lunch. I can drive up to Sanctuary and meet you.”

“That’ll work.” He pulled out his wallet and signaled for the check. 

“Should I bring anything for this adventure?”

He thought about that for a moment, as if reviewing a list in his mind. “No, just yourself.” The slight upturn at the corner of his lips ratcheted her interest another couple notches. 

He paid for dinner, firmly refusing her offer to put the meal on the Voice’s dime, and tossed a couple bills on the table for a tip. Then, he stood and waited for her to shimmy out of the booth, holding out his hand to assist her. The moment she put her hand in his, that tingle of anticipation intensified. When he let go, she felt a sense of loss.

He walked her to the exit and then to her car. “So, I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Yes, you will,” she assured him. “Around three-ish?”

“Sounds good. I’ll be expecting you. Oh, and, Bree?”

“Yes?”

“Plan for a late night.”

With that cryptic statement, Nick walked back to the dark SUV. She watched him go, appreciating the easy, masculine grace of his stride. The man looked as good from the back as he did from the front. 

Anticipation bubbled through her veins as Bree went back to the B & B. She didn’t know what Nick was planning, but she was definitely intrigued.

* * *
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“I was just thinking about you,” Toni said in greeting.

“Does that mean you’ve got something for me?”

“Maybe. I started looking into the company that owns Sanctuary. Looks like there are six partners that comprise the board, all former SEALs. Did you know that?”

Bree thought of Nick. “I knew some were but not all.”

“And you conveniently failed to mention that? Here I am, feeling sorry for you because you’re stuck out there, in the middle of nowhere, and you’re living it up with Navy SEALs?”

Bree laughed, unable to resist. “I had dinner with one tonight, and he’s taking me on a field trip tomorrow.”

“I want pictures. Now. Or I’m not sharing what I found.”

Bree sent her some of the pictures she’d snapped surreptitiously of Nick and the guy in the greenhouse. She knew they’d been received when she heard Toni’s heavy, envious sigh. 

“Which one did you have dinner with? The Incredible Hunk or Green Eyes?”

“Green Eyes.”

“I love you, but I kind of hate you right now, too.”

Bree laughed. It felt nice to be on the receiving end of envy for a change even if Toni was only teasing. “Duly noted. What did you find out?”

“Sanctuary is owned and operated by a private company, a separate entity created by the partners themselves. No government funding as far as I can tell, which makes them completely autonomous; they don’t answer to anyone but themselves. Legally speaking, they’re equal partners, but the land was already owned by one of them.”

“Matt Winston. Yeah, I know.”

“Well, did you know that it was once a resort, but then it burned down, and his whole family was killed?”

“Yes. I read about it in the local library.”

“Of course you did,” Toni grumbled.

Bree laughed. “What else have you got?”

“Not a lot—yet. Cursory searches aren’t producing much, so I’m going to have to dig deeper. They seem to be good at flying under the radar. Makes me wonder how Charlie even heard about them. What’s your time frame on this? Do you need it right away?”

“Why, you got a hot date or something?” 

“Technically, no, but Hunter’s flying back tomorrow night, and I’d like to hit the spa before he does, just in case. I’m overdue for a wax.”

“He’s coming back from Vegas,” Bree teased. “Are you sure he’s going to have the energy?”

“I hope so. He promised to show me what he’s learned. I even ordered a set of nipple clamps and a riding crop online. I used your account, by the way, to get the free one-day shipping.”

“Ugh, TMI. And no great urgency. I’m just looking for something interesting to pull the pieces together. It’s pretty bland, even with the tragic backstory and small-town angst angle.”

“Hey, maybe Green Eyes will give you something to write about. Or if you’re really lucky, something you can’t write about.” Toni laughed. “Have fun on your field trip. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“That doesn’t leave much, does it?”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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Bree

“What is this?” Bree asked, lifting the fried square of unidentified breakfast meat with her fork the next morning.
“Scrapple. It’s a local favorite.”

Bree refrained from asking exactly what it was made of; sometimes, it was better not to know. She took a tentative bite. Crispy on the outside, soft on the inside. It wasn’t horrible, but it couldn’t compare to the smoked slab bacon she’d had earlier in the week. 

Martha sat down across from her with a cup of coffee and a plate of her own. “You’re looking chipper this morning, especially for being up so late.”

“I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”

“No. I usually get up at least once a night, and I noticed the lights were still on.”

“I get on a roll and tend to lose track of time, especially when the subject matter is particularly interesting.”

Martha’s brows pinched together; no doubt, she was wondering what Bree had found so interesting. “Mona said she saw you at the salon. Did you learn anything useful for your article?”

“Yes, I did, thanks.”

The furrow deepened as Martha’s frown increased. Mona was probably going to be getting a phone call the moment Martha was alone. Bree took that as her cue.

“Speaking of, I’ve got a full day ahead of me, and I should get to it. Thanks for breakfast.”

“Oh, of course.”

Bree couldn’t help but smile as she left the house a few minutes later and heard Martha on the phone. 

* * *
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Bree made it to Sanctuary quicker than expected. Perhaps it was because of the sense of anticipation she’d felt from the moment Nick suggested a field trip. Perhaps it was because driving the curvy mountain roads above the posted speed limit was so much fun. Sun shining, wind in hair, good music. When was the last time she’d been so excited about anything?

Nick wasn’t in the parking lot when she arrived, but she was early. Should she go inside and let him know she was there? Or would it be better to wait in the lot? 

While Bree was pondering that, a woman exited the building. It wasn’t someone Bree had seen before. On the short side with shoulder-length chestnut hair, kept away from her face with a headband, dressed casually in jeans and a short-sleeved shirt. The woman looked surprised to see Bree there and hesitated as if she was considering going back inside. 

“Hi,” Bree greeted with a small wave as she got out of the car. 

If there was one thing she’d learned, it was that when people didn’t want to talk to her, she definitely wanted to talk to them.

“Hi,” the woman replied, stepping forward. “Nice car.” 

“Thanks. It’s a rental.” Bree glanced down and saw the simple gold band on the woman’s finger. “You wouldn’t happen to be Sam by any chance, would you?”

On a face devoid of makeup, gray-green eyes widened in surprise and looked back at Bree. “Yes, I’m Sam.” 

“Nick said you’re the one who recommended the diner for dinner.”

The woman nodded. 

“Thanks for that. The cobbler was fantastic.”

“I’m glad you liked it.”

“I’m supposed to meet Nick here. Do you know if he’s around?”

“I’m sure he’s around somewhere.”

“I’m Bree. Do you have a minute? I’d love to ask you a few questions.”

Sam shifted her weight, as if nervous, but then nodded. “Sure. Okay.”

They sat on the wide stone steps. 

“Nick said you’re married to one of the partners?”

“Yes.”

Bree waited for her to say more. She didn’t.

“So, what’s your story? How did you two meet?” 

A tiny smile pulled at the corners of Sam’s lips, as if she found the memory pleasant. “I worked in a coffee shop in town. Steve used to come in for coffee and muffins for himself and the guys, back before they had a kitchen here.”

“A coffee shop? Where? I’d kill for a good cup of coffee and decent Wi-Fi.”

Sam’s smile faded. “It’s not there anymore. It burned down a few years ago.”

What is it with this town and fires? “That’s a shame. So, tell me, when you first saw your husband, was it like in the movies? Love at first sight and all that?”

Sam’s lips quirked again. “No, not like the movies. It took us a while. We became friends first, and things kind of grew from there.”

“Gotta love a good slow-burn romance,” Bree said with a grin. “Was it an issue? Your friendship?”

Sam’s brows creased. “How do you mean?”

“Well, I get the impression that not everyone in Sumneyville is thrilled about Sanctuary. For some, it even seems to be an us versus them mentality. As a local girl, did that make things difficult for you?”

More shifting. “I don’t really concern myself with what other people think.”

“Commendable. I imagine that’s not always easy, especially in a small town.”

Sam said nothing, her silence all the confirmation Bree needed. 

Bree decided to push forward. “What do they have against these guys anyway?”

Sam looked down at her hands. “Have you asked any of them?”

“Several,” Bree admitted. “But if there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that small-town folk are wary of outsiders, myself included, and are cautious about what they share.”

“So, you’re asking me?”

“As a local and one of the owners, you’re the perfect person to talk to,” Bree told her. “You can see both sides.”

Sam looked off toward the woods, almost as if she was wishing she could make a run for it. “Why does it matter? You’ve got your story, don’t you?”

“I don’t know. Do I? Because on the surface, Sanctuary seems like a great place with good men and women doing good things.”

“It is,” Sam confirmed.

“But then why the rift?” Bree shook her head. “People don’t polarize without reason, whether it be real or imaginary. I can’t in good conscience write about how great this place is, knowing there’s an undercurrent of disquiet among the locals. Is it based in fear? Are these guys dangerous? A threat to the community or something?”

“What?” Sam looked shocked. “No, of course not. Like you said yourself, they’re good guys.”

“Then, help me understand. Off the record, okay? I just need to wrap my mind around this, so I can do this place justice.” 

Sam was close; she just needed some gentle coaxing. She stared off into the distance, as if deciding where to start. Bree waited patiently. 

“You have to understand that the Winstons were a popular, important family,” Sam finally began. “Their family history goes back to the founding of Sumneyville itself, and this resort was a big part of it. It was a real nice place. Fancy, too, but community-oriented. They often held celebrations around Christmas and the Fourth of July and invited the whole town.”

Bree nodded encouragingly. “Sounds nice.”

“It was,” Sam agreed with a sad smile. “When Matt went off into the service, there was a terrible fire. He lost his whole family, and the resort was destroyed.”

“I read about that in the town’s history as part of my background research.”

“Folks around here took it hard. The Winstons were active in the community and local politics. Their passing left holes that had to be filled. Matt was gone; no one expected him to return after what happened. So, other people stepped up, the town adjusted, and everyone went on. Matt’s return has stirred up a lot of old feelings and memories—some good, some not so good.” 

Everything Sam said jived with what Bree had heard in the salon. Any family as wealthy and powerful as the Winstons, even if they were highly regarded by the majority, would inspire resentment from a few—especially if they blamed the Winstons, rightly or wrongly, for their own lack of success. With the Winstons gone, so were the obstacles. 

“I take it, those who filled the holes aren’t quite as beloved as the Winstons.”

“Not quite, no. Though, to be fair, I don’t think anyone could live up to their legacy. They were good people, very civic-minded.”

Once again, Sam corroborated what Bree had already read and heard—that the prodigal son was carrying on the tradition by creating Sanctuary, becoming a thorn in the side of the hole-fillers in the process. 

“Do you think those reacting negatively toward Sanctuary are doing so because they feel threatened by Matt’s decision to remain?”

“I don’t know what they think, Miss De Rossi, but I do know that asking questions like that isn’t likely to get you the answers you’re looking for.”

“Lenny Petraski said something similar, though his analogy involved beehives and honey.”

Sam stiffened visibly at the mention of the local cop, which Bree found more revealing that anything Sam had said. 

“You don’t think much of Lenny, huh?”

“We’re not close. Different circles, I guess.”

Before Bree could ask her to elaborate, Nick appeared from the woods on horseback with another animal in tow, effectively ending their conversation. 

“Thanks, Sam,” Bree said quietly. “I appreciate your candor.”

Sam nodded. “When you’re asking your questions, just remember to consider the source.” 

With that cryptic statement, Sam waved to Nick and began walking toward the wooded area off to the left. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Cage

Cage dismounted and watched Sam head off toward the woods to the cabin she shared with Smoke. The two women had looked to be in a serious discussion when he arrived, and he couldn’t help but wonder what it was about. He wasn’t worried though. Sam was one of them. She wouldn’t share anything they didn’t want shared. 
“You’re early.”

Bree shrugged. “I finished sooner than expected and decided to come up. I hope that’s not a problem.”

He patted the horse’s neck and pulled a pair of carrots from his pocket, giving one to each animal. “Not at all. Are you ready to begin your adventure?”

Bree’s eyes grew wide. “Those are for us? We’re riding horses?”

“Best way to get to where we’re going,” he said with a grin.

“And where is that exactly?”

“You’ll see soon enough.”

Bree approached the horses, her steps slow and hesitant but her excitement tangible. Cage wondered if he’d done the right thing by planning a trail ride. After the way Bree’s eyes had lit up when she saw Heff riding during the tour, it had seemed like a good idea. 

The mare turned her head and lifted her snout, inviting Bree to pet her. Bree obliged, reaching up to stroke the animal’s neck. The look of childlike wonder on her face when the horse nuzzled her suggested he’d made the right call.

“Have you ridden before?”

“Once, when I was a kid. I’m not sure it counts though. It was a pony ride with a traveling circus. But I loved it.”

He knew exactly what she meant; he been to a few of those himself.

“Nothing to it.” He showed her how to put her foot in the stirrup and helped her up before swinging himself up on the larger horse beside her. 

“What do I do?” 

“Just hold on to the horn there and grip the reins loosely. Peaches will take care of everything else.”

“Peaches, huh?” She stroked the mare’s cream-colored mane. “What’s your horse’s name?”

“Herb.”

“Wait. We’re riding Peaches and Herb?”

“Yes.” He grinned back. “Long story.”

He pressed his heels against the sides of the horse and tugged lightly on the reins. Herb moved forward, Peaches at his side.

“Hey! I’m doing it!” Bree’s smile was brilliant.

“Yes, you are. Just relax, hold on, and enjoy the ride.”

Cage led them to a path through the woods, and within a matter of minutes, the rest of the world was left behind. They were surrounded by forest, and the air was pleasantly cool and fragrant. Shafts of sunlight pierced the thick canopy, giving everything a magical feel. The only sounds to be heard were the soft snorts of the horses and the clops of shoed hooves on the path. He kept the pace slow and a watchful eye on Bree. After only a short while, she seemed to relax. 

“You’re a natural,” he praised. 

He felt her resulting grin deep in his chest. 

“This is wonderful. Do you do this a lot?”

“About once a week or so for trail and perimeter checks.”

“Why do you do trail and perimeter checks?”

He wasn’t about to get into the issues they’d had with the local malcontents sabotaging their equipment and doing damage, so he opted for a partial truth instead. “It’s a matter of safety. We like to keep the trails clear and hazard-free as well as ensure that the Private Property signage is visible and intact.”

“Have a problem with trespassers, do you?” she pressed.

“Sometimes, hunters wander in unaware, especially during deer season. We don’t want anyone getting shot inadvertently.”

“You or them?” 

“Both.”

After about half an hour or so, he stopped and dismounted, then helped Bree off her horse. For a moment, time seemed to stand still. He tried not to think too much about the feel of her waist beneath his hands or the way her small hands gripped his shoulders. When she looked up at him with those beautiful, dark eyes, he had an overwhelming urge to kiss her.

He could do it. She seemed to be right there with him. But what if he were misreading signals? It would make the rest of their time together awkward, and he had a full agenda.

Instead, he released her—dare he hope that there was a flicker of disappointment in her eyes?—and took the reins of both horses, leading them to a natural mountain spring just off the path. 

He handed her a canteen. “Fill ’er up.”

“Is it safe?” she asked skeptically.

“Best water there is. Try it.”

He filled his own canteen and drank deeply, challenging her to do the same. She did, sipping tentatively at first and then drinking more.

“You’re right; it is good. I probably shouldn’t drink so much though. I don’t imagine there’s a restroom around here anywhere.”

He pointed to a clump of bushes. “Sure there is. Right there.”

She scrunched up her nose. “I had to do that when my rental car broke down and I couldn’t hold it any longer. I spent the next twenty-four hours hoping I wouldn’t wind up with poison ivy.”

He laughed. “I can tell you from personal experience that you really don’t want that.”

“You didn’t.”

“I did. Let me tell you, it’s not a mistake you make twice.” 

“I bet,” she murmured.

“No worries though,” he said with a wink. “I’m a seasoned pro now. Should you feel the need, I’d be happy to pre-inspect whatever location you like.”

Once the horses were watered, he led them to a shady area a little farther on, then tied them loosely, and grabbed a large rucksack from one of the saddlebags.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Stuff.”

“What stuff? Where are we going?”

“You ask a lot of questions, you know that?”

“Kind of my job,” she reminded him, amusement in her voice. 

Somehow, he had to remember that. It was difficult, especially when she kept distracting him with smiles.

“So it is. Come then and get your answers.”

He slung the rucksack over his shoulders and reached out. She took his hand, and once again, he felt a telltale tingle from the contact. He led them up a boulder-strewn incline, emerging onto a large, flat stone.

“Wow.” 

She stepped out onto the scenic overlook, getting a bird’s-eye view of the miles of Sumneyville valley below. He pointed out birds and explained migratory paths while they shared a snack.

Afterward, Bree leaned back on her hands, closed her eyes, and lifted her face to the sun. Cage took a moment to enjoy the view himself. She really was a beautiful woman. Relaxed, a hint of a smile on her face, the glints of purple amid the shiny black of her hair. He no longer simply felt the desire to kiss her. He imagined crawling on top of her body and pressing his lips to the delicate column of her neck ... working his way down her body inch by luscious inch ... enjoying a snack of his own until her cries of pleasure joined those of the birds of prey circling around them.

Unnerved by the intensity of his desire to do just that, he got to his feet and once again put out his hand. “We should get moving.”

One eye blinked open and peered at him; her lips turned downward. “We don’t have to go already, do we?”

“We do if we want to make it to the campsite.”

“Campsite?” Both eyes opened, and she sat up excitedly. “You mean, there’s more?”

There were so many things he wanted to show her. To share with her. Things that were part of his daily life now. He just hoped he could keep his baser urges in check, so he didn’t screw it up.

“Much more.” 

She took his hand and allowed him to help her to her feet. In those moments, time seemed to stand still. There, on the rocky overlook, the rest of the world faded away as he got lost in those dark eyes. It would be so easy to lean down, press his lips to hers, and see if they were as soft as they looked.

A hawk squawked from just overhead, breaking the spell. He gently tugged on her hand and led her down the rocky incline, glad for the excuse to keep touching her. 

They remounted the horses and took a circuitous path through the woods. After another thirty minutes, he stopped at a clearing. She took in the fire ring he’d constructed of flat stones and the hammock he’d hung between two trees. A conveniently placed fallen log—one he’d recently planed down—provided a natural bench nearby.

“You come here a lot, huh?”

He nodded. This was one of his favorite spots to chill. His trailer was only about fifty yards through the trees, but she had no way of knowing that.

“Is that ... a tree house?” she asked, looking over his shoulder.

“A tree house?” he gasped in mock horror. 

“Well, what do you call it then?”

“It’s a tactical observation platform.”

One corner of her mouth pulled into a smirk that made him want to kiss her even more. “What are you tactically observing all the way out here?” 

“Maybe I’ll show you later, if you promise not to call it a tree house again.”

“Hmph.” 

He chuckled. Deliberately avoiding direct answers to rile her had become a new favorite pastime. 

“I’m going to feed the horses. Gather some kindling, would you?” He paused and then added, “Those are thin, dry sticks for starting a fire, city girl.”

“I know what kindling is. Why do we need it?”

“So we can build a fire and cook our dinner. You want the full experience, don’t you?”

He hid his grin as she began to walk around the area, picking up sticks and branches. Once the horses were taken care of, he moved to a camouflaged wooden box and extracted an ax, and then he began splitting previously cut logs into smaller pieces for the fire. 

It was all for show, of course. He already had enough firewood to last through the winter. The Paul Bunyan routine had been Heff’s suggestion. Cage had been skeptical, but he had to admit, Heff was pretty smart when it came to the ladies. The fact that he caught Bree ogling him several times was proof of that.

It didn’t take long to get a good cooking fire going. He extracted fixings from the micro coolers he’d stashed in the saddlebags as well as two square metal cooking tools with long handles from the storage box.

She eyed them warily. “What are you going to do with those?”

“Ever had a mountain pie before?”

“No, but if it’s anything like a cow pie, I’m not interested.”

He laughed. “Not even close, I promise.”

He showed her how to butter the bread on the outside, and then he had her pick her filling ingredients from the assortment of plastic containers Kate had prepared. Bree opted for chopped chicken and veggies; he went with ground meat in sauce and cheese. Then, he demonstrated how to close and lock the squares and balance them over the coals.

“These are delicious!” she admitted a short while later. She took another bite of the cooked pie, licking at the juice that had dripped over her lips and inadvertently testing the fit of his jeans in the process. 

It wasn’t like she was trying to be sexy; she just was. It was in the way she moved, the way she smiled, the way she challenged and questioned everything. Cage found himself more entranced by the moment. 

“Well, Nick, I have to say, I’m impressed.”

“The night is still young, and no field trip would be complete without s’mores.”

“They can’t possibly be better than this.”

He gaped at her. “Don’t tell me you’ve never had s’mores before?”

“Brooklyn girl, remember?”

How could he forget? Everything about her called to him on a level he didn’t fully comprehend, including her history. But he wasn’t supposed to know anything beyond what she’d told him. Plus, he liked the way she looked at him now. If they started talking about common backgrounds and his family, that could change the dynamic quickly.

Cage stood abruptly before he said or did something he’d regret, like telling her how much they had in common—or worse, pulling her onto his lap and kissing her senseless. 

He needed a few minutes to regroup—preferably in the cold water of the lake. 

“Before we do that, how about a swim?”
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Bree

She smirked. “Right. In the forest?”
“The lake is just over there, beyond the trees. It’s a great way to cool down after an afternoon trail ride.”

His expression held a hint of amusement. She looked in the direction he’d indicated, trying to get her bearings. Her sense of direction wasn’t great on the best of days, but after zigzagging through the woods for a couple hours, she didn’t have a clue where they were relative to anything. He could be telling the truth, or he could be having fun with her.

Then, he began removing his boots. “Coming?” 

“I don’t have a suit,” she hedged. 

“You don’t need one.” 

She shivered—as much from the thought of an evening skinny dip with a sexy SEAL as the idea of wading into water that wasn’t heavily chlorinated and contained by cement walls painted blue. “Aren’t there ... things in the lake?”

“Lots of things,” he agreed. “But they’re more afraid of you than you are of them.” 

Wrong answer. She’d gone to the Jersey Shore once as a kid, and the memories of things brushing against her legs as she’d waded into the water still haunted her. 

“Isn’t there some rule about not swimming right after you eat?”

He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t know how to swim, do you?”

“I can swim!” she protested. “I’m just not ... very good at it.”

“All right, suit yourself.” He threw another log on the fire. “Stay here. Don’t go wandering off. There are things in the woods, too. I’ll be back shortly.”

“You’re not serious!”

Apparently, he was serious because he sauntered off and disappeared into the trees. She remained by the fire, staring off into the darkness, which seemed to have suddenly intensified now that she was alone. Something ruffled the bushes off to the right, and she was on her feet. Then, another sound came from behind her. 

“Screw this.”

Ignoring his warning, she moved quickly across the campsite, tracing his steps into the trees, only to emerge on a grassy shoreline. 

Dark water lapped at the shore, reflecting the deep blue-black velvet of the sky, the gentle ripples frosting silver at the crests. She drew in a breath. It was a lovely view. But not quite as lovely as the male figure moving deeper into the water. All she could make out in the scant light was his silhouette, but what a silhouette it was! Broad shoulders and back, tapering down into a trim, narrow waist ... 

Was he naked? She squinted, hoping for a better look, but it was impossible to tell. 

He sank down before she got her answer and began to swim in a picture-perfect overhand crawl. She watched, mesmerized as his powerful arms rose out of the water and entered again, propelling him along without a sound. 

She caught movement in the corner of her eye just before something swooped down toward her. She ducked and squealed in surprise. 

When she turned back to the water, Nick was nowhere to be seen. She scanned left and right, searching but to no avail. The seconds ticked by as she waited for him to resurface. She listened carefully, too, but the only sounds she heard were the soft lapping of water against the shoreline, the warm summer breeze rustling the leaves, and the muted chirps of whatever nocturnal creatures were dancing in the air above her. 

“Change your mind?”

Nick’s voice, coming from just to her right, startled her. She might have screamed a little.

“How did you ... you were just ...” she stammered out, her heart beating a mile a minute. 

Then, she remembered that he was a Navy SEAL. Water and stealth were big parts of his training.

“No, I didn’t change my mind. I was just curious; that’s all. Did you have a good swim?”

Green eyes bored into hers from the darkness. “Yes.”

“Why are you hiding in the shadows?”

“Because you’re standing next to my clothes.”

She looked down, and yep, there were his jeans and T-shirt in a pile near her feet. A bolt of lust lanced through her as several naughty possibilities occurred to her, each of which involved her seeing him naked. Then, she reminded herself that she was there to do a job—not to ogle a gorgeous, naked Navy SEAL—even if it no longer felt like a job.

“Oh. Right.” 

She was glad the darkness hid the heat now burning her cheeks, which were probably close to glowing as brightly as the coals in the campfire. She turned and walked back into the woods. 

She’d barely taken five steps when Nick’s amused voice called out, “Wrong way, city girl. The campsite’s to your right.”

“I knew that,” she mumbled. She totally hadn’t.

Nice, Bree. You see one almost-naked man, and it shorts your circuits. 

