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Description: Ariella

I moved in with Jaxson after the attack. It's hard to keep my hands off
him, but he’s my boss. He's given me a job at Eagle Tactical as his
subordinate.

| don't take orders well, especially from a grumpy boss. He's about
just as grumpy as his toddler when she skips her afternoon nap.

Jaxson

| vowed to protect Ariella. That's how much she means to me, but
she’s gotten under my skin with her know everything attitude and
sassy hip sway that has my body in overdrive.

| swore I'd never do a one-night stand. Is that what she thinks we
shared? Is that why she hates me? | don’t know how much longer |
can wake up under the same roof, go to work with her, and not throw
her down on the bed.

We have a mission that takes priority, but how can | keep my mind on
the job when she’s always in the room, and | want to bend her over
the desk?
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Chapter One
Hazel

| didn’'t dare gaze into the eyes of the man who bought me. Thanks to my stepbrother,
Nikolai, | belonged to Franco, his second in command in the mafia.

“Next week you'll be my bride,” Franco said, his teeth yellowing and crooked. He
grabbed my jaw and yanked my face closer to his for a kiss. His breath smelled of
vomit. My stomach recoiled.

We stood outside his black sedan, the door open. | was to go with him. I'd sooner
starve myself to death. That was still a possibility after | went with the man who |
was engaged to marry.

Bile rose to my throat, and | swallowed the burning acid as it slid back down. | kept
my mouth sealed shut, but it didn’t stop him from planting his thick dry lips against
mine. His tongue pushed at my mouth rough and forceful, but | refused to grant him
access. The scum-sucking vermin could kiss the soles of my feet.

| wanted to kill my stepbrother but not before | took out Franco.

Franco’ s thick hand palmed my hair, his fingers tangled in my locks before he yanked
hard, bringing my face to his. “ Other girls should be as lucky as you.”

My stepbrother was nowhere to be found. Typical. Sell me and move on, like I meant
nothing to him. | was a piece of property. That wasit.



Franco shoved me toward the back door of his sedan.
Oh hell, no. I had the upper hand now, with only Franco and his driver. If | madeit to
his house, who knew the danger that awaited, how many men I’ d be forced to fight or

what other security measures would exist.

“Get off me!” | slammed my elbow into his stomach and stomped on his toes before
kneeing him in the crotch.

Hisdriver lifted hisgun, pointing it at my head.

“Please, you'd be doing me afavor,” | said. I’d sooner die than marryhim.

“Don’t shoot her!” Franco pushed the gun away from the driver, lowering the barrel.

| pulled back my fist, landing another blow, this one to Franco’s face before his hand
yanked my hair and slammed my head into the side of the car.

The world spun and nausea swept over me.

He shoved my body into the back of the vehicle, slammed the door shut, and stomped
around to the front passenger side.

“Don’t puke on the interior, Bitch.”

The car engine started.

My vision blurred, but | felt for the door handle and gave it a hard pull. Damn child
safety locks. It didn’t open.

Roar.| flew back against the seat as the driver slammed on the gas. The tires squeal ed,



and my nose tickled with the scent of burning rubber. The skyline grew smaller in the
distance as we tore out of the city. Where the hell were we going? Where did Franco
live?

“Where are you taking me?’ | rubbed my eyes, confused and tired. The blurred vision
was getting better, but | still felt like 1’d been run over by acar.

“Home sweet home, Darling. We're going to Russia.”

Russia wasn't my home. I’d never been out of the country. My fingers stroked the
white gold locket against my neck, the only token of my mother that | had left, a gift
from my deceased father.

| wasn’t going to Russia or any other country with Franco.

| shoved my hand into my pocket and retrieved my cell phone. | turned it on silent
and sent out a text requesting help. | didn’t know how long | had until the flight or
until they searched me. I’d been foolish not to bring a knife or at the very least mace
with me, some kind of weapon to defend myself.

| had memorized Mason’s number, having stalked him online. It had been years since
we' d seen each other. We' d gone to boarding school together. He had joined the army
after high school, and | had been sent to live with my father.

It was no secret he worked for the security firm Eagle Tactical. | couldn’t call them. It
would be too risky. | hoped that their business line could receive texts. | didn’'t have
Mason’s personal number; it appeared to be unlisted.

Mason, | need your help. Please track my phone and come for me. | wouldn’t ask if
thiswasn't life or death — my death. Hazel



It was short and to the point. It's all | could do. | hoped it would go through and he'd
come for me.
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Chapter Two
Aridla

Sunlight filtered in through the skylight casting the kitchen in a warm golden tone.
The aroma of coffee filled the room, and | hurried to the pot, grabbed a cup, and
poured myself adrink.

|zzie sat at the kitchen table eating a bowl of cereal. It was the quietest I'd ever seen
her, except when she napped.

Jaxson clomped down the stairs, dressed and ready to go.

| still needed to shower, but I'd be quick. “Are we driving into work together?” |
asked.

“No.” His response was short, his tone cold, emotionless. Had | done something to
piss him off? We hadn’t talked about that night when he’'d found me in the shower,
curled up with water pounding over me. I’d been unable to move, shaken to the core.
He' d dressed me, carried me to bed, and slept beside me.

It was the only night I'd slept in that bedroom. | was now delegated to the guest
room, which | guess made sense. We agreed that if he was going to be my boss, we
had to keep things platonic.

That wasn't what | wanted, but | had mixed feelings. He hadn’t stuck around after the
one night we shared at my place before the fire burned my house to the ground. We



also hadn’t spoken about it, and now it seemed pointless to rehash a relationship that
couldn’t ever be.

| stared at him, the cup of coffee poised a my lips, two hands on my mug. The
tremors were under control, and while my house had burned down, | was able to get a
prescription from the local doctor for the medications | needed for my battle with
autonomic dysfunction. | was managing for the most part.

His cell phone rang and he grabbed it off the kitchen counter.

“Morning, Declan. What's up?’ He waltzed into the living room for privacy, at least
some semblance of it.

| sipped my coffee and sat down at the kitchen table across from lzzie. “Is that
good?’ | asked, trying to make polite conversation with athree-year-old.

It was my first week on the job, and Jaxson was buried in his office. | wasn't sure if
he was ignoring me or giving me space and not preferential treatment.

Lucy hadn’'t so much as acknowledged my existence or the fact that Eagle Tactical
now employed me. While she was at the front desk at the building entrance, | was
shoved at the breakroom table with my laptop plugged into the nearest outlet. It was
clear they had made room for me to join them, and I’ d take what | could get, office or
not. | probably was lucky | even had a computer to work on; the keyboard was faded
and worn.

The hallway was fine, it was a place to work. | could almost see Jaxson if | |eaned
back in my desk chair, which | kept doing, the chair squeaking.



Lucy glanced over her shoulder at me, glaring with narrow eyes and a sharp jaw. So
maybe we weren’t going to be friends like Emma and | had become. | was okay with
that, aslong as she didn’t bury me under paperwork.

A message popped up on the screen.

Mason, | need your help. Please track my phone and come for me. | wouldn’t ask if
thiswasn’t life or death — my death. Hazel

Who was Hazel, and why was | getting her message? | still wasn’t that friendly with
Mason. We'd come to an understanding, or maybe it was the fact my cabin burned
down | had forgiven him. It wasn't his fault for the fire, and the anger that | held
toward him for selling me that crappy place seemed stupid now. Plus, he hadn’t kept
me from getting employed and helped Jaxson with the off-gridders who had
threatened me. We were amost friends. Well, not quite. He didn’'t hate me, and |
didn’'t despise him, at least not anymore.

| stood, and the chair squeaked. Lucy spun around in her seat, eyes wide. “Do you
mind? Some of us are trying to get work done!” she snapped.

| didn't have a ton to do, granted it was my first week, and no one had assigned me
any surveillance or backgrounds to research. | held my tongue. | didn’'t need a new
enemy. | had enough of them from my past.

My boots clunked over the tile floor, and | sauntered over to Mason’s office. |
knocked on the open door, not wanting to barge in unannounced.

“Yes, Ariella?’ Mason glanced up from his computer. “What can | do for you?' He
didn’t sound thrilled that | was bothering him, but | needed to make sure the message
wasn't ajoke, and it wasreal.



“1 need you to see something that popped up on my computer,” | said. | didn’'t want
to elaborate. | wasn't sure who Hazel was to him, if anyone at all, and the doors were
al open. The guys could all hear our conversation. | was trying to be discreet, for his
sake.

His attention that had been on me briefly returned to his computer. His right hand
clicking and scrolling with the mouse. “Declan can help you if you're having
computer troubles.”

“You need to see this,” | said. When he didn’t glance up or get up | tried again. |
guess | did need to spell it out for him. “Do you know someone by the name of
Hazel? It sounds like she’ sin trouble.”

He leaped out of the chair like it was on fire and followed me to my desk. He
hunched forward, reading the message that remained on my screen.

“So?’ | asked.
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He studied the message for longer than necessary before he folded his arms across his
chest. “Track her phone from the text. You can do that, can't you?’ Apparently, it
was rhetorical. Before | could answer, he gave off orders. “Send me her coordinates.
If she’s near Chicago, like | think she is, then I'll call one of my buddies with the
U.S. Marshal’s office, Colton. He'll lend us ahand.”

“Will do.” | sat back down at the desk and opened up a new window as | started a
backend trace from the phone number where the text originated. Once | finished that,
| was able to ping its location off the cell towers. Sure enough, Chicago. | texted
Mason the information from within our private network.

“Send her atext back. Let her know to go along with it.”

| had no idea what Mason was talking about, but | relayed the message via text. |
opened up a second window as | accessed the surveillance cameras aong the
highway. The vehicle they were in was headed for O’ Hare International Airport.

“Where are you going?’ | said to myself as | watched the screen.

Footsteps thumped inside Mason’s office, and then the door slammed abruptly. Had |
been that loud? | opened my mouth to apologize, but it didn’t happen.

Mason was on the phone with someone. | could hear his muffled, gruff voice through
the wall. He was talking to someone, perhaps this person Colton who he had
mentioned earlier. How would the U.S. Marshals be able to help? What had Hazel
gotten herself into?



Hopefully, it wasn’'t a hoax, but the look that crossed Mason's face when he'd read
the message on my laptop—it had to be authentic and she was in danger.

| wanted to do more. | couldn’t let it go. | opened up the text message window for
Hazel and sent another reply.

Can you tell me what’ s going on?

Maybe | could offer more help if we had more information. They were heading to the
airport. If I knew what flight, perhaps | could hack into the ticketing system and put
them on the no-fly list.

Mason?

| swallowed the lump in my throat.

Yes.

| texted back a little too quickly. Hopefully, he wouldn’'t be upset that | lied. She
wouldn’t ever have to know. And if | could help, why shouldn’t | try?

What’ s my favorite color?

Shit. How was | supposed to know that? Was this a trick question? Radio silence. |
didn’t answer. She didn’t respond. | screwed up.

Mason swung open the office door and stepped into the hallway. “Quit sending texts
to Hazel. | can see everything on your monitor.”

My stomach tanked. Shit. From where he stood, he couldn’t see my computer screen.
The only explanation was that he decided to hack my computer. When had he done



that, after Hazel sent me the first message?

Mason threw on his coat and headed down the hall toward the front entrance.
“Answer her. Tell her rainbow,” Mason shouted to me over his shoulder.

Rainbow.

| breathed a sigh of relief. My fingers drummed against the desk. | waited for her to
answer while | kept an eye on the monitor. There were several surveillance cameras
outside the airport. The black sedan she was in passed through the last one with no
further exits. | linked into one of the satellite feeds, narrowed in on her coordinates. |
needed to be with her, to see what was going on.

Where the hell had Mason gone? Didn’t he want to watch? | shifted uncomfortably in
the seat, and Lucy glanced back over her shoulder at me, another death glare.

| grimaced but shrugged in response. | wasn't apologizing for my concern for Hazel
or the squeakiness of the chair.

Two black SUV's swerved toward the sedan, forcing the vehicle to come to an abrupt
halt. | held my breath, watched as four men jumped out with guns drawn, and yanked
open the back door. The feed turned snowy and went dead.
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Chapter Three
Hazel

With my head bent down, I’d been quietly texting on my cell phone, when Franco
spun around in his seat and yanked the phone from my grasp.

“Hey! Givethat back!” From the backseat | lurched forward.

Franco rolled down the window with the touch of a button and tossed my cell phone
out onto the highway.

“Y ou bastard!”

“You don't need a phone in Russia,” Franco said. He rolled the window back up.
From the side mirror | could see the smug look cross his face, pleased with his
actions toward me.

| wasn't going to Russia, but time was running out. We passed the last exit and drew
closer to the airport’s departures and arrivals. He didn’t seem the kind of guy that
would have us fly commercial, but it was along flight.

If he forced me into the airport, 1'd kick, fight, and threaten that | have a bomb,
anything to keep me from going with him. Why did he want me to go to Russia? Is
that where he lived? Did my brother even care that Franco was taking me out of the
country?



Two SUVs pulled up alongside us before one trapped the car at the front and the
other around the back. The driver sammed on the brakes to keep from colliding with
the SUV's. The sedan would have been no match.

Four men in street clothes, guns drawn, rushed at our vehicle.

One of them yanked the back door open—my saving grace.

“Hazel Agron, you're under arrest. Y ou have the right to remain silent.”

What the hell? | thought they were helping me?Go along with it. The words played
over in my mind. Was this Mason’ sidea of ajoke?

The man nearest to me dragged me out of the sedan and pushed me down onto the
asphalt, face first. He held my hands behind my back, incapacitating me as he
handcuffed me and read me my rights.

“Don’'t say anything!” Franco shouted at me.

Was he worried about himself or me? | doubted that he cared about what happened to
me. He could buy a new bride. He' d find someone else to replace me, and | was fine
with that.

The metal cuffs dug into my wrists as the man searched me for weapons before
hoisting me to my feet. He escorted me to the back of his SUV and shoved me inside,
handcuffs still on, my hands secured behind my back.

The man who had snapped on the cuffs was the first to speak. “Mason sent us.” He
shut the door and walked around to the opposite side before he climbed in beside me.
“Sorry about the theatrics, but we had to make it look convincing.”



“Can you get these off me?’

The SUV lurched forward, and he undid the cuffs. My wrists hurt from the metal. |
rubbed the marks, hoping they’d vanish. We circled the airport before heading for the
highway. “I’'m Colton Carr with the U.S. Marshals. We don’'t usually kidnap people
from thugs.”

“Maybe you should,” | said and laughed softly. “Thanks for saving my life.”

“Don’t thank us yet. Those guys won't just go away. |I've worked all my life to put
guys like that behind bars,” Colton said.

“Yeah.” | glanced out the window as we pulled onto the interstate. What was the
plan? Where would | go? “What happens now?’ | couldn’t go home. Nikolai would
hand me right back to Franco.

“We're taking you to a safe location.”

“Like witness protection?’ | asked. | could handle not talking to my brother ever
again.

“We'll get papers for you and set you up with a new identity. Agent Stanford and
Blakely will drive you across the country. It's too risky to put you on an airplane

right now, and | spoke with Mason. We both agree it's best if you're far from
Chicago.”

I’d fallen asleep.

Big mistake.
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The screech of tires woke me. A strong and heavy scent of smoke filled the car, as |
ducked in the backseat of the black SUV. | averted my stare.

Gunfire erupted from every side. The driver U.S. Marsha Stanford, who had been
rather quiet for the past severa hours, bled profusely from the chest, gasping and
moaning, struggling to breathe.

| couldn’t do much from the backseat. The second agent, U.S. Marshal Blakely, who
had been seated on the passenger side of the vehicle was now slumped over from a
bullet to the head.

The dark-haired driver gasped for breath. “Hold on,” he shouted, his foot stomping on
the gas as he steered us into the men with guns blazing, ramming into one of the
black SUV’s before backing up and doing it again.

My body jolted around in the SUV. My heart hammered in my chest.

The driver hit the vehicle's gas hard in reverse. | glanced over my shoulder out the
broken back window as we catapulted past the men, the vehicles, and kept going
away from the men who wanted me dead.

The pounding in my heart hadn’t ceased. The moment of agony stretching onward. |
wanted to escape, to reach for the door and throw myself outside into the unknown
and pray that | could outrun the bastards. Nearly twenty hours ago, they’ d wanted me
in their possession like property, and Franco wanted to marry me. Now bullets were
spraying al around me. It seemed he changed his mind about the arranged marriage.



While | wanted to be brave, | was terrified. Shaking profusely in the back of the
vehicle, | crawled onto the floor in a ball, sobbing as the SUV continued its course in
reverse. U.S. Marshal Stanford no longer gasped for breath. He too was slumped over
like U.S. Marshal Blakely, not offering me the least bit of protection.

| needed to get my shit together. | hadn’t come this far, escaped the Russian mafia
only to wind up dead in the middle of nowhere.

My arm stretched out in an attempt to unfasten the U.S. Marshal’s weapon. He no
longer had any use for it. My fingers stretched, fiddling with the holster from my
position on the floor, the vehicle still hauling backward toward who the hell knew
what. With a hard thud, the vehicle jolted and bounced, the suspension made me feel
like we were on a springboard.

What the hell did they hit? | didn't dare glance up. The men and their gunshots
sounded further in the distance, faded and forgotten. Except they wouldn’t have given
up unless he'd injured them and forced them unable to follow when he hit the
vehicles.

| couldn’t quite remember how many impacts | had felt, at least three. Had there been
four collisions? My body still jarred, my neck sore, and my stomach ached, but that
had more to do with terror than anything else.

| carefully peered up, glancing out the back window.

Shit. We were heading toward aravine.

“Stop! You have to stop the truck!” | didn’t know why | screamed it at Stanford. He

was dead. He couldn’t help me. His foot remained like lead on the pedal, refusing to
lighten up.



| couldn't tell how far the drop was, but the grass was gone, and there were
mountains in the distance. It didn’t look promising.

Forgoing the gun, | was out of time. | reached for the handle of the back door and
popped it open. The grass rushed by, the crisp winter air hit my cheeks. | had to do
thisif | wanted a chance at survival, and | did, more than anything. | wanted a second
chance at life.

| climbed with haste from the floor to position myself on the seat. | took two quick
breaths before flinging myself out of the vehicle, hearing the crunch of metal down
below.

| rolled as best | could out of the truck. My cheeks burned, my knees ached, and | had
aterrible headache, but | was dlive.

Gasping for breath, | lay staring up at the sky, grateful to still be alive.

After several seconds, | pulled myself from my reverie and stalked toward the ravine,
staring down at the ledge where the vehicle had gone. Down below, the SUV lay on
its ceiling, crushed. A part of me wanted to go down and make sure both U.S.
Marshals were dead, but | already knew the answer, they’d died saving my life.
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Chapter Four
Mason
It was the middle of the night. My phone buzzed, breaking me of sdeep and comfort.

“What?’ | wasn’'t amorning person, let alone a middie of the night wake my ass kind
of guy.

“It's Colton. We' ve got a problem.”

My stomach felt like it fell out. | ran a hand over my tired eyes and jumped out of
bed. In the dark, | grabbed clothes and rushed into the bathroom. “Shit.” | flipped on
the light, the brightness blinding. “What is it?’ | wasn't ready for whatever he was
about to spring on me. Hazel was supposed to be on her way to Eagle Tactical for our
protection. | had requested the best in Chicago, and that was Colton Carr.

“The U.S. Marshals were hit sometime in the past two hours. They didn’t call in like
they were supposed to, and their vehicle isn't moving. I've got GPS coordinates. |
need you to go check it out.”

“Why didn’t you escort her?’ | put my phone on speaker, yanked off my boxers, and
threw them at the wall. He should have been in the vehicle. “I called you, Colton. |
wasn't asking for the next best agents to help.”

“Stanford and Blakely are two of the best the Marshals service has to offer. Do you
want me to call the sheriff’s office? You should know the mafia is involved, the



Russian mob. They’ re going to keep trying to track her down.”

| tugged on a clean pair of boxers and jeans, then threw on a sweater. | grabbed the
phone and hurried with socks in my hand to fetch my shoes. | didn’t have a second to
spare. Hazel’ slife wasin danger. “I know that.”

“Let me know what you find,” Colton said.

“Yeah.” | hung up the call with Colton, grabbed my car keys, and dlipped on my
socks and boots before | headed for my truck. “Fucking Bastard,” | muttered under
my breath. | asked him to do one thing, why couldn’t he have listened?

The darkness of night enveloped the vast expanse of land, across the mountains and
down the valley. The night sky was speckled with stars, a beautiful sight if | wasn’tin
arush to find Hazel.

| Slowed as | approached the coordinates and pulled over to the side of the road. | left
the engine idle and the headlights on, unlocking the door. | stepped out onto the
street.

There was not another vehicle in sight for miles. Where the hell was the missing
SUV? Had it been picked up already by atow truck? That didn’t seem right or likely
on a Friday night. Especially if the vehicle had just recently been located.

| grabbed a flashlight from the truck and headed out into the field. Shining the light
ahead of me, searching for any sign of Hazel seemed an impossible task. She could
have been anywhere by now. She'd never been to Breckenridge. She wouldn’t know
how to find me.

My flashlight flickered, going out in the darkness.



“Damnit!” | threw the stupid flashlight into the distance but didn’t hear the thud |
expected. Instead of a soft landing on the grass and field, there was a clank on metal
in the distance.

| grabbed my phone from my pocket and used the flashlight feature to get a better
look at the sound that I’ d heard: a smashed-up vehicle in the ravine, crushed.

“Hazel!” | shouted and practically held my breath, listening for a response.

There were no noises from below. Darkness surrounded the vehicle. | carefully
catapulted down the side of the ravine, scaling the mountain. My boots slid under my
feet, forcing me to lose my balance, but | caught myself before landing on my ass.

I’d made it to the bottom of the ditch. | glanced up the mountainside. It would be hell
to climb back up but | could do it.

“Hazel?’ | called out into the night.

No response.

| approached the smashed vehicle, bullet holes covered the body of the SUV. “What
the hell happened?’

| crouched down, finding two male bodies. | checked them each for a pulse; neither
were alive. There was no sign of Hazel. That had to be good news. It meant she
survived the crash, right? Unless she’ d been gjected out the windshield. No, that was
a horrible thought. She had to be alive. Hazel was afighter.

| diadled Aiden. He would know what to do. | didn’t want to wake Jaxson. He had a
kid at home, and Lincoln had the restaurant. Declan would be useful in the office, so |
patched Aiden and Declan in on a conference call.



“What'sup?’ Aiden asked. He didn’t sound astired as | felt.
“Aren’t you just peachy?’ Declan yawned. “What’ s going on?”’
“l need help. It's regarding an off-the-books assignment.” | didn’'t wait for them to

answer. | headed back to my truck. Standing out in the field, searching for her wasn’t
doing alick of good.
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“You have my attention,” Aiden said.

| hadn’t wanted to involve them. | had hoped it could stay a private matter, but now it
was extending into Eagle Tactical business. “A friend of mineisin trouble. She lives
in Chicago, her father recently died, and it turns out her brother is head of the Russian

mob.
“Shit. Drop it on us light, why don’t you?’ Aiden joked.

| ignored his attempt at humor. | wasn't laughing. Hazel was out there, and men
hunted her if they hadn't found her already. “I contacted Colton Carr yesterday
afternoon when | received a message sent to our encrypted phone number. According
to Colton, Hazel was sold as part of an arranged marriage set up by her brother.” Bile
rose in my throat just thinking about it. “ Colton pulled her out of danger and put her
en route to us when the U.S. Marshals were run off the road and attacked.”

“Shit,” Declan muttered. “Do you think whoever was after her picked her up? Is this
arecovery mission?’

| ran a hand through my hair. “I hope not.” | tugged on the strands before dropping
my hand to my lap. “If we're lucky, she’s still out there, hiding, waiting for our help.”

“Tell me what you need,” Declan said.
The phone connected to the cars Bluetooth. | buckled myself and headed back onto

the road. Hazel wasn't just any girl; she was the first girl who I loved. | still was in
love with her, and everyone | had been with | always compared to her.



“Aside from finding Hazel?’ | gripped the steering wheel and did a U-turn, heading
toward my house. “I’m going back to my house.”

“Woke us up to tell us you were heading back to bed? Declan snorted. “Gee,
thanks.”

“I’ve got night vision equipment and thermal detectors that | can use to find her.
She's on foot, no more than two hours ahead of us. She would likely follow the road
which would lead to town, but it means she has to navigate the mountain.”

“We should be grateful it's not snowing. Hopefully, she has warm clothes and
doesn’t die of exposure,” Aiden said.

Great. Way to ruin my good mood. | hit the gas harder, needing to get home. If | were
lucky, I’d find her first before the men who wanted her dead.

It worried me that the only abandoned vehicle had been the one she’d drove inside.
Lined with bullet holes, the other vehicle, or vehicles for that matter, were still out
there. They hadn’t been run off the road and down in the ravine. Which meant the
men were at large, stalking Hazel like she was their prey.

“I’ll rendezvous with you at your place,” Aidan said. “Declan, head to the office.
Maybe you can pull up something that’ Il help us figure out what the hell is going on.”

If | found the men who were after Hazel first, I’d kill them with my bare hands.
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Chapter Five
Jaxson

I’d found it difficult to sleep, tossing and turning through all hours of the night.
Usually, | was dead to the world when | slept, but the smell of Ariella’ s sweet scent
mingled on my pillow and forced my mind to play over the night we shared.

Regret burned a hole in my stomach. | drowned in her spicy aroma, and while the
sheets didn’t reek of sex, unfortunately, it still smelled blissfully ofher. | buried my
head beneath the thick blanket.

| hated that | hadn’t told Ariella what she meant to me that night we shared, but now
it felt alifetime ago. Funny how afew days could change your life.

My cell phone buzzed on the nightstand. | pushed the blanket down and grumbled. |
was not ready to be awake for work. My phone screen lit up the pitch-black bedroom.
With an exhausted gaze, | felt for the phone and hit answer. Shoving it against my
ear, | shut my eyes, attempting to wake up, which seemed counterproductive.

“Eagle Tactical,” | said. The call coming in wasn't one of the guys, and at this
disgusting hour, it had to be aclient. “Thisis Jaxson Monroe. Can | help you?”’

“1 certainly hope so,” a deep gruff voice said. The man had athick accent, Ukrainian
or Russian. It was difficult to tell them apart. He cleared his throat. “I’d like to hire
you to find my wife.”



| sat up in bed and turned on the bedside lamp. “We don’t typically handle domestic
matters,” | said. | scooted to sit at the edge of the bed. My feet were planted firmly on
the floor. The ground was cold, and the air outside of the warm blankets gave me
goosebumps.

With the phone to my ear, | stood and headed straight for my dresser.

“Thisisn't a domestic matter. She was arrested yesterday morning. When | contacted
the authorities to have her bond posted and released, she was never brought in for
booking.”

He had my attention. “Do you believe the authorities are involved in her
disappearance?’ That sounded atad wild, even by my standards.

“No, that would be preposterous.”

| opened the drawer to my dresser, grabbed a fresh set of clothes, and tossed the items
to the bed. “It likely wasn't the authorities that picked up your wife.”

“That is precisely my concern. | have many enemies. | would hate to think they came
after my most prized possession. | can assure you that | will pay handsomely for her
return to me.”

While that was nice to know, it wasn't the only factor we considered. “Send me a
photograph of your wife, aong with her name and any distinguishing
attributes—body piercings, scars, or tattoos so that we can easily identify her.” | gave
the gentleman my email address to send the information to me. “I’d aso like to meet
you.” It was a requirement. Anyone that | hired as a client, | needed to know they
were clean and not thwarting an active investigation.

“Of course. How does noon sound?’



| gave him Eagle Tactical’s address and took his name and phone number before |
hung up. | showered and dressed in a hurry, shoved my phone into my back pocket,
and shut off the lights to my bedroom. Coming down the back stairwell direct to the
kitchen, | put on a pot of coffee. | was going to need the extra jolt to stay awake
today.

My body was sluggish, and | couldn’t afford my mind to feel the same. Staring at the
coffee maker, waiting for it to drip into the pot, the hiss of the water heating filled my
foggy head.

“Who would kidnap a woman, pretend to be the authorities, and arrest her?’ | said to
myself. | leaned on the counter. It didn’t make sense. My gut instinct had me second-
guess everything the man said over the phone.

As soon as | received communication with him, | could track his phone, run a
background check, and make sure he had nothing to hide. It was what we did with all
our clients that involved missing persons or abductions. In most cases, a spouse was
involved or if it was a child, the parents. We didn’t inform the parents or spouse that
we looked into their financial, background, and past transgressions.

Soft footsteps pattered down the back stairwell. | straightened up, expelled a heavy
breath. | could feel her presence, smell her sweet scent from across the room. Ariella
had awoken. “Did | wake you?’ | hadn’t intended the question to come out sharp and
rough, but lack of sleep had done mein. | wasn't amorning person without a solid six
hours of sleep. I’d had far less, especially during training involving sleep deprivation
and combat situations. This was neither of those, thankfully.

“No. | couldn’t sleep. Isthe coffee ready?’ she asked.

| grabbed two mugs from the cabinet, flipping them over and placing them right side
up. “Almost.” The coffee maker brewed and gurgled. Steam wafted from the back of



the unit. It wasn’t high tech or fancy, but it made a mean cup of coffee in a pretty
decent amount of time. | hated to be kept waiting for my morning brew.

The last of the coffee dripped into the pot, and | poured two cups. | turned around and
handed her a mug.

“Thank you,” she whispered, staring at me.

| tried not to stare at her in the baggy flannel bottoms or the white t-shirt that clung to
her breasts and revealed her nipples through her shirt. | failed miserably.

Her eyes widened, and she adjusted her shirt, one arm over her ample breasts, the
other hand bringing the mug to her lips for her coffee.

| wanted to apologize; | knew | should have said something. Instead, | glanced away,
ran a hand through my morning hair, and pointed at the fridge. “Help yourself. | have

to leave early this morning and get a head start on a new client.”

