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    Liam


    New Year’s Eve.


    From our vantage high atop the secluded lookout point, all of San Francisco glittered at Ella’s feet. I’d draped her in damn near a million bucks’ worth of sapphires and diamonds. The size of the engagement ring I’d slipped on her finger was obscene. None of that meant shit compared to the price I’d paid in giving her my heart. She claimed to love me, but how could she have let me propose, only to announce she’s already married to another man?


    Her words had pierced me.


    They’d hit with shocking clarity, driving me to my knees.


    The year after Mom’s murder—I refused to call her death a suicide, considering my father might as well have crammed those pills in her mouth—a tornado skipped through our town with the capricious whim of a child’s pull-string top. I remember waking the morning after the storm to sadly find our home still in place—even though the living had stopped long before, when Mom’s dead eyes no longer held desperation, but quiet satisfaction. Finally, after years of my father’s abuse, she’d been freed. But I was still there. Barely twelve. Riding my bike with my best friend, Owen, between fallen limbs that transformed our usually quiet street into a slalom. We traveled miles, following the twister’s path through muggy May heat that promised more storms. The wreckage was the housing equivalent of a battlefield, leaving paralyzed stares and buildings with missing limbs. Doc Hallburn’s red Caddy tottered like an upside-down turtle in Carl Mack Jr.’s pond. A gator sidled alongside it, although, to be fair, in hindsight, it might’ve been an old log. Missy, from fourth-period English, stood outside in her nightgown and pink cowboy boots, softly crying while volunteer firemen shimmied a limp noodle of the man who used to be her father out from beneath their fallen magnolia. I first wondered why he’d been out in the yard during the storm. I then envied Missy for having her dad die instead of her mom. We stopped at the end of that block for Owen to catch his breath and eat a Snickers. I rested alongside a telephone pole, leaning against it, breathing in the acrid creosote. I looked up to see a rain-dimpled photocopied picture of Jingles—a lost basset hound. Right above that, just past the duct tape holding the sign in place, had been single piece of straw—maybe even a weed?


    I didn’t know or care.


    All I remembered now, with clarity so striking that I still saw steam rising from the blacktop and smelled the cloying sweetness of row upon row of Opal Tinctor’s smashed peach preserves rotting in the sun, was the way that lone piece of straw had held the power to pierce that telephone pole.


    Like a bullet, it had stabbed clear through.


    Right now, with cold, damp earth seeping through my pants, dragging me back to the childhood I’d never wanted, that straw was no longer sticking out of a pole, but my heart.


    How had I not seen this coming?


    On some level, I’d known Ella—my Ella—still legally wore another man’s vows. I’d almost questioned her about the way she’d referred to him as her husband in the present tense. Instead, I’d followed my cock instead of logic. Rather than having her background checked nine ways to Sunday, I’d mooned over her with enough theatrics for her to have been some unobtainable, movie-star crush. Stupid. I’d known what we’d shared was too good to last.


    “Liam?” she asked. Her voice sounded far away, as if the moments between my proposal and her proclamation had twisted time and the very earth beneath us until we now occupied our own islands, separated by shark-infested waters and vast, rolling banks of acrid fog.


    I hated her.


    I loved her.


    “Liam, you’re bleeding.”


    I’d clenched her ring so hard that I’d cut my palm. Blood trailed down my wrists and over the stupid sapphire cuff links I’d bought on a whim when selecting her jewelry because they’d matched her blueberry eyes. Blood stained my starched white shirt.


    Kneeling alongside me, she coaxed open my fist, taking the biting bauble. She tucked it into my shirt’s chest pocket before removing my tux coat from her shoulders to wrap one sleeve around my hand. She bundled the rest, wrapping and tucking until it became a black hornet’s nest growing off of my appendage.


    “Instead of the party,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone, “let’s have your driver take us to the beach house. It’s been such a busy day—busy week,” she tacked on a chatty titter, “wouldn’t it be nice to ring in the new year on our own? We can make popcorn and watch a movie—anything you want. Oh—and we need to stop off for ice cream. We can’t have a party without ice cream.”


    Was she even listening to herself? Why wouldn’t she stop this incessant babble?


    “If you think about it, we have so much to be thankful for, and I really deep-down believe this year’s going to be great. You’ll keep growing your empire, and I’m going to start those online classes.”


    “Stop.”


    “You don’t want ice cream?”


    I don’t want you. Your complications. Your fucked-up past.


    Only, that would be a lie, because even though I knew she was bad for me—like popping an Ambien, then downing a few fingers of scotch—even if I washed my hands of her tonight, come morning, she’d still be in my head.


    I didn’t want to just marry her, I wanted to possess her.


    “Liam, please…talk to me.”


    “What the hell am I supposed to say? I don’t commit. You know that. So when I gave you my ring, it kind of meant something. Where do you get off, keeping a bombshell like this? If I hadn’t been dim-witted enough to propose, would you have ever told me?”


    “Yes—no…ma[image: ]ybe.”


    “Maybe?” At that, I had to laugh. “Christ, I’ve gotta get out of here. Away from you.”


    “No, Liam, you don’t. Nothing has to change. I’ll wear your ring. Now that I’ve had time to think about it, I’ve got the perfect solution. Don’t marry Ella, but Julie Smith. She’s single and ready to mingle.” Her forced cheer turned my stomach. “Perfect, right? We kill Ella. Blaine never has to know. With all your money, you could actually do that, right? Fake Ella’s death?”


    “Yeah…That’s not gonna work.” My legs cramped, so I awkwardly stood, turning away from her, because even though her so-called solution was so ludicrous I couldn’t bear seeing her hopeful expression, a part of me wanted to agree. She’d gazed at me all wide-eyed and eager—like my kitten anticipating a treat. As if somewhere in the time since refusing my proposal and now, she’d developed a split personality and didn’t remember the terror she’d shown moments ago. I was beyond pissed to even be in this situation—not only at her for not telling me sooner, but at myself for not having asked. This whole issue was stupid. But not impossible. “Look…” I forced a deep breath. “First thing in the morning, I’m going to get Garrett on this. He’ll file the necessary documents and get the ball rolling. But now…” I shook my head. I didn’t want to leave her, but in the same respect, I didn’t trust myself to be with her and keep my hands off her. I needed space to process what just happened. How what was supposed to have been the best night of my life—our lives—had disintegrated into a nightmare.


    “Just like that? You’re breaking your promise?”


    I arched my head back and sighed.


    “Funny, how when you said you’d never leave me, I trusted you. Now, I know you’re no different from anyone else I’ve ever loved.”


    She started walking, tottering on the packed dirt road, and I let her.


    I literally felt frozen. What had she expected? How was I supposed to react upon learning she was still married to a guy twisted enough to have carved a message on her tits? He was fucked. I was fucked. Hell, we were all fucked.


    Her crystal-coated gown caught the moonlight.


    When she tripped, she fell like a lightning bug stripped of her wings.


    I could no more leave her sitting alone and crying in the dirt than I could pretend I’d soon forget her. How could I, when she’d become part of me?


    I jogged her way, kneeling alongside her. “I’m sorry. But finding out you’re still legally tied to a monster? It’s not okay.”


    She nodded. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


    “I know, but realistically, what did you think would happen? Where did you think we were headed?”


    “I don’t know—I just thought we were together. Why can’t we be a couple without marriage? Why is it even a big deal? You said you don’t commit.”


    True. Which was exactly why this was a huge deal—because she’d turned me upside down and inside out and I couldn’t stand it. She’d emotionally stripped me naked and raw and here I was, left struggling to find my way—only, she was my way. My everything.


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Stop. I know you didn’t plan this.” Honestly, I’d never even planned on proposing. But then I’d also never seen myself developing an obsession, and, like it or not, that’s what Ella had become. “Not gonna lie—this situation sucks, but it is what it is. Garrett will handle it.” I took her hands, drawing her to her feet. “How’s the ankle?”


    “Good,” she said with a grim-faced nod.


    “Need me to carry you?”


    “I…can—walk.” Her words tumbled haphazard like falling leaves. I wasn’t convinced, so I called the driver.


    In the moments before the limo returned, I took her left hand, drawing down her glove. When it was off, I shoved it in my pants pocket. I unwrapped my jacket from my palm to find my cut had stopped bleeding. I tucked the jacket under my arm, then put Ell’s ring where it belonged. “Here’s how this is going down. We’re going to continue as if this talk never happened. We’re going to enjoy our night—our engagement—and in the morning, Garrett will make your ugly marriage go away.”


    The limo approached, washing us in the headlights’ harsh glare.


    The driver should have found us in an embrace. Instead, Ell and I stood like strangers. After slipping my ring on her finger, I couldn’t even bring myself to hold her hand. None of this was her fault, so why couldn’t I let it go? Why did my body feel heavy with the sensation of having been duped?


    I helped her into the car.


    Seated alongside her, I texted Carol to meet us at the suite I’d reserved at The Fairmont with a fresh tux for me and dress for Ella. Then I sat back and brooded.


    We sat a couple of feet apart.


    I wanted her on my lap.


    She stared straight ahead, twisting my ring as if it were a prayer bead. The set of her mouth was grim.


    I asked, “What’re you thinking?”


    She shook her head.


    “Talk to me.”


    “I can’t.” As if proving her point, she refused to even look my way.


    “Seriously?” I sighed.


    Twist, twist, twist she went with my ring.


    “Why are you pissed at me? What the hell did I do—other than try to give you a happy ending?”


    “God—how can you not get it?” She covered her face with her hands. “You don’t know my husband—what he’s capable of doing. You say you want to give me a happy ending as if Garrett has a magic wand, but it won’t be that simple. When Blaine said he’d kill me before letting me go, he meant it.”


    I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “Look, I get that this guy hurt you. I understand you’re afraid of rocking his boat, but babe,” I grasped her wrists, pulling her hands from her face to take them in mine, “I promise you—promise—that in me, this guy has more than met his match. No matter what, I’ll protect you.”


    She shook her head. Streetlights reflected in the silent tears streaming down her cheeks.


    “You think I can’t protect you?” The mere thought hurt deep in my soul. A woman needed to feel protected. I wanted to save Ella from her husband the way I hadn’t been able to save my mom.


    “You don’t know him. He carved a note into my skin. He’s sick—sick in a way I don’t think you can even comprehend.”


    Oh—I knew sickness. I’d lived with it. My dad was—still is—a sick fuck. But she was right in the fact that I’d never done direct battle with someone not right in the head. So what? Did that mean I couldn’t take him on? Not a chance. Once I got through with him, the guy would fold like a cheap camp chair.


    “I’m not only afraid of him hurting me, but you.”


    “Never going to happen.” I cupped her cheeks, brushing her tears with my thumbs. “Trust me, a few months from now, your marriage will be nothing more than a bad dream.”


    “I-I want to believe you. But—and please don’t be offended—your way of dealing with problems is to throw money at them until they go away. Blaine has lots of cash. How do you fight a guy who’s immune to your most powerful weapon?”


    Good question. But I’d figure it out.
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    Ella


    “O-M-G!” On the elevator ride to our suite at The Fairmont, Carol grabbed my left hand, then inspected my ring. “Are you kidding me? This isn’t a ring, but a golf ball.”


    The driver had dropped us at a private garage entrance, where Garrett met Liam. The two of them had taken off, with Liam promising to meet me in an hour so we could make our grand entrance to the party.


    “Did he propose to you on the ride over? Why aren’t you more excited? I never saw this coming—like, never.”


    “Yeah…” I managed with a faint, breathless chuckle while she hit the button for the eighth floor. “Me, neither.”


    We finally emerged to enter an elegant foyer. Black and white checkered marble tiles echoed our footsteps, and the air smelled of power, old money and faint ghosts of pricey perfume. Carol led the way to a living room, and I couldn’t help but wonder how different this trek might have been had Liam never given me his ring. I wanted him, but in the same breath, I wanted nothing to do with the potentially lethal task of divorcing Blaine. Of course, Liam felt he could handle my husband as simply as if I were nothing more than a company he wished to acquire, but my gut told me Blaine would hold true to his vow to never let me go. More than anything, I prayed that Garrett was able to obtain my divorce as simply as buying a box of crackers. For all I knew, Blaine wasn’t just over me, but had already moved on to his newest victim.


    Carol presided over a tall rack of long gowns. “One of these days, you’ll have to tell me the story of how you and Liam showed up looking like such a hot mess, but until then, pick something new.”


    I stood dumbfounded, still in the suite’s foyer, so deep into my fear that my ankles felt trapped in black mud into which I was only sinking deeper. Tonight was supposed to have been the best night of my life. Sting was scheduled to sing. At this moment, Liam and I should be dancing, twirling among the beautiful people, because we are the beautiful people—at least we used to be. Now, he was just another rich guy and I was another dead girl.


    “Ella?” Carol approached. “You okay?”


    I nodded. Shook my head. Then covered my face with my hands when I started to cry. Blaine would kill us both. It was only a matter of time.


    “Hey…” She rushed to me, drawing me into a hug while fear shrouded me in black. “You’re marrying the most eligible bachelor on earth besides Prince Harry. What could possibly be wrong?”


    I somehow presented her with not just the night’s highlight reel, but the sobering facts of my innermost identity. I told her about my ugly scars and how Liam might say he would still marry me after Blaine granted me a divorce, but what happened when that day never came? What happened when he realized my husband teetered between psychopath and murderer?


    “Holy shit,” Carol said when I was done.


    She took my right hand, leading me to a sofa upholstered in cream. I had tunnel vision, and the rest of the suite was blocked from my view. Much like my suddenly dark future, I could only see a few feet ahead. On my left hand, Liam’s ring burned cold like dry ice. It served as a catalyst launching the beginning of our end.


    “Okay…” She forced a breath, dragging me down alongside her. She tucked some flyaway hair behind my ears, then held the tips of my cold fingers. “Here’s what we’re going to do. Mimi and Rocco will be here any second to work their magic all over again. Until then, you’re going to take a couple of these…” I watched her move as if she were on TV. As if her actions took place on a separate plane from mine. She reached for a jeweled evening bag she must have set on the coffee table earlier, then popped it open. She withdrew a silver box that couldn’t have been over a square inch in size. She opened that, removed two pretty, peach-toned pills, placed them in the cup of her palm, then closed the box and tossed it back in her purse. Then she was rising, towering over me and leaving me alone. But I didn’t want to be alone. I might have cried out, but couldn’t remember. I heard running water and maybe the suite’s door open and then close. Voices. So many voices. Was Blaine’s among them? I didn’t know. I just couldn’t be sure.


    She was back. “Open your mouth.”


    In went the pretty pills.


    “Drink.”


    Cool, smooth glass touched my lips, then water kissed me and I embraced its flow.


    “There you go. In a few minutes, everything’s going to be better. You’re going to realize Liam loves you, and he will never let this creep harm you again, okay?”


    Though I nodded, I didn’t believe her.


    “Garrett’s a rabid pit bull—a bastard through and through—but honey, he’s now fighting for you. Your husband doesn’t stand a chance against him. Take deep breaths and smile, knowing you’re beyond safe. Under Liam’s protection, you’re untouchable. Like a precious jewel tucked into a soft bulletproof case. Do you believe me?”


    Not entirely, but I nodded.


    I’m not sure what happened next. I remember her tugging me to my feet and leading me to a chair. My friends Mimi and Rocco were there, fussing over my shoes, makeup and hair. Those pretty pills blossomed inside me, radiating goodness and light until I was chugging champagne, but Carol was harping at me to sip. I was once again standing, and my superhero beauty team peeled off my soiled blue dress. They helped shimmy me into a new one. It was white—glor[image: ]ious, healing white—with hundreds of luminous crystals gifting me with special powers.


    I looked at myself in a mirror. The sapphires ringing my neck matched my eyes.


    My precious Liam had done that, I remembered. He was so clever. Truly, he was my best friend. I loved him to a frightening degree. It couldn’t even be healthy to love a man as much as I did him, but what else could I do?


    A few minutes or maybe a few hours or even days later, he was there, casting me in the light of his perilously slow, sexy grin. “My beauty…”


    I smiled. “I love you. Carol and Mimi and Rocco made me pretty.”


    “They sure did.”


    I gave him a hug.


    Carol said, “She’s had Xanax and a smidge of champagne. She probably shouldn’t have more.”


    “Agreed.” Liam kissed the top of my pretty head. “Thanks, Carol—ever[image: ]yone. You saved my ass big time, and I won’t forget it. Carol, if you’d be so kind, please add a one plus four zeroes to all three of your accounts. I can take it from here.”


    “Th-thanks. You sure you’ll be okay?” she asked.


    “Absolutely.” He’d slipped his arm low around my waist, holding me close just like Carol said he would, as if I were precious and under his protection.


    I snuggled against him, smiling, smiling. I remembered just a little while ago being scared, but now, I couldn’t remember why. And that was okay. Good. Great.


    “Ready?” he asked.


    I looked up at him but couldn’t find my words. He was so beautiful that all I could do was smile. His hair looked a mess and that achingly familiar chunk had fallen over his left eye. I reached up to smooth it back, happily drowning in his gaze of emerald green.


    “Christ, Carol, how much Xanax did you give her?”


    “Enough. She was in a bad way.”


    “What’d she tell you?”


    Carol winced. “Everything.”


    I heard my two best friends talking about me, but I didn’t care—couldn’t care. It was as if my ability to worry had somehow been shut off. Only, where was Nathan? And Willow? Because they were my best friends too.


    There was more talking and talking, and then my handsome prince swept me out of the room.


    “Ready for this?” he asked in front of an elevator.


    “I’m ready for you to kiss me.”


    He laughed. Then did just that.


    Clinging to him while he pressed his lips to mine, I became invincible. I could do anything. Be anyone. I would soon be Liam’s wife. His wife. Every night I would fall asleep beside him and every morning wake to his smile. The light he created inside me swelled until my eyes teared again from the sheer anticipation of our happiness still to come.


    The elevator opened with an elegant swish. I giggled.


    “What’s so funny?” Liam asked while ushering me aboard.


    “I just had the best idea.”


    “Yeah?” He pressed a button.


    “What if this fancy elevator wanted to marry your super-chill beach elevator and then we had a double wedding?”


    He eyed me for a long minute, then smiled. “No more champagne for you.”
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    Liam


    Ella’s beauty took my breath away. I wished I could forever freeze this moment, locking the two of us safely inside this cocoon. But the door all too soon opened, and I steered her with my hand on the small of her back into the party’s throbbing core.


    I’d been to The Fairmont’s ballroom many times for many occasions, but this was my first time feeling a palpable excitement. Garrett had assured me that when Ella filed under grounds of cruel and inhuman treatment, obtaining her divorce would be no big deal. Since I had no reason to doubt his expertise in all things legal, I believed him that her case would be before a judge in sixty days. I knew Ell was scared, but it was my job to reassure her. Starting tonight—now—she’d become a card-carrying member of my world. The idea hit as both a shock to my system and a balm. Other than, I suppose, Owen, I hadn’t been part of a true family since my mother died. To know that from now until forever Ella would always be by my side was a heady rush.


    Her divorce would be nothing more than a speed bump we’d need to roll over.


    “Everything’s so shiny,” she said, her blue eyes wide while taking in the view. The vast room appeared to have been dusted in shimmering gold, from the balloons dangling from the ceiling to the elaborate orchid centerpieces gracing the tables. Onstage, Seal sang about roses, and laughing couples danced and sipped from champagne flutes and mingled with friends. Sting wasn’t scheduled to play for another hour. “Oooh, I love this song!” Ella took my hand, towing me onto the dance floor. Garrett had taken me to his apartment, where he cleaned the cut in my palm and found a Band-Aid to slap on.


    I wouldn’t say he was happy about my decision to marry, but he did concede that marriage was preferable to my usual contracts.


    I wanted to share our news with Owen and Natalie, but it could wait. At ten, the night was young and filled with possibilities. I settled my hands low on Ell’s hips, and she twined her arms around my neck, resting her cheek against my chest.


    “I love you,” she said on the heels of a happy sigh.


    “Love you, too.” Back in the elevator, I’d wanted to freeze time, but I changed my mind. I’d rather freeze this moment. Holding her made my heart sing. The two of us felt right in a way nothing had in a very long time. As we swayed to the music, I breathed her in. She smelled different—of lush perfume with deep, sweet floral undertones. When we’d first met, her scent had been simple. Clean. Now, my senses didn’t know her, but my body did. With her pressed against me, warming me, electrifying me, my every nerve ending came alive. I wanted her here—now. My cock ached, and I slid my hands to her ass, cinching her still closer, desperate to ease the pressure.


    “Mmm…” she teased. “Is that a flashlight in your pocket, or are you happy to see me?”


    I groaned when she cupped the source of my pleasurable pain. “Babe…”


    When I closed my eyes, her Olive Garden stunt came rushing back. Too bad for me, there wasn’t a corner booth in sight.


    “Want to go back upstairs?” She peered up at me with her big blue eyes and I was lost. Hell, yes. I’d go anywhere with her.


    “Come on…” Her smile rocked my world. When she held out her hand to me, I took it.


    This time, she drew me through the crowd. Even from behind she was hot. She wore her long, dark hair up, exposing her neck’s elegant column. Her tight ass would be the death of me. Her long, white dress shimmered, and the high slit teased me with glimpses of her calves and the backs of her thighs.


    I swallowed hard, willing her to hurry.


    “Liam! Stop! I can’t run in these heels.” A glance over my shoulder showed Owen’s wife, Natalie, charging up behind me.


    I groaned. Of course, I’d wanted to see her and Owen, but not now.


    “Where are you off to in such a hurry, and who’s your friend?”


    Ella turned to greet Nat. She extended her hand and delivered a little too bright of a smile. Clearly, she still carried the buzz from Carol’s happy pills, but considering the night’s previous events, that was no doubt a good thing. “Hi, I’m Julie. Liam asked me to marry him. Look at my ring!”


    “Wow…That’s gorgeous. Congratula[image: ]tions.” I cringed when the look on Nat’s face read part shock, part amusement and curiosity—not necessarily in that order. To me, she said, “Owen mentioned you were seeing someone, but I had no idea you were this serious.”


    “We’re very serious,” Ella relayed. “I’m still married, but Garrett’s going to help me fix that. For the record, I can’t stand him—Garrett, I mean. I looove my Liam—but if Garrett helps me out of this bind, I might—might—give him a second chance.”


    Natalie nodded. “I suppose that makes sense.”


    “There you are.” Owen stepped alongside her, bearing two dessert-laden plates. “Why’d you run off?”


    Natalie grasped Ella’s left hand, practically wagging it under his nose. “Look! Did you know about this?”


    He grinned, setting the plates on a nearby table before patting my back and shaking my hand. “I’ll be damned. For once, you actually followed my advice.” He turned to my fiancée. “Ella, welcome to the family.”


    Natalie said, “Wait—I thought your name was Julie?”


    Ella opened her mouth, but I kissed her quiet.


    “That’s her nickname,” I said as a cover for Ella’s snafu.


    “Julie?” Natalie wrinkled her nose. “No offense, but Liam, she’s hot. Couldn’t you think of anything more endearing?”


    I shrugged.


    Ella beamed, proudly displaying her ring. “Look what Liam gave me. Did you know we’re engaged?”


    Owen didn’t even try hiding a smile. “I see someone’s ringing in the New Year with plenty of bubbly?”


    Ella politely covered a yawn. “Carol gave me pretty pills that made me feel sooo much better.”


    Natalie’s eyes grew to the size of the mini quiche hors d’oeuvres.


    “She’s kidding,” I said, landing a light swat on my soon-to-be bride’s behind. “Aren’t you?”


    “No?” She scrunched her adorable button nose. “I really do feel better, and I’m going to ask Carol for more pretty pills.”


    I released a tight laugh. “Okay, well, let’s get back up to the room, and maybe we can find her.”


    “But I wanna hear Sting.”


    “I think you’d be better off with a nap.”


    “But how else am I ever going to hear Sting?”


    “I’ll hire him for your birthday.”


    “You can do that?” Her eyes shone with anticipation.


    I had to kiss her, and I didn’t care who saw. “Babe, I can do anything. All you have to do is ask, and I’ll give you literally anything you could ever want.”


    She grinned before wrapping me in a hug. “I love you.”


    Owen scowled. “Pouring it on a bit thick?”


    “You know what I mean,” I said over her head.


    A big band had taken over for Seal, and the brassy swagger pounded my head.


    Natalie linked her arm with her husband’s. “Leave him alone. And why haven’t you ever hired Sting to sing at my birthday?”


    “Whoa—don’t turn this around on me.” Owen reached for one of their dessert plates and popped a truffle into his mouth.


    “Liam,” Natalie said above the raucous tune, “I’d love to have you and Ella over for dinner soon, so we can talk.”


    I wasn’t sure if that was a good idea. What would Ella’s mood be once she sobered? Would she carry through with her streak of happy optimism, fully trusting in me to handle whatever her husband threw our way, or would she once again succumb to fear?


    
      —
    


    The suite’s quiet elegance served as a palate-cleanser for my mind.


    I dismissed the servants for the night, then drew Ella into the master bedroom of the six-thousand-square-foot space. Only the bedside lamps were on, and the somber lighting spoke of the rich history of this place. “Did you know JFK slept in this bed?”


    “Really?” She’d perched on an ivory-toned chaise.


    I nodded while one by one slipping off her heels. “Prince Charles was here. Elton John. Mick Jagger…”


    “Mmm…” She arched her head back and smiled. “Everybody’s so famous.”


    “That’s right.” On my knees before her, I leaned closer, kissing the elegant curve of her neck. “Just like us.” Together, we’d live out our lives as American royalty.


    “Has Sting slept here?”


    “Maybe…” I trailed my lips higher, up her throat and under her chin.


    “Why isn’t he here tonight? He’s way more famous than me.”


    “True,” I said with a chuckle, “but he doesn’t have as much money as me. Since the two of us will only be celebrating our engagement this one night, I figured we needed the suite more than him.”


    “Want to ask him to share?”


    I reached around her to unzip her sleeveless white dress. “Not especially.” I kissed one of her mounded breasts, then the other. “Is it selfish for me to want you all for myself?”


    She giggled when I drew her dress down to her waist. “That tickles.”


    Her flesh-toned, back-laced corset sprung my cock back to attention.


    She yawned. “I’m so sleepy.”


    “I’ll bet, but do me a favor and stand up for just a sec so I can get your dress all the way off.”


    After she’d followed my request, I tugged her dress down, leaving it pooled on the rug.


    I stood, gently spinning her around to untie her corset’s laces. I wanted her so bad I hurt, but even more than I needed release from the urges she’d unwittingly created, I needed her to know my highest priority was her well-being. Right now, she was in no shape for making our mark on this famous bed. She needed a long, healing sleep.


    With her corset removed, she shivered, smiling glassy-eyed while crossing her arms over her scarred breasts. “You’re the only person who will ever see me like this.”


    “Good.” Atop the dresser, wrapped in a wide satin bow, were the sapphire-blue silk lounging pajamas I’d earlier ordered. I grabbed them, then returned to where Ella still stood. I knelt before her with the bottoms, helping her insert one foot, then the other. “Guess I should’ve gotten you some underwear.”


    “Why are you even dressing me? I thought we were going to…” There she went again with her giggle, accompanied by a charming blush. “You know.”


    “We were—and we will. But right now, let’s rest.” With her PJ bottoms on and the drawstring pulled about her waist, I fit her arms into the top’s sleeves, then buttoned the front, only I got the buttons uneven and had to start over.


    “You’re bad at this,” she noted.


    “True.” But hey, I was trying to be a gentleman. She deserved the best of everything I had to offer, and for the rest of my life, I’d devote myself to making her smile. She was my prize. My most cherished possession.


    After covering another yawn, she said, “When do we get to see Sting?”


    “Your birthday. When is it?”


    “July seventeenth. Don’t forget.”


    “I won’t.”


    Her eyelids hung so heavy that she seemed to have a tough time standing.


    “Need me to carry you to the bed?”


    “I can do it, but don’t leave me alone, okay?”


    “Okay.”


    “Promise?”


    I raised my right hand. “I, Liam Stone, hereby promise to never let you, soon-to-be-Mrs.-Ella-Stone, ever again sleep by herself.” I tugged back the covers, tossing the throw pillows to a nearby armchair. “Is that an acceptable pledge?” I asked while she crawled into the bed.


    “Uh-huh…” The moment her head hit the pillow, her eyes drifted closed.


    I cupped my hand to her cheek, drinking in the sight of her. Long, sooty lashes and creamy skin. Her smattering of freckles that the makeup artist showcased rather than tried to hide. Her dark hair was still in an elegant upsweep, and I’d forgotten to remove her necklace, earrings and ring. If she was awake, she’d probably want her makeup off, too, but the last thing I wanted was for her to wake with me hovering over her with a wet washcloth. I took one last look, then turned off her bedside lamp.


    I took a quick shower. Brushed my teeth. Pulled on fresh boxers, then joined my fiancée in the bed.


    Smiling while turning off my bedside lamp, my chest suddenly swelled with joy.


    Yes, we’d have a brief rough patch in getting past Ella’s divorce, but after that, nothing could hurt us. Being with her made me feel as if anything were possible. She made my past accomplish[image: ]ments pale in comparison to our shining future.


    From outside rose the muted sound of horns honking and the crack of fireworks.


    I’d forgotten it was New Year’s Eve.


    I slid to Ella’s side of the bed, spooning her, kissing the crown of her head. “I love you, sweetheart. Happy New Year. For the rest of your life, I promise you’ll never want for anything. I’ll protect you and cherish you and make you the most contented woman in the world.”


    Of course, since she was already lightly snoring, she didn’t answer, but that was okay.


    In my heart, where it mattered, I knew she’d do the same for me.


    The bond we shared was special. Unbreakable. Soon, her monster of a husband would recognize that in me, he’d find a formidable opponent. If he so much as gave me a shred of resistance in making Ella permanently, legally mine, I’d make his life a living hell.
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    Ella


    I woke to diffused sun and a killer view of Liam’s abs.


    I had a faint headache, but overriding that, my smile bubbled from an unexplored place. Somewhere I’d dreamt about, but never dared hope to find. The euphoric side effect of Carol’s happy pills had worn off, but in its place was an unflappable confidence in Liam to protect me through this storm.


    If he knew my divorce would be no big deal, then I did, too. It was that simple. Life alongside Liam made everything shiny and new. I no longer had problems, but opportunities. As if my innermost wishes grew on a magical tree, all I had to do was reach up and pluck them for them to be true.


    In the light of day, Liam’s ring was out of control. The square-cut diamond was almost the size of a Chiclet, and the setting was an ornate platinum swirl. It was heavy, but I liked the weight. It would serve as a constant reminder of Liam’s love.


    I sat up in the bed to admire him. As usual, his messy dirty-blond hair fell over his left eye. It hadn’t been that long ago when I’d only dreamt of being close enough to him to brush it away. Now I had permission to do it whenever I wanted.


    I could also kiss him when I wanted, so I did just that, pressing my lips to his pecs and shoulders and throat until he was stirring and groaning, and then I was cupping his shoulders, pinning him down, kissing him in a rush of pent-up fear and elation and nerves until all of that went away, only to feed my hunger for more of him. It was no longer enough to be alongside him. I straddled him, and he slipped his hands into my hair, tugging at the leftover pins until it tumbled around us, tenting our kiss in moist heat.


    Between my legs, he grew hard and bucked against my core.


    I couldn’t get out of my pajama bottoms fast enough, and together, we dragged and pulled until baring the parts of our bodies that were in greatest need.


    When he reached for my top, I brushed him away. “Leave it on.”


    “Ell…” He fell back against the pillows. “Why? It’s not like I don’t know what’s there.”


    “Congratul[image: ]ations. But now that you know, I’d prefer not to see my scars.”


    “Babe…”


    “Never mind. I shouldn’t have even started anything when I’m already late for work.”


    “That’s bullshit.” I’d scrambled to the edge of the bed, but he pulled me back. The bandage on his palm felt rough against my forearm. I’d forgotten that he’d cut himself on my ring. “You’re not getting me all jacked up, then leaving. Finish what you started.”


    “No. I don’t even want you anymore.”


    “Liar.” He knew me too well. He braced his bandaged palm against my cheek, sliding his fingers into my hair. “You know you want me.”


    “No.”


    He rose to kiss me. “Yes.”


    I wanted to fight him, but why? We both knew he was right. I drew his palm to my lips, kissing his bandage. I hated that he’d hurt himself from grasping what was supposed to have been the ultimate symbol of our love. It still was, but because of my emotional baggage, our love, our ring, felt tainted. Guilt swirled in putrid waves all the way up to my neck until I was almost once again drowning, but I forced a deep breath and broke free. If Liam could forgive me, I could also forgive myself. This circumstance wasn’t easy, but it was what it was. We’d work through this just like everything else. “Did you tell me last night that JFK slept in this bed?”


    “And Mick Jagger.”


    “Holy shit…”


    “Exactly.”


    “What’re you planning to do that could compete with those two legends?”


    “Wait—now you do want me?”


    “Maybe a little. But I’m still mad.”


    “You’re also half-naked.” He undid my top button.


    “Stop.” I gave him a light swat. “I’m serious. You might be okay with what he did, but I’m not.”


    “Okay, whoa.” He bolted upright. “Let’s get one thing straight. I will never be okay with what that monster did, but that doesn’t affect how I feel about you. Don’t you get it? You’re beautiful to me—all of you. Even your scars. Hell—espec[image: ]ially your scars, because the fact that you allowed me close enough to see them is important. How many other guys have you let that close?”


    “None.”


    “Exactly.” He tucked his hand beneath my chin, urging me to meet his emerald gaze. “That’s my point. What happened to you, as life-changing as it was, that’s in the past. If your scars make you uncomfortable, then fine—I’ll make love to you all day with you wearing your shirt. But please know that’s your hang-up and not mine. I think you’re the most gorgeous, exotic, wondrous woman in the world. To me, you’re perfect.”


    How did he always know the right thing to say?


    My throat tight, I twined my arms around him, burying my face in the curve of his neck. I loved him so much it hurt. What would I ever do without him? Thank God, the weight of his ring assured me I’d never need to know.


    He nudged me against the pillows and I fell in slow motion with my arms around his neck, pulling him along for the ride. When his lips touched mine, every inch of me sang. When we’d first met, I used to equate the pure, simple joy he spun in me with a soaring Frisbee, but now? I imagined a vast choir hitting the perfect harmonious chord, voices and arms uplifted toward the sky.


    His soul and skin were bared to me, and I wanted to give him the same. He was right. My scars were my past, and he was my bright and shining future.


    I whispered with words ragged with emotion, “C-could you please take off my top?”


    “You sure?”


    I nodded.


    He was once again easing up, and though without his reassuring weight I felt bereft, I watched as he unfastened first one button, then another until the part in the cool, soft silk fell open and he was skimming his palm along my abdomen, bobbing his head low to kiss my navel, and then leaning back to take me in. “You’re beautiful.”


    “So are you…” That chunk of hair had fallen over his left eye and I swept it back, only as usual, it once again fell, which only made me smile. His hair, like the man himself, was untamable, but that was okay. I loved that I was never quite sure what he’d do. But from now on, his every move would include me.


    He leaned close, angling his lips atop mine. I closed my eyes, gliding my fingertips along his sides, and he was once again on top of me with his urgency nudging between my legs.


    I was wet, hungry to feel him inside.


    He slipped his hands between my legs, but I didn’t want part of him. I greedily wanted him all.


    Shaking my head, I put my hands on his hips, guiding him where I wanted.


    “Are you sure you’re ready?” he asked with a tender look of concern.


    I nodded. I spread my legs, bucking up to meet him.


    With his gaze carrying mine, he eased in, filling me, completing me, kissing me.


    Eyes closed, I abandoned myself to pure sensation, relishing his rain of kisses across my breasts. His love cleansed me. His every thrust purified me, healed me and made me whole.


    He laved one hard nipple, then the other, and when he sucked, I couldn’t catch my breath from the electric, yet all in the same beat languid, draw.


    He pumped harder and I rose into him, pressing my fingertips into his ass, urging him faster, harder, deeper. When he reached low to tweak my cleft, I lost it, crying out in pleasure, not caring if I brought the whole hotel running. My orgasm made me feel as if for just those precious few moments I were flying, no longer restrained by mortal ties.


    He stiffened and groaned, flowing inside me. I didn’t care that he hadn’t worn a condom. What was the worst that could happen? I got pregnant with his son or daughter? That wouldn’t be a curse, but a blessing. Once we were married, I couldn’t think of anything I’d rather be than the perfect wife to him and mother to our children.


    “I’ve never seen that smile.” He kissed me, smoothing my tangle of long hair back from my forehead.


    “That’s because I’ve never been this happy. You’re like a drug I can’t get enough of.”


    “Uh-huh…” He rolled onto his back, casting me a sexy sideways grin. “Am I better than the candy Dr. Carol administered?”


    “Way better,” I assured him. “I could lounge in this bed with you forever, only if that clock’s right, in thirty minutes I’ll be late to work.”


    “Quit.”


    “Liam…”


    “What? How is you working in Sausalito going to be practical when you’ll be splitting your time between the Palo Alto house and the beach and, hell—the world?”


    “Why can’t I borrow your helicopter?” I asked with a sweet smile while batting my eyelashes.


    “For starters, it’d cost way more in fuel to get you there than you even earn.”


    “Since when do you care about sticking to a budget?”


    “I don’t, but beyond that, I don’t see why you even want to work. I understand why you want to keep busy, but think of all the charity work you could be doing. Like, would you rather spend a couple thousand per day on helicopter fuel or helping starving kids?”


    “When you put it that way…” I nibbled my lower lip.


    “Babe…” He leaned in for a kiss. “Bottom line, do whatever makes you happy. If that means my pilot’s stuck hauling you out to that shop, then fine. I’m just saying that now you have options. If you want to work, I get it. But know you don’t have to. I just want you happy—and for me to leave the office and find you naked in my bed and kitchen and living room—”


    “Beast!” I pitched a pillow at him, but he ducked, then used my moment without a fresh weapon to drag me, squirming, back against him.


    In seconds, he hardened against me, and as much as I’d intended to fight him, when he grabbed my upper thigh, effectively landing his cock once again between my legs, that was exactly where I wanted it to be. I pushed myself the rest of the way on top of him, then, with my knees spread, straddled him, letting gravity do the rest.


    He sunk deep and I closed my eyes, rhythmically rising and falling, wanting to take it slow. With his big hands, he framed my hips, stroking my upper mound with his thumbs. Pleasure rose inside me, lush and velvety hot. Eyes still closed, groaning, I arched my head back and he splayed one hand on my abdomen and the other between my breasts.


    If I’d had one wish, it would have been for this moment to last forever, but how could it when Liam’s roving hands were spreading my lower lips, stroking me into delirium?


    “Stop,” I begged, practically panting.


    “Why?”


    “It’s too much. You’re not just inside me, but everywhere. I-I can’t think…”


    “Good.”


    I groaned in rising frustration.


    Before, almost instantane[image: ]ously after he’d touched me, I’d come. But this was different. Maybe because it was our second time that morning, my body had built up a tolerance, but my heart hadn’t. Pleasure rose and twirled, registering deep-sexy violet behind my closed eyes. Nothing mattered but reaching the top, but having him stroke me, love me, more.


    And then I shattered, crying out from the shock.


    He put his hand over my mouth, but I drew in his thumb and bit down.


    When he came, it took a second forever for me to stop convulsing around his cock.


    I was momentarily paralyzed, unable to register any thought or motion. All I could do was breathe.


    Feel. Crave the time when he once again grew inside me.


    “I have a problem,” Liam said after catching his breath.


    “What’s wrong?” I couldn’t help but panic.


    “Relax…” He eased his thumb over the furrow between my brows. “It’s nothing major. Just that I have a half-dozen meetings this afternoon, but I’d rather stay in bed with you. We could order room service. Watch movies. I could do you on the billiards table.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Yeah, this suite has a billiards room. Just think of the fun we could have in there.” He winked. “I could set you buck-ass naked on the table’s edge, spread your legs, then—”


    “That’s enough.” Because if he said much more, I’d wholeheartedly agree with his plan. The trouble was, my boss, Yvonne, was expecting me and tonight, I needed to break it to my longtime friend Nathan that I was officially moving out. I reluctantly climbed off of Liam, then held out my hand. “Take a shower with me?”


    “No pool table fun?”


    “Rain check? Yvonne got in a Hello Kitty–ornament shipment yesterday and they take forever to unwrap.”


    “Likely story.” His grin was good-natured, which only made me want to stay more. “At least share breakfast? This place comes with its own butler, and the dining room table seats sixty.”


    Since his gaze lit as if he were a child wanting to show off a new toy, I agreed.


    
      —
    


    Out of the shower, dressed in matching fluffy white robes, Liam and I shared one end of the table that had seated U.S. presidents and royals. He’d insisted I sit at the head, while he took the chair to my right.


    We ordered an outrageous amount of food. Scrambled eggs with provolone. Pancakes, crepes and French toast. Bacon, sausage and thick-sliced ham. I was hungry, and ate a little of it all. The meal reminded me of my honeymoon with Blaine. I’d ordered room service and he’d made me send it back, because he didn’t want me getting fat. Just proving he was an ass, and Liam was my forever love.


    “Your newspaper, sir.” The formally attired butler presented the pressed paper on a silver tray.


    Meanwhile, a uniformed maid topped off our coffee and juices.


    “Thanks.” Liam smiled at gray-haired Bondsworth. “How long have you worked here?”


    “In February, it will have been my forty-first year with the hotel.”


    “Impressive,” Liam said.


    While waiting for our food to be served, I’d read up on the suite’s history and couldn’t help asking the butler, “What’s the craziest thing a guest has asked you to find?”


    He cleared his throat, and though he kept an admirably straight face, his bright blue eyes couldn’t hide his inner smile. “Since you asked, while I would never divulge the starlet’s name, at three a.m., she requested a male stripper dance revue. While that in and of itself isn’t particularly odd, while watching, she demanded we obtain four kiddie carnival rides of the sort one might find outside of a supermarket, for her and her lady companions to ride while watching the show. She also needed a cotton candy machine, funnel cakes and Lobster Thermidor. The electric usage blew three fuses, and a malfunction in the cotton candy machine set off fire alarms.”


    “Damn…” Liam grinned. “Looks like we should’ve gotten more bang for our bucks. You could’ve at least brought us a clown.”


    “I hate clowns,” I noted.


    “So name something else,” he said. “Wow Bondsworth with a request so outrageous that you’ll forever go down in Fairmont history.”


    “Well…” I sucked in my lower lip. “I know they’re horribly out of season, but when I was a kid, my mom used to put raspberries and homemade whipped cream on my pancakes. I don’t suppose you could do something like that?”


    “Miss…” Bondsworth respectfully rolled his eyes. “I’m used to tackling the truly impossible within the hour. Your request will take but a scant few minutes.”


    “Amateur,” Liam teased when both servants were gone.


    “Okay, what would you have asked for, Mr. Big Shot?”


    “At the very least, the homemade Rice Krispies Treats you have yet to make me.”


    I clutched my chest. “You got me. How about when we get to your house tonight, we make a double batch and eat them all for dinner?”


    “Deal.” He sealed our agreement with a kiss.


    We finished our meal, and shared the raspberries and cream.


    Then we dressed—Liam in a suit and I in one of the posh outfits Rocco had helped me select what seemed like twenty years ago. I’d lost a little weight, so my hand-embroidered Gucci jeans fit loose, but they still looked great with the chunky earth-green sweater. My short leather boots had been dyed to match the denim and made my legs look extra long. I’d let my hair air-dry and it framed my face in pretty waves. I barely recognized this girl in the mirror, and that was a good thing.


    “What do I do with these?” I asked Liam, holding out the sapphire-and-diamond necklace-and-earrings set that had to have cost more money than I’d make in forty years of working in Yvonne’s Christmas shop.