Maybe Toni had been right. Maybe she did need a little less work and a little more play.

Nick returned to the site a short while later, fully dressed. Only his damp hair suggested he’d been in the water. It was hard not to imagine him naked, water glistening over his body, clinging to each delicious ridge and dip ... 

“I could teach you, you know.”

She nearly choked on her water. “Teach me what?”

His eyes narrowed. “To swim.”

“I told you, I know how to swim,” she said irritably. “I just didn’t want to, okay?”

“Okay.” 

She immediately felt bad for snapping at him. It wasn’t his fault she had a fear of water. “Can we make s’mores now?”

“Sure.”

He pulled out a knife and quickly whittled the ends of two sticks to sharp points. He handed one to her and then proceeded to show her how to properly roast a marshmallow. Her first two attempts failed miserably, resulting in blackened flaming balls of goo, but he was patient, and her third try was a golden brown puff of perfection.

“These are really good,” she told him, licking a dab of melted chocolate from her finger and feeling a flash of desire when his eyes latched on to the movement. 

“It’s the mountain air. Everything tastes better out here.”

Do you? 

His green eyes snapped up to hers, reflecting the flames and making it look as if they were filled with fire. She then realized she must have spoken her untoward thoughts aloud.

She cleared her throat and tried to cover her oops. “Do you ... really think so?”

Her heart beat once, twice, as she waited for him to answer. She wondered if his thoughts were running along a similar channel, followed closely by a mental image of him between her thighs. A needy heat pooled in her core.

“Absolutely.”

Was it her imagination, or was his voice huskier than it had been? 

The awkward silence stretching between them was heavy with possibility. 

His jaw clenched, and then he looked up toward the sky. “It’s almost time for the meteor shower. Are you up for it?”

“What? Oh. Yeah, sure. Of course.” The quick change in topic cleared some of the lusty fog permeating her thoughts. 

He walked over to the platform and tugged on a rope, releasing a rolled-up rope ladder. He had her ascend first, assuming the role of protective safety net if she should misstep. She could feel the heat of his gaze on her ass and almost wished he’d do something more. He didn’t.

The platform wasn’t terribly high in the overall scheme of things, but it was positioned perfectly to look through a clearing and out over the lake. Darkness had fallen completely, but the sky was clear, and the light of the moon provided enough to see by after her eyes adjusted. Once they were up there, he lifted a tarp to reveal a telescope.

“You are just full of surprises, aren’t you?”

“What can I say?” he said with a shrug. “I’m a geek.” 

Of all the words she could think of to describe him, geek wasn’t among them. Strong, smart, kind, polite, sexy, funny, sweet—absolutely. But geek? No. 

She sat down on the platform, content to watch him turn the scope this way and that, twisting a knob here, fiddling with a ring there. He looked so comfortable, so in his element. 

“I’ve always been fascinated by the stars,” she admitted quietly. “I think that’s what I dislike most about living in SoCal. I can so rarely see them. But I can see the moon. It’s pretty incredible that we can look up and see the same thing as someone on the other side of the world. In that one moment, it’s like we’re connected or something.”

“Same,” he said, peering into the lens. “The moon, the constellations—they’re always there. When I was in the Navy, no matter where I was, I could look up at the sky at night and find something familiar. Now that I’m stationary, I find I still like looking at them.”

She tried to imagine the strong but gentle, capable yet shy man before her in unfamiliar, potentially unfriendly territory, seeking comfort in the night sky. “How old were you when you joined the Navy?”

“Eighteen.”

“Just a boy.” She’d been twenty-three and had a couple years of college and work under her belt when she moved to the West Coast, and that had been a difficult adjustment. 

“Old enough. Here, take a look.”

She moved closer and put her eye to the scope, aware of his nearness, her pulse quickening. 

“Keep your eye to the northwest,” he said, his voice soft. 

She tried to concentrate on the stars and not so much on the man beside her. A ball of light streaked across the sky. Then another.

“I see them!” she exclaimed, turning away to find him right there, grinning at her. 

His smile began to fade when she continued to look at him instead of turning back to the scope. A sudden, unignorable urge to kiss him overwhelmed her. She went with it, leaning forward to press her lips to his.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Bree

At first, he tensed and did nothing for one interminably long heartbeat and then another. Mortified, she began to lean away, only to feel his arms pull her closer as he deepened the kiss. Her body relaxed in relief. Her hands gripped his shoulders and then moved to his neck and tangled in his hair, still damp from his swim, super soft, and oh-so pullable.
The kiss lasted forever and was over in an instant. 

“I’ve been wanting to do that all day,” he whispered.

“You have?”

He nodded.

“And now?”

“Now,” he said, his eyes a deep, glowing green, “now, I need to do it again.”

Anything else he might have said was lost as his mouth once again came down on hers. His large hand curled around the back of her neck in a possessive grip, sending shivers of want and desire along the length of her spine. 

The man knew how to kiss! By the time he pulled away, her lips were tingling and protesting the loss of his. She was about to beg him for more when he moved those talented lips over her jaw and down the column of her neck, making her shiver. The possibilities thrilled her.

“Tell me to stop,” he whispered against her skin. 

Her nipples, already firm, grew even harder, craving some of that skillful attention. She arched toward him, guiding his head toward her aching breasts.

“No.”

He immediately went still. “No?”

“No, don’t stop,” she clarified, gripping his face in her hands and punctuating her intent with a kiss and a nip to his chin. “Please.” 

He growled softly, a purely masculine sound that intensified her desire. He lifted the hem of her shirt, revealing the satiny cups beneath. He traced the lines with his tongue, ratcheting her desire. Needing more, she reached behind her and undid the clasp, shrugging her shoulders to loosen her bra and give him a blatant nudge.

He hummed his approval and wasted no time in replacing the cups with his hands. The roughened calluses scraped across her skin, increasing the wetness between her legs as he kneaded and explored. She thought she might die of pleasure when he closed his lips around one hardened peak and sucked before tonguing her tortuously. Clearly, there was a direct line from her breasts to her core that she hadn’t realized because every sensation was felt in both places. 

He took his time, savoring one breast with his mouth while stroking and lightly pinching the other with his fingers, creating an erotic rhythm of near pain and absolute pleasure. It was wondrous, so much so that she was close to coming from that alone, which would have been another first. 

As pleasurable as it was, it didn’t get her close enough. She needed more. When he continued his glorious onslaught and made no move to do more, she once again felt compelled to take matters into her own hands and nudge him along. Placing her hand over his, she guided it between her legs and then boldly reached between his. She found him large and hard—two of her favorite things in that moment.

He made a strangled sound but got the hint, deftly unfastening her jeans and slipping his hand inside. Her eyes crossed when she felt the pads of his fingers parting her slick folds, teasing the tight bundle of need close to exploding.

“More,” she rasped into his mouth.

She lifted her hips impatiently. His eyes glowed with hunger as he pulled her jeans off completely, taking her panties with them. His gaze raked over her with undisguised lust, making her feel both desired and powerful.

“Fucking gorgeous,” he growled. 

Bree started to lean back, but he grasped her around the waist and lay back, tugging her over him. Completely naked, poised above his fully clothed form on a platform in the trees, she felt like a sex goddess, uninhibited and free, especially when he looked up at her with such stark hunger in his eyes.

He guided her down onto his face and began a new onslaught of oral warfare. He’d already proven he had skilled lips and tongue when he put them to use on her mouth and then her breasts, but between her legs was where his talent really showed.

Before long, she was pumping her hips, riding his face, caring about nothing but chasing down the bliss he offered, spearing her alternately with his tongue and fingers, sucking, licking, biting. With a final scream, she lifted her face to the sky, only vaguely aware of the white balls of light streaking above them.

Make a wish, a little voice said in the back of her head. 

I wish this never had to end.

Her body was still shaking with aftershocks when he used his powerful arms to lift and reposition her over his body, and then he curled around her. Such an odd and wonderful sensation to have his warm, hard, and still-clothed body beneath her, her bare back exposed to the night.

“That was ...” She searched for words to describe how she felt and came up lacking, finally going with, “Amazing.”

“Good.” 

She expected him to want something in return, but he just lay there with his eyes closed. One large hand flexed over her ass; the other was stroking masterfully along the curve of her back. Incredibly, even after her powerful orgasm, she was still turned on. Feeling the hard bulge pressing into her belly only stoked the fire. She wanted that inside her.

With that in mind, she kissed him, deep and slow, reveling in the taste of herself upon his lips. Then, she started to work her way down his body, much the way he had hers. She nibbled along his stubbled jawline, over the pulse points in his neck. When she reached his collarbone, her hand slipped up under his T-shirt. The feel of hot skin and short, coarse hair delighted her.

“Stop,” he rasped, grasping her hand. “You don’t have to do that.” 

“I know. I want to.”

He didn’t release her. 

“Please, Nick. Let me do this.”

They remained frozen like that for so long that she thought he was going to deny her the pleasure, but then his grip relaxed. She wasted no time in resuming her exploration. She was anxious to get him to the point of no return, just as he had done to her. Once he’d started working his magic, there was no way she could have stopped him.

She pushed the hem of his T-shirt upward, uttering a command, “Off.” 

“Yes, ma’am.”

He took care of the shirt while she made good use of her hands and mouth. Once the offensive material was removed, she pressed her upper body against him, taking pleasure in the feel of masculine hair against her sensitive breasts.

She continued working her way downward. He inhaled sharply, his abs tucking inward, when she tongued around his navel.

“Bree ...” Her name was a whispered prayer on his lips.

“Shh ... unless you really want me to stop.”

She held her breath, genuinely hoping he did want her to continue. When seconds ticked by and he said nothing more, she happily moved southward. With the weight of her upper body resting on his muscular thighs, she undid the clasp of his jeans and slowly pulled down the zipper, thrilled to discover he’d gone commando after his swim.

Anxious as she was, she took a few moments to lick along the exposed skin of his hardened shaft and tongue the tip. 

He groaned and raised his hips, lifting her in the process. She laughed at his impatience, understanding his blatant nudge so well. She tugged the jeans down over his hips. When his cock sprang free, she forgot about his jeans and eagerly wrapped both hands around it. Velvety soft skin around hot, hard iron. That was what it felt like. Desire once again flared, making her mouth water and her pussy wet at the same time. 

“Boots,” he bit out. “Off.”

Taking pleasure in the fact that her soft-spoken trail guide had been reduced to barking single-worded commands, she was willing to comply. But first ... she leaned down, took him into her mouth, and sucked hard, the way he had done with her breasts. His hips bucked, and he growled in warning.

She loved that sound.

She relinquished him with a pop and turned around, so she was straddling him, facing away, and set to work on his boots. Another sound, this one deep and guttural, hit her ears just before his hands gripped the sides of her hips and pulled her backward and over his face. Once again, she was treated to the ecstasy of those talented lips and tongue at her center.

Forgetting the boots, she leaned forward and began her own onslaught. It felt so good, pleasuring him while he was pleasuring her, an erotic dance of give and take. The only thing that could possibly feel better was having that iron thickness deep inside her. Surging forward, she tried to do just that.

“Stop,” he commanded, his powerful hands preventing her from getting where she needed to be. “As much as I would love to be inside you, I don’t have a condom.”

Shit! She’d been so caught up in her own lust, wanted to impale herself on him so badly, that she hadn’t thought about safety.

“I ...” She wanted to tell him that she didn’t care. That she was clean. That she trusted he was, too, but he had been right. Having unprotected sex wasn’t a good idea, especially since she wasn’t on any form of birth control.

Instead, she resumed her task with renewed gusto. Before long, they were both tensing and grunting and riding the highs of spectacular Os.

“Come here,” he coaxed softly.

Without hesitation, she turned her body around and tucked her face into his neck as his arms wrapped around her. Neither of them said anything for a long time, but that was fine. Bree was content to float back down to earth right where she was.

Eventually, she took pity on him. Lying on the hard platform with her weight atop him couldn’t feel good on his back despite the fact that he hadn’t complained. 

“I’m sorry we didn’t get to see much of the meteor shower,” she said, dragging herself off his warm, comfortable body.

“I’m not,” he told her with a roguish half-smile. “My view was much better.”

She felt the heat rising in her cheeks, which was ridiculous based on what they’d just done. What was she supposed to say to something like that?

“So,” she said, reaching for her clothes, “does this conclude the field trip?”

His eyes were unreadable. “Not necessarily.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “There’s more?”

“Have you ever slept beneath the stars?”
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Cage

Cage didn’t think she’d go for it. She seemed to be in a hurry to get dressed, and she was avoiding his gaze. And why wouldn’t she? They’d just sixty-nined in a fucking tree house.
Not that he was complaining. He’d thoroughly enjoyed every second, but he hadn’t missed the flash of disappointment in her eyes when he had to stop her from sinking onto his cock. It might have been one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do. 

In his defense, he hadn’t expected things to get hot and heavy. It demonstrated an appalling lack of preparedness on his part. What kind of man didn’t have a condom at the ready when spending the day with a beautiful, sexy woman?

The kind who makes s’mores and shows her his telescope in his tree house.

He jammed his legs into his jeans. Jesus. Some things never changed. He might not be the skinny red-headed half-Irish kid sitting in the corner with his Nintendo while his tough-guy cousins made fun of him anymore, but he was still such a fucking nerd. 

“No. But ... I’d like to.”

Cage’s gaze snapped toward her. “You would?”

“Well”—she bit her lip and offered him a secret smile—“I’ve enjoyed everything else you planned, so why not?”

Warmth spread through his chest. Maybe he wasn’t so bad at this after all. 

He re-covered the scope and helped her down the rope ladder. The fire had been reduced to glowing coals, so he added a few more logs for good measure.

She eyed the hammock uncertainly. “So, how do we do this?”

“You can have the hammock. It’s more comfortable than it looks.”

“Where will you sleep?”

“By the fire.”

Her lips turned downward. “Can’t we both use the hammock?”

That had been the idea, but he’d hesitated suggesting it. There was no chance of separate sleeping space in a hammock, which meant she’d be tight against him all night long. “Yeah. Of course. If you’re sure.” 

“I’m sure.”

Cage got into the hammock first. Then, with one of his legs on the ground to keep it steady, Bree crawled in beside him.

“Is this okay?” she asked, her head tucked beneath his chin. Her soft, warm body was snuggled against his, assisted by gravity and the ingenious design of the hammock itself.

Okay? It was perfect.

* * *
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Cage’s eyes snapped open to find Heff grinning down at him. “Looks like someone had a good night.”

Bree shifted in his arms. Draped half on his body, half off, there was no way to get out of the hammock without waking her. He lifted his finger to his lips.

“Tori needs the horses back at the ranch,” Heff said quietly. 

Cage nodded his agreement. 

“Also, Kate said you should bring Bree in for breakfast before she heads back.”

Heff slipped away as quietly as he’d come. Before long, Cage heard soft snorts and the rhythmic clomp of hooves as Heff took the horses away. Bree yawned and stretched.

“Good morning,” Cage said. “Sleep well?”

“Like a rock. Maybe there is something to this mountain-air thing. I’d kill for a toothbrush and indoor plumbing right now though.”

She’d been such a good sport that he decided to come clean. 

“Then, I’ve got one more surprise I think you’re going to appreciate.”

After carefully getting out of the hammock, Cage led her through the trees to his trailer. Unlocking the door, he ushered her inside. 

“This is yours?” she asked, her tone even and ... kind of scary. “It’s been here the whole time?” 

He nodded. She made a growly sound and pushed past him, making a beeline for the bathroom. It occurred to him then that maybe he should have told her earlier.

“Are you angry with me?” he asked when she came out.

She sniffed and crossed her arms over her chest. She looked fierce and damn sexy when she did that. “I haven’t decided yet. I feel played.”

“I wasn’t playing you. I wanted to give you a real outdoor experience.” He jammed his hands into his pockets. “It wasn’t all bad, was it?”

“No,” she admitted. “But a flushing toilet wouldn’t have ruined the experience for me. Just saying.”

He nodded and rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I should have told you. But you seemed to be enjoying yourself.”

“Hmmph.” She narrowed her eyes and glanced toward the small kitchen. “Does this mean we can make coffee?”

He grimaced. He didn’t even have a coffeemaker. “I’ll do you one better. We can head over to the main building for breakfast. Sam makes incredible coffee.”

“As wonderful as that sounds, I’m not fit for public appearance.”

“You look beautiful, Bree,” he said without thinking. 

Her eyes softened. “I look like I spent the night in the woods, and I smell like a horse.”

He disagreed. She smelled—and tasted—like pure woman.

“Wait, what happened to the horses?”

“They’re fine. Someone came for them this morning.”

A rosy flush painted her cheeks, and another possibility occurred to him. Maybe she didn’t want to eat in the dining room because she felt embarrassed about spending the night with him. 

“I could run over and bring something back.”

She considered this. “Can I use your shower while you’re gone?”

He withheld a groan at the thought of Bree wet and naked in his trailer and him without condoms. Maybe while he was getting breakfast, he’d hit Heff up for some. Cage was pretty sure the guy ordered them in bulk. Regardless, hitting a drugstore was high on his priority list, just in case, by some miracle, another opportunity with Bree presented itself. 

“Sure.”

“Then, okay. And ... thanks.”

Cage left Bree in his trailer and double-timed it to the main building. Doc, Smoke, Sam, and Church were in the dining room; it didn’t look as if Heff had yet returned from taking the horses back to the ranch. With a brief wave, Cage went into the kitchen to get some boxes and to-go cups.

“How’d it go?” Sam asked as he hurriedly began to scoop scrambled eggs, potatoes, and ham into the containers. 

Remembering what she’d said at the diner about healthy eating, he added some freshly diced cantaloupe and honeydew, too, and opted for whole-grain toast over a bagel and cream cheese 

“Good, I think,” he answered honestly. 

“Where’s Bree?”

“At the trailer. I’m just grabbing some food to take back.”

Church frowned. “You left her alone in your trailer?”

“She said she didn’t think she was fit to be seen in public after last night.”

Smoke grunted. “You showed her your telescope, didn’t you?”

Doc smirked. “Yeah, he did. Both of them, I bet.”

Cage felt the heat rising in his neck, even as Church’s frown deepened. 

“Do you think that’s wise? Leaving her in your place, unsupervised?”

“Everything’s secure.”

Church’s lips thinned. “I hope so.”

Slightly unsettled by Church’s lack of confidence, Cage gathered the food and coffee and hurried back to the trailer. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Bree

For a guy’s place, it wasn’t bad. Clean but cluttered with tech and components. What would have normally been a living area looked more like a tech warehouse. It made sense, she supposed, since he was the IT guy, but it also made an interesting contrast to someone who liked swimming in lakes and sleeping under the stars.
As badly as she wanted to get a shower, her curiosity was piqued. She wanted to know more about the man who’d given her such a unique and memorable experience. He was a string of contradictions. Shy yet passionate. Geeky yet rugged. Despite how different their lives were, there was this underlying sense of connection she couldn’t explain.

After a quick check out the window to ensure he wasn’t right outside, Bree started poking around. She wasn’t sure how far his trailer was from the main building, but she figured she had a few minutes at least. 

“Snoop now, shower soon,” she murmured to herself. Bonus: if she was still in the shower when he returned, perhaps she could convince him to join her. One more for the road, so to speak, since her time in Sumneyville was quickly drawing to a close. 

The thought was disappointing. For the first time since she’d arrived, the idea of returning to San Diego didn’t fill her with anticipation. Who would have thought a week could pass so quickly?

Nick’s bed was neatly made. His drawers held cotton T-shirts, jeans, flannel—all folded with precision. No less than a dozen Bankers Boxes were stacked in short towers, clearly labeled in legible, block letters. She opened a few, verifying the accuracy of the contents—or at least, she tried to. Most of the stuff was unfamiliar to her, but it looked impressive. She did recognize a box of small, mountable surveillance cameras and wondered again if they’d had problems with people trespassing.

On the table was more tech in various states of assembly—does he build his own stuff?—and half a dozen laptops and monitors lined up on a workspace, which was created from more boxes and inch-thick wooden planks. Some screens were blank; others appeared to be on but in sleep mode. On impulse, she tapped some keys and found them all to be digitally locked and secured. 

After giving the place a quick but thorough once-over, she had no deeper insight. There was nothing to indicate that he was anything more than what he’d said he was. 

Feeling an odd sense of relief that she didn’t quite understand, Bree extracted her phone, set it atop one of the wireless chargers lying around, and went into the bathroom to shower. The stall was on the small side, which didn’t bode well for shower sex, but she did appreciate the hot water and the scent of his soap. A unique, heady mix of sandalwood and pine, it was already ingrained in her sensory memory—an exclusive association with Nick.

She tamed her riotous hair into a ponytail and, after a brief internal debate, swiped one of his T-shirts and a pair of drawstring sweats. It was presumptuous perhaps but preferable to putting her horse-scented jeans back on until she absolutely had to. 

Clean and absurdly comfortable, she pulled out her journal. Her hand flew over the page as she jotted down notes in her abbreviated shorthand, images and observations and emotions flooding her mind, unwilling to be lost. None of the personal details would be included in the article, of course, but the raw beauty and connection with nature was part of the healing magic of Sanctuary, she was coming to realize. After leisurely riding a horse along the trails, sitting on an overlook to watch eagles and hawks, and sleeping under the stars, she was feeling pretty rejuvenated herself. The screaming Os hadn’t hurt either.

Before long, Nick returned, balancing two covered plates and two ginormous cups of coffee. He scanned the space, his expression one of relief when he spotted her. Had he expected her to bail?

His relief changed to amusement when he saw what she was wearing. Amusement and ... a flash of heat? 

“I hope you don’t mind. I borrowed some of your clothes,” she said, rising to take the cups from him. 

“Not at all. But I’m thinking I should probably get a shower, too. Go ahead and get started before it gets cold. I’ll just be a minute.”

He didn’t have to tell Bree twice. Whether it was the mountain air, as he’d suggested, or the heart-pumping activities they’d engaged in, she was absolutely ravenous. Since the table was filled with expensive-looking components and she was unwilling to take the chance of spilling anything on them, she settled onto the floor. A flipped-over, empty cardboard box provided an excellent makeshift table.

True to his word, Nick’s shower was a quick one. She’d barely started on her breakfast when he returned, smelling of the same spicy male soap she’d used and wearing fresh jeans and a clean men’s undershirt. His wet hair was combed back, but he hadn’t taken the time to shave. The dark-reddish shadow covering his jawline incited a different kind of hunger as she remembered the feel of that stubble against the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. Now that it had filled in some, she wondered if it would feel softer.

She lifted the cup of coffee to her lips, wrenching back those thoughts. “You were right. This coffee is incredible.”

He grinned and joined her on the floor. “Sorry about the mess. I’m not accustomed to having female company.”

The thought thrilled her. “No problem. This is what I’m used to. I do most of my eating in front of my computer, too, usually from takeout containers.”

“Workaholic, huh?”

“I suppose so. And I’m not much of a cook.”

“Something else we have in common,” he said. 

It seemed like an odd thing to say since, up to that point, they didn’t appear to have much in common at all.

“I’m not sure that’s true.” She dug into the fluffy eggs with gusto. “You live in the mountains; I’m a city girl. Unless, of course, you’re talking about a healthy appreciation for good oral.”

He choked on his food and reached for his coffee.

“Sorry.” She smirked. “Too bold?”

“No, just unexpected. And I suppose you’re right. We don’t appear to have much in common, but it feels like we do.”

Her heart stuttered as she recognized the truth of his words. “It does,” she agreed. 

There did seem to be some inexplicable, intangible thing that connected them. Something that made her feel oddly comfortable around him, almost as if they shared a common bond. But that was ridiculous. Their lives were vastly different, and very soon, they’d be parting ways. In a little more than forty-eight hours, she’d be back in her apartment in San Diego, albeit with some good memories. 

The thought dampened any ideas of more sexy times before she headed back to Sumneyville. As appealing as the idea was, it would just make it harder to say good-bye.

“Tell me more about you,” Nick coaxed. 

“Like what?”

“What’s your life like in San Diego?”

She shrugged. “I don’t spend a lot of time there, to be honest. I have an apartment that I share with my cousin, but I travel more often than not.”

“Do you like to travel?”

“I enjoy seeing new places and meeting new people, listening to their stories. But the actual getting from here to there part? Not so much.”

“Why don’t you conduct interviews virtually? Practically everything can be done online these days.”

“I do sometimes, but my boss prefers the immersed approach, and honestly, I do, too. It’s hard to get the real feel for a place over a screen. The same goes for people. You can’t read body language as well from a headshot alone or get a sense of who someone is strictly from the virtual background they select on a video call.” She waved her fork in the air. “Like all of this, for instance. Had I talked to you only via video chat, I wouldn’t have had the experience of making s’mores or watching a meteor shower.”

“Technically, we didn’t see much of the meteor shower.”

Her face grew warm at the reminder. “Exactly. We couldn’t have done that virtually now either, could we?”

His grin was as sinful as it was endearing. “Point taken. And that would have been a damn shame.”

She shifted, ignoring the increasing desire to repeat that particular part of their field trip. 

“Yes, well, that’s not usually part of the interview process.”

