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      My fist connected with the punching bag, a poor substitute for having a fight in the ring. Across the gym, I heard the sound of flesh connecting, and I grunted in frustration. Nobody in the gym would fight me, but not because they were scared to lose. Nope, I was engaged to the future queen, and they worried about hurting me. I feared I might explode if someone didn’t challenge me soon.

      The bag gave me a good workout. I huffed with each punch, and perspiration slicked my body. Not wanting to stop, I used my sweatshirt sleeve to dry the moisture dripping in my eyes.

      The men who worked for the royal family considered me royalty, not a hardened SEAL who spent hours boxing with his teammates and friends. I contemplated leaving the palace and finding a boxing gym, but the royal guards kept a close eye on me at all times. Only one of the guards knew the secrets I kept from Patty, and I needed to let my frustrations out soon, or I might explode.

      Secrets from Patty were the last thing I wanted to have. It wouldn’t be long before she figured out what I was hiding. I needed my team in Shialia to help fix the issues. My brothers back in Fort Lauderdale weren’t my team anymore. I’d handed that company over to Brock a few months after Patty and I moved to Shialia. The men I’d hired for Shialia over the years were good, but not as good as the men and women back in Florida. The staff in Shialia were all members of the royal family and followed the old protocols. When Patty officially took over, I’d work with her to change a few of the policies—mostly ones put in place more than a hundred years before.

      Brock or Antonio Ross wouldn’t care if I was royalty. Both would jump into the ring and probably lay my ass out. I hadn’t fought anyone in five years—not since I was at my gym in Fort Lauderdale. Patty and her missions in life were more important than me being in the ring.

      My second-in-command walked over and handed me a bottle of water and a towel. I wasn’t the only one dripping with sweat. Wes Barley leaned against the wall, catching his breath, his knuckles gashed from a fight in the ring.

      Wes was one of the first men I’d hired after moving to Shialia. He came recommended by Patty’s dad. At times, I wasn’t sure how much I trusted the king because he seemed to keep too much important information to himself. When we hired Wes, I’d been desperate, and he had a great résumé. He was a former SEAL injured in the line of duty. I was lucky to have him as part of the royal guard, but he wouldn’t get in the ring with me, either. I’d even tried bribing him with a large sum of money.

      I unwrapped my hands and wished they had a few cuts or bruises—something to make me feel some pain because I deserved it.

      “Looks like the workout did nothing to cool your mood.”

      I pulled the damp sweatshirt over my head. “It would be better to actually fight someone.” I threw the wrap in the trash and sat down on the bench.

      “You really need to read the policy guide for yourself. Nobody is going to subject themselves to imprisonment for fighting you.” Wes had spent hours learning every aspect of the policy. It came in handy because I hated reading through the old laws. His second-in-command wasn’t the only person to constantly remind him of the rules—Patty’s guards did it too. All new hires went through a two-month training on protocols and rules.

      I shook my head. “Patty wouldn’t put someone in jail for joining me in the ring,” I laughed. This wasn’t the first time he’d heard the argument, but we had enough other issues to talk about.

      “She wouldn’t have a choice,” he countered, running a towel over his face.

      “Who would report someone to the court system for getting in the ring with me?” I let out a sigh.

      “Someone wanting to get a leg up or a promotion,” he replied before twisting the cap off his water bottle and drinking half.

      Rochelle walked into the gym area. I’d seen her around the palace a few times, but she seemed to come into the gym more often lately when I was working out. I had no clue what she did for the palace—I didn’t know what most people did. But something felt off about her.

      Wes tensed next to me as she sauntered over only wearing a black sports bra and workout shorts. She pulled her blond hair back. She was pretty but was nothing compared to my future wife.

      “Hello, Mr. Blackwood,” she purred.

      Wes cut in before I could respond. “Is there a reason you're bothering His Royal Highness, Rochelle?”

      I hated being called Royal Highness, especially since it wasn’t official. Not until Patty and I married would I have the title, although most around us already considered us together. Even being called Mr. Blackwood drove me crazy. From the tick on Wes’s jaw, I could see that this wasn’t the first run-in he’d had with Rochelle. And from the determined look in her brown eyes, it wouldn’t be the last.

      “His team keeps telling me his schedule is busy. But clearly, he has time if he’s in the gym every day,” she countered, glaring at my second-in-command.

      “I’m right here. You guys don’t need to talk about me like I’m not. What was it you wanted to speak to me about?”

      A smile spread across her face, and she reached up and pressed her hand to my forearm. Even without fighting in the rink, my reflexes were still fast. I quickly grabbed her hand and pushed it away.

      “I asked what you needed. I didn’t give you permission to touch me,” I said.

      Rochelle stuck out her bottom ruby-red lip. “The security in the palace has gotten a little over-the-top. The guards won’t let me bring my boyfriend with me to work anymore. I can’t video anything in the palace, and furthermore, Patty doesn’t need three guards. Who would ever want to kidnap her, anyway?” She didn’t let me answer before she continued. “You know, many other women would happily fill your bed.”

      I blinked, not believing the vile words that came out of this woman’s mouth, or the fact that she outright said she wanted to sleep with me. “Let’s get one thing straight. I wouldn’t touch you even if someone paid me. Patty is my fiancée and the only woman I will ever sl—”

      “King Beckett slept with many women around here,” Rochelle said.

      That wasn’t the first time I’d heard about the women of the royal staff who the king slept with. Wes tensed next to me and ground his teeth. My second-in-command didn’t seem to like when anyone put King Beckett down.

      It really surprised me that we hadn’t found more of the king’s children. That was one of the projects I’d been working on and keeping from my wife. I’d developed a task force to hunt down all of King Beckett’s children. The number was lower than I’d initially thought.

      Once the DNA proof was in place, I would let Patty know about her siblings, but not until I had everything in order. It would be her choice what she wanted to do. I didn’t care as long as she had an option.

      Rochelle made my blood boil. The fact that she wanted to videotape inside the palace was ridiculous. A month after moving to Shialia, Patty and I had decided to block videotaping in the palace after we found four YouTube channels making money off someone filming there. A month before, we’d implemented a new house rule that we would fire anyone caught doing exactly what Rochelle wanted to do.

      There was a chance the person who’d made the videos was Rochelle. We also had a leak from inside the palace. I wasn’t sure where it was coming from yet. It seemed whenever we were about to question someone regarding the local kidnapping, the person disappeared. Rochelle was part of the problem the palace had been facing the last few years. I was sick of dealing with it.

      “You’re fired,” I said.

      “You can’t fire me,” she screeched and took a step forward. Everyone in the gym stopped and stared. “I work for the king, and until he comes back, there is nothing you can do about it.”

      My lip twitched. “You’re wrong.” I smiled, loving the fact I could get rid of this woman and not have to see her again. “King Beckett put Patty in charge, and I’m in charge of keeping everyone in this place safe. You are a threat to security, if you don’t exit the premises in the next five minutes, I’ll have you arrested.” I wouldn’t really have her arrested. My need to knock the woman down a few pegs was buried deep inside.

      One of the palace guards walked over and wrapped his hand around Rochelle’s bicep. “I’ll make sure she gets off palace property immediately.”

      Wes nodded. “Make sure to have her security disabled right away.”

      “This isn’t over,” she growled as the guard escorted her out of the gym.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d heard those words. Scarier men made those threats and didn’t live to carry them out. Patty and my daughter were my concern. My daughter would one day take over for Patty, and I wanted a country she would be proud to lead, not the mess we were still working on cleaning up.

      “I do have to give her credit for tracking you down,” Wes said. “Maybe we should start closing off the gym for when you want to use it or have another gym built for you.”

      “No, we are not closing this place down when I need it. Our background check on staff isn’t working,” I muttered.

      Brock and his team were busy in the states. I’d used the staff put in place years before to run background checks, but it was time I looked deeper into what they were doing.

      “It will take years to recheck everyone’s background,” Wes said.

      I nodded and headed for the showers. When I came out, Wes was standing in the locker room, wearing a perfectly pressed suit. He sat down on the bench near my locker as I got ready. His jaw clenched. The entire time we worked out, I could tell there was something on his mind, but he wouldn’t have asked many questions at the gym. Too many people listened to everything I said.

      Once I was ready, he followed me to the left of the building and into the secret passage that led back to my office. Only a few people were allowed to use the tunnels. Dim lights glowed in the narrow walkway. I could hear Wes’s steps behind me. I knew he wouldn’t leave me alone until he’d said his piece.

      “Out with it, Wes,” I growled.

      “Have you told her?” he asked. I couldn’t help but wince. “Her father doesn’t want her to know yet.”

      “He doesn’t want her to know he’s back in the country or that he’s planning to shift power over to her?”

      “Both,” I sighed.

      “How about the news that you found five more of her siblings?”

      “I’m not sure she needs the added stress!” I barked.

      Wes was the only person who pushed me about the fact that I was lying to Patty. If Brock or Antonio knew what I was doing, they would do the same thing—tell me I was an idiot for keeping something from her. I planned to tell her. I just didn’t know when I was going to do it. Wes seemed to be pressing the sibling issue even harder than usual.

      “Bullshit,” he said.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be on my side?” I hated myself for keeping the secrets. Lashing out at Wes didn’t make any of the shame go away. The longer I thought about it, the more it stressed me out. “I’ll tell her tomorrow.”

      “Today would be better,” he said.

      I opened the old oak door to the back of my office, the one place where I could escape from everything in the world. In my office, I could lock out the troubles. Except that Wes had followed me from the gym. There was no escaping the conversation we’d been having since Patty’s dad arrived in Shialia.

      Luckily, the palace was so massive that William Beckett could stay in the guest quarters, and nobody would even realize he was there. He’d made me promise that I would wait a few more days before telling Patty about his plan and that he was back in the country. I needed my close friend Brock and his wife, Jessica—Patty’s twin sister—to come to Shialia early. Brock would help me wade through the family drama that would unfold over the next couple of weeks.

      “Instead of worrying about what I’m not telling my fiancée, you could work with the local police to figure out how these women are disappearing.”

      “Throwing the missing women’s case in my face isn’t going to take away from the fact that you’re keeping things from my...from Patty.”

      “Fuck. I know you’re working with the police. It’s frustrating that every lead we get is blown. It’s also fucked-up that the royal guards aren’t allowed to interfere in police matters. The only thing the chief has to do is meet with us and explain what is going on. If they would work with us, we could find these women sooner. And I could figure out if the mole is on our team or the police force.”

      “The media is going to run the story soon.”

      Worry slid over me. “I’m thinking about adding another guard for Patty.”

      There wasn’t any pattern to the girls and women who disappeared. They all had different hair color, and their ages ranged from eight to forty. We couldn’t find a single tie between them.

      “We don’t have any extra guards.” Wes poured himself a drink and sat in the chair across from my desk. “Unless you want to hire a few more people from outside of the country.”

      I’d hired Wes after King Beckett had told me about a SEAL who’d been injured and wanted to work with a mercenary company. The idea of hiring more former military people was on my mind. “Do you know anyone looking for work?”

      “I might know someone, but he’s not a frogman. He worked for MI6. The last time I spoke with him, he was talking about doing contract work.”

      “Do you trust him?”

      “Yes,” he said without hesitation.

      “Okay. Get him here as soon as possible, and let me talk to him. I also plan to call Brock and Antonio and see if they can come earlier than planned, since the power transition will happen before the wedding. At least the coronation won’t be for another year.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Wes nodded and exited through the main door of my office. I pulled out my cellphone and dialed Brock’s number. My longtime friend answered immediately but with sleep in his voice. I winced, knowing it was the middle of the night. In the past few years, I’d often called without paying attention to the time. At least my friend never seemed to mind.

      “Sorry,” I grumbled.

      “No problem. What’s going on?”

      “I was wondering if you and Jessica could come a week early. You're not the only two I need. I’m planning to call Antonio, but I’ll wait until morning. No way do I want to be on Kat’s dangerous side. Who knows what she’ll give us for a wedding gift.”

      Brock chuckled. “My guess is you’ll get an alligator. She tried to give us one, but I took it to the everglades and let it go.”

      They all still included me in the group texts, and there was a chain of them dedicated to Kat and her antics. For years, she’d worked as an assassin for the CIA. Now she ran a women’s shelter, but she tended to kill any man who crossed one of the women there. Then she would manage to feed the bodies to the alligators in her backyard.

      Patty and I don’t need an alligator.

      “Yes, I can come early,” Brock said.

      “You don’t even know why I’m asking you to do this.”

      “We talked about it at the club last weekend. Everyone needs a break, so we planned to come earlier, and Jessica misses her sister.”

      I worried that Jessica wouldn’t come. I also knew my wife wouldn’t hold it against her sister for not making the trip. On two different occasions, Jessica had been kidnapped and tortured. It bothered me we were still having issues with women getting kidnapped.

      But the guests would be safe in the palace. One of the first things I’d done when I moved to Shialia was to have cameras installed in every inch of it except the tunnels.

      “Patty doesn’t know I’m asking you guys to come earlier yet. Her father has been back for a week.”

      Brock whistled. “She’s going to kick your ass when she finds out you’ve kept her father a secret for all this time. Actually, I’m surprised Patty hasn’t figured it out.”

      “Me too.” I knew she would figure it out soon. If I told her everything when her friends were near, that might help. But she was still going to be pissed at me.

