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      Something was up.

      Why else would my uncle be in the house yelling at his brother—my father? It makes no sense. I slide down the hall in my stocking feet, trying to get closer to my father's office. My brother is in there with them. The way he talks—his voice strained and stressed. I can't hear much of what's being said because my uncle suddenly shuts up.

      My father asks, "What's gotten into you, Marcus?" in a low, choked voice. It worries me that both my father and my brother are nervous around my uncle. The man has always given me a bad feeling. I can't put my finger on it, but it's there and it makes me nervous. Especially now.

      I sneak closer until I'm hidden behind the medieval knight, which my mother insisted would look amazing. She wanted a Scottish castle vibe. Years after she died, none of us wanted it gone. Now it hides me from view.

      Uncle Marcus clears his throat. "Damien, the only way forward is for you to sign everything over to me. You have no choice."

      "Dad," Gabe whispers, "you can't do that. Don't let him bully you." It's good to hear my brother speaking out. A surprise, mind you. Gabe has a habit of siding with the winning hand. But from what I hear, this is different.

       "Watch your tone, Gabriel," Uncle Marcus growls. "You stay out of this."

      I hear a sharp gasp, and for a moment I wonder if it was me who made the sound. I don't think it was. Against my better judgment, I move toward the doorway, wanting to stand with my father and brother against the horrible man. As I approach, I see Gabe standing tall, his jaw clenched in defiance.

      I stiffen in fear. Blood thunders in my ears and my heart pounds. Surely, I misheard, I tell myself, even though in the back of my mind I know exactly what the sound of a gun being cocked sounds like. I've even fired a gun once or twice when my father had insisted I learn to protect myself. I hated every moment of it.

      "Damien, you promised a long time ago that the business would be turned over to me when I was ready. I am ready now. You've gone back on your word."

      "Put that thing down," my father says, his voice getting stronger, but I still hear the fear behind his words. "You don't know what you're doing."

      "I know exactly what you have been doing: preparing the company to be handed over to your son." He scoffs. "As if Gabriel, at twenty-eight, is old enough to run things. You're delusional."

      "Gabe, leave the office, please," Father urges, opening his office door slightly. His eyes almost pop out of his head when he sees me. He doesn't acknowledge me but tries to push Gabe through the gap.

      My stupid brother is having none of it. "The second I leave this room, I am calling the police. You're out of control, Marcus."

      "Hmph, so the kid's got some backbone, huh?" The sound of the gun going off is loud and echoing.

      Father collapses to the floor at my feet. His eyes meet mine. "Run," he hisses. "Now!" I stumble back, terrified. Gabe falls to Father's side, his fear at seeing me unmistakable.

      I meet my brother's eyes. He moves his lips, but no sound comes out. "Hide."

      Another bullet is in the chamber, then my brother curses and falls to his butt. I finally move, running and sliding down the hallway. The gun goes off a second time. Just as I turn toward the stairs, I hear Uncle Marcus shout, "You can't hide from me, Wilhelmina. Your father and brother are dead."

      I cover my mouth to keep from screaming as I flee upstairs. Once in my room, I lock the door and pull a dresser in front of it for extra security. I hear his footsteps getting closer as I desperately try to think. Shoes! I need shoes. I spot my boots and quickly slip my feet into them. I wrap the laces around my ankles and fasten them. The last thing I need is for them to fall off as I climb down the trellis on the wall of the house. My backpack is on the end of my bag, so I grab it and quickly walk to my closet. Reaching up, I pull out an old cosmetic bag that has money inside and shove it into my backpack.

      Uncle Marcus is banging on my bedroom door. He yells at me to open it. He's so angry now. "Stop this childish behavior," he shouts, anger now controlling him. I don't wait to see what he does. I climb out of my bedroom window. I haven't done this for a few years, so I hope the wooden bars that hold the vines in place haven't rotted.

      Even though I must hurry before he figures out what I'm doing, I'm careful with my steps as I press myself against the outside wall of the house. This isn't as much fun as it used to be. I'm about halfway down when I hear two bullets from above. Is he shooting into my room? A loud scraping sound comes from my bedroom, so I know he's in my room, moving the dresser. I'm out of time. I drop to the floor, crouch down, and roll over to try to protect myself. It works. I scramble to my feet and sprint for the tree line, hoping to find cover before he catches up. The adrenaline pumping through my veins is the only thing keeping me going at this point.

      I quickly hide in the bushes off to the side. As the evening light fades into night, he won't be able to see me if he looks out of my window. But I see him. He is looking for me with the gun in his hand as he leans out of the window. My head is starting to hurt and I'm sweating. I don't know what to do except get away from the house. My hands shake as I quickly use my phone. Once I've finished, I dig a hole with my hands. I empty the money from my cometic bag into the backpack, and turning the phone off, I shove it inside the bag. Then I bury it in the hole. It's the last place anyone would think of looking.
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      My whole body burns with desire as Willow slides down me, her long red hair tickling my sides and chest, her tits dragging against my skin, her hard nipples like rocks pressing against either side of my dick. She tilts her head back, her green eyes glowing with mischief as they meet mine. I make the mistake of looking down between us. My cock jerks hard at the sight of it wedged between her large, firm breasts.

      "Fuck me," I mutter, so close to completion that it's not funny.

      Willow opens her mouth and slides her tongue between her plump red lips. She wiggles between my legs and licks the length of my dick. I moan and throw my head back, my back arching, the warm suction of her mouth making me explode.

      I hiss and grunt as I come all over my stomach and sheets. My hand continues to jerk me as I strain in pleasure.

      Covered in my own cum, I lie panting on my bed. Willow has much to answer for. These dirty dreams must stop. Well, the pleasure of them is exhausting, but waking up in the middle of a hard release only to find myself alone with my hand jerking me off is disappointing.

      Willow, one of my grandmother's personal health aides, is what wet dreams are made of. She's short and feisty with natural red hair that touches her ass. Her breasts make my mouth water. I spend too much time imagining ripping open the front of her white shirt and letting her tits spill into my hands or my waiting mouth.

      The woman has no idea of the power she has over me. I look down at my naked body and pray for mercy with my dick saluting the gods. "Fuck," I mutter as I roll off the bed. I jump at the wetness I roll onto. I pull the sheets off the bed and leave them in a pile on the floor as I head for the shower. There's no time for any more jerking, although if Willow were here with me, I doubt I'd be leaving anytime soon. I'm not sure Coach would appreciate that choice.

      Five minutes later, after the fastest shower in history, I'm pulling on black running leggings and shorts. I pull on a long-sleeved t-shirt, slip my feet into my sneakers, and grab the bedding.

      In the kitchen, I get the laundry going before looking for a large travel mug. Once in hand, I fill it to the brim with steaming coffee. I inhale the dark brew before taking a sip, sighing with pleasure as it slides down my throat. It hits the right spot. My phone buzzes with a message from Dario, letting me know he's outside.

      When I moved into this apartment, I didn't realize it was just around the corner from where Dario Nelson lives. He's a forward on the same team as me, a defenseman. It worked out well considering he is my ride to the arena. I've been without wheels for a short time now and I haven't really missed them.

      At the door I grab my stuff and lock up behind me. The apartment I live in is one of four in a large old house here in downtown Boston. It's private and close to where my grandmother lives in an assisted living facility, Evergreen. She can no longer be on her own, nor is she safe in the kitchen. It's a nice place with even nicer staff.

      I throw my stuff in the back of Dario's truck and slide into the passenger seat. Dario looks at me before he grunts and drives off. He drives past Evergreen and as usual my eyes search the outside for a glimpse of Willow. I don't see her. As we turn left, Dario snorts and shakes his head. "Pussy," he mutters.

      "She's different."

      "You're still a pussy."

      "Fuck you!" I mutter, concentrating on my coffee. The thing is, maybe I am putting off asking her out. I don't usually have problems in that department. But from the beginning, I noticed that Willow is nervous around men. At first, I thought it was just me, but I soon found out it wasn't. She has a past that I'm not sure I like. There is nothing I can do about it, but I don't know how to talk to her or how to get her to trust me.

      I usually prefer a night of fun and games without the mess of a relationship. Willow isn't someone who would do that. She has commitment written all over her. It's going to take someone special to break through the wall she's built around herself. I rub my jaw and wonder if that someone is me.

      "You know who the new girl is?"

      I stare at Dario and wonder what the hell he's talking about. "Who?"

      "That's what I'm asking you!" He looks at me. "The new girl starts today."

      I shake my head. "I have no idea what you're talking about."

      "A new travel coordinator has joined the team."

      "I didn't know that." I pause and then look at him. "How did you know?"

      "I overheard Ethan and Myles talking about it. They kept saying she or her."

      "So, you want to know if she's a babe, huh?" I grin and rub my jaw. "Sorry, I can't help."

      "I thought you knew everything that was going on," Dario grumbles.

      "I was busy." I grin. "With a red-haired, green-eyed beauty with a body to die for."

      "Instead of secretly pining for her, I don't understand why you haven't made your move. It's not like you." He looks at me as soon as he's parked and turned off the engine. "What's going on?"

      "She's...delicate," I admit, climbing out of the truck. I grab my gear from the back and don't engage him further. I don't want to talk to him or anyone else about Willow. Lake knows about her but hasn't asked what's going on for a while. His new wife, Juniper, occasionally looks at me as if she's about to ask, but I've gotten good at changing the subject. The amazing thing is that I haven't touched another woman since I met Willow.

      As we enter the building, Madden, a teammate, walks in behind Dario. I wave to the receptionist on my way through security. We pass the locker room and head straight for the ice. When Ethan comes into view, he has an attractive young woman beside him. It's not his wife, Riley. Is it the new girl Dario was talking about?

      I turn to my friend and find him scowling at her. I chuckle. "What's your problem?"

      "She looks like she should still be in school."

      I snicker. "Then she looks as old as you then.”

      Dario gives me the finger.

      I laugh. "Seriously, Dario, if you keep looking at her like that, you'll scare her away."

      "She'll come to the games with us," he mutters.

      Forcing my amusement away, I ask, "What's going on with you?"

      "Everyone will want to get into her pants."

      "You mean you will, huh?" I can't help myself and chuckle, a big smile on my lips. "No fraternizing between staff," I add. "You need to keep your dick in your pants." I move out of his way, still amused.

      The woman is small and cute from what I can see. She has a pale complexion and long dark hair that is pinned atop her head with pieces floating around her face. I give Dario a sidelong glance to see what he's doing—he's staring at the woman.

      At least he's off the subject of Willow.
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      Every part of my body hurts. I'm not used to being this active. I mean, I used to run to keep my feet moving and that would get me ready for the day. But working at Evergreen is a completely different kind of workout. Most of the residents are pleasant. It's the odd one or two that I try my best to avoid. They're snarky. I understand that some are frustrated with age, but there is no need to take it out on me, who is just trying to make their lives easier.

      The best part of the job is that it is a live-in position. I'd be sleeping on a park bench if it weren't for my job. So, I would put a smile on my face for the more unpleasant parts of the job. There was an occasional bright spark in my days, and that was when Martha Southern's grandson came to visit her. A tall, handsome man with light brown hair and mesmerizing blue eyes, he was gorgeous. He had a neatly trimmed beard and many tattoos. The staff drooled when he appeared. I acted indifferent. I didn't want to be noticed, even if the man gave me butterflies. Working in the assisted living facility is all about staying hidden. No one would think of looking for me here.

      Shuddering at the memory of my past, I push my shoulders back and pull my shirt down. I like the fact that we have to wear a uniform to work. I wish mine wasn't so tight. I've always had a bigger chest than my friends and it's frustrating. I wear a white T-shirt under the shirt in case one of the buttons pops off. No doubt the dirty old men who do nothing but stare at my chest all day would get off on it.

      With a sigh, I make sure the door to my private room is locked and make my way down the short hallway and through a set of double doors. A soft buzz hits me the moment I enter the resident’s area. I hear Mr. Piermont muttering accusations to whoever is with him, or he could be alone since that hasn't stopped him in the past. Someone turns on the television and drowns out Mr. Piermont.

      "Ah, Willow, can you go get Mrs. Southern? She insisted on waiting for you." Carrie rolls her eyes. "I keep telling her she'll be in trouble the day you call in sick."

      I smile. "Don't worry, I'll talk to her about it." I walk down the hallway to my right. I'll give the facility its due, they really make the place look nice. The walls are painted to look like a field of wildflowers. That always makes me happy. I guess that is what they were going for when they designed it.

      I knock lightly on door number thirty-two and enter. I frown and notice that the curtains are still closed. This is unusual. "Mrs. Southern?" I say hesitantly, nerves in my gut churning.

      "I'm not dead yet," comes the answer.

      "You had me worried there for a moment." I walk over to the bed and pull down the side. "How are you today?"

      "I'd be a lot better if that beeping next door hadn't kept me awake. It was a nuisance."

      "The room behind you?" I ask, as the hospital bed is close to that wall.

      "No, that one." She waves her hand at the opposite wall.

      My frown deepens. "I'll check it when you're up." There is no one in that room.

      "I'll come with you. I could use some excitement around here. I'm bored to death. There's only so much Scrabble and poker one can play."

      I snort. "You're a card shark, Mrs. Southern. I'm surprised the others still invite you."

      She chuckles. "My grandson is a sharp tac; he took to it like a duck to water."

      I quickly push the image of her grandson out of my mind. That hunk of man can stay out of my head. "So, what's on the agenda for today?" I steady her arm and help her slide out of bed. She slips her feet into her slippers and marches to the bathroom. "Slow down."

      "I'm old Willow, not dead. You need to keep up."

      If I didn't know this woman needed help getting out of bed, getting dressed, and having her meals prepared, I'd wonder why she was here. I should thank my lucky stars that I'm not responsible for one of the more seriously ill residents. Mrs. Southern's dementia is currently mild.

      "So," she begins as soon as she returns from the bathroom, "I would like to wear my green dress and my pearl necklace today." She gives me a whimsical smile. "Nikoli is coming to see me after lunch. I must look my best."

      "Where is Nikoli from?" I ask as I pick up the items she wants to wear.

      "I thought you were old enough to know about the birds and the bees," she giggles.

      My face heats up as I turn to face her. "You know exactly what I meant." I point my finger at her and laugh.

      "His mother, June, grew up around hockey. She had a crush on a Russian player named Nikolai. Of course, when she applied for the birth certificate, she left out the 'a' in the name." She rolls her eyes. "You'd think with her obsession she would have spelled the name correctly."

      I grin. "Her husband doesn't mind?"

      "Well, Nikoli's father is Nicholas." She shrugs.

      "Ah! That makes sense." I smile and help Mrs. Southern into her green dress. I smooth it down for her. "You look lovely."

      "Thank you, dear. I will please wear my green Crocs with it."

      I giggle as I open the closet door and look down. Her grandson bought the Crocs in green, black, light blue, pink and yellow. "You are lucky to have a grandson who loves you very much."

      "Nikoli is a good boy." She adds whimsically, "He didn't want me to move here. He wanted me to move in with him now that he has his own place." She turns sad eyes to me. "He's a young man, Willow. His career is going well. I'm nearing the end of my life and I don't want to burden him with an old woman."

      I sniff at the confession. "I'm sure he doesn't see you as old."

      She cackles. "He has eyes, Willow." She lets out a soft chuckle. "If Nikoli had his way, I'd outlive him. Anyway," she pauses, "let's go see what's for breakfast."

      "I think that's a wonderful idea."
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      After a quick shower and change, I'm dressed in jeans and a dark blue button-down. I always try to look neat for my grandmother, but I'm also doing it for Willow. I want her to see me as a man and not as a hockey player. I'm one and the same, but something tells me that Willow is uncomfortable around me. It's more of a feeling than anything else.

      The woman in question approaches me with a smile on her pretty freckled face. I'm half tempted to turn around to see if she's smiling at someone behind me.

      "Nikoli, your grandmother is waiting for you in her room," she tells me. I stare at the woman until a blush spreads across her cheeks.

      I clear my throat. "Right!" I offer a wry smile. "I don't suppose you have time to accompany me there?"

      She holds my gaze for a moment before nodding slightly. I quickly sign in and walk through the security door, falling into step beside Willow. This woman makes me nervous. Something I've never experienced around a woman before. I know I have a crush on the girl, but my silver tongue shouldn't let me down like this.

      Lake's wife, Juniper, once told me I'd have no problem talking the panties off a nun. I agreed at the time. Willow is unlike anyone I've ever met. I just can't figure her out. When I'm around her, I feel like a shy teenager. If my teammates could see me now.

      "When's your next game?" Willow asks, looking straight ahead.

      "In two days. New York."

      "Oh!"

      I look in her direction and sense a pause. "Are you okay?"

      She gives me a sidelong glance. "Why wouldn't I be?"

      I let out a breath. "Willow, talk to me. Is it my grandmother?"