“I didn’t think it was. And don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m glad it’s not.”

Was there a wrong way to take that, especially when his green eyes were filled with heat and something that looked suspiciously like possession? She had to admit, the thought of him doing what he’d done to her with anyone else aroused some possessive feelings of her own.

Bree mentally chastised herself. She had no business feeling possessive. What they’d shared was a one-time thing, nothing more. She’d known that going in, and she knew it now.

“So,” he said, shuttering his gaze and returning his attention to breakfast, “have you always wanted to be a journalist?”

“Not exactly.”

“What, then?”

“When I was a kid, I wanted to be an author,” she blurted out the words before she could stop herself. 

Books were a great escape for her. She loved the ability to get lost within the pages. At some point, she’d started creating her own made-up worlds and characters, where she could control the outcomes. She had several already written, encrypted on her hard drive, unseen by any eyes but her own.

She dropped her eyes, unwilling to see the disappointment in his eyes or the polite smile she was sure he wore. There was a reason she never shared her dream. It was silly.

“What kind of books?”

She looked up to find him waiting patiently for her answer. No indication of derision or judgment. “Promise you won’t laugh?”

He nodded and made an X over his chest.

“Cozy mysteries and paranormal romance.”

“You mean, like Miss Marple meets vampires and werewolves—that kind of thing?”

“Yes, exactly!” she exclaimed, pleased that he understood. “I used to read a lot of Agatha Christie. The woman knew a thing or two about how to weave a web. And I loved her characters. Each time I finished a story, I felt like I knew them.

“Then, the wizard boy who lived and the vampire who sparkled came along, and I loved those, too. They opened up a whole new world of possibilities, and I thought, Why not do both? Combine my love of whodunits with the fantasy world-building of preternaturals.

“And then I thought, Why not even take it a step further?” As it always did, the excitement built inside her when she thought about it, and her words came out faster. “Write a book but create an interactive digital universe, where things change based on the reader. I got the idea when I was rereading one of my favorites. I guess I was in a different frame of mind from the first time I’d read it because I wasn’t as on board with the heroine’s choices, and all I could think of was, What if she’d said or done this instead of that?”

Realizing she was babbling, she reined in her enthusiasm. “I’m sorry. TMI, right?”

“Not at all. Have you looked into how you would go about doing something like that?”

She shook her head, embarrassed. “No. It’s just a silly idea; that’s all. Blue-skying, my cousin Toni calls it. Unlike you, I am not technically inclined, and since I am not independently wealthy, I need to earn an actual living.”

He frowned. “Tell me about Toni.”

“She’s more than family. She’s my best friend,” Bree said truthfully, trying to think of a way to best describe Toni. “Fearless. And a complete nut. I told her I was moving to California, and the first thing she said was, ‘When do we leave?’ ” Bree smiled at the memory. “We lucked out, both getting jobs at the Voice—me in the mailroom, her as a gofer. She’s in research now.” 

“She sounds awesome.”

“She is,” Bree confirmed.

Breakfast finished, she stacked the plates and stood. As much as she would like to spend the rest of the day talking—and potentially doing other things—with Nick, there was no use in prolonging the inevitable. The longer she stayed, the harder it would be to leave.

“Well, I should be going. I have some things I’d like to check out in town before I leave.” She thought briefly of inviting Nick to spend the day doing those things with her but dismissed that idea as well. It wasn’t Sanctuary that was hard to walk away from. It was him.

He stood, too. “I’ll walk you to the lot. It’s not far.”

“Sounds good. Let me just change, so I can give you your clothes back.”

“Keep them, if you want. I’ve got plenty.”

It was tempting. His clothes were roomy and comfortable and didn’t smell like they’d been hanging in a stable. On the other hand, they didn’t exactly convey the kind of professional image she hoped to maintain. Or what little of it remained after her unplanned sleepover.

As a compromise, she kept his shirt, tucking it into her oversize bag—a memento of sorts.

His mood seemed to change when she reappeared, dressed in her own clothes. Gone were the easy smile and mischievous sparkle in his eyes as they made the disappointingly short walk back to the lot.

“When are you flying out?” he asked.

“Late tomorrow night.”

“Do you have everything you need? For your article, I mean.”

“I think so.”

“So ... I guess this is good-bye.”

She nodded. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

And yet they stood there, reluctant to part ways. At least, that was how Bree felt. She wasn’t sure what was going through his mind. His expression was no longer readable, his body language stiffer than it had been. He’d shut down, as if he’d already moved on.

“Thanks, Nick. For everything.”

“You’re welcome. Safe travels.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Bree

Bree thought her mood would improve as she put more distance between herself and Sanctuary, but it didn’t. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was leaving something important behind.
But that was ridiculous. She barely knew Nick. They’d spent one night together—albeit one amazing night. Now, it was over, and it was time to wrap up this assignment and move on to the next one. 

The thought left her uninspired.

Telling Nick about her dream job—and why exactly did I do that?—had reminded her what it felt like to be excited about something. How long had it been since she’d actually experienced that kind of hopeful anticipation over an assignment? 

Oh, it wasn’t as if her job was horrible; it wasn’t. It allowed her to travel to places she might otherwise never go to and meet interesting people. Plus, she earned a decent wage, enough to keep a nice roof over her head and pay her share of the bills. That was the goal of adulting, right? Responsibility, not dreams.

But is it enough? And is it wrong to want more?

When Bree turned onto Martha’s street, she was surprised to see a Sumneyville PD patrol car parked in front of the B & B. Hoping nothing bad had happened to Martha, she parked quickly and hurried in to find Officer Lenny in the kitchen with the older woman.

“Bree! Thank goodness!” exclaimed Martha when she saw her, clasping her hand to her chest.

“What happened? Is everything okay?”

“Where have you been? I was so worried.”

It took Bree a moment to realize that nothing was wrong. Martha had been worried about her. “Why?”

Just that quickly, Martha’s expression went from one of concern to one of irritation. Her tone was chastising when she pointedly said, “You didn’t return last night.”

Bree was surprised she’d noticed; Martha had been sound asleep and snoring like a chain saw every other night. Then again, Martha had probably noticed that her car wasn’t parked in the driveway when she got up that morning and thought the worst, although, in reality, Sumneyville’s version of a worst-case scenario was most likely being broken down on the side of the road and having to wait for service. 

Been there, done that. Aloud, she said, “My plans ran later than expected.”

Martha sniffed. “You could have told me you were going to be out all night.”

Bree wasn’t sure what to say about that. She wasn’t used to explaining her comings and goings to anyone, least of all someone she barely knew. She was about to apologize but then decided against it. What she did was no one’s business but her own. 

“See, Martha? Told you there was nothing to worry about. Bree’s a big girl.” Officer Petraski stood and thanked Martha for the coffee and then cast Bree an unreadable look. “Walk out with me?”

Bree followed Lenny outside, unsure of whether to expect a rebuke or commiseration. “I’m sorry she called you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I got a decent cup of coffee and a peach Danish out of it.” His smile was kind, his eyes searching. “Are you sure everything’s okay?”

“Yeah. Why wouldn’t it be?”

Hands on hips, he glanced to the side before his penetrating gaze swung back to her. “Because I can guess where you spent the night.”

She crossed her arms and met his judgmental gaze with one of her own. “I fail to see where that’s any of your concern.”

His brows came down, the polite smile replaced by a grimace. “It’s my concern because this is my town, and despite what you think, you’re in over your head. Those guys are not the selfless do-gooders you think they are.”

Bree felt offended on behalf of Nick and the others she’d met. She’d seen no evidence that would suggest they were anything other than what they’d said they were despite vague allusions cast by Lenny and the Ladies Auxiliary.

“So you’ve insinuated. But you know what you haven’t provided? A reason why I should take your word for it.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched. 

When several moments passed without a response, she exhaled and said, “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Thanks again for your concern. Have a good day, Officer Petraski.” 

She turned and made it to the porch before he called out, “Ever been to a potbellied pig race?”

What the hell? She paused. “No, I can’t say that I have.”

“You should go. Tonight. Community Days at the park. Just follow the signs. Can’t miss it.”

She turned to look back at him and found his expression ... determined. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw movement inside the house and knew Martha was listening. “Are you going?”

“Wouldn’t miss it. I’m heading over after my shift.”

“Then, maybe I’ll see you there.”

He nodded, then got back into his cruiser, and drove away. 

Bree went back into the house, thinking that was one of the oddest exchanges she’d ever had, though she was fairly certain Lenny’s strange and seemingly random invitation was for Martha’s benefit. 

Martha was still miffed when Bree returned to the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee. Bree sat down, picked up Penny, and began to stroke her silky fur. It was barely eleven a.m., and she was already exhausted.

“No hot breakfast after nine a.m.,” Martha told her as she slid a tray of fresh whole fruits and pastries onto the table.

Bree revised her no-apology strategy. She had one more night in town and didn’t want it to end on a bad note. “This is more than fine. Thank you. I’m sorry I worried you. I honestly didn’t think anyone would notice.”

Martha sniffed. “Well, I don’t know what you’re used to, but we look out for each other around here.”

You mean, you get up in each other’s business, Bree thought wryly, though she had to admit, the thought of having someone concerned for her well-being with no ulterior motive wasn’t all bad. 

If something happened to her at her place in San Diego, no one would notice—or care—for days, except Toni—although even that was iffy since Toni spent nights at Hunter’s private condo more often than not these days. 

“Come, Penny.” The tiny dog dutifully jumped off Bree’s lap and crawled into the large canvas bag Martha had placed on the floor. “Penny and I are off to Zeigler’s.”

The name rang a bell. “The farmers market you were telling me about? The one with the bulk candy?”

“Yes, that’s the one.”

“Do you mind if I tag along? Just give me a minute to change.” Without waiting for Martha’s response, Bree ran up the steps and changed into fresh clothes, using a few spritzes of citrusy body mist for good measure.

Martha was waiting at the door when she came back downstairs. Her slight scowl faded when Bree offered to drive them over in the convertible. Martha even smiled when Penny put her little paws on the car door and turned her face into the breeze.

Zeigler’s was a series of wooden warehouse-like structures, set back from the road. Behind the buildings, the massive parking lot was nearly full. And not just with cars and trucks. There were horses and Amish buggies too! She surreptitiously snapped a few pictures to show Toni.

Inside, the place was like a maze. She was glad she had Martha to guide her; Bree wasn’t sure she would have found her way out otherwise.

Open cell-like stalls held a wide variety of merchants selling everything from fresh meat and produce to homemade crafts and World War II memorabilia. Bree was in awe; she’d never seen anything like it. She was like a kid in a candy store, particularly when Martha led her to the bulk-candy section. The seller laughed when she filled several bags with Squirrel Nut Zippers, Mary Janes, Caramel Creams, and a variety of other vintage candies, paying only a fraction of what she paid online. She even managed to pick up a used, hard-sided piece of luggage to haul it all back to California. 

The downside was, Martha knew a lot of people at the market and felt compelled to stop and chat with each and every one. Of course, they all wanted to know who Bree was, where she was from, and what had brought her to Sumneyville. At first, Bree was looking forward to gauging their reactions when she told them she was doing an article on Sanctuary, but she soon realized that they were tempering their responses around Martha. There were a few times when Bree thought people would have said more had Martha not been standing beside her.

After several rounds of the same questions and comments, Bree had had enough. When Martha stopped to chat with a woman behind the butcher counter, Bree wandered away to check out a nearby stand selling homemade soaps. The fragrant bars were stacked in neat pyramids in various shades of translucent colors.

With Martha occupied, Bree took her time to sniff each one. There were at least two dozen different offerings. Her favorite was the Egyptian Musk, but she liked the apple and grapefruit ones as well. The sandalwood and evergreen bars made her think of Nick.

“Do you have one that combines these two scents?” Bree asked the woman behind the counter.

“We do, but it’s a custom blend and not generally available.” 

“Made for anyone in particular?” 

“Oh, yes.” The woman chuckled. “A very nice young man at Sanctuary. He’s one of our biggest supporters. In fact, we now have a contract to provide all of the soaps for the facility. But this blend, this one is just for him.”

There was no question the woman was talking about Nick, beaming as if he were her son. 

“Then, I guess I’ll just have to buy the bars individually and get creative.” Bree picked up several bars—some for herself, some for Toni, but she had no intention of sharing the evergreen and sandalwood. Those were for her and her alone. 

Eventually, Martha reappeared and said she was ready to go. 

Shortly after they arrived back at the B & B, Martha left to help with the Ladies Auxiliary booth at the Community Days celebration. Bree promised Martha she’d stop by later.

From waking up in Nick’s strong arms to hitting the mother lode of vintage candy, it had been an amazing day. She should have known it wouldn’t last.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Thirty
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Cage

After Bree’s taillights disappeared from view, Cage turned on his heel and walked away from the main building. He wasn’t in the mood for interrogation or discussion. He’d begged off earlier because Bree was in the trailer, waiting for him, but with her gone, he could no longer use that as an excuse. 
He’d come back and deal with the fallout later. 

Should he have done what he had? Probably not. But he couldn’t regret it either. It had been so long since he’d enjoyed a woman’s company and never one to the level he had with Bree. It wasn’t just because of the passion they shared, but the whole span of their time together. Riding. Teasing. Talking. He’d even liked it when she was annoyed with him.

He found himself wishing they could have had more time, but perhaps it was a blessing in disguise. They’d ended on a good note, hadn’t they?

If she’d stayed longer, things might not have ended as well. The novelty of living in the woods, away from everyone and everything she enjoyed, would wear quickly. And if that didn’t push her away, learning about his family surely would. As much as he could hope that she’d be able to look past that and see that they had a lot in common, it was a big ask. 

Still, as he made his way down the path they’d walked together only a short time ago, he couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like if she could come to accept those things as he had. As Sam and Sandy and Kate had. 

If she could accept him.

He shook those thoughts away. There was no use in wishing for things to be different than they were. He was committed to Sanctuary for the foreseeable future, and Bree had her own life to get back to. 

But she’s not leaving until tomorrow night, whispered a voice in the back of his mind. There’s still time. 

Time for what? Another dinner? Another night together? 

Cage pulled his phone from his pocket and then hesitated. If she wanted to see him again, she’d let him know. He made sure the volume was all the way up then shoved it back into his pocket and kept going.
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Chapter Thirty-One
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Bree

The entire community park had been transformed. Along the walking path that wound in between tall oaks and stately pines, a string of ten-by-ten food booths had been erected. Each one offered local favorites—funnel cakes, potato pancakes, corn dogs, slabs of local dairy ice cream on freshly made waffles. A traveling carnival had been set up as well with rides and lights and music. Scores of senior citizens tapped their feet beneath picnic tables in the large, open-air bingo tent while listening to the band playing lively polka music nearby.
Humans weren’t the only attendees. At the far end—and thankfully, downwind—were guests of the furry and four-legged variety. Local farmers had cleaned up some of their ribbon-winning livestock and brought them along to show off, setting up a small petting zoo for little ones as well.

As Bree worked her way around the park, she snapped lots of pictures. Couples holding hands. Gap-toothed kids hugging fluffy lambs. A candid shot of a teenage girl smiling shyly at the boy trying to impress her by throwing baseballs at milk jugs. It was small-town Americana at its best. While she’d always considered herself more of a big-city type of girl, she could see the appeal. 

Just as she now had a new appreciation for clear, moonlit nights in the mountains. 

Even as she was working, jotting down notes and potential captions to go along with the photos, her mind kept going back to her time with Nick. Horseback riding. Cooking over an open fire. Watching Nick skinny-dip in a spring-fed lake and then watching the stars as he worked his magic.

Will there be more meteor showers tonight? she wondered.

While they had been impressive, they were nothing compared to the shooting stars behind her eyelids when she’d shattered into pieces. 

The urge to drive back to Sanctuary and spend another night with Nick was strong. Or even better, to spend some time under the stars and then continue the evening in a comfortable bed with indoor plumbing only a few steps away. There was even a twenty-four-hour mini-mart in town, where she could pick up a box of condoms on the way.

It was tempting even if it wasn’t the best idea. She was in town on an assignment, not to sleep with one of the men she’d been charged with interviewing. Besides, who was to say that Nick would welcome her a second time? They’d had their fun and said their good-byes. She should just leave it at that.

Bree forced herself back to the tasks at hand. Soak up the local flavor, get some good shots for the article, and hear what Lenny had to say—assuming he actually showed. She’d been walking around for an hour, and while she’d seen familiar faces, Lenny’s hadn’t been among them. Had something come up? Or had he changed his mind? 

When the loudspeakers announced the next pig race, Bree joined the crowd, heading over to the “track.” The collapsible bleachers were already packed, and there was a long line at the stand selling pig-themed novelties. The racers were separated into divisions, ranging from tiny teacup pigs to MINI Cooper–sized hogs, many of which were cleverly named after celebrities: The Notorious P.I.G., Albert Einswine, Jason Hammoa. And her personal favorites: Hammibal Lecter and Spamela Hamderson.

Bystanders were encouraged to support their favorites by waving plastic pennants. She accepted a bright yellow spirit flag from one of the volunteers, then moved up toward the front when a spot opened up, and waited for the first race to begin.

“It’s something, isn’t it?” Lenny’s voice sounded behind her. 

She turned around to find him freshly showered and dressed in jeans and a polo shirt. The scent of a popular men’s body spray assaulted her nostrils. It didn’t smell half as good as Nick’s soap.

“Sure is. I’ve never seen people get so excited over pigs before. What’s the appeal?”

He grinned. “Just watch.”

With a buildup worthy of a grand prix event, the final “race” began. Bree couldn’t help laughing as the pigs, draped with colorful cloaks, ambled around the track, snuffling up the trail of treats to the witty banter of the MC. 

“Cute,” she agreed as the winner was declared and someone used a T-shirt cannon to shoot pig shirts into the crowd. 

Lenny shrugged. “It’s clean, wholesome fun. Are you hungry? The pork barbecue stand is just on the other side.”

She gaped at him. “Pork barbecue?”

“Well, what do you think happens to the losers?”

Bree was horrified. In fact, it might be several months before she could even look at a piece of bacon again. “You’re not serious!”

He laughed. “No, I’m not. Come on. Let’s grab something to eat and find a quiet place to talk.”

With cups of fresh-squeezed lemonade and boats of fries swimming in malt vinegar in hand, Lenny led Bree into the trees, away from the lights and crowds and sounds. 

She waved her hand toward the shiny badge he wore on his hip. She’d interviewed enough men and women in blue to know that cops typically kept their badges out of sight when not on duty. “I thought your shift ended.”

“It did,” he agreed, puffing out his chest slightly. “But my job never stops, not really.”

As if to prove his point, Lenny raised his voice and called out a warning into the semi-darkness, “If anyone were out here, doing something they weren’t supposed to be doing, now would be a good time to skedaddle.”

The sounds of hushed whispers and hurried feet had Bree chuckling. “I wish we’d had policemen like you when I was a teenager.”

He shrugged but smiled. “They’re just doing what kids do. Besides, I wanted to ensure we had some privacy.”

“You mean, you asked me out here for something other than pig races and lemonade, Officer Petraski?” 

Lenny sat down atop a picnic table, his feet on the bench seat. “How’s your research coming?”

It seemed like an abrupt change of subject, but there was little doubt in Bree’s mind that they’d finally come to the real reason behind Lenny’s invitation.

She sat down beside him, giving her eyes a few moments to adjust to the darkness. Through the trees, she could see the lights and hear the music and crowds, but it was quiet where they were. 

“It’s coming along well. I think I have everything I need. Unless, of course, there’s something you’d like to add.”

“Was Sanctuary what you expected?”

“Yes, and no,” she answered honestly, wondering where this was going. “I’d seen the pictures on the website, so I had known it was once a mountain resort at one time, but I’d expected it to be more ... I don’t know ... institutional, I suppose.”

Seconds ticked by in silence. Lenny’s pause felt deliberate. Calculated. 

“And the people?”

“Also not what I’d pictured,” she admitted. 

“Appearances can be deceiving, you know.”

Bree was growing frustrated with his continued cloaked aspersions. “Let’s cut to the chase, shall we? It’s clear to me that some locals have issues either with Sanctuary or with the men who run it. What’s not clear is why they feel that way. I’ve heard rumors, but no one, including you, has been willing to give me anything specific. All I have are these vague insinuations without substance. For all I know, your dislike might be based in nothing more than an old grudge that goes back generations.”

“It’s more than that,” he assured her grimly.

“Great. Prove it. Give me something to work with here. Something solid I can investigate and corroborate.”

She pulled her leather journal out, opened to a blank page, and waited expectantly.

* * *
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Two hours later, Bree was back at the B & B. Her fingers flew over the laptop keyboard, translating her notes and typing in as much as she could remember while it was fresh in her mind. Lenny’s revelations had been stunning. 

First, there had been the fires. As it turned out, the tragedy at the Winston resort wasn’t the only one to rock the area; there had been others as well. A mom-and-pop bakery had gone up in flames not too long after the resort, leveling the business and killing the elderly couple who lived above it. More recently, a popular coffee shop on Main Street had been destroyed in a suspicious blaze, followed by an apartment fire that had, thankfully, been caught in time to avoid widespread damage.

What was most shocking, however, was that all of those fires had one common person of interest: Samantha Applehoff, the woman Bree had spoken with in the Sanctuary parking lot while waiting for Nick. Sam had mentioned the coffee shop and the fact that it was no longer around, but she’d failed to mention that the place had gone up in flames less than a day after the owner refused to sign the place over to her. 

Nor had Sam mentioned that the bakery that had burned down before that had belonged to her grandparents, and the fire had conveniently occurred while Sam was away at college. Coincidentally, it was the same bakery that had supplied bread and baked goods to the Winston resort—goods routinely delivered by a teenage Sam. 

And the apartment that had caught fire? Sam’s.

Bree had a hard time reconciling Lenny’s reveals with the quiet, down-to-earth woman she’d spoken with. When she’d asked what possible motives Sam could have had, Lenny had described Sam as a loner, someone on the fringes who didn’t have friends. According to rumors, Sam had had a crush on Matt Winston and was devastated when he joined the service. It was shortly after he left that the fires had started.

“She tried to blame everything on a stalker,” Lenny told Bree, “but there was just too much that didn’t add up. We never found the guy, of course. Then, when the Sanctuary guys came to town, she managed to convince them she was a victim, even took up with one of them.”

Lenny didn’t stop there. He cited multiple reports of unusual activity at Sanctuary by the county and state-licensed inspectors who’d gone to the site during the initial rebuilding phase. “Despite what it looks like on the outside, the place is more of a military compound than a civilian facility,” Lenny told her. “They don’t take kindly to outsiders. Surveillance equipment everywhere, trip wires, perimeter alarms—not to mention, bunkers and God knows what else.”

Lenny continued, conveying a conversation he’d had with one shaken county inspector who’d wandered inside and discovered an entire room set up like a command center of operations—with monitors and maps of the area. He also spoke of one unfortunate local soul who’d wandered onto Sanctuary property the previous year and ended up in the hospital for six months because of it.

Images of the many Private Property and No Trespassing signs on the trail popped into her mind. So did the box of video cameras she’d seen in Nick’s trailer along with phrases he’d used, like “perimeter checks” and not wanting “anyone getting shot inadvertently.”  When Nick had explained those things, it had been in the context of precautionary and safety measures, not malicious intent. 

When she said as much to Lenny, he came back with, “But you weren’t allowed to wander around, were you? Someone was with you the whole time, controlling where you went, what you saw, who you talked to.”

She couldn’t argue with that. Matt Winston had told her up front that they respected and protected the privacy of those at Sanctuary. For the rest of it, Nick had been with her, the only exception the brief time she’d been alone in his trailer. Nick’s cautionary warnings suddenly took on a more ominous tone. 

Still, it didn’t mean they were up to no good.

“That’s all very interesting,” she said, “but you haven’t given me anything I can prove.”

“You’re right, and that’s part of the problem. There is no proof because they make sure of it,” Lenny said, contempt lacing his tone. “They’ve got friends in high places. After having a couple of beers in town one night, one of them stole a police vehicle and assaulted two officers. Shortly after the warrant was issued, the chief received a call from the governor. All charges were dropped, and we were told to back off.”

Given the vehemence with which he spoke and the fact that Sumneyville had a minimal police force, Bree guessed that Lenny was one of those officers assaulted. It wasn’t a far jump to assume that it had been a humiliating experience as well. A local cop was no match for a highly trained Navy SEAL.

“That’s why people don’t trust them,” Lenny said. “At least the ones capable of seeing through the self-sacrificing hero bullshit anyway. Like you said yourself, it’s not a matter of patriotism. we’re proud of our military and the men and women who’ve served, but these guys place themselves above the law. Don’t take my word for it. Use your resources. Look into their backgrounds. I’d bet my badge that if you dig deep enough, you’ll find evidence of misconduct that’s been swept under the rug. These guys are dangerous, Bree. They’re psychologically unbalanced. They hide it well, citing sympathy-inducing claims of PTSD and whatnot, but the truth is, they’re masters of manipulation. What’s worse, they’ve taken to seducing local women away from their families and friends to join up with them.”