    He took them, dropping them into the chest pocket of his suit. “I’ll put them in my safe. Holler when you’re ready to wear them again.”


    “Oh—I will.” I held out my left hand. “In case I was too out of it last night to tell you, thanks again for my ring. It’s incredible.” Tears stung my eyes. In my whole life, I’d never seen anything more beautiful—[image: ]except for Liam himself.


    He drew me into a hug. “I’m glad you like it. I love you, and can’t wait to marry you.”


    “I feel the same.”


    “What kind of wedding do you want?”


    “Small. Maybe on a private island?”


    He laughed. “Now you’re getting the hang of spending my—our—money.”


    I stilled. “You do know I’d marry you even if you were that guy back in Rose Springs who was only in town long enough to fix his car?”


    “I know.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “But since I do happen to be in possession of a freakishly large fortune, what would it hurt for us to have a little fun?”


    We were on the way out when Liam spotted a newspaper on the foyer’s table. The two of us graced the front page. A shot had been taken while we were dancing. The photographer had caught us in that breathless still moment before a kiss. Our love shone like a beacon. My ring sparked. The headline read: Boy Billionaire to Take a Bride?


    My stomach knotted. After all those months spent hiding, there I was for the whole world to see. Pulse racing, I pressed my lips tight. “Do you think anyone will notice this outside of San Francisco?”


    “Depends…” He was engrossed in the article.


    I tried reading along, but could only concentrate on flashes.


    Sources say…


    She’s already dressed in white…


    Finished, Liam folded the paper, slapping it to the table. “Want the good news or bad?”


    “Bad.” I crossed my arms.


    “I’m thirty-two years old, but they’re still calling me a boy.”


    “The good?”


    “Guests were wowed by your dark beauty.”


    I smacked his shoulder. “It didn’t say that.”


    He grinned. “Maybe not in those exact words, but I’m good at reading between the lines.”


    “Uh-huh. Did they mention my name?”


    “Nope. For now, you’re a mystery.”


    I dared exhale.


    “But so what if they did? Garrett’s drawing up your divorce papers today. It won’t be long until your husband’s served. And after that, we’ll plan a sick island wedding.”


    I wrapped my arms around him, wishing we never had to leave the suite.
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    Liam


    I had a driver take Ella to Sausalito. Of course, this was the last thing I wanted to do, but for whatever reason, she seemed to enjoy her job and with her already stressed about the divorce, I didn’t want her any more upset. We had plenty of time after the wedding for her to assimilate to my way of life. Until then, we’d maintain the status quo—except for her rooming with Nathan. Even though I knew she’d placed him firmly in the friend zone, I wasn’t taking any chances where he was concerned. My gut told me the last thing the kid wanted from Ella was to be her friend.


    I traveled directly from The Fairmont to my Palo Alto office.


    Once there, I told Carol to hold all calls and settled in for a long day.


    The funeral for Ella’s best friend, Willow, was on Friday, and I wanted my head clear to devote all of my attention to Ell.


    I still wasn’t okay about the young woman’s death, but ever since, life seemed to have moved in fast forward. I’d wanted Ella with a single-minded determination I’d only ever before known in business. Even worse, she might currently wear my ring, but with her still legally married, our connection meant squat.


    Leaning back in my chair, I closed my eyes, recalling our newspaper photo.


    Was I wrong to have had Carol arrange for the photo to be taken, then anonymously forwarded to the right people?


    Probably. I didn’t care.


    A sick part of me welcomed the challenge of going head-to-head with Ella’s soon-to-be ex. I doubted he’d provide even a mild challenge, but still, I’d wanted the picture planted as a way to test the water. I was curious whether he had people tracking her, and if so, whether the headline would bring them scurrying like the rats they were out of the shadows.


    Garrett had a team assembling a file regarding Ella’s past. Why I hadn’t thought to do this earlier was beyond me. Honestly? I think I’d been so thrown off my game by encountering a woman who wasn’t impressed by my money or me that I’d been consumed with having her. So much so that I’d waived the usual background check I had legal run on my contracted women.


    Ella was different. Special.


    If I were dead honest with myself, I’d known from our first sexy-as-fuck kiss at that Arkansas dive bar that I would keep her. I hadn’t ordered a background check because I hadn’t cared what showed up. Though I realized this was a dangerous place for me to be—infatuated beyond reason—I didn’t care about that, either. The only thing that mattered was falling asleep beside her every night and waking alongside her each morning. In a perilously brief time, she’d become my everything. My security blanket and sounding board. Lover and friend.


    I’d do anything for her. Anything but ever let her go.
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    Ella


    Yvonne, my boss at the Christmas shop but more important, my friend, clutched her chest while gaping at my ring. “But is so big!” she declared with her thick German accent. “Is your man prince?”


    I couldn’t stop grinning. “Not officially, but he has all the money and toys of any true royal.”


    “I must meet him.”


    “I’ll have him come in.”


    “I am invited to wedding, yes?”


    “Of course.” Although since I knew the store was more a labor of love for her than cash cow, if we did end up having an island wedding, I hoped Liam wouldn’t mind if we paid for Yvonne and her husband to attend. I hadn’t known her long—her husband, an even shorter time—but aside from Liam and Nathan, they felt like my only family. Last night, after Carol had given me a couple of her pills, I forgot that Willow died. Now, talking and dreaming about my wedding made me miss her all the more. Her death had been stupid. A terrible waste.


    “Do you love him?” Yvonne asked. “Really, really love him?”


    I closed my eyes and sighed, breathing in the cinnamon-laced air. We stood in the Hello Kitty room, unloading boxes and boxes of new inventory. Part of the reason I liked her so much was because of the little ways she reminded me of my mom. All the more so now, considering Mom had asked the same question after Blaine approached Daddy about getting permission for us to be wed. Daddy. What a crock! I used to worship my parents. Now, I didn’t know what I felt. Hate. Betrayal. Fear. They were no longer the people who’d raised me. Blaine had turned them into his puppets, and the fact made me sick.


    “Julie, dear? Are you all right? You’re so pale.” Yvonne ran her hand along my upper arm. “And cold. Let me turn up the heat.”


    “It’s okay.” I shook my head. What she didn’t know was that she couldn’t fix the fact that I was cold on the inside.


    “What’s wrong? What happened to your pretty smile?”


    I sighed. “Look…There’s something I should’ve told you a long time ago, but I…well, I just couldn’t. Now that I’m with Liam?” I shrugged. “Everything’s changed. I don’t have to be afraid.”


    “Afraid?” She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t like the sound of this.”


    The cheery bell of the shop’s door jingled, and a herd of white-haired tourists stampeded through. The next twenty minutes were spent ringing up orders and climbing up and down the stepladder to retrieve ornaments from the higher branches of the twenty-five themed artificial Christmas trees.


    After Yvonne finished packaging a music box for out-of-state shipping, and the last customer left the store, she stopped by the register. “Talk. I want to hear everything. A pretty girl like you should never be afraid.”


    
      —
    


    I told her my story, starting with my real name and ending with Blaine’s abuse. I skipped the more gruesome details, the way he’d carved his ugly message into the undersides of my breasts. Instead, I focused on the more mundane aspects of my abuse. The way I’d needed his permission to leave the house and he’d kept me on a strict household allowance. The way he’d liked his underwear folded like origami and his wine poured an exact inch from his favorite stemware’s rim. I haltingly relayed how my parents hadn’t believed me when I’d told them the worst of what he’d done. They’d bought into the perfect public image of us as a happy couple to such a degree that they’d found it easier to believe I’d gone mad and mutilated myself, rather than think their powerful judge son-in-law could do wrong. Everyone loved and trusted Blaine. I was the only one who knew what a monster he truly was.


    “Wh-when I vanished,” I said, brushing tears from my cheeks, “I can’t ever remember having been more afraid. I thought I saw him everywhere. I took a bus from Memphis to Little Rock, and had to check it twenty times to reassure myself he wasn’t lurking in a rear seat. From Little Rock, I took another bus to Rose Springs, because I thought the name looked pretty when I saw it on a map. I just knew any town called something so nice could only be good, right?”


    Tears shone in Yvonne’s eyes.


    “It’s okay,” I assured her. “Being with Liam changed me.” On a fundamental level. He’d taught me to once again trust—some[image: ]thing I’d never dreamt of ever again doing. Funny, but Carol probably thought her happy pills had calmed me last night—and they had, to a certain degree—but mostly, what got me past the wall of fear that had stopped me from truly living from the time I’d left Blaine was loving Liam. “You asked if I love him. Really love him…” My chest felt too full of anticipation for our lives together to have air left over to speak, so I nodded.


    “And your Liam, he fix things with this Blaine? Keep you safe?”


    I nodded again.


    “Good.” She took my left hand and gave it a squeeze.


    
      —
    


    After Yvonne and I closed the shop at four so she could meet with her accountant, I walked in the rain to the apartment Nathan and I shared. Yvonne had offered me a ride, but after opening up to her, I needed this bit of mental space before Nathan caught sight of my ring.


    To say he wouldn’t be happy would be the equivalent of saying Luke Skywalker hated Stormtroopers. The depth of Nathan’s displeasure would be infinitely more complex than mere hate. Nathan had been there for me since literally the first day I’d stepped off the bus in Rose Springs.


    I’d made friends with my seatmate, Paula Stokes. When I said I was moving to Rose Springs, she’d told me that if I needed a job, Wal-Mart was always hiring. She worked in the garden center and loved it. That afternoon, I’d put in my applicatio[image: ]n—or, at least tried. The stupid computer booth I’d used to apply was located in a corner of the Customer Service Center. When it froze, I’d panicked. I really needed the job.


    Nathan had roared past me on his way to pile a stack of soiled clothes into a giant blue plastic bin. As I soon learned was his norm, he’d worn roller skates with his faded jeans, black T-shirt and How May I Help You? royal-blue vest. His hair was dark and messy and his eyes a delicious chocolate brown.


    “Hey, whoa. Are you crying?” he’d asked, stopping when he found me suffering a breakdown in front of the automated application machine.


    “No.” I’d looked away, brushing my tears on my sleeve. Back then, my escape from Blaine was still tenuous. The world was big and scary—even little Rose Springs. My cash was dwindling, and landing a job would be a huge first step toward independence. With the machine not working, he’d taken me straight to the store manager—well, sort of…


    
      —
    


    “Are you crazy?” I asked when Nathan told me to hop on his back for a ride to the manager’s office.


    “A little,” he said, with a grin so contagious I couldn’t help but return it. “Come on. This place is ridiculously huge. It’ll take us thirty minutes to just walk.”


    “Isn’t that an exaggeration?”


    “Maybe, but I promise, my way’s a whole lot more fun.”


    The long-lost little girl in me jumped up and down and clapped her hands with excitement at the prospect of not only roller skating, but doing it while riding piggyback with my arms around a cute boy.


    The dead girl I’d become crossed my arms. “You’re sweet to offer, but really, if you’ll point me in the right direction, I can make it on my own.”


    He shook his head. “Never mind. We’ll just go the old-fashioned way.”


    Disappointment radiated off him. I’d felt the same from Blaine too many times to count, and it always preceded punishment. Maybe something as banal as a timeout in the pantry. Maybe he’d punch me in the stomach so hard I lost my breath. Maybe he’d take a precious possession[image: ]—usually one of my few photos of my grandma and grandpa—and force me to sit still and silent while watching him burn a cherished snapshot. Sure, I could have protested, but all that would have done was make my punishment worse.


    To my parents, friends and pretty much the whole town, Blaine was the epitome of a southern gentleman. To me, he was an oily, black nightmare from which I still hadn’t entirely recovered.


    “Are you angry?” I asked Nathan. The last thing my life needed was another irate man. I hustled behind him, working to catch up.


    He stopped and turned to me, wearing a funny look. “No.”


    I didn’t dare even exhale. What if he was lying? “Okay. Good.”


    I walked, and he rolled, the rest of the way in heavy silence. I hated that my refusal to play had resulted in such a dampening of the mood. But you know what? I was proud of myself for doing what I wanted—even if my actions resulted in my new friend being mad. Even deeper, I was relieved that my flash of independence hadn’t resulted in me getting slapped.


    Could Nathan be one of the few good guys?


    We finished our trek in silence.


    We passed through Electronics on our way to a rear Customer Service area. Nathan opened a blue door that led to a long corridor. “After you.”


    “Thanks.” I shuffled past, careful not to brush against him, then once again he took the lead.


    He knocked on the third door on the left. It had a window midway up, and a pudgy, middle-aged man with more hair on his eyebrows than head looked up and smiled. He called in a muffled tone, “Come on in, Nathan.”


    He did. “Sorry to interrupt, but are you still looking to fill Destiny’s snack bar position?”


    “Yes. Got anybody in mind?” The manager put down his phone. A solitaire app was still up on his screen.


    Nathan reached backward to tug me forward by my shirtsleeve. “Voilà! Meet Julie Smith. I caught her up front, filling out the standard application, but the computer was down, and I didn’t want her applying somewhere else before you got a chance at her. She’s my second cousin on my mom’s side—maybe my dad’s, I never can remember—a[image: ]nyway, she’s worked football concessions for years, and I’ll personally vouch for her if you want to get her on the payroll today.”


    The manager asked, “Got a photo ID and social security card?”


    The office smelled of tuna and bananas.


    “Y-yessir.” Could landing a job really be this easy? If so, I owed Nathan—big time.


    “You’re hired. Nathan, do me a favor and take her by Personnel. I’ll call Doris to let her know you’re headed her way.”


    “Thank you, sir.” Nathan shook the man’s hand. “I appreciate you giving her this chance. She won’t let you down.” He’d directed the last part of his speech to me, and I nodded.


    I wouldn’t let him down. And for as long as I lived, I’d never forget how he’d not only helped a stranger, but hadn’t hit me when I’d disagreed.


    An hour later, I’d finished filling out all sorts of official forms with fraudulent information.


    The old me would have felt guilty for lying. The newer, deader me did what was required to stay alive. In that pursuit, morality had been banished from my vocabulary.


    When I’d donned my gently used, blue How May I Help You? vest, Nathan next escorted me to my new workplace.


    “How long have you been here?” I asked him in Office Supplies.


    “Couple years. I was in college over in Fayettevil[image: ]le—had a full ride in engineering. But my mom got sick, and I kept coming home to see her. My grades sucked, and that wasn’t part of the deal. I lost it all, and here I am. Your stereotypical beauty school dropout.”


    “I’m sorry.” Nathan was anything but stereotypical. He was kind and funny and, apparently, smart. How sad that he’d had such a bright future, only to have it ripped away. In a sense, we had that in common. But I suppose, to be fair, I hadn’t so much lost my future as given it away. Technically, I’d lost it all the day my dad placed my hand in Blaine’s at the First Baptist Church on Dove Lane, voicing his blessing for our marriage to practically everyone in town. “How’s your mom now?”


    “Good,” he said with what struck me as a forced smile.


    I don’t know what possessed me to touch his forearm, but I did. Then I asked, “Really?”


    His eyes shone. “Okay, so she died. But I like to think of her up in Heaven, watching The Price Is Right and her soaps, surrounded by a never-ending supply of Cheetos and Caramello bars. So, yeah, in my mind and heart, she’s good.”


    I nodded.


    “How about you? Are your folks living?”


    “No.” For emphasis, I shook my head.


    “That’s awful for you to have lost both so young. I live with my dad. Guess I should move out, but we keep each other company. I have two sisters. They’re both married with kids, so I look after Dad as best I can.”


    “That’s nice.” I envied him for having a family he actually wanted to be with. “Do your sisters live around here?”


    “One’s in Little Rock, and the other’s in Searcy, so not too far.”


    We’d reached the snack bar, and Nathan opened a stainless-steel warming drawer, scooping out a handful of chips that he then dipped one by one in a Crock-Pot filled with blaze-orange nacho cheese.


    “Stop!” a pretty blonde shrieked, smacking his shoulder. She wore a vest identical to mine and her long hair was combed back in a pink-striped ponytail. “That’s gross!”


    “Why? It’s not like I’m double-dipping.” He winked at her before helping himself to more. “Besides, we’ve got more important things to discuss. Willow, meet Julie—your new assistant serving wench.”


    “Hey,” she said to me with a warm smile. “Nice to meet you. Sucks that we both met here, but a job’s a job. Come on.” She motioned me to join her beside a roiling deep fryer. “I’ll show you the finer points of making everyone’s favorite snack—dick on a stick.”


    I laughed. “You mean corn dogs?”


    “Yeah, but where’s the fun in that?”


    Willow was everything I wasn’t. Full of life and fun.


    She had a friend who managed a crap apartment complex and got me a great deal on a one-bedroom. I hadn’t even needed a security deposit.


    We alternated between working days and nights, working together when our shifts overlapped. She taught me a plethora of dirty hot-dog jokes and I taught her more efficient ways of cleaning our equipment, which left her more time to flirt for tips.


    
      —
    


    I reached our building’s front door and forced a deep breath.


    It didn’t seem real that Willow was gone.


    I climbed the three floors to our apartment and eased my key into the lock. Usually Nathan was home by now, and my stomach knotted with dread at the inevitable confrontation to come once I told him my news.


    I opened the door to find him seated in his usual spot on the sofa, eating a bowl of SpaghettiOs. Hockey played on the TV. He didn’t even glance my way.


    “Hey,” I said.


    He kept chewing.


    I sat on the lumpy armchair across from him. “You can’t give me the silent treatment forever.”


    “Try me.”


    I thought back to the day we’d first met. To how he’d lied to get me my job, and how when Liam left me, and then I’d left him, Nathan was the only friend who’d been there for me. Willow had succumbed to Liam’s money’s many charms. I was glad our first meeting had been without the bossy presence of his fortune. I’d be lying if I said some aspects—okay, most aspects—of his money weren’t freeing. The notion that we could do most anything imaginable at any time was liberating in a way I’d never dreamt possible. But for him, that freedom came at a price. He seemed tethered to all that cash as surely as if it were a leash. He seemed to believe it was the money that made him desirable, when in actuality, it was his quiet confidence that put me wholly under his spell. His quirky grin and the naughty lock of hair that constantly played hide-and-seek with his left eye.


    I licked my lips, planting my hands against my knees. “You’re going to find out eventually, so—”


    “You’re engaged. Whoop-dee-fucking-doo. Did you forget that I work in a grocery store? I probably saw the headline before you.”


    I bowed my head.


    “Mark my words—he’ll hurt you. Maybe you’ll hurt him. Either way, this will end in disaster.”


    “Don’t say that.” Tears stung my eyes. “Nathan, you’re my friend. You’re special to me. You took a chance on me when no one else would, so why are you shutting me out now?”


    He laughed. “You really don’t get it, do you?”


    “Get what?” I wiped tears from my cheeks.


    “I don’t want to be your friend.”


    “Why?”


    “Seriously?”


    I just stared at him.


    “Julie—Ella, or whatever your name is—I don’t want to be your friend because I want to be your husband. I love you. I found you first—before Liam even knew you existed. The two of us are great together. We have fun. If you’d given us a chance, we could’ve had so much more. You’re just so blinded by this guy’s money that you can’t even see he’s got nothing else to offer.”


    “Nathan…that’s not fair.”


    “Fuck fair. Fuck you.”


    “You don’t mean that.” I went to him, kneeling in front of him to take his hands. “Please, Nathan. Be happy for me. Let’s go back to the way we used to be.”


    “How was that? Remind me, because I forgot. All I remember is how many times I asked you out, and we shared laughs and dinner and beer. I can’t offer you fancy French champagne like he can, but what you get with me is an honesty he can’t touch. I promise, I will never play games with your heart.”


    You are right now. My heart ached. I loved him too, only not in the way he wanted. It could never be that way, because Liam already had me heart and soul. The last thing I wanted was to hurt this precious man, but at this point, my decision wasn’t even a choice. Being with Liam was as necessary as breathing. That’s just how it was. I couldn’t ever foresee that fact changing.


    “Your silence says a lot, but you don’t have everything you need to make an educated decision.” He bridged the short distance between us, kissing me hard and fast and better than I’d care to admit.


    When he drew back, I was dazed and my head was spinning.


    I slapped him for making me feel that way.


    He just sat back and smiled.


    I put my fingers to my lips. “You’re an ass.”


    “You liked it.”


    I had. But that changed nothing. I loved Liam.


    I stood. “Get this—Liam’s my future.”


    “We’ll see.”


    “No, Nathan, we won’t.” I walked to the door and put my hand on the knob.


    “What time should I be at the airport?”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Willow’s funeral? Did you forget I’m invited?”


    No. But I wished I had. “Be at Liam’s hangar by six.”
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    Liam


    Help! I need a ride.


    I was in a preliminary purchase meeting for my new pet project when Ella’s text made my phone buzz.


    What happened? Thought I was picking you up at nine? It was only five.


    Nathan kissed me!


    I fisted my phone so hard I’m surprised the screen didn’t crack. I knew this would happen. I’d told her the last thing Nathan wanted was to be her friend, and she’d basically told me I was crazy. It gave me no pleasure to learn I’d been right.


    Regardless, she had an immediate problem I needed to solve.


    At your building?


    Yes.


    Sending car to take you to helipad.


    Thank you! She’d added a kissy-face emoticon.


    Considering the reason for her need for an emergency escape, I wasn’t amused. Sharing wasn’t my thing. Nathan was a good kid, but he was now out of my circle of trust. I sure as hell hoped he wasn’t expecting a ride to Willow’s funeral.


    “What do you think?” Owen paused alongside me, smacking my forearm with his rolled-up meeting agenda. “Pretty tight, huh?”


    “Yeah…” I knew he was talking about Find Me!, our potential new video-search-bot app, but my mind’s eye went straight to the gutter by picturing Ella’s ass.


    “I’ve always thought I was good with computers, but this thing blows even my mind. I get the basic premise. But at the same time, I don’t. You know?”


    I nodded. How long would it take Ella to get here?


    “If you think about it,” we walked in tandem out of the east-wing conference room and back to our offices, “on the surface, it’s an easy enough concept. People have been dissecting photos as long as there’s been film. Now, we’re just getting computers to do the heavy lifting. So I was talking with Ollie—he’s their lead developer. Not sure if you’ve met him yet—and he was saying that they once had a home video test that the bot took two days to locate, but it eventually did. Guess where it was?”


    “The Vatican?” We’d paused in front of Owen’s open office door.


    “That’s too easy.” He made a face before waving off my suggestion. “The video was taken at some guy’s farm pond in the middle of fucking Mongolia. I’m telling you, this shit’s voodoo. I can’t wait till we own it, so I can dig into the coding. Oh, hey,” he shook his head, “almost forgot. You and Ella want to do dinner tonight at our house? Natalie’s busting my balls about meeting your lady when we’re all sober. I figure sooner is better than later, right?”


    “Sure. What time?” Honestly, now that I finally had Ella to myself, I wasn’t in the mood to share. But I was also curious to see how she handled Owen’s rowdy crew. I hoped she loved his family as much as I did. The thought of us all taking beach trips together made me smile.


    “Let’s say eight. I’ll give Nat a call and let her know you’re coming.”


    “Thanks, man.” After giving my oldest friend a bro-hug, I left him to toss my meeting notes on my desk, then head up to the rooftop lounge to wait for Ella.


    How would she react to my impromptu plans? I hoped she’d be excited.


    I was especially glad for the invite in the hopes that it would distract us both from this issue with Nathan’s kiss.


    The longer I sat there, the more I wished she hadn’t told me.


    My mind should have been focused on how Find Me! managed to pinpoint locations from seemingly insignificant background minutia. Instead, the only image on my mind was the one of Nathan kissing Ella.


    Was the kid dumb and blind? What about my giant ring on Ella’s left hand didn’t he understand?


    Though the lounge had been built for sound control, there was still a rumble as the helicopter approached. I went outside, wincing against the chop of the blades.


    When Zeek, my chopper pilot, hopped out to assist Ella from the craft, I held my breath. The wind caught her hair, lending her a supermodel moment. She resided in a realm above beautiful. And she was mine. Visceral pride tugged at my heart. I’d been itching to start a fight about the whole Nathan issue, but screw it. When she aimed her smile in my direction, I was incapable of thinking about anything but getting her lips pressed against mine.


    She reached me. For a second, I could only stare. “I missed you.”


    I got my kiss. “I missed you, too.”


    I settled my hand low on her back, propelling her toward the door.


    The pilot took off. The gust gave us a shove. “Let’s get you out of this wind!”


    She nodded, then bolted for the lounge.


    The sudden quiet was good. Being once again with her—even better.


    “Whew…” She grinned and made a funny little flop with her hands at her sides. “This is all still so new for me. When I really stop to think about it, I have a hard time believing I’m not living a dream. I mean, really, who has his girlfriend picked up in a helicopter?”


    “Point of fact—fiancée.”


    “Right. I’m not used to that, either.”


    I gave her ass a light smack. “I’ll forgive you this time, but see that you don’t forget.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t ever do that again.”


    “What?”


    She turned her back to me while digging through her purse.


    “Ell?”


    “You hit me.” She spun back around. “Don’t.”


    “Are you kidding? I barely tapped you. And I meant it in good fun. The fact that you’re in any way comparing me to your husband is sick.”


    Chin raised, she said, “You don’t know what I’ve been through. The way he used to punish me for the most asinine little things. Leaving bread crumbs on the counter. Wearing my hair in a ponytail when he told me to leave it down. I couldn’t even watch TV without his approval that a show was educational and not just a waste of time.”


    Where was this coming from? “Sometimes wasting time is fun.”


    She half-smiled, but her gaze landed somewhere far away. “I know, okay?”


    “For what it’s worth…” I moseyed to her backside, took a knee, then kissed the offended ass cheek. “You have a lovely derriere and I’m sorry.”


    She shook her head. “I’m sorry. This whole thing with Nathan has dredged up a ton of shit I’d rather forget. I was just being hypersensi[image: ]tive.”


    “Is there really such a thing when you’ve been through abuse?” Standing again, I drew her to the nearest sofa. I sat, then pulled her onto my lap where she snuggled against me, returning me to the first morning she’d woken alongside me. She’d reminded me of a sexy-sleepy little kitten and she looked that way again now. Faint circles under her eyes from lack of sleep and wicked bed head. Oh, I knew her wild hair had been from the copter’s chop. But what did it hurt to pretend? “What I went through with my dad doesn’t compare to you and your soon-to-be ex, but to this day, I can’t stand it when someone tells me what to do, rather than politely asking.”


    “This isn’t a competition,” she mumbled against my chest.


    I sighed. “It wasn’t my intent to turn it into one. Trust me, I’m not striving for gold in the Abuse Olympics.” Because I knew she wasn’t herself, I gave her a pass on her snarky comment. “Hungry?”


    She shook her head, snuggling closer.


    I kissed the crown of her head, breathing her in, loving the faint, sweet floral undertones lingering from The Fairmont’s shampoo. This morning’s shared shower felt like last month. I missed our laughing camaraderie. Ella didn’t even seem like the same girl. Who was to blame? Her ex-husband? Or Nathan?


    I toyed with one of her long, loose curls, wrapping it around my finger. “Tell me about this kiss.”


    “You mean the one with Nathan?”


    “Yeah…” Had there been so many today that she needed clarification?


    “It wasn’t a big deal.”


    “Then how come you sounded so shaken?”


    “How do you even know what I sounded like when I asked you for a ride via text?”


    “You know what I mean.” If I hadn’t been afraid of her shutting me out, for her sass, I’d have given her another smack.


    “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    “Okay…” I took a deep breath. “Let’s flip this around. How would you feel if I told you I kissed Carol?”


    She froze, then looked up. “Recently?”


    “No. But hypothetic[image: ]ally, how would that make you feel?”


    “I’d punch you and then claw her eyes out.”


    “Wait…” I couldn’t help but smile. “You get to punch me for a hypothetical kiss, but I can’t even give you an ass-pat without raising your ire?”


    She’d once again pressed her cheek to my chest. “It’s not even kind of the same thing, and you know it. You and Carol share history.”


    “You and Nathan don’t?”


    “I never slept with him, if that’s what you’re asking.”


    That was at least some small consolation. If she was telling the truth. This was the first time I hadn’t trusted her, and I hated the pit in my stomach.


    She peered up again. “You believe me, don’t you?”


    “Sure.”


    “That didn’t sound sincere.”


    Maybe it wasn’t. But did I really want to go there? After everything we’d already been through and still had ahead, couldn’t I cut her some slack on this issue? So what if she had slept with the kid. If he’d been so great, she’d be with him now instead of me.


    Maybe…


    The old demons crept in. The ones that tagged along with my money, whispering things like, Why would this super-hot, sensitive, smart girl want you? Without your money, you’d be the same old piece of shit you were back in high school. Back when even your dad didn’t love you.


    “Liam?” This time she didn’t just look up, but sat up and moved to the other end of the sofa. She’d perched herself sideways, kicking her short boots to the floor, then raising her knees to her chest and wrapping her arms around them. The pose made her look vulnerable. A little afraid. “I promise, the thing with Nathan—it was just a kiss. It will never happen again.”


    “Good.” I forced a smile. As usual, where she was concerned, I’d overreacted. The voice in my head once and for all needed its cords cut. She loved me. I loved her. That was all I needed to know. Except…“He’s not coming to the funeral with us, is he?”


    “Nathan?”


    I shot her a look. “Santa.”


    Her gaze dropped and she drew her lower lip into her mouth.


    Damn.


    “You did invite him—remember? That night at your house when you told me she died.”


    “I remember, but considering the circumstances, do you really think it’s appropriate?”


    “Probably not. But he was her friend, and there’s no way he could spring for a flight on his own. Please, Liam. Try to understand. Put yourself in his shoes. What if your roles were reversed?”


    You mean what if I were broke and didn’t have you? I’d fucking shoot myself.


    “Promise, it won’t be any big deal. You can shut yourself in your cabin and won’t even have to see him.”


    Oh—I’d see him, all right. My ride wasn’t big enough to ensure complete privacy. I made a mental note to have Carol check the logistics on buying a jumbo jet by Friday morning. “Look, can we just put this behind us and move on? I’ve got what I hope you’ll think is a fun surprise.”


    “I’m intrigued…” Her smile made everything right.


    “Have dinner plans tonight?”


    She shook her head. The slight movement immersed me in the perfumed scent of The Fairmont’s shampoo.


    “Good. You do now. Remember Owen and his wife, Natalie? You met her at the party.”


    “Right. Although, that meeting’s a little fuzzy.”


    I laughed. “I don’t doubt it. Anyway, hope it’s okay with you, but I kind of already accepted Owen’s invite to dinner at eight. You on board?” I held my breath while waiting for her answer.


    “Sounds fun. What should I wear?” Fun. Great answer.


    “What you have on is fine. But if you want to change, all of your clothes are still at my house.” Which hopefully would soon be our house. I couldn’t wait.
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    Ella


    Liam and I rode in companionable silence to his stark, white Palo Alto house.


    I didn’t especially like the home, but it was quite an upgrade from my place in Rose Springs.


    It was raining. Correction[image: ]—judging by the way fat, near-horizontal drops clattered against the Bentley’s windows, the weather more closely resembled a hurricane. Or did California get cyclones? I never could remember the distinction.


    Darkness had fallen like a hammer—quick and decisive. No gentle, wading-into affair.


    He’d said Owen and Natalie’s place was only a ten-minute drive, meaning I had nearly two hours to prepare. I was nervous, but in an excited way. I wanted Liam’s friends to like me. Approve. Of course, the last time I’d had dinner as a couple was with Blaine, meaning I’d worried more about portraying the image of a perfect wife than cultivating new friendships.


    Upon entering the house from the garage, I had Liam guide me to the nearest bathroom, then emerged to find him asleep on the living room’s white leather sofa. He’d propped his head on an oversized white throw pillow.


    I took off his loafers, setting them neatly on the floor.


    A white throw had been folded over a sofa arm, so I grabbed that, giving it a shake to open, then drape over Liam. He nestled into it, and in the process, the furrow between his brows faded.


    Since the cavernous space was chilly, I lit the fire.


    As were most things in Liam’s world, this was much easier than it had been back in my parents’ home. I used to spend autumn Saturdays on country roads with my father, searching for fallen trees, then stopping to chainsaw them into manageable-sized logs. While he’d cut, I’d load the finished product into the truck bed. At home, he’d split the larger pieces and I’d then neatly stack them alongside our tidy brick house, being careful to always keep the wood beneath the wide eaves, where it stayed nice and dry for me to then carry piece by piece into the house. Inside, I’d nest each log into the giant copper tub Mom had designated to be the appropriate storage area for fire-building materials.


    I used to cherish those Saturdays with my dad. Now, just thinking of them made my stomach churn. His betrayal when I told him what Blaine was doing to me was so complete that when I eventually found the courage to run, I hadn’t given a second thought to also escaping both of my parents. They were dead to me. They might not be neatly tucked into coffins, but my broken heart couldn’t tell the difference.


    In Liam’s world, I simply flipped a switch. A gas log ignited, and voilà! Fire. Only the flames danced behind glass that diffused the heat and sanitized the whole experience. There was no sweet wood-smoke smell or gentle crackle and pop. Just generic flames that made me wish I could genie-blink Liam and me back to his beach house.


    With him now snoring, I wound my way to the bedroom, bathroom and closet, where I’d played dress-up with Mimi and Rocco.


    A peek in the closet showed that just like Liam had said, all of my beautiful clothes, shoes, purses and jewelry were still there. It made me smile to think that Liam had kept them safe for me. Had he known I’d one day return? Or merely hoped?


    The night of my makeover had marked profound, fundamental changes in who I was as a woman, a lover and a friend. That night, Liam stroked me back to life as surely as if I’d been pronounced dead on an operating table and had CPR administered. His kisses alternated between tender and brazen and after he’d made love to me, carefully letting me at least carry the illusion that I’d been in control, he’d held me, kissed me more.


    Then he’d told me about Willow’s death.


    The sense of betrayal I’d suffered from the knowledge that while I’d been basking in Liam’s adoration, she’d lain dying, was crushing. Imagining her alone and cold in her sterile hospital room made me sick. Sure, Liam had filled her space with flowers, but what good were all of those blooms when they weren’t attached to meaningful faces? I should have been there with her. I still wasn’t sure what to do with that guilt—espe[image: ]cially when if given the chance, I probably, selfishly, wouldn’t change a thing about what Liam and I had done.


    “What’s got you so deep in thought?”


    I jumped to hear his voice. Hands to my chest as if it were possible to soothe my pounding heart, I said, “I thought you were sleeping.”


    “I was, but then I rolled over to damn near fall of the couch. Even worse—there was no you.” He cupped my cheek and kissed me.


    I melted against him, beyond grateful for not only his physical warmth, but companionship.


    “So? Did you decide what to wear? I need a fashion show.”


    “Why don’t you pick something?” I turned to him, wrapping my arms around his waist.


    I hated that we’d fought back at his office, and he had to know these clothes meant so much more to me than mere denim and silk, sequins and leather. They represented me emerging from my thrift-store-bought T-shirt cocoon. Liam’s kindness and money had made that possible, but it was his love that made me want to once again feel pretty. Blaine had stripped me of any feelings or desires to the point that I’d wanted my outside appearance to reflect the ugliness I’d felt deep within. With Liam, I no longer wanted to be ugly, but as beautiful as he made me feel. I wanted to transform myself into the physical manifestation of everything that was pure and wonderful about our love.


    He nuzzled my neck, making me squirm in pleasure. “Thanks for the blanket. I can’t believe I crashed on you like that.”


    “You’re welcome, and I was actually flattered that you feel comfortable enough around me to crash.” I stood on my tiptoes to kiss him.


    “I should hope so. You’re going to be my wife.”


    “Yes, I am.” The very idea of marrying again was sobering, but in a good way. Liam wasn’t anything like Blaine, and never would be.


    We ended up making silly, laughing love in my closet, then embarking on a mad dash to prep for our dinner.


    After a quick shower, I dried my hair and brushed it into smooth waves before scrambling into a fresh pair of thigh-hugging jeans and a romantic poet’s blouse. I added a fringed shawl, warm socks and hand-tooled cowboy boots.


    “Christ, you’re hot…”


    “So are you.” I looked up from adding dangling earrings to find Liam standing in front of the closet door. Dressed in faded jeans and a moss-green sweater that highlighted the emerald in his eyes, I’d never seen him more handsome. I gravitated to him and couldn’t stop myself from stroking his soft stubble, breathing in his faint citrus-and-leather cologne. “I like you scruffy.”


    “Good to know. I like me scruffy too, so you just gave me an excuse to lose my razor.”


    Conversation on the ride to Owen and Natalie’s was perfectly pleasant.


    I shouldn’t have had a care in the world.


    So why had a writhing mass of nerves set up camp in my stomach? As Liam chattered about cutting-edge search capabilities, why did my mind drift to Nathan? And worrying about what he was having for dinner? Or had that can of SpaghettiOs been dinner and afterward, he’d just gone to bed? He said he’d made friends since starting his grocery store job, but had he really? Or was he just saying that to make me feel better about ditching him for Liam?


    “…It’s all about the algorithms, you know?”


    “Uh-huh…” Why had Nathan kissed me? Had it been his equivalent of a Hail Mary pass? He’d succeeded in making me notice him as a man, but that didn’t change anything. Like in Twilight, Liam would always be my Edward and Nathan was forever my sweet friend, Jacob. That’s just how it was.


    “After the meeting, I had Carol make a few drinks and call out for midget strippers.”


    “Wait—what?”


    Stopped for a light, Liam glanced my way. “Glad you find my conversation scintillat[image: ]ing.”


    “I do. I just…” Be honest. Let him know the whole thing with Nathan annoyed you as much as it did him. Only had it? I wasn’t annoyed so much as sad. I hated feeling that I was letting him down. He was my friend—when I’d first hit Rose Springs, he’d been my only friend. For that alone, I owed him a certain amount of loyalty. But I didn’t think Liam would understand.


    “Antsy about tonight? Or more long-term issues like the divorce?”


    If I nodded, would that technically be lying? Because, of course, that whole upcoming crisis was at a constant boil on my emotional back burner. “I need to keep reminding myself that it’ll be over soon. Yes, Blaine’s a monster. But he’s also fiercely protective of his public image. With luck, I shouldn’t ever even need to see him.”


    “True.” Liam clasped my hand. “Which is why you should stop thinking about him, and focus on my riveting account of algorithms.”


    I winced. “I have a confession.”


    He released me. “Christ…What now?”


    Now, I was reaching for him. “Oh, stop. This is hardly headline news. All I was going to say is that, honestly, I don’t have a clue what an algorithm even is.”


    He burst out laughing.


    
      —
    


    “Remind me of everyone’s names and ages,” I asked Liam on our approach to Owen and Natalie’s imposing front door. The rain had stopped, which allowed me to gawk at leisure at the modern-day stone castle that looked plucked from the banks of the Rhine. Discreet exterior lighting tucked high in the trees and low in shrubbery lent the place a fairy-tale twinkle. Overturned Fisher-Price riding toys, ratty-haired dolls and an assortment of bikes softened what would otherwise make for a daunting approach.


    Before Liam could answer my question, the door burst open and four little girls and a barking sheepdog spilled out onto the stone walkway.


    “Uncle Liam!” two first- or second-grade girls cried in unison while grabbing Liam’s hands and jumping. Twins?


    “Hi, I’m Darcy,” a cherub-cheeked cutie said to me while petting my sweater. “Are you the lady my uncle’s gonna marry?”


    “I sure hope so.” My heart melted. I hadn’t been around kids in ages, and this one was beyond adorable with her oversized pink ball gown, long topsy-turvy curls, strands of beaded crystal necklaces and crooked lipstick smile. Her big, blue eyes made me think of a sunny sky.


    “Hi.” An older, quiet girl I guessed to be around eight grinned and formally held out her hand for me to shake. “I’m Jane.”


    “Hello, Jane. Nice meeting you.”


    Darcy held up a naked Barbie. “This is Anastasia. She likes to skinny-dip like Mommy and Daddy!”


    “Darcy!” Natalie was next to emerge from the house. “Remember how we weren’t going to talk about that?” She gave me a smile before crushing me in a hug. “Hello again. Sorry about all of this. Owen and I had hoped to have the toys picked up and everyone in bed by the time you got here, but kids and schedules aren’t really our thing.”


    Owen trailed behind her. He carried a baby boy.


    “Don’t let her fool you,” Liam said after kissing Natalie’s cheek. “She thrives in chaos.”


    Natalie landed a playful swat on Liam’s chest. “True, but at the moment, we wouldn’t have chaos if it weren’t for you. The girls think you’re a human Disneyland!”


    “That’s the nicest thing I’ve heard all day.” While each twin hung from one of Liam’s legs, he clutched his chest and grinned. “Truly, I’m flattered.”


    Everyone save for the dog proceeded inside.


    “Hold him,” Owen said, thrusting the baby into my arms. “I’ve got to grab the damned dog before he pees on Mrs. Carmichael’s peonies.” Owen bolted across the expansive yard. “Henry! Get back here, bad dog!”


    While Natalie, Liam and the girls paraded into the house, I stole a few seconds to freeze-frame the precious moment. This was how life should be. Bursting with laughter and fun.


    I kissed the crown of the baby’s head, breathing in his intoxicating fresh-washed scents of no-tear shampoo and lotion. My throat knotted and my eyes stung, but I refused to cry on such a happy occasion. When the divorce was finalized, this was my future.


    “Get in the house!” I couldn’t help but smile when Owen tried corralling the massive dog toward the door, but the dog had a mind of his own and ran around back. Winded, hands on his hips, Owen grinned in my direction. “Don’t ever get a dog. They’re a serious pain in the you-know-what.”


    Just then, as if he knew he was being trash-talked, Henry the sheepdog slinked out from behind a bush, then sat at Owen’s feet, cocking his head for an apology.


    “You make me crazy.” Owen patted the dog’s shaggy head. “But I love you. Get in the house.” For the first time, I witnessed Henry actually obeying. Owen held out his arms for the baby. “Sorry about that. Want me to take him?”


    “Not just yet. He’s amazing. What’s his name?”


    “Charlie. Don’t let those pink cheeks fool you—he can be just as awful as the dog.”


    While peering into this tiny, old soul’s gaze, I feigned a gasp. “I don’t believe that for a second. Your daddy’s making that up.”


    “I wish,” Owen said with a good-natured grin. “We have a nanny around here somewhere, but Natalie treats her like one of the kids. I swear she gets more time off than on.”


    I laughed. “Sounds like a great gig. Let me know next time you hire someone new. I might need to apply.”


    “Will do.” He closed the door behind us but didn’t bother locking it. I fell in love with everything about this enchanted place, from the home’s cluttered opulence to the warm and welcoming occupants.


    “Wanna see my bedroom?” Darcy took my hand. “Me and my dolls live there.”


    “I’d love to see your room. Thank you.” Cradling Charlie against my hip, I followed the little girl up a wide, winding toy-littered staircase.


    “Want me to take the baby?” Natalie called from the dining room.


    “Thanks, but we’re good.” I smiled in her direction, then continued on our journey.


    Liam chased up the stairs after us. “This is some place, huh? I’m over so much, guess I take it for granted.”


    “It’s wonderful.” At the top, I leaned my head back to take in the third-story stained-glass dome. “I’d love to see this with the sun shining in.”


    “It’s even better. Natalie hosts a kid party most weekends. I’m sure you’ll eventually get a daytime view.”


    “Good.”


    Darcy tugged on my hand. “Quit looking at Uncle Liam, and look at my room!”


    I laughed. “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Love you,” Liam whispered in my ear. His breath’s heat gave me chills.


    “I love you, too.” So very much. This night was exactly what I’d needed to remind me what true happiness was all about. It wasn’t just the love Liam and I shared, but so much more. Family, and friendships so solid they grew to feel like family. I might have lost my parents, but how incredible was it to imagine myself as a mom? And Liam as a dad.