      Willow stops and turns to me. "She's fine. I don't know much about hockey, so I didn't know you had to travel to different cities."

      "We have a lot of road games." I smile. "I'm just a phone call away." I look toward my grandmother's room. "The entire team understands how much my grandmother means to me. If I have to rush back to Boston on short notice, I will. She is my priority, okay?"

      She nods and looks shy. "I didn't mean to sound accusatory. I know you have a life. I also know you spend a lot of it visiting your grandmother." Smiling, she adds, "Your grandmother wouldn't have it any other way."

      "That's Grandma Martha for you." Eager to get out of the idle chatter we seem to have fallen into, I turn and enter my grandmother's room. "Wow, don't you look beautiful." I spread my arms wide and grin like an idiot. My grandmother has always been one of the best-dressed people in the world. No matter where she is, she always makes an effort. No pants or jeans for her. “That dress makes your eyes pop, Grams.”

      "Oh stop!" She blushes and giggles as I move closer and wrap my arms around her.

      "Willow told me you started a food fight at breakfast." I raise an eyebrow, but not before I hear a gasp behind me.

      "Don't mind him, Willow. He's just teasing." Grams turns to me, her eyes glowing with mischief. "Willow, dear, would you mind bringing three cups of coffee and the cakes?"

      "Three?" She asks.

      I know exactly what my sneaky grandmother is up to. "She expects you to join us."

      "Oh, no. I couldn't." Willow backs away. "I'll get the tray."

      I frown as she scurries out of sight. "Is she okay?" I ask quietly as I take a seat across from my grandmother.

      "She's perfect, Nikoli."

      I narrow my eyes. "You like her?"

      "Of course, I like her. She's a good girl."

      "That's not what I meant."

      "You'll have to be more specific." My grandmother is watching me closely, the sparkle never leaving her eyes.

      "You mean she's perfect for me, huh?"

      "See," she laughs, "I knew you'd get there in the end."

      I groan. "I can get my own girl, Grandma."

      "Huh, then why are you single? You don't bring anyone to visit me."

      "Juniper comes to visit you."

      She rolls her eyes and gives me an irritated look. "Juniper is married to your best friend, Nikoli." She takes a breath. "I want to see my great-grandchild before I die."

      "Jesus!" I rub my forehead and squeeze the bridge of my nose. It really gets to me when she talks about dying. I'd rather she outlives all of us.

      The sound of a cleared throat announces Willow's return. I take a deep breath and move to take the heavy looking tray from Willow's hands. I place it on the table where Gran sits with a smile on her face. I know what she's doing. She's doing what I want her to do for a change. But I feel awkward and out of my depth around Willow.

      "I'll be right back," Willow says, heading for the door.

      "Willow, you are invited to join us. Please sit beside me."

      I smile at Willow's expression. I can see that she wants to run away, but she doesn't. With a nervous twitch of her hands, she joins us at the table. The table is small, more like a side table for playing cards, which is why I bump knees with Willow.

      "I'll pour," I suggest quickly. Willow's hands tremble in her lap, and Gran hasn't lifted anything heavy in a long time. At least with me in charge, there is no chance of a burnt crotch.

      "You're a good boy, Nikoli." Grandma grins as I pour the coffee into her flowered English teacup. She loves the idea of afternoon tea but discovered long ago that the taste of tea is something she never wants to experience again.

      "Coffee?" I ask Willow.

      She chews on her lip, which attracts my attention. "I shouldn't be doing this." Her voice is a quiet whisper. "I could lose my job."

      I frown and turn to my grandmother. "Is that true? I thought your personal health aide was allowed to spend time with you. I mean, isn't that their job?"

      I'm distracted by Willow's leg bouncing with nerves. I reach out and put my hand on her knee and squeeze it gently. "Please don't worry."

      "Nikoli's right, Willow. I should have at least five hours of personal care a day." Grandmother smiles. "We still have two hours."

      "I need this job, so it's always a worry that it will be taken away from me," she admits before taking a deep breath and looks at Grams. "I will very much enjoy having afternoon tea with you."

      Grandmother laughs. "That makes me happy."

      "Me too." I grin and it's only when Grams clears her throat that I realize I've been staring at Willow.

      I roll my eyes and lean back in my chair, trying to balance the delicate teacup in my large hands.

      "Mr. Hancock spent the night in Donna's room," Grams says in a matter-of-fact tone.

      I'm caught with my cup halfway to my mouth. "How can he get it up without having a heart attack?" is the first thing I blurt out.

      Willow's teacup rattles on the saucer as she leans forward and sets it down on the table. Her cheeks flush and her lips twitch. Grandma, on the other hand, looks at me in horror. I wince. "Sorry."

      "Nikoli Southern, I know for a fact that your parents taught you manners."

      Willow giggles, the sound of which warms my blood in all the wrong places, considering I'm in a room with my grandmother. I clear my throat. "You were thinking it," I mutter. This time, Grams laughs.

      Willow giggles. "I think your grandmother has a crush on Mr. Hancock."

      I wince. "He's old."

      "Oh, Nikoli, how old do you think I am?"

      "I know how old you are."

      "I could still have sex if it was offered to me."

      I shoot to my feet. "Grandma, that's enough." I feel my cheeks heat. "Grandmas don't have sex." I turn to Willow. "Back me up here."

      She shakes her head, her face looking as red as mine feels. "I think it's time for me to go see if anyone else needs help while you visit with your grandmother."

      "Chicken," I mutter under my breath.

      She giggles. "Let me know when you're leaving."

      I nod, my eyes lingering on the doorway she disappears through.

      "When are you going to ask her out?"

      "She's not like other girls Grandma. I have to take it slow."

      "Any slower and I'll be dead."

      I rub my chest and sit down. "You will be if you exercise in the same way as Donna.”

      She snorts and opens her mouth to speak.

      I jump in. "Isn't it a beautiful day?"

      "The weather? Really?"

      "It's better than the alternative."

      "If you think talking about the weather is better than sex, you're doing it wrong."

      "Jeez, did you put bourbon in your teacup?"

      "Today is a good day, Nikoli. I enjoy teasing you. You look young and innocent when your cheeks turn pink." With a grin on her face, she continues, "You are a virile young man, I have no doubt that you are very, um, experienced with the girls."

      "Can we please talk about something else," I groan. "This subject is off-limits to grandmothers." I watch her carefully and I'm relieved that she's having a good day. Some days she gets down and depressed.

      "Tell me how your friend is doing."

      I frown. "Which one?"

      "The sexy one, Dario." She sighs.

      I groan. "You can't have a crush on one of my friends. It's weird."

      "Grandson, I am old, not dead nor am I blind. I don't have much else to do." She shrugs. "I watch all your games. It's not my fault if you have good-looking friends with nice... qualities." She winks and chuckles while I groan. It's impossible not to laugh. I shake my head with a grin on my face.
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      On my way out of Evergreen, I see Willow helping a man get comfortable in the media room. I stop and watch. She is patient and smiles kindly. When the man is satisfied, Willow pats his hand and walks toward me.

      The way she takes her lower lip between her teeth makes me uncomfortable. I grin as she stops in front of me. The smell of raspberries wafts into my nose from her freshly washed hair.

      "Come with me for a minute." I take her hand and wait.

      She nods.

      Looking around, I don't see anyone paying attention to us, so I move Willow into an alcove. "Will you have coffee with me when I get back from New York?"

      "My life isn't easy, Nikoli."

      "Just coffee," I beg, moving closer. Her green eyes meet mine and I'm completely lost. The things this girl does to me should be illegal.

      "I'd like that," she whispers huskily.

      "Good. Good." I lean in and brush my lips across her rosy cheek. "See you soon," I whisper in her ear.

      The moan she lets out is dirty. I quickly leave her there.

      I stand outside for a moment to cool off. The woman is dangerous to my self-control.
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      I spend a lot of time window shopping. I see the beautiful blouses and floaty summer dresses on the mannequins. I tell myself that one day I will be able to walk into one of those stores and buy a beautiful dress. I can dream. Sometimes I think it's a pipe dream. I work hard and save what money I can. I don't need much, and it helps a lot that my job is residential. I wouldn't have been able to afford an apartment in a nice neighborhood, so I'm grateful for that. It's just that sometimes I want to be me again. The memories of why I keep my head down remind me of why I don't want to be the little rich girl I used to be.

      I take one last look at the pretty green dress with the little white flowers before I turn away and look out at the heavy traffic in the city. The bus doesn't take me anywhere, but I sit down on the bench at the stop. It's empty, except for me. The sun is beating down on my head, so I lift my face and enjoy the warmth. It's not often that I get a day off. The extra shifts gives me a little more money to hide in case I have to run again. I've only been running for a short time, but already, I'm tired. I know Marcus and his men will be looking for me.

      I wrinkle my nose as a private bus drives by, the fumes nearly choking me. I slap a hand over my mouth and nose and shoot up from the bench. Boston Common is across the street, so I decide to head there. I sit by the pond and watch the ducks and whatever other animals show up.

      It's a nice quiet day, and later I will watch the Boston Bay Vikings minor league team on the television. I told Mrs. Southern that I would only watch with her as long as she didn't tell her grandson. My elderly friend had lit up at that remark, so I wished I'd kept my mouth shut.

      I told myself not to think about Nikoli Southern's toned body, hot and sweaty after the game. The man makes me nervous. The way his eyes focus on me like I'm the only one he's thinking about. He makes my heart flutter. No matter how many times I try to talk myself out of looking at him, my eyes always find him. I look forward to our coffee date.
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      Because we are watching the game together on the TV in the media room, I'm to call Mrs. Southern, Martha. She smiled in delight as I tried her name out.

      The woman knows what she wants too. She reminded me not to forget to pour melted chocolate over the salted popcorn. As if I'd forget. My charge is more competent than I am most days. At least, that's how it feels. I know she has early onset dementia, a terrible disease with no cure.

      I smile as I carry the popcorn and alcohol-free beer into the room. Martha rides roughshod over the other residents when it's game night. Some join her to watch the game and others grumble about missing their own favorite program. Martha has a small TV on the wall in her room, but for the game, it must be on the big screen. She reminds me of my brother and college football. I swallow hard and try to put him out of my mind, which isn't easy.

      A frown appears on Martha's face, so I force a smile. "I remembered the chocolate."

      "Hmm, I can see that." The noise on the TV distracts her, so I take the seat she's reserved for me.

      I smile at the way Martha always gets her way. Maybe it's because she doesn't ask for anything except the TV on game night. She's the ideal resident. I try to keep her away from other dementia patients because she gets depressed after spending an afternoon with some of them. She knows what's coming. No words of wisdom will change that perspective. I know it and she knows it.

      A huge smile lights up her face as she stares at the big screen. I follow her gaze, even though I can hear the crowd, I know the team is on the ice. Nikoli makes my knees weak and other parts of my body wake up. In reality, I get nervous and twitchy around him. I've seen the way he looks at me. Maybe it's time to start living again.

      I twitch and squeeze my legs together as I watch the man in question. He's tall, with broad shoulders that are more filled out by the gear he wears for protection. I swallow, hoping the camera moves in closer. I feel eyes on me and realize that Martha is no longer watching the pre-game chatter, she's watching me with a knowing look on her face. A blush works it’s on to my cheekbones .

      "Nikoli's a good boy, Willow," she says quietly, her eyes back on the game. "He'll take care of you." She pats my knee. "No need to run anymore."

      My gaze catches hers. "I know someone in trouble when I see it." Pause. "You look a lot like the missing girl from Baton Rouge."

      My heart starts pounding in my chest and I can't catch my breath. I blink a few times, trying to bring the game back into focus. "What?" I croak.

      "Oh, don't worry. I haven't said anything, and I won't. Not even to my grandson. I know there must be a very good reason why you are here." She pats my knee again. "Don't worry about that. Anyway, Nikoli would help you whether or not anything else happens between you two."

      "I can't talk about it." Blood thunders in my ears as I force myself to calm down. The last thing I need is another panic attack.

      "Keep breathing, Willow. I'm sorry I brought it up. I just wanted you to know you're not alone. I won't tell anyone."

      Take a deep breath. Slow exhale.

      "Marcus, my uncle, wants me back so he can control me. I'm not going. It's his fault that I've lost everything." That's not the word I wanted to use, but it's the only one I could think of that wouldn't set off alarms in Martha's head. "He's not a nice man. Not at all. Let's just leave it at that and watch the game."

      Martha nods slowly. "Nikoli is a very good distraction."

      "I agree."

      "So is Dario," Martha adds.
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      There is a buzz of anticipation as we take to the ice. The roaring cheers of the crowd fill the arena with energy and excitement. I glide effortlessly, feeling the adrenaline coursing through my veins. As I line up for the face-off, the intensity is palpable. I know where the cameras are, so I turn and focus on one. Anticipating that my grandmother and Willow will be watching the game on TV, I wink when I think the camera is pointed my way.

      My position as a defenseman has me facing a medium-sized man for the opposition. The player will be fast and agile. I'll have to be on my toes. I look across the ice at Rhodes, who blows me a kiss. The asshole. Bradford is in goal, already making obscene gestures to the fans, who are eating it up. Lake and Madden, the wingers, are ready. Dario stretches, then gets into position for the face-off.

      The energy in the arena is palpable as the game begins, each player focused and ready to give their all. The puck drops. The sound of skates cutting through the ice fills the arena as we all race towards the puck. Adrenaline pumps through my veins. I feel the weight of the game on my shoulders as I take control of the puck and make a break for the net. The goalie approaches, ready to defend the goal with all his might, but I confidently fake left and skate right, preparing to take my shot and score. The second period was just as smooth as the first, with both teams playing strong defense. The score remains tied as the final minutes of the period wind down.

      Going into the third period, we have a four-goal lead. We just need to maintain our lead to secure the win. I'm drenched in sweat at this point, so I lift up the front of my jersey and wipe the sweat off my face. As I drop the jersey, I notice that some of the female fans are staring at my stomach. I give them a mischievous grin before winking and getting my head back into the game. Just in time. Dario gains control of the puck and races down the ice, effortlessly weaving around opposing defenders. Madden gets into position, elbows his way around a defender, and prepares to receive the perfect pass from Dario. With a quick flick of his stick, Madden redirects the puck toward the goal, hoping to score the winning goal for our team. And he does!

      The crowd goes wild.

      The cheers and applause are deafening as our team celebrates a hard-fought victory on the ice. Dario and Madden give each other a triumphant high-five, knowing that they played a crucial role in securing the victory. The coaches smile proudly and accept handshakes from the opposing coaches.

      With an adrenaline rush, I wish the game had been in Boston so I could celebrate with Gran and Willow. I shake my head to get rid of the thought. Gran will be asleep in bed soon, and Willow will be in her room.

      The last place I want to go tonight is the team party.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Music plays in the room as I enter Wyatt Peters' private party. The big boss always tries to be at the games to support us. That's why he's respected. He's one of the good guys. He takes care of the players like they're people and not just money.

      Some of the other team members already look loaded, while Rhodes and I are late arrivals. Lake used a headache as an excuse to miss this. I didn't want to come. Neither did Rhodes. But here we are. There is a lot of wealth in the room. Potential sponsors and people who like to be part of something.

      Before we have a drink in our hands, a well-dressed man in his fifties blocks our way to the bar. He holds out his hand. "Marcus Carter and my daughter Sarah." We shake hands and I nod to acknowledge his daughter.

      “Nice to meet you both. Are you friends of the boss?” I ask.

      “Who isn’t,” Carter chuckles. “Excellent game tonight.”

      “Thanks.”

      Rhodes grabs my elbow and says, "Excuse us," and steers me through the crowd. I don't miss the anger on Carter's face or his daughters' disbelief. "Trust me," Rhodes says. "Don't get involved with Carter.” Glancing behind us before meeting my gaze, he adds, “The man is not someone you want to know. His daughter is manipulative.”

      I frown. "Does this have something to do with your brothers?"

      Rhodes snorts. "Even they won't touch the guy. He's pure evil. Rumor says he killed his brother. Nothing has been proven. I don't know why he would be here."

      "I need a beer."

      Rhodes snorts and gets us both a drink. "I wish we'd gone straight home."

      "You used to like the away games."

      "That was before I found Rosie."

      I roll my eyes. "She found you, remember?"

      He grins. "How could I forget."

      I shut up and drink the beer, watching my friends and teammates mingle with the party girls. Some of the guys don't even look at the girls. I don't really. I'm still trying to process the fact that I'm not really interested in a quick fuck. I frown and rub my forehead. Willow has got me all tied up. The woman has certainly ruined my sex life.

      "What's it like?" I ask Rhodes. Seeing the confusion on his face, I explain, "Having someone there when you get home? Just having someone to call your own, you know what I mean?" Embarrassed, I feel heat along my cheekbones.