Bree remembered the conversation that day at the fire hall and some of the comments the Ladies Auxiliary had made. “You mean, like Kate?”

“Yes,” he confirmed, his expression grim. “Kate’s a perfect example. She was very active in the community. Liked by everyone. Delivered meals, raised money for charity, worked in her dad’s store. Then, one of them set his sights on her, and in less than two months, she walked away from her family, her home, her job, her fiancé—everything. And for what? To live in controlled isolation, away from everyone who cares about her?” 

The passion with which Lenny spoke suggested a more personal connection. Another prior discussion came to mind—the one at the salon when someone had mentioned a friend of Lenny’s getting involved with one of the guys at Sanctuary. 

“Have there been others besides Kate?”

He nodded, confirming her theory. “A good friend of mine. We grew up together. She got this great job in the city, something she’d been dreaming of her entire life, and then just gave it all up to be with one of them. If I sound bitter, it’s because I am. I tried talking to her, tried to get her to see reason, but she wouldn’t listen. It was like she wasn’t even the same person anymore.”

“You make it sound like she was brainwashed or something.”

“Maybe she was. Sanctuary isn’t that much different than a cult if you think about it. Isolating themselves in the mountains, secretive, tightly controlling every aspect of the people who live there.”

Bree frowned, remembering the wide-open spaces and the friendly, relaxed atmosphere. “It didn’t seem like that at all.”

“That’s because you saw only what they wanted you to see, Bree,” he said, frustration lacing his voice. “Don’t think for a minute that every moment you spent up there wasn’t orchestrated to suit their own agenda.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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Bree

Bree’s head was swimming. Lenny had been so earnest. He didn’t seem like the type to fabricate tales outright even if she did get the impression that his contempt was rooted in personal dislike. 
The bottom line was, what he’d told her provided some semi-rational explanation for the anti-Sanctuary vibes she’d picked up from him and others, but without proof or corroborating evidence, it was still just hearsay.

Or maybe you just don’t want to believe any of it. She certainly didn’t want to believe that her time with Nick had been part of a plan to promote a false image. Could she trust that her judgment hadn’t been clouded by her less than professional attraction to Nick?

The answer was, she wasn’t sure. She wanted to believe her instincts were on point, but the truth was, Lenny’s claims of manipulation and seduction had hit a nerve. Had Nick’s focused attention been nothing more than a carefully orchestrated distraction? The thought was disturbing.

She picked up her phone and called Toni the moment she finished typing up the last of her notes. She needed to talk things through and get an objective opinion, and Toni was a great sounding board. The other woman picked up after several rings, slightly out of breath. 

“Hey, where’ve you been?” Toni chastised. “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you for hours.”

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s been a busy day. Hey, do you still have the name of that private arson investigator Hunter used on that insurance fraud ring he busted last year?”

“Yeah, hang on. It’s in here somewhere.” 

Bree heard the telltale whir and flap-flap-flap of Toni’s Rolodex. It had been her father’s—the only physical link Toni had to him.

“Here it is.” Toni recited the info. “Is this about the Winston fire? Do you think you found a firebug?”

“I don’t know. I’m not really sure what I’m looking for. I just know something’s not adding up.”

“The nose always knows,” Toni said. “I swear, you’re like a bloodhound when it comes to sniffing out the good stuff. Speaking of, how’d your field trip with Green Eyes go? Everything okay? Are you okay?”

“Yes, why wouldn’t I be?” Bree answered and then realized her paranoia and self-doubt were showing. Her time with Nick had been good—at least until Lenny had made her doubt her own instincts. “We went horseback riding and cooked over an open fire.” Had some thigh-quivering sexy times under the stars, and then I discovered it might have all been staged, she added silently.

“You’re not going to see him again, are you?”

They didn’t have plans to meet again, but Bree had been considering asking him to meet for a final breakfast before she left, especially after talking to Lenny. “Nothing definite.”

Toni exhaled audibly. “Good. Don’t.” 

“Why not?”

“I knew it! He didn’t tell you, did he? Because if he had, you never would have agreed to go anywhere with him in the first place.”

Had Toni found something in Nick’s background that would validate Lenny’s theories? 

“Calm down. You’re not making any sense. What is it that you think Nick didn’t tell me?”

“That Green Eyes is actually Nicholas Fumanti!”

A chill ran the length of Bree’s spine, not so much at the name itself as the emphasis with which Toni had spoken it. “So? Fumanti’s a common name.”

“True. But how many of them are part of the Cagliano crime family?”

No! The denial rallied loudly in Bree’s head. Her Nick couldn’t possibly be connected to that world. Nick wasn’t one of them. He couldn’t be. He had red hair and green eyes, for God’s sake. 

“There has to be some mistake. Did you verify?”

“I’m insulted you even asked. Do you think I’d lay something like that on you without verifying?”

Bree’s heart beat faster as she tried to accept what Toni had told her, searching for rational explanations. Maybe Nick had distanced himself from his family, as she had. Maybe he didn’t like to talk about it. God knew, she didn’t. She was still surprised by the fact that she’d said anything in the diner.

She thought back to those moments—her words and how she must have sounded, especially to someone who’d been part of that life ... and possibly still was. Maybe that was why he hadn’t mentioned it. He hadn’t wanted her bias to negatively affect her opinion of him or Sanctuary.

Like Toni was doing at that very moment.

Toni continued, “You’d never know based on his looks, but yeah. Father, Luciano Fumanti. Mother, Maeve Kelly. I guess he takes after his mother’s side. Weird, with recessive genes and all, but science never was my best subject. And there was Great Aunt Giorgia. She was Italian, and she had bright red hair, remember?”

“Toni.”

“Right. So, as I was saying”—Toni emphasized the word as if Bree had been the one to get her off track—“Green Eyes taking after mom instead of dad isn’t necessarily a good thing. His mother’s family is more ruthless than his father’s.”

“Why do you say that?” Bree asked, rubbing at the blossoming ache between her eyes, sensing she wasn’t going to like the answer.

“Maeve Kelly? Only daughter of Mickey Kelly? Irish mob? Any of this ringing a bell?”

Unlike Toni, who found the Mafia a fascinating subject and knew all of the major players, Bree had tried to distance herself from that world as much as possible. 

Bree searched her distant memories for the name among the well-known Irish American faction that controlled the West Side of Manhattan. “Doesn’t sound familiar. Are you talking about the Westies?” 

“Not directly, no. Mickey Kelly’s from the Boston area, but he does have strong ties with the Westies, and Green Eyes grew up not too far from there. Basically, the guy’s a double whammy—Irish and Italian connections. Hmm. Makes you wonder though, doesn’t it? Was it a case of star-crossed true love or one of those arranged marriages to keep the bloodshed to a minimum?” Toni mused. “Tensions between the factions were pretty high in the ’80s, so the latter’s probably more likely, but it’s got the potential for a good Mafia romance, doesn’t it?”

Bree was only half-listening at that point. Her mind was focused on the fact that she and Nick shared an eerily similar background. Was that why she’d felt such a strong and immediate connection with him? If nothing else, it explained how he’d been able to pinpoint her New York accent so accurately.

“What else were you able to find out?” she asked, interrupting Toni’s running chatter about classic but ill-fated love matches.

“Wait. You’re not freaking out. Why are you not freaking out? Oh my God. You slept with him, didn’t you?”

Yes, I did. Literally. In a hammock, in his arms. 

But that wasn’t what Toni meant. 

The denial died on Bree’s lips because while they hadn’t had sex, sex, they’d had some pretty fantastic alternative, mutually beneficial oral sex.

“You did!” When Bree remained silent, Toni huffed and added, “Fine. Be that way. You know you’re going to spill the sordid details eventually.”

She probably would under the combined influence of wine, a need to talk to someone, and Toni’s mad skills at ferreting out information. But not yet. 

“Focus, woman. Did anything else unusual pop up in your research?”

“That’s not enough?” Toni grumbled under her breath and then said, “Nothing so far, but I’ve been rather busy myself.”

As if on cue, a deep male voice rumbled in the background. 

“I’ll be there in a minute,” Toni called out.

“You’re not alone.”

“No,” Toni admitted. 

Shit. Bree had forgotten about Hunter’s homecoming. “I’m sorry. This can wait. Go back to ... whatever it was you were doing.”

“It’s okay,” Toni said, dropping her voice. “He’s recovering. He got back a few hours ago, and like I said, we’ve been busy. You’re still coming home tomorrow, right?”

“That’s the plan, but it’ll be the middle of the night your time, so I probably won’t see you until late in the day on Monday. Do me a favor? Send me what you’ve got so far. I’ll need something to keep me occupied while I’m trying not to think about flying.”

“No problem. Hey, are you sure you’re okay? You sound weird.”

“Yes, I’m just anxious about the trip,” Bree fibbed. She wasn’t okay, but she would be, just as soon as she made sense of everything. “You know how much I dislike flying. Tell Hunter I said hi, and I’ll see you soon, okay?”

Bree disconnected the call and then dialed the arson investigator’s number. She left a message with her name and number, and despite the late hour, she received a call back within minutes. After identifying herself and explaining the situation, the investigator agreed to look into it and get back to her.

That done, she pulled up Nick’s number next, rationalizing that the best way to get information was to go right to the source. 

“What’s up?” Nick asked in a terse greeting, his voice holding none of the soft-spoken warmth she’d become accustomed to. 

“It’s Bree. We need to talk.”

“It’s not really a good time.”

“Tomorrow morning then? Breakfast?”

“Sure. I’ll text you.” 

The line disconnected. 

She pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it as a cold ball of disappointment formed in her stomach. What the hell? 
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Chapter Thirty-Three
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Cage

Cage set his phone to Silent mode and shoved it back into his pocket, ignoring the glares of the others. “Sorry. Continue.”
“Who was that?” Heff asked, amusement gleaming in his eyes. “Wouldn’t be the pretty reporter, craving more back-mountain therapy before returning to the big city now, would it?”

Cage wished it were, but his gut and some really cool digital monitoring software—another benefit to being friends with Ian Callaghan—told him it wasn’t. Someone had been looking into his family history. Based on the IP addresses, it wasn’t Bree but possibly the cousin she’d mentioned, who worked in research. 

Those inquiries were one of the reasons they were having this impromptu meeting.

To Heff, he said, “Fuck off.”

“Doc paid Mr. O’Farrell a visit this morning,” Church continued, “and he gave us a promising lead for where Freed might have moved his stash.” Using the 3-D holographic map Cage had generated—created from a combination of ground-penetrating radar, private satellite images, and scanned-in blueprints from now-defunct mining companies—Church pointed to an undeveloped buffer area between the prepper compound property owned by Freed and Sanctuary property. 

“That’s right in our own fucking backyard.”

Mad Dog didn’t know just how true that was.

“Everything south of here”—Church pointed to the lower property line of Sanctuary—“was owned by a small, private mining company that wanted to cash in on the rich veins of anthracite running through the area. Unfortunately, their timing sucked, and the company folded with the stock market crash of 1929. The mines were abandoned and all but forgotten until Darius Freed decided to buy the land for cheap and offer up the holes as a convenient dumping ground for big-city trash haulers.”

“Mobsters,” Heff murmured. 

Cage shifted slightly. It wasn’t the first they’d heard of the shady deals the Freed family patriarch had tried to make. But they didn’t know the whole story. 

“But Freed lost that land when the EPA got involved and put a stop to it, and your father or grandfather picked it up, right?” Doc asked Church.

“Yes, and no. Yes, Freed did have to sell off most of the land he’d bought to pay the fines. But that particular tract had already been sold.”

“Do we know who owns it?” Mad Dog asked.

Church paused. 

It was Cage who answered, “I do. But it’ll belong to all of us soon.” 

As one, they turned to him. 

“Come again?” Mad Dog asked.

“One of those mobsters Darius Freed sold land to was my grandfather,” Cage explained calmly. 

Church was the only one who knew his family history, but with Bree sniffing around and doing background checks, he and Church had decided it was time to come clean with the rest of the team. 

Church didn’t think the guys would think of him any differently. Cage hoped he was right. 

“He died and left the land to me. I’d like to donate it, make it part of Sanctuary.”

“Holy shit, man. Why didn’t you tell us?” That was from Doc. 

Cage shrugged, but inside, his gut was twisting. “It’s not really something I’m proud of.”

“I think I speak for everyone when I say we don’t judge a man on the actions of his father—or anyone else for that matter,” Heff said, his voice unusually serious, “but on what he does.”

Church shot Cage an I told you so look as the others nodded in agreement.

“Seems like one hell of a coincidence though,” Smoke said evenly. “Or is there more to this story you haven’t told us yet?” 

Church exchanged a glance with Cage, who nodded. “Tell them.”

“The first time Cage and I met wasn’t in the teams; it was when we were kids. He came out with his grandfather to check out the land Darius was selling, and they ended up staying at the resort. We were around, what, ten at the time?” 

Cage nodded and took over the tale. “We ended up staying a whole week. Church’s grandfather convinced my grandfather that the land held more value and potential as an investment property, so my grandfather bought it, not as a landfill, but as a place to build a resort of his own, where he could retire someday. That didn’t happen, obviously. My grandmother refused to leave the city, and he wasn’t really cut out to live in the mountains. He remembered how much I’d enjoyed the area though and left it to me when he died.” At least, that was what the letter the lawyer had sent him said.

“When?” asked Smoke.

“Last winter. I got the papers not too long ago.” 

“And you had no idea?” 

“No,” Cage answered, a note of regret in his voice. Despite everything, he’d always liked his grandfather even if he didn’t like the life he’d led. “I hadn’t talked to him—or anyone in the family for that matter—since the day I left for boot camp.” 

“Sorry about your grandfather, man,” Doc said. 

The others offered similar condolences.

Cage nodded. “Thanks.”

“Weird how everything came together, huh?” That was from Heff.

“Very. Church and I didn’t expect to run into each other again, especially not halfway across the world. Then, our paths crossed a third time when he reached out a few years ago, and it was like it was meant to be, you know?”

Third time’s a charm. Wasn’t that what he’d said to Bree? 

Just like that, his mind was back on her, wondering what she wanted to talk to him about. Maybe she didn’t want to talk at all. Maybe she just wanted an excuse to see him again before she went back to California. He was one hundred percent in favor of that. The minute he stepped outside, he was going to call her and—

“So, why are you telling us all this now?” Mad Dog asked.

“Because if anyone digs deeper into my background or realizes that Sanctuary extends further than the original Winston resort, it could bring unwanted publicity and shift the focus away from what we’re trying to do here. I wanted you to hear it from me. I also wanted to let you guys know that I’m willing to resign as a partner if it’s going to negatively impact our mission.”

Silence filled the room before Doc said emphatically, “Fuck that. Not happening.”

Cage felt his chest swell as, one by one, the others echoed the sentiment. That quickly, the matter was settled. His relief was palpable. These guys had his six. Always. 

“Let’s back up here a minute because I want to make sure I’m understanding this correctly,” Mad Dog said. “Freed’s using the land, thinking it belongs to some old mobster—no offense—who’s forgotten about it, but it’s really Cage’s?”

Church nodded, a wicked gleam in his eye. “That about covers it. The sooner we get down there and check it out, the better.”

Doc stood and rubbed his hands together. “No time like the present.” He looked at Cage. “You down?” 

“Sure. Give me a few to grab some gear, and I’ll meet you at the barn in twenty.”

“You got it.”

Cage jogged back to his trailer. His enthusiasm for heading into the mines was tempered by concerns over why Bree had called him at midnight to “talk.” He didn’t think matters involving his personal history would be resolved quite as quickly with her as they had been with the guys. He could hope though. Ridiculous as it sounded, he had the same kind of feeling of “home” around Bree as he did at Sanctuary.

Part of him wanted to drive down into Sumneyville right then and there, talk to Bree, and get everything out in the open. 

Another part of him wanted her to continue to think of him only as the guy who had shown her his telescope and given her a couple of orgasms. Based on her life experiences, she wouldn’t be stoked to find out he was a part of that world. That was exactly why he hadn’t told her when she said something in the diner and definitely why he hadn’t mentioned it on their private excursion. 

Just because he felt a certain way didn’t mean that she did, and if she didn’t, then there was really no point in bringing it up at all. 

A lot would depend on why she’d called, which, he reminded himself, he didn’t know. 

Regardless, talking to Bree would have to wait until their breakfast date in the morning. 

He and Doc met at the barn and loaded up the small utility vehicle. Then, they drove to the edge of the current Sanctuary property. They covered the rest of the distance on foot, using powerful handheld flashlights to light their way. 

Had they not known exactly where to look, finding the entrance to the mine shaft would have been difficult. The area had been reclaimed by nature over a near century of unuse, much like the Paxton entrance near Kate’s place. Fresh tracks coming in from the southwest, however, confirmed that someone had been out there recently. 

“Couple days at most,” Doc said quietly, squatting down to get a closer look. “There must be an access road nearby.”

After taking a few moments to ensure they were alone, they proceeded to check the entrance. Beneath the heavy growth of ivy and vines, some of the ancient planks boarding up the opening had been removed. 

They didn’t have to go far to find what they were looking for. At least a dozen crates were stacked against the shored-up wall just inside the entrance. 

“The sheer arrogance is mind-boggling,” Doc said, shaking his head as he took pictures. “It’s like they’re not even trying to hide this stuff.”

“That overconfidence is what got them into this mess.” Cage got to work, setting up tiny motion-sensitive cameras at strategic locations. “And it’s going to be their downfall. The good news is, since this is privately owned property and I’m the legal owner, anything we record here can be used against them.”

“Do you really think there’s a mole?” Doc asked.

“Not a clue. But the Callaghans hinted there might be, and that’s good enough for me.”

“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. I’m glad they’re on our side.”

It took most of the night to set up and properly camouflage surveillance inside and outside the entrance. They returned to Sanctuary just as the first pale shades of dawn appeared on the horizon. 

The scent of Sam’s freshly brewed coffee permeated the dining area. Smoke’s alert gaze was on the doorway as they came through it. He sat at the table closest to the kitchen, out of the way but still within sight of Sam. 

Recognizing Cage and Doc, Smoke’s eyes swung toward the kitchen, where Sam was busy preparing breakfast, verifying she was safe and secure. The whole process took less than a second, and it was one he would repeat often—his need to protect and care for his woman as natural as breathing. 

Cage felt a small but sharp pang of envy, knowing that kind of bond was not in the cards for him. Even if Bree accepted him and the truth about his past, she was leaving for California in less than twenty-four hours, and chances were, after this morning, he’d never see her again. 

“How’d it go?” Smoke asked, laying down his tablet and sweeping another glance toward the kitchen.

“Good. Mr. O’Farrell was right about everything. Nearly a hundred years old, and his memory is better than mine,” Doc answered.

“For anything pre-1970,” Sam said, bringing out a carafe of coffee and two extra mugs. “Just don’t ask him about anything that happened in the last decade.” 

As a local, Sam was familiar with Kate’s old neighbor. The man loved having company and telling stories about the “old days” to anyone who would listen. Even though Kate had been relieved of her Meals on Wheels delivery duties, she continued to drive down at least once a week to bring him one of her homemade dishes and spend some time chatting. More often than not, Doc went along, fascinated by his tales of local mining history. Not to mention, the old guy was an ally of sorts. He didn’t like the new Sumneyville leadership and wasn’t shy about saying so. 

Doc chuckled. “True enough. But to be fair, I’ll probably remember my first fifty years most vividly, too.”

“Freed’s definitely using the place for storage,” Cage told Smoke. “We managed to get everything up and online. If anything goes in or out, we’ll know about it in HD.”

“Is that your homemade peach muffins I smell?” Doc asked hopefully, pouring himself a cup of coffee. 

“Sure is,” Sam answered with a smile. “I picked up a bushel at Obermacher’s this weekend. They should be just about done.”

“Can I get one to go, Sam?” Cage asked.

“Of course. I’ll wrap some up for you.”

“Great, thanks.”

As Sam went back into the kitchen, Doc turned to him. “Not like you to miss breakfast, especially when Sam makes muffins. What gives? The reporter?”

Cage nodded. “I’m meeting her for breakfast later.” It was still too early to call, so his immediate plans involved a shower, shave, and an hour or two of sleep. 

“I thought she was leaving.”

“She is but not until later tonight.”

“Good luck, man.”

“Thanks.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four
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Bree

The grandfather clock on the landing tolled the passing of yet another hour, and Bree had yet to sleep. Not only were Lenny’s accusations still floating around the back of her mind, but now, the knowledge that Nick was basically everything she’d tried to get away from was rolling around back there, too.
She spent most of the night going through the research Toni had compiled. Despite what Toni had said about not having much, she’d created a document summarizing the basic facts on each of the Sanctuary partners.

Since Bree was already vaguely familiar with Matthew Winston’s family history, she started by skimming over his files. The son of a wealthy but philanthropic family, he’d gone into the Navy shortly after his high school graduation, following the tradition of his father, grandfather, and beyond.

Cole Watson had been a Navy SEAL combat medic. According to Toni’s research, Watson had entered the Navy Hospital Corps upon enlistment to receive formal medical training. Then, after going through the SEAL training, he’d completed the Special Operations Combat Medic course. 

Steve Tannen was a demolitions expert who’d spent twelve years in the service before ending his military career after a cave-in. Like Winston, he’d followed in his father’s footsteps. Steve Senior had been in one of the first graduating classes of SEALs back in the ’60s.

Hugh Bradley’s history was slightly more interesting. He’d grown up in the Louisiana bayou, and after his father was murdered in a barroom knife fight, he’d had a few brushes with local law enforcement before enlisting. 

Brian Sheppard—the big guy Toni had dubbed the Incredible Hunk—was a Midwest farm boy with a degree in architectural engineering. After seeing the greenhouses he’d designed, Bree wasn’t at all surprised.

She’d saved Nick’s file for last. It was the one she was most interested in. Fortunately or unfortunately, it didn’t contain much more than the bombshells Toni had already dropped.

More importantly, it didn’t hold the answers she wanted. Like, why hadn’t he shared anything about his past when she’d spoken about hers? And how close was he to his family? Were they still in touch, or had he walked away from that life and tried not to think about it, as she had?

Also of note, there was no recent information on any of them.

Frustrated, Bree shoved her laptop to the side and got off the bed, taking a moment to stretch her back and neck. She wouldn’t have answers until she talked to Nick and maybe not even then, depending on how much he decided to share. 

She switched gears, returning to her discussion with Lenny. The more she replayed the conversation in her mind, the more bothered she was by it. What was his end goal? 

As a police officer, even one from a town as small as Sumneyville, he had to know that hearsay and conjecture without evidence were essentially useless. In fact, the only thing he could hope to accomplish was to taint her impressions enough to paint the Sanctuary guys in a bad light.

Then, there was the way he’d told her. It’d felt staged—from his choice of location in the shadows to a recitation of so-called facts that, looking back now, had sounded rehearsed. 

She’d interviewed a lot of people over the years and become adept at determining who was telling the truth and who was spinning tales.

The thing was, in almost every interview, someone lied about something in some degree or fashion. Sometimes, it was as simple as someone exaggerating the truth or omitting certain facts to paint a rosier picture. Other times, the motivation came from a need to manipulate and misdirect, to orchestrate, to hide ugly truths—basically, everything that Lenny had accused the men of Sanctuary of doing. 

Bree had to figure out which she was dealing with. She knew what she wanted to believe, but wanting something didn’t make it true. She could only hope that, after talking to Nick, she’d have a clearer picture.
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Chapter Thirty-Five
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Bree

Bree checked the time on her phone and sighed. She’d stalled as long as she could. There was no point in putting it off. Nick wasn’t coming. Her questions, like her early morning texts, would remain unanswered for the time being.
Pulling the zipper closed on her last suitcase, Bree took one last look around the room for anything she might have missed. Finding nothing, she gathered her luggage and carried it downstairs. She said her good-byes to Martha and Penny, and then she loaded up the Mustang and set a course for Pine Ridge.

The day was overcast, the sky threatening to open up at any minute and rain buckets. It fit her mood. The weather had been awful the day she arrived; it seemed only fitting that it should be on the day she left, too. But since it wasn’t raining yet, she decided to chance it and keep the top down for one last ride. 

She made it to Pine Ridge without incident. The same dark-haired woman was at the garage when she arrived, talking to someone in front of one of the open bays. They both turned when Bree pulled into the lot, but by the time she got out of the car and extracted her bags, the man was gone. 

“Nicki, right?”

“Right. How’d you like the Mustang?”

“It was awesome,” Bree told her honestly, handing in the keys. “Makes me want to buy one.”

“So, what’s stopping you?”

“As much as I love the car, I need something more practical as a daily driver. Besides, I don’t think it would be as fun to drive on clogged freeways as it is on curvy mountain roads. Is my rental fixed?”

“Yep, it’s all done, and everything’s squared with the agency.”

Bree was amazed. She’d thought she’d have to jump through hoops and waste hours dealing with insurance agents and customer service. “Thanks.”

“No problem. Did you enjoy your time in Sumneyville?”

“I did. Very scenic.”

Nicki smirked. “In more ways than one, right?”