    I held Charlie tighter, embracing not only the present, but our fantastical future.


    Blaine had to let me go. He had to. I refused to see my new life without Liam.
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    Liam


    When Friday morning rolled around, I didn’t want to leave my bed.


    Outside, wind from an early morning storm had ended, and though rain fell against the skylights, it had transitioned from a roar to a soft patter that I didn’t think would delay our departure for Willow’s funeral.


    I served as Ella’s big spoon. She wore my favorite 49ers T-shirt and it had ridden up around her waist, leaving her thong-covered sweet behind pressed against my groin. My cock swelled accordingly.


    Did it make me a horrible person that I craved sex before embarking on the journey to such a solemn occasion?


    Ella stirred against me, which only worsened my condition.


    I turned my thoughts to the more depressing portions of the day. With Carol’s and Willow’s parents’ help, we’d worked with one of Rose Springs’ three funeral homes—Bates Chapel. Everything had been planned, from the custom Harley-Davidson coffin Willow’s dad selected to twenty grand worth of red roses. Covering the hefty tab for the elaborate affair would be far easier than meeting the girl’s parents. I dreaded looking them in their eyes. If they asked questions about their daughter’s death, I had no good answers. An overdose had caused her to slip into a coma and then suffer a silent aneurysm. I had no more been the direct cause of her bad decisions than Ella, but a nagging voice inside begged to differ.


    Bottom line—if I had never allowed her on board my jet the day I’d taken Ella, Willow would still be alive. No matter how my conscience tried to spin it, that fact stayed the same.


    My cell alarm went off. We were scheduled for wheels-up at six, so I’d set it for four thirty.


    “Already?” Ella asked. She used my right arm for a pillow.


    “ ’Fraid so.”


    “Coming off of such an amazing night, are you dreading this day as much as I am?”


    “Yeah.” Maybe more. If Nathan showed, I’d have the added misfortune of being stuck with him. If he so much as looked at Ella the wrong way, I was afraid I’d deck him. I wanted to confront him about the kiss, but I knew Ella would be pissed. If he behaved, I’d keep my mouth shut—but that was a very big if. “Taking a shower?” I selfishly asked, praying she would so I’d have an excuse to take her standing beneath the spray.


    “No. I washed my hair last night, and since it’s going to be a long day, I want to wear it up.”


    Damn. “Sounds good. Guess we’ll meet up after we’re both ready.”


    “Are you pouting?”


    “About what?” Having to rub one out in the shower when I had a perfectly fine fiancée alongside me? Yeah, maybe I was pouting a little, but could anyone blame me?


    “This?” She rolled over, slipping her hand in my boxers.


    I sucked in a swift breath when she grabbed my hard cock. Christ…


    “What should we do about your issue?”


    I groaned when she released me, only to slide like the nimble kitten she was until her mouth was level with the epicenter of my dilemma. She popped me free of my boxers, then proceeded to suck me so hard my fucking toes curled. I slid my fingers into her riotous long hair, wishing the room weren’t dark so I could watch in addition to feel. Swirling pressure rose higher and higher until, just before I was about to blow, she changed course yet again, yanking off her thong, then fitting me neatly inside her, riding me for only the short while it took for me to shoot my wad. I bucked up into her and she bore down, sending me even deeper.


    Holy shit, that had felt good. But what about her? “Did you come?”


    By the faint glow streaming through the skylight, I saw her shake her head. “But it’s okay. We don’t have time.”


    “The hell we don’t.” With one hand splayed against her belly, with my other, I found her swollen cleft. I rubbed until she arched her head back and moaned, exposing her gorgeous throat.


    “Ohmygod…Yes…” She bucked against me, and damn if my cock wasn’t ready to saddle up for another ride. The quiver of her O only made me that much more aroused, so we went at it a second time with my hands framing her slim hips, urging her up and down.


    She came, and then it was my turn. Considering we were headed to a funeral, I was pretty sure that if we’d died in the next ten minutes we’d go straight to hell. Pre-funeral fucking was in very poor taste.


    “Better?” she asked, her toothy grin lighting the dark.


    “A little. But hell, your pocket’s so juicy I could hang out in there all day.”


    I think I made out her grumpy face. “Do you have to be so crude?”


    “Yes.” I raised up to kiss the tip of her nose, then her lips. “But for you, I’ll try doing better, okay?”


    She laughed. “Why do I not believe you?”


    “Beats me. I was fine with helping myself in the shower.”


    “Uh-huh…” She scrambled off of me, only to take my hand. “Come on, and we’ll share a quick shower. But if we’re going to have a prayer of getting out of here on time, please don’t wet my hair.”


    Since she’d gifted me with a double-header, I behaved in the shower—sort of. If she didn’t count a few nips to naughty places.


    Together, after last night’s dinner, we’d moved her belongings from the guest room closet and bathroom to the master. It didn’t take me long to towel-dry my hair, finger it into some semblance of order, then put on a suit and the trimmings.


    From there, I had the luxury of hefting myself onto the white marble countertop to watch Ella do her thing. She’d dressed in a figure-hugging, long-sleeved black dress and was now bent at the waist, shimmying a sheer black thigh-high stocking up her left leg, which she affixed to an old-school black garter belt.


    Was she trying to kill me from chronic blue balls?


    I shifted my legs.


    She pulled on her other stocking, then stepped into sexy as hell, black-patent heels with the red soles Carol once informed me transformed a twenty-dollar pair of shoes into a pair costing more in the range of two thousand.


    I noted, “You do know we’re going to a funeral?”


    She froze on her way to a padded vanity bench. “You don’t like this?”


    “Babe…” I clutched my chest. “You look hot. Too hot to be standing around in a graveyard.”


    “Should I change?” Her expression was crestfallen.


    I hopped down to kiss her sulky lips. “I s’pose you could, but that would disappoint an awful lot of people.”


    She wrapped her arms around my neck and returned my kiss. “You’re the only people I care about.”


    “Good. And I say you look beautiful, so hurry up and finish whatever you plan on doing with your hair so we can get going.”


    Fifteen minutes later, with her hair in a loose upsweep and pearls around her throat, she could have passed for a Hollywood A-lister. She might officially be my fiancée, but so much of her was still an enigma. Up until only a few days earlier, her daily uniform had consisted of faded jeans and T-shirts. She’d worn her hair in a ponytail. I didn’t even know she’d known makeup existed, yet now she painted herself like a pro. I wasn’t saying I didn’t like it, just that this was one more side of her I’d only recently discovered.


    We were snug in my Bentley, slicing through the rainy dark, when I said, “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want, but you clean up a little too good to have never done it before. When you were with your husband, did you dress like this?”


    A glance her way showed her swallowing hard by the streetlights’ glow. “I wore what Blaine told me. He bought all of my clothes. He told me how to wear my hair and what color to paint my nails.”


    I didn’t know what to say to that admission, so I reached for her hand, eased my fingers between hers, then held her the rest of the way to the hangar.


    “Good morning, Mr. Stone.” Stephanie, my tall brunette flight attendant, shone her always welcoming smile on Ella. “Ms. Patton. Hope you’re both hungry? Once we reach altitude, I’m making eggs Florentine.”


    “Sounds good,” I said, holding the exterior door open for Ella to pass through.


    Her eyes widened upon taking in the view.


    The hangar was impressive and for the most part, blindingly white. But instead of closing in the lounge, I’d had contractors delineate the rectangular area by building a glass half-wall. Rough-hewn dark walnut floors provided the perfect foundation for lots of manly, burgundy leather sofas that probably would have been better suited to a hunting lodge, but I didn’t care. When I was forced by bad weather to spend an hour or two in here, I wanted to be comfortable and pretend I was back in Africa. The taxidermy giraffe and water buffalo added to the overall ambience. Toss in assorted British Colonial-era chests, tables and lamps—not to mention my sweet G-6—and the place was cool enough to have been rented for a couple of corporate parties and even weddings.


    “Did you shoot those?” she asked, eyes wide with what I could only guess was horror.


    I laughed. “Those are Willie and Oscar—both longtime residents of the San Diego Zoo who died of old age. The zoo gave them to me after I gifted them with a check that had a whole bunch of zeros.”


    “Promise? I’d love to go on safari someday, but strictly for photo-shooting.”


    “Deal.”


    “Mr. Stone, Ms. Patton,” Stephanie asked, “could I get either of you a cup of coffee or tea while we’re waiting? Mason and Doug are finishing the preflight check, and then we’ll be on our way. Oh—and a Nathan Black is listed on the manifest. Will he still be joining us?”


    “Yes,” Ella said.


    No, I thought, but refrained from saying. If I didn’t let him come, I’d look like a total dick. Today was important to Ella and though she hadn’t said anything about it, I knew she probably needed Nathan’s support. I hated conceding that point, almost as much as I dreaded being cooped up with him for the long-ass flight.


    Speak of the devil, the door opened and the kid sauntered in. He wore dark sunglasses, but slid them on top of his head. I’d only ever seen him in jeans, and he didn’t disappoint by wearing them again. Instead of a T-shirt, he’d at least worn a shirt and tie.


    “Thanks for coming. I know it’ll mean a lot to Willow’s parents that you’re there.” Ella approached him as if going in for a hug, but then stopped short of touching him. I was selfishly glad.


    “Sure,” he said. “Plus, I’m gonna see my sisters and dad.”


    “That’s good.” She didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands. “I always liked your father. He has a wicked sense of humor. Is Rachel bringing the baby?”


    “Hope so.”


    “Gosh, he’s got to be so big. Last time we watched him he was what? Only like two months old?”


    He nodded. “My other sister, Paula—I don’t think you’ve met her—is going to be there too. Before the funeral, we’re having lunch at Sizzler. Want to—never mind.”


    “If you were going to ask us to join you,” I said more out of a perverse desire to make Ella happy than because it was anything I wanted to do, “I wouldn’t mind meeting your family.”


    Ella narrowed her eyes.


    Nathan shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sure. Whatever.”


    “Mr. Black,” Stephanie said, approaching the kid, “would you care for coffee, tea or a soft drink before we board?”


    “No. But it’s real nice of you to offer.” The kid at least had the decency to look as uncomfortable as I felt. What was his story? He couldn’t have had too much going for him in Rose Springs, considering the fact that he’d moved here on such short notice.


    “Liam.” Ella linked her left arm with my right. I’m sure she meant her gesture to put me at ease in regard to her feelings for me, but so far, it wasn’t working. “Did you know Nathan was Employee of the Month at our Wal-Mart for half a year?”


    “Impressive,” I managed without cracking a smile. Was that the best he could do? It would take an entire legal pad to list all of my awards.


    “It’s no big deal.” Nathan looked to his feet.


    “Yes, it is—or, was,” Ella said. I hated the warm glow in her eyes when she talked to him—or even about him. Couldn’t she hide her admiration? She left me to elbow him. “Willow and I gave Nathan plenty of grief over whether he was Dane or Dax in the movie Employee of the Month. But since he’s so handsome…” She pinched his cheek. It took every ounce of my self-restraint not to growl. “…Of course, he’d be Dane Cook—only, with darker hair.”


    Nathan had the good sense to back away from Ella.


    It crushed me to witness a shadow pass over her expression. What did that mean? Was it her silent way of acknowledging she was unhappy about the rift between them?


    She wiped silent tears. “I think it’s just now hitting me that she’s really gone.”


    At the same time I reached for Ella, so did Nathan. He got to her first, settling his arm around her shoulders. When she leaned into him, and his casual comfort morphed into a hug, I froze. Was this really happening?


    I was a grown-ass man and understood that Ella considered Nathan to be her close friend, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. I’d known Willow for all of ten minutes, yet these two had been part of her life. If just for today, I had to be the bigger person and accept that.


    “Let’s get through the funeral,” the kid said into her hair—my hair. “You’ll feel better once it’s done.”


    She nodded. “I just can’t believe this is really happening. It feels like a bad dream. The last time I saw her, she looked beautiful. Her coloring was great, and if I hadn’t known she was in a coma, I would’ve thought she was taking a nap.”


    “I know,” he said.


    She backed far enough away to search his gaze. “You didn’t tell me you saw her.”


    “How could I tell you, when I haven’t seen much of you?”


    The smile she flashed was misty and when they hugged again, I wanted to punch something—[image: ]preferably, Nathan’s face.


    I’d had enough, but if I made a scene, what would that accomplish?


    After flipping through the magazines someone had artfully fanned on the coffee table, I took a copy of Forbes and settled into a brown leather armchair to wait.


    I tried focusing on an article about the newest model iPhone, but couldn’t filter out the chatter. Remember that time…How funny was it when… None of it concerned me. I could have tried feigning interest, but what was the point when with luck, after today, I’d never see Nathan again?


    Yeah, but would Ella?


    I had to put the thought out of my head.


    I refused to be that jealous asshole stereotype who got bent out of shape when my girl—my wife—talked to another guy. If I entered a marriage built on such a shaky foundation that I couldn’t even deal with funeral small talk, that could be a problem.


    The notion was easy to rationalize, but then I looked up to find the two of them sharing the sofa, and I reached into my suit’s chest pocket for TUMS.


    Thirty minutes later, we were airborne.


    I occupied the sofa, while Ella and Nathan sat opposite each other in the booth.


    Sunshine flooded the cabin and, so far, the ride had been smooth.


    I should have felt better about the situation, but if anything, I felt worse. Seeing Ella in this new light reminded me how little I actually knew about her. Our bond was still fragile. Part of me felt as if I’d never not known her. Then reality set in. She’d been in my life since Halloween—[image: ]barely over two months—yet here we were, engaged. Only, she was still married. I’d told myself I didn’t care. Yet if I’d seen this scenario in a chick flick, it would have seemed so ridiculous I would have pitched popcorn at the screen.


    Stephanie stood at the galley stove, entertaining Ella and Nathan with a story about her upcoming baby shower. “So since we’re having a boy, I wanted a simple, fun pirate theme, but my mom wants a fancy-schmancy high tea. My attorney sister who never wants kids thinks we should do something kooky like having it catered at Alcatraz—” she patted her enormous belly “—since I’m about to be cuffed with a lifelong sentence.” After adding a pinch of white pepper to her Mornay sauce, she set it aside to sauté spinach. “Making matters worse, my bestie since we met in middle school art class has her heart set on a hoedown/we[image: ]stern theme.” She laughed. “Look at me! This is the last day I’m even allowed to fly, so do I look like I’m in shape to two-step?”


    Ella and Nathan laughed.


    Stephanie possessed a natural flair for setting anyone at ease, treating the aircraft as if it were her home, and all passengers as if they were her treasured guests. I thought the world of her and her husband, and was gifting their newborn with his college education paid in full. I was especially beholden to her today for holding up the conversation.


    Lord knew, I had nothing to say.


    Ella said, “A friend of mine was pregnant and flew a lot for work. She was obsessed with her baby getting too much radiation. Are you worried?”


    “Not really. My doctor has been monitoring me, and I don’t fly anywhere near as much as a commercial flight attendant, and honestly, I’ve never felt better. Liam was kind enough to offer paid leave as soon as he heard Doug and I were expecting, but I love this job. I couldn’t bear to constantly be stuck at home.”


    “What happens after your son’s born?”


    Stephanie winced while flipping the potato pancakes that formed the base of her creation. I’d had it many times, and she knew it was a favorite. “I’ll be home for the first six months. After that, my mom offered to stay with the baby when Doug and I travel. How about you?” she asked Ella. “I know you and Liam are newly engaged, but have you talked about kids?”


    Good question. One that left me feeling even farther apart from Ella.


    More than anything, I wanted to take her to the aft cabin and lock us both inside. I wanted a repeat of that morning in bed, and then I wanted to ask her about all of the things I’d only just realized I didn’t know. Did she want to have kids? If so, how many? What were her favorite movies and where did she most want to travel?


    I was so deep in thought that I hadn’t noticed when she snuggled alongside me, resting her head on my shoulder. For the first time since taking off, I dared exhale.


    “Are you okay?” she asked. She ran her finger along the deep furrow between my brows. “You look so serious. You’re not back to feeling responsible for Willow, are you?”


    I shook my head, embarrassed to tell her I hadn’t thought about her friend for hours.


    “Good. Back at the hangar, Nathan and I were talking about Willow’s stubborn streak.” A faint smile lit her eyes. “It was one of the best things about Willow and one of the worst. She always did exactly what she wanted. I’m sad to lose her, but I’m done with pointing fingers. What happened was a horrible accident. I just hope her parents understand.”


    “Do you know them?” I glanced at the booth to find Nathan engrossed in a copy of People. This semiprivate time with Ella brought me down from the ledge on which I’d teetered. The last thing I wanted was to dive headfirst into a great, big pool of crazy, and that’s what seeing Ella with Nathan gave me the urge to do. “Willow’s parents?”


    “No. She talked about them a lot, and was close to her dad, but I got the impression she and her mom weren’t on the same page. Her parents were divorced. Her mom’s pretty religious, and she was…” She pressed her lips. “Well, you know.”


    I nodded.


    “Willow had an older sugar daddy who bought her the car. Wonder if he’ll show?”


    “You talking about Baxter?” Nathan asked.


    It pissed me off that the kid had intruded upon our private conversation. It didn’t matter that we were all stuck together in this flying tin can. For those all-too-brief moments, I’d felt as if Ella and I had been on our own.


    “Is that his name?” Ella asked.


    “Yeah.” Nathan set his magazine on the table. “He owns Baxter Ford. He’s married, with three daughters—one of them only a few years younger than Willow. I told her she had no business hanging around with him, but she assured me she was only in it for the free car.”


    “On that happy note,” Stephanie said with forced cheer, “breakfast is served.”


    I had no appetite, but considering she’d been working on it for over an hour, I slid into the booth alongside Ella, struggling to forget the last time we’d sat next to each other like this at Olive Garden. That night had been so hot. It had also been the night Willow died. Such a bizarre contrast of highs and lows. Kind of like the tumultuous times Ella and I had shared. Once her divorce was behind her—us—would our relationship enter a calm?


    “Thanks,” Nathan said after a few minutes of eating like he’d been starved. “This is real good—like the best thing I’ve had since my momma’s home cooking.”


    “Aw, thank you.” Stephanie glowed from the praise. “I take it you don’t get to indulge in your mom’s cooking very often?”


    He bowed his head. “She died a few years back.”


    “I’m so sorry.” Stephanie served him a second helping, then topped off Ella’s OJ.


    After a shrug, he forked another bite. “She had cancer. For a while there, it was pretty bad. Once she finally went, it was a relief. Watching her suffer was hell.”


    Damn him. Just when I’d made up my mind to thoroughly hate him, he had to go and not only make me feel sorry for him, but also to notice the connection in that both of us had lost our mothers far too young.


    “I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine,” Stephanie said.


    Ella finished her latest bite, and after singing Stephanie’s praises, said to Nathan, “It will be nice seeing your dad. Has he talked at all about coming to see you in Sausalito?”


    “Nah. He doesn’t have the cash, and I sure don’t.”


    I always felt awkward listening in on conversations like this. Did people bring up their lack of funds in the hope that I would offer to fix their financial problems? Most times, I did. I got a kick out of being a year-round Santa. In Nathan’s case, however, I wasn’t sure what to say. I could offer to give his old man a commercial plane ticket, or hell, even send the jet for him. But did I really want to take our casual acquaintance to that deeper level? The more distance between us, the better.


    “Liam?” Ella toyed with a piece of spinach. “Do you think you could help Nathan’s dad with a visit?”


    As my fiancée, Ella’s request wasn’t out of line. Garrett had already given me shit about getting her to sign a pre-nup, but with as much money as I had, I’d willingly give Ella anything she wanted. But this? I felt selfish, and equally annoyed by her even asking. But put on the spot, there wasn’t much I could do other than fish a business card from my wallet, then hand it to the kid. “You and your dad work out when he’d like to come, and I’ll cover the costs.”


    Nathan raised his chin. “I appreciate the offer, but that’s okay. My dad and I both are the sort who’d rather pay our own way.”


    I could respect that. I kept eating my meal.


    “Nathan…” Ella scowled. “Liam made you a generous offer. Why do you always have to be so proud?”


    The kid fisted his napkin. “Please, Ella, stay out of this.” To me, he directed, “I really do appreciate your offer, but do me a favor, and think back to a time when you didn’t have all of this…” He gestured to our posh surroundings. “I never brought up money—or my lack thereof—in hopes of landing a handout. That’s not the way I roll.” He offered his hand to shake across the table.


    I met him, clasping his palm. “No worries. The offer still stands if you find yourself in a pinch.”


    He nodded, but that was all.


    The rest of the meal passed in silence.


    Ella stiffened alongside me. Was she pissed that I hadn’t helped her friend? I’d tried. Didn’t that count?


    Needing space, I said, “I’m going aft to make a few calls.”
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    Ella


    Asking Liam for money to give to Nathan had been beyond inappropriate.


    The second I’d made the suggestion, I’d regretted it.


    Liam and I might be engaged, but even after we were married, his money would never truly be my money. That’s why I wanted to start school—even if I only took courses online. I needed to make something of myself¸ for myself. No matter how much I loved Liam, never again would I be solely dependent on a man.


    With Stephanie in the cockpit and Liam in the back cabin, Nathan leaned across the table. “What the hell? Why would you do that?”


    “Sorry. I thought you’d want your dad to visit.”


    “Sure, I do, but not like this. You might be all dreamy-eyed over this guy, but I don’t know him from Adam. I’m sure as hell not accepting charity from him.”


    I sat back and crossed my arms. “Then why are you on his plane?”


    His brown gaze narrowed. “Truth? Obviously, I needed a ride to Willow’s funeral. But beyond that, I wanted to see the two of you together. I need to see for myself if he’s good enough for you.”


    “Stop!” I whispered, glancing over my shoulder to make sure Stephanie wasn’t lurking behind us—not that she was the lurking type, but she could have accidentally stumbled upon Nathan’s less-than-heroic speech. “You can’t say things like that. No matter what you think, Liam and I share a connection I can’t begin to explain—and don’t have to. You need to respect that.”


    He rolled his eyes.


    “I’m serious.”


    “Uh-huh…” He finished his meal.


    Wanting away from Nathan, I slid out of the booth to walk on wobbly legs to the small but efficient galley. I figured the least I could do after she’d prepared such a delicious meal would be to help with the cleanup.


    I’d just finished washing a sauté pan when Stephanie opened the cockpit door. “What’re you doing?”


    “What’s it look like?” I shot a grin her way. “Have a seat. Your poor feet must be killing you.”


    She graced me with her usual serene smile. “You’re a doll for pitching in, but this is my job. You’re soon to be my boss’s wife. Please, find a seat and relax.”


    “Sure. Okay.” Something in her tone made me feel as if I didn’t belong. Or, I guess I did, but not in her circle. There had been an unspoken intonation in her voice that said I was somehow above her. That if she didn’t serve me properly, there could be repercussions. Which was ridiculous. Liam thought the world of her.


    A discreet ding sounded, which prompted Stephanie to answer a wall-mounted phone. “Yes, Mr. Stone?”


    Why the formality? Especially when I’d seen firsthand how casually Liam ran his office.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Is everything all right?” I asked after she’d hung up.


    “Oh, sure.” She wore her usual serene smile, which prompted me to wonder if there had been a problem, would she have let any of us know?


    Even though she’d just finished making a full breakfast, she now gathered an assortment of leafy vegetables.


    “After that huge breakfast, is Liam craving a salad?”


    “Juice. Excuse me.” She motioned me aside. “You’d probably be more comfortable if you had a seat.”


    Though her request had been faultlessly polite, why did I get the impression that I’d been given a royal brush-off?


    Nathan had moved to an armchair, stretched out his legs and fallen asleep.


    I wanted to talk with Liam, but was he busy? I hated this feeling of not belonging but wasn’t sure what to do about it. I hated remembering back when Liam had first brought me to San Francisco, and I’d met with Garrett. He’d intimated that Liam wasn’t the kind and gentle soul I’d pegged him to be. That he had a side I didn’t yet know. At the time, I’d chosen not to believe him, but upon witnessing his behavior today, I had to wonder.


    Was I expecting too much to wish he’d asked me to join him in his cabin? Or that he’d at least tried being part of the earlier conversation I’d had with Nathan?


    “Brace yourself,” Stephanie said. “Liam’s juicer is loud.”


    She wasn’t kidding.


    Her end result was a crystal glass filled with green goo that she garnished with a leafy celery stick. “Yum,” she teased.


    “Would you like me to take it to him?” I asked, wishing I didn’t feel the need to make an excuse to see my own fiancé.


    “Why not?” She took longer than I liked to think about it, but then handed the glass to me, along with a white cloth napkin. “Thank you.”


    I nodded, then walked toward the back cabin, stepping over Nathan’s legs, and knocked on Liam’s door.


    “Come on in, Steph.”


    Though it hurt that he hadn’t expected me, I had to toughen up and realize that he was an important man. Even once we were married, he couldn’t stop everything to entertain me, which was one more reason I had to embark on a life goal all my own. Willow’s funeral had us all on edge and I was overreacting. Why wouldn’t Liam feel awkward around Nathan? Considering the fact that they both had feelings for me, to expect anything else was just stupid.


    I slid open the pocket door, cast a smile in his direction, then closed the door behind me. “Your juice,” I said with a flourish.


    “Thanks.” He barely looked up from his laptop. “Why didn’t Stephanie bring it?”


    “Because I wanted to. I missed you.”


    “Oh.”


    Ignoring his cold shoulder, I snuggled next to him on the sofa. “What’re you doing?”


    “Working up a proposal for the board. To remain relevant, I want to diversify. We’ve proven ourselves to be proficient at software, apps, and the whole search engine gig, but I want to make something tangible. When it comes down to it, my legacy is air.” He sipped his juice.


    “Your legacy? What’s got you thinking about such heavy fare so early?”


    “We are on our way to a funeral. Willow was too young to die, but it could happen to any of us—even without a cocaine assist.”


    True. But that was the last thing I cared to think about.


    “Last night,” he said, “while we were cleaning up, Owen and I tossed around the idea of getting into robotics—not the kind in factories like we have now, but real cutting-edge shit that’s straight out of sci-fi movies. We want to create a butler so realistic owners will wonder if they should gift him at Christmas.”


    “Is that possible? For a robot to be so humanlike?”


    He shrugged. “Guess we’ll never know if we don’t start figuring it out.” After taking a sip of his juice, he added, “In the future, you should let Stephanie do her job.”


    Where had that come from? “Okay…”


    “You’re going to be my wife. You should act like it. Natalie will help—introduce you around the right circles and make sure you fit in.”


    I leaned away from him. “What happened to the guy I woke up alongside this morning? He didn’t strike me as being an elitist snob.”


    He had the good grace to wince. “I wouldn’t go that far. All I’m saying is that as my wife, people will have certain expectations.”


    “Like what? For me to be a bitch? And how would Natalie be able to help in that arena, given the fact that she was an incredibly gracious hostess? As long as I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you treat anyone as if they’re lower than you. Why now?”


    “I don’t know, okay?” He finished off his juice, then stashed the glass in one of the built-in sofa’s rear cup-holders. “Maybe I just want everyone to treat you like the princess I believe you to be.”


    I snorted. “That’s a lovely notion, but have you forgotten the fact that you picked me up in a Wal-Mart snack bar? Before that, I was a cowardly punching bag, too afraid of my own shadow to stand up to the monster who’d carved me. Instead, I snuck off like I’d done something wrong, when I should have found a way to stand up to him.” I wasn’t proud of running, but I was very proud of surviving. “For you to now put me on some pedestal, believing me too high and mighty to deliver a glass of juice?” I had to laugh. “You sound unhinged.”


    He drew me into a hug. “Maybe I am. Watching you interact with Nathan reminded me how little you and I actually know about each other. I love you so much it hurts, but I don’t know why. What is it about you and no other woman that makes me feel crazy? Like I want to punch any man who dares look at you, let alone talks to you and touches you. When he hugged you…”


    “Liam,” I pushed him back so I could meet his gaze. “What’s it going to take for you to believe I love you just as much? And I feel just as crazy when I see how closely you and Carol work together—plus, you two admittedly slept together, when Nathan and I haven’t. But do you see me acting nutty?”


    “Guess not.” He hung his head in mock shame. I could tell he didn’t actually feel bad, because of his stupid, handsome smirk. “But you’re so much better-looking than me, can you blame me for being insecure?”


    I shook my head, wanting to be mad at him, but when his smirk eased into a slow grin, I was helpless to do anything but kiss him. “I love you. Can we try getting through the rest of this day without further drama?”


    “Maybe…”


    “Wrong answer,” I said, grabbing a throw pillow I used to pummel him on his too-handsome head.


    There was no doubt more between us that needed to be said, but I was tired—not just from going to bed too late and waking too early. I was soul-deep weary and needed every part of my life to change. My engagement to Liam made for a great first step, but there was so much left to be done until I was once again whole.
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    Liam


    My kitten had curled herself against me and fallen asleep.


    I covered her with the throw and tried getting back into my proposal, but it was no good. I was no more in the mood for work than Ella had been in the mood for my BS. She’d been right. My insecurities where we were concerned were unfounded. So why did I dread breaking our cozy spell once the plane landed?


    Upon arrival, the car that Carol had arranged to be delivered to the tarmac was thankfully in place. The black Chrysler 300 was nowhere near the standard of my usual ride, but it beat the hell out of the cab I’d ridden around in the last time I’d been in town.


    I helped Ella into the front passenger side while the kid, to my relief, climbed in back.


    Once I sat behind the wheel with the engine idling, I asked, “Where to?”


    In the rearview mirror, I saw Nathan consult his watch. “We’ve got thirty minutes to kill before we’re due for lunch with my family.”


    “What did Garrett do with my apartment?” Ella asked.


    Her question caught me off guard. I didn’t have a firm answer for her, so I guessed. “I told Garrett to keep your former life intact—you know, just in case you wanted to move back.” I grasped her right hand, raising it to my lips. “Since that’s not happening, want to stop by and check for anything you might want, then officially turn in your keys?”


    She kept her gaze focused out the window but nodded, so I aimed the car in that direction.


    The weather was much different than it had been when we’d met. The sun shone, and the pilot had told us the local temperature was 53 degrees. For January, I didn’t think that was too bad.


    It hadn’t been long since I’d been in Rose Springs. The town had only one main road. It wasn’t that hard to remember how to get to the shit hole where Ella used to live.


    When I pulled into The Colonnade’s lot, the tires crunched broken glass.


    A gang of six kids played tag in the yard where I’d last seen snowmen.


    I killed the engine, then angled on the seat to face Ella. “Sure you want to do this? It wouldn’t be a big deal for me to have Garrett arrange for your furniture and other belongings to be donated to charity.”


    “Garrett’s already doing enough.” With her hand on the door handle, she forced a breath. “You and Nathan can stay here. The furniture belongs to the landlord, and anything else I want will fit in a Wal-Mart sack.”


    “Sorry, but you’re not going anywhere alone.” I opened my door. “I’m going with you.”


    “Me, too.” Nathan already had his door open and one foot on the pavement.


    “Guys…” With us all now on the sidewalk, she gave Nathan and me her best glare. “Really, I can handle this. Please, wait in the car.”


    “Not happening,” I insisted. Had she forgotten that the day before she’d left, her next-door neighbor had been murdered?


    “I agree,” Nathan added. “I never liked you living in this place.”


    “Whatever.” She started walking. “Lots of people live here. Families. Old people. Young people. Sure, there might be a few bad seeds, but doesn’t every neighborhood have one or two?”


    Not in my zip code.


    She turned her back on us to head to her apartment.


    I followed.


    Nathan dogged my heels.


    By the time we’d trudged upstairs, Ella was already in her place, but she’d left the door open. I walked inside and was put off by the smell—a cross between bug spray and mold. Her living room ceiling boasted a pizza-sized brown stain and the carpet squished beneath my loafers. Thinking of Ella living in these conditions had me yet again reaching for my TUMS.


    Nathan had passed me to join Ella in her former bedroom.


    “What are you getting?” I heard him ask.


    “Just a few pictures and my journal. I never thought we’d end up staying in California.”


    Nathan said, “I know what you mean.”


    Unable to stand another minute of feeling like a third wheel, I asked, “Want me to grab any of your books or clothes?”


    “No, thank you.” She crammed a pile of loose snapshots into a red gingham bag that sported a face made of a vinyl-bacon mouth and fried-egg eyes. It was the sort of quirky accessory one of my female high school friends might have carried—not that I’d had that many. I wouldn’t have labeled any of them my girlfriend.


    The apartment’s gloom made me feel like a trespasser in a long-sealed tomb. The air was oppressive and still. A fine layer of dust coated every flat surface.


    The last time I’d been here hadn’t been one of my prouder moments. It was when I’d first broached the subject of a contract with Ella. It was also the time she’d kicked me out. I’d feared never seeing her again, yet she now wore my ring.


    Maybe time really does change everything.


    “How’re you doing?” I asked, having sidestepped Nathan to stand behind her at her dresser. I ran my hand up and down her back. I wish I could say the gesture had been meant solely for her comfort. In part, it was, but the insecure kid in me was marking territory by reminding Nathan that he might be her friend, but she was ultimately marrying me. “Have everything you needed?”


    She nodded. “I think so…” She dragged in a deep, shuddering breath, only to sharply exhale. “I’m sure this place doesn’t seem like much to you, but the first night I spent here was one of the best of my life. After such a long time of feeling like Blaine’s prisoner, I’d finally been free. All at once, it had been a rush and yet still scary. Every little noise had made me jump. It took a few months before I stopped thinking every creak in the ceiling or floor was a sign of Blaine coming to get me.”


    “Did you ever have cause to believe he’d found you?”


    “No…”


    “I still can’t believe you never told me and Willow. We could have helped,” Nathan said.


    “You did…” She swiped a few tears, which made me feel like an even bigger ass for again worrying about myself when she was the one hurting. My petty insecurities meant nothing. “I’ll never be able to repay you for being such a good friend. Wish I’d had the chance to tell Willow how much…”


    She lost it, but before she could turn to Nathan, I enfolded her in not just a hug, but the kind of love and support only I could give. Nathan might be her friend, but I was her friend and lover and more.


    Nathan had the gall to rub her shoulder. “She knows how much you loved her.”


    “Hope so.” She drew away from me, darting into the bathroom, where she used toilet paper to blow her nose.


    “What time is it?” I asked Nathan. “Should we get going?” I’d had about all of this place and its ghosts that I could stand. I’d only been here twice, and both times, I’d ended up looking like an ass. If I didn’t get out soon, history was dangerously close to repeating itself.


    “Probably.” He joined Ella in the cramped bathroom. “I don’t mean to rush you, but we’re supposed to meet my family at Sizzler in five minutes.”


    “Oh gosh…” She wet a washcloth, then dabbed her eyes. I caught a glimpse of her in the mirror, and despite her red-rimmed eyes, was struck by her beauty. Her high cheekbones and streamlined nose. Those perpetually pouty lips. The makeup she now wore only accented what nature had generously provided. Her innate elegance was profound, and it left me as breathless and awestruck as standing before a Bierstadt painting or staring out at the restless Pacific from the very edge of the beach house’s deck. “I’m sorry. Let’s go. But should I come back later to clean?”


    “Don’t worry about it.” Once she’d exited the bathroom, I guided her toward the front door. “I’m sure a complex like this has seen way worse messes—not that you’re leaving a mess, but you know what I mean.”


    “Thank you.” She halted our progress to kiss me, then kill me when she left me to crush Nathan in an ambush hug. “Thank you, too. I guess I’m glad you both came in. This turned out to be harder than I thought.”


    With his chin resting on Ella’s shoulder, Nathan met my hard stare.


    I should have been grateful to him for providing Ella with much-needed comfort. Instead, I squelched yet another urge to punch him.


    
      —
    


    Lunching with Nathan’s family.


    Where do I begin in describing the fun?


    I would have felt more at home sitting onstage at a fucking Mary Kay cosmetics convention[image: ]—nothing against the organization, but I was hardly their target customer or a suitable candidate for their sales force. The same applied to my qualifications for being seated at this table that had been reserved for twenty, located smack dab in the center of Sizzler Steak Buffet’s main dining room.


    Sandwiched between Nathan’s pregnant sister, Paula, and her grubby toddler everyone called Turtle—I had no idea why—I couldn’t remember a recent time when I’d felt more lost in a crowd. As for past occasions when I’d been the odd man out? Oh—there had been more endless nights spent with strangers than leaves on your garden-variety oak. One of the best things about marriage would be never again having to be alone. No matter where I went, Ella would be beside me—not that she was now.


    Nathan’s father crowned the table’s head. Nathan and Ella flanked him. The rest of the clan formed a procession up and down both sides. Nathan’s sisters and their husbands and kids and aunts and uncles and cousins seemed like nice enough people, but they weren’t my people. It was made clear from the start that I was an outsider. I still wasn’t certain whether Nathan had told them who I was, or if he had and they just didn’t care. Either way, for a man like me, who’d grown accustomed to being the center of attention wherever I went, to now be ignored in favor of fawning over Turtle’s apparently profound performance as a wise man in his Sunday school’s Christmas pageant served as a reminder that the only thing currently making me special was my association with Ella.


    Turtle’s mom said, “I’ve gotta pee. Would you mind taking Turtle to the buffet’s dessert table? His dad’s off changing the baby and if he doesn’t get chocolate pudding in about two seconds, I’m afraid he’s going to blow.”


    Not sure what blowing entailed for a two- or three-year-old, I reluctantly agreed.


    I pushed back my chair, then held out my hand to the kid. “Ready?”


    “I poop!”


    “Okay, well, your mom said you want pudding.”


    “POOP!”


    I scanned my immediate area to see who else had heard the kid’s inappropriate language, wondering if he was supposed to get a timeout or something, but no one had even noticed.


    “You POOP!” He cracked himself up, and grabbed his belly while laughing.


    Since none of his relatives seemed too keen on teaching him restaurant manners, I knelt alongside him, placing my hand on his shoulder. “Bathroom issues are best left in the bathroom, okay?”


    He took one look at me and screamed as if I were Freddy Krueger.


    The aunt seated on the kid’s opposite side snatched him onto her lap, glaring at me as if I were your garden-variety child molester. “What did you say, and where were you trying to take him?”


    I suppose I could have tried explaining, but I was done.


    I looked to Ella, who seemed enthralled by Nathan’s dad’s rollicking tale about his bass boat being attacked by a pissed-off cottonmouth. Back in my days growing up in Mississippi, I’d seen more than enough snakes to know I had no interest in hearing about another. So where did that leave me? Did I play the asshole card by announcing to Ella—my fiancée—that we were leaving? Or did I yet again take the high road by bowing out and letting her enjoy the rest of her meal?


    Considering our next good time was her dead best friend’s funeral, I forced a deep breath and trudged uphill—the direction where lately my life seemed to be eternally leading.


    Turtle was still screaming when I made formal goodbyes to my end of the table.


    My future wife, my love, never even noticed I’d left.
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    Ella


    I couldn’t remember when Liam had left the table. All I knew was that when I looked to him for a reassuring smile, he was gone.


    I asked Nathan’s Granny June where Liam had gone, which prompted a game of telephone that was eventually answered with a cryptic general belief that he’d gone to the bathroom. Fifteen minutes later, when he still hadn’t returned, I asked Nathan to go check on him. When he came back to report Liam wasn’t there, my chest felt uncomfortably tight and the room’s air warmed as if the buffet’s steam table had gone rogue.


    I neatly folded my paper napkin before placing it on the table. “I should go look for him.”


    “He’s a grown man,” Nathan noted. “I’m sure he’s perfectly capable of looking after himself.”


    Lips pursed, I hoped the dirty look I shot him adequately portrayed how little I appreciated his snarky comment. We’d talk later about the way he’d deliberately sat Liam on the opposite edge of the Sizzler universe from me. “I’ll be back as soon as I find him.”


    Nathan just shrugged before resuming his conversation with his dad.


    I searched for Liam near the restrooms, and again in the lobby where the register clerk read the Rose Springs Gazette. The front page featured side-by-side photos of Willow. The first must have been taken at one of the penthouse parties. The second was her senior yearbook photo from Rose Springs High. The headline shouted in all caps: LOCAL CELEB TO BE BURIED.


    Wow. In the time span of a couple of months, my old Wal-Mart snack bar buddy had rocketed to front-page news. She would have been thrilled. Too bad she wasn’t alive to read her own press.


    I tracked down Liam outside.


    He sat behind the wheel of the rental car with the engine humming, listening to Tool rage about all of us being “trapped in a bullshit, three-ring circus.” That fact might apply to the vast majority of the world, but I hardly felt sorry for Lord Liam, who’d yet to experience the joy of standing on his feet at a Wal-Mart snack bar counter for ten hours during the pre-Christmas rush.


    I’m sure at some point in his career he’d worked hard, and I knew he still did, but there were varying degrees of work, and what he did could hardly count as real labor. He wasn’t out digging ditches or scrubbing toilets.


    I jerked open the passenger door and climbed in. “What’re you doing? Nathan’s family is still eating.”


    “Right.” He didn’t even look at me. “Only, since I’m not part of his family, I fail to see why my presence is required.”


    “Because I want you to be there. I’m sure Nathan does, too.”


    He snorted.


    “Liam, what’s wrong with you? You’ve been acting weird all day. You’re not going to spaz out on me at Willow’s funeral, are you?”


    “Spaz out?” He did look my way on that one. “No, that’s not in my bag of tricks.”


    “You know what I mean. I need you, but you’re out here.”


    “Ironic, isn’t it?”


    “What?”


    “The fact that you need me, yet I’ve been sitting here thinking how much I need you.”


    “You have me. You’re not making sense.” With a flourish of drums angrier than the lyrics, the song ended, and Liam turned off the stereo before unplugging his phone from an auxiliary chord.


    “Do I really, Ell? Have you? Because from where I was sitting way down in the cheap seats, it looked like Nathan and his dad had you. I didn’t have shit, other than some sticky little brat talking about poop.”


    Wow. His hostility took my breath away. Where was this coming from?


    “Sorry.” He put his hands over his face and sighed. “Remember when I told you about my mom? How she committed suicide?”


    “Of course.” I slipped off my heels and leaned sideways, raising my feet onto the seat.


    “What I didn’t tell you was that Owen and I grew up in a town just like this—only smaller. Everyone was constantly all up in everyone else’s business and with Mom gone, my only family was my father. That was it. So in this town where all my friends had extended families like Nathan’s, aside from a dad I hated, I had no one. Owen’s mom was always real nice. For holidays, she’d make sure Owen dragged me along. But all of those meals culminated in me feeling just like this. I was tagged on at the end of some table as an afterthought. A fucking charity case. What don’t you understand about the fact that I don’t want to be that anymore? I can’t.”


    I swallowed the knot in the back of my throat. “What don’t you understand about the fact that as long as I’m alive, you never again have to? I’m sorry I didn’t force the issue of having you seated beside me. I thought you like meeting new people.”


    “Usually, I do. But this was different. I felt twelve again—like the little kid whose mom hated him so much she killed herself.”


    “Liam, stop.” Inside, I ached for him. What had it cost him to make that admission? “You know that’s not true. Obviously, I didn’t know her, but even I understand she had to have done what she did because of your father—not you. I’ve been in her shoes. She had to have felt desperate—as if there truly was no other option for escape.”


    He didn’t look convinced.


    “This is a weird day for all of us. Even Nathan seems on edge. After the funeral, I bet we’ll all feel better.”


    “Right. But you’ve already said that, and I just keep feeling worse.”


    
      —
    


    At the funeral, Nathan and his family occupied an entire pew toward the back of the small stone chapel.


    Liam and I sat in the third pew back from Willow.