      Rhodes doesn't chuckle or say anything stupid. Instead, he says, "Knowing I'll see Rosie at home is a wonderful feeling. I miss her when we're on the road. I didn't even think it was possible to be happy with all the shit that's been thrown at me. Rosie too. Her brother is a waste of space. But Rosie," he smiles softly, "she's like a breath of fresh air." He pauses, searching my face. "If you're so distracted by Willow, I think it's time you asked her out, don't you?"

      "She's twitchy. I think maybe she's had a bad experience with a guy in the past. I don't want to rush her." No way am I going to admit to the coffee date we have planned.

      "Jesus, Nikoli, you've been mooning over this woman for ages. Be a man and ask her out for coffee. Go feed the ducks on Boston Common. It doesn't have to be dinner at some fancy restaurant." He gives me a disgusted look. "What's wrong with you?"

      “She’s important, okay. I don't want to mess it up."

      "There's nothing to fuck up if you don't even talk to her."

      "I'm talking to her."

      He laughs. "When your beautiful grandmother is there." He looks at me. "Speaking of which, how is Martha?"

      "She's fine at the moment. Still ogling the team."

      Rhodes throws back his head and laughs. "Your grandmother is one of a kind. I'll bring Rosie over and visit soon."

      "She'd love that."

      "Hopefully I'll meet Willow too. See why you're being a pussy by not asking her out."

      "Shut the fuck up!"

      His eyes become fixed on something or someone over my shoulder. I follow his gaze and find Carter's daughter walking toward us. Her eyes on me.

      Rhodes snorts. "I think she's coming after you."

      "Don't fucking leave me," I hiss like a teenage girl.

      "Man up!"

      "Fuck you!" My eyes flick to Rhodes as I continue, "She reminds me of that woman in the Transformers movie. You know the one who tried to kick Witwicky's ass in college in Revenge of the Fallen?" Rhodes gives me a confused look, while I plaster a fake smile on my face, and turn to the woman. "Hi, Sarah."

      "Nikoli, is that Russian?" Sarah asks.

      "No."

      Rhodes chuckles into his beer bottle.

      I give him a sideways glance, narrowing my eyes.

      "Is that why it's spelt wrong?"

      "I'm out of here." Rhodes bumps into me as he passes. He gives me a grin from behind Sarah.

      "That's how it's spelled on my birth certificate," I grumble, not wanting to explain the missing letter 'a' in my name. I don't see what the big deal is. Nikoli or Nikolai. Both names sound the same as they roll off the tongue. "Do you always go to business events with your father?" I ask, not really wanting to have a conversation with this girl. I don't even think it's because I'm distracted by Willow. There is something about Sarah that is, for lack of a better word, off.

      "If I know there are going to be a lot of hot single guys, yeah." She moves closer.

      I take a step back. "I'm not single."

      "Your friend over there told me you are."

      "Well, you've been misinformed." I force a wry smile, but from the look on her face, I'm guessing it's more of a grimace. "I'll be on my way. Nice to have met you." She's not happy as I make my way through the partygoers.

      I'm just happy to escape.
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      My heart pounds as I press myself against the wall of the janitor's closet. Footsteps come closer. I hold my breath and pray they pass without noticing me. It's not like I'm doing anything I shouldn't be doing. But Julie and Sandra shouldn't be sneaking around the hallways. Especially when it looked like Sandra was keeping an eye out. Julie had snuck out of Mr. David's room. Her actions looked suspicious, so I decided to duck into the janitor's closet. What are they up to? Mr. David is a nice man. Not all our residents have dementia or other debilitating conditions. They're just here for extra care and assistance.

      The footsteps pass by where I'm hiding, so I think the coast is clear. I peek out cautiously and see them turn the corner at the end of the hallway toward the dining room. I breathe a sigh of relief and quietly make my escape, grabbing a hand full of paper towels. I smile as I pass Susan Wilcox, one of the senior managers. I can't shake the feeling that the woman's eyes are still on me.

      With a belly full of nerves, I quickly enter Mrs. Southern's room. I lean against the door in relief. I take a moment to catch my breath before carefully unfolding the paper towels. My eyes meet Martha's.

      "Are you okay, dear?"

      I swallow hard and shake my head. What is wrong with me? Why am I suddenly freaking out over the most trivial things? Sandra and Julie are supposed to be working in Mr. David's room. Susan is a manager and has free rein over the entire facility. I'm freaking out over nothing. I see things that aren't there. I pull myself together and move away from the door. "I'm fine."

      "Are you sure?" Martha gives me a suspicious look.

      I force a smile on my face. "I'm sure." I put the paper towels on the counter, walk over to Martha, and drop into the opposite chair. "Well, maybe I should stop reading mysteries. Then I won't see suspicion in others."

      Martha laughs and shakes her head. "You're too paranoid for your own good sometimes," she says, reaching out to pat my hand. I laugh nervously, grateful for her reassurance. I can't shake the fact that I'm sure I wasn't supposed to see what I did.

      "So, enough about me. What would you like to do?"

      "That's a loaded question," Martha mumbles. "I think I'd like to go to Faneuil Hall. I haven't shopped there in a long time. There's a nice ice cream parlor there."

      "I know the place." I grin. "Let me see if I can arrange a trip."

      "Oh, talk to Wayne. He's nice and accommodating, not like the other one."

      I snort. I have no desire to see Susan Wilcox again so soon. Wayne isn't as high up in the food chain as Susan, but he's high enough to make that kind of decision.
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      I've only been to this place once since I've been in Boston. The variety of ice cream is mind-boggling. The flavors range from classic to unique, and I struggle to decide which to try. The store also has a cozy atmosphere that makes the experience even more enjoyable. Although I have the feeling that Martha's excitement has been transferred to me, the elderly lady is buzzing in her seat as she waits for me to pick up our order.

      I look around and smile at the kids with their faces pressed to the glass as they look at the ice cream. One of the staff catches my eye and hands me our tubs of pleasure—three scoops each. I sigh as I carefully carry them over to our table. "I'll get some napkins."

      "Oh, you don't need to. Nikoli will bring them over."

      I freeze. "What?"

      "I hope you don't mind if I join you." Nikoli gives me a sheepish smile as he sits down next to me. "Grandma here thought it would be fun."

      My eyes flicker to Martha, who I notice is wearing a pleased expression as she tucks into her tub of ice cream. I feel Nikoli waiting for me to say something, so I turn to him and notice a frown.

      He whispers, "I can go."

      "No!" My eyes widen as I grab his thigh to hold him in place. "Stay. Please. You took me my surprise, is all."

      His eyes light up with pleasure as he removes my hand from his thigh and wraps his own larger hand around mine. As my eyes move to our joined hands, he leans in and whispers, "Having your hand so close to my favorite body part would become embarrassing."

      My cheeks immediately start to burn. "You're a big flirt, Nikoli."

      He winks and takes a large scoop of ice cream from my tub. "Only when there's something I want."

      "Willow and I," Martha begins, "ate popcorn and watched you on TV."

      It's almost a relief to have his attention taken away from me. He makes my body hot and aching. Even holding his hand gives me butterflies. What is it about this man? Ever since I left home, I've avoided all kinds of attachments. Now I'm attached to Martha Southern and want to do naughty things with her grandson.

      As if he knows I'm thinking about him, he squeezes my hand before releasing it, then intertwines our fingers for a more intimate grip. He clears his throat. "So, what else do you ladies have planned?"

      "Willow suggested we go to the harbor and sit and watch the ocean. Get some fresh air in our lungs." Martha pauses. "And I noticed you did not comment on us watching the game."

      "You only watch the game to catch Dario all sweaty."

      Martha bursts into giggles. Nikoli rolls his eyes. "I think the ocean is a good idea."

      "Of course, you will join us, Nikoli?"

      "I wouldn't miss it." He looks in my direction. "Is that okay with you?"

      My voice betrays me, so I nod, enjoying the feel of his palm against mine.

      "I wasn't expecting you until tomorrow." Martha comments, sitting back in the chair, her ice cream tub empty.

      "Coach didn't want to hang around town." He shrugs. "I think he wanted to get home to his wife. So, we got back late last night." He chuckles. "We had to show our faces at a meet and greet the boss had arranged. It wasn't too hard to get us all to leave early."

      "Well, I'm not complaining." Martha looks in my direction. "And I don't think Willow is either."

      I wish I didn't blush. "I'm enjoying our outing."

      "Hmm." Martha smiles. "I'm ready for some fresh air now."

      "Let me help you," Nikoli says, and almost as if he regrets it, he lets go of my hand.

      I quickly clean up and throw everything in the trash before joining Martha and her grandson.

      I follow him as he leads his grandmother out of the shop. It's a pretty nice view from where I am. Nikoli has strong thighs and a firm butt that holds my attention longer than it should. He has a tattoo on his neck that, along with his neatly trimmed beard, makes me hot and bothered.

      As if he senses my eyes on him, Nikoli turns his face to me, and his blue eyes catch my gaze. I can't look away. I'm sure the need I have for this man is written all over my face. I wonder where all this is coming from. Maybe my attachment to this man has been there all along. And that it is only now bubbling to the surface because I no longer want to hide it.

      Nikoli stiffens, his gaze becomes serious. He knows that I want him. I mean, it's not that sudden, considering we met four months ago.
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      Fucking hell!

      I never expected to see lust on Willow's face. But there it is. Clear as day. Blood thunders in my veins, heading south, giving me an erection that will be embarrassing if anyone glances at my crouch. My dick throbs with an animal need to take Willow. I close my eyes and inhale before exhaling slowly. I focus on Gran, who seems to be in a hurry to get to the ocean view she's been promised. It's not easy to move fast with the stiffness in my jeans.

      Willow approaches Gran from the other side, and together we slow her down. Willow's gaze meets mine and her eyes move slowly down, leaving a trail of heat in their wake. When she notices the bulge in my crotch, her eyes shoot up to meet mine and I'll be damned if I don't blush. I clear my throat and say, "Grandma, why don't I get us a room at the hotel that overlooks the bay. That way you can sit and watch as long as you want without getting cold."

      "Oh Nikoli, would you?" Tears come to Grandma's eyes. "It's been so long since I watched the ocean. I used to watch and wait for your grandfather's trawler to come home." She becomes quiet. "I miss him."

      Well, that's one way to kill my erection.

      "I miss him too, Grandma." I pause. "Let's go get a room, okay?"

      "You're a good boy, Nikoli." Gran pats my hand. To Willow she adds, "He'll take care of you, Willow."

      My eyes land on Willow's face. I can't decide if she's embarrassed or horrified by Gran's words. I wonder if there is more to the comment. I'm distracted enough that it's not long before we arrive at the harbor hotel. We go inside and I lead Gran and Willow over to the plush couches. "Wait here while I sort this out." I help Gran sit down and then go to the front desk.

      The woman I end up talking to flirts. I'm not interested. If it weren't for my obsession with Willow, I'd flirt back. The woman I want is behind me, watching. I know she's watching because I feel her eyes burning into me as I rest my elbows on the desk in front of me. I notice Judy—the receptionist—leaning forward, the gap in her shirt flashing the edges of a black bra. I quickly straighten and take the key card from her fingers. "Thank you." I turn and head back to my ladies. I catch Willow's gaze and, to my relief, see only amusement.

      "Let's go."

      "Did you get us a nice room, Nikoli?"

      "I did, Gran. Nothing but the best for my girl."

      "Hmph." She mutters. "Willow's the one you should be flirting with."

      Willow chuckles, the sound husky and sensual.
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      Gran falls asleep within ten minutes and the room falls silent. My eyes focus on Willow, who I've been trying to avoid. The way she sucks and chews on her lower lip drives me crazy. My cock throbs behind my zipper, the bulge uncomfortable in more ways than one. Not sure if my next move is wise, I make it anyway. I take Willow's hand from her lap and lead her to the bathroom. Not the best place to get her alone, but more comfortable than my grandmother catching me getting fresh with Willow.

      "I'm not sure this is a good idea," Willow whispers.

      I partially close the door, turn around and lift Willow up so she's sitting on the vanity. I push her legs apart and step between them. I force my hands to stay on her hips. My fingers twitch to touch her, but with how much my dick is tingling and throbbing, I don't trust myself. "I want you, Willow. I want you so much I can't concentrate." I search her eyes and the moment she reaches out and puts her hands on my neck, I shudder. I grab her bottom and pull her up against me. The shudder is more intense this time and I gasp as pre-cum tingles along my dick, no doubt seeping onto my shorts.

      I grunt as I rock my pelvis against her, then force myself to stop.

      Willow surprises me by moaning and arching her back, her fingernails dig into my neck. Her legs come around my hips, her ankles locked against my butt. "It's been so hard not letting you see how much I want you," she admits.

      I take one of her hands off my neck and place it on my erection. "This is how hard you make me." She squeezes and rubs, which is a bad idea considering how much I want to fuck her. But I can't bring myself to stop her. Her touch feels too fucking good. It takes me a moment to realize that she's undone my jeans. I know for sure when I feel her small hand cupping my flesh.

      "We have to stop," I hiss as my legs shake. "We need a bed."

      She doesn't stop jerking at me. Pre-cum doesn't stop leaking from the mushroom head of my cock. I make the mistake of looking down, and the sight of her fingers with pale pink polish on the tips, wrapped around my thick shaft is my own doing. Before I can warn her. Before I can pull away. I grab a towel, grit my teeth, and come in the towel. Willow's little gasp of surprise only makes me come harder. She doesn't stop touching me, wringing every drop of orgasm from me. As the passion I have for this girl overwhelms me, I grab her head and crush her lips with mine.

      I undo Willow's jeans and pull them, along with her underwear, down her exquisite legs, dropping them to the floor while maintaining eye contact. We're pressed against each other again, but this time without our clothes as a barrier. My cock springs back to life, but by the time I cover Willow's pussy with my hand and slide a finger inside, it's rock hard and throbbing. "You're so damn wet," I whisper. "Willow. Fuck."

      I finger fuck her, watching as she takes off her T-shirt and opens her bra. Her tits are big with fucking plump nipples; I almost come at the sight of them. Her nipples are rock hard as she lets out little gasps and moans. "I don't care about a bed." My eyes shoot straight up to hers. Cursing softly, I lean forward and suckle one of her tits. Willow jerks against me, her hips moving frantically as she fucks herself on my hand. She's wet as hell and getting wetter.

      At this rate, I'm going to come with her. Desperate to feel with my fingers, I switch tits and remove my hand from between her legs, using the moisture she has released to rub and roll her nipple. Willow arches her back and pushes her tit further into my mouth, urging me on. The sound of her moaning fills the room. "Inside me, Nikoli."

      I lift my eyes to her face and try to catch my breath. She's turning me inside out. The moment I straighten, Willow grabs my cock and aligns it with her soaking pussy. How the hell I don't come right now, I don't know. It's the most erotic experience.

      Holding her gaze, I thrust my cock into her waiting body. Our bodies move together in perfect rhythm, the heat between us increasing with each thrust. Willow's nails dig into my back as she meets my movements with her own. The intensity of our connection is overwhelming, consuming us both in waves of pleasure.

      Her beautiful breasts press against my chest. My legs tremble as pleasure swirls in my gut and further south into my balls. I moan against her mouth and whisper, "Your cunt is so fucking wet and tight I can't stand it." Her eyes darken at my words. Her sexy little cunt pulsates as I drive into her. "You like dirty words."

      "Not until now," she gasps, her back arching as she lets out a throaty moan. I cover her mouth with mine to keep her quiet, but I can't pull away. The room is filled with the sound of our heavy breathing and the scent of sex.

      "You have to come, Willow," I hiss. "Feeling your cunt throbbing around me. Feeling your tits pressed against my chest is driving me fucking crazy." My mouth finds the pulse in her neck, which I suck. Every time I say the word 'cunt' she tightens around me and gets even wetter. I want to say it in a chant, but I'm afraid I'll blow my load before she does.

      Then I feel it. Her breath is ragged as she trembles beneath me, on the verge of a powerful climax. Our bodies move together in a rhythm that feels like fate, and I know I never want this moment to end. Willow's moans only increase my desire. I grab her bottom and hold her tight as I pound into her, "Little cunt," I whisper into her ear.

      That's all I need.

      Willow presses her mouth to my neck and let’s go. Her orgasm sends me into orbit. Pleasure rushes through me as I catch my breath. Her cunt pulsates and grips my cock so hard I see stars. When we both come down from the intense high, I hold Willow close, feeling a deep connection that goes beyond physical pleasure.

      "We need to clean up," she whispers.

      "Hmm."

      She giggles. "Now." The pinch on my naked ass makes me want to start another round. My cock certainly agrees. Willow wiggles seductively.

      "You've made me hard again."

      "I feel you." Her hoarse voice makes my blood boil. "Martha will be awake soon."