      “So, what do you need help with?” Brock asked.

      “Patty’s transfer of powers. Also, I need deep background checks run on everyone. We should start with people who work closest with Patty and me.”

      “Really?” He sounded surprised. “Patty is finally becoming queen? That’s strange that Jessica didn’t tell me about that.”

      I couldn’t help but wince. But her safety was the most important thing. Patty spent most of her days in meetings, cleaning up the mess left from her father’s lack of leadership.

      “She doesn’t know.” I ran a hand through my hair. “King Beckett came back last week and thinks it would be better for her to be crowned before we get married.”

      “Dude, like I said earlier, she is going to kill you. Maybe you should call Antonio and tell him not to get on the plane because Kat might bring the alligator to bury the evidence.”

      I ignored that comment. “She’s had enough to worry about for the past few years. Knowing her dad was connecting with his kids isn’t something she should have to deal with.”

      “I haven’t looked at the file in a while. How many did you find?”

      “Five. I’m sure King Beckett has kept a few key people from me also. I’m not sure why and haven’t had the time to dig into it deeper. My one concern was him inviting her siblings to the wedding. Patty doesn’t need to find out about them that way. But he promised that wouldn’t happen. When or if Patty and Jessica want to meet them, they can.”

      “Are you going to tell Patty about them before the wedding so she can make the decision if she wants them there?”

      “I haven’t decided when I’m going to tell Patty.”

      My future wife used that exact moment to walk into the office, her gray eyes glaring in my direction. I was fucked and not in the way I wanted to be—even though the second she walked in the door, my dick hardened.

      “Fuck,” I grumbled into the phone.

      “She walked in?”

      “Yes.”

      Deep, rich laughter floated through the phone. “See you soon. Don’t worry about calling Antonio. I’ll take care of everything.”

      Patty sat down in the chair in front of my desk. She wore a light-pink fitted dress. Her blond hair hung over her shoulders. Patty hadn’t dyed it a funky color since giving birth to our precious little girl.

      “Haven’t told me what?” she asked.

      I dodged the question. “How’s my little girl?” I asked, knowing Patty would have stopped by the nanny before coming to my office.

      “Don’t distract me with our little girl.”

      “How was your meeting?” I asked, knowing she had just finished a meeting with the chair of the environmental community, a group she’d put together to oversee the mines.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Fine. Who were you talking to?”

      “Brock. Everyone is going to come a week early.”

      “Why won’t you tell me what’s going on, Sam? If you and my father expect me to run this country, I need to know everything. These meetings behind closed doors need to stop.”

      “I’m not trying to keep you out of the loop.”

      “Then when were you going to tell me about the missing women and girls?” She pushed up her black-rimmed glasses. The fact that she hadn’t given me a kiss told me she’d been pissed before she even walked in. But it was more than anger directed at me—she was hurt.

      Because I’m fucking hiding things.

      “Come here, Pixie,” I said.

      She studied me for a second before walking across my office. I pulled her onto my lap and pressed a kiss to her lips. “That’s more like it.”

      “I’m still mad at you,” she murmured against my lips.

      “You have enough to worry about. I’m taking care of it. Brock and Antonio are coming early along with your sister.”

      I never wanted to hurt Patty. She was the star in my dark world. Given what she’d been through the last five years, I knew the kidnappings would weigh heavily on her shoulders, and I didn’t want her to have to deal with more stress. I had a feeling she was also keeping a secret from me, but I didn’t press her about it. I was waiting for her to tell me. I rested my hand on her flat belly, which wouldn’t be flat much longer.

      “When are they getting in?” she asked.

      “Friday night. Maybe we can take a few days to ourselves before everyone gets here.”

      “I’d like that.” She was opening her mouth to say something else when a loud knock sounded on my office door. Patty tried to stand, but I kept my arm wrapped around her waist so she couldn’t. She didn’t fight me.

      Wes stepped into the office, and he looked at Patty. “Sorry, there’s an issue with Kinley.”

      I glanced at the screen. The playroom was empty. My heart beat a million miles a minute. I needed to find my daughter.
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      “Explain how Kinley got hold of the glitter again,” Sam said.

      I winced, knowing her latest infraction was totally my fault. I’d bought Kinley a mixture of glitter bottles when we went to the craft store after watching a YouTube video on how to make a glitter bomb. But she wasn’t supposed to take them to daycare.

      The nanny glared back at Sam. I bit my cheeks, trying to stop myself from laughing. Cara had glitter falling from her hair and on her cheek. I really wanted to know how one of the kids had put a perfect a pink glitter handprint on her face.

      Cara cleared her throat. “The glitter isn’t the only—”

      “I would watch the next words that come out of your mouth,” Sam growled.

      Our daughter had a mischievous side, but she was Sam’s little girl and could do no wrong. Even when she pushed her doll down the toilet and flooded the bathroom. Or the time she tied her babysitter to the chair using Sam’s bondage rope. This also wasn’t the first time we’d been called to the head nanny's office and more than likely wouldn’t be the last.

      Cara ignored Sam’s growl and continued. “Kinley needs discipline. It’s unacceptable, what she did today.”

      Dealing with my daughter’s mischievousness was so much easier than running Shialia. I missed living in Fort Lauderdale, where nobody required me every second of the day. And the media didn’t report on every little thing I did wrong. The previous week, the press had been up in arms because I wore four-inch heels—one inch over the royal standard.

      Change needed to happen, but it didn’t happen with the wave of a sparkly scepter. Nope, I had to go through the royal council, which was made up of men not wanting any type of change. They demanded that my father come back.

      “Did you listen to a word I said?” Cara yelled, running a hand over her face. The action did nothing to decrease the amount of glitter stuck to her. Nope. She’d added another layer, and the handprint was still intact.

      Fortunately, Kathy, my right-hand person in Shialia, had taken over my engagements for the day. I initially asked her to step in so I could deal with the fact that Sam was keeping valuable information from me. But instead of figuring out what we need to do next, I was talking to this woman about glitter. There was no way I could hold my laughter much longer.

      “How exactly did the glitter get everywhere again?” I asked as our little girl walked into the room, covered in pink glitter.

      She climbed up onto Sam’s lap, and the big guy just smiled down at her as she planted a kiss on his cheek. “Mommy, I made the glitter bomb from your tube.”

      Sam glanced at me and raised an eyebrow. “Why did you plug the sink, dear?” he asked our daughter.

      “Because I was trying to feed the fish we dumped down the drain yesterday,” she said as if her explanation made all the sense in the world.

      “Can we get back to the fact that your daughter made a glitter bomb?” the nanny grumbled.

      “Sweetie, you can’t make things like that in daycare.”

      “Why, Mom? It’s so much funnier than painting,” Kinley pouted.

      “You know this isn’t the first time we’ve had issues like this. How is Kinley supposed to be queen one day when she doesn’t listen?” Cara was new to the staff. The previous head nanny had retired after working for the palace for fifty years.

      “Let’s get one thing straight. You are here to watch the kids, make sure they are getting an education, and provide any help they need. Deciding if my daughter is following royal protocol is not part of your job. So if you ever make another comment about Kinley and her future as queen, we will be having a different conversation.”

      “You can’t sit here and think this is acceptable,” Cara said to Sam.

      I wasn’t sure if it was from the morning meeting, during which the cabinet of men had ignored me, or the fact that my husband was keeping valuable information from me, but I was sick of people not listening to me.

      “Let’s get one thing straight. My husband and I work as a team. So what I think, he thinks. You had a chance to keep your job, but the second you decided to try to set Sam and me against each other, it was over. Wes, please make sure to escort Cara out of the palace and remove her access.”

      Wes chuckled. “At this rate we’re going to need a whole new staff.”

      Sam shook his head and mouthed, “I’ll tell you later.”

      My mind was on the current staff member disrespecting me in front of my daughter. What Kinley had done was wrong, but it was also creative. My daughter had built her own glitter bomb.

      My little girl was the most important thing in the world to me, and soon, she wouldn’t be the only one running around the palace. My hand went to my stomach. But now wasn’t the time to think about how our lives would change again.

      Cara’s shriek took me out of my thoughts. Her lip turned. “You can’t fire me. I have an iron-clad contract. The palace has to keep me employed for four years.”

      I knew the contract she was talking about. It also had an additional clause that worked in my favor. This might be the first time a rule had worked for me. “See, this is where you are wrong. In that same contract, it says that at any time, if you disrespect the queen or her kin, the contract becomes void. Since you disrespected me by addressing Sam instead of both of us, your contract is void.”

      “You think you won, but you didn’t. My lawyers will be contacting you.”

      Wes walked over, grabbed Cara by the arm, and pushed her out of the room.

      Seeing Kinley in Sam’s arms brought peace to my hectic world. My sexy husband's black suit was covered in pink glitter, and his eyes were on me with the hungry look he’d get before pulling me into a bedroom. But those weren’t feelings we could deal with at the moment. We had to talk to Kinley about what she’d done wrong.

      “Okay, Kinley. Let’s talk about what you did today,” I said.

      She scrunched her nose. “I fed the fish in the sink. I painted a picture of a dog I want, and I played with glitter.”

      I glanced at Sam, who was laughing. “Sweetie, I meant we need to talk about what you did wrong.”

      “But, Mom, I didn’t do anything wrong. I also made a second one for Chris. You keep telling me I have to share.” Her big brown eyes were staring me down.

      I reached over and wiped a few pieces of glitter off her face. “Sweetie, we want you to share toys. And play nice with others in your class. Building a glitter bomb is not something you should do alone.”

      “I wasn’t alone. Cara was in the room the whole time. While she was on her phone, Chris and I built it.”

      Sam’s growl brought my attention from my daughter to her overprotective dad. “Did she leave you alone often to use the phone?” he asked.

      “Sometimes.” Kinley shrugged her little shoulders. “But she said not to talk about it or the man.”

      I held back my anger. Cara had been recommended by the last family she’d worked for. She also had recommendations from other prominent families. She’d even passed the royal background check. Now I worried about anyone we found to replace her.

      Kathy, the previous head nanny, had worked at the palace for years. She’d been nanny to Jessica and me when we came to Shialia during the summer months. We considered her a second mother, and I was ecstatic that she helped take care of Kinley in the beginning. But her husband became ill, and she’d retired to take care of him.

      We would figure out another alternative. But until then, Sam and I would have to take turns watching our girl. Many of the palace staff would help. Life would be so much easier if we packed up and headed back to Florida, where my sister and close friends lived. Over the years, I’d tried making friends with many people in Shialia, but everyone treated me like I was the boss and they couldn’t speak to me. Nobody joked around or played pranks on each other. Everything felt off, and Sam had started keeping things from me.

      I held back a sigh. Most people would die for the opportunity I had, but some days, I felt ungrateful and wished for another life. At times, I wanted my father to come back and run Shialia, but he’d done such a shitty job that I’d spent the last few years cleaning up his messes. I worried that if he did come back, he would do what he’d done before, letting everyone else make decisions for him.

      “Am I in trouble?” Kinley asked, her little bottom lip trembling.

      I pushed away all my issues and concentrated on my daughter. “You know what you did today was wrong. When I bought the glitter, I told you we were going to work on the project together.”

      “You promised me we would build it last week.” Kinley remembered every little thing I said and would use it against me.

      I closed my eyes, holding back the tears. Is running Shialia causing me to be a bad mother? Is that the reason Mom wants us to live in the states, far away from my Shialia? I would do anything for Kinley and Sam. I needed to sit down and really decide if all of this was worth what my family had to go through. No matter how much I tried, I kept letting someone down.

      My hand went to my stomach. How am I going to raise two kids? Hell, I haven’t even told Sam, because we’ve barely had any time together.

      Sam reached over and pulled my hand away and pressed it to his lips. The minor gesture did nothing to help with the tears in my eyes. He was my strength, but we hadn’t been on the same page for the last year. Something was missing, and we weren’t trying to fix it. We spent our time fixing everyone else’s problems. Life was running me over like a freight train, and I hadn’t figured out how to get out of its path.

      “Sweetie, we will talk about this tonight over dinner. For now, you need to go with Wes and clean up the mess you made in the classroom. You will also need to apologize to the other nannies.”

      Kinley’s bottom lipped trembled. “I’m sorry, Mommy.”

      “I know, but you still need to help clean up.” I turned to Wes as he walked back into the room. I trusted Sam’s second-in-command, but the way he looked at me was strange sometimes—not as a love interest but more like he was trying to figure me out and was listening to every word.

      “Can you watch Kinley for the rest of the day?” I asked him.

      Wes was just over six feet tall, and his blond hair was trimmed short. That day, he wore a black suit. He was built—I’d seen him in the gym with Sam over the years—but the strong, deadly SEAL melted at the hands of my daughter.

      His face lit up as he pulled Kinley off Sam’s lap, not caring about the glitter sticking to her. “Let’s go clean up your mess,” he joked as they walked out of the room.

      In the last few years, I’d spent a considerable chunk of my time fixing everything in Shialia. In the beginning, the gem mines weren’t running, and most people in the country were unemployed. Poverty and people living on the streets were at an all-time high. It took me a few months to get the mines back open and operating, and then the number of unemployed decreased.

      I loved Shialia. For years, I’d stayed away, knowing that one day I might have to take over. If I’d come around more, maybe things wouldn’t have gotten this bad.