Bree laughed. “I take it, you’ve met the guys who run Sanctuary then.”

Nicki nodded. “I have. I look forward to reading your article.”

“Thanks. I hope I can do it justice.” 

After signing a few papers, Bree transferred her luggage to the rental, impressed by how good it looked.

“You do good work. I can’t even tell anything happened.”

Nicki smirked. “Sean’s the best when it comes to fixing cars, but he’s shit with a paint sprayer. That’s all me.”

“I heard that,” shouted a disembodied voice from the bay.

Nicki winked at Bree. “I love getting him riled up. Have a safe trip back.”

Bree thanked her and was once again on her way. 

* * *
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Cage

The moment Cage’s eyes popped open, he knew he’d fucked up. His internal clock told him he’d slept a lot longer than the single hour he’d intended. 
“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

His phone held missed texts from Bree from hours earlier. He’d forgotten to switch it off Silent mode after returning with Doc, but even if he hadn’t, he probably wouldn’t have heard it over the pounding of rain on the trailer roof; it was really coming down.

He groaned when he saw the time, wishing he’d thought to ask when Bree was planning to leave. She’d said only that she was flying out late that night, but she might have left early to allow for bad weather and increased travel times.

He fired off a quick apology, followed by a question and a request, hoping he wasn’t too late but fearing he was. When no response was forthcoming, he dialed Callaghan Auto. Sean picked up on the second ring.

“Sean, it’s Cage. Has Bree been there yet?”

“Been and gone, man.”

“Fuck. Thanks.”

* * *
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Bree

After driving the powerful Mustang for a week, the rental sedan was underwhelming at best.
The sky continued to darken along with her mood. With every mile, the feeling that she’d left something important behind grew.

Before long, the rain started, but it didn’t come alone. High winds and dime-sized hail made driving difficult, and after two near misses with tractor-trailers on the highway, Bree was a nervous wreck. By the time she came upon the next exit sign, she was driving at a crawl with her wipers at full speed and her hazard lights on. The large, brightly lit twenty-four-hour diner was a welcome sight for her sore eyes, and Bree decided to wait out the worst inside. 

The place was busy and getting busier by the minute as other weary travelers had the same idea. She was shown to a small two-person table in the back and given a daily-specials menu. 

She ordered soup and a sandwich, wanting to keep it light. She was already feeling the effects of a sleepless night and couldn’t afford to get lethargic with the remaining drive ahead of her. While she waited, she checked her phone and saw several notifications. One was a text alert from the airline, stating that her flight was delayed. 

Of course it is, she thought miserably. Because what is flying without bad weather?

Another notification was a missed call from Nick’s number along with several texts.

Nick: Sorry I missed your texts. 

Nick: Are you still around?

Nick: Call me when you get this. Please.

Bree stared at the messages and then put her phone facedown on the table while she decided how—and if—to respond. She was still feeling salty that he’d blown her off the night before and even more so that he hadn’t seen fit to reach out before she left. 

Rain continued to come down in sheets outside the window. The television mounted above the diner’s counter was tuned to the weather. She glanced up at the bright reds and purples on the map, reading the closed captions as they streamed across the bottom of the screen. A front that was supposed to move through quickly had stalled and was now expected to dump more rain on the area than originally predicted. Flash-flood alerts continued to pop up, and drivers were now being asked to stay off the roads if possible. 

The diner continued to fill as more people heeded the warnings. Bree heard one of the truckers say that there’d been a pileup on the interstate and that the road was closed until they could get it cleaned up.

A shiver went down Bree’s spine. If she hadn’t pulled off when she did, she might have been involved in the accident. 

When the waitress came by a third time to ask if there was anything else, Bree took the hint and paid the check. Feeling tired and no longer in a hurry to get to the airport, she checked into the nearby budget motel. Once settled, she fired off a quick text to Toni, telling her about the weather situation and that she would get a later flight. 

Then, she settled into bed, turned on the television, and promptly fell asleep.
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Chapter Thirty-Six
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Bree

The room was dark when Bree awoke, feeling not much better than before. Her nap had been restless, her mind refusing to rest until it worked things out. At the forefront of her thoughts: Nicholas Fumanti. 
She pulled up his earlier texts, and with a heavy exhale, she hit the Call button. He picked up on the first ring, greeting her with an apology.

“Bree, I’m sorry I missed our breakfast today. I really wanted to see you.”

His voice felt like a warm hug. Nick wasn’t a bad guy. He just wasn’t. Her instincts couldn’t be that wrong. 

“What happened?”

“I fell asleep,” he said miserably. 

“Late night, huh?”

“Something like that.”

“You weren’t giving someone else a field trip, were you?” she asked half-jokingly. The thought of Nick providing a personal tour to anyone else made her chest feel as if it were filled with lead.

“What? No! Of course not.”

His denial was immediate and sounded sincere, but she wasn’t letting him off that easy, not with Lenny’s accusations rolling around in her head.

“So, just to be clear ... you don’t make a habit of taking women in the woods and seducing them?”

“No, I don’t. In fact ... you were the first.”

Her heart leaped, and the warmth intensified. No man had ever been able to elicit this kind of reaction. He could be lying, but her bullshit detector remained blissfully silent.

Which reminded her why she’d called him in the first place. “Why didn’t you tell me, Nick?”

“It never occurred to me to tell you I hadn’t,” he asked, sounding confused.

It took her a moment to realize they were on different pages. “No, I’m not talking about that.”

“Then, what are you talking about?”

Once again, doubt reared its ugly head. She wondered just how many things fell into the things he didn’t tell her but should have category and then realized what a loaded question that was. A man like Nick probably had plenty of closely guarded secrets. Bree decided to tackle one issue at a time, starting with the most important.

“Let’s start with who you are. Or more specifically, who your family is.”

Seconds ticked by in silence. 

“Ah, that.” She could picture his hand rising to rub the back of his neck. “I never attempted to hide my identity from you.”

“You failed to mention that your parents are from two major organized crime families. Did you think I wouldn’t run at least a cursory background check on the people behind Sanctuary?”

“A cursory background check would have shown that I’m not part of that life anymore. I haven’t been for a long time. Surely, that’s something you can understand.”

Touché and bravo, she thought as a sense of relief washed over her. “It’s still relevant, don’t you think?”

Another pause, followed by an audible exhale. “To anyone else? No, it’s not. But you ... you’re right. I should have said something, especially since you were honest with me.”

Not completely honest. “Then, why didn’t you?” 

“I was afraid it would change the way you looked at me. I mean, you told me you literally moved to the other side of the country to get away from all that.”

“Why would you care what I thought?” she pressed. “Because you didn’t want it to affect how I wrote the article?”

“At first, yes. My personal background has no bearing whatsoever on what we’re doing here, and I didn’t want it coloring your perception, especially when it hit so close to home for you.”

“You said, at first.”

“After spending the day and night with you, I got selfish. It wasn’t about the article anymore; it was about me. I knew our time together was limited, and I didn’t want to waste a moment talking about that. Plus, when you thought back on things, I didn’t want you to think about them when you thought about me. Does that make sense?”

He wasn’t the smoothest or sweetest talker, but his earnest words wrapped around her heart and squeezed. 

“Yes, it does. And for what it’s worth, that’s not what I think about when I think about you.”

Silence, and then he asked softly, “What do you think about when you think of me, Bree?” 

So many things. His shy smile. The way his eyes lit up when he talked about meteors and tech gadgets. How his ass looked in a pair of jeans while straddling a horse and his broad shoulders bared in the moonlight. Earth-rocking orgasms and the scents of evergreen and sandalwood. 

Aloud, she said, “Mountain pies and hammocks.”

“That’s all?”

“Yep. Why? Did something else happen that I’ve forgotten?”

He made the same low, growly, humming sound she’d heard once before—when they were in the tree stand and he focused all of his skill and attention on her—and just like then, the noise resonated through her girliest of bits. 

Bree pressed her thighs together and clamped her lips shut, deciding it was time to change the subject before the conversation devolved into phone sex—or worse, she admitted to him she was only an hour away, drove up there, and demanded a repeat performance. “So, why were you so tired this morning?”

Just that quickly, his tone went from growly and sexy to guarded and wary. “Something came up last night that I had to deal with.”

“More trespassers?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

She hadn’t expected him to answer so truthfully. “You didn’t put anyone else in the hospital, did you?”

A pause. “You’ve been talking to some of Sumneyville’s finest, I see.”

“I like to be thorough. And that’s not a denial.”

“No, it isn’t,” he agreed. “Obviously, I don’t know what you were told, but I doubt it was accurate.”

“So, tell me what really happened.”

More silence and then, “It’s all there in the arrest records and court transcripts.” 

Arrest records? Court transcripts?

“If you haven’t read those yet, I suggest you do. In the interest of thoroughness,” he said, his voice noticeably cooler than it had been. What bothered her more than the chill was the disappointment now lacing it. 

“Nick ...”

“I have to go. Have a safe rest of the trip, okay?”

Bree took the hint. He didn’t want to talk to her anymore.

She couldn’t blame him. First, she’d acted like a jealous girlfriend with the field-trip comment, and then she’d followed up with uncorroborated hearsay from an unreliable source.

There were so many better ways in which she could have broached the subject. On the plus side—if it could be seen as a plus—Nick hadn’t tried to talk his way out of it or make excuses. He’d simply told her to read the facts—something she should have done before she accused him of anything.

Her phone dinged with yet another alert from the airline, reminding her that her flight had been rescheduled. If she wanted to make it, she needed to hit the road. Still, she hesitated. There was so much left unresolved. She couldn’t in good conscience return to California, not yet, not without answers.

Decision made, Bree canceled her flight, notified the front desk she wouldn’t be checking out as originally planned, and got to work. Thanks to her earlier nap, a sense of renewed determination, and lousy but effective free in-room coffee, she was primed and ready.

The first thing she did was reach for her notebook, but a quick and somewhat frantic search for it came up empty. She hoped she hadn’t left it back at the B & B. Sure, she often wrote in shorthand in case her notebook accidentally fell into the wrong hands, but unlike the rest of the world, it was highly likely some of the women in the Ladies Auxiliary were proficient in shorthand.

Think. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, thinking back to that morning. She clearly remembered stuffing the journal into the front pocket of her carry-on, which meant it must have fallen out after. Chances were, it was sitting in the rental; she had grabbed her bag in a hurry. 

Since she was in her pajamas and it was still raining buckets, she decided she could do without it. Thankfully, she’d typed up her notes after talking to Lenny, so she hadn’t really lost anything, but her notebooks were important to her. She had an entire collection she’d built up over the years, each one holding memories of her trips and the people she’d met along the way.

“Thank God for the internet,” she muttered as she began searching police records in and around Sumneyville, starting with the last twelve months. It was a tedious task, especially since she didn’t have a name to go on, but she finally found what she had been looking for. 

According to the reports, Dwayne Freed, son of Sumneyville Police Chief Daryl Freed, had broken into a private residence on Sanctuary property and threatened one of the residents, Cassandra Summers. 

Lenny’s friend Sandy? 

Not only had Freed threatened Miss Summers, but he’d been in violation of his parole terms by carrying a firearm. Miss Summers had fended off the attack with “a large, blunt object” until help arrived and Freed was subdued.

So, Lenny hadn’t lied, but he’d been very selective in what he shared, leaving out the breaking and entering and attempted murder and the fact that Freed’s injuries had been the result of a woman acting in self-defense.

Bree wondered what else Lenny had lied about. As if on cue, her phone rang. She looked at the display, recognizing the arson investigator’s number.

“That was fast,” she said in greeting.

“What did you stumble into, Miss De Rossi?” the investigator asked.

That didn’t sound good. “Why? What did you find?”

“Nothing definite—yet. But my gut’s telling me those fires were all set by the same person, and it wasn’t Samantha Applehoff. Another thing: whoever conducted the investigations is either a fucking idiot or has a hidden agenda. I strongly suggest you watch your back on this one.”

“Will do. Thanks.”

Bree disconnected, even more convinced that Lenny had been the one attempting to manipulate her, not Nick. The fact that the Sumneyville Fire Chief was Lenny’s dad hammered another nail into Lenny’s credibility coffin. That more than justified her decision to stick around and sort things out in her mind.

Bree called Toni next. 

“Did you get in early?”

“No, I’m still in Pennsylvania. I’ve decided to stay a couple extra days. Is Hunter around?”

“No, he went back to his place. Why are you still in Pennsylvania?”

“Because there’s something here, Toni; I can feel it. Look up some names for me, will you? See what you can find out about Lenny Petraski and Dwayne Freed. One’s a cop, and one’s a criminal.”

“Holy hell, Bree. This was supposed to be a cream-puff assignment! Instead, you’ve slept with a mobster, called in an arson investigator, and have me stalk a policeman.”

“I know; I know,” Bree said, rubbing at the spot between her eyes. It wasn’t as if she went looking for trouble. It just kind of found her. “What can I say? I really want Hunter to pay for takeout.”

“You’re insane.”

Bree could picture Toni shaking her head. It made her smile. They were going to have a lot to talk about when she got back to California. “I know that, too. Call me when you’ve got something, okay?”

“Okay. And, Bree? Be careful. Don’t do anything stupid.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Cage

He was such an idiot.
Sometimes, he forgot that Bree was a journalist. That she’d come to Sanctuary for a story, not for him. With his personal backstory and Petraski flinging shit like the primate he was, how could Bree not have doubts?

Sandy came over to join him at the table with her laptop in one hand and a cup of tea in the other. She took one look at his untouched plate of reheated breakfast leftovers and asked, “Uh-oh. Problems?”

“Yeah, you could say that,” Cage answered. “What are you up to?”

“I had some new concept ideas for websites and wanted to get them down while they’re fresh in my mind. I tend to get more done when snacks are involved. Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

“Okay.” Sandy turned to go to another table.

“It’s just ... I think Bree’s been asking questions in town and hearing some negative things about us.” About me.

Sandy returned and slid into a seat across from him. “We expected that. I thought that was one of the reasons we brought her up here. So she could see for herself and form her own opinions.”

“It was,” he agreed. 

And he was the one who was supposed to keep her occupied and distracted and happy. Until that morning, he’d thought he’d done a pretty good job of it, too. Unfortunately for him, it had become so much more than a task. He liked her. A lot.

“Judging by the tortured look on your face, it didn’t quite work out that way.”

“I don’t know what to think,” he said, rubbing his hand over his face in frustration. “I thought she got it, but she just asked me if I’d missed our breakfast this morning because I put another trespasser in the hospital last night. And that was after she asked if I’d taken another woman on a personalized tour.”

Sandy frowned. “Sounds like she’s been talking to Lenny. What did you say?”

“I told her not to believe everything she hears, and if she wanted the full story, she should read the arrest records.”

Sandy’s frown deepened. “Ouch.”

“I know.” Cage sighed heavily. “Fuck. I’m just not good at this.”

“You really like her, huh?”

“Yeah. I’m an idiot. It’s just ... I’ve never met anyone who makes me feel like she does. Someone who actually understands what it was like to grow up in the same kind of environment as I did. Or at least, I thought she did.”

“Hugh filled me in last night. She knows about your family then?”

Cage nodded. “Yeah. It came up on a background check, apparently.”

“How’d she take it?”

“She asked me some questions, and I told her the truth. I thought it would be a game changer, but surprisingly, she seemed okay with it. Probably because she could relate. It was like another invisible string between us, you know?” 

“It sucks to be judged by your family’s deeds instead of your own,” Sandy replied, speaking from personal experience. Her father hadn’t exactly been a paragon in the local community, and Sandy’s family had suffered the effects for years. 

They sat there for a few minutes in contemplative silence. 

Then, Sandy asked, “Would you like to know what I think?”

“I’ll take all the insight I can get.”

“I think she’s scared.”

“Scared? Of what?”

“Of you. Or more specifically, what she feels for you.”

When Cage began to shake his head, Sandy continued, “Hear me out. I know what it feels like to feel conflicted, torn between wanting a career and a personal life. As a journalist, it’s her job to be objective and seek out the truth. But as a woman, she wants to believe you’re as wonderful as she thinks you are.”

He snorted.

“I’m serious. That question about providing a personalized tour? That’s her asking for confirmation that she wasn’t just a job to you. And who knows what kind of toxic crap Lenny was feeding her? It’s not like he’s going to tell her the truth.”

There was that.

“You have to nip that in the bud, bud. Talk to her. Encourage her to ask questions. That’s what she wants—you to be open and honest with her. Not only as a journalist, but also as someone whose opinion matters to you.”

“You think so?”

“Absolutely. If you don’t, she’ll assume she was just a one-time thing and then look elsewhere for answers. From what Sam said, she doesn’t seem like the type to give up until she finds what she’s looking for. And based on everything that’s going on these days, that could be dangerous for her.”

“You’re right,” he agreed, remembering Heff’s earlier veiled warning about flipping rocks and finding snakes. 

On the plus side, Bree was on her way back to California, and that would limit the amount of trouble she could get into. He told Sandy as much.

“Are you sure? Because according to the news, most major airlines in the northeast suspended flights in or out yesterday due to the storm.”

“She did say her flight was delayed until this morning.”

“That blows. They showed pictures on TV of people stuck at the airport, jam-packed in like sardines. Which one was she flying out of, do you know?”

Cage shook his head. 

“Maybe she got lucky and managed to get a room for the night.”

“Yeah, maybe. Thanks, Sandy.” Cage rose from the table and grabbed his plate.

“I hope I helped.”

“You did.”

Cage went into the war room, glad to find it empty. He sat down at one of the consoles, opened up one of Ian’s customized search engines, and started typing. Then, he cursed under his breath and sat back. 

What the hell was he doing? Cyberstalking Bree? If he wanted to find out where Bree was and what she was doing, all he had to do was pick up the phone and call her ... 

Assuming she answered. He wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t. He’d been pretty harsh, but goddammit, she’d hit a nerve. He wasn’t his family any more than she was hers, and why the hell was she listening to anything a tool like Lenny Petraski said? 

Now, he feared he was too late. A few more keystrokes and clicks, and there it was. Bree’s flight, rescheduled from the previous night, was scheduled to take off in less than an hour.

His phone rang, and he picked it up without looking. “Bree?”

“No, Sean Callaghan,” the other man said, sounding slightly amused. “What do you have as my Contact pic, man?”

“Sorry, I thought you were someone else.”

“Obviously. But that’s why I’m calling. Your woman left something in the Mustang when she turned it in.”

Your woman. Cage liked the sound of that even if it wasn’t exactly true. “What?”

“A journal of some sort. Nice one, too. Hand-tooled leather. Must have slipped out of her bag or something. Nicki found it wedged between the console and the passenger seat.”

Cage remembered seeing it. “Red with a fancy engraved imprint on the cover? Yeah, she carried it with her everywhere.”

“Did you ever look at any of those notes, by any chance?”

Something about the tone of Sean’s voice made the hairs on the back of Cage’s neck stand up. 

“No. Why?”

“Because they’re written in code. Nicki says it’s some kind of shorthand notation or something.”

Cage scoffed, “No one uses shorthand anymore.”

“That’s what I said, but apparently, she does. And Nicki can read it.”

“Nicki read Bree’s personal journal?”

“She opened it up to confirm it was De Rossi’s. Certain words jumped out, like cult and arson, so yeah, Nicki read more. By the looks of it, De Rossi interviewed some nonfans of yours while she was in town.”

Yeah, he’d already figured that out. “How bad is it?”

“Bad enough. I think you guys need to take a look at it.”

Shit. “Let me talk to Church and get back to you.” 

He sent out a secure text to the group to meet him in the war room and then pulled up Bree’s number again while he waited. He was a SEAL, for God’s sake. He could find the courage to call her. 

Unfortunately, it went right to voice mail. Of course it went right to voice mail. Because she was probably boarding her flight to go back to California.

“What’s up?” Church asked as he walked in the door, the first to arrive.

“We might have a situation.”
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Cage

“Nice,” Nicki Callaghan commented as they left the lobby and headed toward the former ballroom. 
While Jake and Ian were regular visitors to Sanctuary, it was Sean’s and Nicki’s first time.

“We aim to please.” Heff grinned. 

They settled in the war room. Not only were all the Sanctuary owners there, but their significant others were as well since this affected them, too.

After introductions were made, they got right to business. Nicki shared what she’d translated from the journal.

She told them about Bree’s research into the history of Winston resort as well as her interactions with locals, like Martha McGillicuddy and Agnes Miller. “Luckily for you guys, she’s not only thorough, but also incredibly perceptive, and she has a knack for seeing through bullshit. Sounds like she was being fed a lot of it.”

Cage felt a wave a pride on Bree’s behalf.

Nicki continued, “According to her notes, Lenny Petraski compared Sanctuary to a cult, even going so far as to say you seduce women and force them to sever ties to their loved ones to live here with you.”

“That’s not the first time we’ve heard that,” Mad Dog rumbled beside Kate. Her ex, Renninger, had said as much to Mad Dog during a standoff at Kate’s months earlier.

Sandy was nodding her head in agreement. “He said those things to me, too, when he found out I was seeing Heff. Most people know it’s bullshit.”

“Most but clearly not all,” scoffed Smoke.

“It’s a smoke screen,” theorized Doc. “They’re trying to keep the focus on us, so no one looks at what they’re doing.”

“That was our take as well,” Jake agreed. “But it’s not just you guys they’re badmouthing. They’re targeting your women as well.”

Nicki’s almost-colorless eyes moved to Sam. “While Petraski stopped just shy of a direct accusation, he made it sound as if you were responsible for not only the Winston fire, but also the fire at your grandparents’ bakery and the café in town where you worked.”

Sam’s face paled, but Smoke’s face turned thunderous. “That fucking prick. He knows that’s bullshit. Or at least, he would if he were competent enough to do his fucking job.”

“Yeah, he knows,” agreed Heff, “but if the little fucker told the truth, he’d have to admit that they screwed up the investigations big time. And not just him. He’d be throwing shade on his father, his uncle, his whole goddamn inbred family.”

“Regardless,” Nicki said, waving her hand, “I think Bree’s too smart to take anything he says at face value. She does her research.”

“Which explains why I’ve been getting pinged all night,” Ian said, entering the conversation. “After that clusterfuck with Anthony Cavatelli a few years ago, I set up notifications when someone requests access to certain confidential files, and someone’s been knocking.”

“Bree?” Cage guessed.

“No, and not the Sentinel Voice researcher who’s been doing background checks on you either. I’m talking professional arson investigator with credentials and clearance here. It’s too coincidental to be completely random. My guess is, De Rossi sensed something didn’t add up and called in someone from the outside.” 

“Is there anything for him to find?” Church asked. 

After their impromptu and unsanctioned op to rescue Sam from a deranged admirer, the Callaghans had helped them cover their tracks. 

“Nothing to connect any of you to Cavatelli, no. But Petraski’s original reports are still on record, and anyone with half a brain who takes the time to look is going to know they’re bullshit. If word gets back to Petraski that the files are being opened again, he’s not going to be happy. The last thing he or Freed wants is more spotlights shining into their dark cracks.”

“Which means,” Sean said, looking directly at Cage, “that your reporter needs to watch her six. Or better yet, you should cover it for her.”

“Hard to do when she’s three thousand miles away, man.”

Ian laughed. “Yeah, it would be, if she were.”

“Her flight left a couple hours ago.”

“Her flight might have left, but she didn’t. She’s holed up in a motel thirty miles south of here.”

Cage narrowed his eyes. “And you know this how?”

“Because after Nicki shared what she found, I did a bit of research myself. Your woman’s been racking up charges to access Dwayne Freed’s criminal records among other things. From there, it was just a simple series of IP back traces to the unsecured public motel Wi-Fi.”

“You’re really scary, you know that?” Sam half-whispered, earning a round of chuckles.

Ian looked directly at Cage and smirked. “Oakport Motor Lodge. Room 204. And you’re welcome.”
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Bree

Bree’s stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten anything but a handful of Squirrel Nut Zippers from her big score in hours. After stretching out the kinks from sitting in front of a screen all day, Bree ran a brush through her hair and walked to the family restaurant on the other side of the lot. 
She no longer had one story knocking around in her head, but several. There was her original assignment, of course—Sanctuary and their mission. That was the easiest. She had interviews and images and her personal observations. She could write that piece in her sleep. 

The incidental spin-offs were a different story and far more interesting. Like the series of fires that had plagued the mountain valley community. Or the cop with dubious familial connections and a hidden agenda. Hell, she could write an entire cozy mystery series based on Sumneyville and its people. 

She could picture it so clearly. Sitting in a remote cabin, pecking away at the keyboard, weaving small-town intrigue and romance with an entire cast of characters—some loved, some not so loved, and ... 

Bree shook her head and took a few deep breaths. She’d been sitting too long. She was a journalist, not a fiction writer. She wrote real stories about real people.

The rain had stopped at some point, the air cooler and drier than it had been over the past week. 

She was shown to one of the two-person tables along the wall and left with a menu. None of the daily specials were particularly appealing. What she really craved was one of the delicious chicken and veggie mountain pies she and Nick had made over the fire.