      "Shit!" I drop my forehead onto Willow's. "I forgot where we are." I smile at her. "This isn't a one-time thing, Willow." I slowly pull my body free and pull up my jeans. I quickly close my eyes as they land on Willow in all her naked glory. She's gorgeous. I swallow hard and grab a towel from the rack. I wet a corner and when I've wrung it out, I clean between Willow's legs. When she's clean and dry, I help her back into her clothes. I cradle her face. "I meant it. I want so much more than just a night with you. Will you let me take you out to dinner? A real date?"

      She murmurs, "I'd like that," as my lips cover hers in a soft kiss of longing.
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      My stomach has been filled with butterflies since the amazing sex with Nikoli. I hadn't expected it. I've never been the kind of girl to have a one-night stand. According to Nikoli, he hadn't been one, much to my relief. Now that I'm alone in my room, though, I'm not sure what to think or feel. I still can't believe how unprofessional I was while Martha was in my care. I feel guilty about that. She slept through it, for which I'm grateful.

      I throw myself onto the bed and stare up at the white ceiling. My room is small, with its own bathroom. It doesn't distract me from my problems. They follow me everywhere I go. I've kept them to myself as long as I've been running and hiding. With Nikoli, I want to tell him everything. Maybe he can help me. I don't want to run anymore. I thought it would be safer to keep him away from me, and maybe it would be. But Nikoli has gotten under my skin, so I have no problem with what we did today, except maybe the timing. I wince. Yes, the timing could have been better.

      I roll over on to my side and try to get comfortable so that sleep will take me. I am tired. I smile as I think back to earlier—to Nikoli talking dirty to me. It had turned me on even more. No one had ever called my sex the word Nikoli had used. I can't even think about it. Coming out of Nikoli's mouth it had sounded hot and sexy. In my mind it makes me cringe. I kick the covers off and fan myself. The man is deadly. His penis was long and thick, pulsing with a need that matched my own. Just thinking about it makes me hot and uncomfortable. There is a pain between my legs that grows when I think of his fingers touching me there. I think about how it felt to have his whole hard length inside of me, touching all the right places. I shiver, my nipples taut buds against my nightgown.

      I stiffen.

      Someone is standing outside my bedroom door. My eyes fly to the latch, which I remembered to lock. I strain to listen. It sounds like female voices whispering to each other. I feel a shiver run down my spine. Has the man I'm running from found me? No, that can't be right. My heart races as I try to make sense of the situation, wondering who could be outside my door. The voices are female. There is no mistake. What are they doing?

      No longer able to stay in bed, I slip my feet into my royal blue Crocs and move toward the door. I press my ear to the wood, straining to hear more clearly. Their whispers grow louder with each passing moment. I take a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever is waiting on the other side of the door, and say, "What are you doing out there?" as I peer through the peephole. Laura and Isabel.

      I frown. Isabel slaps a hand over her mouth as Laura grabs her arm, and they turn and run down the hall.

      I'm tempted to open my door and see what they're doing, but I'm too nervous. I feel hot and sweaty, and unfortunately it has nothing to do with Nikoli.

      They were outside my room; there was no doubt about it. But why? I'll only know the answer when I ask them. I decide to wait until tomorrow to confront them. Maybe I can get some answers with witnesses present, or at least I will feel safer with others around.
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      I'm tired today after tossing and turning most of the night. Everything that happened with Nikoli and then the whispering outside my room late last night is swirling around in my head. I tie my hair back and look at my tired face in the mirror. I reach for the door when I notice an envelope on the floor. It's been slipped under my bedroom door.

      With trembling fingers, I pick up the manila envelope. It's about the size of a letter, folded in half. I hesitate for a moment before opening it, my heart pounding in my chest. Inside I find a photograph and a single sheet of paper:

      
        
        HE is alive, Wilhelmina. Come home NOW to keep him that way. He's crazy though, so who knows how he'll react to all the drugs being forced into him.

      

      

      My head spins with what this means. The photograph is grainy, but I see who is in the picture. My brother. I swallow hard. This is a cruel joke. It must be. I thought he was dead. I figured my uncle had killed him right after he'd killed our father.

      Think Willow!

      This is why Laura and Isobel were outside my room last night.  Who gave it to them? Fear runs down my spine. There is only one person who would do this. The one person with money and contacts. The one person who is hunting me down to keep me quiet.

      My uncle.
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      When I enter Martha's room, my nerves get the better of me. All it takes is for Martha to glance in my direction and I burst into tears.

      "Oh, now." Martha shuffles closer and takes me in her arms, making me cry even harder. "What's wrong, Willow?"

      I sniffle, trying to control myself. It doesn't work very well, and I hiccup. "I'm sorry." Tears pour out of my eyes, and I don't bother trying to speak again.

      "What happened?" I freeze at the sound of Nikoli's voice but relax when I feel his hand on my back. He's not usually here this early in the morning. "What is it? What happened?"

      "If you'd stop asking questions, she could tell us!" Martha gives her grandson a sharp look.

      I giggle, followed by a sob. Nikoli gently takes me in his arms and holds me close. I bury my face in his neck, letting his scent and care soothe me. I swallow hard and pull away. "I have to go." I pause. "I think I do."

      Nikoli shakes his head. "You can't leave. Let us help you."

      "It's not..." I run a hand over my face and stare at the two worried people in front of me. "I thought my brother was dead. Now I'm not so sure." I hold the note out to Nikoli.

      He takes it and reads it. His eyes dart between me and his grandmother. Nikoli reads it aloud. He reaches out and takes my hand, pulling me back into him. He whispers, "I'm not letting you go, Willow. Tell me what's going on so I can help you." He plants a hard kiss on my forehead. "Please, trust me."

      "I do. That's why I brought the note." I wipe my eyes and join his grandmother, who has taken her usual place in the chair. "I'm from Baton Rouge." I give Martha a wry smile. "You figured that much out." She nods. I continue, "My uncle killed my father, and I thought he killed my brother, too. For the last six months, I've been hiding."

      "He's still out there? Your uncle?" Nikoli asks, a frown creasing his brow.

      "Yeah. He'll have come up with something, plus he's friends with the local cops. I'm from a small town outside of Baton Rouge with its own sheriff's office. I don't trust them. But now I don't know what happened to my brother. I need to go home and make a statement about what I saw the night my father was killed."

      "From what I read in the paper; your family is wealthy."

      I nod.

      "With you and your brother out of the picture, I guess it all goes to your uncle, huh?"

      "Very astute, Martha." I smile to take the sting out of my words. She didn't do anything to me and neither did Nikoli. "I was listening outside my father's office. My brother and uncle were inside with him. I saw my uncle shoot my father." Tears threaten, but I force them back. "If the note is true, I must find my brother. He's the only leverage my uncle has over me. Once that's gone, I can tell the truth about that night." I sink back into the chair.

      "Shit," Nikoli hisses. "I thought Rhodes had dangerous baggage."

      I sit up straight. "What do you mean?"

      Nikoli winces and jumps to his feet. "We need to talk to Rhodes."

      "Um, Nikoli," Martha says. "I'm not sure you need any more trouble than what's already swimming in the water."

      He plants a kiss on his grandmother's cheek, then grabs my hand and pulls me out of the chair. "Gran, would you mind if I take Willow with me?"

      That snaps me out of my head. "I can't just leave. I have a job to do. Your grandmother needs her breakfast... Then maybe I can take a few hours off."

      Nikoli looks impatient and twitches, but finally agrees. "I'm not going anywhere, though." He sits down next to his grandmother.

      I roll my eyes. "I'll get your breakfast, Martha."
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      As soon as I have Willow alone, I take her in my arms and press my lips against her cheek, the corner of her mouth, until I plant a soft kiss on her lips. "I meant what I said, Willow. This between us is more." I brush her lips again.

      Her mouth curves into a gorgeous smile. She jumps into my arms, wrapping hers around my neck. Our bodies press together. "I have to find my brother, Nikoli. We haven't been close these past few years, but he's all the family I have left. I can't rest knowing my brother needs me."

      I brush the strands of hair over her shoulder and kiss the tip of her nose. "You're not alone in this." I step back and intertwine our fingers. "We'll do as planned. Talk to Rhodes."

      She nods, but says, "I'm afraid my uncle will find out. I don't want any trouble for Rhodes or his brothers for helping me."

      "Carlisle and Jessop Hallen can take care of themselves, Willow. Trust me on that." I gently lead her to the Uber that's just pulled up outside of Evergreen.

      It doesn't take us long to get to the apartment where Rhodes lives with Rosie, and by this time Willow is on edge. A slight tremor in her hand gives her away. I don't comment. I wonder who the hell her uncle is and how he gets away with murder. It bothers me more than I admitted to Willow. The man obviously has friends in high places, and not just in the local sheriff's office. Not with murder. Willow gives me a cautious look. I smile as we go up in the elevator and pull her close.

      Rhodes meets us at the door in sweats and a T-shirt, followed by a yawn. "You must be Willow," he says. "I'm Rhodes, and this is Rosie." The woman in question hugs Rhodes before slipping her arm through Willow's and pulling her into the kitchen.

      I raise an eyebrow at Rhodes, who nods into the living room. "We need to do some research on the bastard before we do anything else. See what we can find out about her father's death."

      I watch Willow in the kitchen with Rosie and when I catch her eye, I ask, "What's your uncle's name?"

      "Marcus Carter." Willow carries two cups as she joins me on the sofa.

      Rhodes is already staring at me when I meet his gaze. My heart pounds and blood rushes through my damn ears. Marcus Carter. "It can't be," I whisper.

      Willow sets the cups on the coffee table. "You know him?" She asks, her voice shaking.

      "Does he have a daughter?" Rhodes asks.

      She nods. "Sarah." A brief flinch flashes across her face. "She's not a very nice person." Pause. "You know her?"

      "No." Rhodes and I say together. I continue, "After the game in New York, Marcus was there and introduced himself to Rhodes and me." Pause. "We also met Sarah."

      Willow raises an eyebrow, so I add, "She's creepy. Not sure she was happy about the two of us leaving."

      Rhodes snorts. "He," he points at me, "compared her to a woman from one of the Transformer movies."

      "What woman?" Rosie asks.

      "The one who tried to kill Witwicky when he was at the university." I shrug. "I hope I don't run into her again."

      "I have no idea what you're talking about," Willow admits.

      "Don't worry about it." I pull her closer and intertwine our fingers. "So how does Wyatt know Carter?"

      "He doesn't." Rhodes sits forward. "I asked him about the man. Apparently, Wyatt was put in the position of having to invite him to the party." He looks between Willow and me. "After your call, I spoke to Carlisle, forwarded him the picture. He's going to get someone he knows to try and find where it was taken.”

      "So, we wait."

      "And research the guy. A lot of shit online." Rhodes turns to Rosie, who nods. "You also have a computer genius at your disposal who also happens to work for one of the best private investigation firms this side of the Mississippi."

      Rosie smiles at Rhodes while Willow breathes a sigh of relief. "Thank you," she whispers. "I can't believe you're helping me."

      I remove my hand and pull Willow against me, my arm around her waist. I like her close. "We wouldn't have it any other way." I kiss her forehead.

      Rosie interrupts. "The note. It was slipped under your bedroom door, and you recognized the voices last night, right?"

      Willow nods. "Laura and Isabel."

      Rosie grins. "I'm going to call in a favor and ask a colleague, Levi Dodge, to come with me to talk to Laura and Isabel. He can be charming one minute and terrifying the next."

      "I need to find my brother. I doubt he'll be at the house since that's the obvious place to look."

      "What about a hospital?" I suggest.

      "Why would he hide him in a hospital?" Willow frowns.

      "Yes!" Rosie sits up and takes the note from Willow's lap. "The note mentions that he's crazy and that they're giving him drugs." Rosie's eyes remain fixed on Willow. "Is there a psychiatric hospital near where you live?"

      "Um, there are a couple of hospitals around Baton Rouge, but that doesn't make sense. Wouldn't he want to keep Gabe close and under his control?"

      "Leave that to me." Rosie starts typing on her phone as I hug a trembling Willow.

      "I wonder why he sent me the message now." Willow shifts into a sitting position.

      "You moved on to Boston, right?" I suggest. "Maybe he just found you."

      "Maybe." I can see that Willow doesn't think so. "It's weird that after six months of running, I decided to stay because of you, and now he knows where I am."

      "Rhodes and Nikoli, both met him in New York with Sarah." Rosie glances between Rhodes and me. "I wonder if he knew about you and Willow when you met him in New York?”

      Tiredly, I say, “I don’t know. However, it would explain the feeling I got when I met them. It was odd.” Pause. “We need to find out what the women Willow works with know. Someone must have handed them the note."

      Rosie smiles. "We'll get to the bottom of this, Willow. Dodge is the best."

      Rhodes scoffs. "You never give yourself credit, honey." He pulls Rosie onto his lap. "She's good at what she does, too."
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      "Are you sure this is a good idea?" I ask Rosie again. We are outside Evergreen waiting for one of Rosie's colleagues to arrive. I'm nervous about her talking to people I work with. I don't want it to come back to bite me on the ass.

      "Chances are they won't know anything. They were paid to deliver the message. They won't have expected you to know it was them." Pause. "Dodge is here. Don't worry, Willow. They won't want the management of this place to know what they've done, and we'll make sure they know there'll be trouble if they don't forget all about it." Rosie grins. "Then we'll go to the arena and see the boys. They'll be coming off the ice."

      I raise my eyebrows. "Let me guess, they'll be nice and sweaty."

      Rosie chuckles and her colleague raises an eyebrow. "Am I missing something?"

      "Nope," we reply. Rosie introduces Levi Dodge to me. The man is tall, broad-shouldered, with blond hair and green eyes. He has a scar across his neck that gives him a rugged look. He winks at me as I stare. I blush.

      "Enough flirting." Rosie nudges her colleague. "I think it would be better if we talk to your colleagues while you go visit Nikoli's grandmother."

      "I agree." Dodge seconds.

      "I suppose."

      "I'll tell you everything they say. I promise." Rosie slips her arm through one of mine.

      "Wait!" Dodge says. "If we do this alone, we can't be seen with Willow. Might fuck shit up."

      Rosie winces and immediately drops my arm. "I'm an idiot." She shrugs. "That's why I usually stay at the office."

      Dodge grins. "We'd be lost without you, and you know it." To me he says, "You go in and stay with Martha Southern. Rosie will text you as soon as we leave. We'll meet you back at the truck."

      "Okay." I take a deep breath and walk into Evergreen. It's quiet when I do. Only Joyce at the reception desk. I walk the halls, wondering why it's so quiet. It's never this quiet. The residents don't know how to do anything quietly. Even watching television is a noisy event. I poke my head into the media room and a couple of residents are sitting there whispering to each other. I'm about to leave when I spot Martha. She spots me at the same time.

      I walk toward her and notice that the whispering has stopped. I pause. Martha has other ideas. She raises her hand in the air and waves me over. She really gets my feet moving. "What are you all up to?" I ask with a frown as I look at the unlikely group of co-conspirators.

      "Sit down, Willow." Martha grabs my wrist and pulls me close. "Sit in the corner so you can hide," she whispers.

      "What?"

      "Shh," they say as one.

      I fall into the chair and feel annoyed. "Will someone please tell me what this is all about?" My eyes land on Martha.

      "Harold David was found dead."

      I sigh. That's one of the downsides of working with the elderly. They die. "That's really sad. I didn't know him that well."

      "You're missing the point," Em Darcy hums. "Martha's not explaining it well."

      "Oh hogwash!" Martha hisses. "The police have been called." Martha leans in close. "They're thinking foul play."

      My eyes widen as I stare at Nikoli's grandmother. "Why do they think that?"

      Em Darcy grabs my wrist and pulls me toward her. "He was found on the floor with a head wound," she tells me with great pleasure. "Face down with the wound in the back of his head."

      "He could have hit his head on the way down," I suggest, watching Em and Martha closely.

      "There was no furniture near where he was found, dear girl." I smile and gently pat Eunice Turner’s hand. The elderly woman is covered in blankets. She sits and smiles as usual. Half the time I forget she can actually talk; how quiet she can be. Then again, half the time it's impossible to get a word in when Martha and Em are together.

      "Wait a minute." I sit up. "If the police were called, where are they? I haven't seen them?"

      "They're not here yet." Em rolls her eyes. "We just discovered what is going on.”

      "Oh!" I sit back in my chair, wondering what the hell is going on at Evergreen. I haven't been here long. Just a few months. It's been uneventful until recently. I frown as I remember seeing Sandra and Julie sneaking around Mr. David's room. Then Laura and Isobel slipped the note under my door. I'm not sure Rosie and Dodge are going to get anything useful from my two co-workers. But what were Sandra and Julie up to? Neither of them would have killed the man. I mean, certainly not.

      Rubbing my eyes, I happen to see Rosie and Dodge just as the police arrive. I don't really pay attention to what's going on. However, I get the message that no one is allowed to leave without giving our details to an officer. Rosie comes over to me while Dodge shakes hands with one of the detectives.