“Oh. Anything | can help with?” Her eyes were full of promise and hope.
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“No. There’s no sense in you coming into work early. I'll run the background check
this morning. When you get into the office, we'll see what we can have you work

on.

She sipped her coffee, holding the mug to her lips as she took a long, slow gulp. “I
don’t mind coming in early.”

“That's not a good idea.” The two of us aone together, at the office, | had wild
thoughts that involved bending her over my desk, lifting her skirt, and having my way
with her. Down boy. | needed to cool it before she withessed my arousal.

Her brow furrowed and her bottom lip jutted out. “Well, maybe it’s not up to you.”
She put her coffee mug down hard and splashed remnants of what remained in her
cup.

She got my attention. “Excuse me?’ | stepped closer and stared down into those
intense green eyes, an olive hue that sucked me in every time.

“1 work for Eagle Tactical, not just you,” she said. Her lips firm and her jaw tight.

Desire made me want to lean down, wrap an arm around her waist and pull her tight
against my skin. | imagined lifting her jaw with my thumb, guiding her lips to mine.
We were just inches apart. Could she feel the heat radiate off my body and onto hers?

| ran a hand along the back of my neck and took a step back to recover from the
fantasy. It couldn’t happen. It shouldn’t happen. She was my employee, and while |
had feelings for her, we'd made a commitment that we wouldn’t act on those desires.



| needed to respect that. | could use a cold shower.

“Did | do something to pissyou off?’ Ariella asked.

11 Y%."
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Chapter Six
Hazel

The sky had grown dark, the distant sound of wild animals rustled through the grass. |
kept in the meadow, the road just a few feet away, but | wouldn’t walk on the paved
surface.

Every time a car drove by, | stopped and ducked, laying against the grass, hiding
from the men who were out searching for me, the same men who killed the U.S.
Marshals. Was it Franco or one of his goons? Either way, | wasn't safe.

My feet hurt and were blistered. | couldn’t remove my shoes though, that would be
even more painful and stupid.

| hadn’t anticipated that the U.S. Marshals would end up dead. Thiswas al my fauilt.

| wrapped my arms around myself, the steep incline up the mountain difficult on my
city girl calves. | was not in shape, at least not for a hike of this magnitude. | was out
of breath.

The higher | climbed; the more snow covered the route.

The sound of tires on gravel and sludge forced me to freeze. Someone was coming.

Was it Franco? | ducked down and held completely still, the forest surrounding me,
allowing the vehicle to pass by as | went unnoticed by the driver.



The truck sped along the slushy snow and gravel road up the mountain. In the
distance, through the forest a porch light flickered. | went off the road and through
the brush, branches crunching under my feet. | needed to take the shortcut. It was the
only way to get out of the cold as fast as possible.

From my crouched position, | watched with fascination as a man stepped out from his
truck and stood outside the building. It was too big to be a house. It wasn't possible
for him to see me. | took several more steps forward.

He couldn’t know | was out here, right? My stomach flopped, and | wiped the sweat
from my palms on my jeans.

He was nothing more than a silhouette, a handsome one at that from what | could tell,
but it was dark, and within a few short moments, he had gone inside. | hovered near
the forest entrance and stepped into the slick, snowy muck. My shoes sunk into the
dampness as | approached the building with a darkened sign that read ‘ Lumberjack
Shack.’

Outside, two vehicles were parked. Was it the owner and a staff member? It didn’t
look open, but it was also very late or incredibly early, depending on how you looked
at it. | hurried toward the entrance and tried the door, curious if they kept it locked.

It didn’t budge. | peered into the window; the chairs were situated upside down on the
tables. The place was closed for the night. Would they be opening soon? The sun
might not come up for afew more hours, but if they served coffee and breakfast, then
they would open.

The front door flung open, and | jumped, startled. It wasn't one of the men after me.
One glance at the gentleman, and he looked every bit of a mountain man with his
thick beard and aflannel shirt. “Y ou amost gave me a heart attack!” | said.



“Me? You're the one peeking in through my windows.” He studied me before
glancing at the near-empty parking lot. “No car?’

There was no point in lying to him. “I walked.” | wrapped my arms around myself,
feeling tiny compared to his size and stance. He could easily overpower me, but his
eyes shined with mirth. He didn’t look scary, not like Franco.

“Comein, out of the cold,” he said.
| didn’t wait for him to ask twice or second guess himself. | followed on his heel and
joined him inside. | exhaled a loud, long breath, the warmth of the building aready

soothing my aching and tender muscles.

The restaurant was dimly lit, and he fixed that right away, making my eyes hurt. |
shielded my gaze until | adjusted to the brightness.

“You look like you could use ameal and maybe a shower,” he said.

Yeah, | wasn't taking my clothes off. Fat chance of that, buddy. “Coffee sounds
good.” | needed caffeine to keep me awake. I’d slept maybe an hour or two max in
the car on the ride across the country. Had | known what would have gone down, I’'d
have tried sleeping more.

“I’m Lincoln,” he said, introducing himself.

| stared at him, debating on whether | should give my name or lie. “Ashley Sinclair.”
Thelie dlipped out before | could even stop myself if | wanted to.

“It's nice to meet you, Ashley Sinclair.” His eyes were tight, narrow as he headed
behind the counter to put on a pot of coffee.



| followed, my feet leaving a mess of snow and ice on the inside of the restaurant
floor. Lincoln would hate me. He' d hate me more when he realized | couldn’t pay for
the coffee. “Actually, | could just use a glass of water.”

| didn't even have a dollar to my name. My wallet and possessions were back with
Franco. Everything | owned had been left behind.

“You look like you've been through a lot today. Coffee is on the house,” Lincoln
said.

“Really?’ | couldn’'t believe he was nice just to be kind. People in Chicago weren’t
genuinely nice unless they wanted something, and it was to their benefit.
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“Y ou remind me of someone,” he said.
| climbed onto the stool to sit at the counter. “Well, | can assure you we' ve never met.

I’ve never been to—where am | exactly?’ I'd been on my way to Mason at Eagle
Tactical, but all | remembered was that it was somewhere in Montana.

“You really are in trouble if you don’'t know what town you're in,” Lincoln said. He
grabbed a mug and poured me a cup of coffee. “Cream and sugar?’

“Yes, please.” He grabbed a handful of prepackaged creamers and sugar from under
the counter.

“Thank you.” | opened and dumped in two creamers before adding four packets of
sugar.

“Holy cow, you have a sweet tooth.” He laughed and ran a hand along his jaw. “Not
sure |’ ve ever seen someone use that much sugar in asingle cup of coffee.”

Had that been rude of me to do that without trying his coffee first? Wasn't all coffee
the same: bitter and strong?

His cell phone buzzed, and he reached into his pants pocket. His brow furrowed as he
answered a text message.

“Girlfriend?’ | asked. He looked puzzled. Maybe she was mad that he wasn't in bed
at this hour?



“No. Uh, my second job.”
“Oh.” | held the warm cup between both my hands, blowing on it softly before
bringing the steaming mug to my lips. | inhaled the heat before letting my lips graze

the porcelain. “ So, you work here part-time?’

“l own the place,” Lincoln said. He put his phone away, shoving it back into his
pocket. “Y ou said your name was Ashley?”’

“Yeah, that's right.” | took another swig of my coffee to keep myself preoccupied. It
was easier to lie when | didn’t have to face the man who had whisked me out of the

cold and warmed me up.

“Did you get separated from someone?’ Lincoln asked. He poured himself a cup of
coffee, black. “I can’'t fathom why you’ d be out in the cold without a car.”

“1 live just down the road.”

Lincoln smiled. “Of course. You probably come here all the time. | just have a
terrible memory. A side effect of serving in the war.”

| took another sip, my stomach grumbled from hunger.

“How do you like your eggs?’ Lincoln asked.

“What'sthat?’ Had he heard my obnoxious stomach growl too?

“I’m going to make you something to eat, and while I'd ordinarily offer pancakes,

I’m betting you could use the extra protein. You look like you walked for miles
outside. Am | right?’



Was it that obvious that | wasin trouble? | covered my face with my hand. “I just got
a little turned around coming from my house.” Another lie. How easily they slipped
out.

“Right. How do you like those eggs? I’ m going to make mine scrambled.”

My mouth watered at the thought of food. It wasn't even being prepared yet, and
already my senses could imagine the taste. “ That sounds delicious.”

“I’ll be right back,” Lincoln said, heading to the kitchen.

| turned in my seat, keeping an eye on the door. | wanted to be aert and prepared in
case the men who had run us off the road and shot at the SUV came back for me. |
hadn’'t seen them since | had escaped out of the vehicle and jumped out before the
SUV plunged down into the ravine. Did they presume | was dead?

Did Mason think | was dead? As much as I’ d stalked him online, | hadn’t been ableto
find out if he was single or had ever married. There wasn't much about him outside
of the obvious fact that he'd served in the army specia forces, and now was part
owner of Eagle Tactical. It was amost like he wanted people to know that about him,
and that was it.

| sipped the last of my coffee, desperate for another cup. | slid off the stool and came
around behind the counter. Lincoln was busy in the kitchen. Hopefully, he wouldn’t
mind me intruding for a second cup.

The bell on the door rang as someone opened the door and headed inside. | ducked
behind the counter and snapped my mouth shut.

“Hello?’ a thick Russian accent reverberated through the restaurant. His voice
boomed and echoed with each heavy step he took.



Fuck!

A second set of steps separate from the man who spoke approached the counter. “Can
we get some service? Another Russian said. He smacked the top of the counter and

lifted the cup that I d just poured.
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Chapter Seven
Mason

| pulled up in the parking lot after hearing back from Lincoln that a strange girl had
shown up at the restaurant. It had to be Hazel. Who else would have wandered there
on foot in the middle of the night? His text had been brief but detailed enough to
indicate the girl wasin trouble.

| needed to catch him up to speed, but that would wait. | parked next to an unfamiliar
SUV and stepped out of my truck.

Bullet holes lined the outside body of the SUV. | grabbed my gun and hurried around
to the back of the restaurant, through the door that had been left unlocked for
deliveries. The sun hadn't risen yet, but the delivery trucks usually came before the
restaurant opened with customers.

| tore inside, gun drawn, through the kitchen meeting Lincoln.
“Where is she?’

“Can we get some service?’ athick Russian accent echoed from the other side of the
door.

“Out there,” Lincoln said. He reached beneath the kitchen counter and grabbed his
spare gun. “| left her for five minutes to make breakfast, | swear—”



| held up ahand for him to be quiet. They mustn’'t have seen her, or they’ d have taken
her and left already.

| grabbed a serving tray and used it to hide my gun. Lincoln followed directly behind
me so they wouldn’t see his weapon either.

“Can | help you, gentleman?’ | asked, stepping out from the kitchen. | tried to ignore
the bright auburn hair nestled in the crook of the counter, hidden out of sight. She
trembled on the floor, her body tight like a peanut, like in one of those drills we
learned back in elementary school. “Kitchen isn’t open yet. We can get you coffee to

go.

The men exchanged wayward glances. “What kind of restaurant isn’'t open for
breakfast?’

“The kind that doesn’'t serve—breakfast,” Lincoln said between gritted teeth. His
hands were clenched at his sides as he came around my side to block the entrance to
the kitchen and behind the counter where Hazel had stashed herself.

Had she seen the men coming? How had she known to hide?
“Know where | might find a bed?’ the man with thinning black hair asked. His
muscles protruded from his shirt. Why the hell wasn't he wearing a coat? What idiot

ran around in winter without a jacket on?

“There’s no vacancy this side of the mountain,” | said. | didn’'t want either man
staying in town.

“Right.” They exchanged a quick cursory glance before lifting their weapons. Guns
drawn toward us, bullets flew through the air.



| ducked by the counter and scooted behind it with Hazel. Her eyes met mine. |
gestured for her to stay down.

Lincoln fired off a round of shots, and | stood from behind the counter, doing the
same, landing severa blows to their chest and then afinal kill shot to the head.

“Shit,” Lincoln muttered, coming around to kick the guns away from their hands. He
felt their pulse, a habit of never being too careful, just to make sure they were as dead
as they looked. “ Do you think insurance covers the damage?’

| laughed under my breath. That was his biggest concern?

| helped Hazel stand. She trembled in my arms, her eyes wide, full of terror. “It's
okay. You're safe now,” | said. “They can’t hurt you.”

“I’m not worried about them,” Hazel whispered. “It’s Franco who I’ m afraid of.”

“Get her out of here,” Lincoln said. “Take her to Eagle Tactical. I'll clean up this
mess and phone the local sheriff.”

“He' s going to want all of our statements.” While | wanted to protect Hazel, | wasn’t
going to break the law for her either. We had killed two men in self-defense, but she
was a witness and the reason the men had been in the restaurant. We couldn’t leave
her out of the story. Besides, the sheriff and | had a good relationship. We consulted
for the local police department from time to time, helped them when they needed
assistance. It would be wise to let them know what they were in for. It was possible
that this wasn’'t anywhere close to being over.

“Yes, | know.” Lincoln shooed us out of the restaurant. “I’ll tell him to come by your
office. Just get her out of here and keep her out of danger.”



| glanced out the window, making sure there weren't any other vehicles or men
loitering outside before | opened the door and led her out to my truck.

“Thanks for saving my life,” Hazel said.

| tried not to stare at her, but damn it was hard. | hadn’t seen her in over a decade. |
grinned like a damned idiot and opened the truck door. “Hop in.” Gosh, it was good
to see her again. Though I’ d have preferred it to be under different circumstances.
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| offered her a hand as she struggled with making it up on the running board. Once
inside the truck, | shut the door and hurried around to the driver’s side. | climbed in,
pulled out of the lot, and kept my attention on the road. | made sure that no one
followed us.

“How have you been? Well, | mean minus al this,” | said. What a stupid question.
Since when did | become a bumbling fool around the ladies? Hazel had captured my
interest and my heart in high school. We'd gone to boarding school together in
Chicago. While my parents had lived in Montana, 1'd gotten into a mountain of
trouble, and they’d sent me to live with my Grandma in Chicago. That hadn’t lasted.
Two weeks with her and | had the option of attending military school or boarding
school.

Hazel sighed long and loud. Her stare was on me the entire time.
“Do | have something on my face?’ | asked. | rubbed at my forehead.

“No. It'sjust, | haven't seen you in so long. | want to hug you and then hit you for
breaking my heart,” Hazel said.

What? When had | broken her heart? | tried mulling it over, but my attention was
quickly diverted when a black town car headed north up the road. On instinct, |
reached out and guided her head down so that as the vehicle passed up, they wouldn’t
see her face.

“More Russians?’ Hazel’ s voice trembled.



They didn’t look like the goons from earlier, but it was still peculiar to see anyone
who wasn’t alocal at this hour.

| waited until the vehicle passed to answer. “I don’t think they were with the guys
back there at the restaurant.” There were guests who stayed at the resort and came up
to the restaurant or hiked on the local trails, but that didn't happen until daylight.
Something felt amiss, but | didn’t want to worry her either.

The sun was amost about to peek from the horizon. | stomped on the gas. It would be
easier to move in the dark. Daylight would make Hazel stand out with that fiery
auburn hair. 1I'd have to send Ariella to the store to pick up hair dye and probably a
few other necessities for Hazel. One thing at a time. The first was making sure she
survived.

| pulled up out front of Eagle Tactical and rushed her inside the building, securing the
deadbolt the moment we were inside. “Come with me.” | led her down the hallway
and to my office. | didn’t want her anywhere near the entrance, and while there was a
backdoor, it wasn't easily accessible with the snow and ice along the path leading up
to it. No one ever shoveled the back walk.

She followed me into my office, her footsteps soft and invisible against the tile as my
strides were loud and forceful, as | announced my presence.

Aiden and Declan poked their heads out of their respective offices. “Good morning,”
they said in unison.

“Thisis Hazel. Hazel, meet Aiden, Declan.” | said, introducing them.

“Glad you made it in time to the restaurant,” Declan said. “Lincoln texted us the
firefight was over, or we' d have sprinted over to help.”



“We had it handled.” We weren’t outmatched or outgunned. I'd been through worse
countless times. “I’m going to take Hazel into my office, chat with her in private for a
few minutes. The sheriff will come by in a bit for our statements. Let him in, would
you? Also, keep the door locked. We can't be too careful .”

| didn’t wait for their answer. | shut the office door aimost in their faces. They took a
knowing step back; | was in charge since this was my case. Hazel was a
priority,mypriority.

“Have a seat,” | said, offering her the sofa in the corner. | approached the storage
cabinet and fumbled through a few trinkets before landing on one that would have to
do.

“What are you looking for?’ she asked.

| showed her the golden bangle, dliding it on past her hand, letting it dangle on her
Wrist.

“I’m more of asilver kind of girl,” Hazel said.

“Keep that on until everything is resolved with Franco. Okay?’ We didn’'t have much
in terms of tracking devices upstairs.

The basement housed our surveillance equipment, specialty gadgets, and a high-end
server with a faraday cage to keep hackers out while we were able to infiltrate even
the toughest security. We also had weapons locked away, but we'd made an
agreement early on that only those of us who worked for Eagle Tactical would be the
only ones to know about the basement or what was down there.

| wasn't ready to leave Hazel unattended, even to go downstairs and search for a
different style of tracking device. The bangle would suffice, and it looked good on



her.

She stared at the bracelet on her wrist. A faint smile played at the corner of her lips.
“If I'd have known you were going to give me jewelry, I'd have visited you a lot
sooner.”

| turned the desk chair around and slunk into the leather, facing her. “It’s a tracking
device. Aslong asyou’'re wearing it, you'll be safe.”

“lsn’t it rather obvious?’ She thrust her arm at me, the bracelet swinging on her wrist.
“It’ s not very discreet.”

We had discreet high-tech trackers, but the fact was | wasn't letting her out of my
sight. It was a formality, just in case something happened. “It doesn’t have to be. I'm
not letting Franco anywhere near you.” | sat across from her, clasped my hands
together in my lap. “1 want to know everything about the bastard. Lay it on me, all of
it.”

Her fingers played with the bracelet as she spoke. “I don’t know much about him. My
brother, the new head of the Russian mafia, sold me to his second in command.”

“He sold you?’ My fists clenched, and | stood disgusted with any man who thought a
woman was his property. | couldn’t sit still; my legs wouldn’t allow it. | paced the
length of my office, practically wearing a hole in the tile. “Keep going.” | needed
more details. Asmuch asit sickened me to hear it, | wanted to knoweverything.
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“Nikolai thought it was high time | marry and arranged the purchase to Franco
lvanov.”

| stopped pacing when | recognized the withdrawn and hesitant ook cross her face. |
bent down, clasping her one hand in mine, and with my other hand, | brought my
fingers into her bright red tresses, guiding her chin to meet my stare. “I will not let
anything happen to you. | promise you, Hazel, you' re safe with me.”

“I’ll never be safe again,” she rasped. “Franco won't stop looking for me.” Her hands
trembled, and she pulled away to wipe the salty tears that glistened at the corners of
her eyes. “I mean, maybe he will, but if that’s the case, it’'s only because he wants me
dead. They killed two U.S. Marshals, Mason. Men like that don’t stop. They’ll never
give up searching for me. | wouldn’t be surprised if Franco demands his men return
me—dead or alive.”

| wouldn't let that happen to Hazel. She meant too much to me, and besides, it was
my job to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. “First, you're going to have
to speak with the sheriff. When you're done, I’m going to have you relocated and a
protective detail with you at all times.”

“1 thought | was staying here.” Hazel patted the sofa. “1 can sleep here. It's redly no
big deal.”

Was she ridiculous? While we had decent security at Eagle Tactical, it was a prime
location for Franco to search for her.

We couldn’t house her with one of our Eagle Tactical members, which was against



protocol, and she had indirectly hired me when she reached out requesting help.
Besides, | couldn’t watch her twenty-four seven. It would be better for her sake to
have the entire team helping her.

Jaxson swung the door open, oblivious to what was happening. He hadn’t been kept
in the loop, and that was my fault. His brow furrowed, pointing at Hazel.

“We have a new client,” Jaxson said. “He called this morning and hired us for our
servicesto find his missing wife. I'm sorry. We haven’'t met. I’ m Jaxson Monroe.”

“Ashley Sinclair,” Hazel said with aforced grin as she held out her hand.
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Chapter Eight
Jaxson
“How nice to meet you, Ms. Sinclair,” | said and stepped closer, offering out my
hand. One glance at her, and without a doubt, | recognized her from the picture on my

phone as Hazel Agron.

What was Mason doing with her? “Can | have a word with you, alone?’ | asked
Mason.

“Sure. I'll just be asec,” he said to the woman seated on the sofain his office.

| stepped out into the hallway and gestured for him to come into my office. | forced
the door closed harder than intended. It slammed.

“Something on your mind?’ Mason asked. It was just the two of us.

“That girl you think you're protecting, she’'s not who she says she is.” Why was
Hazel in his office lying about her identity? Did Mason realize that he'd been
deceived?

| wanted to be reasonable. | was still running background on Nikolai aswell as Hazel.
The information had been squeaky clean for both of them. Not so much as a parking

ticket.

Mason’'s eyes shined and the corners of his lips curved upward. “I know that, but how



do you know that?’ he asked.

| slumped into my plush office chair and dlid it around to face Mason. “Have a seat.”
| gestured to the empty seat in my office.

He exhaled loudly through his nose and sat down. “What’ s going on, Jaxson?’

“1 received a call early this morning from a new client requesting our help in locating
his missing wife.”

“Missing wife? Tell me you didn’t hire him.” Mason leaned forward on his knees, his
head in his hands. “Did you miss what happened with your girlfriend yesterday
morning?’

My jaw clenched and my hands bunched at my side into fists. “She’s not my
girlfriend, and no, | was busy running background checks for Blue Sky Resort, again.
I’m surprised they hired us after the last time with Ariella”

Hunched forward, his elbows on his knees, he ran a hand through his short, cropped
hair. “Please tell me we didn’t take the Russian mob on as aclient,” Mason said.

What the hell was he talking about? “She’'s with the Russian mafia?’ 1’d done
preliminary searches, and everything had come back squeaky clean. My specialty was
in the field. | wasn’'t a hacker. | didn't know how to access what wasn't easily
accessible. Declan was the go-to guy for that, and Ariella, | had a feeling she could
probably keep up with him with her former C.I.A. training.

| shouldn’t have turned Ariella’ s offer down earlier that morning. I’ d been foolish and
self-indulgent.

“She’s not willingly with the Russian mafia,” Mason said and cleared his throat.



“Hazel’ s brother is the head of the mob in Chicago. I’m guessing you already know
that’s her real name.”

We didn’t keep secrets from one another. “Why didn’'t you tell me you accepted her
call for help?’ | didn’t like the position that this put our team in; hiring both sides
wasn't advisable. We weren't mediators, and this was the mafia we were dealing
with, not a messy divorce.

“ Aiden and Declan already know,” Mason said. He held out his hands, palms upward.
“Lincoln knowstoo.”

“Lincoln?’ | stood, the chair squeaking as it did behind me. “Why am | the last to
know?’

“Because you have your head so far up your ass, Monroe. You buried yourself in
your office to avoid the hottie out there,” Mason said, pointing at the door. “If you
spent five minutes not being narcissistic, then you would have seen what’s right
under your nose.”

It was a good thing Mason wasn't my employee and we were equals or I'd have fired
his ass and thrown him out the front door. “Y ou’'re out of line, Reid.” If he was going
to call me by my last name, two could play at that game.

A soft knock rapped at the door. “What?’ | shouted and yanked the office door open.
Ariella stood on the other side, her eyes wide as she averted her stare from me to
Mason.

“Don’'t shoot the messenger,” she said, “but the sheriff is here for your statement,
Mason.”

“Y our statement? What the hell, Mason?’ How much had | missed?



Mason stood and brushed past me without another word. He led Sheriff Nelson into
his office and shut the door behind him.

“What the hell is going on?’ | asked. Declan and Aiden had disappeared down the
hall, and Ariella slunk into the seat at her desk, attempting to look small and invisible,
“Ariella?’ | wanted someone to tell me what the hell 1'd missed. It seemed she knew
about Hazel. What else did she know?

“Yes?' her voice squeaked as she met my stare.
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“My office, now.” | stomped into my office and didn’t turn around. | could hear her
soft footsteps as they fell against the floor. She left the office door open and probably
hoped Declan or Aiden might save her ass.

“What can | do for you?’ Ariella asked. She stood with her arms tight against her
side, her shoulders slumped.

“Have aseat.”
“Areyou firing me?’

“What?" | laughed under my breath at the absurdity of her question. “Do | have a
reason to fire you?’ Had she done something that | wasn’t aware of yet?

She didn’t move from her position on the floor just a few feet away. Her body was
practically a statue, except for the dlight tremble.

“l don’'t believe so,” she stammered.

“Good.” | pinched the bridge of my nose. Five seconds and she was giving me a
headache. Maybe | was blaming her for something that wasn’t her fault. She didn’t
know the mess I’ d gotten Eagle Tactical involved in by accepting Franco as a client.
Shit. Franco. He planned on coming to the office around noon. “I need your help.”

She nodded but didn’t say aword.

“The minute the sheriff is done with his interview, | need you to take Hazel to the



resort.”

“Blue Sky Resort?’ Ariella asked. Dread crossed her face. She looked like she might
be sick.

“You can do that, can’t you? | need you to rent aroom. No one will think anything of
it since no one knows you work for us.” It would be an easy solution for the time
being. | needed to get Hazel out of the office and some place safe.

“l—yeah, | can do that.” Sherolled her lipstight between her teeth.

| didn’'t imagine it would be easy for her to step foot back in the resort that had fired
her and where she’' d been assaulted. The job itself wasn't easy.

“l don't think Mason is going to want to leave her side,” Ariella said. “They have
some type of past connection, history together.”

“They do?’ She knew more about Hazel than | did. “What else do you know?’

She appeared to relax under my scrutiny. Ariella took another step and came to sit
down in the chair that Mason had vacated a few minutes prior. “Hazel reached out to
him for help,” Ariellasaid. “Maybe | should start from the beginning.”

“That would be good.” | perched myself at the edge of the wooden desk and listened
to her recant how she'd received a message on her laptop and that Mason had been
involved in contacting the U.S. Marshal’s office, someone by the name of Colton to
help extract her.

| knew Colton. We' d served in the military together.

“Stay here,” | said and headed out into the hallway and to Aiden’s office for the safe



stashed in the wall, hidden away in the closet.

Aiden and Declan went silent the minute | stepped into their office. “Don’t mind me,”
| said and went right for the safe.

“Something we can help you with?’ Declan asked.

“Yes. | need to get Ariella a credit card to get a room and check-in early at the
resort,” | said. | opened the safe and flipped through the materials that were available,

“And you don’t think whoever runs the check-in desk will notice she’'s using a fake
name?’ Declan grinned. “Are you trying to set her up to get arrested?’

Shit. “No.” The hotel would require a credit card for incidentals when checking in.
“I’ll book the room online and have her check-in and use her own card.”

Aiden shook his head. “Y ou’re getting sloppy.”

It was the lack of sleep. | didn't do my best work after being up all night. “I didn’'t
sleep well last night.”

Declan and Aiden exchanged a glance.

“What?’ | growled at the two of them.

“Your sexua frustration is killing all of us. Please, go home. Shower, sleep, bluff the
squirrel,” Declan said.
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| choked out a laugh, embarrassed. | couldn’t believe what they suggested. My glance
shot out toward the open door and Ariella, who had stepped out into the hallway.
Fuck me. I'd pretend she didn't hear what Declan said because | wished | hadn’t
heard it.

Her footsteps grew louder as she knocked on the open door.

“1 thought | told you to stay in my office?’ | threw my arms up into the air. “Why
does no one listen to me around here?’ | stomped past Ariella on the way out of
Declan’s office.

Aridlladidn’t move.
“Areyou coming?’ | shouted over my shoulder.

“Do | have to?’ | heard her mutter under her breath. My cell phone buzzed in my
pocket. | grunted and held up afinger to tell her to hold on a second while | checked
thecaler ID. It was Skylar.

It was like she knew when | was busy and had to call and pester me. What now? |
couldn’t deal with her. | rejected her call, took along slow breath to regroup. | turned
around to yell a Ariella to hurry up when | discovered she had already followed,
silent and practically invisible on my heel.

| stopped abruptly when | turned around to face her, and she nearly slammed into my
chest. Her reflexes were fast catching herself before we collided. | amost wished she
had knocked into me. It would have given me an excuse to touch her.



“I’'m going to pay for your room in advance over the internet. If anyone asks,
including Emma, tell her that you' re staying at the resort until insurance is figured out
with your house,” | said. She needed to be prepared for questions, especialy
returning to Blue Sky Resort.

“I’ve got it handled. Don’'t worry,” she said, giving me a reassuring smile. She
reached out and rested a hand on my arm. “Are you okay?’ her voice was soft and
sweet like honey. | wanted to pull her against me, touch her, taste her, and let the
agony that filled my heart disappear.

“Just tired,” | said. Her touch was soft yet firm. | pulled away. We couldn’t do that or
be that for each other.

She shuffled her feet. It was the most I’d seen her move all morning. “1 didn’'t hear
|zzie last night. Did she keep you up? | must have slept through it.”

“It wasn't 1zzie” | didn’'t elaborate. How could 1? The smell of her scent on my
pillow kept me awake al night. She'd think | was crazy if | told her the truth. Maybe
| was going slowly insane, needing my next fix ofher.

| hadn’t ever felt the desire as strong as | did now, a deep ache that tore away at me
every second that | couldn’t touch her or be with her. We'd only shared one night
together. It had been wonderful, but | had to push it out of my head. Exhaustion had
crept over me and made me desperate.
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Chapter Nine

Aridla

Why hadn’t Jaxson been able to sleep? If it wasn't 1zzie, what had kept him up at
night? I’d slept great, the guest room hadn’t been as cozy as the first night that | had
curled up under his sheets, and he'd held me, but neither of us spoke about that
incident. He' d been there to look after me, that was all.