    If she hadn’t been in a casket, I would have sworn she’d just passed out at a party—only with bad makeup and supersized eighties hair. If I’d been a better friend, I would have said something, but to whom? I wasn’t even related. In the grand scope of her life, I’d known Willow about ten minutes. Yet I knew she loved a side pony and preferred red lipstick to pink. On any given Saturday night, she wouldn’t have been caught dead in a pale blue church dress with a pink lace collar. Only she was dead. Ironic, considering that when we’d first met, I’d been the one in her shoes.


    The country pastor’s angry, evangelical words gave me no solace.


    Willow’s father stared stoically straight on the far right of the front pew. On the far left, her mother sobbed into a wad of tissues.


    I felt horrible for her. She must be drowning in the grief stemming from losing her child.


    Liam had approached her before the ceremony, but she’d been in no shape to talk.


    My throat tightened to the point that it was hard to swallow and my eyes stung. But what I felt was more complex than sadness. Of course, I was sorry Willow was gone, but also about the senseless nature of her passing. Had her overdose been accidental or on purpose? If she hadn’t gone to San Francisco with me, would she still be alive? If I’d stayed at Liam’s penthouse with her, would her partying never have grown so far out of control to have landed her in this position?


    There were so many flowers. Roses and carnations and lilies. The sweet scent scratched my already tender throat with velvet claws.


    Liam took my hand from my lap, easing his fingers between mine. He whispered, “You all right?”


    Because I couldn’t speak, I nodded.


    “Willomena may have shied from the Lord in recent years,” the pastor droned on, “but that doesn’t mean she isn’t already in the arms of angels. In her final moments, I choose to believe our God—our loving, forgiving God—accepted her pleas for forgiveness. Though the ravages of drugs, alcohol and fornication may have cut short her precious life on Earth, in Heaven, our merciful God will gift her with an eternity to atone for her many sins.”


    I leaned in to Liam. “I hate this. Willow would’ve hated this.”


    He gave my hand another squeeze.


    Had I planned my friend’s last hours before she was planted six feet under, there would have been music—all kinds. Vintage Pearl Jam, N*E*R*D*, The Black Keys, with a grand finale of “Naked as We Came” by Iron & Wine. We would have margaritas and body shots and maybe a smidge of the fornication the pastor seemed so concerned about. The only thing Willow’s mom had gotten right was the casket. My friend would have loved the custom red Harley-Davidson model with flames. That said, it clashed with her dress and left me wondering about the contrast—a[image: ]lmost as if the funeral had been planned by committee and Willow’s mom had conceded that lone point. Or maybe her father had insisted at least some small portion of the ceremony actually reflect his daughter’s wild side.


    Willow had been a firecracker. For her to have such a dud of a funeral should be a crime. But then, what did I know? I might as well have been in my own grave—that’s how much I hadn’t lived.


    Being with Liam had changed everything. He’d made colors more vibrant and my senses hyperaware. It was no doubt inappropriate of me to count my blessings at a funeral, but wouldn’t it also be wrong to be anything less than genuine? Despite losing one of my best friends, there it was—the truth of my new life. I loved. I was loved. What more could a girl want? If it weren’t for Willow’s death, everything would be perfect. The awkwardness between Liam and Nathan never would have happened, because they never would have been forced together.


    “Let us bow our heads and pray, and so that Willomena’s death isn’t in vain, if you feel the Lord calling your name, urging you to repent, please come down to accept Him as your savior. We’ll wait as long as it takes…Come, sinners. God is the King of second chances…”


    Dramatic canned organ music swelled.


    Liam said, “This isn’t my scene. Ready to go?”


    “Shh,” I scolded. “We can’t leave until after the invitational. It would be rude.”


    Two guys were “saved,” but what did that really mean? I recognized one as the drunk redneck who’d done body shots off Willow the night of the party we’d taken Liam to when he’d first been in Rose Springs. Was he spooked by her sudden death? Did he believe religion would save him even though it had failed Willow? Who knew? Who really knew anything other than what the next few moments held in store?


    The pastor concluded the service by issuing another invitation[image: ]—this time, to encourage everyone gathered to stream past Willomena to pay their final respects.


    “I can’t do it,” I said to Liam.


    “Sure. Let’s go.”


    Still holding his hand, I rose, intent on leaving the chapel.


    I didn’t notice Nathan until literally running into him.


    “What’s your hurry?” he asked. “No last respects for you?”


    I gripped Liam’s hand extra hard. “You know she would’ve hated this—espec[image: ]ially that tragic dress.”


    He raised his eyebrows. “Considering that as long as I’ve known you, your uniform has consisted of ratty jeans, T-shirts and Converse, I never pegged you to be a card-carrying member of the Fashion Police.”


    Had we not been in a church, I would have flipped him the bird. “You know what I mean. She looks awful—not like her herself.”


    “Yeah, I noticed.” He bowed his head. “Anyway, I’m riding with my dad to the graveside service. In case you get separated from the procession, you know where the cemetery is, right? On the road that leads out to the country club?”


    “We’ll be there.” But I didn’t want to. Guilt licked me with a hot tongue, brewing unease in my belly. Seeing Willow on display in her casket was one thing, but watching the lid close and her being lowered into the ground was too much.


    Liam asked, “Want to sit in the car?”


    I nodded, curving into him when he wrapped his arm around my shoulders.


    A lone photographer stood outside the church, leaning against the black wrought-iron rail framing wide stone stairs. He smiled as we passed, then raised his camera to capture his shot.


    “Why would he take a picture of us?” I asked out of earshot.


    “Get used to it.”


    In the car, Liam and I sat in silence for thirty minutes with no noise other than the engine’s hum and the tick-tick of Liam answering emails on his phone.


    One of the suits gestured Liam into the cemetery parade.


    He sighed before stashing his phone in a cup holder. “Couldn’t they have waited two minutes?”


    We wove a path across town with police waving us through red lights.


    The line consisted of at least a hundred cars. How many “friends” had shown up for the funeral not to pay their respects, but to merely witness the spectacle of Willow’s death? Rose Springs wasn’t known for excitement—my old neighbor, Mrs. Lincoln, had been the first murder victim in thirty years. The fact that Willow had died under questionable circumstances while in the home of a billionaire bachelor had no doubt churned the rumor mill as if it were fueled by a jet engine.


    The cemetery was old, with graves dating back earlier than the War Between the States. We parked on the blacktop road outlining the perimeter.


    I opened the door and stepped out.


    “What’d you do that for?” Liam complained. He circled the car to join me.


    “What do you mean?”


    “You should’ve waited for me to open the door for you. See the paparazzi?” He nodded toward a single-story family mausoleum that faced the tent erected over Willow’s open grave. Five photographers with varying lens lengths aimed in our direction. “They’re waiting for one of us to fuck up.”


    “At a funeral?”


    “Anywhere. Welcome to my life. I’m going to step up security. Usually, I only make news when partying with Hollywood A-listers, but I guess dead chicks are even more fun.”


    “Not cool.” I sidestepped him, teetering on my heels down a meandering brick path.


    “You mean those guys following our every move?”


    “No, you—referring to Willow as a dead chick. Could you be any more insensitive?”


    “Christ…” He followed close behind, steadying me with his hand on the small of my back. I wished I didn’t find comfort in his smallest touch—that I could hold tight to my annoyance with his flippancy—but the truth was that now, more than ever, I needed him. As hard as the service had been, this was worse. I hated that the sun shone, warming my face and hands and the crown of my head. The heat offset the cold in my heart. The closer I stepped to the grave, the more my stomach churned.


    Liam now walked alongside me, and I put his comment behind me. I had to.


    I made eye contact with Willow’s mom, whom I’d never met, but she stared me down as if I’d killed her daughter myself. And that hurt. She didn’t know me. What I’d been through. Or how hard Willow had campaigned to join me in San Francisco.


    “Ignore her,” Liam counseled. So he, too, had caught her glare? “A couple hours from now, we’ll be back in the air. Tonight, we’ll stay at the beach house, okay?”


    I nodded.


    He guided me to the back of the gathering crowd, avoiding Willow’s glaring family and Nathan’s reassuring half-smile. Instead of focusing on the awful green Astroturf covering the exposed dirt from Willow’s grave, I looked to the soaring trees. The sun slanting in a drunken haze through naked branches. The moss-covered tombstones, representing the lives of countless loved ones. How could a place of such beauty harbor such pain?


    The pastor droned on, his words dark and ugly in the light of Willow’s life. She’d been more alive than anyone I’d ever known. No matter her faults, I’d admired that—her capacity for finding fun in the most mundane situations.


    “…Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Our dear Willomena’s time on Earth may have been short, but as seen by the outpouring of love from so many, she touched countless lives. Let us bow our heads and pray.”


    I refused to close my eyes or heart to the sun, the birdsong, the winter soil’s musk.


    Instead, I arched my head back, losing myself in the sky’s endless fathoms. I held Liam’s hand and remembered my blessings. My renewed reason for living.


    Willow, I’m sorry you’re dead. But for the first time in forever, I’m so happy to be alive. I loved you. And I hope you’re in a better place—no, the best place. You deserve it for all the nice things you used to do.


    When my gaze once again fell forward, it was to witness Willow’s mother stand, then place a lone white rose on her daughter’s casket. Her sobs rose above the soft strains of “Amazing Grace” being sung by a preteen girl.


    A man stepped forward to comfort her, but she brushed him away.


    She made a slow turn, momentarily losing her balance, her focus, but then steely determination replaced her tears and she strode my way.


    My pulse raced. I’d rehearsed a polite speech, hoping that when the time came, I’d find the right words to say, but now, my tongue felt thick and brain empty.


    The closer she stepped, the more her frown drew down her face until her scowl appeared garish. “You…”


    Liam stepped in front of me. “Ma’am…we’re both sorry for your loss.”


    She slapped him.


    He took the hit. I tried veering in front of him, but he held me back.


    Her index finger looked abnormally long when she leveled it at first Liam, then me. “My baby’s death is on you, Liam Stone. And you, Julie Smith. Your perversions brought a curse upon our lives. You took my baby to that land of sinners and look what happened!” Her voice had risen to a shriek. “The devil climbed right on into my baby’s head and took her. I hope you’re happy. I hope—”


    “Gloria, stop,” Willow’s father said. “Mr. Stone paid for all of this. You should be grateful. Apologize and then thank him.”


    “I will do no such thing,” she said with teeth clenched. “I don’t want any of this.” She was once again crying, and my heart broke for her. I wanted to reach out, to somehow reassure her that everything would be okay. But how could I when if I let down my guard for even a moment, I’d remember my own precarious situation? I could pretend all I wanted that divorcing Blaine would be no big deal, but down deep, where his scariest seeds had been planted, lurked a tangled fear forest. Gloria marched to the casket, yanking off the enormous blanket of woven white roses. She was crying again, shrieking in pain.


    It took the pastor and three women to drag her into the backseat of the funeral home’s white limo.


    It could have been my imagination, but all of a sudden, it seemed like everyone was talking at once. And pointing. Staring.


    My face grew hot and my stomach queasy.


    A flash of light caught my eye and I found the paparazzi actually laughing, capturing frame after frame of this family’s pain.


    “Come on.” Liam took my hand, dragging me when my feet refused to move.


    I started to protest but lacked the energy. It was time to go. To move on.


    Time to let Willow sleep.
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    Liam


    God, I hated this fucking town.


    Finally behind the rental car’s wheel, I had to help Ella with her seat belt, because she trembled too much to buckle it herself.


    Photographers blocked the windows. Their lenses protruded like hard appendages.


    I started the car and gunned it, not caring if I crushed their feet in the process.


    Ella softy cried. She held her hands over her face.


    I wished I didn’t have to drive so I could comfort her.


    I suppose I could have pulled over, but that would defeat the purpose of getting us to the jet—our escape pod. The whole day had been a shit show, and the sooner we got back to our normal lives, the better. But what was “normal”?


    At the airport, I parked the car, then stilled before killing the engine. “You all right?”


    She nodded.


    “I’m sorry. That was one hell of a scene.”


    “It’s okay. Part of me expected the blame.”


    “Even though you didn’t deserve it?”


    “Maybe I did. Maybe we both did.”


    Fuck that. “No, we didn’t. Willow made her own choices and it sucks for her that the consequences were stiff. Once she chose to stay behind at the penthouse after you’d gone, your paths split. You could no more be held responsible for her than the weather. You know as well as I do that Willow marched to the beat of not just her own drum, but orchestra. Let it go. Let her go…”


    “How can you be so callous?” Her mascara-streaked gaze clenched my chest.


    I unfastened my seat belt, reaching for her, framing her cheeks, brushing them clean with my thumbs. “How can it be callous when it’s for self-preservation? Babe…both of us are broken, but once we’re married, we’ll be fixed, you know?” I tucked my hand beneath her chin, urging her watery gaze to mine.


    “Will we? Really?” I felt her gaze searching my face for a promise when in my heart, I had none. Nothing concrete, anyway. Did it count that I wished I could gift her with a bright and shiny new life all wrapped in a pink bow? Hell, did she even like pink? “Because after that mess, I feel lost. Like maybe love isn’t enough. Maybe what we share is smoke and given the slightest wind, just like Willow, the two of us will blow away.”


    “Bullshit.” I took her hands. Kissed the backs of her fingers one by one. “What we share is magic.” Even though it was a lie, I flashed her my most confident smile. “Back before I made any real money, I used to chant affirmations when I worked out. Stuff like ‘Money comes easy to me,’ or ‘I win every negotiation.’ Eventually, I said it so much that I believed it, and then it started happening. I feel the same about us, Ell. I win—we win. It’s just going to take more time.” I kissed her, and exhaled only after she’d leaned into me, kissing me back. “Lucky for us, we have all the time in the world, right?”


    As if fate were giving us the finger, my cell rang.


    Garrett.


    I ignored the call. Seconds later, a text popped onto my screen.


    Call ASAP. Your future bride’s got baggage.


    It had been a helluva day. The last thing I had energy to deal with was more of Garrett’s rhetoric about why I shouldn’t be with the woman I love.


    
      —
    


    As it turned out, for the rest of the day and night, with my cell turned off, Ella and I did have all the time in the world.


    Nathan’s dad offered to pay for his return flight out of Little Rock if he agreed to stay in Rose Springs through the weekend. Ella seemed concerned about him, but I was secretly relieved.


    The flight home was perfect. Great food and conversation. A good movie and nap.


    By the time we landed, we were both too tired for a drive to the beach house and Ella didn’t want to “bother” my helicopter pilot, so we crashed at the Palo Alto house.


    In the morning, I texted Carol to clear my weekend of the few charity obligations I had scheduled, then hire security teams to be on alert for paparazzi at both the beach and Palo Alto houses. Finished, I turned off my phone. Since the day was clear and warm, we took the convertible Jag for our long-weekend trek. I couldn’t wait to finally have Ella at my favorite place for more than one night.


    “Thank you,” she said midway through our journey.


    “For what?” I glanced her way. She’d worn her hair in a ponytail, but the wind wanted to play. She smoothed escaped tendrils, gifting me with what had become my favorite of all of her smiles—the one she used solely when she was at her most content.


    “For erasing yesterday. I suppose I shouldn’t, but I feel as if it never happened. I remember the happy stuff about Willow, but none of the bad.”


    “Good. And you’re welcome.” We held hands the rest of the way—at least until she saw a grocery store and wanted to stop off for supplies. I tried explaining that Penny had more than likely already prepped our meals. Ella not only insisted on stopping, but told me that since what she was making was a surprise, I had to stay in the car.


    “Be right back,” she said with her flirty smile, kissing me nice and slow before giving me a dead-sexy view of her ass as she sashayed her way into the store.


    I adjusted my fly. She’d totally done that on purpose. Sassy little kitten!


    With the engine killed, I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, letting the sun’s warmth soak deep into my skin, into my bones. The air smelled crisp and clean, with just enough brine to get me as excited as a horny teen over the prospect of going to the beach with my girlfriend. Only, when I’d been a teen, I’d never had a girlfriend—at least not one who meant anywhere near as much as Ella.


    I grinned. Guess that was why I’d chosen to marry her.


    When Ella took longer than I’d anticipated, I turned on my phone.


    I’d expected a crap ton of texts and voicemails and missed calls, but not over fifty—most from Carol.


    I played the first. Nothing special, just a play-by-play of Monday’s revised schedule.


    The second—more of the same.


    The third? I wished I’d deleted before playing it.


    Liam, look, I know you wanted the weekend off to play, and I’ve arranged for security at both houses, but I figured you’d need a heads-up about today’s press. TMZ has a video of you getting slapped by Willow’s mom, and the wires picked up a shot of you and Ella with a bonus enlargement of her ring. I’m reasonably sure all of this will blow over, but in case you get ambushed by a reporter, I wanted you to have time to come up with a spin.


    Christ…I deleted the message just as Ella left the store.


    She looked so happy, I didn’t want to bring her down with this crap, so I didn’t.


    “Pop the trunk,” she requested with her arms wrapped around a bulging paper sack. “I need to hide this so you won’t peek.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” I did as she asked, putting the message out of my head. Screw the press. They weren’t getting a second of this weekend.


    At the house, just as I’d figured, Penny had stocked the fridge, but that was okay. Ella’s lone bag—no matter how full—wasn’t enough to sustain us, considering the adult activities I had planned.


    “When do I get my surprise?” I asked after hauling the last of our luggage.


    “Are you hungry?”


    “Always.” I closed the front door and settled my hands low on her hips, drawing her in for the leisurely kiss I’d craved since the last time we were here. I loved this house. I loved her even more.


    After she let me have my way with her on the living room sofa, she banished me to the bedroom before she took over the kitchen.


    I didn’t care. Hell, to tell the truth, I was both flattered and turned on. I’d never had a woman cook for me and I couldn’t wait to find out what delicacy she had in store. A fancy lobster dish? An Italian cheese fest?


    While waiting to find out, I grabbed the latest James Rollins hardback and settled into my favorite armchair to read for pleasure, as opposed to work. From time to time, I glanced up from the page to appreciate the sweet smell. For sure, not Italian, but whatever it was, my nose told me it would be something good.


    I’d just finished the third chapter when she called from the base of the stairs. “Close your eyes!”


    “Done!” I played along. Why not? With luck, once her divorce had been finalized and we were married, the rest of our lives would be fun. No stress or worries, just enjoying each other and the children I couldn’t wait to help her bring into this world.


    My anticipation was heightened by her stealthy approach. I felt her more than I heard her. I swear I still tasted her last kiss.


    “Keep ’em closed…” She was closer than I’d thought. Only a few feet away. I couldn’t help but smile.


    “I will, but not for much longer if you don’t hurry.”


    “You’d better watch that sass, mister, or you’ll find yourself blindfolded.”


    “Promise?” I asked with a chuckle.


    “Taste this…” She slowly exhaled against my lips and tongue. I smelled her and tasted her and when she settled her lips against mine for a leisurely exploration, her sweetness was my undoing.


    “I don’t know what you made,” I said, my breath hitched with wanting, “but it’s gonna have to wait until I get a taste of you.” I made chomping noises against her throat.


    Her laugh nourished my soul. “No way. I worked hard on these and want to see your expression when you eat one. Keep your eyes closed, but open your mouth.”


    This felt a little kinky—and I liked it. I did as I was told.


    “Here’s a mini-bite to get you started…”


    She set something soft and warm and sweet on my tongue. Instant recognition brought tears to my eyes. As I chewed, savoring the blend of rich butter and marshmallows, followed by a happy crunch, I opened my eyes, then swallowed. “You remembered.”


    “Of course I remembered how much you used to love Rice Krispies Treats. What kind of wife would I be if I didn’t make my husband all of his favorite foods?” She held out a perfect square of her creation, which I devoured.


    “These are…” My throat was so thick with emotion, I couldn’t speak. I loved that about her. The way she held the power to move me without saying a word.


    “I’m glad.” She’d teared up too. “We’re going to be okay, aren’t we?”


    “Just okay?” I laughed, before drawing her onto my lap. She’d set the plate of treats on a side table and I took another, feeding her a bite, then taking one for myself. When it was gone, I kissed her deep, angling her face so I could drink in more of her, of us, of everything our shared lives held in store.


    Our first time of the day had been fast. This time, I took it slow, dragging up the soft, faded purple Zoogle T-shirt Ella had found in a drawer. As usual, she wore a utilitarian white bra. I knew she considered it her security blanket, so I didn’t give her shit. I just unlatched it, fumbling before tackling the last hook, then drawing the offensive garment off, letting it tumble to the floor.


    I ducked low, sweeping the sides of her full breasts with the backs of my fingers. “So beautiful…”


    “No…” She shook her head. Her hair spilled like dark liquid over her chest. I swept it back over her shoulders, kissing her collarbone and the sexy hollow at the base of her throat.


    “Want surgery?” I asked, tracing her scars. “Not that I’m saying you need it—not for me—but if you want it, I’ll find you the best plastic surgeon in the world tomorrow.”


    “Not today?” For a second, her deadpan stare caught me off guard. Then she smiled. “Or why not ten minutes from now?”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “Yeah.” She rolled up the bottom of my T-shirt, pressing her fingers against my chest. “I do. But the scars are so deep—I didn’t think reversing something like that was even possible.”


    I leaned forward, grasping her wrist. “When are you going to learn that with me, anything’s possible?”


    Her lips curved up at the corners. I skimmed my fingertips across them, tracing the lush bow shape before kissing her.


    “Believe me?”


    She nodded.


    “Good. Give me an hour, then we’ll launch an official surgeon search.”


    “What do you need an hour for?” The light in her blueberry-blue eyes told me she knew exactly what we needed to do, and it sure as hell didn’t include inviting a third person to our party.


    She drew my shirt the rest of the way off and we fell in a slow tumble to the floor, where a priceless Persian rug padded our fall. I used to put great value on the monetary worth of my surroundings. In the absence of my mother or father, my things had become my family. Only now, Ella had become not just my family, but my everything. I adored her. I worshipped her.


    I finally, finally possessed her.


    Resting on my elbow, I dragged a pillow from the chair, placing it beneath Ella’s head.


    I shimmied her free of her white panties and khaki shorts.


    I cupped my palm to her belly’s gentle swell. “I can’t wait for you to have my baby.”


    There she went again with her smile while stroking the hair on my forearm. “I feel the same. Would you want a boy or a girl?”


    “Doesn’t matter. I’ll love both.”


    “Uh-huh. Well, I want a little girl just like Darcy to play dress-up with.”


    “On second thought, no girls.” I vehemently shook my head. “I have enough to worry about with you. No way could I handle a mini-Ella.”


    She laughed. “Are you ever getting naked, or just planning on torturing me forever?”


    “Promise, you won’t have a baby girl?”


    “Yes, sir. Only boys are allowed in this womb.” She patted her belly. “Hear that, future babies?”


    I rolled my eyes. “Trust me, I’ll be thrilled with any little bundle you want to give me. But if that’s something you want to do, we’ll probably need less talk and more action—if you’re on board. Otherwise, guess I should grab a condom from the bathroom.”


    “You sure talk a lot.”


    “This is important. We’re not even married yet, and a kid is a big deal, so if you want to hold off, I completely under—”


    She twined her arms around my neck, pulling me into a kiss.


    I lost my balance, dropping my full weight against her. In the time it took me to push myself up, she was groaning, arching her hips up while pulling me back down. The crush of her breasts against my chest served as an erotic kick-start, revving my cock into high gear. After fumbling with the waistband of my cargo shorts, I wriggled free of them and my boxers.


    “Wait,”—I had to say before venturing further—“just to confirm, we’re in agreement on the baby-making issue? Full speed ahead?”


    Her eyes shone when she nodded. “Nothing would make me happier than to make a baby with you. Boy or girl, I’m all in.”


    That was all I needed to hear.


    When our lips next touched, the action felt somehow more intimate than a mere kiss. Our union had a goal. A dream. Maybe she’d get pregnant today. Most likely not. Either way, we’d have fun trying.


    Accompanied by the ocean’s dull roar, bathed in late afternoon sun, I kissed a trail down Ell’s abdomen, winding my way between her legs. I nipped and sucked at her inner thighs, then parted her, tonguing her clit, tasting her, breathing her in, spurred on by her every moan and the way she’d fisted my hair.


    Her eventual O rocketed through her. She cried out, stiffened, then moaned in release.


    I was excited for my turn and settled between her legs, testing her to find her wet and ready. I slid all the way in, pumping an easy rhythm. The feeling was indescribable. Given a thousand words, I couldn’t have done justice to this physical ambrosia. So I didn’t even try.


    I just felt. And kissed her. And thanked God and whoever else might be listening for the blessing of finding her. Our meeting had been pure chance—one in a million. If my jet hadn’t crapped out, if I hadn’t decided to stay behind, we wouldn’t now be together. I wouldn’t now be inside her, living a dream.


    
      —
    


    “I’m starving,” Ella said in front of the fridge thirty minutes later.


    “How do you have the energy to eat?” We’d gone at it again in a position she’d suggested that still had me breathing heavy.


    “Aw, poor baby…” She’d found a bowl of strawberries and set it on the kitchen’s center island. I sat at the table, and she made her way to me with a berry in hand. She brushed it against my lips. “Open up. If you’re too weak to eat, I’ll feed you.”


    “What if I’d rather have steak? Christ, woman, you gave me one hell of a workout.”


    “Complaining?”


    I cinched my arm around her waist, shoving her shirt up to bury my face between her breasts. For once, she wore no bra beneath the second T-shirt she’d pilfered from me. Knowing she trusted me to that degree made my cock grow all over again, which meant I’d need to eliminate her khaki shorts.


    The doorbell rang.


    “Son of a bitch…” I lowered her shirt. What good was having a security team if they didn’t stop people from intruding on my privacy? “I told Penny we didn’t want to be bothered.”


    “You’re so mean.” She delivered a light swat to my head. “I think we’ve had plenty of alone time—besides, after all the nice things she’s done for me, I’m excited to finally meet her.”


    “Be my guest.” Since I was too exhausted to move, I swept my arm in a grand gesture for her to answer the door.


    The bell rang again.


    “Well?” I asked. “Aren’t you going to get that?”


    She popped a berry before flipping me a playful bird. “Next time you want to lay with me, remind me to just say no.”


    “Lay with you?” While she sashayed her sweet ass down the entry hall, I laughed. “Wouldn’t that be lie?” I honestly didn’t know which was grammatically correct and I didn’t care. Using the table for leverage, I pushed my weary-ass bones up to formally introduce her to my housekeeper.


    Only when Ella opened the door, she froze, then crumpled to the floor.
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    Ella


    When I came to, the world was spinning, but not in a good way. “I’m going to be sick…” I ran to the powder room, knowing that when I looked in the mirror, the nightmare vision would be gone.


    But it wasn’t. And I screamed in horror, backing into the corner between the toilet and wall, trying to make myself invisible.


    “Ella…Prec[image: ]ious, it’s been so long. Aren’t you glad to see me?” My husband, Blaine, reached for me, but I slapped him away.


    “You’re not real.” I closed my eyes and shook my head, willing him away. “I know you’re not real.”


    “Get the fuck out of my house,” Liam said. I’d never seen him angry like this. Another facet of this nightmare? Because I knew none of this could be real. The two men couldn’t exist in the same world.


    “Excuse me, sir.” A uniformed police officer gestured for Liam to stay back. “We have reason to believe you’re holding this woman against her will.”


    Liam was the one I wanted. I tried darting past the cop, but Blaine caught me. Like a wild animal, I kicked and punched and screamed, but Blaine was so much bigger than me that his tree-trunk arms easily held.


    “Let her go!” Liam entered the fray, but three cops held him back.


    There was so much shouting and accusation, and my head didn’t feel right.


    The shock of what was happening hadn’t begun to sink in.


    “Precious, you’ve got to calm down,” Blaine said. I recognized this voice. The one he used when he wanted people to believe he loved me. It was sick.


    A man in a suit stepped forward. “Ella, my name is Dr. Carthage. I’m a psychiatrist. Your husband and parents have been looking for you for a very long time. They’ve been so worried. Are you okay? Do you remember your name?”


    I screamed. And screamed.


    The doctor shoved a needle in my shoulder, and then I slept.


    I dreamt of Liam scooping me into his arms and carrying me to safety, but when I woke to find myself groggy and sandwiched between Blaine and a stranger at some airport, I knew something wasn’t right.


    “You’re awake,” the stranger said. “Good, good. You were hysterical, so I gave you a mild sedative. Your parents will meet us in Memphis, and then we’ll drive the rest of the way to your home. They were very happy to hear you’re safe.”


    “Who are you?” Why wouldn’t my head stop spinning?


    “I’m your doctor. Remember?” His calm smile creeped me out.


    “What’s wrong with her?” Blaine asked. “Is it normal for her to be this out of it? Do you think she could have amnesia?”


    The stranger shrugged. “Anything’s possible. Until we get her to the clinic, and are able to perform tests, we won’t know anything for sure. My advice to avoid further conflict is to keep her sedated throughout the flight. We’ll sort everything else out once we’re in a safe environment. Here, there are too many variables for us to force the issue.”


    “Where’s Liam?” I asked. “Why isn’t he looking for me?” I looked down at my hand. “Where’s my ring? We’re getting married.”


    “Honey…” Blaine wrapped his disgusting arm around my shoulders. “You’re not making sense. You know you’re already married to me.” To the stranger, he said, “This is why I think she may suffer from memory loss. We were so happy. Then she was just gone.”


    “Lies!” I spit on him. “I hate you! You carved me like a turkey!”


    All around us, people were staring.


    “Doctor,” Blaine said, “Can you give her any more happy juice?”


    “Of course…” Out came his syringe, and out went my lights. I wasn’t asleep, but so very sleepy.


    I looked up to find myself surrounded by policemen, which I thought was funny since I for sure hadn’t been speeding because I hadn’t driven anywhere.


    “There’s my old smiley girl,” Blaine said. “I knew you’d come back to me.” He kissed the crown of my head and I knew I didn’t want him to touch me, but I wasn’t sure how to get him to stop. It was all so confusing. Where was Liam, and how come we were at a commercial airport instead of his private hangar? He wouldn’t be happy about me flying with strangers. “I knew you’d come back to me.”


    The stranger who said he was a doctor smiled. “That’s nice. See? We’ve already made progress.”


    We sat for a little while with Blaine and the doctor-stranger chatting. I was far too busy concentrating on the torn vinyl in the armrest of my chair. The tip of my pinkie finger fit just right in the hole. The yellow foam padding peeking through made my finger bounce when it hit. That made me smile. Only I knew I wasn’t happy, which was awfully confusing.


    Suddenly, there was shouting.


    I looked up and there was Liam, running my way, shouting my name. “Ella! Ella!”


    Airport security chased after him. Were they having a race?


    Two guys lunged for him, but he kept running. “Ella!”


    “Liam!” I was so happy to see him. Maybe he knew where to find my ring?


    “This is bullshit!” he cried. “You can’t just take a woman from her own home!”


    “Sir,” one of the security guys said, “if you don’t calm down, we’ll have to escort you from the premises.”


    “Fuck you!” he shouted, before punching the guard who’d grabbed him. “He’s kidnapping her! Are you blind?”


    “That’s it…” One of the security crew talked into a shoulder-mounted radio. Three other guys zip-tied Liam’s wrists before hauling him away.


    “No!” I cried. “Don’t take him! I need to know about my ring!”


    I tried standing, but my knees buckled.


    Blaine caught me, helping me back to my chair that had the hole in the arm. Only I didn’t want to be there, but with Liam. I knew wherever he was, that was where I was supposed to be.


    “It’s okay, Precious…” Blaine rubbed my tight neck. “We’ll be home soon, then everything will make sense. You want to see your parents, right?”


    I nodded, because I missed my mom and dad. But something about them wasn’t right. How could I even be sure they were alive? Because if they were, they wouldn’t let Blaine just take me like this, right? Didn’t they know how bad he’d hurt me? How much he’d scared me?


    The doctor said, “As soon as we board, I’ll give her another small dose that should allow her to sleep. Sound okay?”


    Blaine nodded. “I think that would be for the best. Our marriage was like a fairy tale. The fact that she not only doesn’t seem to recognize me, but seems afraid of me, is quite distressing.” He chuckled. “Maybe I need one of your shots, too.”


    The stranger-doctor patted his forearm. “Promise, you’ll be fine. Clearly, if your marriage was as idyllic as you’ve described, yet she’s been away from your marital home for nearly a year, she’s suffering from a form of psychosis or even amnesia, but as I mentioned earlier, it may be some time before I’m able to arrive at an official diagnosis. Rest assured, she won’t leave my clinic before she’s one hundred percent the woman you remember.”


    Blaine smiled. “Wonderful. That’s exactly what I’ve wanted.”


    What about what I wanted?


    What about Liam? I loved him, right? But if that were true, how could I still be married to Blaine? He was a monster. But if he’d hurt me, why was he telling this stranger how happy the two of us had been?


    Nothing made sense. I was so tired.


    Blaine rubbed my shoulders, but in my mind, Liam touched me, Liam loved me.


    I opened my eyes, expecting to find Liam, but when Blaine greeted me with a smile that failed to light his dead eyes, then whispered, “I love you, Ella. We’re going to have so much fun once you’re home,” I screamed.


    I shouldn’t have bothered.


    Dr. Feelgood held his syringe at the ready.


    When I struggled, Blaine was all too happy to pin me down.


    With one more plunge of his syringe, the doctor ensured I could only scream on the inside.
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    Liam


    “Aw, come on, man!” I smacked my palms so hard against the industrial-strength conference table in the airport jail’s legal counsel room that it skidded an inch, scraping the beige vinyl floor. “This is complete bullshit, and you know it. How the hell can some guy Ella’s terrified of trespass in my home—having a goddamned police escort bypass my own security team—drug her, take her, and then have me locked up in here?”


    “For the record,” Garrett said, “it was the fact that you struck a TSA agent that now has you facing your second round of Battery Against Peace Officer charges in a week. Considering you were barely out of your cell from when you struck the detective, some overzealous, fresh-out-of-school junior prosecutor could have you doing major felony time in a state pen.”


    “But you won’t let that happen, right?”


    Garrett snorted. “Dude…I’m good, but you’re not exactly helping your case. Sorry, but they won’t even grant you a bail hearing till Monday. As soon as we’re done chatting, a bailiff standing right outside that door will haul you to the city jail.”


    “That’s not gonna work. That monster’s got Ella, and I have to get her back—now. They took my cell, so call Mason and have him ready the jet. We’ll leave for Tennessee as soon as you get me sprung. Fire my present security team and hire a fucking army of mercenaries—ex-SEALs, Army Rangers. The best money can buy.”


    “Liam,” he said, leaning in, bracing his palms against the table, “hear me, and hear me well. I don’t know what kind of hold this woman has over you, but let her go. From everything I’ve read, she’s one sick puppy. I tried telling you while you were in Arkansas, but you conveniently never answered your cell. I pulled a few favors and found out Ella was institutio[image: ]nalized for claiming her husband carved up her tits, then—”


    “He did! I’ve seen her scars. He’s sick, and should spend the rest of his life behind bars—if I don’t kill him first.”


    “No.” Garrett glanced over his shoulder. Checking no one else was listening? “Wherever you’re going with this—stop. All signs point to your girl being the one with the problem. Even her own parents believe she did the damage herself. Think about that. This Blaine character was able to take her from your house with the local law’s full support because you were harboring a missing person. With her sketchy psychological past, as her husband, he has the legal right to have a doctor sedate her if there’s a fear of her harming herself or others. If she freaked to the degree you told me, then that’s exactly how she wound up getting hauled off in a straightja[image: ]cket.”


    “There wasn’t a straightja[image: ]cket. Her husband just shoved her in the back of a limo while the cops who should’ve been helping me fucking restrained me.”


    “Slow down, and take this from the beginning.”


    I closed my eyes and forced a deep breath. In my mind, there it was, playing out all over again. “It was like a movie scene. Some guy appears at the door, and then bam—your life’s never the same. Ella and I were at the beach house, settling in for the weekend, when the doorbell rang. We teased back and forth about getting it, but she beat me to it by a minute. By the time I got there, she was screaming—I don’t just mean a shriek, like she’d seen a snake or spider, but a guttural scream that made me sick. I charged for her, but Blaine—”


    “Wait—how did he even find you?”


    “Goddamned paparazzi led him right to us. Remember the pics they took at Willow’s funeral? That was all the bastard needed to make the connection. He charged in here, acting the part of having just been reunited with his long-lost love. In his role as her dutiful husband, he even brought a psychiatrist and cops along for the ride. He must have known Ella would freak, as the doctor nailed her hard with sedatives under the excuse that she’s dangerous. I call bullshit. Blaine knew exactly what he was doing. I tried so damned hard to keep him from taking her, but the cops held me off until they drove away.” I forced a deep breath. “Of course, I followed them here with my security—even though they’re a bunch of incompetents. I held back to watch where Blaine was taking her. I bought a ticket on their flight, then met up with them at the gate. The bastard traveled with his own rental cops. I had my guys, too, but Blaine must have alerted TSA to keep an eye out for me. They tried stopping me at security, but I just took off running and left my team to fend for themselves. I had to find her, you know? Only by the time I got to her, she was drugged to the point that she could hardly hold up her head. I tried fighting off the airport cops, but it was over before it even started. They put my hands behind my back in zip-ties and hauled me off. That’s it.”


    Garrett stepped back, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, you’re lucky Big Sur cops aren’t pressing charges, too. Bottom line, you’ve got to chill. No more getting physical—ever. Not just to protect yourself, but the company. The press is having a field day with this. Your latest stunt has already hit TMZ.”


    “I don’t give a rat’s ass about press. I have to get Ella back. She’s not safe.”


    “In case you missed any of what I already told you, here’s one more thing you need to know. Ella’s husband already has filed a petition for an emergency Order of Protection—No Contact.”


    “Speak English. What does that even mean?”


    “It means that if you so much as breathe her name in the state of Tennessee, you’ll be stuck there for a real long time. Let her go.”


    “I can’t.”


    Garrett tossed up his hands. “You’re in deep enough now that if you screw up one more time, you might be too far gone for me to help you at all.”


    
      —
    


    Cuffed, and crammed into the back of a cop car, I was in no mood for the rain that had brought freeway traffic to a standstill. Making matters worse, my driver was chatty.


    “My wife’s not gonna believe I had you in the back of my ride.”


    I didn’t reply. I couldn’t. Fear for Ella surged through me. Was she still in the sky, or had her plane landed in Memphis? How far was her hometown from there? Was Blaine’s plan to take her back to his house or to some crazy-ass asylum? How was I supposed to find out locked in a cell? On autopilot, I reached for my cell to call Carol, only to realize the airport cops had taken it, along with my other possessions.


    “I know this is asking a lot,” my driver said, “but could I trouble you for an autograph? My wife loves anything to do with movie stars and rich guys like you. When she saw you were engaged to that pretty little gal, she wouldn’t shut up about the size of her ring.” He laughed. “You gotta tone it down. You’re making the rest of us look bad.”


    “Wasn’t my intention.” I stared out the window. The rain made it look as if the whole world—or, at least, this abhorrent part of it—were crying red.


    “I get it.” He chuckled. “If I had your cash, I’d give my woman the moon.”


    “Yet with all my millions, I’m still stuck here in traffic with you, while some asshat flies off with my girl.”


    The cop worked the vehicle into the left lane, but it was just as slow. “Sorry about that. I’m sure you’ll get it all worked out.”


    “Not from back here…”


    “Wish I were the sort open to a bribe, but even if I pulled over to let you run, you’d only get yourself in deeper trouble.”


    I sighed. “I’m touched you care.”


    From up front came the muted sound of my cell. It was Carol’s ringtone.


    “Sorry about that. Those TSA guys were supposed to turn that off. But hey,” the cop said when it wouldn’t stop ringing. “Maybe we could work out a little bribe. How ’bout I give you your phone—just until we get to the station—then you give me that autograph for my wife?” He glanced over his shoulder. “It sure would make her happy.”


    I leaned forward, not sure how we’d make this transaction through the security cage, but I was certainly amenable to trying. I’d do anything to get a message to Ella. She had to know I was coming. “Deal.”
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    Ella


    I woke to find myself seated in a wheelchair, being rolled up a jetway.


    I couldn’t see who was pushing me, but Blaine strode confidently alongside me and held my hand. The sight was so utterly shocking, and delivered such a swift kick to my gut, that I retched.


    “Take a deep breath,” said the now familiar doctor behind me. “Ride it out. For such a small woman, you’ve had an awful lot of excitement.”


    What did he mean? What was happening?


    I looked up to find us emerging from the tunnel. I tried escaping from Blaine’s hold, but he was too strong. My mind felt foggy, as if I could only think a few feet ahead. Only that made no sense. But in my fractured state, it made perfect sense. Even though I knew I was upright, I felt as if I were leaning. And even though there were throngs of people all around, I’d never felt more lonely or afraid.


    I didn’t want to be, but was wheeled farther and farther from Liam until I had to ask myself a very tough question—had the time I’d spent with him been nothing more than a dream? Could such a thing be possible? He felt so real. With my eyes closed, I still tasted his kisses. But with my eyes open, I didn’t know where I was or where he was or when we’d last been together.


    Above all, I needed to know why I was back with Blaine. He was the devil.


    My escape from him had been real enough, right? But if so, how had he found me? What had been my fatal mistake?


    I grew drowsy again and drifted off.


    I woke to the sound of a woman wailing.


    A man praised God.


    But wait—I looked closer to find these weren’t just any ordinary people, but my parents. I loved them so much. I couldn’t remember why I hadn’t seen them. All my heart knew was that our separation had been far too long.


    My father drew me to my feet, and now he was crying, too. “You came home. Blaine, how can we ever thank you for bringing back our baby?”


    “No one’s happier about this than me.” Blaine wrapped his arm around my waist, supporting my weight while at the same time, binding me to him. I felt locked in a cage and frantically beat my wings against the wire, but it was no use. The drug he’d used to trap me was far more effective than mere steel bars. “Look how pretty she is. She even kept her hair long—just the way I like it.”


    He combed his fingers through my hair, but in my mind, each digit became a snake, twisting and writhing in sick unison.


    I screamed.


    The doctor who had been behind me stepped forward. “I know, I know…” he said in his singsong, patronizing voice while wielding a syringe. “All of this must seem so strange. Here’s a little something to make you feel better.”


    “What’s wrong with her?” my mother asked. Her voice sounded far away.


    “The short version is that she’s suffering from a form of psychosis. The whole story may unfortunately take quite some time to fully unfold.”


    “Once I get her home,” Blaine said, “I bet she’ll snap out of it.”


    “Do you think that’s wise?” my father asked.


    Blaine rested one of his meaty hands on my dad’s shoulder. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, Frank, but no one has spent more time or effort searching for your daughter than me. She’s my reason for breathing. Trust me when I say I’ll make sure she never leaves again.”


    “No, no, no…” A simmering, slow-burning rage built inside me. Like constructing a bonfire, the individual parts of this day had served as kindling that was now ready to ignite. The way I’d been snatched from my home—my heart—and drugged—it had all been too much. Where was Liam? Why hadn’t he saved me? I didn’t understand any of this. Not just my parents, but everyone else stared at me with their eyes enormous, as if I now viewed the world through a magnifying glass. But how could that be if they were studying me? I shrunk deeper into my wheelchair, raising my feet up and hugging my knees.


    “It’s my medical opinion that Ella should be taken directly to my clinic to begin intensive therapy. There, we can establish a baseline sedation routine that allows her enough emotional freedom to explore her pain without causing further harm.”


    “Sounds sensible,” my father said.


    “I want her home,” Blaine argued.


    What about what I want? I thought I’d screamed the words, but it must have been only in my head, as the debate raged on without me.


    Finally, my mother settled the issue. “Bottom line, if any of us hope to get Ella back—not just as a sedated rag doll, but as the vibrant daughter and wife we miss, then she must go to the clinic. We have to allow the doctor space to begin life-saving treatment.”


    We were all back on the move.