      Rosie pulls up a chair next to me. "It was your cousin who passed the note and the photo," she whispers. "I pulled a photo of Sarah Carter from the Internet. They agreed it was her."

      "So at least we know for sure." I rub over my right eye. "Even though I was sure it was them, I was hoping for another explanation." Pause. "Dodge seems right at home surrounded by cops."

      Rosie grins, "He's a former detective and before that an army man. My boss, Joshua Ellison, snapped the guy up." She shrugs. "He's good at what he does. Very focused." Pushing her chair away, Rosie takes my arm. "Give your information to an officer, then we can go. Dodge will help with that."

      I nod and turn to Martha. "Will you be okay if I leave?"

      "Oh, honey, I'll be fine. You go spend time with my handsome grandson." She offers me a secretive smile.

      I chuckle and hug her. "If you need either of us, please call."

      "I will, dear. Now go and enjoy the rest of your day off."
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      Detective Cross sits across from Willow and me. Rosie's colleague, Levi Dodge, is also here. Turns out Cross and Dodge are former partners.

      I'd been looking forward to seeing Willow at the arena, but that never happened after all hell broke loose at Evergreen. My grandmother was having a good time with the young men in uniform, reminding me that she wasn't dead or blind.

      Willow's hand trembles in mine as we wait to hear what the detective has to say or ask. Willow hadn't been there when the old man was killed. But they still needed a full statement from her.

      "Do you recognize this?" Cross asks Willow, holding out his phone with a picture of a paperweight.

      "No."

      "Are you sure?"

      Willow takes a closer look. "It looks like a paperweight. I've never owned one. I don't remember seeing one around Evergreen." She tilts her head to the side and stares at Cross. "Is this the murder weapon?"

      "We think so. It's being tested."

      "I wasn't there when he was killed."

      Cross says, "I didn't tell you when it was."

      I narrow my eyes at the man. "What does that mean?"

      Willow squeezes my hand and says, "Evergreen is a home for those who can no longer care for themselves, as well as those who need specialized care, such as those with Alzheimer's and dementia. The staff has a duty of care. I left Evergreen yesterday morning with Nikoli. I returned this morning with Rosie and Levi after poor Harold David was discovered. There is no way he was not checked several times while I was off the premises." Pause. "I saw Sandra and Julie sneaking around his room one night."

      "Tell me what you saw." Cross sits forward.

      "Julie was in Mr. David's room while Sandra was watching out in the hallway. That's how it looked to me. Julie came out, said something to Sandra, and they both took off. Not long after that I ran into Susan Wilcox. She's one of the managers. It was really bizarre."

      Cross takes a moment to sift through his thoughts before saying, "That's something to look into. I think you should know that the culprit tried to pin it on you."

      My eyes widen in surprise and Willow's head snaps up.

      Cross continues, "The paperweight was found just inside your room, on top of the wooden dresser by the door. It could easily have been slipped inside in a matter of seconds. The person who did it wouldn't have had to enter your room. I don't think you're stupid enough to leave a bloody murder weapon out in the open."

      Willow shakes her head. "I don't understand why anyone would try to frame me. I haven't done anything to anyone. I get along with the staff and the residents. It makes no sense."

      "What about your family?"

      Willow shakes against me. "I don't⁠—"

      "Can you leave them out of this?" I ask.

      Cross doesn't look so happy, although he's softening. "I'm sorry for the loss of your father, Willow. But I need to ask you about his death. Could the death of Harold David be connected? Is your brother the killer?"

      "What!" She gasps. "No way in hell is Gabe responsible for anyone's death. Wait!" A long pause. "Why would Mr. David's death have anything to do with my father? Why would you even suggest that my brother is the killer? I feel like I'm missing a lot of pieces with what you just said, Detective."

      "All my cards on the table. Your brother is wanted in connection with your father's death. Harold David worked for your father until he retired fifteen years ago. He came to live at Evergreen eight years ago. Five years ago, Evergreen changed ownership and became a place for patients who could no longer care for themselves. Harold David was allowed to stay because he needed by then.”

      Willow stares at Cross, her complexion turning pale. "My brother didn't kill anyone, Detective Cross. You are looking in the wrong place if you think he did."

      "No one has seen or heard from him since your father was shot. He needs to come forward and give his side of things."

      "Have you considered that something might have happened to him?" I offer. I can't decide whether to tell Cross everything we know or leave it alone and talk to Dodge later. I really don't want to screw anything up, but I know we need help and a detective's help would keep us all out of jail.

      "I really don't know anything about Mr. David's death." Willow sighs. "If I did, I would tell you. I had no idea he worked for my father. I mean, fifteen years ago I would have been about nine." Willow glances in my direction before turning back to Cross. "As for my father's death, I'd look at another branch of the family tree."

      Cross narrows his eyes and searches Willow's face. "Really?"

      "Yes." Willow lets go of my hand and rubs hers together before resting them on her thighs. "Since I've been working at Evergreen, I haven't slept anywhere else. I've always been there. Whoever set me up wouldn't know I wasn't there. It's not like I tell anybody what I do. My free time is mine and mine alone."

      Cross nods. "I met your grandmother, Nikoli." He grins. "She's a warrior, Martha Southern. Wouldn't want to be on the wrong side of her."

      I grin. "I bet she put you in your place."

      "Oh, she did. Told me what she'd do to me if I didn't get the idea out of my head that Willow was the killer." He chuckles. "She's got an eye for the uniform, too."

      I snort. "She keeps telling me she's not dead or blind."

      "Hmph." Cross covers his mouth, which I'm sure hides a smirk. The detective liked my grandmother. That's good to know. "I'll go." He stands. "Just remember, I'm not the enemy here. I don't think you had anything to do with David's death, Willow." Pause. "If you want to talk about anything else, call me." He hands a business card to Willow, who takes it.

      "I will."

      Cross hovers, then turns to Dodge, who leads him out of the apartment.

      "You know what doesn't make sense? That the police think my brother killed my father. It hasn't been in the news. I assumed Gabriel was dead. I wonder why Marcus didn't pretend it was me who pulled the trigger. That would have gotten me back home quicker."

      "Because you would have told the cops the truth. With your brother possibly being held against his will and you on the run, there was no one around to dispute your uncle's claims." He shrugged. "I'm not sure what's going on at Evergreen, though."

      "I don't think it has anything to do with my family." Willow lifts her worried gaze to me, and all I want to do is hold her close and tell her that everything will be all right. But none of us know. My head is spinning with everything that is going on. "We need to focus," I say. "We need to concentrate on finding Willow's brother. Once we have him, Gabe and Willow can talk to the police together."
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      It's hard not to admire Nikoli's form from my prone position on his bed. The way his muscles flex as he moves makes me sigh in appreciation. He turns and looks at me with a raised brow. I grin. "Will you help me relax, Nikoli?" I wiggle my eyebrows so there's no mistaking what I'm asking.

      A huge smile spreads across his face, followed by his shirt flying through the air. "I'd be happy to help."

      I quickly undress. Shards of excitement flutter in my stomach. Even though I slept here the night before, we hadn't done anything but cuddle while we slept. It had been the first time in a long time that I'd felt safe. It had been nice. More than nice.

      As soon as Nikoli has undressed, he joins me on the bed. His eyes roam over me as if he can't decide what to touch first. "A feast," he says. "And you are all mine." Getting serious, he rolls on top of me, using his elbows on either side of my head to keep from crushing me. His fingers brush strands of hair from my forehead as he slowly descends and brushes his lips along mine. I feel a rush of desire as his lips meet mine, igniting a fire inside of me. In that moment, I know I'm completely his. "You're not alone anymore, Willow. I want you to know that."

      "I do." I blink away tears.

      Nikoli kisses each eyelid as his body gradually sinks into mine. He shivers as his chest touches my hardened nipples. He gasps as his erection presses against my legs. I wrap my arms around him, bringing him closer as our bodies melt into perfect harmony.

      The warmth of his skin against mine sends shivers down my spine, making me want more of his touch. I lower my hands and press my fingertips into his firm buttocks, while I rub my pelvis back and forth along his solid length. "I want you inside me," I say softly, tugging at his earlobe with my teeth. A full-body shudder passes through him.

      His large hands caress my sides, hips, and thighs, bringing them up until I am wrapped around him. He moves one hand between us and directs himself inside me. I hiss, moan, and arch as he fills me to capacity.

      "Does this feel as good to you as it does to me?" he asks, his voice tinged with desire. I nod, unable to speak as pleasure washes over me. His movements are slow and deliberate, and each thrust increases the intensity between us. "I was going to take things slowly tonight. That is impossible. I'm lost with just one touch from you."

      His lips search for mine and discover them. Our mouths, like our lower bodies, combine in a rush of desire, heat, and wetness. We are locked in a furious passion, and as I respond to his thrusts, he gains deeper penetration as I dig my heels into his ass.

      Our bodies are drenched in sweat, and we move in perfect sync. I ache with release, and our hearts beat together. I moan into his mouth, and my body begins to flutter with the first signs of relief. I squeeze Nikoli seconds before we reach the peak of ecstasy together.

      Nikoli clamps his big hand on my buttocks, holding me to him as he shoots his release against my trembling walls. I feel each drop of warm cum filling me. With a final shudder, we collapse into each other's arms, exhausted, satisfied, and a hot mess.

      "Fuck," Nikoli mutters. He holds me tight and rolls onto his back. I end up on top of him. "I can't get enough of you."

      I moan and slide halfway off him. I wrap one leg over his body and snuggle into his side. "I feel the same way, Nikoli. It scares me a little. I can't lose you."
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      "Your grandmother is fine," I tell Nikoli as he juggles two bottles of water and a bowl of fresh fruit. "She wants to pretend to be Agatha Christie." I grin. "I like your grandmother."

      "I like her too." He puts the things on the nightstand and gets back into bed. "I have a home game tomorrow night. That means I'll be at the arena most of the day."

      I snuggle into his warm body. "I know you have obligations. So do I."

      "If someone is trying to set you up, I'm not sure I want you there." Nikoli holds me tightly in his arms. "You can move in here with me. You won't be vulnerable that way. I can bring Gran here too."

      I raise my eyes to his and say, "I don't think it would be wise to disrupt Martha’s routine."

      “It worries me with Harold David being killed.”

      “They have guards in the hallways now. Martha is safe there.”

      “It still troubles me. Why kill him?”

      "He was an old man. No trouble to anyone. I don't understand it either."

      "You don't think it had anything to do with your uncle, do you? Like Detective Cross suggested."

      "I'm tired of it all. There is a lot going on in different directions. I think you need to focus on tomorrow's game. I'll stay close to Martha and her detective friends. Maybe they will have solved Harold's murder by the time I go into work."

      Nikoli snorts. “I have no doubt.” He laughs, which turns into a hiss as I reach down and cradle his balls. He swallows hard.

      I slowly move a finger from between his legs and stroke up over his thickening penis. My fingers twitch and within seconds my fingers are curled around him. His thighs tremble as I move slowly over him. I grin and move the sheet out of the way. I flick my tongue over a nipple. His cock jerks. I move my lips across his chest to the other pink bud and suckle.

      His hands run through my hair until he's holding my head. I lick down, letting my long hair fall over his belly. My eyes land on the bulging head of his penis. The skin looks tight and purple as fluid oozes from the slit. His flesh is rock hard in my hand.

      Unable to resist, I dip my head and lick the moisture from the slit. I groan. His hands tremble on my scalp. I move over him, pushing his thighs apart so I can kneel between them. My hands caress his thighs and hips. I massage the ball sack, causing his cock to twitch.

      "I'm going to taste you." That is the only warning I give as my mouth encircles the head. I moan, enjoying the thrill of having him at my mercy. His moans, his voice hoarse turns me on and encourages me to take him deeper. Deep enough that he nudges the back of my throat. I look up and see him throw his head back and arch his back. I rest my arms on his open thighs and use my fingers to stimulate him further.

      "I can't hold on," he moans. "Fuck!" He thrusts upward.

      I swallow around him at the same time as I press on a particular spot between his legs. His head comes off the bed as his eyes fly open and then he comes. He grunts and shakes. I suck and swallow.  My hands caress his lower body. I smile at myself as I kiss the tip. I tweak his nipples, causing another shot of cum to shoot out and land on my chest.

      "I won't have any fucking energy left for tomorrow's game." Nikoli takes me in his arms, a wicked smile on his face. "Your turn." I don't have time to think because his face is between my legs and his hands are gripping my butt. "Play with your tits, babe. I'm not moving from here until you come all over my face."

      "Oh, fuck me!"
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      Dario picked us up. The man hasn't stopped smiling at Willow, which is more annoying than anything else. He knows that. Why he keeps doing it. I look at him. He looks at me. He bursts out laughing. "Took you long enough."

      "All good things come to those who wait."

      Dario snorts. "Since when do you quote shit?"

      Willow chuckles and asks, "What time do I have to be at the arena?"

      "One of the women in the office will call you. She'll give you details." A sudden rush of excitement explodes in my stomach at the thought of Willow at the arena. Then I remember with a start. "My parents will be there."

      Dario snickers. I shoot him a look.

      "My mom might get a little excited if she knows you're my girlfriend." I sigh and continue, "She's my biggest fan, but she's been hounding me about getting me a girl, so be prepared to be smothered."

      "She sounds lovely, Nikoli. Don't worry, I'll tell her you suck in bed."

      Dario bursts out laughing.

      To Willow. "I don't suck, babe, I lick." I wink and Willow blushes scarlet. Laughing, I turn around when Dario stops in front of Evergreen. It's a good thing we don't see any police cars outside. I quickly jump out of the truck and run around to get Willow. I bring her to the front door. "Tell Grandma I'll give her a kiss when I can, and you," I cradle her neck and pull her close, "after we win tonight's game, I'm going to spend the rest of the night doing dirty things to you." I hold her close and kiss her until neither of us can breathe.

      "Okay," she mutters, dazed.

      I grin. "Babe, you need to go inside right now or I'm going to take you back to the apartment." I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. "But you have to work and so do I."

      Willow cups my jaw with her soft fingers and strokes the scar on my face. "I can still feel you between my legs," she whispers, her eyes sparkling with excitement and joy. "That'll hold me till later." She reaches up, plants a wet kiss on my lips and moves toward the entrance. Over her shoulder she says, "See you tonight."

      I nod. She laughs as she disappears inside while I watch. I feel like I've been run over by a truck. Not only is my body tight with need after her teasing words. I rub my chest and turn around as Dario whistles from the truck. He raises his eyebrows in amusement when I meet his gaze. "Asshole," I mutter.

      "Coach is waiting," he says.
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      Who would have thought that I would bruise my jaw during practice because my idiot friend fell over his own feet? Not me, that's for sure. The asshole had been distracted by the sudden appearance of Gemma—the new girl—and me, Rhodes and Lake had been going too fast to stop us from falling over him. We'd ended up in an embarrassing heap on the ice.

      Drenched in sweat, I hold an ice pack to my jaw as I glare at the idiot. "Not only does the whole team know you have the hots for the new girl, but the coaches do too," I grin, "and so does the little lady. Nice one, man!"

      "I was blindsided," Dario mumbles.

      I roll my eyes. "You're a professional athlete. You're not supposed to get distracted."

      "Wait until tonight. I bet you only have eyes in the audience, too!"

      "I don't get distracted by a woman. Ever."

      "You lying sack of shit!" Dario points. "You can't keep your eyes or hands off Willow." He wiggles his eyebrows. "I bet if she flashed her tits at you during a game, you'd fall over your own damn feet."

      I narrow my eyes. "First of all, Willow would never do anything like that. Second, I've never fallen over my own feet, and third, Gemma did not flash her tits."

      "Can you two girls stop talking about tits?" Madden joins us.

      "What's got you in such a good mood?" I ask, sitting back and nursing my jaw.

      "I quit women."

      Dario frowns. "What exactly does that mean?"

      "It means," Madden says, "exactly what you think it means. No women. I'm becoming a priest."

      "Bullshit!" Dario shakes his head and gives Madden a look of disgust.

      "I'm serious. Women are always throwing themselves at us. But why? Because we're professional athletes. It has nothing to do with who we are. I'm over it."

      I wince. "You got burned, huh?"

      "Not really. I'm more pissed off than anything." Madden looks at Dario. "So, what's up with you and Gemma?”

      "Nothing."

      Madden snorts. "You took three down over nothing!"

      "He has a crush on the new girl," I tell Madden. "I'm sure he doesn't think about his teammates when she's in sight."

      Dario gets up, gives us the bird, and walks out.

      Madden smiles. "What's this I hear about you and Willow?" Serious, he adds, "If I can help with anything, I will. Just ask."

      I exhale and wipe my face with a hand. "I've thought about the situation. I think I'm going to hire Ellison Security to clean up this fucking mess. At least they know what they're doing." I lean over the table and Madden does the same. "Marcus Carter already killed his brother."

      "Fuck!"