      Sam stood from his chair and pulled me up with him. My head rested against his chest. Instead of facing the issues between us, I wanted to curl up in bed with him and forget about everything except us. But the vibrating in my pocket was a reminder that there were no breaks for me.

      “Hey, Pixie.” Sam ran his hand down my back. “Let’s head out to the gardens and talk.”

      My mind went back to my cellphone and the many times I’d felt it vibrate and ding with incoming emails. But everything could wait. I needed time with Sam. This would be an excellent opportunity to tell him about my secret. We’d both promised not to keep things from each other, and now we were both keeping secrets. It was time to talk.

      I nodded. Sam smiled at me before he leaned down and flipped me over his shoulder. The position gave him the perfect opportunity to smack my ass—another thing we hadn’t done in a while. Sam had outfitted a dungeon close to our room, but we hadn’t used it in over a year. Maybe that was the connection I missed.

      I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t hear what Sam said. “Sorry, what?” I asked, brushing my hands on his rock hard ass. Sam was even sexier than he’d been the day we met.

      “You’re mine for the rest of the day.” His hand landed on my ass.

      God, I missed him. That simple action sent a wave of need through my body.

      Sam exited through the side door into the gardens, one of my favorite places to think. Nobody had access to this section of the palace grounds but me and my immediate family. Monday’s staff would mow and clean the area, but nobody could come back here any other time.

      He flipped me back onto my feet, and we sat down in the grass. Sam peeled off his black suit jacket and rolled up his white sleeves. My eyes went to the tattoo on his arm with our daughter's name. In a matter of months, another name would be there under Kinley’s.

      I sat between Sam’s arms and rested my back against his chest. “Are we sure this is what we want?”

      He tightened his arms around my waist and pulled me in closer. My head rested against his shoulder. For the first time in months, I felt at peace.

      “Pixie, you know I would do anything for you. If you don’t want to be here, then we’ll figure out another way to make sure the country is well protected.”

      “Too bad we can’t find another sibling. Maybe I’m not the oldest,” I said. Sam’s muscles tightened, and I knew I’d hit one of his secrets. “Sam?”

      “You might not be, but your father picked you years ago.”

      My mind spun. Sam’s words repeated in my head. “How many?”

      Over the past few years, I’d learned that my father had slept with a lot of people. He’d also never accepted any consequences for what he’d done wrong.

      When Sam didn’t answer, I repeated the question. “How many?”

      “I don’t think I’ve found them all. As of right now, I know of about five.” Sam grimaced, his voice soft.

      He was still keeping something from me. I pulled back from his embrace. I needed to look into his eyes when we had the conversation.

      “Why have you kept this from me?” The secrets hurt, and I knew he would be hurt with how long I’d kept my news from him as well.

      Sam’s brown eyes darted to the side, and I saw a movement. My father, the man who’d left me to run the country for years, was standing in the garden. I glanced back at my future husband, who didn’t seem at all surprised that my dad was in the palace.

      I ground my teeth, putting aside the question about my siblings. “What other secrets are you keeping from me?”

      King Beckett sat on the stone bench four feet from me. When I was younger, I would have run up and given him a hug because I missed him. Now I wanted answers from the two men I loved.

      “Don’t be mad at Sam. I asked him to keep my location from you.”

      “Seriously, you’re okay with me running the country but can’t let me know you’re here?” I said, hating that I sounded like a whiny brat.

      “You did a fine job. There was no need for me to help. I asked Sam to look for your siblings so I could meet with them.” He winced. I could tell not all the meetings had gone his way. My father was a charmer, but not everyone bent to his will.

      The last siblings I’d met had wanted Jessica and me dead. Am I ready to meet more siblings, or do they even care to meet me?

      Jessica and I had a privileged life growing up because our father had made sure we had everything. It seemed he hadn’t done that for his other children. Chances were they would be bitter about how they’d been treated over the years.

      “I had a right to know,” I said, glancing at Sam.

      Sam nodded. “You did, Pixie, and I planned to tell you after we tracked all of them down. I figured it would be easier to tell you and Jessica at the same time and see if you wanted to meet with any of them.”

      I wasn’t a fan of the fact Sam had kept valuable information from me, but his logic did make sense. And I would want to have Jessica with me. I missed my sister.

      “Are any of them older?” I asked my dad, but his lips formed a straight line, and he didn’t answer.

      “Yes,” Sam finally said.

      “So I don’t have to take over the country when you die.”

      Technically, I didn’t need to be in Shialia past the wedding. My heart picked up. Things could go back to normal. We could spend time in the states and in Shialia.

      “It’s not going to work that way,” my father said, glancing at Sam. “The power transfer is happening on Sunday.”

      “No,” I ground out like a two-year-old and looked at Sam, the conversation from earlier coming back. “You knew. That’s why you asked my sister to come early.” I couldn’t help the tears pooling in my eyes. Everything was hitting me at once, and everybody was taking my decisions away from me.

      Sam’s hand reached out to me, but I backed away. I didn’t want to be near him or my father. “Pixie,” Sam said.

      “I can’t right now.” I turned and walked away, reaching for my stomach. I didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but I felt betrayal deep in my heart.
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      I heard the sniffles before I opened the door to our bedroom. The sight of Patty curled up in a chair, crying, crushed me. Years before, I’d thought my heart was sealed, but the second Patty walked into my club, my life had changed. I didn’t ever want to go back to the time before her, the empty nights of sleeping with women I didn’t care about.

      I walked into our room and stripped my dress shirt off. Patty looked up and glared at me before her eyes traveled down my body. I knew I wasn’t fighting fair. When it came to Patty, I would do everything to make her happy.

      “I’m not sleeping with you.” Patty set her phone down on the table next to the large reading chair. I reached for my belt, slowly pulled it off, and dropped my pants. “I mean it, Sam. Sex isn’t going to fix this.”

      “I never said anything about sex.” I sat down in the large chair next to her and pulled her into my arms. She didn’t fight me, and it helped ease the worry.

      Patty eyed me. “So you just decided to strip down to your boxers for fun?”

      I shrugged. “It’s more comfortable, and I think we have a lot of things to hash out.”

      She ran her fingers over the tattoo on my arm. I would be getting another one soon. Patty didn’t think I knew she was pregnant, but I’d figured it out more than a month earlier—probably before she had. If we planned to make our lives in Shialia work, we couldn’t hold back.

      I rested my hand on hers. “Can we start by talking about the fact that you’re pregnant and don’t want to tell me?”

      Her fingers stilled. “You know?” she asked before tracing Kinley’s name with her finger.

      “I know your body. So why didn’t you tell me?”

      “We feel off,” Patty said, not looking up at me. “I’m not sure why, but we’ve become so wrapped up in our duties that we’ve forgotten about each other. I’m not sure I remember the last time we did something, just you and me. Or even played.” She whispered the last part.

      God, I fucked up so bad. Patty was right. We’d both let the duties of Shialia interfere in our relationship.

      “We need to make time for each other,” I said. “But you also need to come to me when you feel this way.”

      Patty gazed at me. I recognized the hunger in her eyes. It would have to wait until we were done talking everything out, but I felt the same way.

      “I was serious earlier, Sam. I don’t know if I want to do this. You and my father decided to have power transferred to me without talking to me. That hurts. These are things we need to discuss as a family. Especially with another baby on the way. Kinley is already causing issues because I’m not there for her enough.”

      She was always there for our daughter, despite the nanny’s comments earlier. I would catch Patty checking on our daughter throughout the day, and she made sure to have dinner with us each night.

      “I’m here for you both ways. But you make an excellent mother,” I said as Patty laid her head against my chest and traced the frog-and-trident tattoo. “If this isn’t what you want, I can stop your father, but, Patty, you’ve done an amazing job over the last few years. Imagine when you have the full title and can’t get stopped by those old fuckers.”

      Even I hated dealing with the royal council. They were so stuck in the old ways that they couldn’t see how change could help shape the country's future. When power was officially transferred to Patty, she could make the changes she wanted.

      “You’re right,” she grumbled. “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

      I was, as long as Patty was by my side. The only thing that mattered to me was my family. I also knew that things would get more complicated when the older generation learned about the change. Many believed King Beckett would be back and felt the country should only be led by a man. Most would take the news of the power transfer as a good thing, but I worried about the few who didn’t want Patty to be queen. Beckett thought if we didn’t make an announcement until afterward, it would decrease the time before someone could plan an attack against Patty. I hoped that was true.

      “You’re the one who needs to make the decisions, Pixie. I’m not going to tell you not to lead your people.”

      She tensed. “They are my people. I care so much about them, Sam. But I also care about you, Kinley, and our future baby.”

      “Maybe we need to work on our plan for how to run things,” I said, running my hand down Patty’s back. “After power is transferred, things will be easier.”

      Patty nodded. “But many are going to be mad about me becoming queen. Carl thinks Dad is coming back, and he’ll decide to give him power.”

      Carl Hanes was King Beckett’s right-hand man and someone who worked his own agenda, not necessarily the one that was best for the people. I’d overheard him talking to others about how the king would never put Patty in charge.

      “So you want to complain if I add a few more bodyguards for your protection?” I asked.

      This wouldn’t be a negotiation. I would add extra protection for Patty even if she didn’t want it.

      “I know you will add them either way. But for once, I don’t plan to fight you on this.” Patty grabbed her phone from the table, and her fingers flew across the screen before she set it back down.

      “Work?”

      “No. Kat wondered how big our ponds are,” Patty said.

      I couldn’t hold back a groan. “You told her we don’t have water here, right?”

      Shialia was surrounded by water. The palace also backed up to a large body of water.

      “Nope.” She smiled. “I’m also going to have my sister videotape her trying to get an alligator on the plane.”

      The last thing we needed to worry about was an alligator, but I knew Kat would figure out a way to get it to us. I just needed to make sure Antonio stopped her.

      I linked my hands with Patty’s. “You never officially answered. Do you want to go through with your father’s plan this weekend?”

      “Do you think I’m a terrible mother for doing it?” Patty sighed. “What happens if someone tries coming for Kinley like they did for Jessica?”

      Patty’s twin sister had been kidnapped twice—the first time was when she was eighteen. The men who kidnapped her then had never been prosecuted by King Beckett. A few years back, the same men came after her again. It came to light that the men were actually Patty and Jessica’s brothers. They’d wanted the power and believed Jessica was the older twin and would take over one day. Doug, Jessica’s ex-husband, had worked with the men to kidnap her.

      “No matter where we live, Kinley will be a target.” I pressed my finger to Patty’s lips. “Think about it. People all over the world know who you and our daughter are. No matter where we move, you and Kinley will always be in danger and will need bodyguards. If we moved back to the states, you might not be under a microscope, but people would still try to take pictures.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      I nodded and placed my hand on her belly. “Now, do you want to discuss why you didn’t tell me about this little one?”

      “We hadn’t talked about more kids,” she sighed.

      “I’m here for you, Patty. I can’t wait to have more kids. If I had my say, we would fill this place up.”

      “We are not filling up a twenty-bedroom place,” Patty laughed.

      I shrugged. “I’m okay with two kids or ten. As long as I have you by my side.”

      “We’re getting married in fourteen days,” she reminded me.

      “Yes, and I can’t wait. We also have all of our friends showing up Friday.”

      “Maybe they can help solve the problem of the missing women,” Patty snarled.

      I winced. “Hopefully. But you don’t have to worry about that. You have to get everything ready for Sunday. Your dad is working on the power transfer.”

      “Does Carl know?”

      “No. Both your father and I didn’t think we should tell him. He’s not going to take the news well.” I would need to meet with my team and make sure they had eyes on Carl, just in case information somehow leaked out of their tight circle.

      Patty nodded. “I think he’s trying to undercut my authority and working against me. I haven’t figured out who is working with him, but he’s doing something. A few times, I caught him hanging up his phone the second I walked into the room he happened to be in. Once might be a coincidence, but not every time. Last week, I hacked his computer and phone records. The calls are to outside the country, always a different place. As for his computer, it’s clean—too clean. Like he’s not searching for anything.”

      “I thought we agreed to no more hacking,” I muttered.

      “Nope. You suggested no more hacking. That doesn’t mean I listened.”

      “Have you looked into anyone else?”

      “Yes.” Patty ran her tongue along her lips. “That’s what’s strange. Everyone I thought he was working with is squeaky-clean. None of them even searched for porn on their laptops. I hacked the Wi-Fi units in their houses and checked all the devices. Don’t give me that look. This isn’t Big Brother seeing what someone is doing. This is me trying to protect my country.”

      “So we think Carl and a few others are bad because they don’t look at porn?” I asked.

      “Yes and no. They aren’t searching for anything.”

      I leaned over and planted a kiss below Patty’s ear. “You know how sexy it is when you talk all geek to me?”

      Patty turned so that she straddled my lap. Her long skirt bunched up along her thighs, showing the garter she was wearing. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered against my lips.

      “We need to make more time for us.” I ran my hands over her ass. “We’re a team and need to act like one.”

      “I agree. Kiss me, Sam.”

      I pressed my lips to hers and tightened my hold on her ass as I stood. It had been way too long since I played with my wife. This was the one way we felt closer to each other.

      Our tongues danced together as I took the few steps toward the secret door in our bedroom. Patty tightened her legs around my waist as I entered the code into the keypad by the door. We’d had to add that after Kinley found her way into the room and stole the rope to tie up the babysitter.