    Unseen hands rolled me to a place of their bidding—first, out of the airport and into a night cold enough for me to see my breath. Then, into a limo that rolled down miles of dark highway. My mother sat beside me, holding me, stroking my hair, stoking my internal fire. How could this be happening? Weren’t there laws against this sort of thing?


    Since Liam clearly wasn’t rescuing me, how long would it be until the medication wore off and I could escape, rescuing myself?


    
      —
    


    I woke to a horrible headache.


    When I tried raising my hand to rub my forehead, I discovered that my arms had been restrained. Panic set in, along with a steady increase of my pulse.


    I tried moving my legs, only to find similar results.


    My first instinct was to scream, but I remembered back to when this nightmare had started, and how each time I’d cried for help, all it got me was drugged. The mental veil had been enough to shut me up, but sadly, not enough to stop me from hurting, and from knowing I didn’t belong in this place.


    My only prayer of salvation was escape.


    Even if Liam tried to save me, how would he find me?


    I had to be smart about this. I had to survey my surroundings. Gain trust. Wait for an opportunity. Then run.


    Sunshine leered through towering paned windows, casting garish shadows past delicate, white wrought-iron filigreed caging. The ceiling was tall, too. Twelve, maybe even fifteen feet, embellished with whitewashed pressed tin. Warm, chestnut-toned wood flooring met walls covered in a subtle, flocked white-on-white floral. Though the building felt old to me—histori[image: ]cally important—the furnishings were streamlined and modern. Boxy armchairs upholstered in faint pink cheery stripes. A long, low dresser crowned by a massive framed mirror into which I now peered.


    Seeing myself as others saw me was humbling. No wonder they thought me mad—I looked the part. Hair tangled and eyes wide and wild, I wore a voluminous hospital gown and my skin looked pale. What kind of nuthouse was this? What shrink tied his patient to a bed, forcing her to look at herself? It was fucking barbaric.


    I looked away, out the windows to a bucolic scene of trees and lawn and rolling hills beyond.


    The door opened.


    Startled, I looked that way to find a smiling woman dressed in pink scrubs. She was heavyset with a warm smile and wore red glasses that had ladybugs marching along the earpieces. “Good afternoon. You’re awake.”


    My mouth was too dry to speak, so I just stared.


    “Poor thing. The night nurse said you’ve had a tough time of it, but I bet today will be better.” With her back turned to me, I heard water pouring. She approached bearing a silver tumbler. “I’ll bet you’re thirsty. Want to take a drink?”


    I nodded.


    She set the cup on a nightstand. “You apparently got pretty wild, so they had to restrain you. That’s not the sort of thing the doctor enjoys, but it’s sometimes necessary for your own protection. If I release you, think you can behave?”


    Again, I nodded.


    “Good girl.” Once both of my hands were free, she rounded the bed to tackle the belt-like ties around my ankles. Once I was freed, she helped me sit up, then held the now sweating cup of ice water to my parched lips.


    I drank it all. “More? Please.”


    “You were thirsty.” She returned to the dresser, where a silver tray held a pitcher that matched my cup. “Hungry, too?”


    “Yes,” I managed. My voice sounded hoarse.


    “It’s three o’clock, kind of a meal dead zone around here, but I’ll see what I can scrounge up.” She handed me the refilled cup, testing me to see if I could hold it myself.


    When I succeeded, she smiled and nodded.


    “Where am I?” I asked.


    “Longhurst. It’s a private clinic established by Dr. Carthage twenty years ago. I’ve only been here five of those years, but in that time, I’ve seen him facilitate remarkable changes. Trust me, you’re in good hands.”


    I wanted to be held by Liam’s hands. But to do that, I had to get out of here. “That’s great, but the thing is, I shouldn’t be here at all. I was taken against my will. If you’d let me use a phone to call my fiancé, he’ll help straighten everything out.”


    “Honey…” The nurse made a clucking noise. “How can you have a fiancé when you’re already married to one of the finest men I’ve ever met? That’s why you’re here. You’re not making sense, but the doc will help you decode all of this. He’ll clear those muddied waters in your head right up.”


    My stomach churned.


    Moments earlier, I’d felt rational and somewhat calm. Now, I stood on the precipice of hysteria. The only thing keeping me from leaping at the woman and patting her down for keys was the knowledge that if I showed the slightest hint of the crazy welling inside, they’d not only restrain me, but put me in a padded cell with a straightja[image: ]cket.


    “I’m off to find you something to eat. In the meantime…” She pointed to another door I hadn’t noticed. “Help yourself to a nice, hot shower. Fresh clothes are in the dresser. When you’re done, wander out to the rec area to meet some of the other ladies. We have a really super crew.”


    Well, wasn’t that just super-duper.


    I smiled.


    She smiled.


    It was all so very civilized.


    Until she shut the door.


    I bolted from my bed to charge to the nearest window. I’d hoped we were near a highway, so I could make a sign for help. No such luck. Beyond the redbrick clinic’s lawn there was only more nature. A sea of trees, rising and falling in gentle, wind-tossed waves. As if this room were my sinking life raft, I was adrift upon miles and miles of green.


    All four windows were escape-proof, but even if I could have worked past the decorative bars, as best as I could tell from this angle, my room was at least six stories higher than I could jump. And even if I tied both sheets and the pillowcase together, that wouldn’t make a rope long enough for me to use to rappel.


    I rummaged the drawers to find a lovely assortment of pale pink sweatpants, sweatshirts and T-shirts. I even had matching panties and bras. Was all of this pink supposed to be soothing? Like watered-down Pepto?


    Fuck!


    Liam, where are you? Why didn’t you fight? How could you have just stood there while Blaine dragged me away?


    I wanted to crumple to the cool wood floor and cry. But I didn’t have that luxury.


    A quick search of the bathroom showed only the basics. Soap, shampoo, conditioner and body lotion, all—big surprise—pink. Even the toothbrush was pink!


    Everything else in the room was white. Subway-tile shower walls and mosaics with a white-on-white chevron pattern on the floor. The wallpaper was again flocked, but this time with stripes—white on white.


    I couldn’t help but draw a parallel between this and Liam’s Palo Alto house. What did all of this white mean? He claimed the absence of color made his thoughts clearer. Was the good doctor going for the same vibe? If so, it wasn’t working. The sterile environment made me all the more antsy.


    I showered and dried off with a thick, white towel.


    I brushed my teeth and finger-combed my hair.


    Oddly enough, there was no bathroom mirror. One more of the doctor’s head games?


    Despite the sunshine still streaming in, the room was chilly. I hurried to dress in my pale new clothes, then added socks and the robe and slippers that had been so graciously provided.


    I took my time creaking open the door, unsure of what I’d find.


    I never expected a long, elegant hall that rivaled that of any hotel.


    Soft classical music played, lending a dreamlike quality to soothing, pale blue walls that had been coated with swirls of thick plaster. A sumptuous navy runner covered the same wood floor that was in my room. Gape-worthy old-world oil paintings framed in gold hung between the doors.


    At a granite-topped, octagonal counter with six computer monitors that I presumed to be a central caregivers’ station, the nurse I’d met earlier sat typing. Another woman I assumed to be a nurse stood at a medicine cabinet. Still another nurse was on a landline phone. Would she notice if I ripped it from her hand, then cried into the handset for rescue?


    “Look at you,” my nurse said with a bright smile. “Feel better? Your pre-dinner, post-lunch snack is on the way. We usually have a few extra meals in the fridge, but everyone’s hungry today.”


    I gave her what was starting to feel like my standard nod, then said, “Thank you.”


    She rose, gesturing for me to enter an elegant common area. “In all the excitement of our first meeting I’m not sure if I mentioned it, but I’m Alice.” She patted her photo-ID badge. “In here is where you’ll take snacks and have group sessions. There are games in the cabinets, as well as any sort of craft you might enjoy. The library is on the floor below us, but you’re not yet cleared for that level, so if you’d like a book, let me know which genre and I’ll have an orderly bring an assortment. We also have preloaded Kindles, if you prefer. Oh—and for music, we have headphones and iPads with Spotify, which is actually a whole lot of fun.”


    iPads? Did that mean email access? Message boards?


    “The doctor prefers no outside exposure for our Stage One guests, so I’m afraid your internet access is rather limited, but you are able to watch Netflix, and most major networks.”


    The now familiar rush of panic rose again. I had to get to a phone.


    “This is Ivy,” she said in front of a pale teen who looked dangerously thin. The girl occupied the end of a curved sofa that was closest to a wall of windows looking out on what I would ordinarily consider a beautiful Smoky Mountain view. She wielded knitting needles with jaw-dropping speed. Possible weapons? Wonder if we were allowed to play with them unsupervised? “Ivy plays a wicked game of checkers, so you’ll need to watch out for her.”


    “Hey,” I said with a wave, even though she failed to even glance my way. Maybe she’d want to be my escape buddy?


    Nurse Alice noted, “She’s not much for small talk.” Nodding to a corner chair that held a middle-aged woman with a half-shaved head and upside-down crossword puzzle book, she said, “That’s Cora. She’s quite the wordsmith. Everyone else must be in their rooms, but you’ll meet them all at dinner. We’ll convene in the dining room at seven.”


    With Alice gone, and my stomach growling, I wasn’t in the mood for crafting. This elegant space with perfect conversational areas and designer lamps and bric-a-brac and leafy potted plants was supposed to have made me mellow. All it really did was remind me how terribly far from Liam I was. And how I desperate I was to get back.


    To Ivy, I said, “I know we just met, but do you know how to get out of here?”


    She said nothing.


    “I tried escaping,” Cora said without looking up from her puzzle. “But got caught in the bathroom.”


    I pressed my lips tight. And sighed. And wished I could close my eyes and make all of this go away, but I couldn’t, so I needed to stay strong. I needed to swallow the lump in my throat and figure out how to get the hell out of this awful place.
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    Liam


    I swear to God, every second I spent rotting in this fucking cell took a year off my life. Considering it was now Wednesday and my bail hearing still hadn’t been scheduled, I should have been long dead.


    Where was Ella? Was Blaine with her now? Hurting her? Punishing her?


    Sick, twisted images accosted my brain. I imagined him cutting her again. I heard her screams. Tasted her coppery spilled blood. If he’d hurt her so bad when they’d actually been in a committed relationship, how far would he go now that he was 100 percent clear that she wanted out?


    The night I’d proposed, she’d told me he was dangerous and I hadn’t believed it. My overinflated ego had not only underestimated my opponent, but ignored him. A week ago, Blaine had been a gnat. A flea.


    Now, he’d bested me in every way possible. That fact made me sick.


    What must Ella be thinking? That I’d abandoned her? I had no way of getting hold of her, or even knowing where she was—at least not definitively until I put feet on the ground in Tennessee. Garrett had compiled a short list of mental facilities where Blaine may have stashed her. We’d had him and Ella’s parents tailed from the moment their plane landed in Memphis, but our guy lost them in traffic, only to hours later find all parties snug in their respective beds—without Ella.


    It was just a matter of time before one of them led our guy straight to her, but I wasn’t exactly known for my patience. I wanted her back now.


    Still more hours passed.


    I tried reading, but my eyes wouldn’t focus on the page. All I saw was Ella. Since I knew she wasn’t with Blaine, I wanted to believe there was a chance she might be safe. But then my mind’s eye saw her in some straight-out-of-a-horror-flick asylum with wild-eyed freaks eating their own hair and shitting in dark corners. Being the only sane person in a place like that could drive Ella to insanity.


    Finally, around one thirty that afternoon, a guard showed up to take me to a conference room to speak with Garrett. I was being housed in the seventh-floor Hall of Justice facility.


    Justice, my ass.


    “What took you so long?” I asked him the second I entered the sterile beige conference room.


    He didn’t look up from his cellphone. “Suffice it to say, you’ve made a few enemies and they want you to serve time. TSA was all too happy to pass you up the food chain. Cops have a problem with guys hauling off and punching one of their own. Still, they can reasonably hold you without bail for only so long, so you’ve got a hearing today at four. In the meantime, I found Ella, but—”


    “Where is she?” I damn near leapt across the table.


    “That right there—you acting like an animal? It’s got to stop.” He adjusted his tie. “Reason number seventy-two why you need to dump this chick.”


    I was so fucking sick of him constantly telling me to cut Ella from my life as if she meant no more than an old sofa that I could tell the housekeeper to trash. “What don’t you get about the fact that I love her? I’m going to marry her. If you ever so much as hint at me leaving her again, you’re gone.”


    Garrett laughed. “Lucky for me, you don’t have the authority—[image: ]especially not after your latest stunt. The board isn’t pleased.”


    “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes and kicked back in my chair. “Where is she?”


    “A small, private Disneyland of a psychiatric hospital where the mega-elite send family members whom they’d rather were seen and not heard. The cost per day is what some folks pay per semester to send their kiddos to college.”


    “Where’s our friend, Blaine, getting that kind of money? I thought he was a small-time judge.”


    “At his present salary of $139k, plus bullshit money from a few income properties, that’s just it—he’s not. There’s no way he should be able to afford to keep Ella in that place for even ten minutes. You, on the other hand…”


    “Knock it off. So what’s his story?”


    “On paper, he’s the proverbial Mr. Clean, but I’m still digging. I’ve got a man hired to search his house, and we’re already deep into his financials. If he’s got a secret, we’ll find it. Regardless, your girl’s locked up tighter than a virgin on prom night. She’s not getting out anytime soon. The place doesn’t even acknowledge she’s there.”


    “So how did you confirm she is?”


    Garrett shot me a look. “Plausible deniability is your best friend. Remember that. Now, after I get you sprung, I need your most solemn promise—and I’m dead fucking serious—that you’re not going to run off locked and loaded to gallop in to the rescue. With the current charges you’re facing, I need you purer than driven snow—not like some dirty snow with cat piss in it, okay?”


    “Fuck you. Just get me out of here and let me handle the rest.”


    “Liam,” he said, leaning in, “hear me like you’ve never heard before. You and I have a different methodology on pretty near everything we do, but together we’ve managed to do damn well by each other. I’m saying this not as your lawyer, but as a guy who’s been your friend since the start of this whole crazy ride. I’ll help you in any way I can to get her back, but please, don’t chase after her yourself. As long as I’ve known you, you’ve gone after women who need saving, but this one…” He shook his head. “My Spidey sense is screaming for you to watch yourself.”


    
      —
    


    By that night, I was back in my Palo Alto house, making a turkey sandwich.


    Staying here hurt even worse than being in that cell, because now I faced the added pressure of knowing I could have the jet readied in an hour. Trouble was, as much as it pained me to admit, Garrett had been right. A condition of my bail was that I not leave the state. If I did and got caught, Ella and I would both be screwed, because even after this crisis was over, I’d still be trapped behind bars.


    The thing is, if I were smart about it, I wouldn’t get caught.


    I pondered the risk versus reward overnight.


    Come morning, it was a no-brainer that no risk was great enough to keep me from saving the woman I loved.


    Garrett was less than thrilled about my decision but realized there was no stopping me, so I enlisted his help. As long as I played this smart, there was no way I’d get caught. Ripping a page from Ella’s past, I adopted an alter ego. John Smith—I thought he’d be a great match for Julie.


    Turns out, it’s fucking amazing what money can buy. A fake driver’s license, passport and credit cards. In forty-eight hours, I was a new man. I buzzed my hair, outfitted myself with a new wardrobe consisting of cargo pants, hiking boots and T-shirts, then crammed it all into a duffel and took a cab to a bus station. From there, Greyhound drove me to Sacramento, where John Smith bought a one-way airline ticket to Memphis.


    A few hours later, John rented a car, and then aimed it toward Ella.
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    Ella


    “How did that make you feel?”


    Thursday morning, after a highly civilized and overmedicated meal with my fellow inmates, I occupied the chaise longue of honor in Dr. Carthage’s office. One thing I had to say in his favor was that I believed he had my best interests at heart. On Tuesday, when Alice had announced that my parents and Blaine had come for a visit and I said I didn’t want to see them, she’d politely turned them away. On doctor’s orders, she’d explained, I didn’t have to see anyone from the outside world until I was ready. I’d asked about calling people I especially wanted to see, but she’d just smiled and shook her head.


    “Ella…”


    “Lousy, okay? I felt lousy. God, we’ve been over this like a million times. When you and Blaine showed up at Liam’s I was pissed—still am. You had no right to just take me like that. It was barbaric.”


    He wrote notes in his leather-bound journal. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it. But your husband saw it as—”


    “Don’t call him that—ever! He mutilated and tortured me for sport. He even filmed it.”


    The room’s only sound was the scratch of the doctor’s pen against paper. His office was white—like my room. I hated it. When I got out of here—and I would—I never wanted to see a white room again. If Liam wanted me to go to his stupid, giant white house, I’d refuse!


    “Ella, let’s touch a bit on that scenario—I don’t want to get too deep. Just stay on the fringe. You say Blaine caused your scarring, yet by his account—even your parents’—you caused those scars yourself. What can you tell me about that?”


    “That it’s bullshit. He duct-taped me to a fucking chair, then carved me like a turkey! Wanna see?” Because my time with Liam had taught me to be brave and unashamed of the scars I’d had no control over, I proudly raised my ugly pink sweatshirt and bra. It was about damned time the doctor had a firsthand view of what my bastard husband had done. “Does this look like something any sane woman would do to herself? Right here is all the proof needed. I think Blaine’s message of U R Mine reads pretty clear.”


    His initial reaction was to blanch, but he all too soon slipped back into his professional calm. “Regardless of how it happened, I’m deeply sorry.”


    “But still not convinced my hubby is the psycho?”


    He consulted a file. “According to hospital reports, the night you went in for treatment, your husband reported that your home had been invaded, with many items of jewelry and electronics stolen, and that you’d also been raped. He stated that he’d found you in the kitchen of your home—uncon[image: ]scious, with the instrument used for mutilation still gripped in your right hand. The presence of third-party DNA in the form of semen was found inside you. Every trace of your husband’s story has been corroborated by a mountain of evidence.” He set down the damning file and leaned forward. “Ella, what you went through was too much for anyone to handle, let alone a woman who’d no doubt been in that happy glow stemming from expecting your first child.”


    “Don’t speak of that. Ever.” My baby was sacred.


    Not even Liam knew.


    At the time, not even Blaine had known. I never revisited that particular pain. If I were truthful with myself, it’s because I knew that if I ever took that precious infant’s soul out of the beautiful memory box I’d forever cradled him in for safekeeping, I might truly go mad. The rape was another issue I had to forget, because self-preservation told me I had no other choice.


    “Of course.” The doctor’s voice had softened. His pen scratch, scratch, scratched on the yellow legal pad. “I think you’ve had enough for today, but there is one thing I’d like you to ponder. Just suppose—and I genuinely mean that. We’re just playing a game of what-if—after the rape you were so outraged, so horribly afraid of losing your baby, that on a level so deep your conscious mind still refuses to accept it, you did carve that message yourself? And it wasn’t about Blaine claiming you, but you claiming your sweet, innocent unborn son? Telling him that he would forever belong to you by carving the message into the very breasts that would have given him sustenance.”


    My rage at this ridiculous theory was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before.


    For a moment, my vision went dark and I struggled for air, and when I found it, I couldn’t be responsible for my actions. I hit and screamed and broke and kicked and clawed.


    I knew the syringe was coming.


    And I welcomed it.


    I wanted—nee[image: ]ded—to dream of Liam.
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    Liam


    Garrett might have agreed to help my cause, but not without terms of his own.


    One of which was that he wanted Carol with me to not only provide backup, but keep me on task with Zoogle business to provide proof of my having been a good boy, hard at work.


    It was probably a wise call, as the situation with Ella was dicier than I’d anticipated, and Carol had proven herself invaluable when it came to supporting my cover. Just to land my crap job at the clinic, I’d needed a dummy food-handler’s permit, dummy references attached to legit phones and a crash course on working in a commercial kitchen.


    We’d been in Tennessee for over two weeks, living in a crap apartment and eating crap take-out. I could have rented a comfortable house, but that would raise questions. John Smith was a drifter, and security at Longhurst was beyond tight. Different keycards and codes for each level, elevator and door. Employees were well compensated and loyal. Bribe offers had been met with flat-out laughter or blank stares. With bribes off the table, I figured why not just grab Ella and run, but even that had been a bust. Her emotional state was so delicate that the situation called for finesse. And patience—far more than I’d even known I possessed.


    The worst part—and if I dwelled upon it, I’d fucking lose it—was that Ella was so doped up, she didn’t recognize me. When I caught glimpses of her while delivering meals to her floor’s dining room, she could hardly even stay upright in her chair.


    I mean, it would be one thing sneaking out my fiancée who wanted to be with me, but I didn’t know this woman. And that scared me. But it didn’t in any way lessen my drive. Ella’s condition, her confinement, was temporary. My love for her was forever.


    “Were you talking to me?” With a Sam Adams in hand, I’d just left the apartment’s kitchen on my way to the sofa to dig into my nightly mountain of Zoogle correspondence when I poked my head through Carol’s partially open bedroom door.


    “No. I’ve been on the phone with Nathan. He wanted a progress report.”


    “What did you tell him?” It irked me that the kid was in my business. But I guess to be fair, as Ella’s friend, she was also his business. I needed to be the bigger person and appreciate the fact that Ella needed every available ball in her court. Recognizing the fact was one thing. Following through would be a bitch.


    “Only the basics. That you’re working on getting her out, and that with luck, it shouldn’t be much longer.”


    “Good. Thanks.” Crazy how after the funeral, in those precious few hours Ella and I had shared at the beach house, we’d been solid. Now, the only thing I knew for sure was that if it took the rest of my life trying, I’d make her love me all over again.


    “All right, well…” She yawned. “I’m going to bed. See you in the morning.”


    “Stay. I want to run something by you.”


    She sighed. “Can it wait? I’m tired.”


    “No. Sleep when you’re dead.” I landed on the sofa. “You had so much crap for me to sift through this afternoon, I forgot to mention that I’m pushing for extra shifts. This other guy who washes dishes—Jim[image: ]my—is a major dopehead, and works nights. He says a few late-shift nurses are too lazy to wake up patients for their meds, so they leave pills on the nightstands until they wake up. Jimmy delivers late-night snacks, but scores a shit-ton of meds that he then turns around and sells for major bank.”


    Instead of being psyched, Carol’s only reaction was another yawn. “Was that tale intended to wow me with your druggie prowess or is there eventually going to be a moral to this story?”


    I swigged the last of my beer. “Do you have to be such a bitch?”


    “Sorry. I don’t mean to be—sometimes.” She winked.


    I shook my head. “Anyway, Jimmy’s routine has me thinking. What if I add a few late shifts, then see if I can follow his routine? Only instead of taking pills, I take Ella?”


    Turning serious, she toyed with her ponytail. “That’s actually not a half-bad plan. I’m all for any move that fast-tracks us out of the ghetto. But playing devil’s advocate, let’s say you manage to get into Ella’s room and wake her. Then what? You’ve already established that she doesn’t know you, and you’ve told me how her new habit of screaming at the slightest provocation has become legendary, which is why they keep her so sedated. So how are you going to work around that?”


    “I’m still thinking.” Tonight, I’d for sure need an Ambien. Lately, my mind refused to shut down. I just kept seeing Ella’s hollow expression. “You should’ve seen her today. She looked so pale. Fragile—no[image: ]thing like the woman I know. She was always on the thin side, but strong, you know? Like she wouldn’t take shit from anyone. Now, the breeze from a passing butterfly could send her toppling.”


    “A butterfly?”


    Heat rose in my cheeks. Christ, I missed my Ella. “You know what I mean.”


    “Not really.”


    “When’s the last time you dated someone?”


    “On that note…” She turned toward her room. “This time, I really am going to bed.”


    “Good night.” I used to be like Carol. Reluctant to talk about my social life—or lack thereof. But then I’d met Ella and everything changed. My plan to rescue her felt solid. It needed subtle tweaking, but with luck, I could pull it off. I had to. This was one of those cases when failure wasn’t an option.
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    Ella


    Darkness crept closer.


    It tiptoed deeper into my consciousness with every syringe’s plunge.


    First, I’d lost my edge, my drive to escape. Then, my anger floated away, evaporating like morning fog being burned off by the sun.


    When Nurse Alice ushered me from the dining room to the day lounge that was reserved for patient/family visits, I wasn’t even sure what meal I’d just eaten. As for what day it was? That might as well have been calculus.


    We rounded the corner easily enough, but then I saw the couple seated on the love seat—the one that had its back to the window—and I froze. The woman blew her nose into a pink Kleenex and the man leafed through Family Circle while jiggling his right leg. They were my parents, but it brought me no joy to see them. Somehow I knew that even if I were capable of summoning any emotion other than gray, this wasn’t a happy reunion.


    They rose to hug me, each in turn, with Mom first to extend her arms toward me.


    “My angel,” she said.


    Nurse Alice patted my shoulder. “Y’all have a real nice visit. I’ll be at my station if you need anything.”


    “Thank you,” my father said. But he wasn’t my father—not really. When a person is betrayed like I was, how does the person get over that? How do I get over that?


    While Mom at first hovered as if I were in danger of imminent collapse, she eventually pitched in to help get me seated. Together, my parents performed a crab shuffle, until I was safely ensconced in the shadowy recesses of an extra-deep wing chair. I would have preferred to bask in the sun, but I couldn’t find it.


    Along with Liam, the sunshine seemed to have gone away.


    I touched my hand to my throat. “Do you, um, know what happened to the sun?”


    Mom’s eyes welled. “What have they done to you?”


    My father crossed his legs, then uncrossed them.


    Mom left the love seat to crouch alongside me, stabilizing herself by planting her hand on my knee. “Would you be happier if we took you home with us?”


    “Do you have sun?”


    “Of course we do.” She smoothed my hair and I closed my eyes, leaning into her touch. I pretended Liam was stroking not just my hair, but all of me. But then I opened my eyes to see her again and realized how inappropriate that was—imagining her in any way associated with my Liam. Where was he now? How long had it been since I’d last seen him and he’d last seen me? “Lots and lots of sun. And a nice heated pool.” Her smile journeyed far, far away. “When you were a girl, we used to call you our little mermaid. You were just a baby when the movie came out, but when we bought the tape for our VCR, you loved it. You’d sing and dance—espe[image: ]cially in the pool. You put on quite a show.”


    That girl trapped inside wanted to smile, but Nurse Alice’s medicine wouldn’t let her.


    “Your favorite birthday gift ever was an underwater explorer kit. It had flippers and a mask and snorkel—even a little plastic knife for fighting off sharks. Oh—and there were about two dozen plastic gold coins that you used to have me toss into the pool for you to gather in one of those little plastic strawberry baskets. I suppose they haven’t made them in years, but you used to use them for all sorts of fun. Barbie beds, and for holding your treasures—[image: ]cracked robin’s eggs and pretty stones. Movie tickets and four-leaf clovers. You were always a little collector…”


    Was I? How was I supposed to know?


    Dad cleared his throat. “Your mom’s right. I think you should come home with us. We’ll have movie marathons and eat all of your favorite foods. It’ll be fun. Just like old times.”


    Something about the sun-dappled shade of his tone unearthed the queerest yearning to climb onto his lap for a cuddle. In addition to apparently having been a mermaid, had I also been a daddy’s girl?


    When the fog in my mind swirled, I touched my forehead. I knew I hated these people—not specifically why, but I knew that they deserved the angry red ball expanding in my chest.


    “Why do I hate you?” I blurted. “The medicine they give me…It makes everything cloudy. My memories…like spiders…” I wriggled my fingers. “They skitter away.”


    Mom ducked behind her wad of pink tissues, but Dad said, “Honey, as you’ve discussed with the doctor, things in your past—well, they were ugly. You blamed us, but that’s not fair. All we’ve ever wanted is the best for you.” He swallowed hard. “When you married Blaine, your mom and I were so happy. He’s such a good man. Once you work through whatever demons are inside you, telling you he’s the one who hurt you, when really, it was a stranger—just a random burglary gone horribly wrong—”


    The screaming started again, only this time, I couldn’t stop.


    Nurse Alice came to make everything better.


    Even the doctor rushed in to assure Frank and Mitzi what amazing progress I’d made.


    Liar! I wanted to scream.


    Maybe I even did, but was too tired to hear my own voice?


    It was all so complicated when really, all I wanted to do was curl up on my nice, white bed in my nice, white room and take a nice nap.


    
      —
    


    I woke to sunshine that transformed my whitewashed room into the sort of shimmering, golden palace where angels might reside. As best as I could remember, when I first got here, most everything outside had been brown, but now, cheery daffodils ringed the courtyard fountain.


    I knew I was crazy.


    I knew there were giant parts of myself I’d forgotten.


    One thing—pers[image: ]on—I’d never forget was Liam. Only, that wasn’t quite true, was it?


    I knew I loved him. Couldn’t live without him. But how did he taste? Smell? How did I feel when he wrapped his arms around me late at night? I thought I’d felt safe, but how could I be sure?


    By that afternoon, clouds had rolled in.


    Nurse Alice took me to my appointment with Dr. Carthage, only when I entered the room, I looked up to see the doctor and my husband.


    I turned right back around, but the doctor stood, gently nudging me right back around to urge me down into my usual chair.


    “You look beautiful,” Blaine said.


    “Isn’t this nice?” the doctor asked. “I thought it might be helpful for us all to have a friendly visit. What do you think, Ella? Are you happy to see your husband?”


    I picked at the cuticle on my right thumb. When that bored me, I scraped the pink polish off my thumbnail.


    “Ella? Nurse Alice told me that for the first time since Blaine has been allowed to visit, you didn’t protest when he joined you on your favorite sofa. Is that true?”


    Finished with my thumb, I moved on to scraping the polish from my index finger. Even though I hated the color, someone kept painting them, but I couldn’t remember who.


    “Ella?” Blaine prompted. “Would you like me to share with the doctor how we spent that afternoon poring over our wedding album?”


    I froze. “I didn’t scream then and I’m not screaming now, because Ella’s gone, and Julie’s not scared of Blaine.”


    The doctor asked, “Where did Ella go?”


    “Duh—she’s with Liam—she might even have his baby.”


    “This is outrageous,” Blaine said under his breath. “She clearly needs more medication.”


    “Interesting.” The doctor held up his hands, gesturing for Blaine to let me speak. “Would you mind telling me more about Julie? Who she is, and why she isn’t afraid?”


    Scrape, scrape, scrape. My nail polish floated to the navy carpet in satisfying pink flakes. “Julie escaped Blaine once and she’ll do it again. Blaine doesn’t scare her because she’s smarter than him.”


    Scratch, scratch, scratch went the doctor’s pen across his yellow legal pad. “How so?”


    “In every way.”


    Blaine cleared his throat. “I’m not comfortable with this conversation.”


    Like a cheetah, I sprung from my chair and wrapped my fingers around Blaine’s neck. “Ella wasn’t comfortable with the way you used your knife.”


    
      —
    


    I would say I was lost, but to be lost, didn’t a person need to first know where she was supposed to have been going? Or, at the very least, know where she’s been? Since I knew neither of those all-important morsels, where did that leave me?


    I suppose my best explanation would be that I spent my endless days floating and my even longer nights drowning in deep, dreamless sleep.


    I didn’t know what day it was or how long it had been since I’d seen anyone besides nurses and my parents, and of course, Blaine. Always, Blaine. When he looked at me, I felt as if now he was the big, hunkered-down cat and I was his prey. Since I’d pounced on him in Dr. Carthage’s office, my medication must have been doubled, as I no longer had the strength to even bat my paws. Blaine talked a lot—mostly about how nice our lives would be when he brought me home. But I didn’t want to go.


    Like a mouse stored in a different cage than the snake that would one day eat me, I innately knew that as long as I remained under Dr. Carthage’s protection, I was safe.


    As long as I ran interference for Ella, she was safe, too. And her sweet little baby. That made me smile.


    I walked down the hall barefoot, loving the plush carpet’s velvety kiss between my toes, then the sharp contrast of the cool wood floors when I zigzagged off the runner’s edge. It was a game I played in between meals to help pass time.


    If I won, I allowed myself to swipe something from the dining room. They kept close track of the silverware[image: ]—especially the knives—but I could usually get away with a few extra rolls. Once, I’d even taken a juice glass that I broke, then used the shards to slice my sheets into a rope ladder. It sucked to be me when Nurse Alice caught me, when I’d bled all over my white bathroom floor and had to get three stitches. Nurse Alice had given me a mean face, which hurt. She’s a nice lady and I liked making her smile, but sometimes I got confused whether she had black hair or blond—maybe even red? Some days, I called everyone Nurse Alice. It was just easier that way.


    “Ella?”


    I froze, hoping when I looked up that I found one of the Nurse Alices or even Mom and Dad. The only person I didn’t want it to be was Blaine.


    “Ella, do you know who I am?”


    I looked up to see an angel. My angel. His green eyes mesmerized. His smile dazzled. My only happy times in the clinic were the few times when I dreamt of him. But what did it mean that I was now seeing him when my eyes weren’t even shut? His hair was all wrong, too. My Liam had long hair that played hide-and-seek with his eyes. “Liam?”


    His eyes got all big, then he looked over his shoulder. “Hey. How are you?”


    “You can’t be my Liam. You’re the man who brings me rolls.”


    “That’s right,” he said with an exaggerated nod as if I’d said something clever. “I do bring your rolls. But you know what else I can do?”


    “I really don’t,” I said. But then an idea struck, and my eyes widened. “Is it a secret? Can you help me find my Liam?”


    “Yes, so no matter what—don’t tell anyone we talked, okay?”


    I nodded.


    “Promise?”


    I nodded again, terribly flattered by this kind stranger’s trust. “Tell me quick—before the medicine makes me forget.”


    He checked yet again to make sure no one was watching.


    Cora poked her head out her door and stared, but I stuck my tongue out at her and she went away.


    “Okay, it’s like this,” he said. “I know your medicine’s messing with your mind, but you and me—back in California[image: ]—used to love each other. Remember?”


    I shook my head. “I only love Liam.”


    His expression changed. Saddened somehow, as if he’d been watching one of the depressing movies Nurse Alice played on the community room’s TV.


    I asked, “Do you know Ella and Liam?”


    He looked confused, but then nodded. “I know them really well. We hang out back home.”


    “Mmm…” I smiled. “I’d like to go home.”


    “Yeah?”


    I nodded. “Could you take me?”


    Now, he nodded. “I’d love to. But remember when I asked if you could keep a secret?”


    “Uh-huh…”


    “If I come back at night while you’re sleeping, will you promise not to scream? And to remember I love you? And that more than anything in the whole world, I want to take you home?”


    “And keep me safe from Blaine?”


    He slowly exhaled, then pulled me into the nicest hug. “I’ll always keep you very safe.”


    “Mmm…” I melted against him. “I like being safe. That’s the way Ella feels when Liam holds her, but…” Eyes narrowed, I backed away, flattening myself against the cool wall. “Who are you?”
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    Liam


    I’d been patient too long, and tonight, that patience would pay off. It had to.


    After parking the beater Dodge Charger I’d bought for speed as opposed to looks in the clinic’s employee lot, I shrugged deeper into my wool coat. Fog distorted sound and light, compressing what used to be my boundless world into an amorphic chute leading to ruin. I’d always believed in risk, but calculated risk. Tonight’s plan had too many moving parts. At any point, I could land myself right back in a cell. But the payoff—res[image: ]cuing the woman who’d unwittingly rescued me from myself—carried an indefinable worth.


    Each day Ella and I were trapped in this place, I felt as if she wasn’t the only one losing herself. Time had named me one of the decade’s Men to Watch, so what was I doing posing as a kitchen worker? How had Ella bewitched me to this degree? How did I explain the panic that took hold each time she didn’t even know who I was? What happened if she never again looked up at me and smiled, leaning in for a lingering glance, touch or kiss? How would I resume my life when I now recognized that without Ella, I wasn’t really living at all?


    Even though this was only my fifth night shift, I’d spoken with Ella enough during my daytime food cart visits to her floor that she’d grown accustomed to me. Or, I guess, that would be Julie. And not even the old Julie I’d once known back in Rose Springs, but a hybrid version who chilled me to my core.


    I didn’t know her story, but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to recognize that any semblance of the girl I’d loved was gone. To keep my own sanity, I had to believe that once Ella was off the meds, she’d be fine—even better, that she’d understand that at her most desperate hour, I’d been there. Yes, I’d failed her when Blaine first took her, but I was here now, and I prayed that would be enough.


    “You’re late.” While I clocked in, Yancy, the night cook, took a flask from the back pocket of his regulation white scrubs, then poured a few fingers of spirits into his plastic tumbler filled with iced tea. The move reminded me of something Willow might have done, and I smiled. He glanced up. “You got a problem with medicinal bourbon?”


    I held up my hands. “Not at all. Got any to spare?”


    Now, he was smiling before handing over his flask. “Be my guest.”


    “Thanks.” I downed a few gulps of liquid courage before loading trays onto my cart.


    The amount of food wasted in this place was obscene, but why should I care when that abuse would further my cause?


    During the day, I delivered meals to each floor’s dining room, always leaving a few wrapped in the service room’s fridge in case a patient might have missed a meal. Typically, they didn’t, which was what generated the waste. The same drill was followed for all three shifts of each day. During the night shift, however, since there were few empty trays to pick up, by the time I off-loaded my cart onto all of the lower floors, when I reached Ella’s floor my cart would be nice and empty. Being a conscientious employee, I would, of course, lower the canvas side of the slotted cart. After all, no one wanted to risk upsetting patients by allowing them to see half-eaten drumsticks or corncobs.


    The closer I got to Ella’s floor, the more my heart pounded.


    Sweat beaded on my forehead.


    I snatched a cloth napkin from a tray to wipe it.


    The last thing I wanted was for any of the nursing staff to think I looked nervous.


    By the time I passed my keycard over the sensor that opened the sixth-floor double doors, I heard nothing but my own heart pounding in my ears. This was nuts, but I didn’t care. I loved Ella. I’d do anything for her. Even if that meant risking a nice, long trip to jail. I couldn’t say what it was about her that so deeply inspired me. But knowing what a survivor she’d once been to have escaped her abusive husband, it was killing me to see her now reduced to a barely conscious shell. She deserved better. More.


    And I’d be the one who gave it to her.


    Considering all she’d done for me, that exchange was only right.


    “Hey.” Nurse Amanda Haines waved, before covering a yawn. “I see we both got the short end of the stick tonight, huh?”


    I somehow managed a laugh. “Yeah. I don’t mind, though. I’m making a buck more an hour.”


    “Whoa, look at you, Mr. Moneybags.” She eased back in her desk chair, raising her feet to rest on top of her workstation. The file she’d been reading came along for the ride, and she rested it facedown across her hips. “What’re you going to buy with your extra eight bucks?”


    I winked, then tossed my cards all in by leaning close, whispering in her ear, “Wouldn’t you like to know.”


    I knew the gamble had paid off when she giggled. “Yes, I would. I’d ask you to buy me drinks Friday night, but would eight dollars even get me buzzed?”


    “You’ll never know if you don’t ask.” In hopes of filling her mind with my abs as opposed to responsible patient care, I stretched, in the process raising my loose, white scrub top to give my six-pack a good scratch. It wasn’t one of my prouder moments, but this close to rescuing my Ella, a man had to do what a man had to do.


    For a few pregnant seconds, she gawked, then her gaze turned fifty shades of pink before she ducked her hungry stare back behind her patient file. “You, sir, are trouble.”


    “And that’s a bad thing?” She hadn’t done a good job of hiding her dimpled grin.


    “Guess we’ll see. I’m off at eleven on Friday. Pick me up?” She seemed like a nice girl. Under any scenario in which my heart wasn’t already consumed by Ella, I would have at least bought her a consolation meal.


    “Oh, hell yeah,” I lied. “Sounds like a good time—as long as you don’t go over budget.”


    There she went again with her dimples. “You’re awful. Get out of here, and let me do my job.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” I winked before rolling my cart toward the service room.


    In a fortunate twist of fate for my plan, the other nurse on duty was occupied with a needy patient on the floor’s opposite hall.


    I off-loaded the trays with as much clatter as possible to let Amanda know I was doing a conscientious job, then wheeled my cart out like I normally would.


    “See you Friday,” I said with a wave when I passed the nurses’ station.


    “If I don’t change my mind.”


    I clutched my chest. “You’re killing me, Haines.”


    Her dimples deepened.


    Ella’s room was six doors down from my current location.


    In front of her door, I checked to make sure Amanda hadn’t followed, then gave it a try to find it unlocked. I exhaled, but not for long, as I held my breath when it creaked open.


    The building used to be an orphanage back in the day, and while the old dame had been restored, she still showed fine lines and wrinkles. Just my luck that Ella’s floor also creaked.


    On my approach to the bed, my heart beat so loud I was afraid Amanda could hear it all the way back at the nurses’ station.


    I crouched on the mattress’s edge, brazenly giving Ella’s shoulder a nudge. “Hey, gorgeous, it’s me. Wake up.”


    She stirred, but it wasn’t a stretch to tell she was all doped up for the night. Hell, could she even walk?


    Unable to take the risk if she couldn’t, I decided to use her lethargy to my advantage by easing my arms under her, then scooping her up.


    For only a moment, her eyes bolted open.


    My heart raged with the words don’t scream, don’t scream, don’t scream…


    Would I make it through this without having a fucking heart attack?


    When she continued staring as if unsure what to do, I smiled. “It’s just me, angel. Take a nap, and when you wake up, we’ll be home.”


    She nodded and pressed a barely-there kiss to my shoulder. That kiss burned hot like a branding iron straight from a fire. If she hadn’t already been mine in my heart, she sure as hell was now. “Is this a dream?”


    “Yep…” Emboldened by a combination of her sweetness and my primal attraction to her achingly familiar breath, I carried her from the room. Luckily, the hall was still empty, but voices carried from the nearby station.


    “Is Winters in 648 or 638? I always forget.”


    “No worries. Give me a sec and I’ll look it up.”


    “Ready to go for a ride?” I whispered to Ella.


    She was so out of it that when she nodded, she didn’t bother opening her eyes. But she did offer a faint smile, which was all the impetus I needed.


    Hustling to my cart, I set her inside, on the stainless-steel base. Even her slight weight made it complain with an angry metallic buckle. The noise woke Ella, and she then peered up at me with her giant, druggie-anime eyes. I worried about her crashing hard when there were no more drugs to hold her in this state of suspended animation, but that was something I’d have to deal with later.


    She couldn’t be comfortable with the back of her head wedged against the cart’s stainless-steel rack supports, but when I held my index finger to my lips and said, “Shh…” she grinned and nodded, mimicking my actions.


    If my pulse didn’t slow, I’d fucking die before even escaping this floor.


    “Holy crap, John!”


    I’d just lowered the cart’s canvas side when Amanda rounded the corner with a medicine tray. “You scared the stuffing out of me. Why are you still here?”


    “A, ah, wheel fell off the cart. Had to make an on-the-fly repair. Luckily, I’m good at manly shit like that.”


    She smiled and shook her head. “I’ll just bet you are.”


    I gave her a backwards wave, trying to keep it casual, the whole time praying Ella didn’t pop her head out to join the conversation. “See you Friday.” I waved my pass card over the door sensor, then spun to face her, dragging the cart out instead of pushing. “Wear your hair down.”


    She was so busy working her dimples that she didn’t even notice when Ella’s limp hand fell out from under the canvas.


    Once the doors closed, I knelt to check on her. Thank fucking God, she’d descended back into a deep sleep.


    The elevator down shaved a year from my life.


    The endless trek through the lobby and past the guard station conservatively took another six. After all my worrying, could this really be so easy?


    Then, Mathis, the night guard, called out, “When did you join the rest of us on the graveyard shift? Aren’t you usually leaving when I’m coming in?”


    “Yeah, but I couldn’t turn down the extra buck an hour, so I figured what the hell. Who needs sleep, right?” Please, Ella, don’t move an inch.