      "Tell me about it."
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      Martha is tired today, so she snoozes in an armchair by her bedroom window. She has a great view of a pond with ducks bobbing about atop it. Large willow trees are dotted around the embankment. Benches for the residents to enjoy the fresh air are placed spasmodically around the pond. It's pretty and relaxes my soul. I know this from experience. It's one of my happy places since I've been here.

      I don't relish the thought of heading home to Louisville for any reason. The town is about a thirty-minute drive West of Baton Rouge. But then again. I have a sudden thought—if Marcus and Sarah are here in Boston, then that means they're not in the house in Louisville. Which means I will have some time to search for my brother.

      My belly fills with nerves at the thought. It could work though. Something at the house would surely tell me where Gabe is. No one would expect me to go there.

      I wince as I turn and face a sleeping Martha. I care for her and have second thoughts about leaving. It would only be temporary, but even so. Then there is Nikoli. I can't tell him what I'm planning to do. He has a game tonight, and he does not need the distraction of worrying about me.

      A thought comes to me. Rosie and Levi, or Dodge as he prefers. They could come with me. Oh, maybe not Rosie. She'll be at the game. Dodge though. He gave me his card yesterday. I hunt through my jean pockets, but of course the pair I wear are fresh, the others need laundered. Then I remember, I peel off the cover on my cheap phone. I hold the card and look at the crisp black ink of his number. There is no name. No business. Just black digits.

      I check on Martha who snoozes away and leave the room. The door closes softly behind me. Waiting for me in the hallway is Isobel. She hooks my arm and tugs me further along away from resident doorways. I go with her because she doesn't scare me and I'm curious as to what she wants.

      "What is going on?" she asks coming to a stop. She faces me. "That man from yesterday accused me of things."

      "I saw you and Laura slip the envelope beneath my door. That is why Dodge was here asking questions. You facilitated someone threatening me."

      Her complexion pales. "I'm sorry. We should have realized it was something bad." She glances away and then holds my gaze. "We didn't know. Will you tell that man as well. I don't want him back here. He wasn't very friendly. He was easy on the eyes until he started questioning us."

      "That's his job, Isobel." I sigh. "Forget about all that, do you know anything about Harold? Has anyone said anything?"

      "Are you accusing⁠—"

      "No," I rush out. "I haven't been around, so I wondered if there is any scuttlebutt."

      "Nothing much. Susan said he paid his own fees each month for being here, but she has no idea how much money he actually has." Isobel shrugs. "I can't see it being about money. I mean, how would they get it from him? It's not like he has it all stashed in his room."

      My eyes pop wide. "What if he did? Did Susan say whether he paid cash or check or something else?"

      Isobel rolls her eyes. "Willow, this is so diagnoses murder." She smirks. It's a show we have watched over and over again when in the TV room with residents. I'd often find myself the only one awake by the end of an episode.

      "Well, someone hit him on the head and tried to make it look like I was responsible. Luckily for me I wasn't here otherwise I may have had a hard time getting the cops to believe me."

      "I did hear that." Isobel steps close and whispers, "There were no visitors checked in before he was found. In fact, that guy you sent to talk to me and Laura was the first visitor of the day."

      "Which means it was someone here who killed him."

      "Yes. I'd watch your back Willow. This person obviously wanted to set you up, but that didn't work. They might try again." Pause. "And before you ask, no it wasn't me. I know nothing about what happened to Harold." She shudders. "I liked him. He'd talk to me about the 50s. He was a big Elvis Presley fan you know. Saw him live before the King made it big time."

      "I believe you." I look about. "We better get back to work."

      She nods and runs off. I take my time moving along the hallway. I don't relish having a conversation with Susan, but I don't have much choice if I don't want to lose my job. I need to take off for a day or two and find my brother.
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      The private jet comes to a screeching halt on the runway. I don't mind flying, but I don't think Levi Dodge is thrilled about it. He has a steel grip on the armrests. I quickly turn and look out the small window.

      When I'd called Dodge and explained what I wanted to do, the man had been all business. That's how we ended up in Ellison Security's private jet. The man has worked the entire three-hour flight with only the odd answer needed from me.

      Dodge clears his throat in a way that I know he's trying to get my attention. "We're here. I think I know where Gabe is." He winces. "The problem may be getting to him."

      "What do you mean?"

      "From the research I've already done, and taking the words in the letter literally, I think your brother is being held in one of two facilities. Neither has a good reputation."

      I press a hand to my stomach and nod slowly. "I'll get him out of wherever he is. Then we'll go to the police."

      Dodge gives me a long, hard look before nodding. "Let's go." He gets up and leaves me to follow. As I do, I worry, wondering how Nikoli will react to my disappearance.
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      I skate past where my parents sit for the game. Mom gets up and roars with the rest of the crowd. My eyes search for Willow. Where is she? I turn around and head back that way. I still don't see her. Mom frowns when she notices me looking around. She looks behind her, too. Her frown deepens. I didn't tell my mom that my girlfriend would be here tonight, so she has no idea who I'm looking for. I'm worried. Dario skates up and nudges me. "I'm not the only one who gets distracted, huh?" he laughs, which is soon wiped off his face when he realizes something is wrong.

      "Willow promised to be here. She's not." I look up into the executive suite. My heart pounds as I see Marcus Carter staring out over the ice. No, that's not right. He's staring right at me. "Something's going on," I say.

      The warning for the players to get into position fills the arena. I curse. With a last look back, Mom holds my gaze for a moment. My heart isn't in the game anymore. I so wanted Willow to be in the crowd. She could have chosen to stay back at Evergreen and watch the game with Gran.

      My focus shifts back to the ice, where I feel Marcus Carter staring at me. The game is about to start, and I can't shake the feeling that something is very wrong.

      Rhodes comes into view and says in a hurry, "She's looking into something with Dodge. He has her back."

      I grab the back of his jersey as he moves away. "Where is she?"

      He throws a wince over his shoulder. "On her way to Baton Rouge."

      What the fuck!

      Baton fucking Rouge!

      Why the hell didn't she tell me where she was going? She could have warned me instead of running off with another guy. I feel a surge of anger and betrayal. Rhodes looks back at me with a sympathetic expression before getting into position. My mind races with questions and doubts as I try to make sense of it all.

      Then the game starts, and I race across the ice. The puck flies past me as I focus on channeling my emotions into the game, determined to prove that I can still perform at my best despite the distraction. My heart pounds in my chest as I skate faster, pushing myself to block out the thoughts of her and the other guy and focus solely on the game at hand. It turns out I'm not as focused as I should be when I miss a chance to put the puck in the net, costing my team a crucial goal. The disappointment is palpable as I realize the impact my distracted state has on the outcome of the game.

      Rhodes gets in my face. "Fucking concentrate! Willow is fine. Dodge is just with her for security. Get your head out of your ass."

      I take a deep breath and shake off the negative thoughts and focus on the game. With Rhodes words echoing in my head, I vow to push the distractions aside and win this damn game. Then I'll follow my girl to Baton Rouge.
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      "Before you go off and fuck shit up, you need to calm down and listen to me." Rhodes stands in my way, a hand on my chest. "Dodge has a lead on her brother. She was going anyway, so they took Ellison's jet. She's safe. You know she's only with him because of his experience, right?"

      I close my eyes and breathe. I hold Rhodes gaze. "I know. I should be with her." I force the words out through my teeth. Rhodes nods, understanding in his eyes. "You'll get your chance, but for now you have to trust Dodge. He'll bring her back safely." I take a deep breath, trying to suppress my fear and frustration.

      "I'm going down there, Rhodes. No way am I staying here."

      He opens his mouth to say something, but snaps it shut. "I'd do the same thing if it was Rosie." Pause. "I have an idea." He says nothing more.

      "Well? We haven't got all night."

      "Get changed and meet me at my truck." Rhodes dashes off.

      Cursing under my breath, I go to my cubby and throw off my clothes. I grab a towel and take a very quick shower. I'm still partially wet when I put on clean clothes.

      "What's wrong with you?" Lake asks.

      I jump, feeling bad. He's my best friend and has been since we were kids. He recently married Juniper and they spend all their time together. I don't mind, really. I have an open invitation to their apartment. I've just been busy. "When I get back, how about a double date?" I grab his shoulder. "We need to catch up."

      “I’d like that."

      "Good. I have to go." I shove my wallet and phone into my back pockets, toss the rest of my stuff into my cubby, and turn to my concerned friend. "Long story short, my girl is in trouble. Rhodes is helping me get her out of it. I'll explain soon." Over my shoulder as I leave the locker room, I yell back, "Love you, man!"

      The rest of the guys start making obscene noises. I ignore them and go to find Rhodes.
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      Dodge picked up a pre-arranged rental. It's huge and black. An SUV that can seat eight, just the two of us. We drive in silence to the first secure facility on Dodge's list. It's halfway between Louisville and Baton Rouge, which is why it's first on the list. It is also the closest to the private airfield. If we find my brother, I have no idea how to get him out of the place. It's not like I can just walk out with a patient. Dodge gave me a 'don't ask' look when I asked him about this.

      The big man is focused on the road ahead of us. I watch the landscape pass by the window. Some areas are beautiful and well maintained, while other places look abandoned. I've lived in Louisville my whole life until it all went to shit. I'm not even sure I want to be here anymore. I didn't even get to go to my dad's funeral. I doubt Gabe went either. I wipe a tear from my cheek. The vehicle slows before turning right onto a gravel driveway. It sounds loud as Dodge guns the SUV along. We arrive in front of a massive three-story plantation style mansion.

      "You ready?" Dodge asks as he puts the car in park.

      "As ready as I'll ever be." I open the door and slide down until my feet touch the ground. I look around and comment, "The driveway is new."

      "I noticed when I drove up. They haven't had much traffic since. Makes me curious." We meet at the front of the car. Dodge lowers his head. "They're having exterior work done, too."

      "What are you suggesting?"

      "If your brother is being held here against his will, maybe someone paid a small fortune for that privilege."

      "Oh." I look around the place and pull myself together. "No time like the present."

      As we enter the facility, we get no further than a small reception area. Even to the untrained eye, there are obvious cameras. Digital locks on the door as well. Plexiglas sits between us and the receptionist. Her eyes sweep over Dodge before 'Bernie' asks, "How can I help you this fine day?" The woman still hasn't looked at me other than a curious glance as we entered.

      "I'm Levi Dodge, and I've been told," Dodge begins, a broad smile on his face that Bernie eats up, "that my nephew is here. We'd like to pay him a visit."

      "I can help with that."

      Dodge leans on the desk. Bernie makes a weird sort of chuckle before tapping a few keys on the slinky computer in front of her. How she hits the correct key is a mystery to me. Her nails are long and painted red.

      "What's his name?"

      "Gabriel Carter," I say.

      "Hmm, that name doesn't sound familiar," Bernie says in a way that makes me believe her. There was no recognition in her voice or actions. Not a twitch. "Oh, I can't find him."

      I move up next to Dodge and catch Bernie's eye. The woman is not happy that she doesn't have Dodge to herself. I smile at the man. "Dad, what if Uncle Marcus used a different name so the bad men can't find him?"

      Dodge's eyebrows shoot up and his eyes narrow. "Well, daughter, that is something to consider."

      I roll my eyes.

      Dodge asks Bernie, "Are you able to check if you've had any new residents in the last, say, six months?"

      Bernie grins. "I can do that. Give me a few minutes."

      "That would be great, Bernie." Pause. "Is that short for Bernadette?"

      "It is." Bernie's attention is no longer on the computer.

      Having had enough of the flirting, I nudge Dodge in the side. He coughs. "So, any names come up?"

      "Well, three people have been admitted in the last six months. One female, Alice Roberts, so it can't be her if you're looking for a male. The other two are men, a Brandon Zahir and a Damien Richardson." Pause. “I’m not sure I should have told you that.”

      "Damien Richardson,” I interrupt.

      "Are you sure?" Bernie says suspiciously. "It says he's sixty-three. How can he be your nephew?" She questions Dodge.

      "Damien was Gabriel's father's name,” I say. “Had he lived, he'd be sixty-three. Richardson was Damien's wife's maiden name. So, you see why I think your patient is really Gabriel. My cousin." I smile. "Dad, why don't you keep Bernie company while I go and visit with Damien? After all, I'm the one who begged to visit him."

      "I'm not sure that's such a good idea." Dodge says.

      "I'll make you a cup of coffee while you wait with me for your daughter." Bernie buzzes at the door. "Your cousin is in room 206 on the second floor. Levi, would you like to wait with me in the office? Much more comfortable in here."

      "I'd love to."

      I giggle. "Don't get too comfortable, Dad."

      Bernie buzzes us through the security door. She's fast. As soon as we're through, she grabs Dodge's arm and leads him into her office. I catch her finger pointing at the stairs. "Second floor." She tosses me a small plastic badge that says "visitor" in typed red ink.

      I clip it to my shirt for all to see. The stairs begin in a large reception area from which three hallways branch off. The walls are a clean off-white color, but devoid of decoration. The stairs, as I make my way up them, are old tiled. At the top of the first set, there are markings on the wall indicating left for rooms 200-214 and right for rooms 215-230. I go up the second set of stairs to the left.

      "Can I help you?" The voice comes at me out of the blue.

      I look around and see a male nurse. "Hi. I'm here to visit my cousin. Bernie gave me the all clear and sent me up here." I chew my lip. A nervous habit of mine. "I've never been here before, so I'm nervous."

      Nurse Brian—or so it says on his white shirt—steps forward. "I can escort you if you'd like." He smiles. "Which room?"

      "206."

      He stiffens slightly but waves me in front of him. "This way."

      I was nervous before, but the way Brian stiffened when I said the room number, my stomach is full of nerves. Fear too. What if the nurse was paid by Marcus to keep an eye on my brother? It was too easy with Bernie downstairs. They don't just let visitors into patients' rooms. Wouldn't they meet in a common area or in the garden? My heart starts pounding in my chest. I turn my head and offer a weak smile to Brian, who is walking behind me. He smiles back and walks forward.

      "I'll open the door for you."

      I frown, my hackles are more than raised now. Why send me up here if I can't get into his room without a key? It makes no sense. This whole situation does not make sense.

      Brian opens the door and I see my brother right away. He's curled up in a corner of his bed. I slowly step into the room and feel the door close behind me. Then the key locks me in with Gabe.

      "Gabe," I whisper.

      His head lifts enough for his eyes to find mine. They widen in surprise. The only reaction he makes. He says, "They've locked you in now," in a voice filled with emptiness.

      "No." I run to him and throw my arms around his shoulders. I bury my face in his hair and burst into tears. Gabe is stiff and unyielding for a moment and then his arms pull me to him. "I'm here to get you out."

      He shudders. "Brian just locked you in here with me. He works for Marcus. You walked into a trap."

      I go cold at his words but shake my head. "I'm not here alone. I have Levi Dodge with me. He works for Ellison Security Specialists out of Boston. He's ex-military and former cop. And his boss knows where we are."

      Gabe cups my face in his hands and rests his forehead against mine. "I thought I'd never see you again." He shudders. "Marcus said he had proof that I killed Dad."

      I wrap myself around my brother and land on his lap. I bury my face in his neck and murmur, "I saw what happened, Gabe. I have proof. We have to get out of here and go straight to the cops in Baton Rouge. With Ellison behind us, they won't be able to ignore what we say."

      "What evidence?"

      "I downloaded a copy of the security feed from Dad's office while I was hiding in the bushes. I wasn't sure what would happen to it after I left. It's in a safe place."

      Gabe shivers and sits me down beside him on the bed. "I'm tired, Owl."

      I can't help but smile at his nickname for me. It soon turns to concern when I see his eyes droop. "Gabe? You need to stay awake."

      "Hmm."

      "Did they drug you?" I lay him down on the bed, which isn't easy considering my brother is all muscle. I pry open one of his eyelids. "They did. Those bastards."

      "All the time," he mutters, turning into me. "Owl, don't leave me." Tears fall as I curl up on the bed with my brother.
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      It's early morning when we arrive in Baton Rouge. Rosie tells us that the last place they have for Dodge is a private hospital halfway between Louisville and Baton Rouge. I'm no longer angry at Willow for coming here with Dodge or for leaving without a word. I admit I was jealous at first. Now I'm afraid of what's happened to her. Those bastards are in for a shock if they've hurt her.

      Rhodes slows the vehicle as he leads us off-road behind an abandoned gas station in the middle of nowhere. The only other vehicle is a black SUV. Two men climb out. Rhodes grins and quickly climbs out to meet them. Rosie yawns loudly from the back seat before climbing out. I follow.

      The two men hug Rhodes before one lifts Rosie off her feet in a bear hug. She laughs.

      They are Rhodes brothers, Carlisle and Jessop Hallen. They live in Sugar Briar, a town in Tennessee. Their hometown. They have a few business interests, Rhodes tells me, some of which could get them in trouble with the law. I don't really care about that.

      Introductions are made.