      The door pushed open, and I closed it with my foot, leaving our phones and the world on the other side. The only thing that mattered was Patty and me. If something happened to Kinley, Wes would know where to find us.

      At this moment, I needed my future wife as much as she needed me. I couldn’t wait to sink deep inside Patty, but she had on way too much clothing. I released her ass as she slid down my body. Her pink dress was wrapped tightly around her, accenting her curves.

      “Strip,” I commanded. Patty smiled up at me as she untied her dress, and the fabric fell open, showing her lace bra and no panties. “You can slowly strip for me another time. I need my hands all over your body.”

      She reached behind her and unclasped her bra, and the straps dropped to the side as she cupped her breasts. I’d used ropes before to tie them so they were on display. We’d spent hours in the room, playing, but not lately.

      Patty naked was heavenly. She slid to her knees effortlessly, like she had a million times before. She clasped her hands behind her back and tilted her head down.

      “You know tonight isn’t going to be all pleasure,” I warned. “You have a few infractions you need to pay for.”

      She raised her head and glared in my direction. “I wasn’t the only one with infractions...Master.”

      I shrugged and ran a finger under her chin. “But you’re my sub, and you held something from both of us. What would have happened if we decided to play and I didn’t know? I could have hurt our little guy.”

      “Or girl. I would’ve told you.”

      Patty was protective of her kids. I was sure she would have told me, but I hadn’t given her punishment in months, and from the heated look in her eyes, she needed it as much as I did.

      “Get your pretty little ass in place, and we can begin.” I held out my hand to help her up.

      Once she stood, she reached down to take off her pink high heels, and I shook my head. She moved to the white leather bench, which was already adjusted to her height with heels. Her round ass was at the perfect level. The only thing left to do was to tie her down.
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      I settled myself on the cold leather spanking bench. Sam kept the room on the warm side, but the touch of the bench sent a shiver through my body. The high heels raised my ass higher in the air. Every time I bought new shoes, I thought of Sam, because he always commented on how they made my ass look nicer.

      I placed each hand near the leather strap. A year had passed since my skin had touched the leather or we had set foot in the room. Too much time.

      Sam ran his hand along my bare ass. It was exactly what I needed from my Dom—the one person who grounded me and made the worry of the world disappear into the darkness.

      So why did we wait so long? The question faded away as Sam touched me again. His calloused fingers dragged over my skin. This was us. It felt so right to be touched by him again, to be under his control, to know that once he strapped me down, he could do anything he wanted to me. I trusted him with every fiber of my being.

      When he seemed happy about the pregnancy, I had damn near lost it. Doubt about our relationship crept into my mind every so often, and when we stopped playing, more uncertainty washed over me. I hadn’t been sure how he would take the news about the baby.

      Tonight was the start of our change, each of us figuring out our path again. We still had so many issues we couldn’t control, but Sam’s touch was one thing we could control, and I wanted my ass spanked. Hard.

      I was tempted to push him, but I knew he wouldn’t use anything but his hand on me that night or for the next seven months. Over the last year, I’d seen Sam become more frustrated. He couldn’t control everyone, and he craved control.

      Sam looped the leather strap around my right wrist before going to the other wrist. He’d stripped out of his boxers, and my mouth watered at the sight of his cock. He swiped his finger over my forehead, pulling a few blond strands of hair out of the way. “It’s been too long, Pixie.”

      I nodded.

      “Open that pretty little mouth of yours.” Sam wrapped his fingers in my hair as he pressed his cock into my mouth. I closed my lips around him and sucked as he thrust in and out. I let out a frustrated sigh because I wanted to reach out and touch him, run my fingers over his thighs, as I took him deep in my mouth, but I couldn’t move. I was completely in Sam’s control.

      “I could stand here all night with your mouth around my cock,” Sam ground out. “Now I think it’s time for your punishment.”

      I’d take the pain, but I knew Sam planned to be a lot softer than he normally was. It was months before he would slap my ass when I was pregnant with Kinley, then we waited another few months before we set foot in our dungeon. After Kinley was born, it was a year before he took me to our club in the basement.

      Only a select few people were allowed to use the club. Each person would have to go through an interview process with Sam. Even new members needed to do a few shifts as dungeon monitor. Once Sam felt like the member would follow all the protocols, he would allow them to play.

      “Yes, Master.”

      Sam slid his fingers between the leather straps on my breast and pinched my nipple with his thumb and forefinger. “We’re a team, Patty. Starting now, we’re going to act like one. No more secrets.”

      I opened my mouth to snap back, and Sam pinched my nipple harder. He smiled down at me. “What were you going to say?”

      I glared up at him and shook my head. “You don’t play fair. How about I tie you down and do wicked things to your body?”

      A cloud washed over Sam, and I regretted the words. I knew he hated being constrained. His second year as a SEAL, his team was captured, and he’d been chained to a wall for four days. The scars on his back and chest had faded slightly over the years but not enough.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      His hand brushed along my jaw. “Don’t apologize. I might not let you tie me down, but I certainly will allow you to do wicked things to my body anytime.”

      When we first played, Sam had taught me how to use a flogger, not because it turned me on but because I was interested in learning. He let me flog his back and legs, but neither of us got much enjoyment out of it, except I got to see him naked. After that night, I’d never asked to use it again and only gave up my control to Sam.

      “I lost you for a second, Pixie. Where did you go?”

      “Thinking about the time I flogged you. Not sure I want to ever do that again.”

      Sam was my safe place. The past year seemed so dumb because of how we’d kept so much from each other. He was my Master, my partner, the one person I could trust.

      He ran his hand over my ass before bringing it down. “I’m open to trying most things, but like you, I have my limits. You flogging me is not one.”

      “I need you, Sam.”

      He dragged his hand over my tingling skin. “You will have me, Patty, but I’m enjoying the view at the movement.”

      A shiver went through me as his hand came down on my ass again. “Can I come whenever I want?”

      Sam didn’t answer immediately. Instead he brought his hand down twice in quick succession. “Yes.”

      I sighed. The little he touched me had me so close to the edge I knew I wasn’t going to make it long with his fingers running over my body. Another smack had me squirming against the bench. I needed relief, but Sam continued to play with my body. His fingers dragged through my folds. “You’re so wet for me.” He leaned in, and I felt his warm breath against my ear. “Your body wants me deep inside you.”

      “Please, Sam.” I tugged at the leather restraints. The ties didn’t move. I let out a frustrated breath and waited for Sam’s next move. Sex with Sam was mind-blowing, but the connection we experienced was what I craved and what turned me on most. Sam could read my body easier than I could.

      A hard thwack brought me out of my thoughts. “Your mind is supposed to be on me.” His fingers pinched my clitoris, only causing my body to ache more for him.

      I pressed back, trying to get more friction, but Sam quickly dropped his hand from my clit, and his other hand rained down on my ass. I craved more. This was what I’d missed. I felt the orgasm coming fast as he pushed his thumb to my clit, and I went over the edge, screaming his name.

      When the fog in my brain cleared, Sam continued to press circles with his fingers. My skin was still flushed, and my body throbbed for him. His fingers weren’t enough. I needed him.

      “Another one?” Sam’s free hand smacked down.

      I wasn’t sure if he’d meant another orgasm or another spanking, but I moaned, “Yes.”

      “I missed this, Pixie.” Sam rained down another smack. “We will not put our relationship second. Together, we will find a way to bring balance.” Another smack. “And if you hold back on me again, I will redden this ass so you can’t sit for a week.” His hand ran over my tingling hot ass before dipping lower and running his thumb between my folds.

      My body arched, knowing what came next. Sam’s lips wrapped around my clit as he placed his thumb in the area we didn’t play with often. When his thumb penetrated my sacred area, it was enough to send me over.

      I screamed his name, not holding back. My fists clenched as my body continued to roll, and Sam kept his thumb inside me as he placed two fingers in me as well. My body hummed as he moved his hand faster, not letting me take a second to calm down. I was sensitive, but the pain only heightened the intensity.

      I rode his fingers. It didn’t matter that I’d just orgasmed—I was enflamed. When Sam bit down on my clit, my body caught fire, and the world faded. He quickly unlocked the cuffs and carried me to the large bed in the room. I’d barely hit the comforter when Sam pushed deep inside me. I was swollen from the multiple orgasms. My sore ass scratched against the blanket.

      With each thrust, I pushed my hips up, meeting him. Sam reached between us and pressed his thumb to my clit. I didn’t think I could come again, but when his warm mouth wrapped around my nipple, I lost control.

      He smiled down as he worked himself in and out of me. I knew he was close. I raised my legs so he could go deeper. Sam thrust harder and let go. For a moment, we lay there, listening to each other breathe.

      “I love you, Pixie.”

      I sighed and cuddled in closer. Everything felt a little better, even if my world was being turned upside down.
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      I stared at my lady-in-waiting as I tried not to laugh. For a second, I knew what it felt like to be Bridget Ross, my old boss, who’d given me crap about the colors I dyed my hair. What could I say? It was a rebellious time in my life, and I’d enjoyed experimenting with hair color. But I had a feeling the blue paint in Missy’s hair was not her choice since it was her day to watch over the kids.

      “You need to hire someone to watch those gremlins,” she grumbled as she sat down in the chair across from my desk. I handed her a box of tissues to wipe the paint dripping down her face. Missy was right—we needed to hire someone to watch the kids. And it seemed my daughter was the ringleader, which I secretly was proud about. But there was no way I would say that to the woman across from me.

      I couldn’t afford for her to quit. She was my lifesaver on most days and knew royal protocol. “You haven’t sent me any applications to look over,” I said.

      Missy narrowed her eyes and leaned forward. The action caused a droplet of paint to fall from her hair and hit the carpet. I didn’t think calling her out for making a mess would help with the situation, since her face was already bright red. She usually loved playing with the kids.

      “Word has gotten out about the kids here. Not one qualified person applied. It’s like we're blacklisted,” she growled, throwing her hands up in the air. “Don’t get me wrong. I love Kinley, but that girl is going to drive the guards in this place crazy when she’s older.”

      “Everyone has to sign an NDA. How could people possibly know about the issues? Also, it’s not like we aren’t paying a lot of money for the job. Are you telling me not even someone fresh out of college applied? Maybe we need to start looking outside the country.”

      “I recommend you find another one of Sam’s SEAL friends to take the job.”

      I shook my head and smiled. That would even be worse than hiring another nanny. I could only imagine that my daughter would wrap the giant SEAL around her finger, and he would train her to be a SEAL. When she got older, she would become an expert on how to escape the palace or build real bombs, which was not what I needed my little girl to learn.

      “You think we have issues now. A SEAL would train my daughter too well,” I said.

      “Never thought of that. Maybe we could find a yoga teacher to become a nanny. They could teach her the art of being calm.”

      My daughter was smart. I wasn’t going to stop teaching her everything because of how she would use it. But I would figure out how to make sure she was safe. “I think we could try again, and if we can’t find someone, I’ll ask Sam.” A SEAL would be a good idea for protection. Maybe the idea could work. I pointed to Missy’s hair. “We’re not going to solve this right now. You want to explain what happened before you go shower? Because I really want to know.”

      She let out a sigh. “Oh, I’m not the only one covered in paint. The room is a new shade of everything. You see, your daughter thought she could repurpose her glitter-bomb idea with paint. I’m not even sure when she made it because I was watching her every second.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. Either Kinley loved engineering things or acted out because Sam and I weren’t paying enough attention to her. Either way, I would need to talk to her again.

      “Maybe a former military person would be a good idea,” I said. “At least they could teach her not to make bombs in a building.”

      “And I would have eye candy,” Missy said.

      She hadn’t brought up her last breakup, and I hadn’t broached the subject either. Like most happy people, I wanted to see her happy too. Her previous boyfriend had been a total douchebag. He’d hated her job and had always complained about it. I thought Missy and Tucker would make a perfect couple. Maybe it was time to do some matchmaking. Tucker was one of the guards on my staff. He was like my shadow when I left the building.

      “You know, there is some eye candy walking around.” I glanced at the clock. “And if you quickly shower, we can go watch them in the gym.”

      “Tucker sleeps with every woman in this place. I’m not going on a date with him, no matter how sexy the guy is. A girl has to have some standards.”

      “Yes, but men change.”

      Sam had changed. And based on the way Tucker looked at Missy, I had a feeling he would change as well.

      “Not all men. They might say they change, but they don’t.” Missy’s voice cracked.

      Anger rolled through my body. “What did he do?”

      She waved her hand. “It doesn’t matter. What matters now is finding a new nanny.” She paused. “And I’m good at dealing with my vibrator.”

      “You know, after the wedding, a bunch of us are heading to the dungeon. Are you sure you don’t want me to set you up with someone?”

      Missy’s eyes glazed over. She’d only gone to the club a few times. Based on her dreamy expression, she’d enjoyed it.

      “Let me think about it. That doesn’t mean yes or no. I have a few days. I’ll let you know. For now, I’d better go wash this crap out of my hair because I’m worried my blond locks will be permanently blue, and I don’t make a good Smurf. I prefer to be Goldilocks.”

      “I’ll be your teddy bear,” Tucker said from the doorway.

      Missy stood and brushed her skirt with her fingertips. “Sorry, not my type. I’ll have to try the next one.”