    “I hear ya.” He yawned. “But then, the wife and I just had a baby. I figure I get more sleep nodding off here than my poor wife does all night, you know?”


    Keep it casual. As long as you don’t tip him off, he’ll never suspect a thing. “I don’t have kids, but I can only imagine. How old’s your baby?”


    “Two months. Her name’s Nancy Grace on account of my wife having a thing for that lawyer news lady. Ever catch her show?”


    “Sure,” my lies rolled like tumbleweed, “every once in a while if football’s not on.”


    “Well, anyway…” He left his station. “Let me show you a few pics. My baby angel’s a looker.”


    I bolted from the cart to meet him. “Great. Let me see. All my family’s up in Ohio.”


    “Oh yeah? What brought you over here?”


    “A girl.” For the first time that night, I told the truth.


    “Same with me. Three years later, we’re still going strong. How about you?”


    I laughed, hoping I didn’t sound even half as hysterical as I felt. “Jury’s still out.”


    “Aw, you seem like a nice enough guy. I’m sure she’ll come around.”


    “Thanks, man. I appreciate the vote of confidence.” I gestured toward his wallet. “Come on and show me those pics. The suspense is killing me.”


    Twenty never-ending minutes later, his desk phone rang.


    “I’ve got to get that, but it was good talking with you.”


    “Likewise.” I wiped my sweating palm on my thigh before meeting his outstretched hand for a shake.


    After parking my cart in a kitchen supply room, I double-checked that Yancy wasn’t anywhere near the delivery door, then hefted Ella out of her hiding spot and back into my arms.


    By the time I got her strapped into the passenger side of my ride, the general alarm had sounded. I was watching in the rearview when my pal Mathis must have flipped on the exterior floods. I’d hoped to have more time before anyone noticed Ella was gone, but since I hadn’t been that fortunate, I substituted speed for luck.


    Carol and I had mapped out a back-road route to St. Louis. From there, I planned on using a set of brand-new fake IDs to hop a flight to Chicago. I’d wanted to then head to my place on Lake Como, but realized that would be a stupid move when Liam was supposedly back in Palo Alto.


    Carol was working on Plan B.


    About an hour outside of the clinic, Ella peacefully slept, and for the first time since she’d been snatched right out from under me back at the beach, I could breathe.


    I turned on the stereo—not all that surprised to catch the tail end of Kansas’s “Point of Know Return.” I didn’t have to ask “how long,” because I was there. Either Ella and I lived happily ever after or this was a crash-and-burn mission and I’d eventually end up behind bars.


    Not only didn’t I care, but embraced the wild ride by upping the volume.


    I smiled, resting my palm possessively on her hip.


    Bam! Take that, Blaine. Who’s calling the shots now?


    
      —
    


    So much for my grand plans.


    God, I felt like an idiot. In all my scheming to free Ella from that place, the one thing I hadn’t considered was what happened when her drug cocktail ran dry. She’d been fine for the first twenty-four hours. We’d made it through St. Louis airport security with me explaining that she was so afraid of flying that she’d popped one too many Xanax.


    Carol had arranged for a charter out of Chicago to the Seychelles, where we’d board a private yacht, but Ella had been so sick I didn’t even try making that flight. Instead, I booked a room at the O’Hare Hilton and settled in for what I could only guess would be a rough few days.


    At two a.m., I sat with her on the bathroom floor. Even though I’d wrapped her in the blanket from the bed, she shivered uncontroll[image: ]ably. She still didn’t seem lucid, so I had Carol find a doctor who knew how to be discreet about administering still more drugs to ease her trip down.


    John Smith from the clinic had no doubt been caught on security cameras, which was why he was now dead, and Jack Jones had been born. Jessica was his smokin’-hot wife.


    Carol reported that Nathan was more concerned than ever about Ella’s well-being and threatening to call the cops. To shut him the fuck up, I told Carol to invite him along for our next ride. He’d see for himself that I had Ella’s best interests at heart.


    By six a.m., I was still on the bathroom floor with my legs outstretched and Ella between them, resting her head on my chest. She’d been asleep in my arms for an hour, and I prayed that meant the worst of her withdrawal had passed.


    Two hours later, I’d nodded off when she stirred against me.


    “Hey,” I said.


    She sat up, then angled to face me, leaning slightly back as if allowing her eyes to focus. “Liam?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Did she have any idea how my heart swelled in relief that she not just was okay, but once again knew my name? “You gave me one hell of a scare. I didn’t think you were ever coming down from whatever they gave you.”


    She moaned, then clutched her stomach before reaching back around for the toilet. Dry heaves left her crying and shivering.


    I wet a washcloth and pressed it to her forehead.


    “H-help me…”


    “I’m trying, babe.”


    “I-I’m so…sick…” I couldn’t tell if she struggled for air from tears or more heaving.


    “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” I wrapped the blanket back around her shoulders, washed her face, then drew her limp frame against me, smoothing her hair. “Hold on a little while longer and you’re going to feel better.”


    “Thank you.” She snuggled closer. “I assume it was you who got me out of there?”


    “Uh-huh…” The fact swelled my chest with pride.


    “Where are we?”


    A jet roared overhead. The deep rumbling shook the hotel like a minor earthquake. “O’Hare. But the second you’re able, we’re hopping a flight to paradise. I figure after what you’ve been through, you deserve a break.”


    I was excited to see her reaction but would have to wait, as she’d drifted off to sleep. I carried her to the bed, gently covering her with the downy-soft fleece blanket I’d had Carol find.


    Hours passed.


    I tried working on my laptop, but I couldn’t focus.


    By the time Ella woke again, morning had turned into late afternoon.


    “Liam?”


    I looked up from a report to find her trying to raise her head. “I’m here.” I climbed into bed alongside her, afraid of the upwelling of emotion tightening my chest. There was so much I wanted to say—had planned to say—but I’d lost it all. Her sad, fragile beauty rendered me mute.


    “Y-your hair…” With her hand trembling, she reached out to stroke my buzz cut. “You look even more handsome than I remember. But hard…” Her words caught on a heart-wrenching sob. “I was so afraid.” Even her voice sounded pushed beyond exhaustion.


    “Did that bastard hurt you?”


    She shook her head. “Except for in my head. I remember being confused. But you were always there…Only, you weren’t. That hurt, too.”


    “I’m sorry. The day he took you, everything happened so fast. I thought I could just snatch you back, but I was outmanned. I did everything wrong. I should have kept my cool, and—”


    “I felt so violated.” She stared at me, her blueberry eyes welling with tears she seemed too exhausted to cry. “I needed you.”


    “I know.” She was killing me. “I’m sorry. I got inside the clinic with you as soon as I could, and I’m here now, okay? I always will be.”


    “Stop. We both know that’s a lie—you don’t mean it to be, but it is.”


    I closed my eyes, struggling for logic. For air. The image I carried of myself was of this larger-than-life superhero type. Before meeting her, I’d been Captain Money—able to crush any obstacle by flinging large-denomination bills. But in this situation, my cash had been useless. Sure—it had certainly subsidized Ella’s eventual rescue, but in the heat of the moment, when she’d cried out for my help, I hadn’t been there for her. She knew it. I knew it. At the most basic level a man could serve a woman, when Blaine snatched her right in front of me, I’d failed her.


    Would she forgive me?


    Maybe the bigger question was could I forgive myself?
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    Ella


    I drifted back and forth between states of consciousness, between knowing that Liam was real and wondering if he was a gossamer-coated dream. I didn’t know how long I’d been trapped in that place. It could have been months or maybe years. But now, in this moment, held safely in the bowl of Liam’s warm spoon, I was safe.


    But for how long?


    I might be free now, but Blaine was still out there.


    More important, the world—incl[image: ]uding my parents—still believed I was the crazy one. My escape only upped my freak factor.


    “Are you awake?” I asked Liam, unsure how long either of us had been out. Diffused sunlight still shone from beneath the room’s curtains, so it couldn’t be that late.


    “Yes…” He stroked my forearm and kissed the top of my head.


    “Good. We need to talk.” I scooted out of bed.


    “Christ, Ella…” With his hands over his eyes, Liam groaned. “Is this the part where you tell me we’re through?”


    “Seriously? Don’t be dumb.” Legs wobbly, I held on to the bed to get around to his side. I took his hand. “This is the part when I want to be facing you while coming one hundred percent clean.” Together, we walked to the room’s love seat.


    “You’re making me nervous.”


    “You probably should be,” I said with a hard-won smile. When we were both seated, me sideways, with my legs stretched across his lap, I forced a deep breath. “One part of this nightmare was in some ways probably a good thing.”


    “Sure you’re not still high?”


    I returned his faint grin and shook my head. “I might be. But…” I reached for his hand, easing my fingers between his, forcing my breathing to slow. “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see you again. In my mind, I’d given up hope to the point that I could no longer be sure where reality left off and fantasy began. I remember just sitting and staring, but nothing made sense. The questions the doctor raised in therapy were…” My voice caught. I wanted to tell all, but the admissions were too painful to share—even with a man I loved as much as Liam. What if he thought less of me? What would he think about me losing the baby? And the rape? I’d worked so hard to forget all of it, but now, drug-free, the memories returned, only with sharper edges. Every time I closed my eyes, I heard my baby cry and saw the face of the stranger who’d violated me. It wasn’t my husband, but I clearly remembered that Blaine had been there. And there had been cameras—big ones, like those used in a TV studio, only in our home.


    Liam squeezed my hand. “Babe, stop. You don’t ever have to say another word—unless you want to. I’m the one who should be explaining.” He shook his head. “After Blaine took you, I was out of my mind. I followed you to the airport, but kept my distance, biding my time. I bribed a counter agent to tell me your flight. I bought tickets for me and all five guys on my security team—just in case we couldn’t get you out in time. I thought that if you’d seen me on your flight, at least you would know I’d never left you alone.” He bowed his head and sighed. “Someone—B[image: ]laine or one his minions—must have given TSA a heads-up, because they restrained me before I could even get to you.”


    I covered my mouth with my hands. “What happened then?”


    “I shouldn’t have fought back, but I was desperate to get to you. I lashed out at anyone moving, but there were too many for me to fight my way past. My security team scattered. TSA agents pushed me to the floor, and that was that. I was stuck in a cell for damn near a week before Garrett got me released on bail. I felt so helpless. Thank God for Carol and Garrett. They—”


    “Wait—are you still out on bail? Because weren’t you facing a court date for what happened with the detective? I thought you couldn’t leave the state?”


    His silence knotted my stomach. “Liam…you have to go back.”


    “I will.” He stroked my palm with his thumb. “But I want you safely in hiding first. Carol found us a yacht moored in the Seychelles. You’re going to love it. We’ll go there together and get you set up. Once I know you’re okay, I’ll head back to California to clear my legal troubles, then we’ll never be apart again.”


    “Please know I mean this with love, but if you think that’s possible, you’re a fool. Blaine—my parents—now that they know who I’m with, they’ll never stop. I might be free at this moment, but until the world knows Blaine for the monster I know him to be, I might as well still be locked in that clinic, because he’s in here.” I tapped my temple. “I have to stop him. If the two of us are ever going to have the peace we’ve dreamt of, that’s the only way. Will you help?”


    
      —
    


    I woke two days later in the stateroom of a yacht.


    Though I felt better on this afternoon than I had in a while, I was glad for the strong, reassuring beat of Liam’s heart beneath my ear. I pressed my hand to the wall of his chest. Never had I appreciated his strength more.


    “Hey…” he said when I looked up to see his dear face. Even though a glimpse at the rolling Atlantic outside the window promised breathtaking views, I was positive there was no sight I would ever appreciate more than this man, my love. “Welcome again to the Seychelles. You were pretty out of it when the customs agent boarded the jet.”


    “Any problems?” I was as terrified of his legal issues following him as I was of Blaine following me.


    “No.” Instead of taking his own jet, “Jack Jones” had chartered one. Same with the boat.


    He’d even surprised me by inviting Nathan and Carol to tag along.


    All of us had fake names and passports and lives. I hated that I’d dragged them into my nightmare, but was profoundly grateful they’d come along on this crazy ride. Liam had insisted on spiriting me out of the country—at least until devising a plan to officially end my marriage. In my heart, I no longer believed it was possible, but all of us could use a vacation. Or maybe what I really should call this respite was a calm before the inevitable storm. There would come a day when Blaine and my parents would have to be faced. I knew this. For my own sanity, I’d have to sit down with them all one-on-one to relay my version of the events in a manner they couldn’t refute.


    “Hungry?” Liam asked.


    I nodded.


    “Want to eat here or on deck?” He kissed the tip of my nose. “Once that decision’s made, what’s your dream menu?”


    “There is one thing I’ve been craving…” For his sake, I tried being upbeat, but couldn’t offer more than a wistful smile.


    “Let me guess…” He traced the outline of my lips. “Rice Krispies Treats?”


    He knew me so well. “I love you.”


    “Love you, too.”


    I pushed myself high enough to kiss him. The simplest touch of our lips filled me with false security. The suite’s opulence, the boat’s gentle roll, turquoise peeking through the window, and Liam—always, Liam—all combined to further confuse me. How easy it would be to spend the rest of my life afloat. No alarm clocks or to-do lists or all-consuming goals. Just a delicious vanilla daze. But was that living? Or merely a drug-free extension of my time at the clinic?


    I didn’t want to merely exist, but thrive. I wanted to be that girl with the Frisbee in her belly that soared. I hated this limbo. I hated the power Blaine’s stunt had proven. He wasn’t just stronger than me, but also Liam—all of us. If he could reach into the heart of Liam’s most private sanctuary, where could he not find me? Sure, we currently had the illusion of safety, but was that enough? Was I willing to settle for anything less than 100-percent real?


    “What are we doing?” I whispered, losing myself in Liam’s emerald gaze.


    He cupped my cheek before kissing me again. “I know what I’d like to be doing.”


    His flippant answer worsened my mood. “What’s it going to take for you to get it?”


    I wriggled off of the bed.


    “Babe…” He grabbed my arm to tug me back, but I gave him a hard shove.


    “What are we doing here?” I waved at our freakish surroundin[image: ]gs—glowing wood and mirror-sheened brass. Sumptuous upholstery and leather. It was all too much. “Do you honestly believe that by hiding we’ll ever win? All you’ve done by bringing us here is place a pricey bandage on a gaping wound.”


    “So what? You and I both have just been through hell. Where’s the harm in taking a breather? I agree that Blaine’s going to have to be dealt with, but in your current condition, you can hardly stand, let alone fight.” He sat on the bed’s edge, then snagged me around my waist to draw me in. “You think I’m looking forward to the prospect of what’s waiting for us back in the real world?”


    I shook my head.


    “Unfortuna[image: ]tely,” his voice had softened, “you’re right. Our problems aren’t going anywhere. But until we’re home, why not steal this time—these few days in heaven—to reconnect? To remind ourselves what we’re even fighting for?”


    “I-I want to be happy, but how? The last time we wore nothing but smiles, you saw what happened. Blaine snatched me. He swooped in from out of nowhere and just took me.” The fear I’d tamped down rose into a bubbling fury. “Do you have any idea how out of control and scared I’ve been? All those drugs reached deep inside and stole everything. Blaine stood by and watched as that doctor of his turned me into a walking vegetable. I can’t go through that again—I won’t. I’d rather be dead.”


    “You don’t mean that.”


    “Y-yes, I do.” Liam held me, but his warmth no longer sunk in. Fear of Blaine’s next inevitable move encased me in ice. Even worse—what if Liam and I somehow defeated Blaine, only to have our happiness jerked out from under us all over again by Liam being sentenced to years in prison? I wanted to believe that with all of his money, that could never happen, but I’d be a fool to think it couldn’t. What Blaine had done proved that very bad things can and do happen to good people. “Can we get off of this boat?”


    “Sure.” He leaned me back to search my gaze. “I’ll have one of the deckhands take us ashore. I was topside earlier, and you’re not going to believe the paradise waiting just beyond our stateroom’s view.”


    His words were profound, only not in a way he’d ever intended. I wanted so badly to believe the rest of our lives were just that—a paradise waiting to be discovered. We might not be able to see it now, but with the subtlest shift in attitude, it was all there for the taking. I wanted to believe, but how many times had I forced myself back up only to be shoved down? Blaine always won.


    Even though he was a million miles from the boat, from the water lapping the hull, he might as well have been right behind me, whispering in my ear, U R Mine. Don’t ever forget.


    The letters he’d carved into the undersides of my breasts burned.


    My head knew the wounds had long since fully healed, but try telling that to my heart.


    “On second thought,” I said, terrified of possibly never feeling whole again—I climbed back under the covers—“I’m going to stay here and sleep. But you go on ahead.”


    “Babe…”


    Dealing with Liam’s disappointment in me was too hard, so I feigned sleep and he eventually walked away.
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    Liam


    “Where’s Ella?” Carol asked the next morning from the breakfast buffet the stewards had assembled.


    “Shower.” I glanced up from the tech article I’d been trying to read in the Wall Street Journal. Mostly, I’d scanned the same paragraph a half-dozen times.


    “Why aren’t you with her?” She winked while easing into the seat across from me at the aft-deck table.


    I growled.


    “Okay…” She bit into a piece of toast. “We’re on the Love Boat, so how come you two lovebirds aren’t off cooing?”


    “Nosy much?”


    She shrugged. “It just seems to me that after you’ve spent the past month mooning over her, you’d never again let her out of your sight.”


    “That was the plan…” Christ, she’d pissed me off. “I mean, look where we are. How can she be depressed in a place like this? I thought we could just escape it all, you know? But she packed all of our emotional dirty laundry and shoved it in a fucking drama suitcase.”


    Carol winced.


    “Sorry. I just planned on things being different—[image: ]better. Instead, it all seems worse.”


    “She has been through a lot,” Carol said, all too happy to point this out while spreading mango chutney on her latest piece of whole wheat. “You can’t expect her to instantly bounce back. They had given her a lot of drugs—takes time to recover from that. She’s a woman—not a yo-yo.”


    “And there you have it—the world according to Caroline Moore. I should have that shit needlepointed on a pillow.”


    “Stop acting like a spoiled brat—or more likely, a horn dog who was looking forward to a long morning between the sheets. Try seeing this from Ella’s perspective.”


    “Aren’t I paying you to be on my team?”


    “I thought Ella joined your team…” She winked before sipping from her coffee.


    “Have you always been such a smart-ass?”


    “Yes.” She met my stare head-on. Directness topped the list of her best qualities. She never told me what I wanted to hear, but what I needed to hear. “That’s why you love me.” She reached across the table, placing her hand over mine. “Besides Garrett and Owen, I’m the only one not afraid to tell you the truth. Then, along came Ella. Now, she also tells you the truth, but you’re in too deep to recognize that as a good thing. Relax. Not sure how, but given time, everything’s going to be okay.”


    I snorted. “From your lips to God’s ears.”


    When Ella said she’d rather die than relive the past weeks, I had to wonder if what she felt for me was anywhere near what I felt for her. To preserve what we shared, I would belly-crawl through the worst imaginable hell on a loop. To learn she didn’t feel the same was crushing. But she hadn’t meant it, right? It had been lingering drugs talking or exhaustion, but I refused to believe she wasn’t fully invested in us.


    Carol asked, “Wanna go for a swim?”


    “Sure.” Why the hell not?


    The yacht was moored within swimming distance of an enchanted, palm-ringed island.


    After our refreshing trek to shore, Carol and I walked side by side without saying a word. In the years we’d worked together, we’d been to some great places—Paris, Milan, Tokyo—but this topped them all. It was so pristine, so postcard perfect, that I felt as if we were strolling through a living travel brochure. Only, without sharing it with Ella, it all felt as flat as glossy paper.


    I asked Carol, “Am I an ass for being here with you instead of Ell?”


    “Probably, a little.” She grinned. “But maybe you two need time apart to process everything that went down.”


    I kicked a piece of driftwood. “I just want to know when all of this will stop feeling bad. On New Year’s, when I proposed, I’d never been surer about a decision. You helped just before then—remember? That day at the office when you asked if I loved her. Before then I hadn’t thought about it, but prompted by your question, I realized that yeah—I did love her. Still do.”


    “Perfect. So what’s the problem?”


    “Exactly. That’s my point. We shouldn’t have any problems, so what should I do?”


    “Let’s finish exploring this island, then we’ll go back to the boat for a nice lunch. After which I’m sure you and Ella will both feel better.”


    “You’re probably right.” For only an instant, I squeezed her hand. “Thanks for being such a good friend.”


    “Yeah, yeah…Forever trapped in the friend zone. Just where I want to be.” She reached high enough to rub my buzz cut, then teased, “Bet you can’t beat me to those rocks!”


    I took her challenge, running for all I was worth, praying that when I reached our destination, the exertion would have swept away my confusion.
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    Ella


    “You’re looking better today.” Nathan approached me on the upper deck.


    I summoned a grin. “Is that your glossed-over version of telling me I looked like hell yesterday?”


    He laughed, drawing me into a hug. “You know damn well you look beautiful every day. God, you gave me a scare. I’m so glad you’re okay.”


    “Thanks.” I leaned into him, glad for his support. “Me, too.”


    “Where’s Liam?” he asked once we’d drawn apart.


    I pointed to the island that seemed to float in water so clear and pale it hardly looked real. “We had a fight, and now he and Carol are playing tag on the beach. He’s awful.”


    “You don’t mean that.”


    I wiped tears from my eyes. “No, I don’t. And I know the two of them are just friends, but wasn’t the whole point of this detour for us to be together? I mean, geez…”


    “Relax. He loves you.”


    “I know,” I said with a sniffle. “And I love him. We’ve been apart for thirty minutes and already, I’m out of my mind. It took all my energy just to make it up here. I was hoping to find Liam.” She laughed. “I didn’t think I’d see him chasing after Carol. Do you have any idea how much that hurts?”


    “Stop. He’s not chasing after her, but blowing off steam. The man is crazy about you—only you.”


    I finally exhaled. “Thank you—not just for talking me down, but for being here.”


    His eyes shone. “Where else would I be?”


    We shared a hug.


    “How about I help you down a few decks to where they stow the water toys? Then I’ll set you on an inner tube and float you to the beach so you can see your guy. The water’s bathtub warm. Trust me, you’ll feel better. But first, let’s get sunscreen on your zombie-white skin.”


    “I know I’m pale, but do I look that bad?”


    “Depends on your definition of bad.”


    “You’re so mean!” Even as I said the words, I was laughing. It was the kind of thing he’d have thrown out back when we worked at Wal-Mart. The sensation felt right. Like old times. My earlier frustration with Liam melded into gratefulness for him having been thoughtful enough to include my friend on our journey—es[image: ]pecially when I knew Liam wasn’t Nathan’s biggest fan.


    
      —
    


    Nathan had been right about the water—it was warm and silky and for as far as I could see, at least a dozen serene shades ranging from pale aqua to vibrant turquoise. The air held the faintest hint of brine and was so pollutant-free that the mere act of breathing gave me a high. Toss in the island’s white sand and swaying palms, and the power of it all had me swallowing a knot of gratitude in my throat.


    Yes, I did need a break before resuming my fight with Blaine. Why hadn’t I seen that before? Why had Liam and I even had that stupid fight?


    By the time Nathan steered my inner tube ashore, my earlier frustration had been replaced by a curious calm. Maybe the difference in my current frame of mind was the fact that I wasn’t trying to pretend the worst may be yet to come in facing Blaine. Now that I’d stoically accepted the challenge before me, I needed to embrace this respite and Liam, letting both restore not just my strength, but my will to fight.


    I rocked forward, spilling from my ride into warm, shallow water.


    Sun drenched my freshly lotioned skin and I tipped my face back to drink in more.


    The only thing that could up this moment’s magic was Liam, and when he rounded a bend to leave Carol and run splashing to me, my heart felt consumed by love.


    “I’m sorry,” we both blurted when he reached me.


    We laughed, and then he floated me into his arms, walking me out a little deeper, and then he was kissing me, kissing me until I couldn’t remember where I left off and he began. But did it really even matter? Our connection wasn’t something I could define or even understand—it just was, and I hoped would forever be.


    “What do you want to do today?” he asked when we’d stopped kissing to visually take each other in. His skin had already bronzed, and water droplets glistened from his forehead and newly cropped hair.


    “This…” I kissed him again. “Your new haircut makes you look more like a sexy military type than a computer geek.”


    “Thanks. I think?”


    After playing in the water and beachcombing for hours, we all met for lunch at a table the yacht’s crew had assembled in a palm grove. The shade was as welcome as the pineapple-coconut punch they’d concocted. We feasted on lobster salad and crusty baguettes slathered in sweet butter. Mangos and more pineapple and watermelon.


    Carol and Nathan indulged in a one-up game of raunchy jokes that ended in a draw, with me laughing so hard my sides hurt. The laughter was as healing as the reassuring glances and touches Liam ensured I was never long without.


    After lunch, Liam set me back onto my inner tube and towed me to the boat.


    From there, we went off to nap—thankf[image: ]ully, not as a foursome.


    I woke still tired—or, maybe languorous was the better term.


    I rolled over in a scene reminiscent of that morning, only everything had changed. My fear had been replaced by a steely determination to make the best of whatever time Liam and I had to share.


    He was beautiful in his sleep. Hard jawline shadowed with stubble. Strong nose and forehead. My living fantasy man stretched out beside me. I had to pinch myself to believe this was my life—even if for only this brief moment. I didn’t know if we’d share the next five minutes or fifty years. But since dwelling on that fact only stoked my worst fears, I made a conscious choice to focus on the here and now—on fluttering my fingers along his abs’ ripples, his pecs, collarbone and shoulders.


    The more I touched, the more I wanted.


    I moved my explorations lower, slipping my hand beneath the sheet to cup him, relishing the wonder of him growing with my every touch and stroke. I took him into my mouth. He tasted of sun and salt and sea.


    He groaned, arching into me. “Is this a dream?”


    I paused, grinning up at him. “Yes and no.”


    “Good enough for me.” I lavished him with attention until he pushed me back. “Not yet. Are you sure you’re strong enough?”


    “Depends…” I couldn’t help but smile. “Could this potentially be overly taxing? Like, do you have a sex swing or stripper pole you’re wanting to use?”


    He laughed. “Not on this boat—although I’m not opposed to giving either a try once we’re home. You’d make a sexy-ass stripper—but only if you’re taking it off for me.”


    “Yes, sir.” I rewarded his exclusivity clause with a kiss.


    “Now that we’re rested, feeling up for an adventure?”


    “Only the fun kind.”


    Liam took my bikini top from the floor, chastely tying it around my neck.


    “How is getting me dressed going to be fun?”


    “Patience. This is only phase one of my master plan.”


    We’d almost finished dressing, but then I may have accidentally-on-purpose done a little inappropriate grabbing, which resulted in Liam bending me over the foot of the tall bed.


    “If you insist on being impatient,” he teased with one hand on my belly and his other fingering me, “you’ll have to suffer the consequences.”


    “Mmm…” I groaned, spreading my legs wider to grant him greater access. Cool, conditioned air licked me, but then he knelt and was licking me, too. I gasped from the pleasurable shock. I came too fast, but that was okay, because he eased deep inside, and his thrusts thrilled and excited me all over again. My longing for him to go deeper blossomed into an all-consuming need. I abandoned myself to pure sensation, crying out with each pounding thrust.


    My second orgasm hit fast and hard and with almost frightening intensity. It scared me that Liam held so much power, but in the same respect, as deeply as I loved him, conceding to him felt natural and right. Especially since with us, those concessions went both ways.


    He came, too, bracing himself on the backside of my hips. “So much for my plan.”


    “Complaining?”


    He chuckled, running his hand along my spine. “No, ma’am.”


    After easing me upright, he swept my hair aside, kissing the back of my neck. “Still up for our adventure?”


    “Depends…” I spun to face him, gripping his still semihard cock. “Since you’re still up, how are we going to leave the room?”


    I couldn’t stop smiling when he bent me right back over and fucked me again.


    
      —
    


    Three hours later, we’d showered and napped and finally gotten around to dressing for dinner. I probably should have been tired, but instead, energy stemming from our love pulsed through me. Liam was my adrenaline, my fix, my cure.


    “It’s about time,” Carol noted. She wore a satiny-gold slip dress that hugged her every curve. She looked stunning in her usual elegant way.


    “Sorry,” I said, knowing I must look like a rumpled child alongside her. Though Liam had instructed someone to stock my stateroom closet, instead of choosing one of the elegant gowns, I’d opted for floral shorts and a breezy white tank. My hair hung loose and wild, and alone with Liam, I’d felt like the most beautiful woman in the world. But now that we’d rejoined the world, my confidence wilted like a plucked flower. How could Liam love me, when he’d been with a perfect woman like her? I hated this flaw in myself—the fact that Blaine had me so beaten down that I could no longer appreciate any special qualities that made me uniquely me. I prayed that given time, I once again would. Until then, I took Liam’s hand and found comfort in knowing that what good I couldn’t find in myself, he found for me.


    “No need for apologies,” she said after sipping her martini. “I’ve just been all alone up here for hours, reduced to flirting with deckhands.” She winked.


    “Where’s Nathan?” Liam asked.


    “He took off in one of the shore tenders to fish in deeper water.”


    “Sounds fun,” I said. “Maybe we should’ve tagged along?”


    Liam pulled me against him. “I’ve already bagged my limit.”


    “You’re not even close,” I teased.


    He kissed me and I kissed back until Carol cleared her throat.


    “Sir?” a steward asked Liam. “Chef wants to know what time you’d like dinner served, and whether you’ll be dining on the aft deck or in the dining room?”


    “Ladies?” Liam asked. “I vote let’s eat outside, as soon as the mighty fisherman returns. What do you think?”


    “Works for me.” Carol turned to the steward. “But could I get a drink refill?”


    “Of course.” The steward bobbed his head before turning to me. “May I bring you anything?”


    I would have loved champagne, but opted for sparkling water with lime.


    The three of us gravitated upward to find a beautiful table had already been set. White china plates and gleaming silver rested alongside crystal stemware that cast rainbows from the last of the day’s sun. Soft jazz played from hidden speakers, and the only other sound interrupting our peace was the engine hum from Nathan’s tinder.


    “Catch anything?” I called over the rail when the engine was killed.


    “A couple of groupers and a snapper.”


    “Cool! Stay there. I want to come see.”


    “Sure you’re strong enough?” Liam asked.


    I kissed his frowning lips. “I feel great.” To prove it, I took his hand, leading the way back down below where we fussed over Nathan, taking his picture with his catch. Once a steward whisked the fish to the kitchen for the chef to transform into fillets, I said, “Go wash up and then head upstairs. We’re having surf and turf.”


    The setting sun turned out to be quite a showboat, streaking the vast horizon in luminescent mountains of orange, violet and gold. Our meal was calm and happy, a quiet celebration of all Liam and I had overcome.


    When the stewards cleared the last of our molten lava cake, and Carol and Nathan had said their good nights, Liam and I sat together on a padded bench seat.


    He held his arm around me and I rested on my side, curved into him. Even that afternoon, when he’d been inside me, we somehow hadn’t seemed physically close enough. The experience of having been taken by Blaine was still too fresh for me to fully relax even though in our current location, I couldn’t have been safer—at least physically. With his shoulders back, and his new buzz cut, Liam looked every bit the hard-assed military man who didn’t take shit from anyone. If Blaine tried anything again, Liam would be ready. The majesty of the sunset and the way Liam made me feel with the slightest brush of his lips had me once again believing in miracles.


    I forced a deep breath, then blurted what had been on my mind since that afternoon. “I want to get married—right away.”


    “I’d like nothing more.” He nuzzled my neck, raising goose bumps along my forearms. “But you know that’s not possible.”


    “What if I think maybe it is?”


    His eyes narrowed. “I’d wonder if you’ve been hitting the bubbly. Now that we’ve seen what Blaine’s capable of, we’re going to have to come up with one hell of a plan to bring him down.”


    “No. I’m done with all the assumed names and elaborate schemes. I want to try a more reasonable approach.”


    He smoothed my hair back from my forehead. “Reasonable and Blaine aren’t two words I’d use in the same sentence.”


    “Agreed, and I know you’ve probably got teams of people working on ways to take Blaine down—I love you for that—but I want to go to him. Just one-on-one, and—”


    “No. You’re not going anywhere near him.”


    “You don’t understand. If you’re with me, he’ll go ballistic, but on my own—or maybe even with my parents in tow—I’m not saying it would be easy, but if I returned in a calm, rational way, it’s possible he could reciprocate and let me go.”


    “What don’t you understand about the word no?”


    “Liam…I love your protective streak, but as we’ve already been over, we can’t hide on this boat forever.”


    “Technically, we could.”


    “Okay, well, that may be a great plan for you, but I need to see a doctor.”


    “Why? What’s wrong?” His furrowed brows harshened his features, so I reached out to smooth them.


    “I might be pregnant.”


    “Babe…” Tears shone in his eyes. He took my hands. “For real? How do you know?”


    “I know, because I know. I’ve been pregnant before, and—”


    “Wait. What?” He released my hands.


    “I-I should have told you sooner, but…” I bowed my head. “Talking about it hurts.”


    “Did that bastard do something to make you lose it? Or do you have a kid out there he’s keeping from you?”


    I clamped my hands to my aching forehead. “I had a miscarriage and it was awful. I’m sorry I even mentioned it, okay? I just know that now that I’m off of the drugs, I still don’t feel right. My breasts are too tender and I’m always queasy. That’s how it was the first time. If I’m pregnant again, I have to know the baby’s safe. What if all the drugs—” I was crying again and hated it. I was tired of feeling weak. I knew that deep down resided a strong woman, but how did I find her?


    Liam gingerly dragged me onto his lap. He stroked my hair as if I were made of rare, fragile porcelain. “First thing in the morning, I’ll have the captain fly out a doctor. Then, we’re going to come up with a plan to safely deal with Blaine.”


    “I already have a plan. Like I said, I want to try having a rational conversati[image: ]on—at least as rational as Blaine’s capable of being—about what it’s going to take for him to grant me a divorce.”


    “No. Can’t let you do that.”


    “Let me?” Even though I knew Liam only wanted the best for me, his manly-man routine wasn’t going to work this time. “Sweetie, I love you even more than Rice Krispies Treats, but I’ve already been with a guy who controlled me, and no matter what, I won’t play the role of victim again. What happened at that clinic made me feel as helpless and violated as the night I lost my first baby.” I relayed all of it. The beating. The rape. The hospital psych ward—even the cameras.


    I expected Liam to cut in, but he remained stone still, save for his chest’s smooth rise and fall. “What are you thinking?”


    “Guess I’m wondering what happens when he says he wants you back.”


    After gulping deep breaths that I hoped filled me with more courage than I actually had, I said, “I’ll go. I’ll move back in with him—only rig his place with more cameras and mics than the Big Brother house. You can do that, right?”


    “Of course, but no fucking way will I let you put yourself in that kind of danger—esp[image: ]ecially if you are pregnant.”


    “But that’s the beauty of my plan. How am I going to be in danger with you watching me 24/7? Blaine’s ego is the size of a third-world country. He hates losing. I suspect we just need to work out an amicable way for him to save face. Maybe I offer to let him tell people I’m so crazy he was forced to divorce me?”


    “I don’t like it—any of it.”


    “You think I do? But what choice do I—we—have?”


    A muscle ticked in his steeled jaw. “I’ve been thinking, too. Sure, I’ve got wheels turning to take Blaine down financially and emotionally and every way in between, but why not just hire a hit man? You’ve gotta admit it’d be a hell of a lot faster.”


    “I’m going to forget you asked that.”


    “I’m serious. I want you. You want me. This asshat’s the only thing in our way. Why not eliminate him?”


    I cupped his dear cheek. “Because we’re supposed to be the civilized ones.”


    “Fuck civilization.”


    “I’d rather you just fuck me…”


    He did.


    
      —
    


    True to his word, by ten the next morning, Liam had a helicopter land a doctor aboard our boat.


    After my last experience with a doctor—even though he’d been a shrink—I couldn’t help but be wary. I kept conversation to a minimum, and he soon told me I wasn’t pregnant—just that often in times of great stress, women miss their menses.


    This news came as such a blow that even after the doctor said his goodbyes and left me on my own in the cabin, I was too embarrassed to find Liam—not that it took him long to come to me.


    “Well?” he asked, closing the door behind him.


    I shook my head, refusing to cry. It had been selfish of me to even want to bring a child into our messed-up world.


    “What does that mean?” He took my hands. “Talk to me. How far along are you?”


    “I’m not pregnant, okay? I was wrong and feel stupid and don’t want to think about it. Forget I ever even brought it up.”


    “Babe…” Though I’d tried wriggling free from his hold, he wasn’t having it, and reeled me into a full embrace. I wanted to run, but where, when the only place I felt safe was here, with my cheek pressed against his chest, with his strong heart beating in my ear? “We have all the time in the world to make as many beautiful, blueberry-blue-eyed babies as you want.”


    “Just stop. You don’t understand.” I didn’t understand. Considering the daunting task ahead in finally ridding myself of Blaine, my not being pregnant was the best-case scenario. In my head, I knew this. My broken soul, however, told a different story. My soul craved the joy of a tiny life growing inside. I needed that validation to prove that what Liam and I shared was real. That I hadn’t imagined it. Because honestly? Deep down in those horrifying dark places where I’d resided as a dead girl before meeting Liam, that clinic made me believe I had dreamt all the complex beauty we’d shared. No one knew better than I that if a man seemed too good to be true, he wasn’t. “That doctor—back at the clinic—asked things I never wanted to even think about, let alone voice out loud. He made me question everything. Could I have done this myself?” I touched my breasts. Made slashes to prove it was physically possible. “Could the shock of the rape, and losing my baby, have freaked me out to a degree I can’t even comprehend? Is that a more logical explanation than believing the husband who everyone thinks hung the moon was the one who actually did this? Is it more plausible—even probable—that everyone in my life believes this is what happened because it did?” The mere act of carrying my deepest fear into the light was horrifying. My eyes no longer had tears. My chest ached from my questions’ crushing pain.


    “No offense to your shrink, but I’m not buying it. You’re fine. Your soon-to-be ex is the one with a problem.” Liam pressed his hand to my cheek, then graced me with his slow grin and the emerald-eyed stare that had made me first love him. I grabbed hold of that normalcy, of his beauty, his light. “Wanna take a walk?”


    I nodded.


    We made our way to the water-sport deck, where Liam placed my inner tube in the water, then draped me atop. He towed me across aqua water so calm it resembled sun-warmed glass. The sky soared so vast and brilliant and blue that it rendered me incapable of thinking. All I could do was arch my head back and feel—not just the way the heat made my limbs heavy and calmed my panicked pulse, but the way Liam’s automatic rejection of Dr. Carthage’s theory made me once again believe—mostly, in our love. But also in the facts that had launched me onto this incredible journey. I didn’t leave Blaine because I’d been crazy, but because I’d had no choice. His abuse had escalated to the point that I hadn’t merely feared he’d one day kill me, but known.


    Liam’s strong, sturdy legs reached the spun-sugar shore. He scooped me from my ride and set me to my feet, where warm sand embraced my every step.


    He took my hand, lacing our fingers like a precious prayer cloth while we walked.


    His touch reinforced my belief in miracles. He made me believe we would not only have babies, but one day even build castles with them upon our very own Big Sur shore.


    When he led me under and around smooth, car-sized boulders and into a private grotto, he removed my bikini top before arching me against one of the sun-kissed stones. Thousands of years’ heat radiated into my back, making me feel as if I were held by not one lover, but two.


    My mortal love fondled and caressed my breasts, drawing at my nipples until I cried out for him to give much-needed attention to other areas as well. Balmy water lapped between my thighs, almost touching my begging core, but not quite.


    “Liam, please…” I managed on a quivering half-breath.


    “Please what? Kiss you?” He did. “Stroke you?” He feathered the backs of his fingers so delicately across my collarbone that I shivered.


    Fuck me was what I wanted to say, but the words felt too coarse for this enchanted place. “Don’t make me wait. I need you…inside.”


    I leaned forward, but he pushed me back against the unyielding strength of my other lover. The stone’s heat radiated through me, and after Liam untied my bikini bottom’s strings, he hefted me higher until I rested spread-eagled, with only my calves and feet in the water. Cradled in the stone’s embrace, welcoming even more partners by exposing myself to the seductive sun and sky, I moaned when Liam dipped between my legs, spreading me wider, teasing and taunting and torturing me with his tongue. After I’d come, he kissed me, and I tasted myself on his breath and squirmed for more.


    He raised my arms above me, pinning them at the wrists while still kissing me, then impaling me, claiming me, with every thrust possessing me. In and out, he lifted my spirit like a rising tide.


    He slanted his mouth atop mine, and our tongues said what words couldn’t.


    I felt helpless, yet at the same time empowered. This man, our love—together, we could conquer anything.


    I lowered my arms to twine them around his neck, pressing my fingers into the back of his head. I needed him closer, deeper, in every possible way.


    I tried meeting him thrust for thrust, but my position rendered me incapable of movement. The sensation was at once frustrating and yet strangely liberating, in that my ultimate satisfaction rested solely with him. The realization not just fit this moment, but mirrored our lives. Maybe it was okay to relinquish some control. Maybe the key was in recognizing that I alone held the power to decide if and when I wanted to share.


    When I cried out in satisfaction, and he stiffened, filling me with his very essence, I wanted to take this fleeting happiness as a sign. I wanted to believe that just as he slid my tingling, limp frame off that rock and into his waiting arms, my soul would soon be as content as my body. But how was that possible with Blaine’s storm looming just off our horizon?


    How could I be sure Liam and I would survive until my first marriage was officially dead?
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    Liam


    Two days later, the jet “Jack Jones” chartered touched down at a private airport located just north of Memphis. Rain fell so hard I couldn’t see a hundred feet beyond the runway.


    The pilot taxied the craft into the hangar where Ella and I would disembark.


    I’d sent Nathan and Carol back to San Francisco via a commercial flight. Both had been pouty about the decision, but they understood this was something Ella and I needed to handle on our own.


    Ella and I had forged a loose plan in regard to how we’d deal with Blaine. We’d compromised by having her call Blaine and set up a meeting for just the two of them on neutral ground at the Memphis Peabody.


    In reality, he’d be meeting me.


    Ella would be safe at another hotel.


    I would calmly and rationally inquire how much cash it would take to make him welcome a divorce. Garrett had, of course, already taken this route, but I had to try dealing with the bastard myself. I had to see my opponent face-to-face, to search out his weaknesses, then use them against him. The fact that Ella had trembled during a brief call to the bastard steeled my determination to keep her out of this whole transaction. Every man had a price. I’d simply find Blaine’s.


    If that failed, Garrett and I had explored another route. If it panned out the way I hoped, by tomorrow afternoon, Jack Jones’s charter would be headed home with this ordeal behind us.


    To further ensure no additional surprises, what Ella didn’t know was that I’d hired a virtual SWAT team of guns-for-hire. They’d been instructed to be potentially lethal ghosts. This time, I wasn’t taking chances. This time, I was in control.


    “Ready?” I asked Ella while the copilot opened the door and lowered the stairs.


    She nodded. She’d slept most of the flight, resting her head on my lap. Her long, dark hair looked adorably mussed—like my sleepy kitten who’d made her first appearance way back in Rose Springs. “But I still don’t see why you think it’s a bad idea for me to go with you. Wouldn’t we make a stronger case together?”


    “No. Drop it.” I’d tried making my tone as gentle as possible, but what didn’t she get about the fact that I wasn’t playing? I’d had enough of this bastard’s games and if it took every last dime of my fortune, Ella would be mine. I didn’t want to acknowledge just how far I was willing to go to possess her, but honestly? I’d take this battle as far as needed. I didn’t want to believe myself capable of killing, but if pushed…


    “I don’t like this side of you.” I helped her down the stairs. Even inside the hangar, the smell of dank, saturated earth prevailed. “You’re scaring me.”