“l promise I’'ll be out of your house soon,” | said.

“Good,” he said, histone gruff. He rubbed at his jaw, not able to meet my stare.

“Did | do something to piss you off? Because if | remember correctly, | should be
mad at you. Not the other way around.”

That caught his attention. His gaze fell down to my eyes and then my lips.

Had the heat come on? The room was several degrees warmer than it had been just a
few minutes earlier.

Jaxson didn't answer me. He didn't say a word. He didn't have to. His brow
furrowed, and his eyes looked tired.

“l shouldn’t have said anything,” | muttered under my breath. 1'd probably just gone
and made things alot worse for the two of us.



“No,” he said, his voice hoarse. He grabbed my arm and pulled me closer, invading
my personal space.

| struggled not to meet his stern gaze that studied me. What was he thinking? My
breathing came out in soft, shallow breaths. His proximity was all it took to further
heighten my senses. A simple touch of his hand sent a spark of lightning through my
body, warming me, creating an ache of need that I’ d squashed down to nothingness.

“1 want you to talk to me, Freckles.”

Hearing him use the nickname he’d given me was my undoing. | couldn’t stand there
in front of him and pretend that everything would be al right. It wasn’t fine. My heart
ached beyond measure. He'd left in the middle of the night after our first intimate
night together. There' d been no note, no discussion later of it.

“Was | just agirl you wanted to get into bed?’ | hadn’t intended the question to come
out quite so harshly.

Jaxson took a step back like I’d slapped him. His eyes widened, and he ran a hand
through his hair. “Come with me,” he commanded.

“Are you always this grumpy?’ | snipped, irritated that every second | spent time
with him, he’'d grown to be a different person. Was this what he was like at work?
How did the guys stand it?

He quirked an eyebrow, not looking the least bit amused by my question. “I’m not the
grumpy one,” he retorted. He grabbed my hand, tugged me into his office, and shut
the door abruptly at my heels, his hands letting go of mine.

| tried not to jump when he' d startled me, but | wasn't great at hiding my emotions or
reactions, apparently. “What are you doing?’ | didn’'t feel in danger or threatened, but



Jaxson also hadn’t been himsdlf, at least what | knew of him.

“We need to talk.” He gestured for me to come closer while he perched himself at the
edge of his desk.

| stood, arms folded, staring at him. | wouldn’t sit down. “Whatever you need to say,
say it.” | wastired of his antics.Jaxson had been warm, protective, and kind when I’d
gotten to know him, but every minute that | was in his presence, it seemed like |
could do nothing right. It had only been a few days at work, and maybe | needed to
give ustimeto figureit out.

He exhaled a heavy sigh and folded his arms across his chest, mirroring my position.
“1 think it would be best if you stayed with Hazel at the resort. I’'ll make sure when |
book the reservation that | request aroom with two queen beds.”

“Excuse me?’ | didn’t back down, challenging him. “You brought me in here, shut
the door, to tell me to what, get out of your house?” Was he not man enough to do it

in front of his buddies?

“No. That's not,” he groaned when his phone buzzed. Skylar’s name popped up on
the screen. “Fuck.” He rejected her call.

It seemed he wasn't only avoiding me. Had his change in mood been a result of
Skylar coming to visit? “Y ou should take that call; it might be important,” | said.

“It'snot,” Jaxson said.

| stared at him, surprised he hadn’t taken the opportunity as an excuse to end the
awkwardness between us.

“You think I'm ajerk for not answering Skylar.”



That wasn't what crossed my mind. “No. You're a jerk for not saying goodbye,
texting me, or leaving a note after we slept together. Y ou’re a grumpy bosshole at the
office and lately at home. If | had realized how much my presence irritated you, |
wouldn’t have accepted the job.”

| didn’t wait for his response. | jetted out of his office in time as the local sheriff was
on hisway out the main door. “Hi Hazel, I'm Ariella,” | said, offering her my hand as
| introduced myself to her. “I’m going to take you someplace safe.”
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Hazel glanced from me to Mason. He gave her awarm smile and anod. “I’ll be right
behind you in my truck. We just need to make sure that no one knows we're
together.”

* k% %

| hadn’t been back to the Blue Sky Resort since the attack. | still needed to pick up
my paycheck for the time that I’d worked there but hadn’t wanted to step foot in that
place again.

| pulled into the parking lot. The building loomed over us. Mason was just a few
minutes behind. He didn’t intend on coming in the main entrance. He'd let himself in
viathe back and then take the elevator up to our floor.

Hazel didn't have anything with her. No bags. No clothes. She wore Mason’'s
sweatshirt and a baggy pair of sweats, the hood over her head. She kept her face
down, her hands shoved into her pockets, and tried to appear inconspicuous.

| could do this. It was an easy assignment. All | had to do was check into the hotel
lobby, get the key card and take Hazel up to the room, which would be our room. |
hadn’t broken the news to her that I’ d be rooming with her indefinitely.

“Everything okay? Are you going to be sick?’ Hazel asked.
Emma stood behind the registration desk. We were friends, and while | was glad to

see her, | hadn’t spoken with her since before I’ d been fired. She hadn’t known about
the assault and abduction. Had she known why 1'd been fired, that | had another



name, or that I’d previously been employed by the C.1.A.?

“Ariella,” Emma said, a dutiful smile on her face. It was the same gleeful expression
that she gave all the guests at the resort.

Hazel glanced from Emma to me. | could tell she had questions, but thankfully she
didn’t start asking them.

“l have areservation,” | said, digging out my wallet from my purse.

“Under which name?” Emma asked. The smile disappeared from her sunny
disposition.

She knew. “Ariella Cole.” It was my legal name and maiden name. 1'd changed it
after the divorce. | was formerly Ariella Ryan, the wife of Benjamin Ryan. He' d been
convicted of several felonies for embezzlement, money laundering, the list went on.

Emma stood behind her desk. Her fingers tapped away at the keyboard as she stared
at the screen. Did she see the reservation? Was she just trying to take her time and
fluster me? | thought we were friends, but the cold shoulder she gave me was my
answer.

“Do you have a credit card, Ms. Cole?” Emma asked. “1 will need one with the name
AriellaColeonit.”

| handed over my credit card. “Of course. Do you need to see my government-issued
identification too?’ | flashed my driver’s license at her, and | was ready to pull it out
of my wallet from behind the plastic screen if she wanted to seeit.

She tapped away at the keyboard. “No need.” Another minute and she retrieved two
room keys, running them through the scanner as she assigned us a hotel room. “I’ve



got two queen beds on the third floor. Can | help you with anything else?’ She
handed us the keycards and wrote down our room number. “I’m sure you can find
your way to the elevator.”

“Thank you,” | forced out, snatched the keycards, and stalked away from the
registration desk with Hazel at my side.

“Wow. Did you steal her boyfriend?’ Hazel joked.

| pushed the elevator button to go up. “Something like that.” | hadn’t even considered
that she might have been pissed about Jaxson. Hazel didn’'t need to know about my
past. My job was to look after her and get her to the hotel room. Mason would be
joining us anytime now.

We stepped into the elevator, just the two of us. | pushed the button to the third floor
and hit the close doors button repeatedly as a gentleman rushed toward the elevator. |
didn’t want to be trapped with him, just in case he was after Hazel.

The doors slammed shut and the elevator ascended up to the third floor. | breathed a
sigh of relief. | was probably making something out of nothing. He was probably just
aguest at the resort.

Hazel remained quiet, and | stepped out of the elevator first when the doors opened.
Mason was aready in the hallway and stood outside our assigned room.

They worked at lightning speed. Declan must have provided him with the room
number by hacking into the resort’ s system.

| opened the door with the room key, and Mason went in first, flipped on the light,
and checked the bathroom and closet.



“Areyou sure it’'s safe?’ she asked, glancing around the room with afrightful gaze as
she followed Mason in.

| shut the door behind me and locked it using the deadbolt.

“Yes. Keep the curtains shut. Someone will be with you at all times.” Mason sat in a
chair in the corner of the room that faced the door, his back to the wall.

“I’ll be staying the night,” | blurted out. “Jaxson uninvited me to stay with him.” |
was pretty much homeless. With no insurance on my house and the fire had destroyed
the property, | had nothing.

“Wow,” Mason said. He ran a hand through his short, cropped hair. “You do know
why he’s been an ass lately, don’t you?”
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| didn’t answer his question. | wasn't sure. | assumed it had to do with me and he
regretted that Eagle Tactical had hired me.

“Jaxson’ s sexually frustrated. | see the way he looks at you,” Mason said.
“Like he wantsto kill me?’ | laughed.

“The man needs to get laid. He stares at you like you're the prize he wants at the
fair.”

It was absurd. “That can’'t be it.” | didn’t want to believe that he'd treated me like
crap and kicked me out of his house because he wanted to have sex with me. “Oh my
gosh! I’'m an idiot. Jaxson’'s probably upset that he can’t bring another woman over
with me living in one bedroom and his sister in another.”

“I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want anyone else,” Mason said, spelling it out for me.

Was that true? “I don’t know, Mason. You didn’t see him this morning in the office
or when we're at his house. He can barely look at me.”

“1’d have the same problem if | was living under the same roof as the woman | love
and can’t have,” Mason said. His gaze moved from me and locked on Hazel.

| could feel the sexual tension brewing between them with just a simple look. |
cleared my throat and backed up toward the door. “I need to head to the store and
pick up afew things for Hazel. She' s going to need clothes, toiletries, anything else?’
| asked.



“Get her hair dye and sheering scissors,” Mason said. “We can’t take a chance that
she'll be easily spotted by Franco or his buddies. Ariella, | want you to know you're
welcome to stay in the extra bed. One of us will be here keeping watch over Hazedl,
protecting her, but you don't have to go back to Jaxson's if you don't feel
comfortable.”

“Thanks.”

| wasn't sure what | was going to do, but having the option to stay at the hotel eased
my mind more than | thought it would. I'd need to pick up my clothes, the few
belongings I’ d purchased after moving in with Jaxson.

“Do you need anything else?’ | asked Hazel.

“Chocolate and maybe a box of condoms.” She grinned, casting a glance at Mason.
Mason groaned. “Woman, you are going to make my job difficult. | can see it now.”

“You haven't seen anything yet.” Hazel winked at Mason.

| took that as my hint to leave.
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Chapter Ten
Hazel

“She seemed nice,” | said the minute the hotel room door closed. Mason secured the
lock before sitting back down on the chair.

“Ariella? Y eah, we haven’t worked together long,” Mason said. He didn’t elaborate.

Okay. So maybe talking about Ariella wasn't the best conversation starter. | turned
off the television. It had been years since we' d seen one another. | didn't want to
watch T.V. or pretend like what we were doing was normal. | wanted to catch up with
Mason, discover every flaw, and see how much he' d changed since high school when
we were practically kids and inseparable.

“I’ve missed you,” | said and stood from the bed. | toed off my shoes and sauntered
across the room toward Mason.

“Hard to tell since you never called.” His voice was gruff, his expression hard. There
was so much he didn’t know, and | didn’t know how to tell him.

“Neither did you,” | said. We were both at fault for letting our lives go separate ways.
He' d gone into the Army, and | was supposed to attend college in California. | had
promised to write to him and he had every right to be angry. I’ d broken that promise.

“I’d ask how you've been, but | can see that’s not a story with a happy ending,”
Mason said.



“It could be,” | said. | towered above him and straddled his legs before sitting down
on hislap, facing him. | wanted to jump back in time, have him take me with him, far
from Chicago. It was too late to change the past, but | wanted to forget the time spent
apart. “Tell me you don’'t have a girlfriend or are married.” | reached for hisleft hand,
bringing his digits up to my face. My lips latched onto his empty ring finger, grateful
he appeared to be single.

“Hazel,” histone warned me to stop.

| didn’t listen. | never listen.

| rolled my hips, teasing him, practically giving him alap dance. With my fingers in
his hair, | leaned forward, pushing my breasts against his chest. | wanted him more
than | wanted anyone in my life. I’d loved him since we were fourteen. He was the
one who had gotten away. “Promise you'll protect me.”

| needed him like | needed air to breathe. He had no ideawhat I’ d done to survive.

His forehead rested against mine. His warm, strong palm rested at my lower back.
“You have my word. | won't et anything happen to you,” Mason said.

| tangled my fingersin his hair.

His eyes shut.

My breath caressed against his lips. | wanted to kiss him. | needed to feel alive as |
craved that connection with him. He was my chance at freedom from Franco, at the
prospect of a normal life, not one where | was forced to marry a man | didn’t know

and shipped off to another continent.

“I want you, Mason.” My lips crashed down hard on his, not waiting for him to stop



me or tell me how this was a terrible idea. | didn’t care that we'd barely talked or
reconnected. Right now, in that very moment, | needed to feel safe. Mason was my
safety net. He would catch meiif | fell.

His mouth opened in kind, responding to the kiss, his hand pulling me tighter against
his body. Warm, strong hands slid beneath my thick sweatshirt. His gentle touch
grazed my bare skin. | shuddered as he caressed my back, need outweighing
everything else.

“Areyou sure thisis what you want?’ Mason asked between feverish kisses.

“Yes,” | said, staring deep into his gaze.

He lifted me into his arms and carried me to the bed, lying me down. He crawled up
the mattress, straddled me, and hovered above my body. In haste, | tugged at his shirt,
pulling it up and over his head.

Mason leaned down, whispering into my ear. “Do you realize you could get me fired
doing thiswith aclient?’

Staring up at him, | wrapped my legs around him, pulling him down, needing to feel
his weight crush me, protect me, and make me whole—need outweighing everything
else. | had no good answer other than | wanted him. Was that enough? My fingers
fumbled at the button on his jeans, and my hands trembled as | struggled to undo the
metal.

“Hazel?” Hisfingers held minein his hands. He sat on my hips, straddling me, before
pinning my armsto the sides.

“l just—I need you, Mason.” | sounded desperate. He'd probably call in one of his
buddies to take over and never want to see me again.



“Maybe we should slow down.” He pulled back and climbed off my body.

| whimpered before | realized the sound that slipped out past my throat. He'd done
that to me, made me fedl things | thought were impossible.

| didn’t want to slow down or stop. Breathing hard, gasping for air, | lay staring up at
the celling.
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Mason climbed off the mattress, fixing his jeans button which | had managed to
unclasp but not unzip. He grabbed his shirt from the bed and put his top back on.

Mason cleared his throat. “Ariella will be back soon, and we can’t be caught in a
compromising position.”

Was that his concern, that we' d be caught by his colleagues? | sat up and hurried to
the bathroom, slamming the door shut on my heel. | dlid down along the door, my
back against the cold wood as | sat on the floor, my knees pulled up to my chest.

Regret filled my heart. I’d been foolish to think we could pick up where we' d left off.
Time seemed to trickle by like sand in an hourglass, one grain at atime.

Without my phone handy or a clock nearby, | didn't know how long | spent on the
floor.

A firm knock vibrated through the wooden door. “You al right in there?” Mason
asked.

“Fine.” | would be after al of this was over and Franco left me aone. | didn’t know
how that would ever be possible unless | was put into witness protection or given a
new identity—the types of arrangements that were made in movies for innocent
victims. | wasn’t innocent. My hands were covered in blood, the same as Nikolai.
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Chapter Eleven
Mason

I’d never met anyone more confusing in my life. Hazel had stolen my heart and my
virginity in high school. We'd been each other’s first and vowed to only love each
other forever.

It had been afantasy, an empty promise that neither of us kept after we had graduated
high school. I’d gone into the military. Hazel had gone across the country to college,
somewhere out west. When or why she returned to Chicago, | wasn't certain. In fact,
| didn’t even know with absolute certainty that she left Chicago as she had intended.

It would be alie to say that | never thought about her. | found myself comparing other
women to her constantly. She had been the one who got away—the woman who |
loved and let escape. | hadn’t chased her. Maybe | should have. With time, | assumed
we' d grown apart. We were two different people than when we knew each other back
at boarding schoal.

She'd had that predatory look in her eyes when Ariella left the two of us aone. |
hadn’t thought anything of it at first. I’d assumed she'd watch television, and I'd
make sure that Franco didn’t find out where she stayed.

| hadn’t wanted to stop. Her pert little body tucked tight under my hips. | could have
spent hours memorizing every curve and tasting every inch of her skin. | wanted to
discover her all over again, seeif she wasjust the way | remembered her.



We couldn’t let desire interfere and risk her life. | needed to be aert, keeping an eye
on the room or anything suspicious happening nearby. It was hard to do that while my
lips were locked with hers. Her soft lips still sent tingles throughout my entire body.

| needed a cold shower, but that was out of the question.

Instead, |I'd gotten the cold shoulder. She’'d locked herself in the bathroom for nearly
an hour. Ariellawould be back any minute from the store. Did Hazel wait for Ariella
to return so that she wouldn’t have to be alone with me and face me after what
happened?

| approached the bathroom door, my hand perched on the wood. | gave a soft rapped.
“You dl right in there?’ | asked. | wasn’'t expecting her to have an issue with Franco
or need me for anything that she couldn’t handle on her own in the bathroom. | just
was trying for a basic conversation starter, away to get her to retreat from her hiding
place.

“Fine.”

Any woman who ever told me she was ‘fin€ was never al right. I'd learned
repeatedly that ‘fine’ was a code word for ‘leave me the fuck alone' or ‘it's all your
fault.’

| wasn't sure how this was my fault other than I’ d stopped us from going any further.
While we were two consenting adults, | aso didn’'t think it was wise for Ariella to
walk in on us hot and sweaty between the sheets. | wasn't one to kiss and tell, let
alone let the new girl at the office pay witness to our cravings.

| held up my hand to knock again, but that seemed counterproductive. If she wanted
to come out of the bathroom, she could join me. | let my hand fall to my side and dug
out my cell phone, glancing at the messages briefly before putting it on the table.



There wasn’t anything timely or important that came through.
| slumped back into the chair, my attention on the door as | waited for Ariella to

return. Hazel would undoubtedly come out of the bathroom when Ariella returned.
Right?

Twenty minutes later, Ariella had arrived with several shopping bags of clothes and
toiletries for Hazel.

Hazel wouldn’'t look at me as the two women sat perched on the bed, going through
the contents of the bags.

| sat in the corner of the room, observing the two of them. It was aimost asif | didn’t
exist. Ariella glanced up at me and gave me a smile before returning her attention
back to Hazel.

Weéll, | wasn't invisible at least.

“Do you want me to cut your hair and then color it?" Ariella asked.

Hazel 1ooked distraught, her eyes wide and skin ghastly. “I knew I’d have to do this.
I’m just not ready yet.”

“I promise I'll make your hair look good, and no one will recognize you. We can
chop off severa inches, and with a bombshell blonde, no one will think twice it’'s

you,” Ariellasaid.

“1 hope s0.”



“Come with me.” Ariella brought the shearing scissors into the bathroom.

Hazel stalled for along moment, her attention on the floor. She wouldn’t so much as
look at me. When thiswas all over and Hazel was safe, the two of us needed to have
along talk.

“Areyou coming?’ Ariella asked.

Hazel meandered to the bathroom and then abruptly shut the door. | could hear
chatter, and then the bathroom fan turned on, probably to drown out any discussion of
me.

Had Ariella noticed the shift in mood with Hazel? | tried not to give any impression
things had changed over the past hour while she’ d been away.



Page 24

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 5:59 am

The fire darm emitted its ear-piercing squeal—the white light flashed inside the hotel
room. | pulled out my gun, prepared for whatever happened next.

Stalking toward the bathroom and the room’'s exit, | gave a firm knock on the
bathroom door.

“We hear it,” Ariella said. She pulled open the bathroom door. It didn’'t appear that
she'd started on cutting Hazel’s hair. At least | didn't notice any recognizable
difference.

“Put your hood back up,” I commanded. With my gun drawn, | grabbed the handle to
the door and carefully stepped out into the hallway. Smoke filled the corridor. “ Stay
close.” | led the way with Ariella at the back and Hazel sandwiched between us.

My eyes burned with smoke, and | held my breath.

Fits of coughing erupted from behind. | couldn’t turn around to seeif it was Hazel or
Aridlastruggling to breathe.

“Keep moving. We're almost at the exit.” | had studied the exit from our hotel room.
We had to pass three doors before | reached the door to the stairwell.

Through the blinding smoke, my eyes burned and teared. | felt for the door, swung it
open, and was relieved the stairwell was smoke free. “Come on!” | shouted for
Ariellaand Hazel. They were right at my feet, both of them hurrying down the stairs
with me.



The floodlights to the stairs emitted a faint halogen glow. The bulbs flickered,
spitting out enough light to illuminate the path. | secured my gun, not wanting to
alarm any of the guests as they poured out from each floor, the stairwell becoming
further crowded as | kept Hazel behind Ariella and me tight to her back.

My boots trampled against the steps, and as | came to the first floor and followed the
stream of guests out of the stairwell, my instincts took over.

Men with black ski masks and semi-automatic guns held hostages in the lobby.

“Turn that damned alarm off!” the man closest to me screamed. He waved the barrel
aimlessly, threatening everyone but his buddies who had taken over the hotel.

“Get down!” another masked man shouted at us, his weapon poised at the guests
coming down the stairwell. “On the ground, now!”

| gestured for Hazel and Ariellato get down.

“No secret signals.” The masked man smashed the barrel of the weapon against my
head, knocking me to my ass. Blood dripped down my forehead. The gash burned,
but not worse than my pride. Doubled over, he searched me for a weapon. His semi-

automatic pointed at my head. He shoved my gun into his dark black pants.

“Eagle Tactical, huh? Y ou're coming with us.”
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Chapter Twelve
Aridla

The smoke had been a diversion on the third floor to drive everyone out of their
rooms and downstairs.

Who were the men with guns, and why had they assaulted Mason and taken him with
them?

“I'll be fine,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at us. Crimson dripped to the
linoleum floor, staining the hallway. Mason was whisked out of the lobby. | couldn’t
see where they took him. His hands held up in the air, a sign of surrender. His
weapon had been confiscated. Did he have a backup gun?

Hazel’ s eyes glistened.

We lay on the floor near the stairwell, our hands on our heads. With my head turned,
| faced Hazel, trying to convey that it would be okay.

The masked men, eight of them who | had counted when we were first forced onto
the ground, searched all of us as we lay on the floor, stealing away phones, keys,
anything that could be used as a weapon or to call for help.

The fire alarm shut off.

Someone had pulled the fire alarm.



The fire department would be required to respond to the call and would notify the
police when they saw what they were up against.

Thick metal chains secured the doors shut from the inside. We couldn’t leave, not
without someone escorting us out of the building.

My breathing hitched, and a wave of nausea coursed through my body. | needed to
get ahold of my emotions and settle down the fear that pumped into my veins,

| shut my eyes and counted to ten. | practiced my biofeedback breathing exercises to
cam my heart rate, which would help settle my nerves too. | imagined a black
nothingness with a single wave. With each breath, | followed the wave and inhaled
slowly, held it, then exhaled at the same speed.

The tremor in my hand was minimal, but the exercise kept my entire body from
shaking.

“Everyone, against the wall!” the masked man demanded of us. “Slowly! No sudden
movements or we will shoot you.” He pointed the gun into the ceiling and blasted a
round of bullets, instilling fear, reminding us that they were in charge and to do as
Instructed.

Hazel and | sat up and scooted back against the wall. Where had they taken Mason?
Clearly, they’ d known him. Which meant it had to be someone local, right? Had they
known Mason had been staying at the hotel? He hadn’t checked in to the resort, so
someone would have had to see him or his vehicle outside.

Unless it had nothing to do with Mason, they just wanted to remove him out of the
equation. It was no secret that he was former military special forces and would lay his
life on the line to protect everyone else.



Without him, what chance did we have to get out of this alive?

Of the eight masked men I'd noticed earlier, there were only six now. Where had the
other two gone? One had taken Mason out of the room. Had | miscounted?

Hazel reached for my hand. | gave it a squeeze, wanting to reassure her that we would
be okay. Her grip tightened against my palm. | glanced at her, frozen in fear, her eyes
trained across the room at two men in suits on the floor held hostage with us.

“Them,” she whispered so that only | could hear her.

“Y ou know them?’ | asked.

“That’s Franco,” Hazel whispered. She hung her head, letting the hoodie fall over her
eyes.

Had the men recognized her? | didn’t want to make it obvious that |I'd spotted them.
Casualy | glanced around the room at everyone, mentally taking note of the number
of hostages, how many were children, whether anyone was injured, and then let my
gaze study the men who wanted Hazel.

They were talking amongst one another, their backs pressed against the wall. They
looked like two giant thugs, dark hair, lots of muscle in dark suits. They were too far
away to hear what the two men said to one another. Maybe that was a good thing if
they hadn’t noticed Hazel nestled beside me.

| was her last chance of protection. | didn’t have a weapon, and there were masked
men with guns watching our every move. How were we going to get out of this alive?
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Chapter Thirteen
Mason

Darkness surrounded my vision. The man who had dragged me out of the hotel and
into the back of a dark van shoved a hood over my head and bound my arms behind
my back with zip ties,

He said nothing. Was he concerned if he spoke again that | would recognize his
voice? He knew who | worked for, which meant he knew me.

The door dammed shut. | listened and waited for another door to dlam. It didn’t
happen. The engine didn’t hum to life either.

A click from across the parking lot. Was it a door shutting? Had the offender gone
back into the building?

I’d been alone in the white unmarked van that had been parked near the side exit of
the resort. | needed to remove the binds from my wrists, and then I’d deal with the
bastards who had taken over Blue Sky Resort.

What were they after, money? The hotel probably didn’t have much cash on hand,
booking a hotel room always required using a credit card, but it was possible cash
was exchanged for ski and snowboard rental equipment.

I’d seen eight men in masks, al in dark clothes and black pants with matching black
shoes. They didn’t want anyone to recognize them, but they knew me. Which meant |



knew them. Whoever they were, they were amateurs.

| bent forward and used my body to create as much space as possible. 1'd trained for
this, and while | could have done the motion while in the hotel, | was outmanned and
outgunned. | slammed down my arms, breaking the zip ties.

| yanked the hood off my head and tossed it to the floor before | opened the door of
the truck and stepped out. That was too easy.

Sirens wailed in the distance, coming closer. A fire engine and police car pulled into
the parking lot. An ambulance trailed in the distance.

The sheriff stopped in front of the building and stepped out. His lights left on but the
siren silent. “1 didn’'t expect to see you twice in one day, Reid. Can you tell me what’s
going on? The fire alarm went off, but no oneis outside.”

Even he recognized the huge red flag. “Hostage situation, eight offenders with semi-
automatics. They’re hauled up in the lobby with hostages.” | reached for my phonein
my pocket to discover it wasn't there. | left it on the table upstairs. Shit. | needed to
contact the team.

“Did they tell you what they wanted? Any demands?’ Sheriff Nelson asked.
“Nothing. He knew | was with Eagle Tactical. One of them coldcocked me with his
gun, stole my weapon, and dragged my ass outside. He threw me in the back of the
van. Lucky for me, he only had zip ties and not handcuffs.” Handcuffs were a hell of
alot harder to break free from.

“Locals. Did you recognize any of their voices?’ Sheriff Nelson asked.

“No.” | wished I could have been of more help.



“Do you have any guysinside?’

“Two, but they’re not my brothers. The new girl we hired and a client. Neither have
special forces training like my buddies.” | wanted it clear that they were not in a
position to stop what happened on the inside.

Sheriff Nelson called for backup and then contacted Eagle Tactical for their expertise.
This is what we trained for, and while we weren't always the ones charging into
danger, with our combined years of experience, we were aways available for
consultations in the field.

Emma stepped outside the side door, a box of cigarette’ s in-hand.

“Stop right there! Hands up!” Sheriff Nelson blasted into the loudspeaker attached to
his squad car.

She dropped her lighter and box of cigarettes to the ground. Eyes wide, she held up
her hands and took a slow step back, reached for the door, and flung herself back
inside the building. The door slammed shut behind her.

“Call Declan,” | said. “Tell him to run everything he can on Emma Foster.”

“Wait, you know her?’ Sheriff Nelson asked. “Is she your client? The one who's
inside with your new girl?’

“No. Emma recently moved to Breckenridge. We ran her background when she was
hired by the resort as part of their hiring practice. She came up clean.”

Why did she come back to Breckenridge? It was clear she was helping the men who
had taken over the building. And the fact she'd been hanging out with the off-
gridders and living with them, what the hell were they after?



Sheriff Nelson tossed me his cell phone. | caled Declan at the office, relayed the
information about Emma to him. As | hung up the phone, Jaxson and Aiden pulled
into the parking lot.

“Looks like the rest of your team is here,” the sheriff said.
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Aiden climbed out of the truck and glanced me over. “How’s your head? Do you
need to get checked out by paramedics?’

“My head is fine.” Since when had he taken on Jaxson’s role of being the parent to
the team? | expected it from Jaxson, especially since he was a father. “My ego got a
little bruised, that’s all.”

Getting my ass dragged out in front of the town couldn’'t have helped our image at
Eagle Tactical. | should have fought harder and knocked that guy with the gun on his
ass.

“I"'m sure you’'ll recover. Hazel and Ariellaare inside?’
“Unfortunately. Where' s Jaxson?’ | asked.

“He'll be out in a minute. He's on the phone talking to our client’s brother. It turns
out he' s requesting information since he can’t get ahold of Franco.”

My head spun. “What? He's trying to hire us now too? What were the odds? It
wasn't like we were located in Chicago, and they both had searched for a private
security firm.

“No. Franco had given our contact information to Nikolai in case he didn’t check in
with him,” Aiden said. “Any chance these guys are the ones from the restaurant this

morning?’

“The two deceased men were Alexander Petrov and Miko Romanoff,” | said.



Jaxson slammed the door of the truck as he stomped over toward us, fuming.

Was his shitty mood aresult of the phone call or the fact he' d been sexually frustrated
the past few days working alongside Ariella? There wasn’t much more | could take of
his attitude. | shot a glance at Declan. He saw it too, didn’t he?