      She brushed by Tucker, leaving a blue streak on his white dress shirt. The man didn’t seem to care. His eyes were plastered to her ass as she walked down the hall. I cleared my throat, and Tucker actually blushed, his cheeks turning as red as his hair.

      “Sam was trying to call. He has a meeting with the chief of police in an hour and wanted to know if you wanted to attend.”

      I left most security things to Sam, but I was concerned with the number of women and children disappearing. And the media had gotten hold of the story. It was time I was brought up to speed with what was going on. I would leave all the tactical decisions to Sam, but I wanted to know if we were any closer to finding the missing people.

      “I’ll be there.” I paused. “You know, she’s single.”

      Tucker’s eyebrow shot up. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea. Missy seems to want to poke my eyes out every time she’s around me.”

      I sighed. “Maybe if you used charm instead of the asshole remarks you use on the rest of the staff, it would work. You’re a good guy, Tucker. But if you don’t want to be with her, we have some friends coming from the states. I’ll set her up with someone else.”

      “No fucking way,” he growled. “You can’t just set her up with someone, and then they leave.”

      “Well, the last guy did something to hurt her. So I thought it might make her happy, since you’re not interested at all.”

      Tucker narrowed his eyes. “Dammit, Patty. You know I won't be able to leave that type of information alone. She’s mine, so stop trying to set her up with other people.”

      My lip twitched. “You’re the only person I’d planned to set her up with.”

      “People around the place think Kinley gets her deceitfulness from her dad. It’s not true at all. Kinley is just like her mother.”

      I didn’t deny his claim. I knew it was true.

      “Speaking of my wonderful daughter, Missy and I were thinking maybe we should look at former military for the nanny position.”

      Tucker blinked a couple of times. “Really?” He eyed me. “You can’t find anyone to take the job?”

      I threw up my hands. “I can’t help that my daughter is a genius. But think about the fact that with a former military nanny, she would have a guard on her at all times.”

      “I’ll put the word out, but I’m not sure I’ll find someone.”

      “I’ll pay double what the guards normally make.”

      Tucker nodded. “Okay, but I’m looking outside of the palace. I’m not sure any of the current guards I trust will take the position.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I have a feeling I’m going to regret this. See you in an hour.” Tucker turned and left.

      My afternoon was empty for the first time in months. I grabbed my cell and pushed through the passageway door in my office. I wanted to be with my daughter for a little while.

      I walked down the dimly lit stone tunnel. Sam and I had talked over the years about adding better lighting and making the passageways not so dark and scary. But that would mean we would have to give access to the construction company and people outside the palace who would do the work—something neither of us wanted.

      I heard a click behind me, and I stopped. I pulled my phone out for extra light, but I couldn’t see anything in the tunnel. Kinley’s class area wasn’t too much farther. I was continuing down the path when I heard the click again.

      This time, when I turned, I wasn’t alone. Cara stood in the tunnel with me, a gun pointed my way. I swiped my phone with my finger, but it was useless. There was no reception in the stone tunnels.

      “You ruined everything!” she screeched.

      “You think pointing a gun at the future queen isn’t going to make things worse for you?” I took a step back, my hand dragging against the wall. There were other exits along the way. I just needed to find one before the crazy bitch shot me.

      “I was going to prove how great I could be with kids, and he would love me.”

      “Who would?” I asked, trying to figure out what she was talking about.

      “Sam,” she growled. “Carl promised you would leave soon, and when Sam saw you fail, he would run to me.”

      “As in, my Sam?”

      “Yes, but your daughter ruined everything,” she shouted, waving the gun in the air.

      I took another step back. Cara came forward and stood in front of one of the dim lights. She looked worse than when the glitter had exploded. If I wasn’t mistaken, she was wearing the same clothes as then. Her makeup was smeared from crying, and her shirt was dirty and torn. “You don’t deserve him. He works his ass off for this country, and all you do is sit in your office. Sam is the true hero.”

      I pushed back the doubt that rose in my mind. I knew she didn’t know what was going on. From the sound of it, Carl had set her up. I just wanted Sam’s arms wrapped around me.

      “Do you think hurting me will get you closer to Sam?” I asked. Keeping her talking could distract her from the fact that I was trying to get away.

      Her lips turned up. “Yes. I’m going to sell you. And then, when Sam’s grieving because he can’t find you, he will turn to me.” She sounded delusional.

      “How do you plan on getting me out of this castle? My guards are going to notice that I’m missing real soon and will lock this place down.”

      Cara’s expression fell. “I also have your daughter.”

      My stomach dropped. Kinley was one thing a person could hold over me. “If you let her go, I will come with you.”

      Cara nodded. “Then let’s go.” She pressed the gun to my back as we walked down the narrow passage past Kinley’s play area and Sam’s office.

      I coughed, hoping he would hear me. The door behind us didn’t open.

      She pushed the gun harder against my back as we walked deeper into the tunnel system, which she seemed to know pretty well. I winced as she pushed me through the last door. We were at the back end of the palace.

      I winced as she shoved the gun harder into my back. “I want proof my daughter is okay.”

      “After you call Sam to let him know you’re running into town.”

      I dialed Sam’s number. He answered on the first ring. “Hey, Pixie.”

      “I decided to run into town.”

      Sam paused. “We have a meeting in forty minutes. Are you going to be back in time?”

      “I’m not sure. I need to go get bobby pins.”

      I wasn’t sure if Sam would pick up on the cue. The last time I was kidnapped, he’d walked me through getting my cuffs off with a bobby pin.

      “Why don’t you send Tucker into town?” I could hear the worry in his voice.

      “You know I’m very particular about them. I want the same ones I had in Fort Lauderdale. You never know when they are going to be needed again.”

      Cara stood next to me with a gun pointed at my stomach. Nobody on my staff knew about the baby. I hadn’t even told Missy yet.

      “Okay, I’ll make sure to let Brock know you won’t make the meeting,” Sam said.

      The mention of Brock’s name brought a smile to my face. After the last kidnapping, I’d never complained about the tracking device in my arm. Brock was the only person who would know my location, and he could follow me.

      Cara ripped my phone out of my hand and hung up. “Let’s go.” She nodded to an old black car parked in the back of the lot.

      “My daughter.”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “She’s fine. You were so gullible. One mention of your daughter being in trouble, and you did what I wanted. Now, move.” She shoved my back, and it caused me to stumble forward.

      I reached out and braced my fall, but I felt a crack in my wrist as it hit the rock. I screamed in pain. Seconds later, a force hit the back of my head, and everything went black.
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      I glanced at the last résumé on my desk. In a short time, Wes had found three good candidates we could hire. I couldn’t help but smile as he walked into my office. “Did you stop and visit Kinley?”

      He looked down at his shirt. “Yep. Your daughter upped her skills and built a paint bomb, but I wasn’t part of the destruction she caused. Missy was watching them earlier, and she was covered from head to toe in blue paint. On my way here, she stopped me in the hall to tell me the story. She thought you would need evidence, so she smacked her hand across my shirt.”

      Wes looked out for Missy, but it was similar to how he regarded Patty—like a sister. He did have a long list of women he brought to the club. We’d opened the BDSM club in the palace on weekends for staff and vetted members. The last time we’d gone, I heard some women talking about how Wes would only sleep with them once.

      “Are you bringing anyone to the club this weekend?” I asked. Patty and I planned an invitation just for our guests and a few close friends in Shialia.

      Wes cocked his head. “I’m not sure. If Mike and Doug are going to be the dungeon monitors, I might. I’ll find out.”

      “Maybe you could bring Missy to the club. I know she doesn’t go very often, but she might need to. And from the intel I have on her, she broke up with her boyfriend. He moved out this past weekend.”

      “You had her under surveillance?” Wes asked.

      “Yes. Brock ran surveillance remotely on all key staff.”

      I wasn’t sure exactly how many people would come after Patty. We also had the issue of someone in our staff working against us, though no matter how deep I dug, I still couldn’t find out who that person was. Brock and Antonio hadn’t come just for the wedding. I needed the team to help flush out the person working against me. Wes gave off vibes every so often that made me think he might be working against me, but I didn’t really think it was him. It was someone else close to us, though—someone who didn’t like the changes Patty was making.

      Until I figured out who was undermining her, Brock and Antonio couldn’t stay for an extended time. But it was time to get things entirely under control. Controlling the staff would be easier once the power shifted. King Beckett had promised everything would be ready on Saturday, the day before the wedding.

      Wes walked across the room and sat in the office chair. “Do you have people watching me also?”

      “Yes.” I sighed. “It’s more like trackers on the information. Missy’s ex was on her lease, and she had the name taken off. Changes like that get flagged by Brock’s software. I looked into it further to make sure she was okay. I’d do the same for you.”

      Wes grunted. “Fine. Tucker said Patty planned to come to the meeting. I’m still not sure if I trust the local police on this.”

      I didn’t trust them at all. There were too many reports of Carl spending time with the chief of police. Patty was also trying to push more funds to update the software and technology for the local police, but the pushback was over-the-top. They didn’t want body or in-car cameras or the latest forensic software. Chief Niles insisted they could do better with detective work.

      The night before, when I’d had Patty in my arms, the stress went away. It had all returned when my email inbox was flooded with possible tips about a planned kidnapping in three days.

      “You know, you’re about to marry one of the top hackers in the world,” Wes said.

      Patty was amazing when it came to computers. It didn’t stop at what she could get into. Her ability to help develop software was unique. She’d sold her company to her longtime friend. I knew she missed writing code and figuring out puzzles. Lately she had a different type of puzzle to work on, but it wasn’t the same.

      “That’s a little too Big Brother,” I said. “We need to come up with another way, or I’ll have Brock do it.”

      Wes slapped the table and doubled over with laughter. “Dude, you just said Patty couldn’t hack the police, but in the same breath, you said you might have Brock do it.”

      “It’s not the same when you have the queen of the country hacking the local police.”

      “How much do you want to bet Carl is somehow going to show up in the meeting today?” Wes ground out.

      “I’m sure he will be there, like the last three, when he insisted that nothing seemed out of the ordinary.” I threw my hands up in the air. “Like it’s an everyday occurrence for women and girls to go missing.”

      Wes shifted in his seat as I studied him. “Who do you think is leaking information inside the palace?”

      “Things only you and I talked about are leaked. We both know neither of us said anything. It would seem that our offices are bugged.”

      “I was thinking the same thing, but I did another scan of both offices, and they’re clean,” he said.

      Not only was the office clean, but I’d also added a machine that emitted a low-frequency buzz, making it hard to use any listening device.

      I smiled as Patty’s name came across my screen. “Hey, Pixie.”

      I pressed the speaker button on my phone as Patty started talking. When she mentioned running an errand instead of the meeting, I knew something was off. Wes’s brow furrowed as he listened to the call.

      She was so calm and collected as she told me about going to pick up bobby pins. My heart stopped. The only reason she would say those words twice was that she wanted to make sure I picked up on her meaning. There was no doubt in my mind—someone had taken her.

      My fingers flew across the computer screen as I pulled up every camera in the palace, starting with the one in Patty’s office. She’d grabbed her phone but not her purse. It was still sitting on her desk. There was no way she would have gone to the store without her wallet on her.

      Wes was on his phone as Patty’s voice came through mine.

      “I need to go.”

      “I love you,” I said before the phone went dead. I turned to Wes. “I want to know who the fuck took Patty.” Wes didn’t even flinch but just nodded.

      Every angle except the tunnels and the dungeon was under surveillance. I saw that Kinley was in the classroom with two guards. Wes was right—my daughter had made a paint bomb. My little girl looked more Smurf-like than human. So did the two bodyguards, but neither seemed to mind the new shade of blue. They continued to sit on the floor and play with the kids.

      “Make sure nobody goes in or out of Kinley’s room,” I growled. Losing Patty was hard enough. If I lost both of my girls, I wouldn’t know what to do.

      Wes nodded. “Already taken care of. Both Missy and Tucker know something is going on. I also have two more guards heading to monitor the outside of the door. Missy is on her way now as well.”

      Patty’s blond hair finally flashed across the screen in camera footage from the back of the castle. I rewatched the video as she looked directly into the camera and spoke to me, making sure to move the person next to her so I could see her face. Fuck. It was the nanny we’d fired, still in the same clothes from the other day.

      While Patty talked, Cara had a gun pressed to her side. Red covered my vision as I watched the scene play out. When Cara yanked the phone from her hand, Patty mouthed “I love you” into the video feed. I grabbed the stapler off my desk and hurled it across the room, barely missing one of the men waiting for my orders. Not one person made a comment about my outburst.

      Another camera picked up the continuation as Patty was pushed toward a small black car. When she was only five feet away, Cara shoved her in the back, and she fell to the ground. While she was down, a man stepped out of the car. He tilted his head so we couldn’t see his face, but I could tell he was tall and broad. He took the gun from Cara’s hand and brought it down on Patty’s head. My pixie went limp as he shoved her into the trunk. The man made sure we didn’t see his face.

      Luckily, Patty had never complained about the tracking device in her arm. I reached for my phone and called Brock. He picked up on the second ring. “I need you to track Patty and share the feed with me.”

      “On it.”

      Antonio’s voice came across the line. “What’s going on, Sam?”

      “Our ex-nanny kidnapped Patty.”