She sighed and ordered the closest thing—a grilled chicken stir-fry with seasonal vegetables. When the waitress brought a tiny loaf of bread with her iced tea, Bree thought longingly of the crusty bread and homemade herb-and-garlic oil dip at Franco’s. 

What is wrong with you, Bree? If you’re not pining over Nick, you’re obsessing over food.

Well, they were both hungers.

After a mediocre meal that satisfied her empty stomach but not her cravings, Bree was feeling restless. With no desire to return to her room yet, she opted for a drive instead.

Unsurprisingly, she found herself back in Sumneyville, cruising Main Street. It was the only place familiar to her in the area. No one gave her a second look in her nondescript silver rental. She cruised past the park, now completely devoid of stands and animals. Past Franco’s and the library and Martha’s house and the fire hall. 

Then, she was turning up the mountain road, wishing she still had the convertible.

She drove past the entrance to Sanctuary, the urge to pull in almost overwhelming. She resisted. She hadn’t heard from Nick since the night before. No calls, no texts. Nothing. 

Not far beyond Sanctuary was a sign for Danny’s Happy Trails Ranch. She wondered if that was the place that had partnered with Sanctuary and had provided the horses for her field trip. Bree smiled when she thought of Peaches and Herb and how nice it had been to explore the mountain trails on horseback with Nick by her side. 

She continued up the mountain, and up, until she was at the very top, where she turned into the parking lot of the Sky Top Restaurant and Bar. She took a moment to stop and enjoy the view, a scenic overlook of the entire valley lit up below. Colored in deep blues, greens, and purples, it was truly stunning. She couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like awash in the vivid colors of autumn. Or covered in a blanket of sparkling white around the holidays. 

That was one of things she missed most about the northeast—the drastic change in seasons. When she looked out her sliding glass doors in her apartment in SoCal, the view was always the same regardless of the time of year. 

When darkness fell in earnest, she got back in the rental and drove down the mountain. Once again, she had to fight the urge to turn into Sanctuary and seek out Nick. To tell him that she was sorry she’d doubted him. That she was convinced some Sumneyville locals were determined to paint him and the others in a bad light for some still-unknown reason. 

Well, that wasn’t going to happen. Not on her watch. She just needed to dig deeper, and that meant more research.

As Bree was driving through town, she spotted two men in front of O’Malley’s Bar, heading to the adjacent lot. That in itself wasn’t unusual; it seemed like a popular place among the locals, even on weeknights. What did strike her as odd was that the men were dressed all in black—black pants, long-sleeved black shirts, black shoes, black skull caps. 

One of them looked her way as she drove by, and that was when she realized why he looked familiar. It was Lenny Petraski. 

Bree continued past the bar, then circled the block, and pulled up to the curb, parallel parking about half a block down and across the street from O’Malley’s. Before long, a dark pickup exited the lot with Lenny at the wheel. 

Bree ducked down as the truck passed, and then on impulse, she turned the car around and followed the truck as it made its way up the mountain road she’d just come down. She didn’t allow herself to think about what she was doing. She trusted her instincts, and at that moment, they were telling her that tailing Lenny might provide valuable insight into his motivation for lying.

She was careful to stay far enough behind the truck to avoid arousing suspicion. When the truck turned off the main road onto what looked like an access road, Bree kept going, and then she pulled off to the shoulder and considered her options.

She knew what she should do. She should turn around and head to her motel. Alternately, she could wait until they emerged and see where they went. 

Bree had never been particularly good at doing what she should do. And this was a chance to prove she had what it took to get the juicy assignments. Who knew when she’d get another opportunity?

So, with her heart in her throat and her stomach filled with butterflies, Bree did what any good journalist would do. She turned off the car, got out, and started making her way down the access road on foot.
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Chapter Forty
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Cage

Cage had been set to take one of the vehicles and drive down to Oakport the moment Ian told him where she was. Then, Church invited them all to stay for dinner and offered Sean and Nicki a tour. By the time they left, it was growing dark, and Cage was rethinking his plan.
Bree hadn’t bothered to let him know that she was still in town, which meant she probably didn’t want him to know. If he just showed up at the motel, she’d want to know how he’d known where to find her. Exactly how would he explain that? 

No, the best thing he could do would be to keep an eye on her without her knowing, just like he had the first day he met her—when he climbed up on the ridge while she waited for a tow. Then, if the opportunity presented itself, their paths could cross accidentally on purpose, and he could take it from there.

He was thinking about how to do that when one of the perimeter alarms went off. He sent off a text to Church. 

“What’ve we got?” Church asked a short while later, joining Cage in the war room. 

“Someone’s breached the perimeter near the southwest access road,” Cage answered. 

He tapped a few keys and adjusted the camera angles, focusing on the big black pickup. Two men, one of them Lenny Petraski, moved to the back of the bed and pulled out two crates from beneath the cover. The other guy wasn’t as easily identifiable. His black hoodie was pulled up, concealing any distinguishing features in shadow.

“Good thing you got those cameras up when you did. Looks like ammo,” Church said, taking a seat beside Cage and peering at the screen.

“Makes sense. Assault weapons aren’t much good without ammo.”

“You’re recording this, right?”

“Every second.”

“Good,” Church said, nodding. “It’s harder to deny something when you’re caught on camera, doing it.”

Another image came to life, the camera inside the entrance activated by Lenny’s and his friend’s movement into the chamber. It showed them stacking the boxes beside the others already there. 

“Want to listen in too?” Cage removed the wireless earbud and switched over to speaker mode.

“You sure this place is secure?” the other guy said as Lenny swung the beam of his flashlight around, giving the place a once-over. 

Then, Lenny turned the beam right into the face of his companion. 

“That’s David Yocum,” Church said. 

“The National Guard guy from Sam’s apartment building before she moved up here?”

“One and the same.”

“Guess he’s gone over to the dark side, sir,” Cage quipped. 

Church’s lips quirked. From what Doc had told them about the night Sam’s apartment had caught fire, David Yocum had looked at Church like a teenage girl backstage at a boy band concert, snapping to attention and calling him sir. They’d been ribbing Church about it ever since.

“Yeah, it’s secure,” Lenny replied to Yocum. “It used to belong to Dwayne’s grandfather.”

“Used to?”

“He sold it to some guy in New York, like, fifty years ago or something. Probably forgot about it, if he’s even still alive.”

“Looks like someone’s operating on outdated intel,” Cage commented to Church with a smile. “Good to know we called that one right.”

“Who else knows about this place?” asked Yocum. He looked nervous, his gaze going from left to right as they went back to the truck.

“Nobody. Jesus, will you relax? I said it’s secure, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, but what about Luther? Isn’t he going to be pissed when he finds out we’ve been skimming inventory off the top?”

“Fuck Luther, man. The guy’s an idiot, and he’s become a liability. Besides, he’s got his hands full, trying to keep the IRS off his ass and Kylie Handelmann’s dad from shooting his balls off for knocking her up. He’s not going to notice if a few crates go missing. He’ll just assume he fucked up.” 

A second monitor started blinking in the war room, indicating another perimeter breach. 

“Looks like we’ve got more guests coming to the party,” Cage said, turning his attention to the other screen. “Only this one’s on foot. Oh shit.”

“Is that Bree De Rossi?” Church asked in disbelief, but Cage was already on his way out the door. 
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Chapter Forty-One
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Bree

Bree was careful about where she stepped, glad for the clear sky and shafts of silvery moonlight reaching the ground. By keeping to the tracks of flattened grass and brush made by the truck, she moved with near silence down the access road. The raucous symphony of nocturnal creatures took care of camouflaging her footsteps and the thundering beat of her heart.
She tried not to think about what creatures were making those noises because if she did, she would also have to think about what might be lurking in the shadows, and that would make her lose her nerve. In Nick’s arms, those noises had lulled her into a peaceful slumber. Now, traipsing alone in the dark on the side of a mountain, they were terrifying.

She slowed to a snail’s pace when she heard human voices and then ducked behind a tree. Peeking around the side, she was able to make out the dark truck parked just ahead. The vehicle’s headlights illuminated what looked like a slab of rock covered in weeds. Then, Lenny and the other guy appeared to step out of the rock, and she realized it was a cave of some sort.

She crept closer, hoping to get a better look. The two men went to the back of the truck and pulled out a large wooden crate, though there were no markings to indicate what was in it. She knew it was heavy by the muted grunts they made lifting it off the tailgate. Her hand reached into her pocket and wrapped around her phone, itching to snap a few pictures. Fearing the light from the screen would give her away, she decided to wait until they went inside again. Then, she’d sneak out and see if there were any more in the truck.

Without warning, a hand was placed over her mouth, and she was suddenly pulled back against a hard male chest. Bree tried to scream, but the strong arms tightened around her.

“Hush.” The word was less than a whisper, but it was enough to get her to focus. The voice was familiar, as was the scent of evergreen and sandalwood. 

Nick! 

“Did you hear something?” Lenny’s friend asked.

Both men stopped what they were doing and listened intently. Bree was certain her heart was pounding loud enough to be heard. Nick’s firm embrace kept her absolutely still. 

After several interminably long moments, Lenny pointed his flashlight toward a fallen log to her right. Bree tensed when she saw the biggest rat she’d ever seen peering out with glowing eyes before disappearing back under the log.

“It’s just a possum,” Lenny said. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Sorry, Len. I’m just a little on edge, you know? We’re not far from Sanctuary, and after what those guys did to Dwayne ...”

Lenny let out a string of curses. “They’re going to pay for that.”

“How?”

“You’ll see. Now, come on. We’re done here.”

Nick soundlessly pulled her farther into the shadows as Lenny and the other guy got into the truck and started backing down the access road. Only once the sound of the engine faded away completely and they were plunged back into darkness did Nick loosen his grip.

Instead of letting go, he turned her around to face him. In the moonlight, she could see the sculpted lines of his face, all hard angles and pissed off SEAL. 

“What the fuck are you doing out here, Bree?”

She opened her mouth to answer, but before she could, his lips crashed down hard on hers. It was potent and powerful, by far one of the most desperate kisses she’d ever experienced. Her fingers curled into his biceps.

By the time he pulled away, she felt dizzy. “I ...”

“No, don’t. Not until you’re somewhere safe and I calm down.”

He grabbed her hand and tugged, leading her through the woods.

“My car,” she said weakly.

“Where is it?”

“On the side of the road, just above the turnoff.”

He cursed under his breath and then said, “Copy that.”

“Copy what?”

“I wasn’t talking to you.”
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Chapter Forty-Two
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Cage

Cage couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so angry—or when he’d felt such fear. He willed his thundering heart to slow. Bree was safe. Bree was with him.
Thankfully, she was also being quiet and cooperative. Was she scared? Pissed? Embarrassed? He didn’t know. At that moment, he didn’t particularly care. She’d put herself in danger, and for what? A goddamn scoop?

When they hit the trail, Smoke was waiting for them with the Jeep. Without a word, Cage ushered Bree into the vehicle, and they drove back to Sanctuary in silence. They pulled up to the main building just as Doc pulled in with Bree’s rental. Her eyes widened slightly when she saw him.

Cage jumped out of the Jeep and then opened the door for her. 

She looked pale but had regained some of her composure. “Are you going to tell me what the hell is going on around here?”

“Inside, please,” he said.

She huffed but turned and made her way up the steps into the building. Once inside, Cage took her arm and led her to the dining room with Smoke and Doc bringing up the rear. The others were already gathered there.

“Welcome back, Miss De Rossi,” Church said, his tone polite. “Please, sit down.”

Bree looked around at their somber faces and then dutifully sat down. 

Kate pushed a mug toward her, her smile sympathetic and warm. “It’s herbal tea. You look like you could use it.”

“Thanks.”

Church nodded, indicating that Cage should take the floor first. 

“Want to tell us what you were doing out there tonight?” he asked. “I thought you were on your way back to California.”

“Something came up,” she said, lifting her chin slightly. 

Even as upset as he was, he appreciated her little show of defiance. 

“Must have been pretty important for you to miss your flight.”

“It was.” She brought the mug to her lips and sipped. 

She appeared to be cool and calm, but he could still feel her nails digging into his skin, her body shaking in his arms. For those few minutes, she’d been terrified—and with good reason. There was no telling what Petraski would have done had he discovered her out there, skulking around.

“Anything you care to share?”

“Not really.”

Cage wasn’t in the mood to play games. He put Bree’s journal on the table. 

Her eyes widened as she reached for it. “How ...” 

“You left it in the Mustang when you returned it to the garage.”

“And it ended up in your hands because ...”

“Sean and Nicki Callaghan are good friends of ours.”

“Of course they are,” she mumbled. “I suppose you can read shorthand, too.”

Cage nodded even though, technically, it was Nicki who’d been able to translate Bree’s scribbles into something that made sense. 

“You know it’s all bullshit, right?” Cage asked. “All that stuff Petraski told you?”

Bree’s eyes flicked toward Sam. “Yes, I figured that out pretty quickly. What I don’t understand is, why.” When no one answered her, she asked, “Does it have anything to do with the family feud between the Winstons and the Freeds over land rights? Or the fact that the police chief and the fire chief are bumbling idiots? Or maybe it’s got something to do with Lenny Petraski hiding contraband just south of here?”

As they exchanged surprised looks, Heff laughed. “Nicki was right. She is good. She might even be smarter than you, Cage.”

A lovely red flush colored Bree’s cheeks at the compliment. 

Church cleared his throat. “For reasons we can’t explain, we can’t answer all of your questions, but we’ll answer what we can. Not tonight though. You’re welcome to spend the night, Miss De Rossi, and tomorrow, when we’re all thinking more clearly, you can ask your questions. Fair enough?”

Bree considered that and then nodded. “Fair enough.”

Everyone said their good nights, leaving Cage and Bree alone in the dining room. He didn’t know what to say. What he wanted to do was crush her to him again, take her back to his trailer, and spend the rest of the night keeping her safe and sated, then personally driving her to the airport and ensuring she got on the next plane to California before she got into any more trouble. But he had no idea where her head was at, and she wasn’t giving him any decipherable clues.

Finally, he exhaled and said, “I can show you to one of the guest rooms, if you’d like.”

Big, dark eyes flashed with disappointment, and he knew he’d said the wrong thing. She nodded. 

He walked her up to one of the completed suites on the third floor, away from the other residents. She looked around but didn’t seem particularly pleased with the accommodations.

“Is this room okay?”

“Yes, it’s fine. It’s just ... I thought that maybe ...” She shook her head and looked away. “Never mind.”

“You sure?”

She nodded, but it wasn’t fine. He could see it in her eyes. 

“You could stay with me,” he offered quietly, certain she wouldn’t go for it. 

The suite was bigger than his cramped trailer, and it even had a tub she could soak in.

Her posture relaxed slightly, and she exhaled quietly, as if relieved. “I’d like that, if that’s okay.”

Okay? He had to resist the urge to belt out a hooyah. “Come on.” 

She slipped her hand into his. Entwining his fingers with hers, he led her back downstairs, through the lobby, and out into the night, hand in hand. 

“I’m sorry if I scared you earlier.”

“I know,” she said softly. “But you were just trying to protect me, weren’t you?”

“Yes.” He squeezed her hand.

“You know, I knew you were a SEAL, but I don’t think it really hit me until tonight. I never even heard you coming. How did you know I was there?”

“Security cameras.”

“You were watching Lenny unload all that stuff, weren’t you?”

He nodded. 

“I don’t suppose you can tell me what that’s all about, can you?”

“It’s better if you don’t know.”

“Better?”

“Safer,” he clarified.

“So, it’s probably not legal then,” she guessed, pulling the pieces together. 

He neither confirmed nor denied her statement. Church had said they’d answer her questions in the morning, but exactly how much Church intended to share, he didn’t know.

“Let me just ask you this then: beyond observing, are you involved in whatever he’s doing?”

That he could answer safely. “No.”

“You’re just giving him enough rope to hang himself, aren’t you?” she mused. 

It wasn’t really a question, and she didn’t seem to be expecting an answer, so he remained silent.

They reached his trailer. He unlocked the door and allowed her to enter first. “Can I get you anything?”

She yawned and walked toward the bedroom. “Maybe a toothbrush, if you have a spare. And one of your shirts.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Forty-Three

[image: image]


Bree

Nick retrieved both items for her and then retreated into the kitchen-slash-living area to give her some privacy. 
Now that she was in a safe and familiar environment, that earlier adrenaline rush transformed into something else. A damsel-in-distress type she wasn’t, but that well-executed maneuver earlier had definitely revved her engine. 

When she emerged a short while later in nothing but his shirt, she found him in the living area, clearing off the bench seat. Her heart dropped when she realized he was making himself a place to sleep. 

Gone was the confident SEAL who’d taken her into his arms and kissed her like his life depended on it only an hour or so earlier. In his place was the shy IT guy who acted as if he wasn’t quite sure what to do with a woman in his trailer.

“What are you doing?”

Heat flashed in his eyes as he took her in, raking his gaze from her head to her toes and back up again before his eyes shuttered. “I thought I’d bunk out here.”

“You’re angry with me.”

He exhaled and went back to removing boxes. “No, I’m not angry with you. I just don’t know what to think. More importantly, I don’t know what you think.”

Well, there was an easy remedy for that. “Then, ask me,” she said. She sat down in the only open chair, folded her hands in her lap, and looked at him expectantly. 

“All right, let’s start with something simple. Now that you know about my family, do you see me differently?”

A small smile pulled at her lips. “That’s hardly a simple question. The short answer is, yes, I do.” His face fell, and she quickly added, “But that’s not a bad thing.”

“It isn’t?”

“No. In fact, it explains a lot. You know what it’s like. Even if I didn’t know you knew, you did. I think that’s why I felt comfortable enough to open up to you about some of my past. Trust me, that’s not stuff I typically share with anyone.”

She paused and crossed one leg over the other, feeling a frisson of pleasure when his eyes latched on to the movement. “Do I wish you had told me? Yes, but I’m also kind of glad you didn’t. Had I known, I doubt I would have accepted your field-trip challenge, and that would have been a shame. Ignorance can sometimes be bliss, especially if that bliss is only temporary.”

His lips twisted at the word temporary. “Fair enough. Why didn’t you tell me you’d decided not to fly back to California?”

“Also not a simple question. I’m usually pretty good at reading people, and the things Lenny told me, well, they just didn’t make sense. At first, I thought it was because I didn’t want to believe him, but the closer I looked, the more I realized he’d deliberately painted a skewed picture of the truth. I wanted to know why he would do that, and the only reason I could come up with was that he was the one with something to hide.”

Nick gaped at her. “So, you decided to follow him into the woods to find out?”

Heat rose in her cheeks. “Well, no, that wasn’t actually part of the plan.” Bree told him about going for a drive, ending up in Sumneyville, seeing Lenny exit from the bar, and then acting on impulse.

“That was really stupid. You know that, don’t you?”

Her first instinct was to say something in her defense, but he had been right. It had been stupid, blindly following Lenny into unfamiliar territory, alone.

“Yes,” she sighed as the truth sank in. She wasn’t, nor would she ever be, a good investigative field journalist. 

“What would have happened if I hadn’t seen you on those cameras, Bree? If Lenny had found you instead of me?”

There was that SEAL again, peering at her through luminous green eyes, and it was then she knew. He wasn’t just angry that she’d followed Lenny; he’d been really worried. Scared that something could have happened to her.

Because he cared about her.

Warmth blossomed deep in her chest and radiated outward. She rose and walked over to where he stood, his hands on his hips, still as a statue. 

She wrapped her arms around his waist. “But he didn’t. And you did.”

For a moment, he did nothing. Then, those strong arms enclosed her. She pressed her head to his chest and closed her eyes, basking in the solid warmth of his body and the steady beat of his heart. His hand began to stroke along the curve of her back. It felt so good that she sighed softly and melted into him. 

Then, she began to pet and stroke him, too. 

“Bree ...”

“Shh. No more talking. Let’s just have this, okay?”

Thankfully, she didn’t have to tell him twice. His head lowered, his lips meeting hers in a tender kiss that stoked the slow burn building in her core. He deepened the kiss; his hands roamed further south, reaching under the soft cotton fabric to cup her ass. Her bare ass.

Nick wasn’t the only one who could go commando.

He let out that rumbling growl she loved so much. She barely had time to appreciate it before he scooped her up and carried her to the bedroom, practically tossing her onto the bed.

“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice husky.

“Absolutely, positively, unequivocally—” 

Her words were cut off when he knelt on the floor, grabbed her by the ankles, and pulled her backside to the edge. The motion made the cotton T-shirt roll up and expose her, which seemed to be exactly what he’d intended. 

Placing his hands on her knees, he opened her to him, his eyes bright with lust. Starting with kisses to the inside of her thigh, he worked his way toward her center. She draped her legs over his arms, tangled her hands in his hair, threw her head back, and reveled in the feel of his lips and tongue working their magic. 

Before long, she was clenching her thighs around his head and screaming out her orgasm.

Nick brought her down with gentle licks and soft kisses and then worked his way upward, raising the hem of the shirt as he went. Hands beneath her knees, he lifted and moved her further up onto the bed. Then, he pressed her backward, looming over her with his much larger body. Lost as she’d been in the throes of another incredible orgasm, she hadn’t noticed that he’d removed his own pants at some point.

The feel of his smooth, hard cock against her skin sent waves of fresh desire over her despite the fact that she was still quivering from her climax. She reached down between them, and she greedily filled her hand, making him groan.

“Please tell me you have condoms in here,” she pleaded.

He nipped her skin. “I never make the same mistake twice.”

His grin was pure triumph as he reached into the bedside stand drawer and extracted an entire box of prophylactics. She watched, amused and delighted, as he tore at the seal with his teeth. That amusement changed to pure heat when he rolled the condom down his length.

She wanted that inside her more than she’d ever wanted anything. 

Without further ado, she lifted her knees in invitation and reached for his shoulders. Nick positioned himself at her entrance and slowly pushed forward, looking directly into her eyes as he did so. As wonderful as it had felt to have Nick’s fingers and mouth work their magic, it couldn’t compare to the feel of having him inside her, stretching and filling her. 

When he was fully seated, he paused and gave her a minute to adjust. “Okay?” he asked.

“Perfect.”

He began to thrust with long, thorough strokes. Pulling back until only the tip remained and then working himself back inside so deep that she couldn’t tell where he ended and she began. She dug her nails into his back, urging him for more.

As their passion built, he moved faster, thrust harder, taking her to a place where nothing existed, except the sounds and feel of him pounding into her. They rode to the crest together, and once she began to squeeze around him in ecstasy, he grunted and pushed his deepest yet.

If there was anything better than his weight atop her body, the pounding of his heart against her chest, and the feel of him pulsing out his release deep inside her, she’d never experienced it.

Except for when they did it again.

The last time Bree had slept that well was the night she slept with Nick. There was something nice about having his warmth at her back and his strong arms draped around her that made her feel safe and protected. She wished it didn’t have to end.

But like all good things, it had to. He had his life at Sanctuary, and she had hers in California.

After another round of great morning sex, they walked over to the main building together. Bree was half-expecting Matt Winston’s late-night offer to go unfulfilled, but he was there, waiting for them when they arrived.

With Nick beside her, Bree asked her questions over a delicious breakfast and truly stellar coffee. Surprisingly, he answered most of them. For those few he chose not to answer, he cited concerns for safety or privacy. 

She believed him. Not only did her instincts suggest he was telling the truth, but everything he’d told her also matched up perfectly with her research.

After talking with Matt, Bree asked to talk to Sam, Sandy, and Kate, explaining that she wanted their opinions, particularly since they’d seen both sides. They—and Matt—agreed without hesitation.

She spoke with Sandy first, who explained her friendship with Lenny. She corroborated what he’d said about their growing up together, adding that Lenny had never understood why she wanted to leave Sumneyville for a job in the city. That, according to Sandy, had been the primary reason for the rift in their friendship, but she confirmed that the final straw had been when she started seeing Hugh Bradley. 

“He considered it a betrayal,” Sandy told her, “but it had nothing to do with him. It was about me finding my way and choosing what made me happy.”

Then, Bree spoke with Kate. There, too, Lenny had revealed only partial truths. “I was very active in the community,” Kate confirmed, “and I still am, though I’m more selective these days with whom I share my time. Chris helped me realize that I couldn’t be responsible for other people’s choices. I had to think about myself sometimes, too. That was a huge adjustment. I had to learn to put myself first, but I’m much happier now. I’m in love with a wonderful man, I’ve got real friends who’ve got my back, and I’m working my dream job.”

And finally, Sam. Bree’s initial impressions were validated. She was nothing like the oddball introvert Lenny had painted her out to be. She had a quiet strength and down-to-earth way about her that Bree appreciated. Sam laughed when they talked about her so-called crush on Matt Winston.

“Every girl thought Matt Winston was hot in high school,” Sam told her honestly, “because he was. He was also a genuinely nice guy. But it was never anything more than that.””

When asked about why Lenny would suggest that she was behind the fires, Sam’s face darkened. “I think, mostly, it’s because they weren’t very good at doing their jobs. It was easier to point fingers at me than figure out what was really going on.”

“It does seem an unlikely coincidence that you were connected to all the fires.”

“Yes, it does, doesn’t it?”