Declan gave a faint nod and then rubbed at his jaw, glancing at the resort. “How
many armed men did you see?’ Declan asked.

“There were eight in the lobby, armed with semi-automatic weapons donning ski-
masks. | didn’'t see any body armor, which is good newsfor us,” | said.

Another officer brought over a map of the facility and spread it out over the hood of
the squad car. | pointed at the exit that Emma had come in and out of easily. “This
appears to be the only point of an entrance that isn't locked.” | had noticed metal
chains on the doors before being pistol-whipped. I'd tried to take in as much detail as
possible. | was the only eyes the team had right now.

“SWAT ison their way. I'd like Eagle Tactical to assist,” the sheriff said, “but we're
in charge of the operation.”

“Of course,” | said. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.” We knew how procedure
worked on these types of cases. There was often red tape involved, and they couldn’t
just hand over thereins for us to take the lead.

“Where' s Ariellaand Hazel 7’ Jaxson asked.

| swallowed the lump in my throat. Had they not gotten the news from the sheriff?

“They’reinside theresort.” | met hisicy stare, unwilling to cower.



His gaze tightened. “| realize that. Where in the building were they last located?’

| pointed on the map where we had been. By now, it was likely they’d been moved
some place else. “Here.”

“How many hostages were inside?’ the sheriff asked.

| hadn’t been able to count fast enough the total number. | could give a rough
estimate. “ Fifty hostages, maybe sixty-five.” There hadn’t been too many people who
had filtered in down the stairs while I'd been getting my head smashed in by the
barrel of agun.

“We'll start with negotiations and see what they want,” Jaxson said.

“There’'s something you should know, Jaxson.” He glanced from the map of the
building back up a me. “We believe Emma may be involved in the hostage takeover.
She came outside to take a smoke.”

“l don’'t get it. Why not just smoke inside the building if she's involved?’ Jaxson's
brow furrowed, his jaw tight.

| didn’'t have an answer or an explanation for him, at least not yet. Maybe | was
wrong. Maybe she heard the fire alarm and had been locked in a bathroom and then
stepped outside for a cigarette. Except why else would she have fled back inside the
building at the first sign of the authorities? She had to be hiding something.

Declan folded his arms across his chest. “Was she coming outside to see if anyone
was coming to intervene? | don't know Emma, but this doesn’'t sound like what |

know of her.”

| snorted under my breath. “ She was with the off-gridders just last week.”



“That doesn’t make her guilty of acrime,” Declan said, “just poor taste in friends.”
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“1t does when she has a gun trained on Jaxson.” I'd kept Jaxson’s secret from Ariella,
but | hadn’t even considered mentioning it to the team. Should | have said something
sooner? | ran a hand through my hair. It was too late now to second guess that
decision. | couldn’t make another mistake, not with so many lives at risk.

“Ariella doesn’'t know Emma’s involved with the off-gridders,” Jaxson said. “Means
they could be using her to get to us.”

Would they go that far? “Did she call you or try to communicate with you?’ | asked
Jaxson. Those two had been close, and while right now there’d been an obvious tiff

of sorts, she still would have gone to him if she wasin trouble, right?

“No. | texted her, but she didn’'t respond. Declan pinged her phone and said it's
turned off,” Jaxson said.

“They probably took everyone’'s phone,” | said. “Hostage takeover 101.”
“Thank you for that.” Jaxson shook his head and stormed toward the truck.

“Where are you going?’ | followed him as he opened the trunk and retrieved our
tactical equipment.

Jaxson retrieved a bullet-proof vest and put it on over his shirt. “I refuse to sit on my
ass and wait for SWAT to tell us how to do our job, or worse, the town sheriff. Are
you coming with me?”’
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Chapter Fourteen
Aridla
With my back pressed against the cold brick, | tucked my kneesto my chest.

Hazel sat to my right, pressed tight against my body as we were crammed together in
the lobby.

I’d trained with the C.I.A. on how to take out an assailant in a hostage takeover, but
there wasn’t a class that involved eight armed men versus a tech operative. I'd never
had any exciting field opportunities. I'd sat in hotel rooms in foreign countries
listening with surveillance equipment. That had been the extent of my excitement.

This went beyond that, and quite honestly, | could have done without the thrill. |
didn’t like high-adrenaline adventures, and this one was making my heart hammer in
my chest.

Having autonomic dysfunction sucked on a normal day. Today it really wreaked
havoc on me. It took every ounce of strength to force my body to stay calm, to not
tremble even though the fight-or-flight reflex had taken over.

My breathing exercises sucked. Biofeedback was a great tool with the right
equipment. Seated on the floor with masked men threatening us with guns was not

theright time to useit.

| wished | would have had a weapon. Although what good would it have done? |



wasn't likely capable of stopping eight men, maybe one or two on a good day. Six
had stayed with us, and the other two who had disappeared returned, but Mason
wasn't with them. Where was he? Was he alive? Had they tortured him?

| tried to think of anything else. Puppies. Summer sunsets. Surfing at the beach.
Jaxson. The last one brought a faint quirk to my lips and it made my stomach flop. |
hadn’t wanted to think about him.

The man who Hazel was afraid of cleared his throat. “How much longer are you
going to keep us? Some of us have business to attend to.” He had a heavy accent,
definitely Russian. 1" d studied languages as part of my curriculum at the C.1.A.

The shortest of the masked men stormed over to the Russian and shoved the barrel of
the gun into his chest, poised against his heart. “You'll shut up!” the masked man
barked.

“Or what? You'll shoot me?’ the Russian snorted a laugh, unphased by the threat.
However, he didn’'t physicaly fight back. “You don’'t scare me. I've killed
cockroaches bigger than you.”

“That’s Franco,” Hazel whispered into my ear.

She’d mentioned that earlier, but | hadn’t known which one he was until now. There
were two greasy-haired thick men in suits who sat on the floor against the opposite
wall.

If the bastard shot Franco, he’' d be unknowingly doing all of us afavor.

“You may not be afraid of death, but what about if | kill your friend?” The masked

man moved the barrel of the gun away from Franco’s chest to the other man’s head.
“I’m itching to pull the trigger.”



“Go ahead and do it,” Franco said. He sounded bored.

Was it some form of reverse psychology?

| couldn’t see the masked man’'s eyes from across the room. We all watched. A
heaviness fell over the room. Several soft gasps of fear from hostages spilled out.

“Enough!” a larger man wearing a mask and waving a gun pushed the barrel away
from the man’s head. He grabbed the shorter man by the arm and dragged him down
the hallway.

“Coward!” Franco shouted.

My hands trembled as | expelled a nervous breath. The men holding us captive
weren't murderers. At least not yet. What were they doing taking hostages at the

resort? What could they possibly hope to achieve?

One of the masked men whisked a woman, her hands bound behind her back toward
us. “Let mego!” her voice carried down the hallway.

Emma?

Her long brown hair covered her red splotchy cheeks and eyes. Had she been crying?

“Leave me aone!” Emma dlipped away from the masked man’s grasp and landed her
gaze on me. She sniffled and collapsed onto the floor in aheap at my side.

“Did they hurt you?’ | asked, my voice hardly above awhisper.

The masked man lifted the handle of his weapon and pointed it at my forehead.
“Quiet!” he snarled.



Trembling, | lowered my gaze. | didn’t want to appear threatening. The last thing we
needed was garnering Franco’ s attention and him noticing Hazel beside me.
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“Smart girl,” he said with a laugh. | imagined a dark and sinister smile behind those
icy blue eyes. His voice sent a shiver down my spine. It was rough and thick. He
snorted and lowered the gun but bent down to grab my arm. “You’'re coming with
me.” He yanked me to my feet, his grip tight and hard, unforgiving.

“No!” | pulled back from his grasp. | was safer with the other hostages. | didn’t trust
the masked man, what he might make me do with him.

“You don't tell me no,” he seethed and jerked my hair, his fist tangling the strands as
he pulled my neck back to face him.

Were all eyes on us? | couldn't look away, my neck twisted to stare only up at the
man’s face, the mask making it impossible for me to see him.

He hoisted me over his shoulder and, with his other hand, grabbed Hazel’s arm. She
at least had athick sweatshirt to protect her from histight grip.

“Let me go!” | fought with all my strength. My hands punched at his lower back,
pounding into him. It was worthless. He wore a vest beneath his black shirt, thick like

Kevlar, concealable.

“Shut it or | put abullet in both of your heads!”
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Chapter Fifteen
Jaxson

Mason grabbed a pair of bolt cutters, and we breached the side entrance of the resort.
Sitting around and waiting for SWAT to negotiate wasn’t going to work.

I’d gotten a call from Nikolai Agron, the last person | wanted to deal with today. If
everything I'd heard was true, then 1'd taken on a client who | wasn't comfortable
handling. | had dealt with men who were scumbags in the past, but this was different.

| usually had the upper hand.

| didn’t like that Ariellaand Hazel were being held hostage, and Franco was nowhere
to be found. The actions at the resort didn’t reflect the mafia’s strategies. Had Franco
known Hazel had booked a room, he would have undoubtedly snatched her or killed
her. Depending on his desires.

| wasn't sure which he had planned. While he'd wanted her as his wife, the fact he'd
gunned the marshals down and hadn’t thought twice about her safety made me
suspect that he was prepared to kill her. Was it because she betrayed him?

| gestured at Mason to follow me down the hall. He gave a curt nod and covered me
from behind. Guns were drawn; we hugged the wall as we came around the corner. In

the distance, voices grew louder, more prominent. That meant we were close.

Her mousy brown hair had been chopped recently into a bob cut. Emma Foster, the



birth mother of my daughter, stood just around the corner to another hallway with a
vending machine. Dressed in her black slacks and blue-collared resort shirt, she
tapped her foot against the linoleum floor. “1 don’t see why | couldn’t have worn a
mask and dressed up with you guys,” Emma said.

Just on the other side of the vending machine was a masked man. His gun poked out
from behind the appliance as he stepped forward. Dressed all in black, he was the
same height and build as me. | could easily take him, but not with Emma watching.

Emma was definitely involved. Had she known what was going down? How big a
part did she play? Did she orchestrate the entire situation? | had a plethora of
guestions, but they wouldn’'t get answered if | approached her. That wasn’'t how she
worked, not with me. There was a history between us, a complicated one.

We weren't friends. We weren't even lovers. We'd spent one night together,
technically one very long day, and that had been it.

The masked man leaned into Emma, whispered something into her ear before she
stammered off down the hall.

| waited until Emma was out of sight and rounded the corner before the masked man
could anticipate that anyone had been watching them. | rammed into his body,
throwing him off balance.

He stumbled backward, tripping over his feet, his gun falling to the floor out of his
grasp. | held my breath. Had Emma heard the ruckus? Would she come back and find
the two of us fighting?

Mason stood guard, watching my back.

| snatched the weapon from the ground and pointed it at the masked man. “Take it



off,” | seethed between clenched teeth. There was only one way in, and that was
dressed like them.

“Bite me,” the masked man said and smacked his forehead against mine.

Fuck, that hurt. | swallowed the pain as he struggled for the gun in my hands. No. |
wouldn’t give it to him. | stomped on his foot, elbowed his stomach, and kneed his
groin. Playing dirty was the only way to survive. We weren't in a boxing ring playing
by a set of predetermined rules. Thiswaslife or death.

“Bastard,” he grunted and lunged at me, slamming my back against the brick wall.

| gasped from the impact, and Mason hurried closer, gun drawn and poised on the
masked man’ s forehead.

| thrust his mask off, shocked. Jayden Scott. He' d been running with the off-gridders
for too long. “What the hell?’ | couldn’t believe what he' d gotten himself involved
in. We'd served in the special forces together and were brothers. It felt like a lifetime
ago when | stared back at his cold gaze.

Was his involvement because of Emma? They’d seemed pretty chummy together
near the vending machines earlier. Had that been why he'd shown up? | handed
Mason the semi-automatic as he stood behind me. | didn’t need Jayden getting his

dirty clawson it again.

With one hand gripping Jayden’s black shirt, | shoved my pistol against his head.
“Give me one reason | shouldn’t unload the magazine,” | said between gritted teeth.

“You don’t know anything,” Jayden said.

“Why are you here? What do they want?” Men don’t show up and take hostages for



gport, certainly not these men: off-gridders. What were they after? | shoved my face
in his, the safety off—my index finger on the trigger. | was ready to shoot him, a man
whose life I’ d saved a decade ago.

He snorted and shrugged. Jayden didn’'t so much as sweat with the barrel against his
skin. “You don’t haveit in you to shoot me, Monroe.”

| hated how well he knew me. The truth was | wouldn’t shoot an unarmed man unless
my life was in mortal danger. It wasn't, at least not right now, but everyone else's
lives were in danger. | had no other choice. | took the handle of the gun and slammed
it against his head, knocking him unconscious. He fell to the ground in a heap.

“Help me get his clothes off him,” | said.

Mason stood there, shouldering one gun while keeping the other pointed around the
corner, prepared at a moment’ s notice to protect us. “Looks like you got it handled.”
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Sighing, | stripped down Jayden to his boxers. | didn’t feel good about what | did, but
what other choice was there? Two of us against eight with dozens of hostages didn’t
bode well. At least it was seven now, except Emma was involved. | needed to take
her out of the equation.

| opened up the nearest door, a janitorial supply closet, and dragged Jayden inside. |
shut the door, and with Mason’s help, we quickly dragged the vending machine in
front to block Jayden from escaping. Just in case he woke up before my plan was
compl ete.

Quick to don Jayden's clothes, | dlid on the last part of the ensemble, the black ski
mask, and held out my hand for the gun that Mason had been watching for me.

“You sure about this?” Mason asked. “You're a father. Maybe | should be the one
risking my life.”

It seemed he had second thoughts. | couldn’t allow myself to second guess any
decisions now or in the future. “I got this.” | needed to protect Ariella as well as
Hazel. My job involved risking my life. It was part of the position.

On my belt were a handful of zip ties that Jayden had worn on his pants. While |
didn’t intend on taking hostages, | aso couldn’t let Emma discover | wasn't Jayden.
Would she recognize my voice or my eyes through the mask? We may have only
spent one night together, but she’ d shown up at my door with Isabella, and I’ d shown
up at her door telling her to leave town alittle over a month ago.

| gestured for Mason to follow me down the hallway. Emma stayed away from the



hostages. She leaned against the wall, her phone in hand, staring down at the device,
oblivious to my presence. Mason hung back, watching with his gun drawn in case |
needed backup.

| snuck up without her so much as flinching. Her focus was entirely on the game she
was playing on her cell phone, which involved a series of colorful bubbles that made
no sense to me. | grabbed her arms and thrust them behind her back. Her phone fell to
thefloor. Yanking azip tie, | secured her wrists, binding them together.

“Jayden,” Emma s voice held a hint of annoyance. “ Thisisn’'t funny. Let me go.”

| didn’t answer her. | didn’t want to speak yet, worried she might recognize my voice
wasn’this. | had to be careful, | may have had only one chance, and | didn’t want to
ruin it before | found Ariellaand Hazel.

It took all my strength not to turn around and glance at Mason. | was used to sharing
signas in the field. He had my back. | had to trust that he had it now, too, while |
couldn’t turn around.

“Fine. If you want to play cops and robbers, | guess | can play along.” Emma amost
sounded bored.

The mask was hot, stuffy. | breathed heavily through my nose, doing everything |
could to keep my mouth shut. It was difficult. | wanted to tell her to shut up. To shake
her and demand to know what the hell she' d gotten herself involved with and why.

What sane person would leave their life behind to live amongst the off-gridders?
Their refuge was a hell hole, compromised of a commune with no running water or

heat. They were basic, lived off the land, and depended on each other for survival.

It might have been aniceideaif they weren't men with sinister pasts.



| still had yet to grasp what they wanted, why they’d taken over the Blue Sky Resort.
| couldn’t flat out ask Emma. It would alert her that | wasn’t Jayden.

| grabbed her elbow and escorted her with heavy footsteps toward the crowd of noise
and commotion. Mostly it involved tears and whispered pleas, some praying, others
talking amongst one another.

The offenders hadn’t demanded silence. Okay, so they weren't worried about being
overthrown or the hostages working together to defeat them.

If the perpetrators were all off-gridders, then these weren’t the brightest men. Some
had military training, but not all. Most that had served would have been dishonorably
discharged. These weren’t honorable men.

| led Emma down the hall and glanced from one person to the next until my gaze
landed on Ariella.

She rocked slowly, her knees pressed tight to her chest, her arms wrapped around her
legs. To her right was a hostage with an oversized sweatshirt, hood up. I’d recognize
that hoodie anywhere. It belonged to Mason Reid. It must have been Hazel buried
underneath, probably wise.

| briefly glanced at the hostages. A few were town folk, the owners of the resort, and
severa guests| didn't know. They’d have to wait. Hazel was my priority, and Ariella,
| refused to leave her behind.

“Leave me aone!” Emma pulled away from me, sniffled, and fell to the ground
beside Ariella. She knew how to play the part of the victim. How long had she been

auditioning for that role?

“Did they hurt you?’ Ariellawhispered, falling for her performance.



| hated watching Ariellafilled with fear, trembling against the wall, but | had to make
it convincing if | wanted everyone to believe | was one of them.

| had no other choice. | lifted the handle of my gun and poised it a her forehead.
“Quiet!” | barked out orders.

The shiver coursed through her body. Anyone could see the fear | had instilled in her.,

No. | had to separate the two. | was only here to save her. These men had caused her
trauma. “Smart girl,” | sad and tried my damnedest to laugh. | needed to be
convincing, or 1I'd put al of our livesin danger. | lowered my gun and bent down to
grab her arm. “Y ou’re coming with me.” | hoisted Ariellato her feet.

111 NO! ”
She was afighter; I’d give her that. “Y ou don’t tell me no,” | seethed. | had no choice

but to demand her to come, show force. These men wouldn’'t take no so easily. |
grabbed afistful of her hair and jerked her head back to face me.
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| stared into her eyes, filled with fright. Could she see me? Did she recognize my eyes
through the ski mask?

| wanted to tell her to trust me, but | couldn’t. Her fear is what made it believable to
everyone who watched us.

| couldn’t risk Ariellafighting me. | needed to demand Hazel to come with me too. It
was the only way to save them. Hopefully, Ariella would understand and forgive me
when she saw it was me beneath the mask.

| tossed her over my shoulder and grabbed Hazel’s arm, thrusting her up onto her
feet.

“Let me go!” Ariella shrieked. She was strong for her tiny frame, her fists landing
blow after blow at my lower back. Truthfully, it didn’t hurt. The vest did a decent job

of shielding me from her assault. Had she discovered who was beneath the mask?

| needed to sound convincing. | had to get us past the other armed men. “ Shut it, or |
put abullet in both of your heads!”

Hazel was the least of all to fight me. Her body limp, but my grip on her arm made
sure that she didn’t slip from my grasp.

| stalked with them back the way we came, past the hostages, including two men on
my right in suits, legs spread out, seated on the floor. Our eyes |ocked.Franco Ivanov.

| whisked the girls past the throes of people.



“Where are you taking them?’ another male voice answered. He stood twenty feet
away, masked and armed.

“Put me down,” Ariella grunted. She continued to pound against my back, but her
motions felt less forceful. Wasit for show, or had she felt defeated?

“For some filthy fun. | thought I’ d teach them each a lesson for disobeying us.” Bile
rose to my throat. | wanted to vomit.

The masked man scoffed and turned on his heel, not entirely interested in me or my
plans.

| carried them down the hall, turned, and shoved Hazel into Mason’s arms.

Mason held up afinger to his lips to be quiet. He grabbed Hazel’ s hand and whisked
her down the corridor, out the direction we came in.

“I won't let you!” Ariella continued to fight me. With her head bent down, she'd
failed to see Mason helping Hazel. “Fight him!” she shouted to Hazel.

| kept my pace, falling behind Mason and Hazel as they jogged down the hall for the
entrance that we’ d come in from.

| wanted to tell Ariellathat it was me, but | couldn’t risk anyone discovering us. What
if another masked man caught up with us, or worse, Jayden had freed himself?



Page 34

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 5:59 am
Chapter Sixteen
Aridla
| squirmed against his shoulder, and while the masked man had kept an arm around
my hips, | didn’'t stop my movements. He'd grow tired or be forced to put me down

and I’ d have the chance to fight back. It wasjust the two of us.

His grip loosened just slightly, and | used all my strength to roll hard against him,
knocking him over and us onto the floor.

A male voice grunted. “Damnit, Freckles.”

It couldn’t be. Could it? “Jaxson?’ | whispered. | probably should have run. It was
my opportunity, but I’ d recognize that voice anywhere when it said my name.

He glanced over his shoulder as he stood up, dusted off his pants, and offered me a
hand. Those piercing blue eyes stole my heart. | clutched his hand, and we tore out of
the building.

SWAT awaited our departure out of the building. Guns pointed at us.

| threw my armsinto the air.

Jaxson did the same. The shotgun slung over his shoulder. He fell to his knees, the
mask still on as SWAT surrounded him.



“Don’'t shoot!” | screamed at the men. “He's with Eagle Tactical.” | had assumed
they’ d sent him in as part of their operation.

“Even more reason to arrest his ass,” a man with a swat jacket said. He stepped out
from behind the command center positioned across the parking lot, he must have been
the leader of the operation.

“Jaxson?’ What the hell was going on?

* % %

SWAT agents patted me down to make sure | wasn't harboring a weapon before they
whisked me away from Jaxson.

“l want to see Jaxson,” | demanded. Why were they keeping us apart? “He saved my
life.” | insisted that they know that he rescued me. Was it the fact he was dressed as
one ofthemthat they had to check out his story?

Had he broken the rules coming in to rescue Hazel and me? Where was Hazel?
Worry flooded my face as | sat in a metal folding chair, a blanket around my
shoulders.

“Relax,” Mason said, coming to sit beside me. He handed me a bottle of water.
“Jaxson said you might need this.”

“Thank you.”

Hazel stood behind him. She was small in comparison, and | hadn’t even realized
how easily she disappeared. He was her protector. Had he been inside the resort too?
| hadn’t seen him, but that didn’t mean anything. Eagle Tactical worked as a team. |
doubted Jaxson had gone in alone.



“Whereis he?’ | asked. | opened the bottle of water and took a sip. | used two hands
to hold the bottle, doing my best to keep my hands from shaking. The blanket helped,
even though | didn’t feel cold. | didn’t feel much of anything other than exhausted.

“Debriefing and dealing with the repercussions of what we did,” Mason said. He
wrapped an arm around Hazel, pulling her tight against his body.

“| don’'t understand. Is he in trouble?’

Mason smirked, chill. “No more than usual. | need to get Hazel someplace safe. She
mentioned Franco was inside the resort. | can’t risk waiting around for him to find us
out here.”

“Yes, that's right.” She couldn’'t stay at the hotel anymore. | didn’'t dare ask where
he'd take her. | wasn't sure | wanted to know. It was best to keep it a secret from
everyone,

He rested a hand on my shoulder. “Are you sure you're al right? If | take you with
us, Jaxson will lose his shit. He' s just barely keeping it together,” Mason said.

| sipped at my water and wiped my lips. “I'm fine. | doubt he wants to see me. He
kicked me out of his place. I'm the last person he wants to deal with. Remember, |
planned on staying at the hotel to get out of his hair.”

“Tak to him,” Mason said. He patted me on the back before leading Hazel out of the
tent.

| wanted to leave. | didn't want to stay with the itchy blanket curled up over my
shoulders, drinking a bottle of tepid water. | wanted to go home, dlip into a hot bath,
and let my troubles disappear.



*
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Jaxson stormed into the tent, his shoulders heaving as he laid eyes on me. “Are you
okay?’

He towered above me as | sat on the frigid metal chair. | pulled the blanket tighter,
trying to ward off the cold. | shivered, but it was more from his proximity than the
chill intheair.

| didn’t answer, just stared up at him. Did he really care about how | was, or was this
his protector mode that had him asking? Earlier that morning he didn’'t give a damn
about me or my feelings. Why now had that changed?

“Just peachy,” | said and gave the best smile | could muster.
He bent down. His knees flexed as he cameto my eye level. “You' re mad a me.”

“What gave you that impression?’ | shut my eyes and exhaled loudly before opening
them again.

He didn’t budge and continued to stare at me. “How about | drive you home? We're
freeto go.”

Was he serious? He'd practically told me to find someplace else to live a few hours
ago. Had he forgotten, or was he just feeling guilty that I'd been one of the victims?
“You don't have to feel sorry for me.” | gently pushed at his chest to make him back
up as | stood. “I'll be fine. I'm just going to find someplace else to stay.” | wasn't
sure what other options there were for accommodations, but I’ d figure something out.
Maybe | could stay with Emmaif she had a spare bedroom, or at least a couch | could



crash on.

If not, maybe one of the other Eagle Tactical guys would suggest some place | could
crash. | wasn't stupid enough to room with one of them. Jaxson would probably make
their life hell.

“1 don’'t fedl sorry for you,” he said and stood. He exhaled loudly and linked my arm
with his. “I’'m taking you home.”

“Jaxson, | have my car. | can drive home.” | wasn't really sure where | would go.
Home didn’t exist for me, not anymore.

“No.” A single-word response.

He wasn't listening to me. Jaxson led me out of the tent and to his truck. He unlocked
the door and helped me inside. I'd kept the blanket, putting it on my lap as | climbed
into the front seat. “Thisisn’'t necessary. I’ m capable of driving myself.”

He waited until | buckled before he shut the door and jogged around to the opposite
side. Jaxson climbed in, started the engine, and buckled his seatbelt. “1’m taking you
home.” His voice firm and commanding.

Was he used to bossing people around? He'd been doing it the past few days at the
office and mostly to me. | took Mason’s words into consideration that Jaxson was
sexually frustrated, but that didn’t even make sense. We' d had sex recently, and | was
pretty sure he wasn’t the kind of guy who slept around. He had a kid, and it had been
obvious when we first met that he put her first.

| didn’'t answer, just stared out the side window as he drove us out of the parking lot
and to the main thoroughfare, up to the mountain pass.



“l get it. You're mad at me,” Jaxson said. The radio was off and the heat-blasted at
full speed.

| glanced from the side window at Jaxson and then folded my arms across my chest.

“I'm sorry if | stepped over the line in there, but | couldn’t let anything happen to
you, Freckles.”

“Don’'t!” | warned him. He didn’t get to call me that name, not anymore.

We climbed the mountain, Jaxson downshifting the truck. The tires spun but just as
quickly pulled us up the road.

His hands gripped the steering wheel hard. The roads didn’t look that treacherous, but
the higher we climbed to in elevation, the more snow began to fall. At first, the flakes
were thick and light, and the road covered in a dusting, but it grew heavier with each
passing minute.

“l didn’t mean to hurt you,” he said. “I had to look convincing that | was one of
them.”

| shifted in my seat and turned a bit to face him. “You think I’'m mad about what
happened in the resort?’ He did what he needed to do so that he could get Hazel and

me out of there.

He glanced briefly at me before returning his attention to the snow-covered terrain.
“Aren’t you?’

| laughed under my breath. “Gosh, you are clueless.” Were all men this clueless?

“Gee, thanks,” he muttered. He grumbled something incoherent under his breath.



| stared at him. “What wasthat?’ | asked, daring him to say it aloud.

“l said women, you all are the same.”

“Who are you comparing me to, Emma?’ | yanked at the blanket, my fingers tugging
at the scratchy wool, clawing at it in fists. “You don’'t get to lump me in the same
category as the woman who dropped off your kid and wanted nothing to do with her
or you.”
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| grimaced after the words left my lips. That wasn't what | really thought of Emma
but knowing what | did, the fact she’d never brought it up once, but Jaxson had told
me, it nagged at me in the back of my mind. Why was she here? Was she vying for
his affection and attention?

| hadn’t seen them together other than the one night at the bar, but maybe there was
something | didn’t know. | hadn’'t been in Breckenridge that long. Had he been
keeping his own secrets from me?

With one hand, he rubbed his forehead, and the other remained planted on the
steering wheel. “1"'m sorry.”

“For what?’ | didn't want him to apologize if he didn’t mean it or he didn't know
what for.

He stalled, not answering me right away.

“Here, I'll make it easy on you. You've been an ass to me, in fact, the biggest
bosshole that | know of. Tell mel’mwrong,” | said, staring at him.

He kept his focus on the road and every so often he'd glanced in my direction, but
now he didn’t look at me. He shifted under my gaze, clearly uncomfortable with what
I’d said. He wanted the truth. He deserved it.

His jaw was tight, his teeth clenched. His left hand came down on the steering wheel
as he guided the truck onto the private driveway toward his residence.



“Yeah, that's what | thought. Don’t worry. I'll be out of your hair as soon as | can
find someplace to live. | had planned on staying at the resort, but it's under new
management at the moment.”

He huffed under his breath. “Do you think you're funny, cracking a joke like that?
Y ou could have gotten killed today.”

“Well, | didn’'t. I'm sure you' re disappointed that I'm still here, taking up residence
under your roof.” | hadn’t intended to go so far, but the words slipped out. He didn’t
really wish me dead, right? He just hated me. Was there a difference? | pinched the
bridge of my nose, feeling a headache coming on.

Maybe | should grab my blanket and steal a pillow and go sleep in the damned shed.
The only piece of property | owned with a roof. Well, it was that or my car, but my
vehicle was down at the resort, which made sleeping in hard. That would be my plan.
| could easily live out of my car. | just needed to get back to the resort. It had to beat
the death daggers Jaxson shot my way.

He shut off the vehicle and emitted a heavy sigh. | could feel the heat, the anger, the
stress brooding in the truck. | didn’t want to sit around and wait for him to erupt at
me again. | unlocked the truck door, thrust it open, and unbuckled myself. | spun my
legs to the side to jump down when the blanket tangled around me. Wrestling with it,
| failed to notice Jaxson had hurried around the truck.

His body trapping mine, my legs tight with him practically straddling me. His hands
rested at each side of my hips against the truck’s interior leather as he blocked me
from escaping.