      Before long, the computer screen flashed black. Then a map of Shialia appeared, with a blue dot for Patty. The car was heading south along the highway.

      “I also need the feed sent to my phone.” My feet were already moving toward the exit as the map showed on my phone. I didn’t need to look behind me to know Wes and my men would follow.

      Brock’s voice came over the phone. “It looks like she’s heading south toward the banks. That’s where Cara’s stepfather has a cabin.”

      “Can you pull up surveillance of the area and find out if her father is there now?” I pushed through the last door as I sprinted across the parking lot to my black SUV. “Do you have any information on her stepdad?”

      The possibility that this woman had taken Patty because she’d been fired seemed a little extreme. I’d expected her to sue for money, not to kidnap Patty.

      “Carl Hanes,” Brock ground out. “How did her stepdad not come up on the background check you ran? The one man making Patty’s life hell each day is the stepfather to our nanny.”

      I hadn’t had Brock run the checks lately on the people working for the castle. I’d used Fredrick, one of the men who worked for me. He’d developed a few apps for the military. He was good and had seemed to have a clean background. But if he was fudging other people’s experiences, he could have done the same for himself.

      “I need you to rerun Fedrick Harper’s background check.”

      Fredrick Harper might have the knowledge to hack into my office and listen. Jesus. That seemed like a paranoid thought, but everything would make sense if it turned out to be true.

      “Was Fredrick in the office today?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the road as I weaved between traffic.

      “No, he called out sick,” Wes said pointedly.

      I thought back to the video of the man who’d hit Patty over the head. He was the right height and weight to be Fredrick. He would also know where the cameras were. But he wouldn’t know about the tracker that had been planted in Patty years before. Only a few people close to us knew about the tracker, although a few more had learned about it since we started using it to follow her.

      “Radio silence. I don’t want any communication going through the radios!” I said. It would be easy for Fredrick to listen to us as we made our way toward them. “Let’s put out a false broadcast that we are heading the other way. It’s a long shot, but it might work to make him think we don’t know where he is.”

      The diversion would also let me gauge if we had any other corrupt men on our team.

      “Watch out!” Wes shouted from the passenger seat.

      Instead of slowing down, I pressed the pedal down and drove between two semis. One flipped us off and blew its horn, but I didn’t stop. I pushed the gas down harder as we flew down the road toward Patty. My only thought was getting to her to make sure she was okay.

      Brock’s voice came through the speakers. “I was able to pull up thermal imaging of the house. Three people inside. Patty is in the back room. What are they planning to ask for a ransom? It’s not like they’re hiding her very well.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “We’re missing the meeting,” I complained, sending a glare toward Wes.

      “I don’t understand,” Brock said.

      “We were supposed to have a meeting with the chief of police in five minutes,” Wes stated with a growl.

      “Wouldn’t they wait to hold it until you get back?” Brock asked.

      “Not unless someone decided to continue the meeting without us,” Wes said. “Carl has had his nose in the investigation from the beginning. He could use the opportunity to continue his agenda and make it look like I was okay with it.”

      I clenched the steering wheel as we took the corner. “He could use his acting power to do as he pleases. Jesus, we need to change the power over to Patty.”

      “I’ve studied the law. We don’t need the large celebration for the power shift to happen,” Wes muttered.

      I wasn’t sure if I should worry about how much time he spent reading the laws of the country. I hadn’t spent time looking much into how the king would pass the power over to Patty.

      I rolled down the street away from the house. “Call the chief, and cancel the meeting.”

      Wes nodded and pulled out his phone and dialed.

      Brock’s voice came through the line. “I’ll have everyone on a plane in a few hours. It’s time we come and help get things straightened out. We should’ve done this years ago.”

      “Thanks,” I said, my voice cracking, and I hung up the phone.

      Wes slipped his phone into his pocket. “The meeting is underway, and they refuse to stop it.”

      There was nothing I could do. I needed to get Patty back. I came to a stop a few houses down and jumped out of the car. Wes followed me as I walked around the side of the house. The window to the living room was open. Fedrick was on his phone, pacing back and forth while he ran a hand through his hair.

      I ducked under the window and walked to the front door. I twisted the door knob and stepped into the room. Fredrick glanced up and dropped the phone as he reached for his gun, but Wes was quicker and shot him in the arm. I didn’t look back as I heard the scuffle on the floor.

      My main objective was to get to Patty. When I reached the end of the hall, I pushed the door open. Cara sat in the corner, sobbing. Patty was on the bed, still not moving. My heart stopped as I rushed to her side and pressed my fingers against her wrist. The steady beat of her heart made a little of the worry go away.

      Not bothering with Cara, I pulled Patty into my arms. My hand behind her head felt wet, and my world tilted when I pulled it back to see blood. Carrying Patty, I rushed out of the room and through the house. Wes had Fredrick bound, and in the distance, I could hear an ambulance. My heart clenched every second that I waited.

      Hysterical sobs drew my attention away as one of the royal guards escorted Cara out of the house, but my heart wasn’t breaking for her—it was breaking for Patty. When the ambulance came to a stop, I rushed to the vehicle.

      “Sir, you need to let us work on her.”

      I climbed into the ambulance and placed Patty down on the gurney. “She’s pregnant.” My voice cracked. I squeezed her hand. She still hadn’t opened her eyes.
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      Sam’s whisper brought me out of my sleep. I didn’t remember going to bed. The last thing I remembered was walking...Fuck. Cara had placed a gun to my side.

      I opened my eyes to see Sam staring at me. We were in our bedroom. He was sitting in a chair next to the bed. A medical monitor beeped.

      “You came for me.” My voice cracked with each word.

      He reached to the side table, pulled a small ice cube out of a glass, and placed it to my lips. The cold liquid felt good as it ran slowly down my throat. I glanced at the window and noticed it was dark outside. I didn’t remember anything that happened after Cara hit me on the back of the head.

      “I’ll always come for you, my pixie, but I would prefer if you stopped getting yourself kidnapped.”

      I held back a grimace as I moved to sit up in the bed. “It’s not like I was planning on it this time. I haven’t ditched the million guards who follow me when I leave this place. Never thought the person who took me could get into our home. I think she lost her mind. Nothing made sense.”

      His deep-brown eyes stared at me for a minute before he leaned forward and placed a kiss on my lips. “Let’s not talk about that. I’m more worried about you.”

      “Me?” My hand went to my stomach. “Is our baby okay?”

      “You need to rest,” he said, avoiding the question.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as my stomach dropped, making me want to throw up.

      “When I found you… God, Patty, you were bleeding.”

      Sam’s face blurred as my mind went to a dark place. “Tell me, Sam.”

      “The baby went into distress. The doctor thinks it was from the fall or the stress of having a gun pointed at you.”

      “Oh God.”

      Sam climbed into the bed next to me and pulled me into his arms. His normal contact used to make everything better. Now everything felt so numb.

      “… bed rest,” he finished.

      I hadn’t heard the beginning of his statement. “Bed rest?”

      Sam's brow scrunched. “Yes, the doctor wants you on bed rest for a few days. He will be back tomorrow morning to check on you again. The baby settled down, but he wants to make sure everything stays okay.”

      “So I didn’t lose peanut?” I asked, my hands going back to my stomach.

      “No, the baby boy is okay. The blood was from a head wound. But everything looked okay. He was adamant that you don’t leave the bed for the next few days, so you and I are going to spend some time together.”

      I looked at him, thinking about how lucky I was to find such a caring man. “We both can’t lie in bed for the next few days. Our friends are coming this weekend and the turnover on Saturday. I need to get things ready for the wedding. How am I going to do all those things from the bed, Sam?” I sighed, trying not to have a full-blown panic attack. The machine connected to me started to peep. “Why is it beeping?”

      A nurse walked into the room and glanced at the machine. “Hi, Patty. I’m Joy, and I will be your nurse for the next few days. It’s good to see you are finally up.” She glared at Sam. “You promised to make sure she stayed calm.”

      “I was trying,” he grumbled.

      She clicked a few buttons on the machine, and I heard a second heartbeat.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked suddenly.

      She tapped a few more buttons. “Your little boy is doing fine now. But you need to keep resting. No stress.”

      That was easy for her to say. She wasn’t the one who was supposed to be running a country, plus she hadn’t been kidnapped by a crazy nanny. With Sam by my side, I could do anything, but I was stressed just thinking about the wedding and the looming power transfer. That wasn’t the only thing. Cara would come back for Kinley. Our house wasn’t safe anymore. My skin prickled as I thought back to Cara pushing a gun into my side.

      The nurse checked a few more things before leaving the room.

      “Should we go to the house near the beach?” It was smaller and had fewer entry points.

      Sam’s brown eyes gazed at me, and I didn’t know what he was thinking. A mixture of emotions washed over his face. He leaned back against the wood headboard and crossed his arms. “I’ve upped the security here. We are not going to let some crazy nanny and her family run us out of our home. And I moved your power transfer to the day before the wedding. I know it’s not perfect, but it’s the best I can do. Furthermore, the palace is even more secure than it was before.”

      “Do we have someone watching Kinley?” I asked.

      “Yes, we have extra security on our little girl. Our friends boarded a plane about two hours ago. And I have a team working on placing cameras in all the tunnels. We are also changing all rotations of guards and having them monitor the halls. This is my fault.”

      My fingers twined with Sam’s. He always put the weight of all our problems on his shoulders, but we were a team and needed to act like one again. Instead, we’d spent the last few years each putting out fires in our own corners instead of taking on everything together. It was time things changed. I wanted him by my side, and we needed someone else to take charge of security—someone we trusted.

      “None of this is your fault. Moving forward, we need to tackle issues as a team. That means no more keeping important information from me because you think I have too much going on. And I need to do the same. I think we need to start with figuring out why Cara came after me. She said it was because she wanted you to fall in love with her. Next, we need to get rid of Carl, but I think that part will be a little harder.”

      Sam’s lips pressed together in a straight line. “You’re right,” he said. “We need to start working as a team. For the past few years, we’ve put out a million fires, but if we’d worked as a team, we might’ve put out a million and one fires. There is nothing we can do to change the past, but we can change how we move forward.” I opened my mouth to say something, but he shook his head. “Cara is locked away in the jail system along with her brother Fredrick. He changed Cara’s personal information, along with his own. We never dug deep enough. Brock found it when he did a search on Cara. Fredrick’s been here for years, and Brock did a background check on him initially, and it looked good at face value. But when Brock ran her background check again, Cara’s details started to crumble. Neither Fredrick nor Cara is saying anything. They were both Carl’s stepchildren.”

      “So Carl had his stepchildren kidnap me.” I paused and clenched my fists. The man had been so kind to me when I was younger, but when I came back to take over for my dad, he changed. “His wife died years ago. I don’t remember him getting remarried or having stepchildren. What I really don’t understand is why he hates me so much.”

      “I’m not sure, but we don’t have proof he told them to kidnap you.”

      It was time that I came clean about another secret I’d kept from Sam not because I didn’t trust him but because I thought he might think I was insane. “I going to tell you something, and I don’t want you to get mad.”

      “I’m not going to yell at you for anything, Pixie. We need to remember we are a team. The two of us can work through anything the world sends our way.”

      “Over the past year, I started a file on Carl, but it was about the laws he pushed to get passed,” I said quickly. “I know this is going to sound completely absurd, but it’s like he’s trying to change who can take over the country.”

      “That doesn’t sound absurd. We know he’s been undermining us since we started. You know I don’t pay as close attention as I should to your dealings with him, only to things that would compromise security.”

      “He’s not going to go away easily,” I grumbled.

      “No. When Wes and I were on our way to get you, Carl took the meeting with the chief of police.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding. He shouldn’t be involved with that at all.” The machine next to me beeped, and I took a few calming breaths, getting my heart rate back under control.

      “He wasn’t as smart as he thought. When the chief wouldn’t cancel the meeting, we sent your father.” We were both silent for a moment.

      “Did Dad change his mind about the transfer?” I asked.

      For the past few years, I’d wanted him to come back and take the load off me so I could enjoy time with my little girl. But after working so hard to fix so many issues, I wasn’t sure how I felt about taking a step back and letting someone else do my job.

      Sam’s lip twitched. “I knew you loved being in charge. No, he’s working on getting everything ready for you to take over. Earlier, he was in here, and we talked. Next Saturday, the legal documents will be ready for you to sign. In one year, we will have to have your coronation.”

      “I don’t want a wedding either,” I blurted, and he stared at me. I ran the words through my mind again and winced. “I want to marry you, Sam. God, sometimes I have the worst time with words. I don’t want to have the big wedding with everyone staring at me and wondering if I’m going to fall or make an ass out of myself.”

      I didn’t even know if it was possible to scale down the wedding we’d planned. The guest list was over a thousand people. Most of the people I didn’t even know but had been told we had to invite because they were leaders of other countries. I just wanted to say my vows with my closest friends.

      “I can make that happen.” He paused. “But are you sure you don’t want a large fairy-tale wedding?”

      I felt the tension in my body release a little. “My fairy tale is marrying you, Sam. I don’t care if it’s just you, me, and Kinley. The only thing I care about is becoming your wife, but the thought of how large our wedding is getting, it’s making me more stressed. Now what? Should we postpone the wedding until this little guy is born?”