      “Nikoli and Rosie, you two go in through the front doors and enquire about Willow and Dodge. Watch their reactions closely,” says Carlisle.

      "How the hell are they going to get away with this?" I grumble. "What about the cops? I’ve got a card from Detective Cross in Boston. He knew about Willow's father being killed. Maybe he has a contact down here." I shrug. "Better than nothing."

      "I say we scout the place first." Jessop looks at each of us. "If we can do it without the cops, it's better for us. Just sayin'."

      "Look, I don't give a shit who the fuck helps us. I want my girl back. Preferably unharmed. Her brother too." I run a hand over my hair and sigh. “Rosie and I will distract them while you guys go around the building."

      Carlisle snorts. "Go." He waves us off. "We'll enter the building from the rear.”

      I climb behind the wheel of the rental and wait for Rosie to exchange quiet words with Rhodes. She climbs in and slams the door. I start the engine and drive off with the other vehicle, heading down a side road that should take them closer to the back of the facility. Rosie and I drive up the gravel driveway of Magnolia Psychiatric Hospital. Magnolia is the state flower of Louisiana.

      The place is well lit when we arrive at the circular turnaround outside the building. "I'm not sure how much sneaking will be possible with the way this place is lit up.”

      "We should have expected that. It's a private hospital, which means expensive, which means security." Rosie winces.

      "I think Carlisle and Jessop have thought about this. They came prepared." Pause. "I'm not sure I want to know how prepared they are."

      "Yeah, best not to ask." She grins. "They're nice guys, Nikoli. Regardless of what they may or may not be into."

      "I really don't care, Rosie. I just want Willow back." I run my hand over my tired face. "I promised my grandma I would bring her home... The thing is, when this mess is cleaned up, Willow and her brother have a home here. They'll be safe. What if she doesn't think of Boston as home anymore?”

      "I don't know, Nikoli." She sighs. "Willow loves you. I think her home will be wherever you are. My home is wherever Rhodes is. He's my home." Rosie pats my arm. "Let's go inside."

      I climb out and join Rosie, who suddenly grabs my arm. "That's their car."

      "How?"

      "Dodge uploaded a copy of the rental agreement to the server at work before they drove it off the lot. All the investigators do that with rental or hotel reservations.”

      "At least we have confirmation they're here." I walk to the front of the building and knock on the door. Rosie rings the loud bell. She doesn't get an answer. I bang on the door again.

      A tall man in what looks like a white uniform appears. He stands inside with his arms crossed over a rather large chest. "Open this door!"

      "You need to calm down," the man yells, "or I will call the cops and have them deal with you."

      "Call the cops!" I demand. "Then you can explain to them where my girlfriend is?"

      The man's eyes flicker. "What are you talking about?"

      "Her car is parked outside. She is nowhere to be seen. In fact, she hasn't been seen since she went to visit her cousin this afternoon." I had to stop myself before I gave too much away. We don't know where Dodge is either. I bang on the door again. "Either you let us in to find my girl or I'm going to keep banging on this door. Maybe I'll start breaking the glass. Get the cops out here."

      Rosie joins me and starts banging on the door. The man behind it gets angry. His face is bright red, and he breathes like a bull ready to charge. "You're a fucking idiot," the man yells before jumping forward and opening the door.
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      "Where the hell is it?" Marcus yells.

      "Where's what?" Gabe and I are still in his room. After being locked in here with him, hours later, someone had pushed two trays of food through the crack at the bottom of the door. Neither of us ate anything. With how creepy this place is, I didn't want to risk the food being drugged. I was worried about Dodge. No one had mentioned him, and I hadn't asked. Gabriel has an arm around me as I cling to one of his hands. Two men I've never seen before are also in the room. Marcus looks ready to hit me, so I say, "If you tell me what you're looking for, then maybe I can answer." How my voice doesn't shake is beyond me. I'm terrified.

      "The room is bugged, you little bitch! I heard every word you said to your brother. You have a copy of the video from that night." The two men exchange glances and Marcus steps forward menacingly. Gabriel's grip tightens on my hand as I try to maintain my composure, my mind racing to find a way out of this dangerous situation.

      "You mean the night you killed our father?" I spit at him. Marcus' eyes narrow and his anger is palpable as he takes a step closer. Gabriel's fingers dig into my hand, a silent warning to be careful. I feel the tension in the room escalating and I know I have to tread carefully.

      Marcus slaps me hard across the face. I gasp. Pain blossoms in my cheek. Shock and fear rush through me. The room falls silent.

      "Leave her alone." Gabe says. He stands and steps in front of me. "I'll cooperate as long as you leave Owl alone."

      Marcus' eyes narrow at Gabriel's words, but he finally backs away and leaves the room in a huff. I exhale in relief, grateful for Gabriel's protection in this moment of vulnerability. Only it doesn't last. Marcus and another man—named Randy— burst into the room with Dodge between them. I gasp at the sight of him. His face is bloody and cut, but when I meet his eyes, they are full of rage.

      Dodge's presence brings a sense of danger that fills the room and makes my heart race with fear. I brace myself for whatever comes next, knowing that Gabriel's protection may not be enough this time.

      Marcus pulls out a gun and holds it to the side of Dodge's head. I see the tension between them; the air is thick with hostility. Dodge doesn't flinch, his jaw clenched in defiance. As Marcus' finger tightens on the trigger, I hold my breath, unsure of what will happen next. To my utter shock, in the blink of an eye, Dodge grabs the gun and smashes his head into Marcus' face. Blood explodes. The room erupts into chaos. Dodge swings a handout, right into Randy’s neck. The man begins to choke, clutching his neck as he drops to his knees. A kick to the head and he's down and not getting up anytime soon.

      One of the other men tries to get a bead on Dodge with his gun, so I pick up one of the dinner trays and smash it against his hand, then his face before he can grab it. Gabe grabs the other tray, but he's not fast enough. The other man has Gabe pinned against his chest. I do what my father always told me to do if a man attacks me. I reach between Gabe and the man and grab the guy's groin. I squeeze as hard as I can and twist. The man howls in pain and releases Gabe, who quickly turns and takes the man down with a powerful shoulder thrust, putting all his weight into it. They fall to the ground. I reach out to help Gabe as he struggles to get to his feet. Together with Dodge, we have no time to catch our breath as we dash out of the room.

      Chaos erupts in the hallway, and I find myself blinking, trying to focus on the man leading the way. Dodge stops short, and seconds later he lets out a chuckle. "What took you so long?"

      "Nikoli?" I whisper. Letting go of Gabe, I let out a groan and throw myself at Nikoli. I don't stop there. I plant kisses all over his face as he holds me close. "I can't believe you're here."

      "I would have been here with you from the beginning if you had told me." He cups my head and forces me to look at him. "I was angry when I found out. But I understand." He smashes our lips together.

      "And who are you?" I hear Gabe over my shoulder.

      I force myself to pull away from Nikoli, but I am not ready to give up our connection, so I continue to grip his waist. "He's my boyfriend," I say confidently, feeling a surge of possessiveness. Nikoli smiles at me, a mixture of surprise and delight in his eyes, before turning to my brother and holding out his hand.

      "Nikoli Southern. I'm in love with your sister."

      Gabe meets my gaze before taking Nikoli's hand. "I'll kick your ass if you hurt Owl."

      "Owl?" Nikoli asks.

      "I hated Willy as a nickname." I grin. "Gabe was obsessed with his as a kid, so there was no way I was going to be called that." I cringe. "We settled on Owl. It stuck."

      Nikoli laughs, and when I look at my brother, I notice a red blush on his face. He rolls his eyes when he catches me staring.

      "We have to go downstairs. The cops are here."

      "Who is that?" I ask Nikoli.

      He replies, "Jessop Hallen. One of Rhodes' brothers."

      "How?"

      "Best not to ask," Nikoli tells me.
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      The moment we step outside, the sky opens. Rain bounces off the gravel driveway, hitting the cars parked in the circular driveway hard. Nikoli has an arm around my waist while I clasp my brother's hand. With Rhodes hovering in the background, Rosie fusses over Dodge. He finally takes an ice pack from her and walks over to the Baton Rouge detectives who have just arrived.

      Jessop and Carlisle are gone, which is a good thing from what I've heard. Especially since there are five men whose hands are tied behind their backs with zip ties that are also attached to the scaffolding on the side of the building. Brian is there too, much to my delight. The men look a little battered and bruised. So yeah, it's a good thing the two oldest Hallen brothers are gone.

      The detectives walk over to where I am standing with Nikoli and Gabriel. They both glance at my brother before turning to me. "We've heard some disturbing things. You all need to come down to the station and give your statements."

      "You're not going to arrest us, are you? We haven't done anything wrong. Marcus Carter killed our father, Damien Carter. I have a security video as proof of what I say.”

      The detective's eyebrows shoot up. "And can we see that evidence?"

      I nod. "I have to get it. It's at the house."

      "I assume you mean Sunny Meadows?"

      I smile at the name my mother gave our house. "Yes."

      He nods. "We'll take you there."

      Nikoli clears his throat. "If you don't mind, we'll meet you there."

      "Make sure you do." The detectives move off.

      "Where the hell did you leave the evidence, Owl?" Gabe asks as we climb into the SUV Dodge rented. Gabe climbs in the back while I press up against Nikoli, and Rosie follows me into the car. Rhodes is behind the wheel with Dodge in the passenger seat. I turn to my brother and say, "Somewhere out of the rain, hopefully, or it might not work.”

      "Shit," Gabe mumbles.

      I rest my head on Nikoli's shoulder. As I drift off, I hear Gabe giving directions to Rhodes. The sound of the windshield wipers adds to the soothing rhythm of the rain outside.
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      "Wake up, sleepy head. We're here." Nikoli kisses my forehead and gets out of the car, taking me with him. I lay my head on his chest for a moment, just letting him hold me. "It's a nice house, Willow."

      "My mom refurbished it. Inside and out." I sigh. "There are lights on inside. That bothers me."

      Gabe explains. "Marcus will have lived here."

      I step out of Nikoli's arms. "I'll go get the proof.” As I start to move, Nikoli moves with me. But the detectives have other ideas. I squeeze his hand. "I got this."

      The detectives keep the others busy while I run through waterlogged grass to the bushes along the perimeter. I wince as the muddy ground sucks at the bottom of my boots. I look back at the house to check my position and find the right bush I used for cover. I search frantically through the mud until I find the hidden makeup bag with my phone inside.

      "I'll take that."

      I stiffen at the sound of Sarah's voice, but counter, "It's all over. Your dad's been arrested. You'll be next." Standing up, I grab a handful of mud.

      "I wasn't there the night my father killed yours, Wilhelmina." She chuckles as I face her and the gun she has pointed my way. "Though he told me about it."

      "You haven't done anything yet, Sarah." I move closer to the gap between the bushes.

      But Sarah hisses, "Don't move. You have no idea what I have done." I see the determination in her eyes as she tightens her grip on the gun. "You've always been the perfect daughter. It was good to know that you've lost everything. I want you gone for good," she threatens, a cruel smile playing on her lips. My heart races as I realize there will be no talking her down.

      "And what about my brother?" I yell, "Are you going to kill him too?"

      "I haven't decided yet." My God, my cousin has lost her mind. She continues, "I thought the cops in Boston were going to arrest you for the murder of dear old Harold."

      "What?" I stumble backward, tripping over the lawn edging.

      "I left the paperweight in your room. It should have worked."

      "It would have worked if I'd actually been at Evergreen when he was killed," I say quietly. My heart pounds behind my breastbone. I can't believe how crazy she is.

      "I'll take that." Dodge suddenly appears and grabs the gun out of Sarah's hand. She screams and tries to lunge at him. I take aim and toss the mud into her face. Bullseye.

      “Mud suits you,” Gabe smirks.

      Rhodes grabs Sarah from behind, pinning her arms to the side of her body. "You're not going to get away with this," she snarls, struggling against his grip while spitting mud from her mouth.

      I smirk and say, "Nice try, Sarah. But the game is over."
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      As he leaves the kitchen, Dodge holds a fresh ice pack to his face. Empty pizza boxes sit in the middle of the wooden kitchen table. I know I'm tired, and Willow must be, too. Her brother hides a yawn behind his hand as he leans back in the chair. Rhodes and Rosie are talking quietly across from where I sit with Willow.

      We entered the house after Sarah was taken away. We gave our statements to the detectives and Gabe ordered pizza while Willow prepared rooms for Dodge, Rhodes and Rosie.

      It's been a long night, but Willow and her brother have had it especially hard. I spoke briefly with Grams to let her know the outcome of tonight's adventure. I also told her what Sarah said about Harold. Cross is also aware of this.

      "I think we should call it a night,” I say.

      The others groan. Rhodes and Rosie are the first to move. "See you in the morning," Rhodes says, leading a tired Rosie out of the room.

      "I want to have a memorial service for Dad," Willow says to her brother. "At his graveside. Just for us."

      I swallow hard, wondering if she is including me. My heart calms a moment later when her hand rests on my thigh. She turns to meet my gaze. "You are included in any plans that involve me, Nikoli."

      I brush my fingers across her jaw. "I'll stay as long as I can, but you know I'm committed to Boston."

      Tears well up in her eyes as she nods. "I know." She smiles. "I have a job there. Who's going to keep Agatha Christie in line if I don't come back?"

      "What are you talking about?" Gabe asks.

      Willow wipes her eyes and rests her elbows on the table, facing her brother. "Nikoli's grandmother is a resident of Evergreen, a care facility in Boston. Martha Southern and her friends enjoy a good investigation. They enjoy diagnoses murder, and I'm sure Martha thinks of herself as Agatha Christie."

      I look at Gabe and see resignation in his eyes. "You're leaving?"

      Willow reaches out and takes his hand. "I'm in love with Nikoli. He can't leave Boston. I wouldn't ask him to. My home now will be wherever Nikoli is, but here with you will also be my safe haven." She leans in to kiss his knuckles. "I'm not going back right away. We have things to work out here, and I want to spend time with you. In fact, I think you should come with me to Boston."

      Gabe looks at me. "I'll take care of her, and as Willow suggested, you can come back with her. I have a guest room. It's yours whenever and for as long as you like."

      After a short pause, Gabe removes his hands from his sisters’ grip, and offers a hand for me to shake. "I think I'll take you up on that."

      Willow bursts into tears before jumping at her brother, who catches her.
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EPILOGUE

        

      

    

    
      I smile as I see Gabe having a lively conversation with Dario, Bradford, and Madden. Rhodes has taken Rosie to Sugar Briar to relax with his family for a few days. Lake and his wife Juniper quickly prepared dinner in their apartment. Being in a room full of strangers is a bit overwhelming. I expected Gabe to have more problems, but it seems I was wrong. I'm glad he's having a good time. I really do not want him to go back to Louisville. Although it would be painful for me to sell the house Mom worked on, I don't want to be there anymore. I'm not sure Gabe does either. We will see.

      Martha is dozing in one of the lounge chairs on the balcony, wrapped in a warm blanket. She's had a full day with the company. She shed a tear as she looked out at the boats in the harbor.

      Nikoli stands on the balcony talking to Lake while Juniper reappears with another blanket. She sits next to me in the two-person lounge and covers our legs.

      I know Nikoli felt bad about excluding Lake from the recent events. But they seem to be okay, laughing and nudging each other.

      Juniper raises her face to the dark sky and sighs. "I love it out here. The view is fantastic." She giggles. "And I'm not just talking about the one at the end of the balcony."

      I grin. "Hmm, that's nice."

      "There's a much nicer view on the inside," Martha says.

      "I thought you were asleep." I reach out and rub her hand.

      "Don't distract me, dear."

      Juniper looks at me with glee in her eyes. She leans forward, "Martha's been teasing poor Dario for a while. He's okay with it though." She nudges me just as Dario comes through the door.

      He grins. "How's my favorite girl?"

      Martha blushes as Dario takes her hand and kisses it. "Oh, you tease."

      "Now, babe, you tease me enough with those gorgeous eyes on my body."

      "Oh, it's getting hot out here." Martha lifts the blanket.

      "If you have to flirt with my grandmother, can you please do it out of my earshot?"

      Juniper and I giggle.

      "He's not flirting, Nikoli," Martha says. "He's entertaining an old woman."

      "Well, Martha," Dario says, "what did I tell you about age?"

      "Oh, poof!" Martha laughs. "Now, use some of those lovely muscles to pull me out of this chair. I think it's time for bed."

      "It would be my pleasure to help you." Dario neatly folds the blanket that had covered Martha and places it at my feet. Then he takes her hands and places them on his shoulders. He winks and leans in close before wrapping his arms around her and lifting her out of the chair. "How did I do?" He asks when she's able to stand on her own.

      "I think I feel faint."

      They elicit a few laughs as Nikoli helps me to my feet. "Did you have a good time?"

      I put my arms around his neck. "Yes, I did. So did Gabe."