“We need to talk.”

“There' s nothing to talk about,” | said and pushed at his chest to force him to move,



but he was too strong. His hands came up, clasping mine, crushing my hands against
his chest, leaning closer.

“1 don’t think you mean that,” Jaxson said.

| wouldn’t look at him. | didn’t want to give him any more of my time or attention. “|
do,” | said.

“1 would never want anything to happen to you, Freckles.” His right hand came up
and stroked my jaw and guided my chin up to meet his stare. “I’ ve been a jerk, but
it's because | don’t know how to do this,” he said and gestured between us.

“Dowhat?”’

“Be professional.” He leaned his forehead against mine.

My eyes closed. | could smell the sweat against his skin mixed with the special scent
that made him uniquely Jaxson.

His fingers tangled in the nape of my neck, bringing my lips closer. He held me in
that position, not kissing me, just drinking in my breath, stealing my anger and pain
as | felt need overtake us. | wanted him, but | didn’t want my heart broken. Not again.
| couldn’t handle it shattering into amillion tiny pieces.

“This isn't professional,” | whispered. My eyelids fluttered open, my gaze heavy.
Each breath grew raspy and deep. | wanted him more than | had wanted anything in
my life. The worst of it was that | knew what 1’d been missing, I’d had ataste of the
forbidden fruit, and | wanted more.

“Screw professional.” His lips latched onto mine, hard and forceful with need.



| clutched him tighter and pulled him to me, my fingers tangled in his hair as | drank
himin. | wanted him, needed him, craved what only he could offer me.

“I'm sorry,” he whispered, breaking the kiss, his lips soft and warm caressing my
neck, sucking and nipping at the sensitive flesh.

| whimpered. He knew just what to do to make my knees weak. Thankfully, | was
aready seated. | dipped my head, my fingers guided his lips back to mine, our
tongues dueled for control, his body pressed tight against mine. | wanted him but was
afraid to voice the words, not after what happened.

He pulled back dightly, and his lips trailed a warm soft path to my ear. “I have
something to tell you,” he whispered.

“Don’'t want to talk,” | said, dragging his mouth back down onto mine. Talking is
what got us into trouble. It turned into fighting. This felt good, amazing, in fact, and
made my head spin in awonderful way.
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Every fear that had flitted through my mind had vanished with his lips on mine.

“1 left you a note the night | went home,” he whispered, dropping soft butterfly kisses
to my neck yet again.

| froze, my eyes wide, pulled from the sweet moment, and thrown back like a rubber
band that snapped me to the reality of what happened. “What?’ | pulled back and put
a hand between us to stop him. | needed to hear this, whatever he felt important
enough to drop on me now.

“1 didn’t want to wake you when | left, so | scribbled you a note and stuck it to your
new fridge. I’'m guessing you never saw it.” His eyes twinkled, and as | stared into
the deep blue abyss, | could see he spoke the truth. Jaxson wasn't a man that would
lie to save himself.

| didn’t have the slightest idea he'd |eft a note. I’ d been so upset with him for leaving
and not so much as saying goodbye or texting that I'd grown angrier at myself for

trusting again.

“lI didn't know that,” | whispered, staring at him. | shut my eyes and rested my
forehead against his.

| shivered. | hadn’t felt cold, but the vehicle door had been open for quite some time,
and we'd let out al the heat from the truck.

“We should get you inside where it’swarm,” Jaxson said.



| gavein, offering out my hand for him to help me out of the truck.

My boots sunk in the fresh snow as | followed him wordlessly inside his house. He
shut off the alarm as we entered, and while | wanted to continue our festivities,
Skylar rushed over to greet us.

“Are you okay? | heard on the news about the hostage takeover. Do you know what
they wanted? Were you there? | heard Eagle Tactical was brought in.” Skylar
rambled on.

| couldn’t deal with her. | glanced at Jaxson and pointed at the stairwell. “I’m going
to take a shower.” | needed to rid myself of the filth that covered my body.

| wanted him to join me. | hoped he’'d sneak away from Skylar and find his way into
the bathroom with me. Unlike the last time when he'd rescued me from the cold
water crashing down against me, this time, | wanted it to be different. | needed it to
be different.

One look, that was all | could give him to convey what | desired. | had to watch every
word spoken with Skylar in the room and |zzie nearby. | didn’t know where she was
and couldn’t risk her repeating something sultry that would slip out past my lips.

| sauntered to the stairs and glanced over my shoulder, giving him the best come
hither look that | could muster, and nodded toward upstairs. | wasn't used to giving
off asexy vibe. Would he get the hint?
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Chapter Seventeen
Jaxson

Had Ariella just shot me a sultry glance to come join her in the shower? Was |
reading into her sad gaze because | wanted her to desire me as much as | craved her?

Skylar droned on with question after question asking about the hostage ordeal. If
anyone was hurt, what they wanted, why they’d taken hostages if there were
demands, the list continued on.

| hadn’'t stuck around to find out why the gunmen had taken hostages. It had been
obvious they were after something. My guess was money, but they weren’'t about to
get a truckload of cash from their heist. SWAT was handling rescuing the other
hostages. I’d been told to go home and that our services were no longer wanted after
the stunt I'd pulled to save Ariellaand Hazel.

It wasn't good for our company, but the local sheriff didn’t seem nearly as perturbed
as the lead on the case. We hadn’t tried to step on any toes or insult the big guys with
badges, but we did what needed to be done to save our people, and | told them I'd
have done it all over again. That's what got my ass in trouble. | had no regrets, at
least not with how it went down.

My only regret was that I’d hurt Ariella.

She’'d be even more upset with me if | didn’t join her in the shower, assuming that
was her intent. Maybe she wanted me to sneak upstairs so we could finish what we'd



started? Or | could have been completely off, and she’' d reem me the minute | invited
myself into the shower unannounced. Yeah, talk about sexual harassment in the
workplace. That's one for the books, but let’s face it, she was living with me, her
boss. We were bound to cross some lines a little more than others.

| wanted to cross the line that with her, the one that kept us strictly as friends and
professionals. | was over being just her boss. If she gave her consent, what was the
harm in falling into bed again?

Skylar continued droning on about how worried she was, how every local station had
the crisis on television, and that she didn't want lzzie to see it but that she felt it
necessary to watch it herself.

| found myself nodding, agreeing with her, pretending to listen, just to make the
conversation over and done with. | was being an ass, | knew it, but Skylar and | didn’t
get aong. We hadn’'t in years since Dad died. She blamed me. | blamed myself. It
was a great situation, really.

“Do you smell that?’ | asked and sniffed my shirt. “I need to get showered and
cleaned up. | stink, and I’'m sure no one wants to smell this body.” Anything to get
her to leave me alone for twenty minutes, maybe an hour.

“We need to talk, Jaxson, when you're done.” Skylar folded her arms across her
chest.

| stripped out of my shoes and headed for the stairs. “Just say it.” Skylar never beat
around the bush. She was brazen a little too much so at times. Since when did she
wait for permission for anything?

“I"'m staying in Breckenridge permanently. | applied for a job and got hired at the
coffee shop in town,” Skylar said.



“Great,” | muttered, storming up the stairs.

“1 thought you’ d be happy that | was around more,” Skylar said.

“l said great!” | shouted back down at her as | hurried upstairs. The guest bathroom
light was off and the door open. Sneaky. She’d snuck into my private bathroom. |
dipped into my bedroom and noticed the bathroom light was on and the door had
been left gjar.

| stripped out my clothes, my shirt on the ground, my pants, my boxers, and lastly,
my socks. | opened the bathroom door naked, hoping | hadn’t misread her signal. Did
she want this? Did she want me?

| yanked back the curtain and stepped into the shower with her. Unlike the last time
where she’d been curled up on the floor, this time, she was exactly as | would have
Imagined, standing under the spray dripping wet.

| climbed into the steamy shower and pulled her tight. My lips crushed hers. | needed
to feel her all around me. Frenzied, | lifted one of her legs and guided myself inside
of her warmth, burying inside of her.

Ariella moaned as | swiftly entered her. Her fingernails gripped my back, digging in,
marking me. Her head dipped back, skin flushed. Was she blushing from desire or the

heat of the shower?

Steam surrounded us. The sound of water pouring out the shower | prayed hid the
noises we made from listening ears.

“Harder,” she grunted into my ear, her teeth tugging on the lobe.

| groaned and tried to concentrate on satisfying her and not ruin an incredible



moment.

| lifted her hips, her legs wrapped around me as | backed her up against the shower
wall. She shivered with her back to the interior.

“God, that’s cold,” she muttered and pulled me tighter, deeper, squeezing down.

It took every amount of measurable self-control | had not to disappoint her. “Won't
happen again.”

“1 hope it does.” Her breath tickled my neck before | captured her lips again.

| tried to go slow, drag out the inevitable moment, but the thought of losing her had
torn me apart inside. I'd broken every protocol today. None of it mattered, only that
we were here now, together.
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My pace frenzied, driving deeper inside of her, needing to become one with her.
Her insides tightened, and | felt her tremble against me.

It was all the encouragement | needed. All fury unleashed as | grunted, clinging tight
against her body, drinking in everything about this moment from her sweet sexy scent
down to the soft noises she made as we came undone together. | didn’t want to forget
any of it, ever.

| shut off the water and carried her to my bed, laying her down, crawling above her,
staring down at her.

“You're al mine, Freckles.” | wanted to clam her and mark her as mine forever.
While | knew she was alive and well and safe in my arms, | had to keep telling
myself that she was here with me and thiswas real.

Her thumb stroked my jaw, and | leaned down, brushing my lips against hers,
crushing her with a bruising kiss. 1’d never felt quite so helpless until today, hearing
about the hostage situation and that she was inside because I’ d sent her there.

Guilt weighed heavily over me.

| pulled back, my elbows propped up so | could stare down at her as | settled my hips
over hers, pressing her down into the mattress, covering her with my body, shielding

her from the outside world, protecting her.

Her bottom lip curled between her teeth. “What’s wrong?’ | whispered, refusing to



glance away. She had my undivided attention. | slid my thumb over her lip, her jaw
relaxed as she released her hold over the sensitive skin. Had she even realized what
she’' d been doing?

“You're my boss,” she stared up at me, unmoving. With one hand, she caressed the
stubble on my jaw, and the other rested on my lower back. “Just afew days ago, you
were pretty clear sex was off-limits, that we couldn’t do this and work together.”

| rolled off her body and laid on my back, staring up at the ceiling with a huff. “I
can’'t work with you and pretend you mean nothing to me.”

Ariellarolled onto her side, tugged the covers up around her waist. She chewed her
bottom lip again.

| leaned in, needing another taste, wanting to know she didn’t regret what we'd just
done. | couldn't go back to pretending that we were nothing more than friends.
Having her at the office had been driving me crazy. I’d wanted to bend her over my
desk.

This kiss was softer, fueled with longing and want, not solely need and pent-up
desires.

“What does that mean?’ Ariellaasked. “I’d rather give up my job than give up you.”

My hold on her tightened. The guys would inevitably kill me, but | wouldn’t let her
leave the business or leave me, and being professional had been too damned hard.
“You're not leaving the team. You're one of us now.” She'd proven herself,
especially today protecting Hazel, keeping her out of the hands of the men who
wanted her dead.

“What are you suggesting?’ she asked, staring down at me. Her fingers tapped



against my chest.

| pulled the covers up around us, burying her between me and the warmth of the
blankets. | kissed her cheek, nose, and eyelids, teasing her. | didn't have a great
suggestion. While | wanted to shout out to the world that she was mine, | had a
feeling that was too much for her. | didn’t want to push her away.

“We go slow, keep what’s happening between us,” | said. It wasn’t anyone else’s
business.

“Do you really think you' re capable of keeping this a secret?’

I’d kept alot of secrets. It was part of the job. | knew Ariella could handle it because
she’d been required to do the same with the C.I.LA. “Yes. Why? Are you having
doubts?’

Her eyes shined with mirth, and she giggled as she maneuvered her hips over mine.
Her hand dlipped down between the sheets, waking me up inside, making me feel
alive al over again. “Oh, | can handle it, but I’'m not sure grumpy bosshole will be
able to pull it off,” Ariellasaid.

| snorted. “Is that a challenge, Freckles?” She made me feel like a teenager al over
again, my body instantly responding to her touch. | was under her control and at her
mercy.

After staying up nearly all night satisfying each other, dawn broke. Ariella had just
fallen to sleep, and | had to get up for work. | didn’'t have the heart to wake her. |
kissed her but aso thought better of leaving a note. The last time everything had gone
terribly wrong for us, and while | didn’t think my house was about to burn down, |



didn’t need to chance some great catastrophe either.

| kissed her softly on her cheek.

She dtirred, eyes still closed and reached out with her arm against the mattress
searching for me. | stood dressed and ready to go. “Sleep in. I'll swing by with lunch

and bring you into the office around noon. Just this once you can come in late, bosses
orders.”

Her eyeslazily opened. “Are you sure? | don’'t want special treatment.”

“Really?’ | stared down at her with a grin and leaned in, kissing her again. “That’s
not what you were moaning last night.”

Her eyes lazily shut, but the smile never left her lips. She moaned softly. “Y eah,
you'reright. Just don’t tell the guys, remember?”’
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“You have my word.” | would keep our little secret between us, at least until | knew
the guys wouldn’'t give Ariellaa hard time. | could handle them harassing me. What |
didn’t want was them pressuring me to end the relationship or to dismiss her from the
job.

One last kiss | planted on her forehead before | quietly snuck out of the bedroom and
shut the door. | hurried down to the kitchen, needing a strong cup of coffee to keep
me awake.

“Morning,” Skylar said. She sat at the kitchen table reading the newspaper.

| strode across the kitchen, grabbed a mug, and poured a steaming hot cup of coffee.
Already | could smell the pleasant aroma and | wanted to taste it. | craved that first
cup to wake me up. The last thing | wanted was to drive off the road on my way to
work.

|zzie had dlept in, which was unusual but not unheard of when she had a tiring day. |
hadn’t spent enough time with my daughter lately, and I'd be spending more time
with Skylar if she was moving to Breckenridge.

“Are you two a thing now?’ Skylar asked. “I heard you guys all night squeaking the
damned bed. | had to put headphones on to drown out the noise.”

| lifted my mug to my lips and took along drag of my coffee. | attempted to hide the
smile that was plastered to my face. Maybe she’d move out of my house if we kept
her up with loud, obnoxious sex.



“What?’ | asked, pretending like | hadn’t heard her. | wiped the smile away and put
the mug down on the counter.

“Y ou two were knocking boots all night,” Skylar said. It wasn't a question.

“Daddy!” |zzie squealed, stomping down the last of the steps. Her hair was a wild
mess of tangles, and her pajamas were still on, but she was a bundle of cuteness.

“Morning, baby girl.” | lifted her into my arms and spun her around, giving her hugs
and kisses. I'd missed her so much and had depended on Skylar more than | wanted
to admit.

“Knocking boobs, Daddy. | wanna knock boobs.”

Skylar's face turned crimson, and she hung her head, covering her face with her
hands.

“Boots,” | said, correcting lzzie. “And it's not a saying we use.” She was smart
enough to understand that it wasn’t something nice to say if | was telling her that. |
didn’t need to elaborate; she was, after al, only three years old.

“Come on. Let’s get you dressed.” | put her down on the ground, and she grabbed my
hand, tugging meto follow her upstairs.

| did my best to keep quiet, not wanting to wake Ariella. Following lzzie to her
bedroom, | flipped on the light and strode to the dresser in a hurry. | needed to get
into the office and find out what was going on with Mason and Hazel. Were they all
right?

| was supposed to meet with Franco yesterday, but after he'd been held up at the
resort, | suspected he might stop by today. We needed to drop them as a client. There



was no way we would turn Hazel over, and while I’ d been doing my due diligence on
Franco, | hadn’t expected to come up against the mafia.

We'd dealt with criminals in the past, domestic violence cases, and delinquents but
the mafia, that was new. | wanted to discuss how we were going to handle it with the
guys before Franco or his goons showed up at Eagle Tactical. We needed a plan.
Telling them we weren’t going to accept the job didn’t seem like enough.

| opened the drawers of the dresser, retrieving an outfit for [zzie. While in the process
of dressing her, my cell phone rang. | answered the call and held it to my ear using
my shoulder. “Hey, I’ll be in the office soon,” | said, having recognized Declan’s
number pop up on my phone.

“Did you see the news this morning?’ Declan asked.

My stomach sunk. “No. Is everything okay? Did Mason check-in?" | asked. | hadn’t
spoken with him about where he was taking Hazel, but | assumed it was his uncle’'s
property in North Dakota. The team had gathered for a retreat there on quite a few
occasions.

“Mason’sfine, asfar as| know. Thisisabout Ariella,” Declan said.

| hurried as | dressed Izzie and glanced back at the bedroom across the hall. “What
about her?” Was there another secret she hadn’t divulged that | was now going to be
beaten down with? How much more could | take?

“Do you remember Benjamin Ryan?”’

“Yes, he'sher ex-husband,” | said. | knew of him. The bastard stole my life savings.

“The D.A. dropped the charges against him, and he's been released from prison,”



Declan said. “Turns out there's evidence that he couldn’t have been involved since
the digital trail leads to a connection in another state outside of New Y ork. There’s an
interview on the news asking what he plans on doing next with hislife.”

| swallowed the lump in my throat. |zzie was dressed, but her clothes didn’t match.
I’d been too busy listening to Declan to realize until after | dressed her how much she
clashed. “Do you like leaving me hanging?’ | grimaced and took her hand, leading
her out of her bedroom and back down the stairwell.

“He’'s coming back to claim hiswife, Ariella Ryan.”
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Chapter Eighteen
Hazel

| had kept my head down and avoided glancing at Franco during the hostage
takeover. | could still feel his putrid breath when he had kissed me before throwing
me into the back of his car recently.

| had no idea where Mason and | were heading. We' d aready been driving for hours,
and I'd fallen asleep for awhile. The comfort of the vehicle and the fact | could relax
had been enough to make me succumb to sleep.

| rubbed my eyelids and stirred, shifting in the truck. It was still dark outside. |
glanced at the clock in the vehicle. It was just past midnight.

“How are you holding up?’ Mason asked.

“Just tired otherwise I'm all right,” | said. My fingers played with the white gold
necklace, tugging on the chain, twirling it on my index finger.

“We're amost there. As soon as we head inside, I’ [l make us something light to eat
before bed.”

“I’'m not very hungry.” Although my stomach grumbled otherwise, | didn’t think |
could eat much. The last two days events had been exhausting, and without much
sleep, the thought of food wasn’t appealing.



He drove down a gravel road, kicking up dirt and dust in our wake. Where the hell
had he taken me? Did they have a safe house?

Mason didn’t say a word, kept his attention on the road the last couple of miles until
we pulled up out front of arustic home, two stories, on afarm.

“We're not in Montana anymore, are we?’ | hadn’t seen any mountains, but it was
dark.

“North Dakota. My uncle owns the farm and acres of land out here. He has plenty of
room, but he’'s not very kind to strangers. It'd be best if we pretended we were a
couple.”

| snorted. He couldn’t be serious.

He shut off the engine and unlocked the truck’ s door.

“You'rejoking. Right?’ | asked and climbed out of the vehicle, following him around
to the front door. | didn’'t have any clothes or possessions with me, except the clothes
on my back. Everything Ariella had been kind enough to buy for me was back at the
resort.

His hand fell to my lower back as he escorted me up the porch steps. “I’'m serious. If
we want to stay here, then we need to convince him we' re serious about each other.”

“Great,” | muttered under my breath. It wasn't that | didn’t still harbor feelings for
Mason, quite the opposite. I'd practically thrown myself at him earlier, and he'd
turned me down because he was concerned with what, his reputation?

| shuffled my feet as | felt the weight of his hand against my lower back. His touch
was firm and possessive, and in any other circumstance, | would have gladly



pretended to be his girlfriend. | didn’t have the heart to do it today or the stamina to
be someone el se.

Exhaustion swept over me, and | stumbled as | stood on unsteady footing.

Mason’'s arm wrapped around my waist. “Whoa. Are you okay?’ He held me close.

| nodded and rubbed my eyes. “I guess | haven't fully woken back up.” It was alie. |
suffered when | didn’'t sleep, and | hadn’t gotten enough rest to classify as a decent
night’s sleep in two days.

“We'll get you into bed soon,” Mason said.

His breath against my neck sent a shiver coursing through my body. | hoped he
couldn’t feel my response. He held me close against him as a dog on the opposite side
of the door barked profusely, and heavy footsteps stammered to unlock the door. It
had taken a while, and finally, he pulled open the wooden door, the storm door still
shut and locked.

“Mason?’ The man had thirty years on Mason, but he looked so much alike in the
eyes, the jawline, even the build. They could have amost been brothers. “What are
you doing here in the middle of the night?’

He unlocked the storm door. The stranger glared at me but let usinside.

A brown and white mixed breed dog greeted me enthusiastically, jumping, tail
wagging.

“Down, Bear!” he commanded.

Bear had to be eighty pounds of pure muscle with beautiful coloring and brown



freckles on her white face. Her nose was a golden brown that matched her fur. “She's
beautiful,” | said as | petted her head, and she leaned against me for more pets and
cuddles.

Mason embraced his uncle in a hug. | whimpered, already missing Mason’s touch and
hold on me. He was quick with a hug before wrapping his arm back around my hip,
pulling me tight. Was he trying to convince his uncle that we were a couple?
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“Bear surelikesyou,” hisuncle said. “She doesn’t like too many people.”

| found that hard to believe with her disposition, but maybe there weren’t too many
people who came around to his farm.

“Uncle Jeb, thisis my girlfriend Hazel,” Mason said. “We planned on calling, but you
know how the phone signal is out here.”

Uncle Jeb waved his hand dismissively. “Better not to use the phones. You know
those things are constantly being monitored. No one has any privacy anymore.” He
shut and locked the front door behind us. There were severa deadbolts attached to the
door.

“You didn’t tell me you had agirlfriend,” Uncle Jeb said.

Mason held me close against him. His body heat radiated off of him and onto me. |
leaned into his touch and strong embrace.

“We recently reconnected,” Mason said. “We knew each other back at boarding
school, dated when we were kids.”

Uncle Jeb’'s eyes brightened. “I remember Hazel. She was the best thing that ever
happened to you. Kept you out of trouble.”

Was that what he said to his family when he spoke about me? | rested a hand on his
chest. It wasn't difficult to fall into the role of his girlfriend. | wanted to be his.
“Mason was the best thing that happened to me at boarding school, too,” | said. |



wasn't trying to flatter Mason or hisuncle. | only spoke the truth.

Mason shucked his coat and shoes, leaving them by the entryway of the house. | did
the same, following his lead. “1 hope you don’t mind, but we haven’t eaten anything.
| was hoping to whip up something in the kitchen before bed,” Mason said.

“Be my guest. My house is your house, son. I'll change the sheets in the guest room
while you make your lady something to eat.”

We hung our coats and placed our shoes on the mat by the door. Mason latched onto
my hand and tugged for me to follow him down the hall and into the kitchen. He
flipped on the light switch, bathing the kitchen in a bright daylight glow from the
lightbul bs overhead.

| grimaced and shut my eyes, trying to adjust. The foyer hadn’t been overly bright,
but the kitchen blinded me.

Mason flipped another switch, only lighting half the kitchen. “Better?”

“Thanks.” | let go of his hand and sauntered over to the counter to sit down on one of
the stools. “I’m not sure how much | can eat. Sleep, that | can do.” | stifled a yawn.
Just speaking about sleep made me even more tired.

“1 promise | will tuck you into bed as soon as we' re done eating.”

| brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. Mason stared at me, making my stomach
flop. Was he really going to tuck me into bed, or was he saying that for his uncle's

benefit?

His Uncle Jeb hadn’t followed us into the kitchen, but that didn’t mean that he wasn't
listening. He'd been just a room away, down the hall. | didn’'t know where the guest



room that he’' d spoken of was located in the house. | hadn’t heard footsteps travel up
the stairs or down the hall.

Resting my elbows on the counter and my head in my hands, | tried to stay awake.

“You're going to fall asleep in your food just like Izzie, aren't you?’ Mason said a
huge grin spread across his face.

| didn’t know who |zzie was or what he was referring to. “What?’

“Jaxson’s daughter.” He shook his head, the smile never left his face. “You just
remind me of someone when you' re sleepy.”

| mumbled, incapable of answering in full sentences. | just wanted to sleep. | shut my
eyes for a brief second, just to relax, when | felt awarm arm on my back and jumped
In my seat.

“Relax,” Mason said. He wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “I made us a
sandwich. I’d like you to eat something before we climb under the covers.”

| swallowed the lump in my throat. Were we actually going to share a bed? Hours
earlier, I’d wanted to, but he' d turned me down. Now we were stuck pretending that
we were madly in love and together.

“Come on. Y ou need to eat something.” Mason had made a sandwich for himself. He
sat on the stool beside me and took a bite of his peanut butter and jelly.

| glanced at the peanut butter and banana sandwich that he’d made for me. When we
were kids, it had been my favorite, he remembered. | wasn't hungry, but | lifted the
bread to my lips and took a bite to appease him.



It took forever for me to finish the sandwich. Time seemed to stand still because |
was tired and ready for bed. With heavy eyes, | finished the last bite and swallowed
down aglass of water.

“l promise tomorrow I'll make us both something a little more nutritious,” Mason
said. He cleaned up the dishes, washing both of our plates in the sink, rinsing, and
then scrubbing each item.

| stood, wobbling from lack of sleep. “I can help dry the dishes,” | offered. | walked
around the counter to the sink and grabbed a dishrag, drying the plates after he
washed each one.
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“Thanks,” Mason said. “As soon as we're done, I'll take you upstairs and tuck you
into bed.”

| licked my lips. Was he planning on sharing a bed with me? | wasn't sure how
traditional his uncle was, whether he’'d encourage or be insulted if we stayed in the
same bedroom.

“What?' he asked.

| shook my head, atired smile on my face. “| didn’t say anything.”

“No, but you're thinking it.”

“How do you know what I’'m thinking? Since when are you amind reader?’ | asked.

He shut off the water as | dried the last plate and placed it on the drying rack. | didn’t
know where anything went to put the dishes away.

Mason took the dishrag, folded it, and then grabbed my hand, and led me up the
stairwell. Wordlessly, | followed him willing to sleep wherever he put me.

We reached the top of the stairs and the second door on the right he opened and
flipped on the light, leading me inside. A single queen-sized mattress was pressed up
against the wall. A quilt was pulled back, and several pillows had been fluffed and
positioned for guests.

“Where are you sleeping?’ | asked.



He shut the bedroom door. “With you, of course,” Mason said. He pulled his t-shirt
over his head and then undid his belt buckle, pulling his belt free.

| stood there frozen, watching him undress. Were we really sharing a bed together?
We'd dept beside one another dozens of nights, snuck into each other’s dorms, and
risked expulsion, but the number of times we'd actually had sex | could count on one
hand.

He opened the dresser and tossed me a t-shirt. “Y ou can wear this to bed if you want.
It'smine. | left afew things herein case | pay Uncle Jeb avisit.”

“Do you bring al your girlfriends here?’ | asked. | hadn’t intended to come across as
jealous, but the way Mason had insisted his uncle wouldn’t trust me unless we were
together, | found it unsettling. “ Turn around,” | said.

“What?’

“I’m not undressing in front of you. Turn around.”

Mason rolled his eyes and then turned around to face the door.

| quickly stripped out of my clothes, which happened to be Mason’s sweats that 1'd
worn earlier so as not to attract attention to myself. | dipped into his t-shirt and left
my panties on before crawling under the blankets.

“Okay, you can turn around,” | said. He removed his jeans and folded his clothes,
leaving his things on the dresser before shutting off the light and stalking to the bed in

only apair of boxers.

Did the room get warmer?



“You didn’'t answer my question,” | said. My eyes never left his body. He looked hot
half-naked, and he was incredibly good-looking with his clothes on. It was any
wonder awoman hadn’t already snatched him up.

“About the girlfriends? Y ou' re the only person I’ ve brought here that’s not one of my
military buddies, the Eagle Tactica guys” Mason climbed beneath the covers,
leaving me plenty of space on my side of the bed. He was a professional. Even while
sharing a bed and pretending to be together, he was keeping his hands to himself.

| groaned and rolled around, restlessin bed.

“What’swrong?’ Mason'’s soft voice | found incredibly soothing.

His hand reached out, grazing my breast before settling on my side. Had it been an
accident in the darkness, or had he wanted to touch me intimately?

“Aside from the fact I’'m exhausted?”

“Fair enough. Get some sleep,” he said. His lips grazed my cheek and planted a soft,
gentle kiss against my skin.

“You don’'t haveto pretend in here. It s just you and me.” His uncle couldn’t see usin
the privacy of the bedroom. He didn’t have to pretend that he wanted to be with me.
He' d aready rejected me once today. | wasn’t going to throw myself at him again.

“I would never pretend. | mean outside of Uncle Jeb, but that’s just because he's
paranoid about the government and what | do for aliving.”

Sighing, | curled up on my side, my eyes shut. | wasn't sure how much longer I'd last
awake. “He's not wrong. | mean about what you do, the danger that follows you
around.”
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| was part of that danger, risking his life, calling him for help to dea with Franco.
Would | ever be able to live my life again in anormal way, or would | be forced to go
into hiding or witness protection?

“1 can defend myself,” Mason said. “Besides, nothing is going to happen to you while
I’m with you.”

He was so confident in his answer. | found comfort in hiswords. | shifted on the bed,
inching closer. While | didn’t reach out to touch him, | brushed against him, knowing
he was next to me made me at ease.

“You trust Uncle Jeb?”

“With my life,” Mason said. “He won't let anything happen to you either. Get some
sleep.” His lips grazed my cheek once more before the bed shifted, and he pulled me
into his arms, cradling me.

| opened my mouth to object, to point out this wasn't professional, but it took too
much energy and staminathat | didn’t have to fight with him. | let him hold me and

protect me.