      “No,” Sam growled. “I’ve waited long enough to make you my wife. It’s our day, and we can decide what we do. If you want a small affair, I will make it happen.”

      “People will be mad at me.” I could already imagine the headlines. Patricia Beckett: Did She Really Get Married? Why Is Patricia Beckett Hiding Her Wedding Details?

      “You need to stop reading that shit.” He paused. “Or we could buy the newspapers and control the narrative.”

      “That’s hilarious. We are not buying any news media. Don’t you think we have enough on our plates?”

      “You’re right. However, it would make things so much easier for us. No more palace-rumor stories in the papers or the local news. Half the things are so far-out that I wonder how they even came up with them.”

      “Like last week’s story.” I rolled my eyes even thinking about it. “They ran an article on how Wes and I are now an item. They wondered if it would be Wes at the altar instead of you, or was I going to keep Wes on the side. The reason the article ran was that he went to the cake shop with me. Really—that was all the info they had.”

      “You guys did look chummy in the photo.” Sam chuckled.

      I dug my elbow into Sam’s side. “That’s not even something to joke about, Sam.”

      “I know.” He squeezed my hand. “Wes even brought the article up to me, worried I would be mad. I know you hid your identity for years so you wouldn’t have to deal with these types of articles, but someone is always going to run propaganda. But I’m not worried. You know why?” I shook my head, really wanting to know what he had to say. “Because our bond is strong, Pixie. We can overcome anything these people try to write.” He placed a kiss on my forehead, and I sank deeper into his embrace.

      The door to our room was busted open, and Kinley ran in. She had on a pair of pink princess pajamas, her blond locks were in pigtails, and in her arms, she clutched the pink blanket she slept with. I still didn’t know how late it was, but I didn’t care because I wanted to wrap my arms around my little girl and hug her.

      “Mom!” Kinley yelled as she raced over and leaped onto the bed. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her tight to my chest. I never wanted her to grow out of the stage of wanting to be near me.

      “How's my baby girl?”

      “Mommm…” She dragged out the word, glaring at me. “I’m not a baby. I’m six, remember?”

      “Six?” I placed my finger to my lips like I was thinking. “I’m not sure about that, little girl. The last time I checked, you were my little baby. What do you think, Daddy?”

      “Princess, you will always be my baby.” He reached out and tugged on her ponytail. “I think we need to have Uncle Neal build a time machine so I can keep you my little girl, because you’re growing up way too fast.”

      Neal was my longtime friend and now the owner of the security company I’d created a year earlier. We talked on the phone at least once a week, but I missed him and couldn’t wait to see him. Excitement washed over me as I realized our friends would be here soon.

      “Uncle Neal wants me to grow up so I can go work for him,” she said as if she already had the job.

      Her statement made me wonder what the hell she and Neal talked about on the phone. I’d figured it was about princesses and unicorns. Now I wondered if he’d helped her build the glitter bomb when they were FaceTiming.

      “You don’t want to work with your mommy and daddy?”

      Kinley scrunched her nose. “You have boring jobs. Uncle Neal builds things, and he promised to teach me how to write code, just like him.”

      I tried not to feel offended.

      “Your mommy writes code, just like Neal.” Sam pulled Kinley off me and placed her between us on the bed.

      “You know how to use a computer, Mom?” Kinley asked.

      My hacking skills were not something I broadcasted. Sometimes, when I was stressed at work, I would take a break and write code—simple things, like creating an app the country could use for its citizens. I didn’t put my name on it, because people would think it was an app used to spy on them.

      “I used to work with your uncle, and you know what?” I said. Kinley shook her head. “Your uncle still calls me for help when he gets stuck.”

      “That’s so cool, Mom. I found a YouTube channel on how to create a motion-activated glitter bomb.”

      “No more bombs for a while.” I tried not to laugh when Kinley stuck her bottom lip out. “How about we build an obstacle course in the garden? You can train like a SEAL.”

      Kinley’s eyes rounded. “Can it have mud and barbwire?”

      Sam shook his head. “We can see. But I think it’s way past your bedtime, little girl.”

      I grabbed my phone from the end table, checked the time, and winced. “Honey, it’s the middle of the night.”

      “But, Mom…” Kinley whined. “I want to sleep with you guys.”

      Kinley hadn’t asked to sleep in our bed in over a year. Always letting her sleep with us was a mistake I’d made early on. It took months to break the habit, and I’d almost caved, wanting to be near my family.

      Sam answered before I could. “Not tonight, honey. Your mom had a hard day and needs rest. And these little legs kick a lot at night.”

      “Are you okay, Mom?” Kinley asked, getting up on her knees and pressing a kiss to my cheek before wrapping her arms around my neck like a bear. “I love you, Mommy.”

      And my heart melted. I met Sam’s gaze, and he smiled at our daughter. Sam pulled her out of my arms, and she wrapped herself around him like a little octopus.

      “I’m going to take this one off to bed. Get some rest.” He carried her out of the room.

      Soon we would have another little one. I hoped he would be just like Sam.

      Right when I was about to fall asleep, a sharp pain shot through my stomach, followed by the alarm on the machine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Antonio

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched the pilot walk down the stairs and talk to the man loading bags. When he shook his head and pinched his brow, I knew my wife was trying to sneak something onto the plane. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d tried to bring her sniper or a grenade launcher—things she did not need for a family vacation.

      Ryan glanced our way. He was in his signature white shirt and black pants. He’s worked for AA Mercenary since we started the company, but I’d known him even longer. We’d served together, and I trusted him. I also knew he let my wife get away with more than she should. So whatever was in that bag was bad.

      “Mr. Ross, there seems to be an issue with one of your bags. I’m not sure how it made it past customs, but we can’t find the paperwork.”

      Kat came up next to me with her hands on her hips, ready for a fight. “Customs said it’s fine. We can take it.”

      Ryan pleaded with his eyes. “Come on, Antonio, there are just some things that don’t need to be taken.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “I have no clue what my wife packed. Clothes? That’s supposed to be the only thing in those bags. If there is something other than clothes, we don’t need to take it.”

      “But it’s their wedding present,” my wife announced. Like that made whatever she’d packed totally acceptable. I heard the giggles behind me, but I didn’t bother glaring at my brother and friends because it wouldn’t help. A million ideas about what she might be bringing ran through my mind.

      “You can’t bring an alligator on the plane,” Ryan sighed. “All animals need proper paperwork before leaving the country. I’m not sure how you even got the bag through customs.”

      “Really? The customs guy looked the other way and let me bring it. How about all the things you guys have sneaked through customs over the years? Now you are going to draw the line at a small alligator?”

      “It’s three feet long, Kat. Did you really think we would put that in the plane?” Ryan asked.

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten. “Are you even sure an alligator can live in Shialia?”

      Kat placed her hand on her hip, her green eyes staring daggers at me. My brother Asher didn’t even try to stop laughing, and his partner CJ was laughing so hard he had tears running down his face.

      One of our friends had to have helped Kat, because there was no way she could have lifted a three-foot alligator into the back of the truck by herself. So later, I would need to figure out who in our crew tried to help my wife smuggle an alligator out of the country. Jesus, those are words I thought I would never be thinking.

      As always, Kat had everything perfectly planned out. “Shialia’s temps are close to ours. This guy will fit perfectly in her moat,” she said, like that made it the perfect gift. I didn’t even want to know what Sam would do when we showed up with an alligator.

      Shaking my head, I went to where the baggage guy had an open bag on the ground. I still wasn’t sure how I hadn’t noticed the partially see-through pouch in the back of the SUV. Or how the alligator hadn’t made any a noise on the way.

      Holy fuck. I took a step closer and noticed it wasn’t one three-foot alligator but two. At least both creatures were sleeping. But that didn’t make much of a difference, since we wouldn’t be taking them with us anyway. I would have to call one of the men from AA Mercenary to grab the alligators and release them in the everglades, which was something the men who worked for me were used to. But the alligators seemed to have a homing device—the fuckers would walk their asses right back to our house no matter how many times I moved them. I was close to selling our home and moving far away from any water, but that was impossible since we lived in Florida and pools of water showed up everywhere. Hell, alligators show up everywhere.

      Kat stood next to me, staring down at the alligators. She furrowed her brow, which she did whenever she was deep in thought about how to get what she wanted. One thing I knew was my wife wasn’t going to drop the argument. She pushed her shoulders back, ready to take me on.

      But it wasn’t my wife who made me almost cave. Our youngest looked up at me with eyes like his mom’s. “But we raised them just for Patty. Who is going to protect her now?”

      It was my turn to glare at my beautiful wife because that sounded a little too rehearsed. She knew how to get her way.

      “How about when we get to Shialia, you buy two new alligators, and we can keep these at the house.” They wouldn’t be going back to the house, but that was an argument I would have with my son when we got back. Hopefully, he wouldn’t remember the fact that we’d raised alligators. I would need to talk to my wife about it in private, not in front of our friends.

      A smile spread across Kat’s face, and I knew I’d fallen for one of her tricks. She’d known she would get caught and that I would allow her to buy an alligator in Shialia. Dammit. My wife knows too well how to play her cards.

      “Okay, I’ll have Jared drive them back to the house,” she said.

      Jessica stepped forward with Brock by her side. “I’m not sure Patty will want alligators, to be honest. The palace doesn’t have a moat.”

      Kat turned with their youngest in her arms. “What do you mean she doesn’t have a moat? Every castle has a moat and drawbridge. How the hell do you stop attacks?”

      Jessica giggled. “The palace was upgraded over the years. Many of the medieval things were taken out of it and replaced with high-tech security. A large fence surrounds the place, along with multiple guards. The alligators won’t have anywhere to roam… well, they could go to the secondary castle.”

      Simon tugged at my shirt, tears in his eyes. “But, Dad, alligators need water and Mom’s special treats.”

      Special treats was code for the bodies Kat disposed of over the years. At least she hadn’t killed anyone in a year. Our friends joked that she still did, but the motion-sensor cameras picked everything up, and I knew she hadn’t dropped anything in the backyard for a while.

      Over the last year, Kat had worked with the local police and had helped close over a dozen cases. All the cases were linked to domestic violence. She’d taken down a biker gang who had been not only abusing women but running drugs out of a warehouse as well. So even if my wife had a tendency to go a little extreme, I still loved her for her huge heart.

      “Alligators can live off the land. They don’t need Mom’s special treats,” I said.

      Kat’s lip twitched. Then she kneeled next to Simon. “These guys will be fine, and we can take care of them when we get home.”

      “Okay, we have almost everything ready if you guys want to get on the plane.” Ryan turned and walked toward the stairs.

      In the plane were my twin, Asher, his partner CJ, Kat, Ant, and the twins as well as Brock and Jessica and their little one. The rest of the gang was heading out on another flight with Aaron, Daisy, my oldest brother, and a few more of our friends. It was a long time since everyone had been together.

      Kat curled up on the couch next to me. The kids were buckled into seats closer to the back, watching a cartoon on the large-screen TV. CJ and Asher were across from us. Jessica and Brock sat in the chairs next to the couch.

      “Are you excited to go back to Shialia, Jessica?” CJ asked.

      She looked toward the back of the plane, where the kids were playing. Until I saw her pull up to the airport with Brock, I hadn’t been sure she was going. Over the past few years, she’d said she wanted to visit Shialia and her sister, but they’d only gone there once, after Kinley was born.

      Nobody blamed Jessica for not wanting to go back. She’d been kidnapped and tortured twice because of that country. Sam and Patty had worked to get things under control, but there were still issues. Women and girls were missing, and no one was any closer to solving the case.

      I didn’t mind helping while we were there. After the wedding, I planned to take Kat on a second honeymoon without the kids. I hadn’t told my wife yet, because she had a hard time being away from them, but I wanted to spend some alone time with just her. Brock planned to keep the rug rats for us while we spent a week in Paris, where we’d first met and where I thought I lost her forever until I figured out she hadn’t really died.

      “I’m excited to see Kinley and Patty,” Jessica said. “Honestly, I could do without going to Shialia. I know I have a better chance of choking and dying than getting kidnapped, but I’ve been taken twice, so I’m not sure how much of my life I should keep relying on statistics.”

      Jessica was a mathematician and a master at figuring out tricky puzzles. She was also an encyclopedia of stupid facts. Some of them, I didn’t need to know. Like, when I stole a fruit snack from my son, she informed me that car wax was what made it shiny. Then there was the time I was starving and she told me the hamburger I was eating could be from a hundred different cows. Facts were interesting at certain times, but not when I was about to eat something I liked.

      Brock cleared his throat. “I double-checked every tracking device before we left. They’re all online. I synced the software to my phone, so if something happens, I can track everyone down. When we get to Shialia, Antonio and I are going to spend some time making sure the system is not compromised.”

      Sam had texted us, letting us know Patty was safe but he needed the security overhauled. Shialia was about to be overrun with some of the best hackers in the world. Even with how great Patty was, she didn’t have time to comb through every inch of the system.

      “Can we get back to the fact that the castle doesn’t have a moat?” Kat said.

      “You will see enough cool things around there to make up for the lack of a moat. If we have time, I can take you out to the other house. It doesn’t have a moat like in the storybooks, but it does have a drawbridge.”

      “Have you heard if your dad is going to be there?” Kat asked.