      "I noticed. I think he's ready to go, too." He nods as we walk into the apartment. I follow his gaze and find my brother dozing off on the couch.

      Moving away from Nikoli, I gently wake my brother. "Ready to go?"

      "Yeah," he answers, followed by a yawn. "I'm tired. It seems to happen all the time."

      “The doctor said it will get better, right?"

      "She did." He holds out a hand and I pull him to his feet. He puts an arm around my shoulders.

      Nikoli appears with Martha at his side. We say goodbye and take the elevator down to the parking garage where Nikoli's new truck is waiting for us. Martha sits in the front with Nikoli, while I sit in the back with my brother.

      We ride in silence for a while before Gabe clears his throat. "So, um, I was wondering if I could take you up on the offer of the spare room for a while longer?"

      My gaze is drawn to Nikoli's in the mirror. He smiles, knowing how happy this makes me. "I remember offering you the room as long as you wanted it. That hasn't changed."

      I take Gabe's hand. "What are you thinking?"

      "We buried both our parents, Owl. I used to love our house, but I can't live there anymore. Not after what happened. I think we should sell it and start over here in Boston."

      I can't stop crying and I don't want to. "Yes. To everything."

      Gabe kisses my cheek and holds my hand until we reach Evergreen. Nikoli parks, but before he can get out to help his grandmother, Gabe arrives and helps her out of the truck. "I'll take her inside.”

      Gabe pat’s Martha’s arm. “So, Martha, since I'm going to be living in Boston, how would you like to join me for afternoon tea to celebrate?" Gabe asks a delighted Martha.

      Nikoli looks at me and helps me climb through to the front. "Dario has some competition, huh?"

      "They're great guys, Nikoli."

      "Yeah, they are." He gives me a quick look. "Don't tell them what I said. I don't want to boost their already inflated egos."

      I chuckle and reach for Nikoli's hand. "I love you."

      "I love you more," he admits. Leaning forward, he places his forehead against mine. "Do you think we'd get away with smooching in the truck?"

      I grin. "I think we should find out."

      
        
        THE END

        Dario is the next book in the series.

        Look out for more of the Hallen brothers in a new series Tallulah James Mystery—book one, Dead and a Praline Latte, is on sale now.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you for reading Nikoli and thank you for your reviews! It’s really appreciated.

      

        

      
        Subscribe with your email to be alerted about new releases, sales, and events.

        http://lexibuchanan.net
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      A Paranormal Psychic Suspense Mystery

      Best friends Tallulah and Penelope always seem to get into trouble in their sleepy Tennessee community of Sugar Briar. It doesn't help that Tallulah has an uncanny sense of when someone is about to die. She had no business being outside during a lightning storm. Who would have thought lightning could bestow such an unusual and unwanted gift?

      The town is under three feet of snow for the first time in decades, which is driving the residents insane. It doesn't take long for Tallulah and Penelope to get themselves into some crazy shenanigans as they try to find George Forester before his upcoming murder.

      But their snooping could gain them the unwanted attention from the Hallen brothers, Carlisle and Jessop, who run the criminal underworld in town. Tallulah and Penelope must tread carefully or risk falling into something they won't be able to recover from.

      
        
        Available now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEAD AND A PRALINE LATTE TEASER

          

          A DAY IN THE LIFE OF TALLULAH JAMES…

        

      

    

    
      The newfound ability to sense when someone was about to die had turned my once ordinary existence into a thrilling and unpredictable rollercoaster. Every day was filled with a mixture of anticipation, fear, and the constant need to stay one step ahead. Not only did I have to deal with the visions, but I also had to deal with the local crime boss.

      Carlisle Hallen was tall, dark, and handsome, with a side of deadly. The man hadn't left my mind since he came to my rescue the night my car was struck by lightning. Did I mention he was tall, dark, and handsome? His very presence sent shivers down my spine, and I found myself drawn to him. Beneath his captivating exterior lay a mysterious aura that both intrigued and unnerved me.

      As the man in question drove by, I let out a heavy sigh before turning my attention to the counter. The newly opened Coffee Bean had been a success so far in my hometown of Sugar Briar, Tennessee. My father ran the town unofficially, with the mayor as his puppet, so I found it refreshing to be away from all the goings on in the family home during the day.

      The bell on the door jingled, which was a good distraction from my morning musings. My best friend Penelope grinned as she dropped her purse and then her jacket on a table by the door. "You need to stop looking that way," she said, a frown creasing her brow before her face broke into a grin. "We've got some wedding planning to do."

      My stomach dropped at those words. It dropped further when Pen reached into her purse and pulled out a binder covered with pictures of wedding dresses and flowers. Pen alone knew how I felt about the whole wedding thing, so I didn't understand why Pen would push it. Being rushed into marriage is the last thing I wanted, but I hadn’t yet found the courage to voice my concerns. I inhaled for courage and forced myself to smile. "Let's see what you've got in there."

      I checked my watch to make sure we actually had time, then pulled out a chair to sit next to Pen. I’d known Pen since high school and my friend never changed. She always threw herself into a situation before she thought about the consequences. I wouldn't change a thing about her. Well, maybe have her a little less organized.

      "I thought I'd wear black," I muttered as Pen showed me pictures of fluffy white dresses.

      "Be serious, Talla!"

      "I just think black would be more appropriate for the occasion," I explained, knowing that if I married Trevor, I would be miserable.

      Pen gave a playful grin, knowing exactly what I meant, but not sure how serious I was about a black gown. "You always have a way of keeping things interesting," Pen chuckled, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "But let's give these white dresses a chance, who knows, it might be a pleasant surprise!"

      Saved by the bell!

      Mrs. Sommers slowly entered Coffee Bean. The elderly lady was in her nineties and knew everything about everyone. I stood quickly and rushed over to help Mrs. Sommers into her usual seat by the window. It only took a second, but the moment I touched her wrist, I was hit with a vision of the elderly lady dead on the sidewalk.

      My heart dropped as I met Penelope's gaze over Mrs. Sommer's head.

      And that was only the beginning of my day...
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      Mrs. Sommers returned home safely, and while I worried about her, I watched the snow fall steadily outside Coffee Bean. I’d never seen so much snow in my twenty-seven years. I was used to cold weather, but I wasn’t ready for the fluffy white stuff. It was visually appealing, though.

      The jingle of the doorbell alerted me to the presence of a customer, and I looked up to see who had braved the inclement weather to enter the premises. George. The man was in his forties when he had his first brush with the law. He was occasionally arrested. He was well-mannered and helpful. Trevor, my fiancé, got annoyed whenever George turned up while he was present in the café. Trevor's habit of judging others was one of the many things I disliked about him. It wasn’t like I had a choice in whom I married. My extremely driven and goal-oriented father, Duke James the Third, ordered Trevor to be my husband, or rather ordered me to marry him.

      After a long sigh, I turned my attention back to George, who was patiently waiting for his praline latte. It was a unique drink that I’d chosen to sell during the winter season.

      George looked worried as he twiddled his thumbs and held the phone in his hand, as if expecting a call or a message. When he looked up, he realized I watched.

      I grinned as I approached the counter. “Hi, George. How are the roads out of town? Any trouble?"

      "No, ma'am. I changed the tires yesterday after hearing the forecast.” His mouth formed the beginnings of a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      "I regret not having done the same. When I came out earlier, I almost drove into a ditch".

      He scratched his head. "Um, if I have time later, I wouldn't mind coming back and taking you home, if that's okay with you. They say the roads are going to be icy."

      "Oh!" What a nice man. "Don't worry about me. Tate will pick me up tonight if I need him too.”

      George nodded slightly. "That's good."

      "Is everything all right? You seem worried." I picked up a cloth and started wiping the counter. I hoped I didn't seem too curious.

      "Everything's fine." He took his order from Bernie. "Have a nice day, Tallulah," he said and headed for the door.

      “Oh, wait!” I shouted. “You’ve forgotten your keys.” I smiled and passed them over into his hand. The brush of my fingers against the palm of his hand had a vision slamming into me. Snow covered with scattered red petals, with George's lifeless body in the centre.

      "Oh!" Not crimson petals, but blood.

      Quite a lot of blood.

      The horror I saw shocked me. I leant against the counter, forcing my knees to lock so they didn't buckle.

      "What's wrong?" Bernie grabbed my arm as I swayed. "Maybe you should sit down."

      "No, I'm fine." I really was. I was shaken by what I saw, but I was fine. I couldn't give Bernie an explanation that didn't sound crazy. I mean, "Hey Bernie, I was struck by lightning and now I can see when someone is about to die,” sounded top level crazy. I wish I didn't have the ability because it made me sick sometimes. Penelope knew about my visions. She was the only person who did.

      Bernie watched me with concern and perhaps a hint of suspicion.

      I forced a smile on my lips and murmured, "George and I just need to talk. Please do not worry." I stepped around Bernie and headed out into the cold, but I had waited too long, and George had already left, his truck heading south out of town. My hand pressed against my stomach and as a shiver ran through me, I looked up at the sky. My eyelashes fluttered as fresh snowflakes fell and landed on my face.

      Gripped by a sudden chill, I made my way into the café, unsure of what to do.

      Feeling eyes on me, I looked at Bernie, who raised her eyebrows in confusion.

      I rubbed at my arms until I felt warmth seeping in. "I'll be in my office. Please let me know if we get too busy." I walked behind the counter and into the small office, which had a desk, two chairs and a filing cabinet. Although cramped, it had served as a respite from the stress of the workday.

      I leant against the door and rubbed my forehead. A headache had started to develop there. When I sat the chair provided a comfortable support. I leant over the table, rested my head on the desk, and used my arms as a pillow.

      I didn't know what to do about George Forester. It was crucial that I do something.

      What a sight I’d seen, especially with all the snow on the ground. It had been quite vivid.

      If I hadn't gone out into the storm six months ago, none of this would have happened. I really should've known better. My brother Tate and my fiancé Trevor should have known better than to drag me out in that weather. I wanted to blame them, but it was my own fault for not standing up to them. I’d let them boss me around and although I was used to it, it had started to bother me. I was an adult woman with a business. My father predicted that my business would fail within a year. He didn't realize how determined I was to make it work. It was a thriving business—much to his annoyance.

      However, the lightning strike on my car and myself had brought me into close contact with Carlisle Hallen, the local crime boss—or so the rumor went. The man was too good-looking for his own good and exuded a dangerous aura, like a perfume purchased in a bottle. He had saved me. More than once. I enjoyed being in his arms far more than I should.

      I sighed with sadness. He was the eldest brother of one of my best friends. I still missed her. She had been cheerful, bright, and full of life. Something inside me broke when Monica was killed. Every month I visited her at the cemetery. Sometimes more than once. Her youngest brother, Rhodes, had been jailed for killing the man who had raped and murdered his sister. He was released some time ago and now he was with the Boston Bay Vikings minor league ice hockey team. He was doing well. The middle brother, Jessop, worked with his older brother. I must say that the restaurant they owned, La Cucina Italiana, was lovely. There was also the Manor Hotel along with a few other businesses.

      With a loud sigh, I thought about poor George and what I could do to prevent his murder. There must be something. Perhaps I could persuade him to stay at Coffee Bean for the time being. Until 48 hours had passed. But I'd need a reason, because I was not going to tell him about my vision of him being murdered. First of all, I would look crazy. Secondly, he would not believe me.

      George kept company with some shady characters, so it was a given that he was involved in some shady dealings that led to his demise. I had a fleeting hope that his death had nothing to do with Carlisle. I winced. I didn't want to have to ask him about George. We hadn't spoken since the night he carried me from his restaurant to Penelope's house. Trevor had been a jerk to drag me out on the day I was discharged from the hospital. My head was in a lot of pain, but he wouldn't listen.

      Carlisle had made me faint with the way he pulled me out of the chair and into his arms. I tried not to think about it, but he was always on my mind.

      I need Penelope. She would know what to do. I didn't want to run around the town aimlessly without a plan.

      The office door opened unexpectedly and slammed against the filing cabinet. I’d been meaning to buy a doorstop.

      And there, to my delight, stood Penelope.

      "Bernie said you weren't feeling well." Pen leant over the desk and pressed a hand to my forehead. "Are you okay?"

      I mumbled. "I had a vision."

      Pen wrinkled her forehead in concentration as she frowned. "Was it really bad?"

      "He was shot.”

      Pen sat in the hard plastic chair on the other side of the room as I filled her in on my observations.

      "We need to find him before it's too late."

      I let out a sigh. "Pen, the poor guy's probably going to think I've completely lost my mind."

      "Better that than him being murdered."

      I replied, "You make a good point, once we find him, we'll have to make a plan for what to do next."

      "You could tell him you noticed it in the tea leaves."

      "It was a praline latte."

      "Hmm,” Pen muttered.

      "How about half truth? I'll tell him I have a feeling something bad is going to happen to him. Kind of like a sixth sense about things. Ask him to keep a low profile for the next few days."

      Pen snorted. "George Forester has a reputation for being an idiot, so it's possible this plan won't work." Her eyes filled with excitement. "We could kidnap him."

      "What?" I exploded up from the chair, shaking my head vigorously. "That's the worst idea in the history of ideas. We run the risk of getting arrested."

      "Not with who your father is," Pen replied.

      I was overcome with fear. My father controlled the town "informally," with the mayor and council members serving as his proxies. No one would risk opposing him by speaking out. That included me. He reasoned that he would let me "play" business ownership for a year, and once I realized how much work it required, I would give up and close the business. It was not worth his time to argue with me—not that I argued with him.

      He had no idea that I intended to turn the upper floor of Coffee Bean into my own home. It was time to leave the family home. I was about to refuse to marry his protégé, Trevor Carmichael II, which would no doubt cause a stir. He was not a person I loved. I doubted his feelings for me. It seemed the best course of action was simply to agree at the time. Unfortunately for my father, the wedding would not happen. As a result, I was in a hurry to make the upstairs suitable for my living quarters. Once I was away from my family's influence, my stress would be that much lighter.

      Pen responded to the previous statement, "I can see that was the wrong thing to say. I’ll come over my lunch hour, and then we can set out to find George. Do not do anything without consulting me. I don't want to miss this."

      "I won't." Her enthusiasm made me smile. "Thanks, Pen."

      
        
        Available Now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OTHER BOOKS BY AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Written as Lexi Buchanan & Atlee Soren

      Fifth Realm Series

      Curse & Sorrow · Wings & Evil (2024)

      Standalone

      Persephone Unchained

      Written as Lexi Buchanan

      Single Titles

      Butterflies and Darkness · Come Back to Me · Stryker · Summer at Rose Cottage · This is my Story

      Holiday Season

      Holiday Kisses in the Snow · Jingle Bells

      Tallulah James Mystery

      Dead and a Praline Latte · Dead and a Strawberry Daiquiri (2024)

      Romantic Suspense Series

      Twenty Eight Days · The Next Victim (2024)

      Boston Bay Vikings

      Camden · Bennett · Ethan · Sutton · Carter · Bryson · Ivan · Theo · Noah · Knox · Jericho · Roman

      Boston Bay Vikings Minor League

      Lake · Rhodes · Nikoli · Dario

      Blossom Creek

      Christmas at Emelia’s · A Rake in Blossom Creek · Heatwave in Blossom Creek · Secret Love in Blossom Creek · Mischief in Blossom Creek · Runaway Bride in Blossom Creek · Naughty & Nice in Blossom Creek

      Bad Boy Rockers

      My Brother’s Girl · Past Sins · My Best Friend’s Sister · Never Let Go · Saving Jace · Silent Night (Novella)

      Kincaid Sisters

      Meant to be Mine · You Were Always Mine · Will You be Mine

      McKenzie Brothers

      Playing with the Boss · A McKenzie Wedding (Novella) · Playing with Fire · Playing with Desire · Playing with Trouble · Playing with their Hearts · A McKenzie Christmas (Novella)

      De La Fuente Family (McKenzie Spinoff)

      Love in Montana · Love in Purgatory · Love in Bloom · Love in Country · Love in Flame · Love in Game · Love in Education

      McKenzie Cousins

      (McKenzie Spinoff)

      Baby Makes Three · A Business Decision · Secret Kisses · Kissing Cousins · If Only · Princess & the Puck · A Bakers Delight · A Cowboy for Christmas · A Secret Affair · One Christmas · The Pregnant Professor · It Started with a Kiss

      Novella’s

      Educate Me · Lawful · One Dance · Pure

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Alison, who was born in England, writes romance and erotic romance as Lexi Buchanan. As Atlee Soren she writes young adult/coming of age, fantasy adventure/romance. She moved to Ireland with her husband, four children, a dog in 2010.

      

      
        
        Follow on social media:

      

        

      
        Website: http://lexibuchanan.net

        Email: authorlexibuchanan@gmail.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: X (Twitter) icon] X (Twitter)

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






OEBPS/images/social-x-screen.png





OEBPS/images/image-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png






OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-pinterest-screen.png