My legstangled in his, pulling him closer. The heat of our bodies stirring desires that
intensified within me. | couldn’t have him. He wasn’t mine. Not anymore.

* % *

| awoke with a start, Bear barking profusely downstairs. My body froze, the lights



were off, the sky still dark. | didn't know what time it was, but | felt much better,
more rested. I'd slept for awhile.

| reached out for Mason, but he wasn't in bed with me. “Mason?’ | whispered into
the darkness, unable to see him.

He didn’t respond. Maybe he was downstairs and he' d startled Bear?

The sound of gunfire erupted downstairs.
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Chapter Nineteen
Mason

I’d been startled awake, but by what, | wasn't sure. Hazel slept soundly, curled up on
her side. | untangled from her grasp and quietly grabbed my gun on the dresser
tucked beneath my pants.

| headed out of the bedroom, and Uncle Jeb was in the hallway, shotgun in hand. His
eyes, tight and narrow, focused on the same thing | was, listening for what had
awoken both of us. My uncle had served in the marines many years ago. | gave him
hand signal's, not wanting to make a sound.

Bear howled from down below, and | hurried, gun drawn as | tore down the stairs as
guiet as possible. | needed to protect Hazel, and the best way to do that was to keep
her upstairs and out of harm’sway.

Uncle Jeb followed just behind me with his shotgun.

| didn’t want to tell him he’ d need more firepower than that if the men who were after
Hazel had shown up. How had they found her? I’ d been careful, making sure that no
one had tailed my truck. Had there been a tracker on the vehicle or on Hazel?

I’d given her the bangle, but there was no way that they could have hacked into our
tracker. | was confident in our equipment and the security measures that we'd taken
to ensure her safety.



Bear growled and barked. The sweet dog had been trained to attack. He'd sensed
danger as much as we had.

Uncle Jeb came up on my right side while | flanked left and headed down the
hallway. We left the lights off to our advantage. My uncle knew his house in the dark,
and I’ d spent enough summers visiting that | was familiar with the layout.

Gunfire erupted from all angles outside, firing into the farmhouse. | hit the ground for
cover. There was nowhere else to go. | crawled on my stomach toward the window.
When the firing ceased after several long rounds, | poked my head up to see what
awaited us.

There were dozens of vehicles with their lights on and engines running just outside
the house. | needed more manpower. Even if | gave Hazel a weapon, it wouldn’'t be
enough. | hurried back up the stairs and threw the door open.

She stood in the middle of the bedroom, pulling on the sweatshirt, getting dressed. |
grabbed her arm and dragged her to come with me. “We need to get you out of here.
It's a bloodbath.” | wouldn’t wait for them to come and take her.

Uncle Jeb shot off his weapon. With every shot, he had to reload, costing us precious
time.

Bullets tore through the house, ripping apart the walls. The men outside didn’'t have
shotguns or pistols. They had semi-automatic weapons and didn’t have to reload as
often.

The first round had burned through the first floor. After they reloaded, they were now
aiming haphazardly upstairs, wrecking every inch of the property that they could,
ensuring there were no survivors.



| sheltered Hazel, covered her with my body as | lay above her on the floor.
Fragments of wood and glass sliced my skin. My arms burned, and blood dripped
from my cheek. | ignored the pain. All that mattered was getting her out of here alive.

The firing ceased, and | grabbed Hazel by the arm, hoisting her to her feet. She
trembled in my grip. “We need to move.” | led her down the stairs, my hand in hers,
as | pulled her with me and kept her close to my body.

The headlights from the vehicles outside shined inside the farmhouse through the
bullet holes.

Uncle Jeb sat on the floor, ssumped down. Blood trickled from his chest and neck as
he gasped for breath. “ Get her—out of here.”

“Everyone inside! Sweep the place. | want her dead or aive,” Franco shouted his
orders to the men outside.

| dragged Hazel with me down to the laundry room. Beneath the floor was a false
door. | pulled the board and opened the hatch. “Get in.”

She shook her head violently and folded her arms across her chest. She'd been
trembling earlier, but now she was shaking even more wildly.

| ran a hand over her cheek. | hadn’t seen any blood on her, except for afew cuts and
scrapes from the bullet shrapnel.

“I can’t.”
“You have to.” We were running out of time. | needed her to hide, and then | had to

cover the trap door to protect her. | didn’'t have time to even consider how I’d handle
the men as they charged inside the house.



“1’m claustrophobic,” she said.

“Shit. Then you're going to have to run.” | prayed the men were all coming in
through the front and back entrance. | hurried toward the side of the house, away
from the doors, and used my elbow to clear the fragments of glass that had shard but
not fully broken and fell in the firefight.

| didn’t see any men, but | could hear them. | helped Hazel through the window along
with Bear, hoping that she' d protect Hazel.

Men came stampeding through the house, guns drawn. | hurried out of the room, not
wanting to give Hazel’ s whereabouts to any of the men searching for her.
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“Whereis she?’ A thick Russian accent permeated the room.

Uncle Jeb coughed and wheezed. | could hear his struggle. | skirted the corner of the
room and hugged the wall, peeking out to see one man towering over my uncle.
Another man shoved his foot onto my uncle’'s chest, making it harder for him to
breathe.

| lifted the barrel of my gun and fired several shots, hitting the men before | took off
through the darkened house, hiding from them in the dining room.

Bullets blasted through the farmhouse, tearing into my arm and burning me like lava,
scorching my flesh. | winced and bit my tongue to keep my groaning at bay. No one
could know where hid.

It wasn't my first bullet wound, but it didn’t sting any less. Blood dripped down my
arm, making it harder for me to use two hands to aim, and the bastard shot my good
arm.

“We've got her!” avoice echoed from outside.

| stumbled forward. Why hadn’t she fought back? | didn’t hear so much as a scream
pass her lips.

Heavy boots retreated through the house, but not before sending off one last wave of
bullets. | dove for cover. A second round slammed into my chest, knocking me to the
floor, unable to move.



| tried to stand, to lift myself up from the ground and fight. Inch by inch, | dragged
myself across the dining room floor and then into the hallway.

A streak of blood followed me across the wood flooring. | wouldn’t let Hazel be
dragged off with Franco.

Car doors slammed, and headlights faded as the sound of tires squealed, and vehicles
tore away from the farmhouse.

She was gone, and | wasto blame. | hadn’t been able to save her or protect her.
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Chapter Twenty
Hazel

| slipped out through the broken window. Glass tore at my feet. My shoes were by the
front door, and | had no way of getting them before fleeing the farmhouse.

| ran hard and fast with Bear at my side in the darkness outside through the field.
Breathing hard, | stumbled over a rock, smashing my toe and landing face-first
against the ground.

Dirt covered my face and filled my mouth. | spit and coughed.

Gunfire erupted from behind me inside the house. Bear took off, abandoning me in
the open field.

“Mason,” | whispered, staring at the battered farmhouse. It hadn’t fallen yet. The
structure looked unstable from the hundreds of bullet holes that littered the walls.

| needed to run, but my feet were sore and raw. My heart wanted to save Mason, but
the only way to do that was to surrender to Franco. Even that didn’t secure Mason's
freedom.

A flashlight shined right on me.

“Freeze! Hold it right there!” A gruff voice shouted at me.



| ran, hoping the darkness would blanket me, but there was afull moon.

He shot off awarning. The bullet whizzed by my side.

“Stop! Next timel won't miss.”

| came to an abrupt halt, my armsin the air. “Don’t shoot. I'll go with you. Just leave
my friends alone.” It wasn't a bargain | could make. | had no leverage. He had the

gun on me, but | still said it anyhow.

He snorted and grabbed my arm and yanked me to follow before he let go and
rammed the gun into my back.

“Move faster,” he commanded. As we drew closer, he shouted at the others. “We got
her!”

| glanced down at the golden bangle hidden on my arm beneath the sweatshirt. Mason
would find me, assuming he was still alive.

| couldn’'t allow myself to think like that. He was a fighter, always had been, even at
boarding school.

The men repeatedly fired on the farmhouse, another round of bullets showering the
building and the two men inside.

Uncle Jeb hadn’t looked in good shape when I'd come downstairs. We should have
checked on him, helped him, put him into the hidden crawl space under the house.

My stomach ached wretched with guilt. Had | just married Franco none of this would
have happened.



“There’s my little firecracker,” Franco said as he stomped through the grass, coming
right for me.

| wanted to flee, but I couldn’t move. The gun was nestled against my spine. My feet
throbbed, which made it difficult to walk.

He fisted my hair and tugged on the strands, jerking my head up and my gaze to meet
his stern expression. “No more running, Hazel. The chaseis over.” He dragged me by
the hair and shoved me into the back of histown car, sliding in beside me.

“Don’t even try escaping. Child locks are an incredible feature.” His knees spread
wide, taking up a seat and a half.

| scooted as close to the opposite door, trying to make myself small.

“It's a shame you killed those men and the marshals,” Franco said. “I never thought
my wife would take part in the messy aspects of the business, but it seems you're as
dirty as| am.”

“I didn’'t kill anyone.” | wasn't the murderer. He couldn’t blame me for what he did.

Franco turned to face me. “You don’t believe that. | know the way you think. You're
more guilty than | am. Y ou reached out to him and sealed his fate.” His finger grazed
my collarbone and touched the white gold chain my father had given me, holding a
heart locket with a picture of my deceased mother.

He ripped the necklace from my neck, rolled down the window, and tossed it outside
aswe drove.
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“No!” | gasped, feeling both naked and broken without the chain. | hadn’t taken it off
in years. It had become a part of me. “Why?’ my voice croaked. “That was from my
father!” Tears threatened my vision. | hadn’'t cried with all that I'd experienced, but
now stealing a piece of me and disposing of it like trash. | couldn’t take much more.

“1 know. How do you think | was able to find you?’ he asked.

| didn’'t understand, frowning as he stared at me. | shook my head. Was he going to
elaborate?

Franco stretched his arm and wrapped it around my shoulders. | swallowed the lump
in my throat as he pulled me tight against him and his lips grazed my ear. “Y our
father wanted to make sure you were safe. How do you think | was able to find you?’
he whispered.

| shivered and pulled away, untangling from his grasp. “There was a tracker in the
necklace? Let me go.” | didn’t want to believe it, but how else had Franco been able
to find me? Mason hadn’t called anyone when we' d left Breckenridge. We'd shown
up unannounced in North Dakota on his uncle' s farm.

“I’m never letting you go,” Franco whispered into my ear.

The hair on my arms stood on end. | shimmed away, but his grip on my shoulders
tightened.



We drove through the night straight to Chicago. | kept as far from Franco as possible
in the back of the car. After some time, his hand fell away from my shoulder, and I'd
been able to relax and fall asleep in short bursts.

The vehicle came to a standstill, and | stirred awake. Rubbing the sleep from my
eyes, | recognized the gated house. It had been my father’s home before he'd died
and left it to Nikolai.

“What are we doing here?’ | asked.

Franco didn’t answer me.

The driver opened the window, punched in a code, and proceeded forward to the front
entrance before he shut off the engine and stepped out. He opened the door for
Franco.

Franco climbed out of the car and reached in, grabbed my arm, he dragged me out
with him.

“Get off me.” | attempted to shrug out of his grasp, but he didn’t let me free. There
was nowhere to run, even if | could manage to escape. The wrought-iron fence had
arrows at the top, ensuring no one would climb in or out. Not to mention my feet
were swollen and gashed from the glass I’d stepped on last night in my plight for
freedom.

Victor, one of my father’s oldest friends, stepped out through the front door and down
the stairs. He had thinning white hair and was scrawny compared to Franco. “Nikolai
isn't here,” Victor said.

“Fine. We'll wait.” Franco released his hold on me, and | pulled farther away to keep
out of his grasp.



| rubbed my bruised arms and stepped off the cement to let my sore feet sink into the
grass. | didn’t care that it was winter. The cold breeze made me numb, helping relieve
the pain that | felt all over my body, the burning sting against my raw skin.

“It could be awhile until he's back. Nikolai went to Breckenridge when he couldn’t
get ahold of you,” Victor said.

My arms nestled tight across my chest as | shivered and glanced back at the car. At
least the shelter of the vehicle and the seat had provided comfort. Was there any
chance that the driver left the keys unattended, and | could steal the car and flee?

It was wishful thinking.

“Come inside,” Victor said. “I'll call Nikola and let him know you both have
arrived.”

The driver climbed back into the vehicle and started the engine, leaving me to follow
Franco and Victor inside. | still didn’t know why we'd come, but | suspected Nikolai

wouldn’t be pleased to see me.

Dried blood coated my body, and under the morning light, there were bloodstains on
my arms, hands, and feet. | [imped up the wooden stairs and into the foyer.

Franco leaned in and sniffed my neck.
| shuddered and winced. Disgusted.
“Find yourself a bathroom. No wife of mine will look this filthy,” he said and yanked

me by the hips. He pulled me close and tight against his body. “Freshen up for me. |
like agirl who smells good.”



| wanted to puke.

“I’ll call Nikolai. Franco, please have a seat. Make yourself at home,” Victor said.

Relieved when Franco released his hold on me, | hurried out of his clutches and up
the stairs. The pain tore at my feet, but | kept a quickened pace. | wanted to get away,
and | wasn't capable of running with tiny shards of glass still embedded in the soles
of my feet.
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The house smelled musky, old. While the interior hadn’t changed much since Nikolai
took possession of the property, the stench wreaked of his filth. How many men had
he murdered inside his home?

| hobbled to my childhood bedroom and ripped open the door. | stumbled inside, my
feet left atrail of fresh blood on the perfectly white carpet. | ignored the stains and
the mess as | approached my closet. I'd spent many nights in the bedroom, not just in
my childhood years. | retrieved a sweater dress and black leggings from the dresser
along with undergarments.

| hurried into the nearest bathroom. There were no locks on the doors. no real
privacy, just a semblance of it. I’d have to trust that no one would invade my personal
space. There was no furnitureto slide in front of the door.

Asakid living in the giant house, it hadn’t mattered. No one had barreled through the
bathroom door, but now, knowing that Franco could force his way in on a whim, my
stomach ached.

| stripped down and turned on the shower, letting the steam permeate the bathroom
while | retrieved a pair of tweezers from the medicine cabinet. | sat on the closed
toilet lid, lifting one leg at a time to remove any glass or debris buried in the bottoms
of my feet.

| breathed loudly through my mouth, exhaling and grimacing as | grabbed the
splinters of wood and shards of glass that had snuck under my skin.

“One down,” | said. | worked diligently on my other foot before I finally climbed



under the hot spray of the shower.

Staring down at the water, the clear spray at my feet turned brown and red as |
washed away the remnants of yesterday. What didn’'t wash away was the pain, the
concern for Mason and his uncle. | hadn’t removed the bracelet, keeping it against my
skin. | hoped it could get wet, but it was too late. I’d already left it on under the
shower spray.

| couldn’t remove it. What if Franco stormed into the bathroom and took my clothes
and bracelet? We weren't staying at this home for more than a few hours, however
long it took for Nikolai to return.

We drove more than fourteen hours, but my brother had a private plane. | expected
that he'd flown to Montana and then flown home. Why had he come all the way to
Breckenridge? What had he hoped to do, convince me to return with him?

My brother was the biggest asshole on the planet with a God complex. He was also
the reason | never ended up in California. My father had spent the money that was
earmarked for my tuition on Nikolai. He'd aso told me it was too dangerous for me
to be outside of Chicago and kept me trapped, but | wasn't a prisoner, not completely.

I’d been given permission to come and go from the property. I’d believed | had
freedom, but it was a sham. The necklace he'd given me had provided my
whereabouts. | was never alone, even when | wanted to be.

My father had helped me land my first job straight out of high school. Most hires
with only a high school diploma started out landing a gig in retail or low pay work,
something entry-level and mundane.

The water washed over me, cleansed me of my sins. | opened the shampoo bottle and
squeezed a dollop-sized amount into my hand before lathering my hair.



I’d never had atypical entry-level position. | had wanted to go to college for graphic
design, and my father had told me to send my resume to West Marketing Firm. I'd
done exactly what he asked and had been hired at my first interview as the marketing
manager. Two months later, | was promoted to marketing director when my boss
mysteriously disappeared.

Looking back, it had all been suspect, the employees, the clients, they’d al been
Nikolai’s friends and family, business partners in some way or another. | hadn’'t
known that when | was eighteen. I’ d been naive and foolish into believing everything

Daddy said was true.

My father had lied to me and had me believe that | held a job at a prestigious firm
straight out of high school because I'd had raw talent.

| rinsed the suds from my hair and soaped every inch of my skin.

The bathroom door thrust open, and a cold gust of wind followed the intruder.

“Get out!” | shouted and pulled the curtain tight around myself, hiding both my body
and my bracelet from sight.

Franco's dark laugh filled the bathroom. “No point in being shy with me. We're
going to be husband and wife.”

“Over my dead body,” | snarled.
“That can be arranged.” He stepped closer, invading my personal space, and grabbed
my jaw, forcing me to stare into his dark, soulless eyes. “Y ou’ve been in here long

enough. Get dressed and come downstairs.” He released his hold on me.

| breathed a sigh of relief.



“You've got five minutes. Any longer, and I'll pull out the cane. You'll discover the
beauty of discipline and submission.”

“I’ll never submit to you.”

Franco backhanded me across the face.

My cheek stung, and my eyes shut from the initial shock and pain. No one had ever
hit me before, certainly not to my face.

“Never isalong time. We have the rest of our lives together,” Franco said, reminding
me that | washis.

His phone buzzed in his pants, and he took a step back.
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| shut off the shower, gesturing for him to get out of the bathroom.

“Nikolal, yes, I've recovered your sister. She's been quite the little firecracker,”
Franco said into the phone and paused.

| didn’t budge from my position in the bathtub, standing with the curtain around my
body, waiting for him to get out of the bathroom so | could have some privacy.

“l see. Yes, that'sright. Very well,” he said and smiled. “I will see you in abit.” He
hung up the phone and shoved it back into his pocket.

“Get out!” | pointed at the door.

His eyes narrowed as he leaned closer, his rotten breath hit me in the face. “I don’t
take orders from you.” He shoved his lips over mine, forcing his tongue into my
mouth.

| kept my lips closed and tried to back away, but there wasn't much place for me to
run to with the shower curtain attached.

He dlid his hand down inside the curtain, groping my breast. “I should fully inspect
the merchandise before purchase,” Franco said with a crooked grin. “You’ve been
irritating. | should make sure I’ m getting exactly what | paid for.”
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Chapter Twenty-One
Jaxson

“Morning,” Declan said as he came into my office. He perched himself at the edge of
my desk. “What are you working on?’

| hadn’t so much as looked up when he’d come into the room. | let out a heavy sigh
and ran a hand through my hair. “Trying to get ahold of Mason. After the day we all
had yesterday, | thought it would be a good ideato try the satellite phone.”

“He didn’t answer?’ Declan asked, his brow tight as he stood and came around to see
what | was doing on the computer.

“No, he hasn't answered. If he’'d have picked up when | called, | wouldn't have been
quite so concerned. | tried calling his uncle since I'm sure that’s where he went, but
he' s not picking up either.”

“We're talking about Uncle Jeb. That’s not a surprise. The man probably ripped out
his phone line. Y ou know how paranoid heis. Y ou' ve met the guy.”

| slid away from my desk and stood. “True.” | strode out of the office to the hallway
where the coffeepot was situated. | needed a strong cup of coffee to get me through
my day. “l just have a bad feeling. Mason should have checked in with us. I'm not
happy that he took Hazel and left town without saying anything to us.”

Aiden stepped into the hallway, his arms crossed as he leaned against his open door,



listening and weighing in on what we said. “You could call the local sheriff’s office
and have them do awellness check.”

“That’ Il go over really well, especially with Uncle Jeb,” | said.

Declan poured a cup of coffee and took it over to his desk. “I can hack into
surveillance footage and see if anything looks suspicious.”

That would at least be a start. It wasn't something that | was capable of doing.
“Thank you,” | said.

Five minutes behind the computer and Declan had hacked the satellite footage and
zoomed in on the farmhouse.

“Shit,” | muttered under my breath as | stood over his shoulder. The exterior was in
disarray. It was difficult to tell what extent of damage the farmhouse had sustained,
but the structure didn’t appear stable.

“I’ll get us aride viachopper,” Aiden said as he hurried back to his office and started
making phone calls.

Our connections with local and state authorities often came in handy. We had a few
friends who were federal, and while we usually helped them, this time, we were
reaching out for their assistance.

| reached out to the county sheriff’s department where Mason and Uncle Jeb were
located. They were sending a team to check on the situation while we arranged
transportation to the scene.

* % %



Before our helicopter arrived, we received a call from the county sheriff’'s office in
North Dakota, informing us that EMTs were being called and they had found two
bodies, Mason was alive, but his uncle hadn’t made it.

“Mason wants to talk to you,” the sheriff said. He had called using Mason’s phone
and put on the video feed so that we could talk. | stepped out of the room and into my
office, leaving the door open.

“1t's good to see you, Mason,” | said. He looked like hell, pale, blue-tinged lips, but
he was conscious and breathing.

He tried to speak, but | couldn’t hear him. Mason was far too quiet for the phone to
pick up what he said.

“l can't hear you, buddy. It’ll be okay. Go with the EMTs and let them do their job.” |
tried to assure him that everything was fine. He looked like hell. He was lucky to still
be alive.

The sheriff leaned down to hear what Mason was trying to say to us. “Hazel has a
tracker.”

| sipped my coffee. “Yes, that makes sense. It’s probably how they were able to find
you guys.”

Mason shook his head. That wasn't the message that he was trying to convey. He
gestured the sheriff close again.

The video on the phone shifted, giving a glimpse of the blood and the damage to the
property. Mason had lost a significant amount of blood, but he was breathing. His
heart was beating. He was a fighter.



“Hazel has a bracelet you can track. He gave it to her to protect her,” the sheriff said.
He frowned, glancing from Mason to me. “Who exactly are you guys?’

“Eagle Tactical,” | said. I'd already told his office that when | called and requested
their assistance, but either he didn't get the memo or didn’t know who we were.
“Mason, we'll get Hazel back. You let the EMTs and the doctors look after you. Get
better, okay?’ We'd pay him avisit when Hazel was safe and out of harm’s way.

| hung up the phone and hurried into the office with Declan.
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“1 got al of that,” Declan said before | could relay the message. “I’'m aready on the
bracelet and tracking Hazel’s whereabouts. Shit.” He glanced away from his
computer monitor at me. “ She's back in Chicago.”

“Get the address. I'll call Colton Carr and see if he can get to her with ateam before
we can get there.” | grabbed my coat and gulped the last of my coffee.

“What about 1zzie?’ Declan asked. “Maybe we should send Aiden and Lincoln?’

“Lincoln’s busy with the insurance adjuster after what the bastards did to his
restaurant,” Aiden said from across the hallway. His boots clunked on the floor as he
hurried into the office with us. “I'll come with you. We need at least a two-man
team.”

| laughed under my breath. | doubted two of us and the U.S. marsha would be
enough to take down the Chicago mafia and rescue Hazel. “Declan, you stay here and
track Hazel. Aiden, call Lincoln and tell him we need him ASAP. Offer him full-
time, again. We need his help. We need all the help we can get,” | muttered under my
breath.

Declan glanced at me. His voice was tentative. “We could call Jayden. | know it’s not
ideal, but we could use the manpower.”

“Absolutely not.” | wasn't inviting an off-gridder to our team. Jayden may have been
one of usin the military, one of our unit, and our team, but he’'d chosen them over us.
“They’re responsible for the hostage takeover at the resort yesterday.”



“You don't know that Jayden was part of that; everyone involved wore masks,
Declan said.

“Why are you defending him?’ | asked. “And not everyone involved wore a mask.
Emma was there, and so was Jayden. | stripped his ass bare and stole his clothes.”

“Shit. You didn’t tell us that.” Aiden laughed. “1 would have liked to have seen that.
Any chance you took a picture?’

| rolled my eyes and grabbed my truck keys on the desk. “I didn’t have time. Too
bad, right? I’'m heading out to the hanger. I'll call Carr on the way. Are you coming,
Aiden?’ | asked.

“1 wouldn’t miss the opportunity to kick some ass. Let me call Lincoln whilewe'rein
the car.”

“Shit. 1 need to call Ariellatoo. | told her I'd pick up lunch and bring her back with
me to the office.” That wasn't going to happen. Maybe she'd be able to get Skylar to
drive her to the resort to pick up her car. If not, I’d give her alift tomorrow or when |
got home.

Lincoln, Aiden, and | teamed up in Chicago with Colton Carr and his team of U.S.
Marshals along with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

“She’s still on the property,” Declan said. He forwarded her location to my phone.
Examining the screen on my cell phone, there was a tiny red dot that blinked as it

appeared to pace back and forth. | wasn't sure whether the position was approximate
or she was in fact moving, but we had her whereabouts, as long as the bracelet was



still on her.

“We've got a team ready to go,” Agent Bishop said. He was dressed in a suit, his
team in SWAT gear surrounded the perimeter.

We stood just outside of the command center, a vehicle set up on the side of the road
around the block and out of sight.

A young woman with long blonde hair wearing a Kevlar vest stormed into the
command post. “I’ve got eyes and ears on the place. You should be getting a signal
any moment.” She sat down in front of a monitor and adjusted the frequency, picking
up the video feed and audio of Hazel.

“That’s her. That's our target to extract,” | said, giving confirmation.

“SWAT goes in first,” Agent Bishop said. He was tall and lanky. He'd probably
never spent aday in the military, but he commanded with authority.

“Fine,” Lincoln said. He stood behind me, arms folded across his chest. He hadn’t
moved an inch, not even to step out of the way as agents came and went, having to
squeeze past him in the narrow hallway.

“Do we have avisual on Nikolai Agron?’ | asked.
“Not yet,” Agent Bishop said. “We have confirmation that Franco Ivanov is there,
along with another man who we're running through our database. There are adso a

number of support staff, but the key players for the mafia don’t appear to be onsite.”

“Other than Franco,” | said. He was one of the key players, and while he may not
have been the head of the mafia, he was the reason we were here.



Agent Bishop watched from the screen as he gave commands to his fellow agents.
They entered the perimeter of the property and came up along the house. “Wait until |
give all-clear to enter.”

| stared at the screen from over his shoulder. They were waiting until Hazel would be
out of immediate danger. She wasn't near the foyer. It would take several seconds
from the breach until they entered the room where she was located.

Enough time to shoot her or grab her as a hostage and threaten her life.

| hated watching on the screen, unable to be part of the action. My hands bunched
into fists.
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Franco stepped out of the room, leaving Hazel with the unidentified man in the house.

“Now!” Agent Bishop commanded as the SWAT team broke down the front door and
barreled inside, guns drawn, announcing their presence.

Gunfire erupted from every angle. | shivered and swallowed the bile rising in my
throat. | was used to being in the field, not watching from a monitor. It was painful
knowing there was nothing | could do to help.

| wanted to go outside, be part of the action, but that wasn’t an option. Agent Bishop
had made it clear that we were allowed in the command post as a courtesy of Colton
Carr.

| paced the small length of the trailer, finding it impossible to stand still while | kept
my gaze on the monitors and surveillance footage from around the property.

One camera lost visual footage, but the audio was still patched in, which felt almost
worse with the sound of gunfire and gut-wrenching screams.

| pinched the bridge of my nose, pushing down memories of my time overseas in the
military. The horrors were resurfacing at the sounds of men screaming.

There wasn't more | could do, and so | waited with Aiden and Lincoln. SWAT
apprehended Franco as well as several other individuals in the household before

bringing Hazel outside.

| hurried out of the command post with Lincoln and Aiden on my heels.



Her eyes were puffy and red, her cheeks flushed. She tore outside, hobbling away
from the armed agents when she saw us. Her brow furrowed, and tears welled in her
eyes. “Mason,” she whispered.

A single word, and | understood all the fears that were likely flooding through her.
“We got to him in time. He's at the hospital,” | said. We had called and checked on
him the moment we arrived in Chicago to make sure that he hadn’t declined. “He's
stable,” | said, hoping that would ease her mind.

She exhaled a heavy sigh. “Thank you.”

Agent Bishop came up from behind. “We have afew questions for Hazel,” he said.

“Sure. I’'ll answer anything | can.” Hazel wrapped her arms around her chest.

Aiden grabbed an emergency blanket from the command post and pulled it over
Hazel’ s shoulders.

“Thanks,” she said.

Agent Bishop nodded his appreciation to Aiden before returning his attention to
Hazel. “Do you know where your brother Nikolai is right now? We know thisis his

property.”

“We were waiting for him to fly home. He was in Breckenridge looking for me.” She
exhaled a heavy breath and stared at the ground. “He should have returned home by

now.

| spun around on my heels, noting the road had been closed off. He'd probably been
on hisway home and saw our agents. “He didn’t call or reach out to Franco while you
werein the house?’ | asked.



Hazel shook her head. “Franco was focused on me.” She swiped the tears as quickly
asthey’d fallen down her cheek. “Victor had been the one to call him, not Franco, but
they did talk on the phone. | don’t know what was said, | was in the shower at the
time. Can we be done? | want to go see Mason.”

Agent Bishop jotted down the little information that Hazel was able to provide. “Yes,
of course. | believe we should be putting you into protective custody. With your
brother out there and running the mafia, it's only a matter of time until he finds you.”

“She’ll stay in our protective custody,” | said. Hazel had reached out to us, and
without a doubt, it was what Mason would want for her.

“Are you sure that's what you want, Hazel?” Agent Bishop asked. “We have a safe
house that we can transport you to, provide you with a new identity, and ensure your
safety.”

She lifted her gaze and met Agent Bishops hardened expression. “As much as |
appreciate your offer, the U.S. Marshals weren’t able to protect me. | doubt you can
either. I’ll take my chances with Eagle Tactical. Besides, | want to see Mason.”

“You do redlize that is probably where Nikolai is heading, to the one person who he
knows you want to be with,” Agent Bishop said.