“You know who set the fires, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Sam confirmed. “But all I can tell you about that is, it will never happen again. And I’d like to ask you not to pursue it any further.”

“Why?” Bree asked, surprised. “Don’t you want to clear your name?”

“It’s not my reputation I’m concerned with,” Sam answered somberly. “And I couldn’t care less what Lenny Petraski or anyone else says about me. I know the truth, as do the people I care about, and that’s all that matters.”

By the time she was done talking with the women, Bree was certain of two things: the women were truly happy at Sanctuary, and none of them had been brainwashed or coerced into being there.

Eventually, it was time for Bree to leave. She was getting tired of these good-byes. Each one was harder than the last.

“Did you find the answers you were looking for?” Nick asked as he walked her out to her rental.

“Not all of them, but enough.”

“I’m sorry we couldn’t answer everything.”

“I understand.” And she did. “You answered more than I’d expected. I do appreciate that.” 

“What will you do with all this newfound knowledge? Will you include it in your article?” 

“I don’t know. It would make an interesting story.”

Nick nodded, but she could see the flash of disappointment in his eyes.

“Have a safe trip, okay? Let me know when you get back to San Diego.”

“I will. Hey, maybe you could come out and visit me sometime. I could return the favor, show you around SoCal.”

“Sure,” he said. “I’d like that.” 

But in her heart, she knew he’d never come.
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Chapter Forty-Four
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Bree

There was no reason to extend her stay any longer. She had most of the story, and sticking around wasn’t going to add anything of value. She’d spoken to the people at Sanctuary, and she was convinced she’d get no more from them. She also believed they had the best interests of those involved—including her—at heart. 
She wasn’t likely to get any more from the people of Sumneyville either. In fact, Nick had strongly suggested she leave town quietly. Lenny and the others believed she was already gone, and that was a good thing. If she suddenly reappeared and started asking more questions, it could prove dangerous.

Since Bree had gotten a glimpse of Lenny in action and confirmed that he had a shady agenda—though she still wasn’t sure exactly what that agenda was—she agreed with Nick’s suggestion. As much as she would like to believe she had what it took to be an investigative reporter, she didn’t. Asking questions? Online research? Reading people and forming theories? Yeah, she was all over that. Skulking around the woods at night with the real possibility of getting shot or worse? No, thanks.

With a heavy heart, Bree drove back to the motel, gathered her things, and checked out. She made it to the airport without incident. The flight was long and uneventful. She even managed to doze off a few times on the plane, which was a first. 

It felt strange to be back in California. The familiar sense of relief she usually felt when coming home wasn’t there. The air was too dry. The temperature was too hot. There were too many cars and too many people. Had the smog been that bad when she left? 

After completing her journey with a three-hour traffic battle on I-5, she was finally home. Her apartment was exactly as she’d left it, but it seemed starker after spending a week at Martha’s with her overabundance of furniture and knickknacks on every available surface. 

She dumped her luggage in the bedroom and pulled out her phone, firing off a text to Toni, letting her know she was back. She also kept her promise to Nick.

Bree: I’m home.

The response was immediate despite it being after midnight in Pennsylvania. The fact that he’d been waiting to hear from her made her smile. 

Nick: Glad to hear it. How was the trip?

Bree: Long but uneventful. I’m beat. What are you still doing up?

Nick: Stargazing.

Her chest tightened. She hated the feeling. Hated that she wasn’t there stargazing with him.

Bree: Alone?

Nick: Of course. I don’t let just anyone up in my tree house, you know.

That tight knot loosened, and warmth flowed through her. Moving to the window, she opened the curtains and put her hand on the glass. Even though night had fallen, she couldn’t see the stars with the same clarity she had on that mountain.

Bree: Can any of that fancy equipment of yours take a picture for me?

She stared at the phone, waiting for an answer. After several minutes, another text came through with a beautiful image of a deep midnight-blue sky glittering with stars. It looked like something out of an astronomy textbook, but something told her it wasn’t.

Nick: How’s that?

Bree: Perfect. Thank you. 

Nick: You’re welcome. Get some rest. You’ve had a long day.

Bree: I will. You, too.

Bree took a hot shower to wash away the ickiness of public travel but still felt in a funk. What she needed was some comfort food and uninterrupted sleep to start feeling like herself again. She dressed in comfortable loungewear and scanned her freezer. Nothing looked appealing. Finally, she just picked a frozen entrée at random and was about to pop it into the microwave when Toni came in, bearing Bree’s favorite takeout. Tired as she was, it was good to see Toni again.

Bree grabbed some plates and a bottle of wine while Toni set things out on the coffee table in the living space. 

“So ...”

“So?” Bree asked.

“Start talking.”

Bree did. She told Toni everything, beginning with the shitty trip and the monster pothole and filling her in up to her ill-advised attempt at being an investigative reporter and subsequent rescue. She didn’t break any confidences, but Toni was able to fill in some of the blanks on her own. By the time she was finished, the bottle of wine was nearly empty, and Toni was shaking her head in disbelief.

“Holy shit, Bree. That’s a hell of a story.”

“I know.”

“Charlie’s going to flip.”

“If I tell him.”

Toni gaped at her. “If you tell him? Bree, this is it, girlfriend. The opportunity you’ve been waiting for!”

“I thought so, too, but now, I’m not so sure anymore.”

“That’s the jet lag talking,” Toni said, getting up and collecting the remnants of their meal. “Get some rest. Clarity will return with reason in the morning.”

Bree dragged herself into bed, Toni’s words fresh in her mind. Toni had been right. This was an opportunity to be seen as something more than a fluff journalist whose stories were used as filler between the meatier, juicier stories. 

The question was, was that still what she wanted? And if so, why did she feel sick when she thought about doing it?

* * *
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Even sleeping for a solid ten hours wasn’t enough to get rid of the sluggish feeling plaguing her. Bree had to drag herself out of bed and force herself to take a shower before making it into the office. Along the way, she picked up an expensive and highly caffeinated coffee, but it couldn’t compare to Sam’s special brew.

She hadn’t been at her desk for more than a few minutes before Hunter came by, helping himself to her newly refreshed cache of Squirrel Nut Zippers. 

“Toni tells me I might be buying takeout.”

“I guess that depends. How was Vegas?”

“Didn’t pan out,” Hunter said, popping an unwrapped candy into his mouth. “Couldn’t get into the inner circle.”

Bree didn’t believe that for a moment. Not only had he scored an invitation into the private club, but the man could also charm the habit off a nun when he turned up the wattage. No, if Hunter didn’t get the story, it was because there was something else he wanted more. Namely, Toni. The fact that he didn’t seem particularly upset about not getting the story only corroborated her theory.

“You’re a big softy, you know that?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Of course not. And she’s totally worth it.”

“De Rossi!” Charlie barked across the team room. “In my office.”

Bree pushed back her chair and stood. “I’ve been summoned.”

“So, am I getting pad thai or Indian?”

“I’ll get back to you on that.” Bree grabbed a pen and pad and started walking toward Charlie’s office, calling over her shoulder, “And stop eating all my candy.”

“Close the door,” Charlie commanded when she entered. 

She took in his red face, thinned lips, and the pulsing vein at his temple and figured he wasn’t happy about Hunter’s failure to get into the sex club. No big surprise there since that was supposed to be the feature piece in next month’s edition.

“Talk to me. What do you have? Please tell me you’ve got something.”

Bree took a seat in front of his desk, watching as he paced back and forth behind it. She still hadn’t decided what she was going to do. 

“I do,” she said carefully. “I was able to tour the facility and got to know some of the owners as well as some of the locals.”

“And?”

“And?”

He stopped pacing and put both hands on his desk, piercing her with his laser-like gaze. “And do you want to tell me why you felt the need to extend your stay in Nowheresville or why you got our research department looking into Mafia dons or why you contacted a private arson investigator?”

“Just following up on some things. Dotting i’s and crossing t’s.”

He narrowed his eyes and stared at her. If he hoped to intimidate her, he’d have to try harder than that. “You’re not the only one who can read people, De Rossi, and right now, you look like a journalist who’s sitting on one hell of a story.”

Bree kept her expression impassive. Charlie was guessing, nothing more. “Do I?”

“I want your article on my desk on Friday, got it?”

“Yes, sir. Friday.”

* * *
[image: image]


Bree stayed late to catch up on the nonessential emails she’d ignored while she was away. She picked up some takeout on the way home and then unpacked the rest of her things with the intention of doing laundry.

When she unzipped the suitcase with the soap from Zeigler’s, she lifted the bag to her nose and inhaled deeply. The scents of sandalwood and evergreen hit her first, bringing images of Nick to mind and a pang to her chest. How was it possible to feel such a sense of loss toward someone she’d only known a few days?

She set those soaps off to the side and then pulled out the others she’d picked up for herself and Toni.

With clothes in the washer and a glass of wine on the table, Bree opened her laptop and stared at the screen. She still didn’t know what she was going to do. She could write the piece as originally intended with interviews and pictures and topical backstory. Or she could write something that would get her noticed.

Unable to make a decision, she decided to create drafts of both.

The original story was good. It told of the men who had started Sanctuary with the idea of helping others and the wonderful things they were doing there. It was inspiring and hopeful, the feel-good article it was meant to be.

The unexpected story was better. Way better. Bree employed her love of creative writing to craft a tale of intrigue and collusion with elements of a generations-old feud, small-town corruption, hidden agendas, cults, firebugs, and scandal.

She was putting equal time into both, adding layers, pulling bits and pieces from her notes, photos, and personal observations. Two completely different stories yet two sides of the same coin.

Midway through the week, a package came for Bree. She got excited when she saw the Pennsylvania postmark, knowing instinctively that it was from Nick. She opened it, finding a small, high-tech gadget in the shape of a half-sphere along with a card that read: I’ve programmed it with the date and the geographical coordinates of Sanctuary, so no matter where you are, we can see the same sky. —Nick

A rush of emotion washed over her as she plugged it in and turned off the lights. Sure enough, the holographic image of the night sky appeared on her ceiling. Added bonus: the device had audio as well, playing a quiet symphony of the crickets, frogs, and owls she’d heard that night in the hammock.

It was quite possibly the nicest, sweetest, most thoughtful gift anyone had ever given her. With her star map, the night sounds, and the scents of the sandalwood and evergreen soaps on her nightstand, she could close her eyes and almost imagine she was back on that mountain.

The next day, she heard back from the arson investigator as well. He refused to tell her what he’d found over the phone and requested they meet for lunch instead. Over fish tacos from a street vendor on a bench in a public park, he told her what he’d found.

“Lost files, missing reports. And the documents I did manage to get my hands on had key pieces blacklined or redacted entirely. I’ll keep going if you want me to, but I recommend against it. This smacks of special ops.”

Bree thanked him for his time and said she’d think about it and get back to him. 

Later that night, Bree was lying in bed, staring at her stars, when the pieces started coming together. Former Navy SEALs refusing to publicly defend themselves against inflammatory accusations. Sam’s plea to stop looking into the fires. Lenny hiding unmarked crates in abandoned mines under the watchful surveillance of Sanctuary. The arson investigator’s cautionary warning. 

It was all starting to make sense.

Just because the guys at Sanctuary weren’t actively serving didn’t mean they weren’t active, nor did it mean they weren’t still serving and protecting. 

And Bree knew exactly what she had to do.

* * *
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Charlie looked up from his screen after reading her article, displeasure etched in his craggy features. “This is what you’re giving me?”

She sat tall and met his gaze head-on. “It’s what you sent me out there for, isn’t it? A feel-good piece about heroes among us.”

“What about everything else? The Mafia ties? The arson investigation? Those criminal record requests you charged to your expense account?”

Bree shrugged. “They didn’t pan out.”

“Didn’t pan out,” he echoed.

“Nope. Dead ends, all of them.”

Charlie’s eyes narrowed to slits. “I knew you didn’t have it in you, De Rossi.”

“You’re right, sir. I don’t, which is why I’ve decided to give you this, too.” She stood and slid a piece of paper across his desk. 

He scanned it, his frown growing deeper as he did. “You’re resigning?”

She nodded. “It’s been a great experience, sir, but it’s time for me to move on.”

“Move on? To where? To what?”

She smiled, feeling freer than she had in years. “I’ll let you know when I figure that out.”

As Bree left the office, she could have sworn she saw Charlie smile.
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Chapter Forty-Five
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Cage

Cage reread the article for the hundredth time, feeling a sense of pride well up in his chest. Bree definitely had a knack for storytelling. 
She’d made Sanctuary sound good, too, with no allusions to scandal or cultish behavior or of sketchy pasts with shady innuendo. True to her word, she’d done exactly what she’d said she was going to do.

Though it had barely been a month since he’d awoken with her in his arms, it felt like so much longer. Not a morning went by without the disappointment of waking up, only to realize he’d only dreamed of her in bed beside him, nor a night when he didn’t look up at the stars and wonder if she was looking heavenward, too. While she’d texted him a thank-you for the holographic star map projector, he had no idea if she actually used it. 

He’d tried to contact her several times, but his attempts went unanswered. Her phone number was no longer in service. Emails to her work address bounced. Even the snail mail he’d sent was returned with a bright yellow No Longer at This Address, No Forwarding Address label. 

A general inquiry to the Sentinel Voice revealed that she was no longer with the company, which sparked even more questions. 

No longer officially became his least favorite phrase. 

Did her abrupt departure have anything to do with her Sanctuary assignment? And if so, had it been her decision or someone else’s?

He didn’t know because he couldn’t ask. 

Oh, he could have found her if he wanted to, but he had to respect her wishes. Clearly, she hadn’t cared to share any of that with him. She knew where he was. If she wanted to get in touch with him, she would.

The fact that she hadn’t stung more than he’d thought it would. He’d allowed himself to get too involved even though he’d known it would be a temporary thing. Any hopes he’d had of her feeling similarly had been eroding every day that went without a word from her.

He kept busy and tried not to dwell on it. Summer became fall. The leaves changed, and the weather grew colder. Mad Dog and Kate tied the knot in a private ceremony in October. Cage put a lot of time into getting suites ready for the half-dozen new residents expected in by the end of the year. They were also keeping a close eye on the mines and Freed/Petraski activity, but things had settled down, as many in the prepper group turned their attention to hunting season. He and Doc spent a good deal of time ensuring the private property was well marked and off-limits. 

October turned into November. The newcomers began to arrive, which provided somewhat of a distraction. They seemed like good guys, an eclectic mix of sailors, soldiers, and airmen. 

Then, Thanksgiving was upon them. Sam and Kate put on an incredible feast. The dining room was filled with old friends and new ones. Cage enjoyed the day with the rest of them, but beneath the smiles and laughter, he couldn’t help but wonder where Bree was and what she was doing. If she was okay. If she was safe. If she was happy.

Eventually, Cage left the festivities and went back to his trailer, unsurprised to see a light covering of snow on the ground. The extreme weather variability no longer fazed him. The first year, it had been seventy degrees and sunny on Thanksgiving Day. This year, it was a brisk thirty-eight and snowing. 

When he got to his trailer, he kicked off his boots, turned up the heat, and sat down. He didn’t feel like doing anything really, but he finally opted to stream a movie. As he was settling in, his phone dinged with an incoming text.

Unknown: Happy Thanksgiving. Any meteor showers tonight?

Bree! His heart leaped. 

Cage: Happy Thanksgiving. Hard to tell. It’s snowing here.

Unknown: Here, too.

Clearly, she wasn’t in SoCal any longer. 

Cage: Where are you? Are you okay?

His phone rang. He picked it up immediately.

“I’m fine.” The sound of her voice was like a balm to his soul. “I hope you don’t mind me calling. It’s easier than texting. Plus, I wanted to hear a friendly voice.”

“I don’t mind. Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

“Yes. Holidays can be hard sometimes. I figured you’d understand.”

He did understand. 

“Normally, I’d spend the day with my cousin Toni, but she and her boyfriend eloped. They’re down in Cozumel on their honeymoon.”

“Nice.”

“They actually asked me to go along, but that would have been weird, don’t you think?”

He chuckled, just happy to hear her voice. “Yeah, it would have. We had a wedding here, too. Mad Dog and Kate.”

“Yeah? Good for them.”

They talked for a long time. She asked about everyone and how they were doing. He told her about the new wing and how they’d been busting their asses to get it done in time for the holidays. It was pleasant, polite, topical conversation but not what he really wanted to know. Like where she was. What she was doing. Why she was no longer working at the Sentinel Voice.

If she missed him as much as he missed her. 

The problem was, he didn’t know how to bring up any of that without sounding like a stalker.

“I read the piece you did on Sanctuary. You made us sound pretty good.”

“Because you are,” she told him. “And what you’re doing is a great thing. I’m surprised you even saw it. It was buried pretty deep.”

“Thanks for not ...”

“Selling you out?” She laughed. “I was tempted, you know.”

“Why didn’t you? It would have made a hell of a story.”

“The price was just too high. I wasn’t willing to hurt anyone for the sake of ratings or a promotion. In fact, I chose to walk away. I handed in my resignation the same day I handed in the article.”

Well, that answered one of his questions. “What are you doing now?”

“Figuring things out.”

“Anything I can help with?”

“You already have,” she told him softly. “More than you know.”

He wasn’t sure what to say to that. For the first time, silence stretched awkwardly between them. There were so many things he wanted to say, but they didn’t quite make it past the lump in his throat. He wondered if the silence on her end meant she was having the same problem.

“I really enjoyed talking to you tonight, Nick.”

“Me, too.”

“Take care of yourself, okay?”

“I will. You, too.”

Connection broken, Cage threw his phone across the room in frustration. “Fuck!” 
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Chapter Forty-Six
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Bree

Bree put the phone down and sighed. She’d called Nick, needing to hear his voice. Needing to know if her mind had embellished her memories with time and distance.
They hadn’t.

The last couple of hours of talking to him on the phone were the most at peace she’d felt in months. His voice, soft and rich, still managed to wrap around her heart. 

Their conversation also answered another question burning deep in her soul, something she’d wondered a time or a thousand: did he miss her as much as she missed him? 

As it turned out, he did.

Oh, he hadn’t come right out and said so in so many words, but she knew. She’d heard it in his voice. Sensed it in meaningful pauses, in the things he hadn’t said but wanted to. She knew because, deep down, she felt exactly the same way.

And it filled her heart with joy.

A lot of things had changed since she’d left Sumneyville—her most of all. Working on the Sanctuary piece, talking to the men and women who’d made the project a reality, prompted her to look in the mirror and reevaluate her own goals. What was she working toward? And for whose purpose—hers or someone else’s? 

Her difficult self-assessment revealed several things.

First, even though she loved writing and doing research, she didn’t particularly like her job. She felt like an insignificant cog in someone else’s wheel. As long as she stayed there, nothing would ever change. 

Second, Charlie had been partially right. She didn’t have killer instincts, but she discovered a deep-seated sense of right and wrong along with a desire to make a difference. A real difference. Something beyond a momentary blip in a magazine and a rise in rankings.

Third, she wasn’t as much of a city girl as she’d thought. In fact, after a week in the mountains, she could appreciate the peace that came with living there—as long as indoor plumbing, hot water, and electricity were also part of the package.

And finally, she wanted to feel every day like she had when she was with Nick. The sense of connecting with someone who understood. Someone who got her and wanted to be with her as much as she wanted to be with him, for no other reason than it felt right.

In order to do that, however, she had to find herself first. To let go of her past and forge a new future. To establish a solid foundation and figure out who she was before she could offer herself to someone else.

And so, after handing in her piece on Sanctuary along with her resignation, she moved out of her apartment, getting rid of all but a limited number of essentials. Then, she used her savings to buy a used truck camper and hit the road. Toni thought she was crazy, but for the first time in her life, Bree felt like she was finally on the right track.

Over the last months, she’d been slowly working her way east, stopping often along the way. She took pictures, captured impressions, talked to people, and started a blog dedicated to finding hidden gems in small American towns. She focused on what she did best: telling other people’s stories and writing feel-good pieces, no longer seeing it as a negative, but a strong positive. 

The blog was still growing, but it had received some national attention, and she even had some sponsors interested. 

Her real passion though was in creating a fictional small-town serial that she began self-publishing. She used her experiences and her dozens of journals to create realistic, three-dimensional characters that readers instantly connected with. Like her blog, her following was growing every day. 

After months of zigzagging across the US, she was finally where she wanted to be. Almost. She just needed one more thing to make it perfect.
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Chapter Forty-Seven
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Cage
Cage came in from the cold, appreciating the warmth and the sense of being home. That was what Sanctuary had become. Not just a project, but also the place where he felt like he truly belonged.

How things had changed in the three years since they’d started. There was still a lot of work to do, but it was a great feeling, finding his place and seeing goals realized. And yet he couldn’t help but feel something was missing. Had been, ever since the day Bree had driven away.

Until recently, he’d hoped that wouldn’t be the end of it. That what they’d shared was more than a thing of convenience. That he would hear from her again. Not that he expected her to give up everything and show up on his doorstep, but trading emails would have been nice. Talking on the phone, like they had on Thanksgiving. Something.

Since that call, he hadn’t heard from her. Not once.

He’d appreciated the contact at the time, but now, he wondered if it would have been better if she hadn’t called at all. She’d raised his hopes again, but after several weeks, he had to assume it was a one-time thing. Unless, of course, she got lonely around Christmastime and called again.

If she did, would he answer?

In a heartbeat.

Perhaps that was why he’d felt compelled to do what he had. Two weeks after Thanksgiving, with the newly renovated suites completed and the cold weather putting a pause on outside work, he told Church that he needed some time away to take care of some personal business. Church agreed without question, telling him to take as much time as he needed. 

It was the first time he’d been off Sanctuary property for more than a few hours in three years. His trip started with a drive to New York City, where he had started. He walked around the old neighborhood, certain that no one would look at the man he was now and see the skinny, weird kid he’d once been. He’d expected the experience to be painful, but it was cathartic. He’d come a long way, and when he left the city that day, it was with a sense of closure. His past really was well and truly behind him.

After that, he flew out to Coronado and spent a few days there. He ran into old Navy buddies, several now instructors, and caught up over a few beers. Some had heard about Sanctuary, some hadn’t, but all thought it was a great idea. 

On a whim—or so he told himself—he looked up Antonia while he was out there. He wasn’t sure what to expect when he called her. He didn’t even know if Bree had mentioned him. Apparently, she had because Antonia agreed to meet him for coffee.

She was a lot like Bree in appearance and attitude, right down to the remnants of a Brooklyn accent. Antonia didn’t tell him where Bree was, but she did confirm that she and Bree kept in touch on a regular basis. 

“Is she okay?” he asked. That was really the only thing that mattered.

“Yeah, she is. And, Nick? Don’t give up hope, okay?”

He wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but he’d returned to Sanctuary, feeling a little better than when he’d left. If and when Bree decided to reach out again, he’d be there.

He found the others sitting together in the dining room, having what looked like an animated discussion. Conversation quieted when they spotted him.

“Hey, he’s back!” Doc called out in greeting.

“And he’s got a tan,” Heff pointed out.

“Did you have a good trip?” Sam asked, her eyes bright and twinkling.

It felt good to be home. To be among friends again. It helped ease some of the ache in his chest. “Yeah, I did. Glad to be back though. Anything interesting happen while I was away?”

The men’s faces went curiously blank. 

“Nothing much,” Smoke answered.

“Yeah, you know, same old, same old.” That was from Mad Dog.

“The new guys arrive okay?”

“Yep. They’re all settled in. Good group, too. You can meet them tomorrow.”

Unlike the men, the women looked like they were struggling to keep a secret. The sense that he was missing something grew stronger when no one would make direct eye contact. No one, except Kate, who seemed even happier than usual. Cage chalked it up to marital bliss or the impending holidays. Or maybe Heff finally found his balls and set a date with Sandy. 

“Right, well, I’m beat. I just stopped in to let you know I’m back. I’ll see you tomorrow, and you can catch me up.”

“No hurry,” Church said. “Take as much time as you need.”

What the hell? Do they think I’ve gone off the deep end? “I’m good.”

Cage left and started the hike back to his trailer, anxious to sleep in his own bed. The cold air felt good, more seasonably appropriate for the impending Christmas holiday. 

Lights from within his trailer glowed out from the darkness. Cage didn’t think too much of it at first. He’d asked Doc to stop by and run the water occasionally to keep the pipes from freezing while he was away. But when he got closer, he swore he had seen a shadow pass behind one of the curtained windows. 

He slowed his approach and listened intently. Church, Smoke, Heff, Mad Dog, and Doc had been in the dining room with their significant others. Who was in his place?

He circled the trailer and found several tracks, both human and canine. Perhaps Justin had been out, walking the dogs, and swung by just to check on things.

And then a dog barked. From inside his fucking trailer.

“What do you hear, boy?”

He stilled. He knew that voice. Recognized it instantly. Bree.

Cage opened the door and stepped into the bright warmth, certain his eyes were playing tricks on him when they landed on the woman inside. Bree was in his trailer. She turned from the counter, away from the coffeemaker that hadn’t been there when he left, her eyes growing wide when she saw him. Her hair was piled on top of her head. Black-rimmed glasses sat on her pert nose, a new but very cute addition. And she was wearing one of his shirts. She looked beautiful. Even more beautiful when her face lit up at the sight of him.