    I scared myself. But facing a life without her scared me even more.


    The charter company had procured a car, and twenty minutes later, I steeled my hands on the wheel, cutting the vehicle through rain while Ella stared out the window.


    “What are you thinking about?” I asked.


    “Us.” She drew a heart in the window’s fog.


    I eased my fingers between hers. “This will all be behind us soon. We can plan our wedding, then—”


    “Something small.”


    “Whatever you want.”


    “What I want is to marry you right now.” She raised our conjoined hands, kissing the back of mine. “I don’t understand how Blaine got so much power—how I allowed myself to give him my own personal power. It’s disgusting.”


    “Correctio[image: ]n—what he did is disgusting. Cut yourself some slack. The fact that you not only escaped him, but started your life over from scratch, is amazing. I’m in awe.” Now I was kissing the back of her hand, and wishing I could do more to reassure her that everything would be okay—even if that reassurance could be a lie. Garrett had dug up some potentially hugely damaging intel on Blaine, but until Owen worked magic on his end, it was all theory and conjecture. If Blaine stumbled into my trap, we’d be home free. If not, Ella and I were both in for an ugly legal battle.


    We talked a little more about not just her time at the clinic, but our future, and then the steady drum of rain on the roof and the windshield wipers’ flip-flop rhythm lulled her to sleep.


    I envied her ability to check out—even for a short while.


    Darkness blanketed rolling forested hills.


    The deeper into the night I drove, the more my stomach churned.


    I fished in my pocket for my trusty roll of TUMS and chewed four.


    In a game of chicken, I wouldn’t flinch. In the fight to win Ella, I was incapable of backing down. But where did that leave me? How much might I stand to lose? Not just the woman I loved, but my freedom—in essence, my life.


    To ensure none of that happened, I’d go hard.


    I didn’t understand our bond. Why even try? It was what it was. Ella grounded me. Gave me a reason to exist beyond making money. She reminded me that there was so much more to life than deals. When I thought she might have been pregnant, the anticipation of having to wait for the doctor had damn near killed me. The only downside to being on that yacht had been the lack of drugstores available for buying a simple pregnancy test. To hear she wasn’t carrying our child had struck me as both a blessing and a curse. No matter how much I wanted her pregnant, deep down, I knew we weren’t ready.


    Resigned to that unfortunate reality, my only choice was to take whatever steps I deemed necessary to guarantee that when she did carry our son or daughter, we were ready. The next time she held life inside her, I vowed there would be no fear—only joy.


    Another ten minutes and I’d reached our unremarkable destination: a roadside Marriott located a safe distance from Memphis—and an even safer one from the small town of Foley, which was the seat of Blaine’s power.


    Rain still fell when I pulled under the portico.


    Ella stirred. “Are we there?”


    “Yeah. Sit tight while I check in.”


    Within fifteen minutes of hauling our few bags to the room, she’d returned to dreamland.


    Again, I was left envying her ability to sleep. I’d forgotten my Ambien. I suppose I could have gone out for OTC drugs or a fifth of something, but what was the point? Come morning, the same issues would still fog my mind.


    “Sweetie?”


    “Yes?” I asked my sleepy-eyed kitten.


    “Could you please turn off that light?” She nodded to the bedside lamp.


    “Sure.” I turned out all the lights, stripped down to my boxers, then crawled beneath the covers alongside her.


    When we’d first met, she hadn’t been able to sleep with the lights off. Now, she couldn’t sleep with them on.


    What else about her had changed? Could I be accused of having an overinflated ego if I claimed credit for at least part of what now made her smile? Or the way she’d started pairing fancy heels with her faded thrift-store jeans? She had an innate sense of style that had drawn me to her—even back in her Wal-Mart vest days. I couldn’t wait to see her—and more deeply know her—when the divorce was behind us and our marriage blossomed before us. The birth of our first child and our fiftieth anniversary.


    We had so much to look forward to.


    The only thing standing in our way was tomorrow.


    
      —
    


    “Please take me with you,” Ella pleaded over our lackluster freebie, late-morning hotel breakfast of rubbery scrambled eggs and bacon. “Seeing you without me is only going to set him off.”


    “Good.” I downed the last of my black coffee, then popped a couple TUMS. “Lord knows he pissed me off by barging into my house and dragging you off to a fucking loony bin.”


    She cringed at my language, then pointed toward the toddler-aged twin boys and their parents who’d set up camp two tables over.


    “Sorry.” I leaned in closer. “But I’m not exactly concerned about Blaine’s feelings. Besides, he’s not likely to start anything in The Peabody’s lobby. It would be in seriously poor taste to upset the ducks.” I summoned a seemingly carefree grin and added a wink.


    She drew in her lower lip. “Don’t be too sure.”


    Her warning stayed with me on the return trip to our room. I made her promise not to leave until I personally escorted her outside and into our car. She didn’t know the businessmen seated on either side of us during our meal had in actuality been those ex-SEALs I’d told Garrett to hire after my first encounter with Ella’s soon-to-be ex. Garrett and his research team had played a pivotal role in digging up the dirt that could potentially smother Blaine. If this theory of ours panned out, the pompous ass would deflate like a popped balloon.


    Clear of our room, I spoke into the minuscule mic the team lead had outfitted me with while Ella was in the shower. “She’s all yours.”


    Hunter and Bryce emerged from Room 307. They wore painter’s coveralls and carried brushes and gallon-sized cans. I’d earlier alerted the general manger with a fat wad of bills that his third-floor hall was being renovated. Apparently, the amount had been sufficient that he’d asked no questions, and I sure as hell hadn’t offered answers.


    I’d be fooling myself if I thought for one second Blaine would be an equally easy sale, but it had been my experience that when faced with enough zeroes—or, as in his case, other negative reinforcem[image: ]ent—even supposed hard-asses tended to crumble.
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    Ella


    “Mom?” I almost whispered into the room phone mere moments after Liam had left our room. My hands shook so hard that I could barely hold the receiver.


    “Ella? Is that really you?” Her tears broke what little remained of my once full heart. “Are you okay? Where are you? Since you ran away from the clinic, we’ve all been so worried.”


    “That’s why I’m calling. I want you to know the truth.”


    “Wh-what? Honey, your doctor says you’re in danger and need help. Where are you? Daddy and I will be there right away.” In the background, she called out to my father. Back to me, she implored, “Tell me where you are, sweetheart. Please, let us help.”


    “Mom, I want to see you—to try making this right. With my mind clear, I need to explain my side of this mess. But to do that, I need you and Dad to help me confront Blaine. Liam’s on his way to meet with him alone, but that scares me. I think a confrontation with Blaine will go better if you, me and Dad are the ones who try reasoning with him. Faced with all three of us, he has to settle this amicably. Will you help?”


    “Of course. Anything. Is this Liam the man all the newspapers say you’ve been carrying on with?”


    “Don’t make what we share sound sordid. Liam’s a wonderful man. He treats me like a princess. I’m lucky to have found him.”


    “Your doctor told us you escaped with a kitchen employee—John Smith. But that’s not true, is it?” I was unprepared for her animosity. For the first time since devising this plan to circumvent Liam’s wish for me to steer clear of Blaine, I wondered if he might have been right.


    “All you need to know is that Liam’s not the enemy. Blaine is. Please, Mom, help me confront him. I have to end this chapter of my life so I can start new—we can all start new. Isn’t that what you want?”


    She sighed. “Of course. I only want what’s best for you. Your father already has the keys to the car. Are you close?”


    My lungs burned as if I’d been fathoms deep and had just now breached the surface to drag in greedy gulps of air. Could I really go through with this? Did I tell her I was only twenty minutes down I-40 from their home—what used to be my home?


    I closed my eyes, remembering their visits to the clinic.


    I’d learned to look forward to them, to the memories they’d shared. They’d transported me to a time before knowing Blaine had existed. Mom always brought pictures and I vaguely recall sitting in the dayroom, inspecting grainy images of myself at birthday parties and high school graduation and vacations, feeling as if Blaine had been a snake and swallowed Ella whole. At the clinic, I hadn’t recognized this new girl. This post-Blaine concoction. I’d risen from primordial goo, and now here I stood, terrified of facing my own parents for fear of what they’d do.


    I had to talk to my parents—really open up—then, they’d finally believe I had all along told the truth. Even better, if they’d agree to support me in court, to testify that my husband truly was a monster, then Liam wouldn’t ever need to see Blaine. Liam would be safe.


    But to guarantee his safety, I needed to take this very big risk.


    The knot in my stomach whispered, Stay in the room, just like Liam told you. Hang up the phone, and forget not just this woman, but every shred of your former life.


    “Sweethear[image: ]t…are you still there? Tell me where you are, sweetie. Mommy will make everything okay.”


    The back of my throat ached. My eyes stung.


    “Sweetie? Please…”


    “I’m—I’m at the Schuster Marriott—just off of I-40. Know where that is?”


    “Of course.” She masked the phone, then released a muted shriek before calling for my father. “We’ll be right there.”


    “Good. I’ll wait for you in the lobby. And you and Dad will take me to meet with Blaine?”


    “Of course, sweetheart. Anything you want. Would you like Daddy to set up a meeting with him, or will you call him yourself?”


    I steeled my nerve. “I’ll call.”


    “Wonderful. Daddy and I will leave just as soon as we’re off the phone.” She hung up.


    Before my courage dissolved like salt in water, I dialed Blaine’s cell. He’d had the same number for years.


    He answered on the second ring. “Judge Patton.”


    My tongue felt glued to the roof of my mouth.


    “Ella?”


    “Y-yes,” I somehow said. “There’s been a change in plans. My parents want to talk with you, too. Would you meet all of us in Schuster? There’s a Red Lobster off I-40. Mom and Dad are already on their way to get me, and then we’ll go straight there.”


    Blaine was silent for too long. He’d never liked change, but to protect Liam, this was unavoidable. “What about him—your significant other?”


    “He won’t be there.” I gripped the phone so tightly that my hand turned numb. My pulse raced as if I’d run for miles. “Liam’s at The Peabody, waiting for you, but this doesn’t concern him, does it?”


    “No, my beauty.” The smile in his voice twisted my stomach. “It certainly doesn’t. I’m looking forward to seeing you soon.”


    I hung up the phone.


    Massaged my aching hand.


    Was I doing the right thing? Or being stupid for not following Liam’s plan? Only time would tell. For now, I had to believe that whatever move kept Liam safe was not only the right solution, but the only solution.
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    Liam


    I popped a few more TUMS before entering the famed historic hotel.


    I’d been here before—several times, actually, for business. Carol and I had gotten a kick out of watching the ducks parade down their red carpet. This time, neither the waddling creatures nor families lining up to view them brought solace. If anything, greater apprehension rose. I hadn’t considered how crowded the lobby would be in anticipation of the ducks’ eleven o’clock arrival. Surely, even Blaine wouldn’t be dark enough to try anything involving weapons around children and animals?


    For a man purportedly obsessed with maintaining his gentlemanly image, even though I’d arranged for discreet backup, I wasn’t worried for me, but Ella—for the potential fallout should Blaine call my bluff and play hardball. I prayed the son of a bitch would just calmly, rationally state a number it would take to make him vanish from Ella’s life and prosper elsewhere.


    If he didn’t?


    I hardened my jaw and straightened my tie. That’s why God made SEALs.


    I’d settled onto a sofa located a reasonable distance from the crowd, but still affording me an unobstructed view of anyone who approached, when my radio squawked in my ear. “Alpha reporting Kitten has left the basket. I repeat—Kitten has left the basket.”


    Wait—what?


    I raised my sleeve, ignoring the squinty-eyed stares of a passing elderly couple. “What do you mean, Ella’s gone? Where did she go? Did you go after her?”


    “At 1047, Kitten exited the basket to infill a 2013 Cadillac ATS, Tennessee plate ALPHA-CHARLIE-SEVEN—”


    “Cut the military shit. Who else was in the car?”


    “Two Caucasians[image: ]—male and female. Approximate age six-zero or higher.”


    Her parents? “Did Ella look afraid?”


    “Negative.”


    “Where are you now?”


    “In pursuit, traveling east on Cherry Mill Road.”


    Shit.


    What the hell was Ella doing? “Any sign of Blaine?”


    “Negative. Bravo?”


    “That would be a negative on primary target.”


    All this talk in code brought on a headache. “Whichever team is trailing Ella, don’t let her out of sight.”


    “Roger that. Alpha out.”


    “Bravo out.”


    While all around me kids leapt and clapped and cheered for the waddling ducks, I struggled for air. Why the fuck would Ella leave our room? Especially for a visit with her estranged parents. It made no sense.


    Thirty minutes passed with still no sign of Blaine. And then:


    “Alpha reporting Kitten and unidentified man and woman entering a Red Lobster eating establishm[image: ]ent.”


    “Bravo reporting still no visual on primary target.”


    Liam reported imminent cardiac arrest. I didn’t like this—at all.


    Ella had been adamant about meeting Blaine herself. Would she have gone behind my back to set up a second meeting with him and her parents?


    “Alpha reporting primary target approaching Red Lobster. Repeat—hard visual on primary target approach. Primary target accompanied by three Foley municipal police cruisers and six uniformed officers.”


    Even though I was already on my feet, charging through the crowd, I couldn’t move fast enough. My feet felt leaden and my motions gangly.


    While I’d arrived at the hotel in my rental vehicle, on my exit, a team member waited at the curb, ushering me into the rear seat of a black SUV. I assumed the guys knew where we were going, so I took the downtime of our travel to regroup.


    Ella’s duplicitous actions sickened me.


    Oh—I’m sure in her mind she’d drummed up some noble cause designed to save me, but couldn’t she see that by deviating from our plan, all she’d done was make an already tenuous situation that much more unstable?

  


  


  
    

    28


    Ella


    While our waiter left to prepare four sweet teas—Mom had taken the liberty of ordering my father and Blaine’s favorite beverage, along with extra glasses of ice—I hunkered in the booth’s corner, hating the way that, even though this woman was my mother, my heart believed her a stranger.


    I still felt betrayed by her actions—or, I guess that would be her lack of action when I’d needed her most.


    Dad had been parking the car. He now joined us.


    The waiter returned with our tea, and Mom ordered four meals as calmly as if she were hostessing a church meeting.


    “You look well rested,” my father said to me. “And tan. Have you been outdoors?”


    I nodded.


    Making a mockery of her take-charge demeanor while addressing the waiter, Mom’s hands now trembled while adding ice cubes to everyone’s tumblers. “I will never understand why wait staff aren’t trained to initially add more ice. It’s uncivilize[image: ]d—especially for a nice place like this.”


    I forced a deep breath. And just think, the real fun hadn’t even started.


    Did Liam suspect anything yet?


    “How are you?” my mother asked once she’d finished fussing with the tea. “I mean, how are you really? And where have you been to get so tan?”


    “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.” I didn’t believe it myself. Our time in the Seychelles felt like a beautiful, impossible dream.


    Mom sighed. “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.” She sipped her tea. “You did it all the time at the clinic—accused Daddy and me of horrible things…” Her gaze drifted off with her words, and she dried the corners of her shining eyes with the white paper napkin she’d just unrolled.


    “That’s because you did do very bad things.” I squared my shoulders, determined to say my piece before leaving. We might never be as close as we once were, but at the very least, she needed to know I was sane. “When I needed you most, you left me in that awful place.” The psychiatric wing I was stored in after the rape and mutilation and losing my baby had been nothing like the posh clinic. It had been cold and sterile and filled with inhuman moans and screams and dark, penetrating stares from people who’d lost their way. “I was so scared, and you just left me. You believed Blaine over me, but he lied. He’s a monster. From the first day of our honeymoon, he was never the same as when we were dating. He had me under his spell, too, but then he broke it. He was so controllin[image: ]g—always telling me what to do. What to wear. Who to see and where to go. I was living a nightmare, yet every time I tried talking to you about it, you brushed me off, told me I must be imagining things—that Blaine would never hurt me.”


    “Ella…” Mom meticulously folded and refolded her napkin. “Please, stop. You’re making me uncomfortable. Blaine’s a wonderful man. He bought your father and me a Cadillac for our anniversary.”


    “Yes, he did,” my father echoed. “It has all the bells and whistles, too.”


    Lips pressed tight to keep from making a scene, I asked, “How much longer till Blaine gets here? Dad, I imagine it took you so long to park the car because you were on the phone with him?”


    He reddened. “It shouldn’t be but a few more minutes. He was already on the highway. He’s excited to see you—has real high hopes for your future.”


    Right.


    And so we sat, carefully avoiding making eye contact.


    The waiter brought Cheddar Bay Biscuits. Dad downed three in rapid-fire.


    I don’t even remember having ordered.


    “You look thin,” Mom noted. “Eat. Now that you’re back, we need to work on getting meat on your bones.”


    “I’m not back.”


    “If you’re not ready to stay home, then where are you going?” Her voice hit a shrill note. “You can’t run away again. My heart can’t take it. You’re clearly unwell, and—”


    “Oh my God, would you stop!” It might have been childish, but I pressed my hands over my ears, refusing to ingest any more of her crazy. “There’s nothing wrong with me except that my parents are delusional. I’d hoped this meeting could be different, better, but…” I flopped my hands atop the table. Why bother explaining? No matter what I said, she wasn’t listening. Blaine bought her a Caddie. What had I ever given aside from unconditional love?


    There was so much I’d wanted to share with both of them. If our relationship had been back to normal, I might have gushed about my amazing new life with Liam, and how as soon as I got my divorce, we would be married. Liam needed a mom, and had mine regained her sanity, she might have filled that role. He needed a father, too. But apparently, all my dad was good for was wolfing down biscuits.


    “Here he is!” Mom pointed as Blaine strode through the door.


    His barrel chest struck me as broader, his ever-ready smile faker.


    Bile rose in my throat and terror turned my tongue to sand. How had I ever thought myself brave enough to face him head-on? My mind’s eye envisioned Liam, reminding me that he was the reason I now sat in this booth. I had to stay strong and focus on the only thing that mattered—o[image: ]btaining my freedom.


    Blaine had nearly made it to our table when two men dressed in suits and dark aviator glasses approached him. They exchanged brief words, then Blaine smiled and waved in our direction before striding toward the foyer.


    “Wonder what that was about?” Dad asked.


    I wished I knew.
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    Liam


    Judging by the last ten minutes’ radio chatter¸ I was late to the party.


    Didn’t matter.


    My guys were on it. Blaine had been unprepared for my Alpha team having been inside. Poor S.O.B. When I entered Red Lobster’s john, he didn’t look happy to see me. All of his men had been outside, on their phones texting their girlfriends or playing Candy Crush. Which was why the bastard was now exactly where I wanted him.


    Emboldened by the fact that I had three hulks on my team who all sported automatic weapons with silencers, and if those failed, could probably kill him with some bare-handed special-ops shit, I didn’t hesitate to shove him hard into the nearest wall. “If you fucking so much as breathe Ella’s name again, I’ll kill you.”


    “Such brave talk. What happens when you’re not surrounded by hired thugs?”


    I punched him so hard my guy Bryce had to get him a paper towel to wipe up his probably broken nose.


    “You’re deranged,” Blaine boasted. “When I finish with you, you won’t see sunlight without bars for fifty years.”


    “Interesting you should bring that up,” I said. “Since we were first acquainted at my beach house, I’ve had the opportunity to look into your holdings. Wonder if the IRS has ever stopped to compare your lifestyle to what’s on paper? Take, for instance, the hundred-and-twenty large you blew excavating the lower floor of your house. What do you have down there, Blaine? Just a washer and dryer? Workout equipment? The guy I sent in the other night—reme[image: ]mber? When you were officiating that swanky country club wedding? Well, he said that after he worked his way through your impressive lock collection, he discovered that lo and behold, you have cameras down there. Lots.” I opened my phone, flipping through shot after shot of what looked like a goddamned film studio warehouse.


    He paled.


    “Gotta say, everyone I’ve talked to has been impressed with what you’ve managed to accomplish on your state salary. You are a real master with finances. It pains me to admit it, but your creativity puts me to shame.” I punched him again. “That was for Ella. Did you film her the night you showed off your knife skills? Did you know she remembers that you did? Even better, I’ve got a whole floor of worker bees back in Palo Alto who are dedicated to connecting dots. How much did you make off of her pain, you sick bastard? How can you live with yourself, knowing you fucking filmed a man raping your wife? How many other mutilated women would I be able to find through connecting even more dots?”


    “You’re bluffing. Every word’s pure conjecture. There’s no crime in enjoying a photography hobby.”


    I punched him again and again until Blaine sunk to his knees and my guys were pulling me back.


    The bastard pissed himself and only had one eye open.


    I courteously knelt, so that even with only one good eye, he was sure to get my message. “If you don’t have those fucking divorce papers signed, sealed and delivered to my office first thing in the morning, those dots I connect are gonna lead straight to you, my friend. If there’s one thing constituents love, it’s dirty laundry. Can you imagine the scandal if Foley’s favorite judge turns out to be a world-renowned producer of seriously twisted—maybe even snuff—porn?”


    “Fuck you!” He spat blood. “You’re gonna pay for what you’ve done. My deputies will arrest you the second you step outside this building, and then I’ll still get Ella.”


    Since my fists apparently hadn’t talked enough, I kicked him, too. “Even you wouldn’t be stupid enough to pull a stunt like that. If you try the slightest repercussion against me or one of my men, I’m gonna work double time to take you down. As satisfying as it would be to kill your sorry ass, it’d be a whole lot sweeter to see that sterling reputation you’re so proud of dragged through the fucking mud.”


    I kicked him once more for good measure.


    Washed my hands, dried them, then straightened my tie.


    “Thank you, gentlemen,” I said to my team. “Excellent work. Get that piece of shit cleaned up and out of here. Let’s be ready to roll in five.”


    I exited the restroom to encounter a line of men waiting to get in.


    The hostess, who’d been richly rewarded to place a Cleaning-in-Progress placard in front of the door, stepped forward. “Excuse me, but are you Liam Stone?”


    “I wish.” I shook my head, then applied my thickest backwoods accent. “I’ve heard he’s one rich sumbitch.”


    Having spotted Ella sitting in a booth with the man and woman I assumed to be her parents, I strode in that direction. I experienced a flash of regret for the way our initial meeting might have been under different—[image: ]better—cir[image: ]cumstances. Given my current dour frame of mind concerning them and their daughter, the best I could summon by way of social niceties was to hold out my hand to their wide-eyed daughter. “Ella, let’s go.”

  


  


  
    

    30


    Ella


    Liam helped me slide out of the booth, but the moment I tried standing, my knees buckled.


    Of course, he caught me. But then I refused to let go.


    “I’m s-so sorry,” I said on a sob. “I was so stupid.”


    “Not gonna argue that,” he said into my ear, before pushing me a socially acceptable distance from him. “But keep it together. Don’t cause a scene.”


    “Are you Liam?” my mother asked.


    “Never heard of him.” Before she processed his comment, he led me out of the dim restaurant and into the light.


    Our rental had been parked beneath the restaurant’s portico with the engine running. A hulk of a man stood watch, as if daring anyone to so much as glance in our direction.


    Because Liam had told me to, I kept my cool until he helped me into the vehicle’s passenger side, then leaned in deep to fasten my seat belt. My body’s reaction to his achingly familiar citrus-and-leather scent was primal. I wanted him inside me for the sole purpose of proving we were both still alive.


    He climbed in, shut the door, then gunned the vehicle from the lot.


    He remained silent through two stoplights, a lane change and the left turn needed to merge onto the I-40 entrance ramp. The longer the quiet grew like a brick wall between us, the more my stomach churned.


    Finally, after zigzagging past two semis and an RV, he punched the accelerator past ninety, then smacked the heel of his hand against the wheel. “What the hell?” he thundered. “This morning, I begged you to stay. What would have happened if I hadn’t hired people to watch over you?”


    I could be dead.


    “I love you, Ell. Do you have any idea how fucking crazy you made me when I heard you were gone? Even worse—my visit with Blaine had been planned down to the last detail. When I learned that not only was he not coming, but he was meeting you instead? I fucking lost it. Just like that”—he snapped his fingers in my face—“he could have had you all over again. Thank God I’m a believer in redundancies or we could have both been toast.” He rubbed his forehead, pushing the car’s speed ever higher. “All of this—the guards, the constant running. It’s for you, Ell. The only thing I asked of you was simple—stay. Why didn’t you trust me to handle Blaine on my own?”


    There was nothing I could say beyond that I was sorry, so I just hung my head and took his scolding. I had it coming. I was ashamed. And so very, very grateful that we were both okay.


    Once again, he slammed his palm’s heel hard enough against the wheel that I jumped. “I was so fucking afraid I’d lost you.”


    “I felt the same about you this morning!” I didn’t mean to shout, but he had to know I’d been hurting, too. “I know this doesn’t excuse my actions, but this was my mess and I wanted to clean it up. I couldn’t stomach the thought of you meeting Blaine on your own and running the risk of getting hurt. I thought that if I could get my parents to see reason, they might help me deal with Blaine, and then we could all be a family—like what Natalie and Owen have. Only, even better, you know? I wanted to erase my past and make everything nice. But instead, I only made it worse. I’m sorry.”


    “What’s the story with Blaine’s parents? Do they buy into his bullshit, too?”


    “He grew up in foster care—never even knew his parents. Can you believe he’s a Boy Scout leader?”


    “Christ…”


    “I really am sorry.”


    He stared into my eyes forever, then took his foot off the gas, kissing me so hard my tears flowed into my mouth and I wouldn’t have been surprised if when I next looked in the mirror, my lips had claiming bruises.


    “It’s over,” he finally said.


    “No. Not until Blaine grants me a divorce.”


    “He will.”


    “How can you be sure?”


    “I just am.”


    His answer wasn’t anywhere near good enough, but it was all I had. “I saw Blaine enter the restaurant. Two suits approached him and said something, and then he moved out of my view. Did you have anything to do with that?”


    “No. I’m back in California being a good boy, remember?” The set of his jaw emanated danger. Of course, he was lying. But why?


    “Why are you acting like this?”


    Instead of opening up so we could have the heart-to-heart we needed, he only hardened his expression while he focused on driving.


    “I said I was sorry. Are you going to stay mad at me forever?”


    He laughed. “I wish what I felt was as simple as being mad. If I hadn’t hired my own army, do you know how differently this might have turned out? I could be in jail. You could be back at the clinic, Blaine’s home or worse.”


    “I get all of that, but what do you want me to do? What don’t you understand about the fact that I was genuinely scared for you? I did what I did because the thought of you getting hurt for me was unacceptable. Sorry, sorry, sorry. I can’t imagine what you said to Blaine that made him back down, but if that’s the case—thank you.”


    He pulled into the lot of the private airport we’d flown into.


    “Where are we going?”


    “Home.”


    Just like that? We’d come to Tennessee with a specific goal, but it hadn’t been achieved—at least as far as I knew. Liam parked and turned off the engine. Black SUVs pulled in next to us on both sides. I put my hand on his forearm. “Please, Liam. Tell me everything you and Blaine talked about. For my own peace of mind, I need to know why you now feel this crisis is over.”


    After placing the heels of his hands over his eyes, he groaned. “Why can’t you trust me? Why can’t you take a deep breath and surrender, knowing I one hundred percent will always have your back?” Eyes open, his emerald gaze locked with mine, changing me in a heartbeat on a fundamental level. After leaving Blaine, I’d vowed to myself to never again depend on another man. But Liam wasn’t just another man. I wanted to blindly trust, but I also needed him not to feel it was okay to keep secrets.


    “This isn’t about me not trusting you,” I said, “but me needing to understand the reason why I should now all of a sudden feel okay.”


    “Christ…I don’t want to tell you. I want to protect you…”


    “But?”


    He unbuckled his seat belt and angled on the seat to face me and take my hands. “While you were in the clinic, Garrett and I pored over all things Blaine. His finances, his daily habits, the floor plan of his house. We found discrepancies. More cash than he should have on his judge’s salary. I had surveillance on him, and he’d vanish for hours without leaving his home. I got a guy inside and found a relatively new basement filled with high-dollar movie-making equipment. There were cameras and—”


    “He filmed me…” I held my trembling hands over my mouth. Everything was suddenly so clear. Just like I’d wanted to protect Liam this morning, he’d wanted to protect me then and now. If I’d trusted—be[image: ]lieved—him, I wouldn’t now be wondering if in some far-off, seedy corner of the world, some sick pervert was getting his rocks off on my pain. “For profit.”


    “We think. I mean, honestly? It makes sense. When I broached the topic with Blaine, the wind gushed from his sails. He doesn’t know what we have—hell, we don’t yet know exactly what we have, but we will. He can’t hide behind his dummy IP addresses forever.”


    “The rape…He could have actually arranged it. Got off on it. He’s sicker than I ever could have imagined.”


    “See why I wanted to keep this from you?”


    I nodded, then crushed him in a hug. “Thank you. You’re right—this was hard to hear and is going to take a while to fully digest, but it gave me a huge piece to my puzzle.” I’d needed that—to stand a chance at healing. But would it be enough?
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    Liam


    The next morning, being back in my office felt surreal.


    Our flight home had been uneventful. Ella and I slept in the aft compartment while the security team camped in the main cabin.


    Now, aside from the fact that my right knuckles hurt like hell from punching Blaine’s ugly-ass face, the whole ordeal might never have happened. Only it had. And it played in my mind on a constant loop.


    When I’d gotten the news that Ella had gone rogue, it devastated me. The fact that it was pushing ten a.m. and there was still no sign of Blaine’s share of the divorce papers had me reaching for my TUMS.


    To a certain extent, I had been bluffing. Right now, I had nothing to pin on him that wasn’t circumstan[image: ]tial. But given enough manpower and the amount of funding I was willing to blow on the project, it was only a matter of time before he was done. He knew it and I knew it, which was why he’d peed himself and I was able to put down my antacids.


    I didn’t need them.


    I might not know how or when, but Blaine would eventually end up hanging from his own rope.


    I’d given Ella an office down the hall from mine, where she planned to work on her college degree. Until she officially enrolled, I had her running final-round consumer testing on apps close to hitting the market. We’d mutually decided that for the time being, at least until after the divorce, it would be best if she left her job in Yvonne’s shop.


    “Knock, knock.” Owen strode through my door. “Good to have you back, buddy. Feel up to some brainstorm[image: ]ing?”


    “Sure. On what?”


    “What else?” He grinned. He’d been pissed about my “shenanigans,” but he and Natalie and their girls adored Ella and supported my cause. In my absence, we’d officially purchased Find Me!, and Owen was back to tinkering. “While you were gone, I assigned a crew to work out some of the bugs. When this thing gets stumped, it spits out a list of probable locations that the user has to weed through. Now, with current-day GPS technology, we should have no problem seamlessly merging this with all known smart phones. The tricky part comes in with videos and images that are pre-GPS era.”


    “Can’t we add a disclaimer?”


    “Sure, but…” He scratched his head. “Wouldn’t it be more fun if we could pinpoint the location from literally any video or photo in any era? I’ve got a few geek buddies—re[image: ]member Phil and Lambert from school?”


    “Yeah. Didn’t Lambert hold the all-time beer-bong speed record? At least until we graduated.”


    Owen grinned. “Considering he practices every weekend, he probably still does. Anyway, now those two are working cyber crimes for the SFPD, and you wouldn’t believe what some pervs have out there. They were helping me out with test runs, and we actually tracked down a child porn shop.”


    “No shit? That’s awesome. Great work, man.” I patted his back. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but how’s it going with tracking down Ella’s possible video?”


    “I’ve got her image plugged into face-recognition software, but so far, nothing’s come up. I’ll keep at it, of course, but I’m afraid that if, like she said, she had duct tape over her mouth, it’s screwing with results.”


    “Sure. I understand.” But that didn’t mean I’d give up until every copy of that video was found and destroyed. Hell, I didn’t even know for sure if there was a video, but right now, that was the only thing that made sense for why Blaine had backed down. “So what did you need my help with? Sounds like you’ve got it figured out.”


    “I mostly do. Mind if I borrow this?” He took my tablet from my desk.


    “Be my guest…”


    We spent an hour debugging code until Ella was the one knocking. “Warden, do I get time off for good behavior?”


    “Damn…” Owen shook his head. “You two aren’t even official, and she’s already ruining our fun.”


    “Sorry.” She yawned. “I’m not used to this kind of work. At the Christmas shop, Yvonne gave me lots of tea and cookie breaks.”


    Owen looked to me, then back to Ella. “She sounds like a lot better boss than this guy.”


    “Oh, trust me, she was.” Ella helped herself to my lap, then planted a kiss on my cheek. My heart swelled. “Lucky for Liam he’s hot. Otherwise, I’d go right back to those cookies.”


    We both knew that in a perfect world, that was where she wanted to be, but neither of us could stomach the thought of Blaine trying to take her again.


    “Speaking of cookies,” Owen stood. “Darcy gets her cast off today, and Nat’s hosting a tea party after the twins and Jane get home from school. You two want to come?”


    No. I wanted to grab Chinese take-out on the way home, then lock ourselves in my theater room, where maybe we’d watch a movie or maybe not. Whatever we ended up doing, I preferred we be alone. I’d shared Ella way too much.


    “Sounds perfect,” Ella said to my regret. “What should we bring?”


    So much for my Chinese.


    “Darcy’s already been spoiled rotten, so just bring yourselv—”


    “Got a sec?” Now, Garrett filled my door. With any luck, he’d need me to stay late tonight and it would get us out of going to Darcy’s party. I didn’t mind tea, but I’d enjoy making love to Ella more.


    “What’s up?” I asked, not liking the way she’d stiffened when Garrett entered the room.


    “I’ve got surprising news.”


    “Bad?” Ella asked.


    “Is this going to take a while?” Owen asked. “I’m starving.”


    Garrett next did something I’d rarely seen him do—smile. “This’ll just take a sec, Owen. Promise, you’ll want to hear. This about knocked me out of my chair. I got an email from a Memphis divorce attorney who claims to represent Blaine. He’s agreed to go ahead with the divorce—no contest. Says he wants to get it over with ASAP.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” If I hadn’t had Ella on my lap, I would have floated out of my chair. “Our plan worked?”


    “That’s awesome!” Owen reached over the desk to shake my hand, then Ella’s. “Congrats, guys. Natalie and the girls will be thrilled—not that they know details, but they’ve been talking weddings since New Year’s.”


    “Trust me,” Garrett said, “considering how much time I already have to spend on your pile of cases, I wouldn’t kid about something like this.”


    “I don’t buy it.” Ella stared out the window. “This is a trap. I know it.”


    “Just remember what dirt we have on him,” I said. “He’s smart enough to know he’s beat. Besides, he can try getting to you all he wants, but with the added security around here and the house, you’re safe. He wouldn’t dare touch you. Even if he did, my team would see him coming.”


    “Agreed.” Garrett paused, already halfway out the door. “Anyway, just thought I’d share the good news. I am officially taking the rest of the day off and getting wasted.”


    “Catch you later.” Owen waved. After Garrett left, he said, “I like his plan better than ours. Think Nat would be mad if I skipped the tea party in favor of bar hopping?”


    
      —
    


    “This was my cast.” Darcy passed the two pieces of hot-pink fiberglass to Ella, who had been granted a seat at the “princess” table.


    Owen and I were stuck at the kitchen counter bar. Charlie sat in his high chair alongside us, drooling over a teething biscuit.


    I was eavesdropping on the dining room from my angled view. Owen had broached the subject of the two of us joining Garrett with Natalie, but she wasn’t having any of it—not that I would have left Ella.


    “You weren’t here to sign it,” Darcy said to Ella, “but you can now—if you want.”


    “I would love to.” Ella sipped her tea. She even held her pinkie finger out, just like the other girls. “And I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you fell.”


    “It’s okay. Where were you?”


    “Darcy…” Natalie warned while topping off everyone’s tea. “Remember how we talked about not asking Uncle Liam and Ella lots of questions?”


    “It’s okay,” Ella said. “Darcy, when we’re done with our tea, could you let me use a Magic Marker?”


    “Sure. But don’t use black. Daddy signed it with black, and he made me really mad.”


    “Promise,” Ella crossed her heart. “I will only use your favorite colors.”


    “Okay, thanks.” Darcy jumped up to ambush her with a hug.


    “She’s great with kids,” Owen noted. Instead of the chicken salad–filled croissants everyone else was eating, Natalie had given him a broiled chicken breast and celery. He switched plates with me. “Toss that in the trash, then ask Nat for seconds.”


    I couldn’t help but laugh, and it felt good. Unlike Ella, I believed Blaine knew he’d been outmatched, and that he’d given up on ever getting her back. As such, I planned on partying, but I didn’t need booze. The thought of marrying Ella had me high on life. “Dude, you’re going to get me in trouble. Natalie scares me.”


    “What do you think she does to me?” He made quick work of my sandwich. “And don’t think you’re getting off easy. She likes Ella. It’ll only be a matter of time before she teaches your soon-to-be wife all of her evil wifely ways.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. You know you love every minute of being her submissive.”


    “Shh…” Owen reddened. “You can’t talk about shit like that in front of the baby.”


    “But you can say shit?” Oh, snap. Had I accidentally hit a nerve? The notion of Owen and Natalie being closet sex fiends left me smiling all over again, then wondering if Ella would ever be into anything kinky.


    
      —
    


    I held onto the question until getting her back to my Palo Alto house.


    We were in the steam shower, and I was washing her hair when I kissed her neck. “You’ll never guess what I learned at the party reject counter.”


    “You weren’t rejected.” She arched her head back, groaning in pleasure when I deepened my massage. “Darcy didn’t want boys at her party.”


    “I’m hardly a boy.” My cock proudly stood at attention to prove it.


    She spun around to glare. “You know what I mean.”


    After a quick rinse of her hair and body, she got out.


    I followed with my cock at half-mast. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing.” She toweled off.


    “Care to help me out? From where I’m standing, we’ve got reason to celebrate. Not-so-little Liam agrees.” I cast her a hopeful grin.


    She raised her eyebrows. “I’m sorry. I’m just not feeling it. I know you think Blaine’s turnaround is good news, but I can’t get the fact that he really did film the whole thing out of my mind. Do you think Owen will find a copy?”


    “If it’s out there, he’ll find it—and destroy it. Right after he sends a copy to Tennessee’s attorney general.”


    She nodded, but her glum demeanor read far from relaxed.


    “Hey…” I curved my hands over her still-wet shoulders. She’d wrapped her towel around herself sarong-style, so I dried her with mine. “Just outside these walls is a ten-man security team—the best money can buy. This time, I’ve not only got ex-SEALs, but former Secret Service guys. I’d like to think I can protect you myself, but even my ego’s not that big, so I turned the job over to professionals. You’re safe. Believe me.”


    “I want to. I really do, but…”


    “Stop there. We’re golden. Untouchable. All you need to do is plan a wedding. Big or small—I don’t care, as long as you’re happy.”


    I kissed her nose, and she nodded.


    So why didn’t I feel better? And why, when I climbed into bed alongside her, was my cock flaccid?
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    Ella


    We’d been home a month.


    I should have been thrilled to not only live in a mammoth house, but share it with a man like Liam. I wasn’t. Every night I dreamt of the rape. Blaine’s subsequent attack. The fact that all of it was out there, just waiting to be gossiped about on TMZ or Entertainment Tonight.


    I’d been unprepared for the public’s insatiable appetite for dirt on Liam’s, and now my, private life. The first tabloid article hit a week after our return—a spread in the National Enquirer titled Billionaire Bombshell—[image: ]Divorce Disaster! The article had trash-talked Liam and me, labeling us as adulterers and claiming that poor Blaine’s heart had been broken. A photo had been snapped of me entering Zoogle headquarters. Liam had his arm around my shoulders, and a team of bodyguards surrounded us both.


    Another week passed, and out came another story: Sad Little Rich Girl? Billionaire Bimbo Begs for Bigger! This sordid tale claimed Liam and I were fighting over the fact that he wouldn’t give me the opulent wedding of my dreams. Ridiculous! If anything, he seemed disappointed that I didn’t want a splashy wedding. The accompanying photo had been snapped of me leaving a wedding dress shop. Carol was supposed to have met me, but at the last minute, she had to bail. Head down, in the photo spread I’d looked morose.


    In the sterile white Palo Alto master bath, Liam and I were getting ready for bed on a Tuesday when I said, “Nathan called today. He wants to do lunch on Saturday.”


    “Sorry, babe, but that’s no good. I’ve got that thing for the San Francisco Historic District Commission. It’d be great if you tagged along. You need to be familiar with how they run.”


    I perched on the edge of the oversized tub. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you weren’t invited.”


    “Okay…”


    “It’s not that Nathan purposely excluded you, but we haven’t had a chance to really talk since the Seychelles, and I thought this sounded really nice.”


    He finished brushing his teeth to meet my gaze in the mirror. “Babe…I need you at this charity thing. It’s important. I want you there.”


    “I don’t care what you want.” Even as I hurled the hateful words at Liam, I was sorry, yet still meant them. “I feel like I’m living in a terrarium. When’s the last time we’ve been anywhere but your office or this stupid, ugly house that reminds me of my sterile room at the clinic? I can’t even remember when we last went to your beach house—well, wait, yes, I can. It was the day Blaine snatched me. Am I not allowed to go there, either?”


    “Why are you picking a fight? Garrett says the divorce will be final by the end of May. You should be poring over bridal magazines and lunching with Natalie and Carol.”


    “I’ve tried lunching with Carol, but she’s crazy busy—always doing something work-related for you. Natalie’s been great, but the kids consume most of her time. I’m lonely. I miss Yvonne and my job and being able to do whatever I want, when I want.”


    He hardened his jaw in the way that I’d learned preceded one of his stubborn spells when he either pretended not to hear what I was asking or just plain ignored me.


    “I know you hear me.” I waved my hands in front of his face. “Or wait—are we also not remembering how you kept me out of the loop on what went down with Blaine in Tennessee?”


    His penetrating stare met mine head-on. “Oh—we’re remembering. How about we think back to the last time we made love? Seems like that may have been back in the Seychelles.”


    “It was not, and you know it.”


    “Do I, Ell? Yeah, we’ve had great sex since then, but you know as well as I do that sex doesn’t equal love, and I haven’t wanted to say anything, but you’ve checked out, and for the life of me, I don’t know why.” He tried rubbing my shoulders, but I moved away. I couldn’t bear for him to touch me. It hurt too bad. I loved him too much.


    “You want to know why? My parents, when I went to them, begging for help in escaping Blaine, hadn’t believed me. Now, the same thing’s happening all over again with you. Yes, you’ve got suspected dirt on Blaine, and he agreed to sign the divorce papers, but what has that really proven? Until he’s charged for the crimes he committed against me, they’re pure conjecture. Only, to prove them, we need the video he took that night. How much fun is that going to be for me and the rest of the country to watch? How do you expect me to feel? All of this hurts. I need you, but you’re always busy doing—”


    “I’m busy because not only do I have a business to run, but I’m spearheading the search for intel that will officially bring Blaine down. I’m sorry if you’re feeling neglected. Hell, if you have the stomach for it, join in on the search.”


    I sharply looked away. “I can’t. You know that. Just please understand that because I love you more than anyone, you have the capacity to hurt me more than anyone.”


    He sighed, raking his fingers through his already longer hair. “Then we’re even, because you’re hurting me. In a matter of weeks, your ties to Blaine will be severed. Then what? Are you still going to dwell on the negative? Or let it go, and get on with our future?”


    “Don’t you think I want to let it go? But how? He’s in my head and I can’t get him out! I alternately want you to find that video and dread the day you do, because if it gets out in front of people I’ll be humiliated. And then, here I thought maybe having lunch with Nathan would help me feel more like my old self, but you’re saying it would be better for me to skip that in favor of standing around with a bunch of strangers who’ve probably already decided I’m nobody more important than the tabloids’ ‘Billionaire’s Bimbo.’ ”


    “Giving back is important to me. As my wife, is it wrong for me to want you to help?”