“You have the contact information for Eagle Tactical. If you need anything from me,
you can reach out to them until | replace my cell phone,” Hazel said.

“Very well,” Agent Bishop said before he headed back to the command post, their
operation complete.

Lincoln stepped closer to Hazdl, lifting her chin. “We'll bring you to Mason if that’s
what you want, but your brother is still out there. Agent Bishop is right; we're leading



you right into danger if we take you to him. Y ou need to be aware of the risks.”

My phone vibrated in my pocket. | reached into my jacket and grabbed my phone,
glancing at the caller ID, recognizing Ariellas phone number. “Hey, we're just
finishing up here in Chicago,” | said, answering the phone.

“Jaxson. Y ou need to come home.” Arielladidn’t sound like herself.

“What'swrong? Islzzie al right?’

“It'sNikolai. HE' s here and—"

The phone went dead.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
Aridla

“lzzie, do we have to play hide and seek again?’ | asked, exasperated. | adored
Jaxson’'s daughter, but she was a constant bundle of energy, and she'd aready hid a
dozen times. She didn’t grasp taking turns, and she liked to hide in the same place
every time.

The doorbell interrupted our game.

| headed to the front door and attempted to glance through the peephole, but it was
too tall for me. It had clearly been drilled for Jaxson. Pulling the door open, Emma
stood on the opposite side trembling, covered in blood. Her hair was wet, her clothes
muddy and torn.

Rain pelted outside, the weather a few degrees above freezing.

“Comeinside,” | said, ushering her into the house and disabled the alarm. Jaxson had
given me a secondary code that | was to use while he was away.

Her teeth chattered, and she rubbed her armsin an attempt to warm up.
“What happened?’ | locked the door behind her and armed the alarm. She looked like

she could have been mauled by a bear. | glanced her over from head to toe. Maybe it
wasn't that bad. She still had her arms and legs, but she looked in bad shape.



“1 was at my place and he started shooting.”

“Who started shooting?’ | pulled out my phone. “We need to call the police.”

Her eyes were wide and frantic. “No police.” She put a hand on my phone, her wet
fingers making a mess of my device. | wiped it down and shoved it back into my
pocket for the moment.

“1f someone broke into your house and started shooting people, we need to call the
sheriff,” | said.

“Ella?’ 1zzie said, attempting to say my name. It was cute and amusing, considering
she could say ‘Ariel’ and ‘Ella but refused to put them together. Honestly, | didn’t
mind the nickname. It was endearing.

| picked Izzie up, holding her in my arms, protecting her from Emma.

Emma didn't look well, and the fact she wasn't letting me call for help had me
worried she wasn't herself.

Emma stared at Isabella transfixed by the little girl, her biological daughter. When
was the last time she' d seen her? Had it been when she’' d dropped her off and left her
with Jaxson? I'd heard the story from Jaxson about how Emma had intended to give
her up and asked him to sign away his parental rights, but I’d never heard her speak
of it, ever.

The long sad stare at 1zzie had my stomach in knots. | gently put 1zzie down on the
sofa and grabbed Emma by the arm and dragged her into the kitchen. “What the hell
iIsgoing on?’ | asked. | stood so that Emma’'s back was to 1zzie and | could keep an
eyeonthelittle girl.



“He came and killed everyone.” Emma’'s normally porcelain skin was sickeningly
pale. Sweat glistened her forehead.

| reached for a clean rag and dampened it in the sink, adding a touch of soap and
suds, helping clean her abrasions on her forehead. She needed a shower, though, and
afresh change of clothes.

“Who came?’ | asked, trying to get it out of her. | wanted to know what happened.
Was it the men who had been after Hazel? Why would they have gone to Emma’s
home? The two women didn’t look anything alike. She shouldn’t have been mistaken
for Hazel.

“1 fucked up, royaly.” Emma swiped a her nose. Her eyes were red and brimmed
with tears.

| reached for her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Whatever you did, I'm sure it
can be fixed.”

“1 don’t think so. They’ re dead because of me.”
While | didn't know Emmathat well, | didn’'t believe she had it in her to kill anyone.
We' d worked together for a short time at the resort and been friends. Although lately,

we hadn’t seen much of one another, | couldn’t believe she had done anything that
terrible. She had to be overreacting, right?

“Who isdead?’ | needed to get her to open up and confide in me.

She wiped the tears and | grabbed a paper towel, offering it to her to dry her eyes.

“Thanks,” she said between sniffles. “All of them. At least, | think they all are. | ran
out the back door while they shot up the compound.”



| didn’t understand what she was talking about. “The compound? Don’t you live in
one of the cabins near the resort?’

“1 only had that place while | was interviewing for the job. I’ve been living with the
guys up there,” Emma said and gestured north on the mountain.
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My voice caught in my throat. “ The off-gridders?’ Jaxson had warned me to steer
clear of them and the entrance to their compound.

Emma dabbed at her eyes with the paper towel.

| pulled out my cell phone and dialed the local police, letting him know who | was,
that | worked for Eagle Tactical, and what Emma had witnessed. If what Emma said
was true, they needed a team to scout the compound for survivors.

Jaxson would have been called in aong with the rest of the Eagle Tactical team if
they’ d have been in town. I’d call him later when things settled down for a bit. There
was no reason to worry him. He was busy en route to Chicago.

The sheriff’s department paid us a visit after checking out the compound. “Emma, |
need to bring you in for your formal statement.”

Emmareached for my hand. “Will you come with me?’

“Sure. Let me bundle |zzie up, and then we can follow you down to the station,” |
said. | couldn’t say no. She was broken. | knew what that felt like to have your world
crumble apart all around you.

| grabbed a snack from the vending machine at the police station for 1zzie while we
went into a separate room. “Come with me.” The sheriff opened the door to an
adjoining room and flipped on the lights. “You'll be able to see and hear everything.



Make yourself comfortable. Hopefully, thiswon'’t take long.”

Did he usually let people watch when statements were given? Had he given me
special treatment because he knew that | worked for Eagle Tactical?

| let Izzie sit on atable with her back to the glass window as | watched through the
one-way mirror.

The sheriff stepped into the room with Emma and shut the door. “Can | get you
something to drink? Coffee? Water?”’

“No, thank you.” Emma sat with her hands on the metal table. She looked incredibly
calm after all that had transpired, but she was probably just in shock. Right?

He retrieved a pad of paper and pen. “Can you tell me what happened today?’

Emma exhaled a heavy sigh. “Yes.” She glanced from the table to the sheriff. “1 was
at home, at the compound, when two men came in with guns drawn and began
shooting everyonein sight.”

“Do you know either of these men?’ the sheriff asked.

“I’ve never seen them before.”

“Areyou sure? Can you recall if you saw them at the resort?’

She shook her head. “No. | never saw them at the resort or anywhere before. They
weren't locals.”

He exhaled heavily out of his nostrils. “Interesting. Can you tell me anything else?
Like what might have made two men, who have never been to the resort or possibly



even this town, come up to your home and execute everyone?’

Emmadidn’t answer.

My mouth went dry, and my hands trembled. | wrapped my arms around |zzi€'s
waist, holding her steady on the table, offering her aweak smile.

What was Emma hiding?

The sheriff retrieved his phone from his pocket and scrolled through it before placing
it on the table for Emmacto view.

“Do you know what’s on the video?’ the sheriff asked.

Emma shook her head. She shifted on the metal chair. Her head bent down, staring at
the phone screen.

The sheriff presumably pushed play. | couldn’t see the video, and the dialogue was
too quiet to hear.

My fingers braided lzzi€'s hair, trying to distract myself from the weight of what
happened through the glass. Maybe |zzie and | should have left. Emma had wanted us
to be there to support her, but if she was involved, | wasn't sure | wanted to know
about it.

“That’s you on the surveillance footage,” the sheriff said. “You were part of the team
who took over the resort and held seventy-three people hostage.”

Emma pursed her lips and folded her arms across her chest. “1 was avictim.”
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“That’s not what | see. What about this video?’ He tapped his phone and a moment
later another clip played in the interrogation room.

Again, | couldn’t hear what was said, but my chest ached as | found it harder to
breathe.

“Tell me exactly what happened,” the sheriff said, “and maybe we won't charge you
with murder.”

Silence filled the room for severa long, drawn-out seconds before she finally cleared
her throat to answer. “| aways worked the front desk at Blue Sky Resort. It was my
job to check in clients and take reservations. Imagine my surprise when one of the
scout managers from Hollywood had booked a suite. | didn’t plan any of it. You have
to believe me.”

He scribbled down notes as she spoke. “How did you know the client was a scout
manager?’

“1 used to live in Los Angeles. | worked for the studio and was a personal assistant to
Mr. Joseph Kensington. He was my boss,” Emma said. She exhaled a heavy sigh.
“He was aso an asshole, | might add. He liked to flirt with all the employees,
including me. He told me to come into his office one time when the door was shut.
He had a private bathroom and was whacking off when | walked in.”

“S0, you thought it would be a good idea to hold him hostage along with the other
guests at the resort?’



Emma rubbed her eyes. “That wasn’'t my idea.” She rested her hands on the table,
tapping her fingers over the metal. “I mentioned to lan about what my boss had done
and how I’d been let go from my job. He told me no one else would get hurt. That his
buddies would make sure Kensington never bothered anyone else. They were going
to rough him up alittle and then rob his hotel room. We figured there was probably a
couple of grand in cash that he brought. It wasn’t supposed to be a big deal. lan took
things too far.”

“Does lan have alast name?’

Her tongue darted out, swiping her top lips. “Yes. lan Connor.”

The air felt like it’d been sucked out of my lungs. Had Emma been in on the hostage
takeover? The room spun, and | stumbled into the chair to sit down.

“Ella?’ 1zzie whispered, staring at me. She poked my cheek, seated above me on the
table.

| reached for Isabella’ s hand and gave it akiss. | didn’t want to worry her. | tried to
ignore Emma’s voice from across the room, but it was pointless. | heard everything
she said, and the more she spoke, the less remorseful she sounded.

“That still doesn’'t get us to the part about the men who attacked the compound, but |
believe there may have been a correlation.” The sheriff grabbed his file and flipped
through, revealing a series of photographs. “Do you recognize any of these men?’

She pushed the file further away, toward the sheriff. “No. Should |7’
“These were al hostages at the resort. Someone who might have a vendetta against

their captors. Two of the men are known to work with a crime syndicate in Chicago.”
He flipped through the photographs and dlid the picture across the table. “Take



another look.”

Emma exhaled loudly through her nose. “Yeah. | saw these two at the resort. They
were Sitting across from me in the hallway when | was being held with the other
hostages, but they aren’t the men who stormed the compound today.”

“Did you see who did the shooting?’

“1 didn’t recognize them, but | did get a good long look at them right before | tore out
on foot. They could have been friends with those guys.” She tapped the picture, “but
it wasn't them. Did you check the security footage from the compound?’

The sheriff dlid back his chair, the feet squeaking with his movements. “What
security footage?’

“Jayden set up cameras along the perimeter. | thought it was stupid and a waste of
money, but maybe it can help you catch the men who did this?’

His eyes tightened. “I’m going to have a sketch artist work with you to recreate a
representation of the men who targeted and attacked the compound. Can you do that
for us?’

“Yeah, sure.” Emma twirled her hair with her finger. “Can | get a bottle of water,
something to eat? I’ m famished.”

| stood, unable to take any more of Emma’s antics. | bundled up Izzie in her winter
coat and carried her out of the police station and down to my car. Thankfully, | had
picked it up earlier that afternoon when Skylar had gone into work.

| opened the back door and put her into the car seat that | had installed. Jaxson had a
gpare one in the house which had come in handy. After she was buckled, | climbed



into the front seat, started the engine, and texted Skylar.

I’m taking | zzie with me to visit Mason. He' s in the hospital. Will be home late.

| didn’t further elaborate. If she had any questions, she could call me. | looked up the
hospital where Mason had been brought to and called them to ensure that he was able

to have visitors.

Apparently, he’'d been airlifted and transported to Sanford Health, a level one trauma
center, over ten hours away from Breckenridge.

“Fuck!”

|zzie repeated my curse. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”
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| exhaled a long, heavy sigh. Crap. | couldn’'t get mad at her; she didn’t understand
what she was doing when she repeated me. Hopefully, she'd stop saying ‘fuck’
before Jaxson returned home. When would he be back?

Starting the car, | pulled out from the police station parking lot and headed home with
|zzie. “| guessit’'sjust you and me.” At least until Skylar came home, | had a distinct
impression that she didn’t like me, but | wasn’t sure why.

We drove back to Jaxson’s home. Every part of me was exhausted. | was ready for
bed but still needed to make dinner. | carried |1zzie up to the house and put her down
on the porch while | fished out my keys. Grabbing my keys from my purse, my gaze
landed on the door.

Shit.
The front door was gjar. | hadn’t left it open. | locked it when | left, and there wasn’t
any sign of Skylar. The alarm wasn’t on, or at least it hadn’'t gone off from what |

could surmise. Had | remembered to turn it on when we | eft?

| hoisted 1zzie into my arms and backed up, sSlamming into a man who had come up
around the side of the house. | felt the barrel of his gun nestled in my back.

“Welcome home,” he said, his voice cam and even, almost alittle too friendly. Was
it because | had 1zzie in my arms?

“What do you want?’ | guided |zzie down, planting her feet on the ground. | didn’t
want her to glance over my shoulder at the man pointing his weapon at me.



“Let’sgo inside and have alittle chat.”

|zzie stepped inside, and | slowly reached for the light, flipping it on. “Is that really
necessary?’ | asked, nodding toward the gun. “There’s a child here. Do we absolutely
need to give the girl nightmares?’

“Call the Eagle Tactical guy. What’ s his name?’

“1 don’t know what you' re talking about,” | said, playing dumb.

He stepped into the house behind me and shut the door. “Call your boss. Tell him
Nikolai is here and wants atrade.”

| slowly pulled out my phone and dialed Jaxson. “I don’t know that he'll pick up the
phone. He's out of town.” | didn’t want to elaborate on his flight or the details of the
mission.

“Hey, we're just finishing up here in Chicago.” His voice was cheery, carefree, and at
ease. | wanted to ask if everything had gone well, but | couldn’t, not with the stranger
in the house.

| spoke slowly and clearly, doing my best not to panic. “Jaxson.” At least the gun
wasn't pointed at me anymore, which gave me the opportunity to fight back. The only
problem was | zzie. | didn’t want to risk her life. “Y ou need to come home.”

“What’swrong? Islzzie al right?’ Jaxson asked.

Nikola hadn’'t laid so much as a hand on her, but it didn't mean he wouldn't. I'd
protect her to the bitter end, but if | wasn't alive, what good was | to 1zzie?

My gaze lifted from lzzie to the man holding us hostage in Jaxson’s home. “It’s



Nikolal. HE' s here, and he wants atrade.”

There was no answer.

“Jaxson?’ | moved my phone from my ear to look at the screen. “Great,” | muttered
under my breath.

“What?’ Nikolai asked as he stepped closer, brooding.

“The call dropped.” | showed Nikolai my phone. | hadn't hung up, and | was
confident Jaxson wouldn’t have hung up the call either.

“Call him back.”

| had zero bars. “1 don’'t have asignal.”

Nikolai shoved his cell phone at me. “Call him,” he demanded.

| dialed Jaxson’s phone and breathed a sigh of relief when he picked up. “Ariella?’
“Yes. Nikolai is here. He has a message he wants me to give you.”

Nikolai ripped the phone from my fingers, having lost his patience with me. “I know
you have possession of my sister, Hazel.” He stared at me, his eyes raking over my

body before glancing at 1zzie. “Bring her to me, or you'll be picking out a coffin for
thelittle girl.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
Jaxson

“I’Il kill him!” | shouted, staring at my phone. The bastard threatened my daughter’s
life and then, like a coward, hung up.

Lincoln rested a hand on my arm. “We're not going to let anything happen to lzzie,
and we know Ariellaiswith her. She'll protect her. What' s the plan?’

| couldn’t think straight. My heart Slammed against the walls of my ribcage, trying to
break free of its prison. | took off on foot for our car, parked on the other side of the
blockade.

“Someone tipped Nikolai off,” | said.

Lincoln, Hazel, and Aiden followed after me. Lincoln dug out the car keys from his
pocket for the rental car. While Hazel kept up with my pace, walking alongside me.

“Do you think it was Franco?’ Lincoln asked. He hit the button on the remote to
unlock the doors.

| hustled to the car and climbed in.
“Doubtful,” Hazel said. She opened the door and hopped into the backseat. “ Franco

was convinced that Nikolai had arranged a flight home when he found out | was back
in Chicago. We were waiting for him to return home. | thought he was en route.”



Lincoln and Aiden climbed into the car. Lincoln started the engine and tore out of the
neighborhood for the airport.

“Who else knew you were in Chicago?’ | asked and turned around so that | could
face her. | didn’t think she'd lie to me, but | also wasn't sure what the hell was going
on anymore. Why the hell was Nikolai a my house threatening my daughter and
Ariella?

“Does it matter?’ Lincoln asked. “We need to come up with a plan. I'll call Declan
and let him know what’ s going on. He can stake out your house. Maybe he’ll be able
to dip inside or at least know how many men we're up against.”

“At least Nikolai and his driver, Sacha,” Hazel said. “They go everywhere together.
I’m surprised Nikolai didn't marry me off to him.” She shifted in the backseat and
stared out the window.

“Can you go any faster?’ | asked, glaring at Lincoln. Traffic may not have been

Lincoln’s fault, but we definitely weren’t taking the best route. | wasn’t familiar with
Chicago, but there had to be another way to get to the airport.

Driving to the airport had been tedious, but not as painstaking as the flight home. We
had a private jet, but it didn’t mean we arrived any quicker than flying commercial.

When we eventually landed, we texted Declan.

Flight landed. On our way. Please tell me you have good news.

| wanted the mission to be over with, and lzzie and Ariella to be safe and the
operation behind us. That was wishful thinking.



Declan didn’'t answer. We rushed off the plane and straight to my truck. | threw
myself into the driver’s side, not letting anyone else take the reins. It was hard not to
crave control, especially when it was your family on the line.

“Are you sure you don’t want to call the sheriff and involve the local police?’ Aiden
asked from the backseat.

“No. We're doing this off the books.”

In the backseat of Declan’s truck was a stash of weapons and supplies for us. It would
keep us from having to make an extra stop at the Eagle Tactical office.

“Any word from Declan?’ | asked. My phone was buried in my pocket, but | had
group texted our message so that any of the guys could answer if he responded.

| glanced at Lincoln beside mein the front seat.

Lincoln pulled out his phone, viewed the texts, and then shook his head. “Nothing
yet. Don’t you have surveillance cameras with your security system?’

“They’'re disabled along with the alarm system. | attempted to access the system
while we were catching our flight, but | couldn’t get into the Wi-Fi system.”

“Do you think he cut the power?’ Hazel asked.

“1 don't know. There's a battery backup system, but he could have disabled that if he
knew how to hack into the system. It looks like the system was disarmed and
hacked.” | had hoped it was impenetrable, but Declan could have hacked it. | wasn’t
sure about Nikolai’ s abilities or the man who tagged along with him.
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“My brother is a thug. He's good with a gun and having his men do his dirty work.
Nikolai wouldn’'t know how to hack anything,” Hazel said.

Maybe that should have made me feel better, but it didn’t.

“Shit. | need to call Skylar and warn her not to come home right now.” | didn’t want
to give Nikola another hostage. He hadn’t mentioned her, which meant she mustn’t
have been home.

| used voice dialing and waited for Skylar to answer. It went straight to voicemail.
“Listen, don't come home right now. Something is going down at the house, and |
need you to go to my office. There’'s a sofa. Crash there for the night.”

| ended the call. My eyes narrowed as | focused on the road. | should have called
Skylar earlier while | was in Chicago. If she was already home from work and | had
given Nikola athird hostage, | would never forgive myself.

We hurried up the mountain pass and down the gravel road for my house, closing in,
drawing nearer. | cut the engine and shut the truck off afew yards away. | didn’t want
to alert Nikolai that we had arrived. We needed the upper hand.

With quiet precision, we snuck out of the truck, closed the doors, careful not to alert
anyone inside of our arrival. | stalked past Nikolai’s vehicle, the driver was slumped
forward, dead.

Had Declan taken him out or Nikolai? I’d find out later, right now | needed to get to
our gear and rescue lzzie and Ariella



Quietly | pulled the door handle to Declan’s vehicle and dlid the equipment from the
backseat and the floor, providing our team with guns and gear for the mission.

We needed to assume Nikolai was armed and prepared for our arrival. There was no
chance that we were entering through the front door.

| took in my surroundings, listening for any signs of distress or other armed men who
may have been watching. The river trickled to my east, but that was the only sound
that reached my ears. With careful precison, we strode forward in silence,
approaching the house.

Aiden followed behind me with Lincoln in the rear. | wasn't crazy about Hazel
coming with us, but if we didn't use her as bait, there was a higher chance that
Nikolai would shoot my baby girl or Ariella. He wouldn’t shoot Hazel; at least | was
mostly confident he wouldn’t hurt her.

There were no guarantees. He had sold her off to be married.

| held my breath on our approach, hugging the window as | listened for sounds inside
and any indication of their whereabouts.

Aiden tapped me on the back, and | glanced over my shoulder. He pointed at the
ground, the broken cell phone on the slushy packed snow that had begun to melt.

Declan’s phone had been abandoned. The screen smashed. | tilted my head up to
glance at the roof. Had he climbed atop and dropped his phone?

With a goofy grin, he waved down at us.

Bastard.



He was in position with his sniper rifle. While | appreciated that he made sure no
other assholes were hidden in the forest and he had the upper hand, | aso needed to
get inside the house. Laying up on the roof wasn't going to help me rescue 1zzie and

Aridla

We needed to find away inside the house and not through the front door.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
Aridla

| had hours until Jaxson flew back from Chicago and arrived in Breckenridge. He
wouldn’t turn over Hazel to Nikolai in exchange for his daughter and my safety.

Nikolai wasn't an idiot. He had to suspect the same which meant there had to be
another power play he had. | just wasn’t sure what he planned.

He had snatched my phone along with his cell phone, burying both in his pocket. Not
that | was anticipating my captor would alow me another phone call.

“Why are you here?’ | asked, staring him down. While he was quite a bit taller than
me, | didn’t givetheillusion that | was afraid of him.

Big mistake.

He smashed the barrel of the gun against my cheek and pushed me backward,
stumbling over the toys on the living room floor. | caught myself, but not before
Nikola lurched forward and shoved me onto the sofa “Sit,” he commanded—a

single word with the authority to send shivers down my spine.

|zzie came running toward me. His tone must have frightened her. “Come here,” |
said, holding out my arms as she climbed into my lap.

She clung tight against me, and while she hadn't been bothered earlier by the



stranger, unaware of the danger, it seemed now she understood that we were in
trouble.

|zzie's arms clung around my neck. | shifted her weight, having her sit on my lap, my
arms wrapped around her, protective and comforting.

“Would you put that away?’ | gestured toward the gun that he’'d assaulted me with
moments earlier. “All you're doing is scaring her.” | didn’'t want to admit that | was
scared too. He probably got off on frightening women.

Nikola huffed under his breath and shoved the gun into the waistband of his pants.
“Don’t try anything stupid,” he said. His eyes tightened, and he glanced |zzie and me
over from head to toe.

| swallowed the bile rising in my throat, the fear pulsing through my veins, pumping
like oxygen to my heart. He wasn’'t going to let us go, and given his history of
bloodshed at the compound, | needed a plan.

Think.

| clung to lzzie, but that didn’'t settle the terror that rotted in my stomach like spoiled
meat. A thin sheen of sweat coated my forehead. | wiped my brow and stared down at
the floor. The last thing | wanted was to appear threatening.

Nikolai wasin charge.

| needed to make myself small and insignificant. Not so much so that he'd kill me,
but that he wouldn’'t find me threatening. What had all my training at the C.I.A.

taught me?

| could disarm him, but that assumed there weren't others ready to shoot me the



minute | opened the front door. Or worse, what if he discharged his gun and shot
|zzie? | couldn’t live with myself if something happened to her. Jaxson would never
forgive me either.

Get inside his head.

What made him tick? What was his agenda? Without a doubt, he didn’t just want to
strut out with Hazel at his side and return to Chicago. No. He was a mobster with a
thirst for blood.

If | asked him why he was doing this, he’'d shut me out. | needed to dig deeper. |
glanced at the clock. We had at |least a few hours together. Could | get him to talk?

My mouth was dry, and my words came out raspy. “We're going to be here awhile.
Can | get up and grab abook to read to |zzie?’ | asked. While | didn’t budge from my
position on the sofa, | pointed toward the bookshelf in the dining room, just behind
us.

“You don’'t move,” Nikolai said. He strode across the room in earnest and stood there
for afraction of a second before he yanked a book from the shelf. He shuffled back to
the living room and towered above us. “Here.” He tossed a soft lavender paperback
book at me.

Alice s Adventures in Wonderland.

| was shocked that it was a children’s book he found. He'd been so quick that |
thought he had pulled the first book he' d found on the shelf.

“Thank you,” | said and opened the book, starting with the first page. “Have you read
thisbefore?’ | asked Izzie. Hopefully, it wasn't too old for her, but it was a classic.



She shook her head no.
“She'll like it.” Nikolai paced the length of the room several times over before
standing in the corner of the room, just a few feet away, watching us. He folded his

arms across his chest. “Read it to her.”

| flipped past the title page and opened to chapter one.
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“Down the Rabbit-Hole,” | said and read the heading for the first chapter, and 1zzie
wiggled her bottom and curled up in my arms. Her body relaxed as | read, every word
seeming to comfort her. Could it have been a simple fact that this was a distraction
that made her feel better?

“Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of
having nothing to do; once or twice she had peeped into the book her sister was
reading, but it had no pictures or conversations in it, ‘and what is the use of a book,’
thought Alice ‘without pictures or conversations? ”

|zzie rested her hand against my chest, over my heart, as she closed her eyes. Envious
that she could sleep through anything, including a mad man waving a gun at us. Well,

for the moment, the gun was tucked into his pants, but it was within his reach.

| kept reading, page by page. Her body slumped as she fell asleegp in my arms. A sigh
of relief fell past my lips and spilled out as | finished the second chapter.

“Keep reading,” Nikolai demanded of me.

| did as he said, only because he flashed his gun at me, threatening both of our livesif
| didn’t do as he commanded.

Every so often, | glanced up as | read in a soft hushed whisper to find a strange
semblance of something familiar cross Nikolai’ s face.

“You've read this before,” | said. The only solution was to get him to open up and
talk. If | could find away that related to him, maybe he'd spare our lives.



“We're not talking,” Nikolai said. His finger gestured for me to turn the page and
continue reading.

Avoiding conflict, | didn’t shut the book. However, | also didn’t do what he wanted. |
kept the page unturned, the book open, my eyes wide as | stared up at Nikolai. “Y our
sister, Hazel, is quite a bit younger than you.” While | didn’t know how old Nikolai
was, he had years weathered to his skin, his brow, his hands, and neck. Stress aged a
person, so did murder.

He didn’t stop me, but he also didn’t comment on my observation.

“Did you read this book to Hazel when she was little?’ | asked. Could | conjure the
good memories, and he' d come to his senses?

He pushed himself away from the corner of the room, his arms still folded against his
chest, protective in nature. At the moment, he wasn’t trying to scare me or wake
|zzie. He paced the length of the room, back and forth, hisjaw tight.

Nikolai’s hands fell to his sides, his hands bunched into fists. “I read that book to my
sister, but it wasn’'t Hazel.”

“You have another sister?” Had she too been sold and married off to another
mobster? | held my tongue; it wasn’'t an appropriate question to ask if | wanted him to
open up and find away out of this disaster.

| needed to act with stealth. | had to be sneaky if | was going to interrogate him
without him even realizing that’s what | was doing.

His bottom lip jutted out, and his top lip tightened. A tic coursed through him once,
forcing his eyesto soften. As quickly as it happened, he grunted and shuffled his feet,
pacing louder.



Please don’t wake | zzie.

He couldn’t read my mind. Not that | expected him to, | just didn’t want her to be
frightened again. She deserved some peaceful sslumber free of nightmares. | wasn't
sure I’d be so lucky if | survived today.

“Yes, | had a baby sister before Hazel. Her name was Rebecca.” Something flashed
behind his gaze, a flicker that made me believe he wasn’t always the monster he'd

become.

“You used to read to herAlice’s Adventures in Wonderland?' | needed to make him
see the connection, the familiarity, and maybe then he wouldn’t put 1zzie in harm’s
way. If only he realized her innocence and that she was an innocent child.

He stopped pacing and hovered above us.

| shivered from his presence, from his brooding nature that made me feel tiny and
insignificant.

Nikola reached toward me, and | shuddered from fear.

He grabbed the throw blanket on the back of the sofa and unfolded it, placing it over
|zzie as she dlept.

The warmth comforted me too. Was he not the monster everyone believed him to be?
| didn’t know how | could ask him if he had shot everyone in the compound without
him turning defensive and building up awall.

“Thank you,” | whispered, staring up at him.

He grunted and stepped back, his nostrils flaring as he breathed heavily in and out of



his nose.

“Are you and Rebecca still close?” | asked. | had to keep asking questions to
understand what he was doing and maybe find away out.

Nikolai’s gaze grew dark. “ She’s dead.”
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Not another word was spoken. He didn’t elaborate on how she died or when.

“I'm sorry.” | had meant it; whether he realized it or not, losing a sibling was hell. |
hadn’t lost my sister, not physically but emotionally we'd fallen apart. I'd lost a child,
and that had been heart-wrenching.

He stared at me long and hard before giving a once-over nod. “Y eah. Me too. Cost of
being in the family business,” Nikolai said. He gave a shrug as if it didn’'t matter
anymore and was al in the past.

“There doesn’t have to be acost. Y ou don’'t have to keep killing people,” | whispered.

His feet ammed against the floor as he whipped out his gun and pointed it at my
head. “ Shut it!”