“You’re home.”

A low, menacing growl made him turn his attention away from Bree to the stocky pit bull mix who’d placed himself protectively between them. Cage recognized him as one of Kate’s rescue pups.

“Easy, Brutus,” Bree said. “This is his place, not yours.”

The dog looked at her, then sat down on his haunches, and stared at Cage, tongue hanging out the side. 

“He followed me out here a few days ago and hasn’t wanted to leave,” Bree explained from too far away. “Kate said it was okay.”

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“Waiting for you. I thought I’d surprise you.” She shrugged and brought her hands up near her shoulders, palms up and out. “But the surprise was on me. Matt told me that —”

The rest of what Church told her was lost as Cage dropped his duffel and closed the space between them. “You’re here.”

“Yes,” she said softly, turning her gaze up to meet his. “I’m here.”

Unable to wait another moment, he lowered his head and kissed her. The feel of her melting into him, of her arms reaching up around his neck and tangling in his hair were the best things he’d felt in months.

“For how long?” He kept his arms loosely around her.

“Well, I suppose that’s up to you.”

He grinned. “It’s going to be a while then.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Forty-Eight
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Bree

This was it. The moment she’d been waiting for. She’d been all psyched up to see Nick and lay her heart bare when she arrived nearly a week earlier, only to discover that he had decided to take some time off. Where he’d gone, no one had seemed to know, but they’d assured her that he’d return and encouraged her to stay.
At first, she stayed in one of the rooms in the main building. During the day, she sat in the dining room and worked on her blog. It afforded her the opportunity to spend time with Kate, Sam, and Sandy, all of whom had been very warm and welcoming. 

That was where Brutus attached himself to her, too. He just started following her around one day and became her companion on daily walks out to Nick’s trailer.

After a while, however, she started spending more time at Nick’s. She felt closer to him out there and managed to get more work done. Eventually, she just started sleeping there, too. 

Each day, she grew both more comfortable and more apprehensive, and several times, she nearly chickened out. Then, she got the call from Toni that Nick had actually been out in San Diego, asking about her, and some of her bravery returned. Toni had gushed over him, saying it was the most romantic thing she’d ever seen and that any man who would go to such lengths just to ensure she was okay was worth keeping. 

Bree couldn’t say for certain that she was the reason he’d gone out there, but if not, it was a hell of a coincidence, and Bree didn’t put much stock in random coincidences.

“Are you hungry? I was just about to heat up some stew. Kate’s been sending me back with food every day. There’s enough here to last us a week.” A rosy color tinted her cheeks at the implication that they wouldn’t need to go anywhere anytime soon. 

He narrowed his eyes. “They knew.”

Her lips quirked. “Yes, of course they knew. Do you seriously think I would’ve been able to sneak in here without them knowing about it? I guess they didn’t give you a heads-up, huh?”

“No, they failed to mention that you were here.” He inhaled deeply and took a step back, looking as if it was difficult for him to do so. “Stew sounds good. I’m going to grab a shower. A cold one. Then, we can talk.”

Her heart soared even if she was a little disappointed. That steel rod against her hip had given her ideas. But he had been right. They should talk. Hopefully, after he heard what she had to say, she’d still be welcome, and the possibility of reunion sex would be back on the table. 

She pulled the tub of stew from the refrigerator and heated it up in a pan on the stove. She was pouring it into two bowls when Nick emerged in sweatpants and a clean white men’s T-shirt. The slight blue tint to his skin suggested he hadn’t been kidding about the cold shower. She shivered in empathy as she handed him a bowl. 

“Thanks.”

“Thank Kate. My cooking skills don’t extend beyond opening a can or popping something in the microwave.”

They sat down at the small kitchen table. Brutus curled up at her feet, and she knew the time had come.

“So, I guess you’re wondering why I’m here, huh?”

“It has crossed my mind, but mostly, I’m just glad you are.”

His words gave her the courage to continue. “When I look back on my life, I can see pivotal moments,” she began. “Times when everything changed. The night my father went to prison is one of them. Making the decision to leave New York and fly out to California is another. Since then, I set a path and thought I was finally working toward something, but then I came here and realized that I was going the wrong way.”

He listened quietly as she told him about her self-realizations. How she’d been inspired by Sanctuary, particularly Kate, who was willing to fight for her own happiness. 

“But why are you here?”

“Because you are,” she told him honestly. “I feel a connection with you I’ve never felt with anyone else. At first, I thought it was because we had similar pasts, and to some degree, I believe that’s true. But it’s more than that, and honestly, that terrified me because, as alike as we are, we also chose vastly different paths for ourselves.”

She paused, searching for the right words. “You were so much further along in your journey than I was. You’d accepted your past and moved forward, turning negatives into positives. You found your peace. Found your purpose. I still had to find mine, and the only way I could do that was to make a fresh start.”

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

She nodded. “I did. For the first time in my life, I’m happy. I’ve found my passion. I know what I want.”

“What do you want, Bree?”

“You, Nick. I want you. And I’m hoping you feel the same.” She inhaled and held her breath. “Do you?”

He stared at her for a moment, those brilliant green eyes reaching down into her soul. Then, his lips curled up into a sexy smile that ignited a burn deep in her core. “Is that a trick question?”

Her heart leaped and then began to pound furiously. “Does that mean we can give it a try? See where it goes?”
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Chapter Forty-Nine

[image: image]


Cage

“Come here.” He patted his leg in invitation, thrilled when she wasted no time in straddling his lap. 
It seemed too good to be true. Months after she’d driven away, the woman who’d been consuming his thoughts, heart, mind, and soul was telling him she wanted to give him—give them—a chance.

He captured her lips with his own, pouring everything that had been building up since the last time he’d kissed her into it. The best part? She was right there with him. Her hands tangled in his hair, and her full breasts pressed against his chest as her soft weight splayed over his now-rock-hard dick. 

If he didn’t get some part of him inside of some part of her ASAP, he was going to implode.

“Had enough to eat?” she said breathlessly when he broke the kiss.

“Stew? Yes,” he growled. “You? Not even close.”

He swept her into his arms and carried her into the bedroom, memories of the last time he’d done so urging him to move faster. The only difference was, he took an extra half-second to close the partition, ensuring that Brutus stayed in the kitchen.

They took turns divesting each other of their clothes while taking every opportunity to touch and kiss along the way. She was every bit as soft and fragrant and perfect as he remembered.

This time, she was the one pushing him down onto the bed. Since she followed that up by climbing onto him and positioning her knees on either side his hips, he was glad to oblige. 

“You still have that box of condoms, right?” she asked breathlessly.

“I do.”

“Good.” 

She reached over toward the nightstand. Cage took the opportunity to sit up and take one taut nipple into his mouth. She ripped the package and made short work of wrapping his package. Just the feel of her hands on his shaft was enough to have him practically shuddering with anticipation.

He’d envisioned a similar scene so many times, but each time, he’d imagined taking it slowly. Working her into a frenzy by kissing and licking every part of her body. Stroking and fondling, fingering and tonguing until she was panting his name and begging to have him inside her.

The reality was, barely two minutes in, she was raising those sweet hips and sinking down onto his cock without any priming from him. He wasn’t complaining. If that was what she wanted, he’d go with it.

His hands grasped her hips as she settled atop him, taking him so deep that he could feel her silken folds around the base of his cock. Her head dipped back, and she groaned, fingers flexing on his chest as she squeezed her inner muscles around him.

Then, she looked down at him, her eyes filled with heat and something more. “You okay with this?”

“Another trick question?” he answered, tilting his pelvis to go even deeper. 

She laughed and began to move. As good as it felt to be inside her, to feel the rhythmic squeeze and release with every rise and fall, it felt even better to watch her find her pleasure. Before long, she was riding him hard, chasing down her release. With one hand still grasping her hip, he moved the other between them, using his thumb to stroke her sensitive nub and send her flying over the edge. 

The moment she stilled and began to contract powerfully around him, he flipped them both over, reversing their positions, and thrust into her, bringing them both to a heart-pounding, mind-numbing, mutual climax.

As they lay there, panting and sweating, he murmured, “Enough food to last a week, you said?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Perfect.”
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Chapter Fifty
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Bree

“Are you sure this is what you want?” Nick asked. 
Propped up on one arm, as he was, with the sheet barely reaching his hips and staring at her ass, getting dressed took a tremendous amount of her willpower. The last three days had been absolutely amazing, but there were things that had to be done. Not to mention, they’d run out of condoms.

“I think it’s for the best.”

His lips pursed, but he nodded. In addition to wringing every last drop of pleasure from each other’s bodies, they’d had some deep discussions about where they were going to go from there. 

The connection was definitely there. The sex was off the charts. The potential was limitless. But their relationship was still new. There was still so much they had to learn about each other, and she looked forward to every moment of it. 

While his offer to stay with him was greatly appreciated, she worried that it would be too much, too fast. Both of them were used to having their own space, and while the trailer was a decent size, it was still tight quarters. What felt cozy and intimate now could quickly become confining, particularly with the wintry weather and cold temperatures expected over the next months. Chances were, they’d be spending a lot of time together regardless, but it would be nice to have the option of some private time, too, if either of them felt overwhelmed.

“Where are you going again?” he asked.

“I’m not sure.” 

Kate had simply said they were going Christmas shopping and asked Bree if she wanted to go along. Bree had jumped at the chance, anxious to finish off her list. Getting in a bit of girl time would be nice, too. Other than the frequent phone calls with Toni, she hadn’t had much of that since she’d left California. 

Bree sat down on the edge of the bed and tugged on comfortable walking boots. 

“When will you be back?”

“I’m not sure. Might be late.” 

“Not good enough.”

He moved behind her. His arm came around her waist, and his lips pressed against the pulse point on her neck. She tilted her head to give him better access. When she felt the heat building again, she kissed him, stood, and stepped just out of his reach, laughing when he growled in protest.

“Behave. I need to get your Christmas present.”

“You can be my Christmas present.”

“That’s a given,” she agreed. “But I’ll need some new wrapping. Which do you prefer—leather or lace?”

The heat in his eyes was almost enough to make her reconsider. 

Leaving him to pout and excited about the day ahead of her, she made the trek to the main building, where she found the women waiting. 

“Woo! Girls’ day!” Sandy shouted as Bree joined Sam in the back of the Jeep. 

“Did Cage give you a hard time?” Sam asked.

Bree smiled. “A little.”

Kate laughed. “Welcome to the Women of Overprotective SEALs Club—or as we’ve recently come to call ourselves, WOOSC.”

“WOOSC?”

“Yep. Drives the guys nuts because they love acronyms but have no idea what it means.”

It was a beautiful day for a drive. The sun was bright, reflecting off the fresh covering of dry, light snow, making it look as if the ground were covered in diamonds. Above, the sky was a pale blue with only an occasional wispy cloud to break it up. Kate drove them to the nearby Pocono Mountains, where they spent a fun-filled day Christmas shopping in one of the large outlet malls. Not only did Bree manage to get something for everyone on her list, but she also had enough money left over to splurge on “wrapping” in the lingerie shop. 

“So, are you ready for your big coming-out?” Sam asked with a grin as they headed back toward Sumneyville for a late dinner at Franco’s. 

Bree hadn’t been in town since her return to the area, but word was sure to spread the moment she showed her face. She had no idea what the townspeople thought of the article or if they’d even read it. While the focus of the piece was Sanctuary, she’d made good on her promise to include a lot about the town and surrounding areas as well. She’d referenced the rich local history and provincial charm but made no direct references to ongoing drama or the questionable behavior of local leaders.

That she saved for her fictional small-town serial. 

“Ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”

“Relax. We’ve got your back,” Sandy said.

Carmella beamed and welcomed Bree like an old friend. “That was some article you wrote,” she said, pointing toward the wall behind the hostess podium. There, someone had printed off and framed the front page of the piece she’d written. “You have a gift.”

“Thank you,” Bree said sincerely, glad that Carmella was pleased. 

“So, how long are you staying with us this time?” Carmella asked, seating them at one of the nicer tables in the alcove. 

“Indefinitely,” Sandy told Carmella with a conspiratorial grin. 

Carmella’s eyes lit up. “Really? How wonderful! Which one?”

“Cage,” answered Kate.

“Oh, he is a sweetheart. Good for you, honey.” 

“So, have you given any more thought to Church’s offer?” Kate asked once their orders had been placed.

“I have,” Bree replied. 

After admitting to Kate, Sam, and Sandy that she wasn’t quite ready to move in with Nick full-time, Kate had suggested talking to Church about staying in a suite in the main building. Not only would she have her own space to work, but she could also be close to Nick and have daily access to Sam’s crack coffee and Kate’s cooking—both of which she’d become quite fond of. 

“I think I’m going to take him up on it.”

“It’s a good deal,” Sandy told her. “He offered me the same thing when I decided New York wasn’t for me. Of course, I think I spent more time in Heff’s cabin than I did in the resort, but it was nice to have the option.”

“I think it’s a smart move,” Sam said, nodding her head. “It’ll give you both a chance to wrap your head around everything, you know?”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” Bree agreed, glad they understood. “But I don’t think Nick’s too happy about it.”

“Pfft. He’ll agree to anything as long as it’ll keep you around,” Sandy told her.

“You think?”

“Absolutely,” Kate confirmed. Each of the women nodded their agreement. “The man’s got it bad for you, Bree.”

* * *
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Nick was sitting in front of his laptop when Bree returned to his trailer later that night. Brutus got up from his doggy bed to greet her. 

“What’s Brutus doing here?”

“Waiting for you.”

“I thought Justin was taking him for the day.”

“He was,” Nick said with a crooked smile. “But Brutus kept sneaking away and coming back here. I think he was afraid you’d abandoned him or something. He wouldn’t even eat his dinner.”

Bree bent down and gave the dog a good scratch behind the ears. “I wouldn’t do that, buddy.” 

“Hey, got some of that for me, too?”

She laughed and scratched Nick’s head, too. He grinned and pulled her in for a breath-stealing kiss that left her slightly off-kilter. It was something she could become addicted to very quickly—being greeted like that after being away for the day. In fact, she thought she might already be.

“Did you have a good day?” he asked.

“I did,” she told him honestly. “I got all my Christmas shopping done, and I had my official coming-out.”

He looked confused until she explained it to him. “If the people of Sumneyville didn’t know which team I was on before, they do now. What did you do today?”

His eyes lit up. “Come here. I want to show you something.”

He tugged her over to his makeshift desk and pointed at the screen. “Remember when you were talking about creating an interactive story? Well, I did some research, and as it turns out, there’s already AI out there capable of doing that. Most of it applies to gaming, but with some custom programming, there’s no reason we can’t use it for a book, too. I mean, that’d be more work for you as the author because you’d have to create multiple outcomes based on conditional behavior, but—”

Bree cut him off by wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him soundly.

“What was that for?” he asked, the pleased look of surprise changing to concern when moisture began to well up in her eyes. 

“You listened. When I told you about my idea, you actually listened.”

He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Of course I listened. It’s important to you. And I’ve been thinking. If you really think you’d rather stay in the main building than here with me, then that’s what you should do. As long as you stay.”

“You know what? I think I’m going to give you one of your Christmas presents early.”
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Epilogue 
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“Make it stop.”

A deep male chuckle rumbled behind her as Nick reached over her and hit the snooze button. She snuggled into him, unwilling to leave the warmth and comfort of their bed. 

“Time to get up.”

“No,” she grumbled. 

One of the benefits of freelancing was setting her own hours. And since she was six months ahead on her release schedule, she could afford to sleep in once in a while. Especially since they’d been up half the night, christening their new bedroom. And living room. And kitchen. And office.

“Brutus!” Nick called. “A little help here?”

The sound of heavy paws pounding across the hardwood floor made her lift the covers up over her head. She made it just in time before Brutus began snuffling around, trying to seek her out. When he started clawing at the sheet, she surrendered and revealed herself.

“Why would you do that?” she asked, laughing as she tried unsuccessfully to avoid Brutus’s wet morning kisses. She loved the big mutt almost as much as she loved the man beside her.

“Because Toni and Hunter’s flight will be landing in a few hours, and we said we’d pick them up at the airport.”

The pleasant morning haze dissipated quickly when she sat up and glanced at the clock, confirming the time. “Why didn’t you wake me earlier?”

“I did wake you earlier,” he reminded her.

Right. He had. By sliding into her from behind and treating her to some glorious wake-up sex. It was her favorite way to start the day.

She tossed the covers to the side and moved her legs to get out of bed. “I need a shower.”

“Good idea,” he agreed, his eyes fixed on her ass.

“Oh no, you don’t,” she told him, scooting quickly toward the bathroom. “We’re never going to get there in time if you shower with me.”

His grin was feral. “Yes, we will.”

* * *
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True to his word, they arrived at the airport in time, pulling into the cell phone waiting lot with minutes to spare. 

“I can’t believe you doubted me.” 

“You’re right. I’ll never doubt you again.” 

He had been quick and thorough, and those multiple showerheads had been worth every penny. Her SEAL might enjoy rusticating in the great outdoors, but he also had a penchant for state-of-the-art gadgetry, too. Their newly built cabin was filled with them.

Bree peered through the windshield at a large jet coming in for a landing, suppressing a shiver. “I do not miss flying.”

“Me neither.”

They’d discovered a lot of things they had in common over the last six months as well as plenty of differences that complemented each other and worked to their advantage. For example, while they were both creative, he was more analytical and methodical and she leaned more toward the emotional and impulsive. Together, they made a great team.

Toni and Hunter’s flight arrived without incident. Nick had barely pulled up to the curb before Bree was out, greeting her cousin with a big hug.

“Looks like they missed each other, huh?” Nick said with a smile, offering his hand to Hunter. “I’m Nick.”

“Hunter. And, yeah, I’d say so.”

After loading the bags in the back, Nick deftly maneuvered the vehicle away from the airport. More than once, Toni remarked on the beautiful scenery as they got closer to home. Bree had to agree. She’d thought the same when she first came to the area almost a year earlier. Now, she couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

Once back at Sanctuary, they brought the couple back to their cabin to freshen up and give them a quick tour, and then they took them to the main dining hall to meet the rest of the team and share a special lunch prepared by Kate and Sam.

Hunter jumped at the chance when Nick suggested an ATV ride along the trails while Bree and Toni returned to the cabin for some quiet girl time.

“I’ve really missed you,” Bree said as they stretched out on lounge chairs on the back deck, overlooking the lake. It was one of her favorite spots to be, and not just because it was Nick’s new and improved tactical observation platform. 

“I’ve missed you, too. But it seems like you’ve made some friends here.”

“I have,” Bree confirmed. 

Sam, Sandy, and Kate had been great, making her feel welcome from the get-go and providing plenty of support and encouragement. They’d recently introduced her to Tori McCain, too, who ran the hippotherapy ranch up the road with her husband, Brian, and son. If only Toni lived closer, it would be perfect. 

“It sucks that we live so far away from each other.”

Toni sipped her peach iced tea. “That might not be an issue for much longer.”

“Oh?”

“Hunter’s been offered a position with a major network,” Toni confided, excitement twinkling in her dark eyes. “After we leave here, we’re driving into the city to check things out.”

“Really? That’s awesome!”

“I know, right? I mean, San Diego was great, but I’ll always be a New Yorker at heart.”

Bree felt a wave of guilt wash over her. Toni had gone to California because of her.

“Stop feeling guilty,” Toni admonished without even looking her way. “I’m glad we went to California. It was a great experience, and I never would have met Hunter otherwise. But now, with the network offer and you only two hours away, it’s time for me to come home.”

“What about the Voice?”

“It’s not the same since it was bought out by a bigger fish. There’ve been massive changes. They’re more interested in making money than responsible journalism. They cut the research department by half and sent in their own people to run the office. Fact-checking is now more of an afterthought than a requirement. I’m glad Charlie retired when he did.”

“I received a postcard from him not too long ago.”

“Oh yeah? How’s he doing?”

“Great. He bought a condo in Clearwater and met someone. I think it’s serious, too.”

“Good for him. It’s hard for me to imagine a romantic heart beating beneath that gruff exterior, though.”

Bree laughed. “Oh, he’s got a heart, all right. He just hides it well. I guess I didn’t tell you. Turns out, my assignment to Sanctuary was premeditated.”

“Excuse me?”

“Yep. Viola—she runs the salon in town—let it slip last week when I went in to get my hair done. Charlie is actually her sister-in-law’s godfather’s brother.”

“Her what?”

Bree shook her head. “It’s not important. What is important is that Charlie heard about Sanctuary through the family grapevine, as well as some of the problems they were facing. He sent me out, knowing I’d look beyond the surface and discover the truth—or as close to the truth as possible—without drawing a lot of unnecessary attention.”

“Covert investigative journalism. The sneaky bastard. I love it. And what about you? Are you as happy as you look?”

“More so,” Bree answered honestly. “The blog and the serials are doing great, especially since Sandy created an epic website for me. Plus, I’m living in paradise with my own Navy SEAL, who, by the way, just happens to be a computer genius.” Beside her, Brutus nudged her hand, making her laugh. “And you, too, buddy. Seriously, if there’s such a thing as soul mates, then Nick is mine.”

“I feel the same way about Hunter. We just click, you know?”

Yes, Bree knew. 

“Not bad for a coupla broads from Brooklyn, huh?” Toni said in a thick New York accent.

“Nope,” Bree agreed. “Not bad at all.”

♥ * ♥ * ♥
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Doc’s book is next! Sign up for my newsletter HERE to be the first to know when it will be available. 
In the meantime, want to know more about the Callaghans? Begin your journey to Pine Ridge with Dangerous Secrets. Read on for a preview or click HERE to buy now.
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Ready for Jake?
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Check out this excerpt from Dangerous Secrets, book 1 in the Callaghan Brothers series...
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Jake

The closer Jake got, the stranger he felt. He likened it to an electrical current flowing through his body, which, unfortunately, he had experienced. Comparatively speaking, this more pleasant.

Who had eyes like that? Layered, like a custom paint job. Purplish, with a couple of clear coats of smoky gray on top, the exact hue of the sky moments before a summer thunderstorm. It had to be a trick of the lights, though, because no one actually had eyes like that. Thankfully, there was no trace of the haunted look he’d seen earlier when she’d been peeking through the window like a lost soul, making him think he might have imagined it.

“What was that last order?” he asked, locking his blue gaze with hers.

“Excuse me?”

“The last order I took. What was it?” 

“Oh, come on, Jake,” began his brother Ian, but Jake ignored him. If he was going to let her behind his bar, he had to know she could handle it. 

The woman took a breath. He knew, because his eyes were drawn to the subtle rise and fall of her nicely-endowed chest. 

“Two pints of Killian, one Irish coffee, a Baileys and cream no ice, and two fingers of Grey Goose with a splash of lime.”  

The corners of Jake’s mouth twitched. “What’s the secret to pulling a good draft?”

She appeared to consider his question for a moment, then leaned forward. Jake mimicked the movement, putting his ear within inches of her lips. Even with all the noise, Jake had no trouble hearing her low, quiet-toned answer. “Giving it just the right amount of head.”

The twitch became a full-fledged grin. 

It was a crazy idea. Jake didn’t tolerate just anybody behind his bar. But he was desperate. Plus, for some strange reason, he liked the idea of having her back with him instead of out in the rowdy crowd. Quite a few of the men were already looking at her as if she was a tasty snack. He rationalized the impulse by telling himself he wasn’t doing it for her or even him, for that matter; having someone like that behind the bar was simply good for business. 

“Right,” he said. “You’re hired. Get your ass back here.”

The smile she gave him lit up the entire room, but it quickly faded when she tried to move. He understood the problem immediately: to get where he was, she would have to cross the length of the long bar and around the other end, which, given the current mob, would take about half an hour. She looked at him helplessly.

“Oi, Big John!” Jake barked. “A little help for my new barmaid, please.” 

A huge, bearded man shifted next to her; plate-sized hands circled her waist and she was suddenly suspended over the bar. A host of cheers and catcalls went up in the immediate vicinity as Jake grabbed her out of the air and brought her down on the other side. 

Jake was stricken by yet another strange sensation as his hands closed around her waist. It was like hitting the sweet spot on a baseball bat, or releasing the perfect three-point shot, knowing it was going to be a total swish without even having to look. And his thumbs didn’t skim the underside of her breasts. They didn’t. Because if they did, he’d have to think about how full and firm they were against his fingers, and that would be bad...

♥ * ♥ * ♥
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Click HERE to get Dangerous Secrets now!
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Connect with Abbie
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Connect with Abbie on social media and your favorite book-centric sites:

Facebook

Zanders Clan Reader Group

Instagram

Goodreads

Amazon

BookBub

––––––––
[image: image]

Sign up for Abbie’s newsletter today! You’ll not only get advance notice of new releases, sales, giveaways, contests, fun facts, and other great things each month, you’ll also get a free book just for signing up, access to exclusive bonus content not available anywhere else, and be automatically entered for a chance to win a gift card every month, simply for reading it! 
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SIGN ME UP! 
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