    “No, but you have charity opportunities all the time. Why can’t I have this one Saturday? Or wait—is this not so much about me missing your function as your not wanting me alone with Nathan? Like you honestly think I would consider being unfaithful?”


    “Christ…”


    I left him standing there while I brushed my teeth.


    Our union hit so hard and fast that it had consumed me. My soul knew Liam, but not my head. What did that say about our future? I’d never doubted our bond before, but this was different. We fundamentally disagreed on an issue I thought was understood.


    I felt him hovering behind me, and his radiant heat teased. It made me wet when I wanted to be angry. He said, “Go to lunch, okay? But please take a bodyguard—or two.”


    “Just like that? Don’t you think we should talk more?”


    “No.” He left me for his closet, and emerged wearing nothing but boxers. “I’ve got a few fires to put out. Go on to bed. I’ll see you at breakfast, all right?”


    No. But since he’d already left, there wasn’t much else to say.


    
      —
    


    “You look like shit.”


    “Thanks.” Saturday afternoon, beneath the warm sun, I sat across from Nathan at the same Sausalito picnic table I’d been at when learning the tragedy of what happened with Liam’s mom. We’d even ordered the same food-truck meal of creamy chowder served in sourdough bread bowls. While my heart ached from missing Liam for even this afternoon, I hoped being away from him gave me the clarity I needed to get my head back in this game I used to call life. But I was scared—maybe not just of Blaine, but of myself. The way being with Liam had become as necessary as brushing my teeth or hair. The old me had gotten lost somewhere in our love—as though the sum of us together was somehow bigger than I could ever hope to be on my own. “Guess I feel like it, too.”


    “Let me guess—now that you know him a little better, Romeo’s a mere mortal just like the rest of us schmucks?”


    “Ha, ha…” I dug into my chowder. “He’s fine.”


    “Just ‘fine’? I thought you two were the ultimate couple. Antony and Cleopatra? Cinderella and Prince Charming?”


    “Knock it off. We’re just going through a rough patch, okay?”


    “Sure. I get it. But what’s the problem?”


    “That’s just it.” I dropped my spoon to my plastic tray. “I don’t even know. We had a stupid argument about me seeing you, but more than that, I’m struggling with Blaine. He agreed to the divorce—it’s gone from being a complicated nightmare to just done. We’re not even going to court. I can’t escape the feeling that he’s lulling me into a false sense of calm, and so I’m constantly in fear—always looking over my shoulder. Liam has me surrounded by soldier types.” I nodded toward my bodyguard. How many more were lurking that Liam didn’t tell me about? “The house is wired with cameras and alarms. I’m supposedly free of Blaine, but still living in a prison. Liam tells me to relax and start planning the wedding, but how can I do that when clearly he’s saying he’s not worried, yet his actions tell a different story? How long are we supposed to live this way? And then that has me asking myself, is it worth it?” I paused for air—to really breathe, and think about the confession I was about to make. “Are Liam and I as a couple worth more to me than my sanity? Because honestly, I feel like I’m losing my mind.”


    “First…” He leaned close and took my hands. Far from the erotic jolt holding Liam produced, joining my fingers with Nathan filled me with calm. “Relax. It’s no secret I thought the two of us could potentially share something great, and—”


    “Nathan, please…” I withdrew my hands. “We’ve already been over this, and for better or worse, I’m with Liam.”


    “I know.” He took back my hands. “If you’d let me finish, instead of cutting me off, you would have heard me tell you to see this thing through. You and I are good. But you and Liam?” He shook his head. “When you’re with him, your whole body glows. And your smile…” His whistle said it all. “Stay the course, Julie.” He winked. “That’s who you’ll always be to me. But to Liam, he has the very best of you—Ella. You’re smart and funny and so fucking sexy…” After arching his head back, and washing his hands over his face, he lowered it to devastate me with a killer smile all his own. “You’re the total package, Ms. Patton. But then, as much as this pains me to admit, so is your Mr. Stone. Give yourself permission to enjoy every second of your engagement and the wedding and then, your life. You’ve earned your smile. Don’t let anyone take it away—espec[image: ]ially yourself.”


    
      —
    


    Over the next days and weeks, I thought a lot about Nathan’s words and knew he was right. I shoved aside my worries about Blaine and the video to instead focus on what was important—[image: ]Liam.


    The day Garrett presented me with the papers that officially severed my ties to the monster who had almost been the end of me, I’d been so overcome by emotion that I couldn’t even see where to sign.


    And now, a week later, in the midst of our official engagement party, my heart felt light enough to have wings. Not only had Liam surprised me with this formal affair held in our favorite suite at The Fairmont, but true to his New Year’s promise—and I hadn’t even had to wait for my birthday—Sting provided the entertainment.


    All of our friends were there. Natalie and Owen and Darcy and the rest of their brood. Yvonne and her husband, Peter. Nathan and Carol. Stephanie and Doug and their baby. Mimi and Rocco—even all of Liam’s housekeepers, who always took such good care of us. There were many more who I knew only casually through the office.


    “Having fun?” Liam asked while we slow danced to “Every Breath You Take.”


    “Where do I even start to thank you for this?”


    “Might sound corny, but your smile works for me.” His kiss only made the night that much sweeter. “Oh—and I think it’s about time this was back on your finger.” He slipped my engagement ring—the one I’d feared forever lost—back where it was supposed to be.


    “Where did you find it?”


    “I tracked it down through your doctor at the clinic. All this time, it’s been in his safe. He took it for safekeeping the night you were admitted.”


    I couldn’t stop staring—at the ring and at the man who would soon be my husband.


    He kissed my ring and I kissed him.


    “There’s one more issue we need to nail down.”


    “Okay?” Hadn’t we already dealt with enough?


    “We need to set a wedding date.”


    “Agreed.” That wasn’t an issue, but a blessing.


    “How about first thing in the morning?”


    I frowned. “I need more time than that. Plus, Blaine and I were married in May, so I’d rather be a June or July bride.”


    He laughed. “Deal. June, it is.”


    We were sealing the deal with one more kiss when another girl grabbed hold of my man. I didn’t mind, though, since Darcy looked like a princess in her pink tulle ball gown and sparkling tiara.


    She outstretched her arms and pinched her fingers. “Dance with me, too!”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Liam hefted her into his arms, and all three of us shared the next song. “Out of morbid curiosity,” he asked me around Darcy’s bouncing curls, “what day was your anniversary, so we avoid that, too.”


    I shook my head and grinned. “The twenty-eighth.”


    “Whew.” He winked. “Bullet dodged.”
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    Liam


    May 28 was a Thursday. I should have gone to the fifteen meetings Carol had scheduled. Instead, I invited my fiancée on a date.


    “Where are we going?” she asked for the forty-third time. I’d blindfolded her for the occasion, so I could see why she might be antsy, but when would she learn I had everything under control? I had the top down on my Jag convertible for the drive through Palo Alto, and the almost-summer sun made quick work of burning off what remained of that morning’s fog. In honor of our big day, I’d made the guard dogs ride behind. If Blaine intended to try something, I figured he’d have done it by now, but at this point, I’d learned it was a crazy world. I didn’t see the harm in making security a permanent feature.


    “Geez, woman. If I told you, it wouldn’t be much of a surprise.”


    She crossed her arms.


    At the next light, I kissed her. “That pouty lower lip only makes you hotter.”


    “Please tell me.”


    I kissed her again, before accelerating when the light turned green.


    “This isn’t very nice of you—especially after…you know…” Even behind the blindfold, she blushed. It had been quite a night.


    “It’s because of last night that I think you’ll appreciate my surprise. Promise, only a few more turns and we’ll be there.”


    “You’d better be right. If I have a raccoon-mask tan line for our engagement pics, you’re going to have hell to pay.”


    I laughed, but put the top up at the next light. “We could always go with a themed wedding.”


    “Or, you could let me take off this thing.”


    It wasn’t much longer till I pulled into the circle drive and killed the engine. “Give me a minute to at least help you out of the car. I want you to have a great view.”


    By the time I got around to her side, the security crew had already pulled in behind me. I’d hoped to have a few minutes alone, but I guessed once we moved in, we’d have plenty of time.


    I opened her door, then took her hands, gingerly helping her to her feet. Once she was fully upright and I’d led her a short way up the walk, I whispered in her ear, “Ready?”


    Laughing, she said, “I’ve been ready. Can I take it off?”


    “Three, two, one…” I slipped the red silk scarf up and over her head. My pulse raced while awaiting her reaction. “Well?”


    “I-I don’t understand. It’s incredible, but…” She glanced back to me. “Is this a B&B? Are we here for brunch?”


    I slipped my hands around her waist. “Babe, it’s yours—ours. I know you don’t like my other house in town, so I thought since Owen has the whole castle theme covered, we should take this era—what is it? Georgian?”


    She gaped. “You bought this? Sweetie, it’s—”


    “Huge? Awesome? Like a fancy hotel, only we don’t have to mess with reservations?”


    “You’re nuts…” She spun to kiss me. And by kiss me, I mean she pretty much pressed her delicious lips to every crag on my face. “Can we go inside?”


    I jangled the keys. “This wouldn’t be much of a tour if we didn’t.”


    That earned me more kisses, then she took the keys and sprinted toward the front door.


    The porch was an austere, two-story affair, featuring eight Corinthian marble columns marching in a row. Weathered redbrick flooring had been laid in a herringbone pattern and urns overflowed with geraniums and ferns. Eight towering paned windows framed red double front doors. “This place was built in 1890, and loosely modeled after the California State Capitol.”


    “Oh my gosh…” She covered her mouth with her hands. “Liam, no. We can’t live here. It’s too much. Way, way, way too much.”


    “Are you saying we don’t deserve it? You don’t deserve it?” The cavernous formal entry featured a sweeping double staircase and a ceiling that culminated in a stained-glass dome. Sun shone through the intricate floral pattern, etching the reflection onto the white marble floor. “Imagine our kids sliding down the stairs on Christmas morning.” I nuzzled her neck. “Or hell, for that matter, imagine us making those kids right now.”


    We wandered through room after empty room, marveling at the intricacy of the stone fireplaces and original wood floors.


    “How are we going to decorate it?” she asked in a quiet tone, arching her head back to take in the view of cherubs dancing across the dining room ceiling.


    “Hire a decorator. I’ve got a couple in mind. You can look through their work, then pick your favorite. They’ll walk you through the whole process. It will take a while, but when you’re finished, every inch of this place will have your seal of approval. I want you to be proud to hostess everything from our kids’ birthday parties to holiday open houses to everything in between. I want this house filled with laughing and pets and lots of Hot Wheels and naked Barbies.” When I gazed down at Ella, her eyes shone. “Happy?”


    She nodded. “How do I know this isn’t all a dream?”


    “Wait here. I’ve got a great way to show you.” After telling the security team not to bother us under any circumstances, I took Ella to our new master bath, where we christened the soaking tub.


    “What are we going to do without towels?” she asked once I had her naked under the suds.


    “See that balcony over there?” I nodded toward a set of French doors. “We’ll air dry.”


    She giggled. “I’m sure the neighbors will love that.”


    “As hot as you are, yes, they—”


    “Mr. Stone!” one of the security guys shouted from outside the closed bathroom door.


    “I’m busy!” I hollered back.


    “Sorry, sir, but there’s been an emergency. We need you and Miss Patton outside.”


    Ella’s gaze widened. “What do you think happened? Could Nathan or Carol be hurt? Or Yvonne?” She was instantly out of the tub, then struggling to tug her jeans up still-wet legs. She pulled her blouse over her head, skipping her bra. First out of the room, she asked Hunter, “What happened? Was someone in an accident?”


    Obviously unsure how to deliver his news, the man forced a deep breath.


    “Spit it out,” I barked. “What’s wrong?”


    “Your associate—[image: ]Owen. It’s his youngest daughter, sir. She’s been taken hostage in his home. Your wife’s ex has the child held at gunpoint. He has agreed to exchange the girl for Ms. Patton.”
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    Ella


    “OhmyGod!” Not Darcy. Please, Lord, don’t let that monster harm Darcy. “I have to go. I have to get to her now.”


    “You’re not going anywhere,” Liam said. “Wait here. Let me and the guys handle this.”


    No. If anything happened to that precious little girl, it would be on my head. I’d brought Blaine into her life, and I’d take him out. I still had Liam’s keys, so I ran. I ran down the stairs and hopped in the car, locking the door before starting it. I ignored Liam banging on the windows, or the guards commanding me to stop.


    I roared the Jag’s engine to life, then gunned it down the drive. I knew Liam and his guard dogs would follow, and that was fine—great. But if I was the key to freeing Darcy, then I’d surrender.


    I’d known Blaine agreeing to the divorce had been too easy. I’d known it, and yet I’d allowed myself to be lulled into this fantasyland where monsters like him don’t exist. Owen’s family never even locked their doors—that’s how secure they felt. Here, I was under constant surveillance, yet all along he must have been watching. Learning our patterns and habits and friends. He could have picked anyone. The fact that he’d targeted such a small, defenseless girl made me feel at once sick yet vindicated for having all along been right. It was twisted and wrong, but I put that confusion on him, too. Everything bad that had ever happened in my life was all on him. If it were my last act on Earth, he’d pay.


    I wound my way through the neighborhood, getting to a main street I recognized. From there, I backtracked to Owen and Natalie’s, breaking numerous laws along the way. So what if a cop chased me? The way I saw it, when it came to dealing with Blaine, the more the merrier. He was going down.


    I pulled into the castle’s drive, punched the car into park, then leapt out, not caring that the motor was still running.


    Sirens whined in the distance, as did the angry rev of Liam’s security team’s Hummer.


    I bolted up the stone path and burst through the front door to find Natalie sobbing on the stairs, hugging Charlie in her arms.


    The twenty-something nanny sat on an entry hall bench with her arms around the twins.


    Fortunately, Jane must have been at school.


    “Where is he?” I asked.


    Natalie vaguely pointed toward the back of the house. “H-he said if we b-brought help, or he could even see us, he’d kill her. But I called Owen and h-he must’ve called the police. The man with the gun. H-he wants you.”


    I nodded. “I’ll get Darcy, Nat. I promise. Where is she?”


    “He’s got her in the pool house,” the nanny said when Natalie cried too hard to speak.


    I didn’t have time for more conversation. Besides, they’d already told me all I needed to know. I ran through the house until my lungs burned. The back door hung open, so I had a clean shot to the mini-castle Owen had built alongside the pool. It was the children’s sanctuary, filled with arcade games and popcorn and snow-cone machines.


    Would Darcy ever be able to play there again?


    “Blaine!” I shouted from outside. “I’m here! Let Darcy go.”


    The door creaked open.


    He stood just behind it, wagging a gun. “Is that the kid’s name? She’s a spirited little thing. Reminds me in subtle ways of you.” He winked. “She likes duct tape. Now that you’re here, I think I’ll have my way with both of you.”


    “Bastard!” When I roared at him, flailing for all I was worth, he tripped backward. I might have had the advantage, but he had the gun—aimed with a tidy red dot right between Darcy’s panicked blue eyes.


    Pain in my chest crushed out all of my air. My pulse couldn’t keep up.


    Poor Darcy had been trussed into a tiny play chair. Her eyes were as wide as one of her china doll’s. Blaine had taped her mouth, so she could only breathe through her nose.


    “It’s going to be okay,” I soothed. “I promise, sweetie, I won’t let him hurt you.”


    “How can you lie to a child?” Blaine made himself comfortable on a love seat, even going so far as to cinch up his pant hems before crossing his legs. “That’s the difference between you and me, Ella. All I ever wanted was to transform you into a proper lady. You could have been my greatest star—what am I saying? When we leave here, you will be my star.”


    “Let the girl go,” I said, “and I’ll go anywhere you want. I’ll stay with you for the rest of our lives. Just let her go.”


    “How stupid do you think I am? Do you think I haven’t noticed the security team your new man has assembled? Why else do you think I’ve had to resort to playing with little girls? I know they’re all no doubt outside as we speak, which is why the two of you lovelies are going to serve as my human shields.”


    “You’re sick…” I rushed to Darcy, wrapping my arms around her slight shoulders. I kissed the crown of her dear head. “You’re going to be fine, sweetie. Keep breathing nice and slow. We’ll be back with your mom and sisters and brother real soon.”


    “So much chatter…” Blaine abruptly stood. He next grabbed a ten-inch, serrated hunting knife he’d rested on the Ms. Pac-Man machine.


    Never lowering his pistol from its target of Darcy’s head, he sliced the knife down the tape strips that had been holding the girl to the chair. When she fell limp, I scooped her into my arms.


    Tears streamed down her cheeks, and her chest huffed from the effort of breathing.


    “Let her go,” I begged Blaine. “It’s me you want!”


    “And it’s you I’ll get.”


    From outside the door, a painfully familiar voice said, “Blaine, it’s Liam.”


    Once again, the door creaked open.


    “Liam, no! He’s got a knife and a gun!” Panic welled and my vision tunneled. I couldn’t lose him now—not after all we’d been through.


    “Come in, come in…” Blaine welcomed Liam as if he were a long-lost friend. “We have much to talk about, you and I. I owe you a good, old-fashioned pistol-whipping after that stunt you pulled at the Red Lobster.”


    “Cut the gentleman act and admit you’re outnumbered and outgunned.” Liam edged around the door with a gun of his own.


    “Liam, please go…Take Darcy.” I could deal with my own death, but not the girl’s and certainly not his. Blaine and I were experts at this dance. We’d performed for years. I’d known from the first time he’d held that very knife to my throat that he would one day kill me, and now the time had come. There was no satisfaction in this knowledge—that could only come from ensuring Liam and Darcy safe passage. “I’m all right.”


    “I’m not leaving you,” Liam said. “This ends now.”


    “It’s okay,” I assured him. Exhaustion bore down on my shoulders. Everything we’d been through over the past months culminated in a gnawing, burning hole in my chest. I was tired. So very tired. “My time with you has been more than I’d dared dream of finding. As long as you and Darcy are safe, if Blaine agrees, I want to go with him.”


    “That’s my beauty.” Blaine rose. He wrapped his arm around my shoulders but kept his gun aimed at Darcy, whom I still held. He kissed my cheek, then rubbed hers with the barrel of his gun. “I always knew you’d come back to me.”


    I retched.


    “Do you remember what today is, my love?”


    I couldn’t stop dry heaving.


    Liam said, “How about you act like the gentleman you claim to be and let both ladies go. You and I will settle this man to man.”


    “You’re not a man,” Blaine sneered. “In ancient times, I would have already taken your life for what you’ve done—and had that act approved by law.”


    “Great. Save for one small problem. You’re a scum wife beater and in the twenty-first century, you’re the one who gets to die.”


    “I’m so bored with this conversation, aren’t you, my love?” He came at me with his lips sneered like writhing night crawlers. He repulsed me on every possible level. “It’s our anniversary. We should celebrate.” He looked to the child. “Darcy? Is that your name?”


    The little girl’s eyes widened.


    “Leave her alone,” I spat.


    “We have you surrounded!” a man on a loudspeaker announced from outside. “Release the hostages, then come out with your hands up.”


    Not only did Blaine not comply, but he abruptly shoved me forward, then wedged his gun over my shoulder and Darcy’s, using us as a platform to rest his forearm upon while shooting out the paned window.


    The force of the concussion left my ears ringing. With her arms freed, Darcy had clawed at the tape on her mouth, and she now screamed.


    “Shut her up, or I will,” Blaine said in a matter-of-fact tone.


    Fear paralyzed me.


    I was aware of Liam easing toward me to take Darcy, but my tunneled vision viewed him fractured and broken as if through shattered glass.


    “Uncle Liam!” Darcy cried.


    “I’ve got you, babe.” With the child in his arms, Liam dove out the door.


    Blaine fired, and Liam cried out, as did Darcy.


    “Noooo!” I screamed.


    “Good riddance.” Blaine wrapped his arm around me, manhandling me deeper into the little house.


    “Liam!” I cried. “Darcy!”


    From outside rose the horror of Natalie’s wails.


    “Shut up!” Blaine thundered, shooting blindly out the door and the broken window.


    “Let her go!” commanded the voice over the loudspeaker.


    Deeper and deeper we descended into the pool house. Down a dark hallway and into a powder room.


    Glass shattered somewhere behind us, and Blaine fired off five rounds in that direction.


    I wished I could be stronger, wrestle and fight against him. I wanted to live, to see Liam again, but if he were really gone, how could I live? He was my reason for being. Even worse, if sweet, innocent Darcy had been killed, I wanted to die. I would beg for God to make me a plea bargain. I would beg Him to take me and return life to that precious girl. All those months ago, back when Nathan had warned me my great affair would end in disaster, he’d been right.


    “Leave us in peace,” Blaine warned, “or I’ll kill us both!”


    “Let her go!” Liam ordered. Wait. Liam?


    “Liam?” I cried, buoyed by hope. “Are you all right?”


    “I’m good.”


    “Come one step closer and she’s dead!” Blaine fired another blind round.


    “Leave me!” I called to my dear Liam. “Please, save yourself!”


    From outside the cramped bathroom, it sounded as if the whole world were writhing. Had Liam’s security team and the police entered the building? It was so dark, I couldn’t see. Or, maybe fear had struck me blind.


    Blaine held me in a chokehold and in flailing for air, my elbow nudged the light switch. Like lightning, it produced thunder.


    From somewhere behind Blaine, a form grabbed him, wrenching him from the room and into the hall. Blaine’s gun clattered to the floor, and he punched again and again at the figure I couldn’t see. Then, the two men rolled and I saw Liam was on the bottom.


    “Nooo!” I cried, pummeling Blaine’s back and pulling his hair.


    “I can’t get a clean shot!” an anonymous voice called.


    Suddenly there was blood, so much blood, flowing onto my Liam like a death-filled river. I heard myself screaming, but was powerless to control the sound.


    Liam was dead. I saw him covered in red.


    Someone wrapped his arms around me, but I fought. I had to be with Liam. To tell him how sorry I was for ruining his life.


    “Ella!” a man screamed. “Calm down. It’s okay. Everything’s okay.”


    As if propelled by a silent lift beneath him, Blaine’s still body rose, and then was pushed over. He now lay on his back. His hunting knife’s hilt protruded from his chest. Blood gurgled past his lips and his eyes had rolled back in his head.


    I was screaming again and again, but then came the only voice I wanted in my ear. “Babe, it’s okay. He’s gone. He’s never hurting any of us again.”


    “Liam?” Not believing he was really there, and that his fantastical words might be true, I fluttered my fingers over his face. “Is it really you?”


    He captured my wrists and gaze. “It’s me, and you, and back in the house, Darcy’s okay, too.”


    Though I was filled with relief, a tremble shuddered through me and refused to stop. My teeth chattered and my limbs hung leaden, and then locked. I couldn’t move, but then I didn’t need to.


    “Mr. Stone.” A uniformed officer blocked our way. “We’re going to need you to stick around to answer questions.”


    “Now?” Liam asked.


    Garrett stepped in. “I’m Mr. Stone’s attorney. As this was clearly a case of self-defense, and my client not only saved himself, but Ms. Patton and a minor child, how about we give him a brief period to collect his thoughts, and I’ll bring him to you for an official statement first thing tomorrow.”


    The officer appeared dazed by Garrett’s legalese, but eventually nodded before gesturing us on our way.


    “Thanks, buddy,” Liam said to his friend. “For everything.”


    “No problem. See you in the morning.” I was beyond touched to find the big, bad lawyer’s gaze teary. In helping us, he’d proven he really did have a heart after all.


    While police swarmed Blaine’s body, Liam carried me out of the dark pool house and into the light.


    His precious face was covered in blood. Blaine’s blood. Liam had risked his life for me.


    “Thank you,” I somehow managed past my dry tongue.


    “You’re welcome. But if you ever pull a stunt like that again, there’s going to be trouble.”


    He carried me past Owen and Natalie and the nanny and twins who were fussing over Darcy, who’d been strapped to a paramedic’s rolling exam table.


    “I thought you said she was all right?” I struggled against him.


    “She’s fine,” he assured me, readjusting his hold. “They’re taking her in for observation.”


    “What about you?” I asked.


    “I’m good. Just itching to be free of that bastard’s blood.”


    Away from the crowd, he carried me up the stairs and into a guest room. He set me on the edge of a granite tub. Told me to stay while he backtracked to lock the door.


    He next knelt before me to remove my clothes. I hadn’t realized it before, but they were stained with blood and sweat. He tenderly peeled them from me, one by one, wadding them to toss in a designer trash can. He turned on the oversized tub’s water and lifted me in, then freed himself from his own soiled khaki shorts and T-shirt.


    He took small soaps and shampoos from a countertop basket before sitting behind me in the rising warmth. He cupped his hands to wet my hair, and then he washed and rinsed it and then soaped my body, scrubbing every inch of me clean. I did the same for him, and then we emptied the filth, only to fill the tub again with clear, clean water.


    Entangled in each other’s arms, we lay for what seemed like hours, maybe days.


    Exhaustion rendered me incapable of motion. But I felt Liam’s solid strength beneath me. Heard the reassuring beat of his heart. My senses felt alive alongside him, and for the first time since I’d been an innocent bride, I felt new again. Reborn. Bathed in this man’s light and love.


    I couldn’t be sure what the future held. But one truth I did know was that we’d face it together.
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    Liam


    I’d been apprehensive about returning, but the farther Ella and I walked hand-in-hand down my stretch of Big Sur’s beach, the more the place’s healing magic took hold. Brilliant July sun baked into our skin, purifying us and making us whole.


    Ella had been the one who’d forced the issue.


    In June, Owen found her video and dozens more. Blaine had charged five hundred a pop in a pay-per-view scheme. He’d made a fortune, which Ella had inherited and was using to establish her own charity to help women who escaped abusive husbands start over again.


    I’d been afraid for her, but her bravery in the face of adversity made me love her all the more. She’d even forced her parents to watch the video. Afterward, they’d been inconsolable about the fact that they’d believed Blaine over their own daughter. Ella’s relationship with them was strained, but at least they now had hope to rebuild the trusting family unit they’d once shared.


    “Remember the first time you brought me to this spot?” She’d paused to perch on the tree trunk where we’d shared a steak dinner and cheesecake alongside a crackling driftwood fire. “And how Penny prepped that delicious meal, but you forgot to bring plates?” She dazzled me with one of her brightest smiles. “Of course, it worked in my favor when you ended up having to feed me.”


    “You liked having me wait on you, huh?” I leaned in to nuzzle her neck. She tasted of sun and salt and sand, and I loved her more than I’d ever dreamt it was possible to love a woman. Before we met, I’d adhered to a strict rule of leaving women before they left me. She’d changed everything by making me want to stay—not just for the duration of a contract, but for the rest of our lives.


    “I loved it.” She giggled when I lost my balance, resulting in both of us falling a short way to land on our backs in the warm sand.


    “If you’re done giving me a hard time,” I asked, “what do you want to do? Swim? Hike? Eat lunch? Let me have my way with you right here and now?”


    “Uncle Liam! Uncle Liam!”


    I groaned, holding my hands over my eyes to shield them from the sun. To Ella, I asked, “Do you have something to tell me?”


    “Oops. It was supposed to be a surprise, but Nat’s parents are in this weekend, so I invited their whole family out to stay.”


    “Thanks for asking.” I was glad Ella and Natalie had become fast friends, but what did I have to do to get my future bride to myself?


    “Sorry.” She scrambled to her feet. “Guess I forgot.” When she turned sideways, raising her shoulder, then resting her chin on it while blowing me a kiss, I was left wondering if a man could die from a too-hard cock. Her red bikini would be the death of me.


    Making matters worse, instead of Ella having her way with me, Nat and Owen’s sheepdog, Henry, decided he wanted to lick my face. “Hey, buddy. Good seeing you, too.”


    I rolled over, pushing myself upright while Henry took off, barking at a gull trio.


    The twins ambushed me, each taking a leg.


    “Look who I found.” Ella held Charlie on her hip. Darcy had clamped onto her hand. Owen and Natalie had taken her to therapy immediately after Blaine held her hostage, and she’d soon returned to her usual bubbly self. Ella was still her favorite. “Did you notice Darcy’s new suit? Pretty spiffy, huh?”


    Grinning up at me, Darcy wrenched her face and asked, “What’s ‘spiffy’?”


    “Super cute. Like you.” Ella tweaked her nose. To me, she said, “So, I thought we’d have a few more minutes before our company arrived, but I’ve run into a problem with the wedding and need your help.”


    “Okay, shoot.” The twins had chased off after the dog, and Darcy plopped down to start a sand castle. With the kids occupied, Owen and Natalie had gone for a swim. Nat’s parents were barely in sight, down by the hot tub.


    “Well, Wednesday, Carol took me for a dress fitting, but the dress didn’t fit.”


    “I thought the whole point of the fitting was to have it altered?” Ella had decided on a Christmas-themed wedding to be held in a Swiss castle. The guest list had been held to fifty, and though I’d never let her know, I think I was as excited about the event as she was. It was going to be off the hook, with sleigh rides and cocoa and, after the guests left, plenty of making love in front of roaring fires…Damn, if my cock wasn’t already swelling in anticipation.


    She reddened. “I could, but I have a feeling that by Christmas, my problem’s going to be even worse. Would you be okay with an August wedding held right here on the beach?”


    “August?” I wrinkled my nose. “Babe…none of the cool kids get married in August. Plus, I’m psyched about the castle. Jewel said they make the cocoa from legit Swiss chocolate.” Jewel was our wedding planner.


    “What if we visit Switzerland for Christmas, but get married sooner? Like August?”


    I grabbed Charlie to give him a good tickle. He looked even cuter than usual in his crab-themed red swim trunks and striped T-shirt.


    “Liam?” she nagged. “August wedding? Are you in?”


    “Look,” I said, “I don’t mean to be a hard-ass about this, but now that we’ve got the whole Christmas theme planned, I’d rather stick with it.”


    “Okay, well, that’s all well and good, but considering I’m three months pregnant, we might be a little busy around the holidays. You know, with preparing for our newborn.”


    “Wait, what?” Had she really said what I thought she’d just said? “No way!”


    Blueberry-blue eyes shining, she swallowed hard, and then nodded. “Say something. Are you happy? Scared? Excited? Personally, I’m feeling all of the above, but mostly happy.”


    Happy didn’t cover the all-consuming joy blocking every intelligent thought from my brain. I was elated. Euphoric. Overjoyed.


    “Say something,” she once again prompted.


    I tried, but words wouldn’t come. My throat knotted and my eyes stung.


    In that moment, when I pulled her against me, holding her for all I was worth, I felt my mother’s presence even stronger than I had that long-ago night I’d proposed. “I love you,” I finally managed to get out. “August doesn’t work for me. Let’s make a few calls and get a pastor out here tomorrow. We’ll already have Nat and Owen’s crew here, so all we need to do is find Carol and Nathan. Yvonne and Peter. Even your parents—but only if you want.”


    Now, she was tearing up. “You really think we should do this tomorrow? You’re willing to give up your cocoa and sleigh?”


    “Oh, hell yeah.” I fell to my knees and kissed her already barely rounded belly. All this time, our baby, our precious son or daughter, had been growing right in front of me. “How long have you known?”


    “Just a few days. I’ve suspected for a while, but after getting my hopes up before, I didn’t dare believe this was real. But Thursday, I went to an ob/gyn and she confirmed it. I’m due mid-January.”


    “But you’re having a boy, right?”


    She laughed. “How am I supposed to know? It’s way too early to tell.”


    “Yeah, well, I thought we’d already agreed that my heart couldn’t take a mini-Ella roaming around, so we’ll just plan on this being a boy, okay?”


    She kissed me, then looked to Charlie. “Do you think he’s going to be this big of a pain through my whole pregnancy?”


    “Gah!” He grinned and kicked.


    “There you have it,” she said. “It’s official. Even Charlie agrees.”


    “Charlie? You’re now taking advice from a kid who’s not even one year old?”


    “He’s advanced for his age, aren’t you, sweetie?”


    The debate raged on, but not for too long, because we had a shotgun wedding to plan.

  


  


  
    

    For Margaret Daley—master plotter and bestie for life! Thank you, thank you for holding my hand through all of my emergencies both big and small.
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    The Editor’s Corner


    I don’t know about you, but this is my favorite time of year! Sure, the month is crazy with holiday preparations, but before you know it they’ve come and gone…which always makes me a little sad. Never fear—I’ve some great romances to lift you out of those seasonal doldrums. Loveswept in December—g[image: ]uaranteed to keep you on that holiday high!


    New this month is the latest tantalizing Rule Breakers novel, Want It, from Jennifer Chance, in which an irresistible alpha male follows his ex into a deadly standoff—and reignites a heated affair. A warm welcome to Wendy S. Marcus as she makes her Loveswept debut this month with Loving You Is Easy—she’s a survivor of the political front lines and he’s a wounded soldier returning home from the battlefield. Can they place their trust in the power of love? You bet! You’ll be thrilled to know that the conclusion of Ella Patton and Liam Stone’s story is here in Laura Marie Altom’s Possess—more of the contentious love affair that began in Control. Historical romance fans will adore His Saving Grace, by Sharon Cullen, a captivating novel that tells the deeply emotional tale of two devoted lovers facing the ravages of war.


    And a little something special for you this month: Play Me, a serialization written by New York Times bestselling author Tracy Wolff. Five wonderful installments complete a full-size novel, and each section will tantalize you. Listen to this: Aria Winston lives the life of a loner waitressing at a popular Las Vegas casino. Sebastian Caine is the hot son of the owner who manages the business while his father recovers from a life-threatening heart attack. Things heat up fast, and the glimpses of the man behind the façade disturb Aria but also make her want him more (contains BDSM elements).


    Wishing you a happy, healthy, and safe holiday season—and just in case Santa doesn’t deliver on the goodies, remember: Loveswept has what you need this month in romance. Until next time…


    
      
        
          ~Happy Romance!


          
            [image: ][image: ]

          


          Gina Wachtel


          Associate Publisher
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    Chapter One


    Frustration filled Camille Martell when she checked the list of people logged into the “come and get some” chat room, her nickname for the Chicago-area dating site Meet ’n Greet, where she’d found Angel. The scum wasn’t there now. Obsessed with stopping the sexual predator who’d murdered at least two young women he’d seduced via the Internet, she’d been spending every waking hour away from the job hunting him on her home computer.


    “Damn it! C’mon, you bastard, where are you? Show yourself!”


    As if her demand zapped him through the ether, his avatar—a dark angel holding a sword—appe[image: ]ared.


    “Yes!” Her adrenaline surged, and she quickly logged in as Morrigan, the old college photo identifying her as a twenty-one-year-old redhead. Exactly Angel’s type. He didn’t have a clue she was a cop.


    Max nudged her leg and whistled through his nose.


    Patting the dog’s big, scruffy body, she absently murmured, “Good boy,” as she tensed, watching the parade of messages scroll up her screen.


    BigMan: anyone wanna talk with me will show photo


    Cougar: let’s see your photo first—not your face, BIG man!


    hotgirl: camshows $10/10 minutes skype hotgirl69


    Camille’s gaze flicked to the column of sign-ins. Angel was there but not interacting. She’d engaged him twice in the last two days. He’d been flirting carefully with her, like he had been testing her. He knew she was here. What was he waiting for?


    She took a big breath. “C’mon, c’mon!”


    Unable to wait for it, she took the lead.


    Morrigan: Hey, Angel.


    Angel: how’s it playing?


    Morrigan: Bored ’n lonely


    Angel: sorry


    Morrigan: You can fix


    Would he take the bait? Say he wanted to meet? Her pulse fluttered through her as she waited for his reply.


    Cougar: woo-wee, angel, she’s comin’ on to ya


    Angel: r u, M? what you wanna do with me?


    She’d like to do all kinds of nasty things to a lowlife like him, but she’d settle for cuffing him and bringing him in. She thought about saying something sexual, but instinct told her to play it cool.


    Morrigan: Just wanna talk…to start…


    BigMan: let’s you ’n me talk, honey—skype name?


    Morrigan: With Angel only! IM Morrigan22


    Camille held her breath as she waited to see if Angel would use it.


    Angel: gotta go ttyl


    An instant message popped up on her screen, but it was from the guy who called himself BigMan. Camille ignored it. Her hands curled into fists, she sat staring at the monitor, willing Angel to IM her. If he got the mental message, he was ignoring it. Had she played it too cool? Should she have lured him in with the promise of something more than talk?


    Another failed attempt. Her adrenaline crashed, deflating her once more.


    “Damn it!”


    She wanted to punch something.


    Max was still sitting there, staring at her, and she realized she hadn’t fed him. Thankfully, she’d hired Sandy Kawecki, the teenage girl who lived next door, to walk Max after school, so he didn’t need to go out right away. She hadn’t meant to have a dog with her busy schedule, but the bruiser had been a pitiful sight on the street, barking in terror at anything that went by. That was barely a month ago. She’d tried to find his owner, and when that had proved impossible, then she’d thought she could find him a good home. He’d found hers instead.


    For the last few weeks after getting home from work, she’d gone directly to the computer since she’d been unable to conduct her search at the office. Each time wishing Angel would IM, but wishing wasn’t going to make it happen, so she pushed away from her desk and headed for the kitchen, the dog following close on her heels.


    “Hungry?”


    His big brown eyes hopeful, Max whined and licked his chops.


    Patting his side, she fetched a can and opened it while considering the irony of her being taken off the Chat Room Predator Case—the reason they gave her was that she was “too emotionally focused” on it, and letting other cases slide. But that focus was what had connected her with the presumed killer, though she still hadn’t gotten him to go beyond chatting.


    It might take some time, but she would find a way to meet him and arrest him and get him to trial, if it was the last thing she ever did.


    
      —
    


    The next day was busy with paperwork and phone calls, then reporting to a crime scene about another murdered kid in a drive-by shooting, but not a minute went by when Camille hadn’t wondered how she could engage Angel to spring a trap, get him to surface. Maybe she needed to be more sexually direct with him. But that could be a mistake and drive him away. If only she knew more about how Angel had chosen his victims.


    Still thinking about it when she got home, she greeted Max, let him out into the yard for a minute, then filled his bowl with dog food. After letting him back in, she headed straight for her desk. Camille had gotten into the habit of leaving the computer in hibernate mode so she could get to the chat room in seconds. As she tapped the space bar, the screen appeared, and that’s when Camille froze.


    An email program was open. Not hers. Sandy’s.


    But what made her hold her breath was the IM block at the bottom of the screen. Angel had tried contacting her—or rather, Morrigan. Sandy must have been checking her email when the IM came in.


    Camille focused on the last exchange. Sandy asking where Angel wanted to meet her…Angel saying the coffee stand at the new Riverfront Shopping Center at five thirty…Sandy saying she would be there.


    What the hell!


    Camille sat stunned for a moment, not believing her eyes. Her heart drummed so fast, the beat filled her ears.


    She should have been the one who’d seen the instant message from Angel, not Sandy. And Sandy was fourteen years old—what was she doing agreeing to meet a man she didn’t know?


    Morrigan, her own alter ego, had accepted.


    Angel thought he was meeting her…


    And Sandy would have known that!


    Horrified, Camille flew from the chair and grabbed her keys. No time to call the kid’s mom. She raced to the door. Max beat her there.


    “Sorry, boy.”


    She ruffled his fur and blocked him from going outside as she turned and left. It was nearly five thirty now.


    Camille pulled away from the curb, turning on her flashing headlights and siren so other drivers would pull their vehicles to the side. Her gut clenched and her throat closed. She had to get there on time. Had to! Her hands were trembling uncontroll[image: ]ably, so she gripped the steering wheel tighter, slowing at intersections only long enough to make sure they were clear.


    Throughout the drive, Camille tried not to panic. She could feel the adrenaline rushing through her, and her breathing was erratic. All she could think about was that a girl’s life was at stake.


    My fault…all my fault…


    Focus!


    Panic would render her useless, and Sandy would suffer for it. Why hadn’t she locked her computer so the girl couldn’t access it? Had Sandy used her computer before and Camille just not realized it? Lord knows what else she may have seen. Camille often sent herself notes from the office about her cases so she could review them as needed.


    She should have talked to the girl, gotten to know her better, but getting close to people was something Camille avoided. In her world, she skirted personal relationships and focused on understanding criminals and how they worked so she could track them down, arrest them and get them off the street. Relationships were for other people. Camille was her job.


    Arriving at the shopping center in record time, she parked curbside and raced to the upper-level entrance where she’d have the best view. Once in the center of the mall, she ran to the rail and scanned the lower level. Chest tight now and barely breathing, she searched for a familiar blond ponytail around the coffee stand. No Sandy.


    My fault…all my fault…


    Swallowing hard, she raced to the down escalator, her gaze skipping from one part of the mall to the next. No Sandy. No man who appeared to be a predator, though how would she know? They came in all shapes and sizes. She could be staring straight at him now and not recognize him.


    At the coffee stand, she pulled out her star and flashed it at the wiry teenager behind the counter. “Detective Camille Martell. How long have you been working this afternoon?”


    “Um, I didn’t do nothin’ wrong.”


    “I’m not accusing you. I’m just looking for someone who might be in trouble…” She glanced at his name tag. “…Keshawn. How long?”


    “A-after school. Four.”


    The kid could be a witness, then. Angel’s message had instructed her to be here at five thirty. It was now a little before six.


    “Do you remember serving a girl with long blond hair?” She was looking around again, hopeful that she could still spot Sandy. “Always wears it in a ponytail. A fresh-faced fourteen-year-old.”


    “Lotsa kids hang out here.”


    Indeed, three girls occupied a nearby table.


    She stared hard into the kid’s deep brown eyes filled with suspicion, no doubt because she was a cop. “Think hard, Keshawn. This is really important. Pretty. Blue eyes. Blond ponytail. Maybe a half hour ago. She was probably alone to start, but she was meeting someone. Not a boy. A man.”


    His dark face pulled into a frown. “A man? Yeah, maybe I saw her. I thought it was kind of weird ’cause the guy was way old for her, but she got all blushy and giggly. She was sittin’ with her coffee over there…” He pointed to an empty table. “Then the man got up from where he’d been over there…” He pointed in the other direction. “…and joined her.”


    “What did he look like?”


    “Longish blond hair. Kinda curly. Okay lookin’, I guess, for a white guy. He was tall and kinda built, like he works out.”


    Her stomach knotted. “How long ago did they leave?”


    “Five…ten minutes, maybe.” He indicated the closest exit, making Camille’s stomach free-fall. “Looked like they were goin’ to the parking lot, but I got busy with a customer.”


    “I’m calling this in.” She pulled out her cellphone and walked backwards toward that parking lot. “You don’t leave, Keshawn. Another officer will be here shortly to talk to you. You may just have saved a girl’s life. Thank you.”


    With that, she whipped around and connected to Dispatch, giving them her ID. “We may have another victim in the Internet Predator Case. The suspect may have taken a fourteen-year-old girl out of the Riverfront Shopping Center. I need uniforms and crime scene investigators here as soon as possible to follow up.”


    Someone official needed to talk to Keshawn and to get prints from that table. Too much to hope for DNA.


    Heading out the door, she quickly scanned the parking lot. No Sandy. What had she expected? Certainly not for a levelheaded girl to leave with a man she’d just met.


    The thought slammed her with a memory she would rather forget. How she’d instantly fallen for Drago Nance. How she’d left the bar with him after one drink.


    Still outside, she shook away the intrusive memory and looked up over the entry doors. Security cameras were mounted on either side. That’s what she’d hoped for. The mall would be recording everything that went on. A break. Finally, a damn break!


    Putting a call through to her lieutenant, she told him where she was. “Get the team here as fast as you can. If we’re lucky, we get to see what this Angel looks like for ourselves.”


    And then she prayed they could nail him before guilt suffocated her.
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