I’d gone too far.

| closed my lipsand let my gaze fall down to the floor. | held 1zzie adeep in my arms.
“Let me put her upstairsin bed.”

11 NO-”

| needed to protect her, but | couldn’t do that with the barrel of a gun against my
forehead. If | died, who would protect |zzie? Jaxson would when he arrived, but how
much longer until that happened? | couldn’t let her get hurt. | wouldn’t. Jaxson had
been there for me, rescued me. | owed him my life. Now | was repaying the favor.



“She doesn’'t need to be involved in this, Nikolai. Thisis between you and me.”

Herolled his eyes and cocked the safety off on the gun. “No.”

A single word. That's all he said, and | could argue until my last breath. But what
good would that do 1zzie?

“Fine.” | didn’t argue. It wouldn't do any good. | needed to get him to continue to
open up to me. He wasn’t going to do that with his gun poised and ready to shoot.
“I"'m sorry,” | said, apologizing. “You'rein charge.”

“Damnright, I'min charge!” he growled.

| didn’t move. | didn’'t flinch. | needed him to see that | wasn't a threat, and maybe
then he' d put away the gun.

Silence envel oped the room.

My heart pounded against my chest. Could he hear the fear, the adrenaline coursing
through my veins?

His breathing was heavy and loud, filling the quiet space.

After severa minutes he pulled his gun away from my forehead, put the safety back
on, and shoved the weapon into the waistband of his pants.

My eyes shut, relieved he wasn't pointing his pistol at me. We still weren’t done. |
wasn't safe until he was in handcuffs and carted off to jail. Had Jaxson phoned the

|local sheriff?

| hadn’t heard sirens, but maybe they were smart enough not to alert us of their



presence?

My voice soft and timid; | needed answers. “What’s going to happen to Hazel?’
Nikola had made it clear that he wanted his sister returned to him. While | didn’t
think he'd let 1zzie or | go, | wasn't sure what he planned to do with his sister.

“Why do you care?’ He paced the length of the living room again, glancing every so
often out the window. When he seemed satisfied that it was still just the three of usin
the house, he returned his attention to me.

“1 consider Hazel a friend.” The truth was, | didn’t have many friends. I'd aienated
everyone in New York when my ex-husband had been convicted on multiple felony
counts for embezzlement and fraud. Emma had been afriend, but that had been short-
lived.

Nikola strode over to the fireplace, examining the photographs on the mantle. “She
doesn’t have any friends.”

| didn't know if that was true or not, but she seemed close to Mason, a secret | would
take to my grave. There was no reason that Nikola needed to know about him. “I
saved her life at the resort,” | said.

“You were at the resort when those bastards came in and took hostages?’ Nikolal
rushed at me, the gun back out of his pants and now in his hand. He shoved it up
under my jaw.

“1 was a hostage, same as Hazel,” | said. Did he think | was involved? Would he kill
me because | spoke about the situation? He appeared unhinged. Should | have been

surprised?

“But you got her out?’



“It wasn't just me. | had help from the Eagle Tactical team.” | didn’t point out that |
was employed by them. | wasn’t sure whether he’' d kiss me or kill me.

He snorted. “Those bastards betrayed me. When they show up with Hazel, they’'re
dead. Every last one of them, including the little girl.”

“No one is touching my little girl,” Jaxson’s voice echoed through the house, loud
and clear.

| glanced over my shoulder for Jaxson. | could have sworn he was behind me, but he
wasn't in the house.

Nikolai backed away from me and glanced out the window, satisfied that Jaxson
hadn't arrived yet. “Nice try!” he shouted. His gun poised at the alarm speaker
system, he fired off around, blowing the plastic into tiny shards that shattered around
the room.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
Jaxson
“1I"m going in there with you,” Hazel demanded as we breached the property.

| didn’t have time to argue. While | wasn’t keen on another hostage, she was aso the
bait. The one thing that Nikolai wanted and the only way to ensure 1zzie's safety
along with Ariella’ s was to dangle the carrot in front of the rabbit.

“Stay out of the way,” | warned. We had climbed in through the back window in the
bathroom, and Declan had hacked into the security system through the wiring outside
to offer adistraction.

| snuck inside the house through the window. Declan stayed on the roof, keeping a
lookout while Aiden and Lincoln followed behind me. Hazel was in the rear, with no
weapons, but she did have a bulletproof vest on to protect her.

Nikola wouldn't shoot his own sister, would he?

Declan played my recording that we made a few minutes earlier outside over the
speaker system attached to the alarm. While the alarm had been disabled, it hadn’t
been destroyed. “No one is touching my little girl.” It was strange to hear my own
voice and dangerous to alert him of our arrival, but we had to do something.

From the window, I’ d seen the bastard with a gun positioned on Ariella s forehead. |
couldn’t take the chance that he’' d shoot her or 1zzie.



| kept my head down; they’ d be looking for the team and for me.

“Nicetry!” Nikola s voice shouted through the downstairs of the house. A single shot
rang out as Nikolai pointed the gun at the speaker and blew it away.

We came around from the kitchen, Ariella’s back to me, the sofa pointed toward the
front door.

“Freeze!” | shouted, my gun drawn and poised on Nikola.

Aiden and Lincoln held their firearms up, three men versus one.

“Don’'t even think about it,” Lincoln said. “Put your gun down slowly.”

“Give me Hazel and I'll walk away. You'll never have to see me again,” Nikola said.
He held up his gun in a surrender maneuver.

| didn’t trust him. We'd heard from Declan that the sheriff had received a call about
the compound being shot up by two mafia fellows. One was inside my house, the
other, | assumed was the dead man in the vehicle out on my driveway.

“That’s not how thisworks,” | said. | kept my gun trained on him as he came around
into the living room, blocking |zzie and Ariella

Aiden pulled out his handcuffs that he'd attached to his belt. “Put the gun down
slowly. Armsup.”

Nikolai held one arm up in surrender and the other that he slowly guided down.

The front door handle jiggled open, grabbing our attention. Who the hell was on the
other side of the door? Declan was supposed to up on the roof still.



Skylar pulled the door open and stepped inside, coming face to face with Nikolai.

With his free hand he reached for Skylar, yanked her against him, and gripped her
hair, shoving the barrel of the gun against her neck.

“Let mego!” Skylar screamed.

“Daddy!” 1zzie shrieked in terror.

| couldn’t turn around and look back at my little girl and assure her everything was all
right. My focus had to be on the monster standing just a few feet away from me, with
my sister as his hostage.

Skylar had no formal tactical training. She’ d never been in the military or spent a day
doing self-defense. | couldn’t count on her to get out of his clutches.

“You don't have to do this, Nikolai,” Hazel said. She trailed out from around the
hallway and came up beside Lincoln and grabbed his spare gun from his holster at his
hip. She pointed the gun at herself, lifting it to her temple.

“Hazel, what are you doing?’ Nikolai’s eyes grew wide, and his voice was frantic.
“Think about what you're doing, Sis.”

“If you kill her,” Hazel said, her voice quivered as she spoke, “you’ll never see me
again.
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With my gun trained on Nikolal, | couldn’t stop Hazel from doing something stupid. |
didn’t know her well enough to determine if she was bluffing, but | couldn’t take the
chance. “Y ou don’t want to do that, Hazel.”

“Yes, | do.” Hazel nodded, her hand trembled with the gun poised against her skin,
the barrel flush with her body. She may have been wearing a bulletproof vest, but it
wouldn’t save her, not with what she had planned.

“Listen to your sister,” Lincoln said. “ She' swilling to die because of what you did.”
Skylar struggled against Nikolai, squirming in his grasp, trying to shrug away from
him, but he wouldn’t let her escape. “Let me go,” Skylar whispered, her eyes welled

with tears. “Please. | don’t even know what’s going on. | won't tell anyone.”

| wasn't going to let him disappear. Not after all that he'd done. “Tell Hazel what you
did, Nikolai.”

Nikolai shook his head, his dark thick hair falling into his eyes. “Everything I've
done was for you, Hazel. All | wanted was your happiness.”

“My happiness?’ Hazel scoffed and stepped forward. Her own gun still pointed at her
head. “You sold me to Franco to be his bride! 1I'd sooner die than marry that

disgusting pig.”
Nikolai blinked several times over; his expression looked perplexed. “What?’

“You heard me!” Hazel shouted as she stepped closer, unafraid of her brother. “I'm



tired of you running my life and ruining it. | know what you and dad did. | know
about the jobs, the fake agency | worked for, the boyfriends who you and dad paid
off. I’'m not an idiot, you know.”

Nikola released his grip on Skylar, and she hurried away from him as Lincoln
grabbed her and dragged her behind him for protection.

“They weren’t good enough for you,” Nikolai said, his attention on Hazel. “It's my
duty to protect you. Y ou're my baby sister. Those men weren't deserving of you.”

“You bastard, that was my decision to make!” Hazel shouted up at him. Staring him
down, the gun trembling in her grip, her finger on the trigger.

Nikolai lowered the gun in his hand and reached for Hazel’ s weapon. “1f you die, I'll
kill every last one of them.”

“No, you won't,” Hazel said and turned the gun pulling the trigger, shooting Nikolai
in the chest.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
Hazel
I’d done it for them, everyone he'd ever killed, tortured, or hurt.
| turned the gun from my own forehead to his chest. It'd been reckless, without
thought or calculation. He could have easily shot me with his gun in retaliation. |
wouldn’t have blamed him if he had.
My finger squeezed the trigger. It was the only way to put an end to what he' d done. |
couldn’t go home again. Nikolai would never stop hunting me down, demanding that

| do as he wanted because we were blood.

Franco had been arrested, but with the head of the mafia dead, another leader would
rise from the ashes, and | would be forgotten. At least | hoped | would be forgotten.

The room spun; the world felt in slow motion.
Lincoln kicked the gun away from Nikolai as he lay on the floor, bleeding out.

| stumbled several steps backward before hitting a warm body. Jaxson removed the
gun from my hands. | felt cold and empty, alone.

“I"'m sorry,” Jaxson said into my ear. The cold, rough metal of handcuffs clasped onto
my wrists as he secured them behind my back.



“l understand.” | expected nothing less. They'd cart me off to jail. I’d be going to
prison for along time.

“ Are handcuffs really necessary?’ Lincoln shot Jaxson a glance.

“It'sjust aformality,” Jaxson said. “| need to know that my family isno longer in any
danger. I'll call the sheriff and let him know what happened.”

Aiden bent down with Nikolai lying on the floor.

Blood pooled around Nikolai, his skin pale, his eyes closed. | didn’t have the courage
to ask if he was still breathing. | wanted to kill Nikolai after all he’d done to destroy
my life, but I'd never believed myself to be a murderer. Guilt weighed heavily on me.
I’d acted in self-defense, not only for my own life but of those around me. Nikolai
would never have let any of them go.

Jaxson made a quick phone call to the sheriff while | sat on the floor beside my
brother. His skin looked cold, but | couldn’t touch him, my hands behind my back.

Aiden pressed against the wound, attempting to stop the flow of blood oozing out of
the wound. With his other hand, he felt for a pulse and shook his head. “He's dead.”

| collapsed onto my knees, staring down at my brother. Stepbrother or not, he was
still family. Blood was blood. “You're with Rebecca now. It's better that way,” |
whispered staring down at Nikolai. | had never met Rebecca, his biological sister.
He' d spoken of her greatly when we were younger, how her life had been cut short,
murdered by another gangster. It had driven our father to become the head of the
mafia, to rise up in retaliation.

| wanted it to be over, all of it. The carnage. The slayings. The killing for blood.



I’d given my statement to the local sheriff. The team from Eagle Tactical had given
their statements, as had Ariella We had been taken individually into a room,
guestioned, and then asked to provide in writing what happened.

| confessed to shooting Nikolai.

It seemed Nikolai had also killed his driver, Sacha, though | had no answer asto why.

| had expected to spend the rest of my lifein prison, but the handcuffs came off, and |
was free to go.

The D.A. wasn't going to press charges. Had Nikolai been alive he would have been
charged with multiple counts of murder after raiding the compound and killing
dozens of men, women, and children.

| thought I might vomit when the sheriff informed me what my brother had done in
retribution for the resort. It was al over.

| headed out of the police station, surprised to find Ariellawaiting for me.

“lI never did thank you properly,” Ariella said. She leaned against her sedan, her
hands in her jacket pockets. “If you wouldn’'t have offered yourself as you had, |
don’t know how we would have gotten out of that situation.”

| shrugged. “It was nothing.” | didn’t want her to make a big deal of it. “Have you
heard anything about Mason?’ | wanted to see him, to make sure he was all right, and
thank him for saving my life. He was one of the reasons that | was still standing,
alive, and breathing.



“We' ve already chartered aflight to Fargo to visit him in the hospital. Do you want to
come with us?’ Ariella asked.
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“Yes. | need to see him and thank him for what he did for me.”

| hurried down the hospital corridor. Would Mason even want to see me? His Uncle
Jeb died because of me. If | wouldn’t have requested his help, his uncle would still be
alive, and Mason wouldn’t have been shot.

The smell of antiseptic burned my nostrils. | paused in the empty waiting room.

“Do you mind staying here with 1zzie?" Jaxson asked Ariella.

“Sure,” she smiled and took the toddler from her father’s arms.

| opened my mouth to offer to watch the little girl for Jaxson but thought better of it. |
wasn't great with kids, and | wanted to see Mason. | just was worried he wouldn’t be
happy to see me.

Lincoln and Jaxson headed through the doors and down the corridor. | hesitated
before following them, severa feet behind them. They talked amongst one another. |
was the outsider, and while they hadn’t tried to exclude me, | wasn’t one of them.
What was | doing here? | felt out of place.

Lincoln and Jaxson headed into the private room without so much as a knock. | hung

out in the hallway, trying to find the courage to enter. | could handle shoving a gun
against my own head, but stepping five feet forward into a hospital room was too



much. That apparently was my limit.

“How’s Hazel ?” Mason’s voice was raspy and rough.

He couldn’'t see me, | was just right outside his room, but | could hear the sweet
sound of his voice. It was filled with concern for me. | hugged the wall, my back
against the cold white brick.

“She could tell you herself if she camein here,” Lincoln said.

“She’'s here?” Mason asked. The sheets rustled and the hospital bed creaked.
“Hazel 7’

| shut my eyes. | couldn’t hide forever. He'd know | was avoiding him if | didn’'t
storm into his room and greet him right now. “Hey,” | mustered the best smile that |
could as | stepped into his hospital room. “I was just out in the hallway looking for
flowers| could steal for you.”

Mason smiled and laughed, grimacing.

“Doesit hurt to laugh?’ | asked, worried about him. | came up alongside his bed.

“It's worth it,” Mason said. He reached for my hand, our fingers intertwining. “Sit
with me.”

| didn't want to tell him there wasn't room. He was injured, but if he wanted my
company, how could | say no? He' d only been shot because of me.

“How are you feeling?’ | asked, sitting on the edge of the hospital bed by his side.
“Any news when you will be released?’



“The doctor says that | can be discharged into someone’s care at home or else | have
to goto arehab facility.” His eyes never left mine. Y ou owe me one, Hazel.”

| laughed under my breath. “Don’t beat around the bush.” | couldn’t believe he was
playing the fact that | owed him. Of course, | owed him, but | didn’t think he was the
kind of guy who would have collected onit.

“Please, will you stay with me?’

| hadn’t thought about where I’d go now that Nikolal was dead and Franco was in
prison. Mason needed me, though, and | genuinely liked him. | hadn’'t felt that way
for anyone else, ever. It had always been him since we were teenagers.

“Well, since you asked nicely,” | said and gave a weak smile. | wanted to stay, but |
wanted it to be because he wanted me in his life, not just as his caretaker. Leaning
down, | planted a soft, chaste kiss on his forehead.

“Isthat al | get? What's a guy got to do to get areal kiss around here, die?’

My eyes widened in horror.

“Bad joke?” Mason smiled with that boyish grin that made my heart flutter and knees
weak. | leaned in and brushed my lips over his.

The heart monitor started beeping faster.

Jaxson stood by the window of the room, a smile on his face. “Don’t kill him. We
still need him as part of our team. Speaking of the team, Lincoln, I’m going to offer
you again full time. I know your restaurant will be undergoing renovations. |Is there
any way we can talk you into joining us? Don’t make me beg.”
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“I'm not even dead yet and you're replacing me,” Mason said. He laughed and
grimaced.

| rested a gentle hand on his good arm, hoping to settle him back down. “I’m sure
they’ re not replacing you,” | said.

“l wouldn’t betoo sure,” Lincoln said. “I’ll do it, at least for now. It’ll be awhile until
the check comes through from insurance, and then I’ [l have to decide what I’m going
to do.”

“I’m sorry about your restaurant,” | said, smiling weakly at Lincoln. If | hadn’t gone
to his restaurant that morning, maybe the thugs who wanted me dead wouldn’t have
shot up the place.

Lincoln’'s jaw was tight, and he leaned against the wall near the foot of the hospital
bed. “Don’t mention it. These guys have been bugging me for the past severa years
to join Eagle Tactical. They’re probably happy about what happened.”

“Happy is astrong word,” Mason said, “but ecstatic, yes.”

Lincoln rolled his eyes.

Jaxson headed past Lincoln and gestured for him to follow out of the room. “We'll
leave you two to talk. We'll be in the waiting room with Ariella and 1zzie. Let us

know if you need anything,” Jaxson said.

“Thank you for coming. Hopefully, they’ll spring me out of here soon,” Mason said.



| waited until the other guys were gone and down the hall.

“Something on your mind?’ Mason asked.

“I"'m sorry for everything.” | leaned down planting my lips on his, hungrily taking a
taste. Having almost lost him had torn me up inside. I’d already lost my brother at my
own hands. | couldn’t lose the man who I’ d loved since | was ateenager.

Mason reached out and his thumb stroked my cheek as my chin rested in his palm.
“Y ou have nothing to apologize for, but | do know one thing you could do to help me
feel better after we get out of here.”

“Anything,” | said. “I’'m all yours. Whatever you need, Mason, I’m here for you.” |
meant it too. I’d do whatever he needed me to do to care for him, whether it involved
changing bandages or making him meals.

“Any chance you have a cute little nurses outfit? Aslong as you’ re going to be taking
care of me, | thought we could do alittle fantasy roleplay.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
Aridla

| sat with |zzie out in the waiting room, letting her watch a video on my smartphone.
We kept the audio down so that we wouldn’t bother any hospital patients.

Having lost track of time, | hadn’t seen Jaxson approach us.
“How are my two favorite ladies?’ Jaxson asked.

“Daddy!” 1zzie jumped down from my lap and held up her arms for her daddy to lift
her up.

Jaxson picked her up and twirled her around before holding her on his hip. “We'll be
leaving soon, hopefully. It sounds like Mason’s going to get sprung out of here today,
as long as he has someone at home.”

“Oh?’ | didn't know if he lived alone or had roommates. | hadn’t heard him talk
about dating anyone, but it was obvious he had the hots for Hazel. Anyone could see
it.

“Hazel is going to stay and help him out,” Jaxson said.
“That’s good.” | was happy for her, thrilled that maybe the two of them could figure

out their relationship with time and wouldn’t have to hide it from everyone. Albeit a
little jealous too but | would never admit it to anyone.



Lincoln stood a few feet away at the vending machine making himself a cup of
coffee.

“1 was worried about you,” Jaxson said and sat down beside me in the empty chair.
He reached out and brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “ Still am worried if I'm to
be honest.”

| smiled weakly. | couldn’t stop thinking about Nikolai. What Hazel had done, the
blood, the fact Nikolai had done everything to protect his sister. It had been messed
up and sick, but it didn’'t detract from the fact he was dead. “I’'m fine.” | wanted to be
fine, telling mysalf and saying it aloud. Would it make it true?

“Areyou sure?’ he asked, his hand falling to my back.
| relaxed under his touch as he softly caressed my back in soothing motions. | wanted
him to touch me, to kiss me, to make love to me. Lincoln was in the room, and we

were supposed to be keeping our relationship a secret if we were going to be together.

| shook my head no. “I’ll probably have nightmares for a while, but it's nothing |
can't handle.”

Lincoln’s heavy footsteps broke the spell and moment between the two of us. “Can |
get you guys a coffee? The machine isn't working. I'm going to go down to the
cafeteria. Want anything?’

“I’m good,” | said.

“Metoo,” Jaxson said.

Lincoln headed down the hallway and the opposite direction of Mason’s room for the
elevator to the lobby where the cafeteria was located. We had a few minutes, just the



two of us, plus lzzie. Thankfully, she didn't seem to grasp what was going on
between us.

Jaxson put 1zzie on the seat beside him and played a video on his phone, letting her
watch it. He stalked to the vending machine and gestured for me to come over to him.

| stood and stretched before | pointed at the machine. “Didn’t you hear Lincoln; the
coffee machine isn’'t working.”

“1 heard. | just wanted a little privacy.” With |zzie's back to us, he pulled me against
him, tight and hard.

My eyes widened as his lips descended onto mine, his fingers at the nape of my neck,
keeping me close. It wasn't hard to melt into his kiss, my body falling easily under
his spell.

He pulled back, one hand still on my neck, the other sliding under my shirt, teasing
the waistband of my pants. “Jaxson,” | said, smiling from the pleasure but warning
him to stop. We couldn’t be doing this in the hospital, let alone five feet away from
his daughter.

“Lincoln will be a few minutes, and Hazel is preoccupied with Mason. | bet they’'re
making out.”

“Good for them,” | said. That wasn't a reason that we should be doing that here and
now. | gently rested a hand against his chest. “I want to be with you, but today was a
lot.”

“You know that | would never have let anything happen to you and 1zzie?’ Jaxson
said.



“1 know and | appreciate what you did today. It could have ended a lot differently,” |
said. The thoughts still flashed through my mind of Nikolai with his gun pressed

against my forehead. | had to push those thoughts aside, or | wouldn’'t be able to
breathe.

His lips came down hard on mine again, bruising with a fierce intensity filled with
want and need, not solely desire.
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He shifted us around, my back against the wall as he pushed his knee between my
thighs, hitting my center, my heat. | let him kiss me, and while | wanted to be more
than just his secret girlfriend, | also was willing to accept whatever he gave.

My lips parted, drinking him in, pulling him tighter against me. Every thought from
my mind disappeared as we kissed, and time seemed to stand still.

Someone cleared their throat rather loud. Were they trying to get our attention?

| whimpered in protest when Jaxson pulled away, and we both glanced at the
intruder: Lincoln.

He held his cup of coffee in his hand and took a long, slow sip. “Why don’t the three
of you get out of here,” Lincoln said. “I'll drive with Mason and Hazel to pick up his
truck.”

“Areyou sure?’ Jaxson asked.
“You have a ten-hour drive home. Izzie doesn't need to be kept out any later than
necessary. I'll probably end up renting a hotel for the night and driving back

tomorrow if Mason doesn’'t get released soon,” Lincoln said.

Jaxson’s cell phone rang, and he hurried over to grab it from |zzie as she watched her
movie.

| stood awkwardly, giving Lincoln a weak smile. He'd been good to me, | had no
complaints, but I still wasn't happy that he knew our secret. “Listen, what you



“It's none of my business,” Lincoln said. “You make him happy, and | can honestly
say there aren’t too many people other than 1zzie who can do that.”

“You won't say anything to the others?’ | hoped he could keep it to himself and not
mention it to his buddies.

“Again, it's not my place,” Lincoln said. He stepped closer. “You don't have to
worry, Ariella. | like having you around. Y ou're good for Jaxson, and you make him
happy. That's al that matters.”

| breathed asigh of relief. “ Thank you.”

Jaxson hung up the phone and shoved it into his pocket.

“Daddy, phone.” |1zzie reached for his pants, trying to retrieve his phone.

“Not right now,” he said and lifted his little one into his arms, giving her kisses. He
shot alook at Lincoln. “Can you give Mason a message?”’

Lincoln sipped his coffee. “ Sure, what’ s up? I's everything okay?’

“The sheriff called to let us know they found his uncle’s dog, Bear. They’re keeping
her at the station until someone comes to pick her up. Thankfully she was al right,
with a few scratches but no significant injuries. | let him know Mason was being
released soon, but we'rein Fargo, so it probably won’t be until tomorrow.”

“He'll be relieved to know Bear is al right,” Lincoln said. “Text me the sheriff’'s
number, and I'll make sure we pick up Bear on the way home.”



It was a long drive back to Breckenridge. Jaxson insisted on being the one to drive.
|zzie had fallen aslegp an hour into the ride. It was dark and late, which probably
helped her fall right to sleep.

“What’ s going to happen to Hazel 7’ | asked.

“You heard the sheriff; they don’t plan on charging her with any crime because they
closed the investigation and ruled it self-defense,” Jaxson said.

“That’s not what I’ m talking about. Franco is still out there.”

“He'sin prison,” Jaxson said. He glanced at me and reached for my hand as he drove.
Our fingers intertwined together. | gave his hand a squeeze, trying to reassure myself
as much as him that | was okay. | didn't feel like myself. | still felt disconnected, lost
in the events of the day. “You don't worry that he'll come after you and your
family?’ | asked.

“If | worried about that, I'd be worrying about every bad guy who we deal with,”
Jaxson said. He kept his voice low, careful not to wake 1zzie. “Declan is fixing the
security system and finding out how Nikolai managed to disableit.”

Hearing that from Jaxson, | wanted to feel at ease. | wanted Franco to leave Hazel
alone along with the rest of us. | squeezed his hand. “I guessit’s just been along day.
Emma came to the house this morning, barefoot and hysterical .”

“Nikolai shot up the compound where she’s been living,” Jaxson said.

“You knew she was living there? How?’ | asked.
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He let out a soft sigh, his focus and attention on the road as he spoke. “When | pad
lan and Seth a visit for harassing you, | discovered that she was living there. | had
hoped she’' d move out and come to her senses.”
“She was involved in the hostage takeover at the resort,” | said.

“I know.”

| pulled my hand back as though I’d been burned. “How the hell did you know that?
How many secrets have you been keeping?’

He placed his hand back on the steering wheel, his jaw tight. “More than | care to
admit.”

“What does that mean, Jaxson?’ | couldn’'t believe he'd been hiding from me that he
knew Emma had been involved in the hostage ordeal at Blue Sky Resort.

He let out a heavy sigh and glanced in the rearview mirror. “Can we have this
conversation later?’

“No. | want to have the conversation now.” He'd been pissed when I'd kept secrets
from him. How come he could keep secrets from me?
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
Jaxson
| wasn't thrilled that I'd been keepinghima secret, and now that we' d unleashed the
fact Emma had been an off-gridder and was involved in the grim situation at the

resort, it was bound to come out.

“Are you just going to ignore me?’ Ariella asked. Her tone was sharp. She was
undoubtedly pissed at me.

Great. | had severa hours left until we got to Breckenridge and home. It wasn't like |
could drop her off and not see her again until work; we lived together.

| ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. Ariella tended to bring me down to my
knees. “I’m not ignoring you; I’ ve just got alot on my mind.”

“That's an excuse,” Ariella said. She was pissed. | could hear her heavy, labored
breathing as she shifted in her seat. She’ d never get comfortable at this rate.

“Fine. You want every secret I’ ve been keeping?’ My voice raised in the confines of
the truck. “I heard from one of the guys, and guess who was released from prison,
Benjamin Ryan.”

Arielawas dead silent.

“What? Don’'t you have something to shout at me for keeping that a secret? He's out



of prison, Ariella. Do you know why?’

| glanced at her to see her eyes wide. Her mouth hung agape. | didn’t let it go. If she
wanted to know my secrets, 1'd reveal hers, ones she didn’t even know she had in the
back of her closet.

“His convictions were overturned, every last one of them,” | said. From the look on
her face, she had no idea.

“You mentioned that he might not have been guilty. | just couldn’'t believe it was
true.” Sheran her paims over her pants.

“Well, true or not, he's been released, and it's not on a technicality. | don’t know
what that means in regard to the C.1.A., whether they set him up or someone else.”
The truth was, | hadn’t had time to dig deeper or look into the mess of her past. “He
made a statement on television when he was released.”

“He did?’ Her voice caught in her throat.

“Said something in the interview about planning on finding you,” | said, a bitter taste
filled my mouth. | didn't want to lose her tohim, her husband, or technically ex-
husband. They were divorced, but if it had been based on the fact, she'd believed he'd
been guilty, and he wasn’t, where did | stand? What chance did | have against a
wealthy man who had won her heart?

She exhaled a loud breath. “Well, if you see him, tell him to stay the hell away from
me.”

That took me by surprise. “What?’ Was she over him? Did | not need to worry that
he'd come and sweep her off her feet? | wasn't one to get jealous easily, but | also
didn’'t like to worry that a man with whom she had a history could breeze back into
her life.



“He may not be guilty of the financial crimes that he was originally convicted of, but
he’ s not innocent, Jaxson. Far fromit.”

What other crimes had he done that he hadn’t been convicted of ?

“Areyou going to elaborate?’ | asked.

Ariella yawned in the front seat. It was well past two in the morning. | recognized
that she was drained. | was too. “Not tonight. I'm tired, Jaxson. Can we just leave it
alone for now?’

Exhausted, | drove into the night, not wanting to crash in some shitty motel with
bedbugs.

| didn’'t want to fight with her. | amost lost her and my daughter today. | rested my
hand on her thigh. “I care about you, Freckles.” | wanted her to know how | felt. |
didn’t say it often enough, and she deserved to hear it from me.

“1 know,” she mumbled. Ariella rested her head against the side window, her eyes
shut. Her breathing had lulled after several long seconds.

She mumbled something unintelligible. Had she just saidl love you?

“Freckles?’

She'd fallen asleep.

Mason had once told me that he suspected her marriage might have been a cover, that
she’d gone deep as a C.1.A. operative, too deep. If that was true, why had she been
watching him, and what made her decide to marry him? If it hadn’t been love, what

was the catalyst? There were secrets between us, but | wasn’t willing to give her up,
not without afight.



Truth wasthat | loved her too. Did | have the courage to tell her?