      I couldn’t help but tense next to Kat. I wasn’t sure how much Brock had said to Jessica. I’d known Sam had been talking to King Beckett off and on for the last few years. Brock and I had both assisted in helping find the lost siblings.

      Jessica glared at Brock. “Yes, he’s back. And it seems I have a few siblings. Not sure if I’m ready to meet them since the last ones weren’t very nice to me.” It was her brother who’d kidnapped and tortured her.

      My wife didn’t miss a beat. “See, if you had a moat with alligators, we could throw the ones we didn’t like in and see if they could make it.”

      Jessica laughed. “Well, there is a dungeon in the palace.”

      “Which Sam converted into a sex club.” Brock paused. “Well, I guess you could still use it to torture someone.”

      It has been too long since I’d had my wife bound in rope. I couldn’t wait to lay my hand on her ass. Kat turned to me and smiled as if she could read my thoughts. This vacation was going to be one we didn’t forget.
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      Little fingers pushed against my lips and stuck, leaving a trail of sugar behind. It wasn’t often Kinley was up before Patty or me. We hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. Neither one of us could stop worrying about the baby. When I came back to the room, the nurse was checking Patty over. She’d had a sharp pain, but the baby wasn’t in distress.

      The bed dipped as Kinley climbed up and sat on my stomach. “Are you up yet, Daddy?” she whispered, poking my face with her syrup-covered fingers again. “Uncle Brock and Aunt Jessica are going to be here soon.”

      The flight from Florida was over nineteen hours. Even when our friends arrived, they would want to spend some time sleeping and not playing.

      “Sweetie.” I grabbed her hand before she could press her sticky paws to my face again. It was dark in the room, only the light from the moon filtering in. I glanced at the clock beside the bed and groaned. “Wait, it’s four o’clock in the morning. What are you doing up?”

      I didn’t want to wake Patty since we’d only gone to bed a couple of hours before, and she needed her rest. I didn’t want her worrying about our daughter breaking out of her room in the middle of the night. What bothered me most was that the guard hadn’t stopped her.

      We had no proof that Carl was behind Patty’s kidnapping. He was still working in the palace. The working area and our residence were guarded, and we had security measures in place, but I still worried. The lawyers were combing through every inch of the contract, trying to figure out a way to get rid of him.

      Kinley shrugged. “I took the slide from my room, had a snack, and thought I would check to see if Uncle Brock was here yet.”

      When we’d installed the slide in Kinley’s room, it had seemed like a good idea. It wasn’t something I thought I would need to place a guard at the end of. The slide dumped her out in the main area and was too small for a large person to sneak up.

      Patty stirred in the bed next to us, and I twined her fingers together with mine and squeezed her hand.

      “Hey, Mommy!”

      “Baby girl, it’s the middle of the night. What woke you up?”

      “The loud bang,” she said, sighing dejectedly.

      My body tensed. “I’m going to check everything out.” I moved Kinley to the center of the bed. “Stay here with Mom.”

      “Why don’t you call Tucker and have him go check it out?” Patty rubbed her eyes. “And we can all snuggle back in bed together.”

      I was torn between staying with my family and seeing what had woken my little girl. “Okay.”

      My phone lit up on the end table as I grabbed it. A text from Wes said they couldn’t find Alex, the man guarding Kinley’s room.

      I shot him a text back: Keep me posted. I have Patty and Kinley.

      Wes: 10-4

      I was across the room in an instant and had locked both entry points. “Wes is working on it. Why don’t we all go to bed as a family?”

      “But I’m not tired, Daddy.”

      Something deep inside me cracked as I worried about the danger that being in Shialia put our family in.

      Patty’s eyes glazed over. “This is all my fault.”

      Kinley bounced on the bed and turned to Patty. “I’m not up because of you, Mommy. I heard a noise and realized I was hungry, so I ate syrup with peanut butter. I couldn’t reach the bread.”

      Our little girl was so carefree, not worrying about the shit going on around her. And I wanted to keep it that way for the rest of our lives. I walked to the bed, pulled out my safe, and unlocked it before climbing in next to Patty.

      “This isn’t your fault,” I said, glancing at our daughter and choosing my words very carefully. Kinley picked up on every little thing we said. “You know, you still have time to decide. Just ’cause your dad is pushing for you to take over doesn’t mean you have to. Wes found a clause that lets you hand the crown over to someone else. Your family doesn’t even have to be in the line anymore.”

      No matter what road Patty chose to take, I would be by her side. I knew it would be easier for us to pick up our lives and walk away from everything. I also knew my wife had the biggest heart, and she wouldn’t do that to the people of Shialia.

      “The people here need us.” Patty squeezed my hand. “But am I putting our family at risk?”

      “No. Even if you hand the crown over, I’m sure our family will always have a target on it.”

      “I wish we had a normal life sometimes,” she said softly. “Like our friends.”

      I couldn’t hold back the laughter that exploded from me. None of our friends had everyday lives or even typical jobs. “You mean like working for the CIA or being one of the richest families in the world?”

      I hadn’t even mentioned the friends who were movie stars or the one whose brother was the United States president. Nobody in our circle had everyday lives. The paparazzi followed them, or they were off in other countries, working military contracts. I hadn’t even had a normal life before meeting Patty. And I wouldn’t change my experience for anything.

      “Everything has a way of working out. In time, everything will make more sense in the morning,” I said.

      “I worry about my family.” Patty pulled Kinley closer to her.

      I nodded. “No matter what you’re doing, you will always worry about your family. We’re not going to solve the world's problems in the middle of the night.”

      My phone dinged next to bed.

      Wes: King Beckett was on your side of the palace. He fell, and the guard went to help him.

      Patty looked over at my phone, and her eyes flared.

      Sam: Is he okay?

      Wes: Yes.

      “I can take Kinley back to her room,” I said, not sure if I wanted our daughter out of bed. Even with no threat, I wanted my family close.

      “How about we let her stay with us a little longer?”

      I didn’t argue. Instead, I kissed both of my girls and worried about what might happen next.
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      We finally fell asleep around six in the morning. When my alarm went off, I wanted to throw it across the room. Kinley and Patty were still asleep as I climbed out of bed. It was time to have a long conversation with Patty’s dad.

      I quickly showered and walked through the palace to the office area. Wes was already outside my office with a large coffee. I didn’t say a word as I grabbed the cup from his hands and took a large sip. The dark roast tasted perfect.

      “I don’t know how you drink that shit,” Wes grumbled as he sat down in the chair across from me.

      “Coffee?”

      He shook his head. “Coffee is good. What you have the kitchen make is not coffee. It’s grounds mixed with a little water. It’s like the shit I drank when I was on active duty and needed to stay up for three days straight.”

      “It’s perfect. And it is the same stuff you drank. I found a company run by veterans. They make a mean dark roast, and the money goes to a good cause.”

      “You could just donate to them,” Wes shot back. “You don’t actually have to drink the shit.”

      “It’s good.” I paused. “I hope you kept an eye on Beckett, because I need a long chat with him today.”

      “I did,” he said, drawing out the words. “He’s not very happy about it. Tried telling me he wanted to peek in on Kinley before he left town.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Why? He was so adamant that we needed to do this power transfer?”

      “Not sure, but I locked him in my office.”

      I barked out a laugh. “You locked the king in your office?”

      “Seemed like a good idea at the time. The room is soundproof, so all his yelling won’t get him anywhere. There are no windows or secret doors in my office. Hadn’t realized how good of a cell it was until I had to lock Patty’s dad away.”

      I nodded, going through the list of laws Wes had broken. “You deserve a raise. I guess it’s time my future father-in-law and I have a long conversation.”

      Wes and I walked down the hall to his office. I grabbed the keys from him and unlocked the door. King Beckett stood from the chair, his face bright red. “What the fuck? I’ve been in here all night.”

      I shrugged and walked across the room to the chair and sat down. “Well, you were the one who broke into our home last night and woke my daughter.”

      “I wanted to see my girls before I left town.”

      “You’re not leaving. You brought this whole thing on. If you don’t want to shift the power, fine. Have everything back. Patty and I will get married Sunday, and we will be on our way back to the states.”

      King Beckett winced. “It’s not that I don’t want to hand the power over.”

      “Then why can’t you make up your mind? You’re worse than a teenage girl trying to decide what to wear on her first date.”

      “I’m sick,” Beckett said as his shoulders slumped. “The doctor found something on my latest scan, and he wants me to come back.”

      “How long?” I asked.

      “They don’t know. Years ago, I battled with prostate cancer. A few years ago, it came back, so I’ve gone through treatments again. But they think it might be spreading. That’s why I need to head back out.”

      “You need to tell your daughters.”

      “They have enough going on.”

      “Jessica will be here”—I glanced down at my watch—“in an hour. Sit down and talk to both of your daughters. Then you can run away like you always do.”

      I was sick of the games he was playing. He acted like he cared about his kids, but it seemed as if he was only thinking about himself half the time. Yes, I wanted him to be healthy so Kinley and our little boy could know their grandfather, but I didn’t want to keep all the secrets he kept insisting on.

      “I’m not sure how to tell them.”

      “Not my problem,” I growled. “You will tell them what’s going on before you leave. Saturday, you will sign whatever needs to be signed.”

      King Beckett stood and glared at me. “I’m still the king of this country, and I’ll tell my daughters when I want, not when some hotshot tries to tell me what to do.”

      “Tell me what?” Patty asked as she stepped into Wes’s office. Patty had the best and worst timing. I hated when she did that shit to me, but it was amazing when it happened to other people.

      God, my future wife is hot. She wore a red wraparound dress that was tied to the side. I wanted to whisk her away and open the package she’d wrapped herself in. She also had on matching red lipstick she knew I loved.

      It took me a second to remember that she was supposed to be in bed. “Why aren’t you resting?”

      “The doctor came by and checked on me. He said everything is fine and to take it easy. I still can’t leave this place. I have one meeting, then I plan to head back to bed. But you didn’t answer my question, Dad. What are you keeping from me?”

      “Nothing,” her dad growled.

      I shook my head. “Your dad is sick and wants to go see his doctors.”

      For the next hour, King Beckett went over his sickness with Patty. I sat to the side and held my future wife as she cried. By the end of the conversation, Beckett agreed to wait to leave.

      I had some of the top doctors in the world flying in. Having high-profile friends helped me get answers a lot quicker. I just wished he’d told us years before. Instead, he’d waited until the diagnosis wasn’t looking good. With him being sick, someone could fight all the decisions the crown made.

      The three of us decided that on Saturday, Patty would sign the paperwork, and our lives would change forever in seven days.
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      I was excited to be out of the palace with my friends. Kat, Jessica, and I were at my favorite coffee shop even though I couldn’t drink the dark roast. I sipped herbal tea while my sister downed another iced coffee.

      “I’m going to have to ship this roast home,” Kat said between sips of her own coffee.

      All the men were building Kinley an obstacle course. My little girl couldn’t stop talking about how she was going to crawl under barbwire.

      “It’s the hardest thing I had to give up since being pregnant.” That morning, I’d gotten the doctor's okay to leave the palace but was told to not overexert myself. I’d had a rough couple of days, not getting to leave the bedroom after everyone showed up.

      This was my day with my sister and friends before everything changed. The paperwork from the lawyers was done. I’d be signing it to shift power to me. It was only a matter of coordination. Everything would be in place before the wedding.

      Carl had disappeared, and nobody could find him. I knew he had to be planning something huge, especially since both of his kids were in jail.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Jessica asked, handing me a muffin on the tray. “I’m sure we can figure out another way for everything to work out. I know there is a list of our brothers and sisters. God, Dad slept around a lot. I’m not sure why he never seemed to use a condom.”

      Dad talked with Sam, not me. I figured it had to do more with embarrassment than anything else. I didn’t hold a grudge against him for how much he’d slept around. Technically, he wasn’t married. What I had an issue with was what he’d done to the country. “It took Sam and me years to get everything worked out around here.”

      “But it’s not,” Jessica said, pointing out the obvious. “And do you ever think it will be? People will never stop coming for you or the country. Do you really want this life for Kinley?”

      “It will be her choice,” I said. My dad had made me believe for years that I wouldn’t need to take over Shialia, but he was just telling me what I wanted to hear. “I know you hate it here, and I don’t blame you for that. I never experienced what you went through. But I did see what these people were going through when we took over.”

      “I understand why you want to stay, but we do miss you,” Kat said. “Also, do you happen to know where the black market is in this country? I did a lot of searching online, and that shit is locked tight. I couldn’t even find anything on the dark web.”

      Kat didn’t know how to use the dark web. More than likely, she’d asked someone else, and that person had kept the information from her. “If you want to buy some gems, I’ll give them to you at a good price. You don’t need to buy them from someone else.”

      She shook her head and grabbed a Danish off the tray from the middle of the table. “I don’t wear jewelry. That shit gets in the way. Also, you know how hard it is to get blood out of the creases on my wedding ring. But Antonio gets all mad when I don’t wear it, and I’m on the no-killing rehab plan. His words, not mine.”

      I highly doubted the no-killing rehab plan worked for Kat. I guessed she would find another way to get what she wanted and protect the people she cared about. “Well, if it’s not gems, what the hell do you think you can buy here and not in the states?”

      “Yeah, Kat, what are you planning to buy?” The glimmer in my sister's eyes was not from the sun shining down. Jessica knew something was going on, and I could only imagine what Kat wanted.

      “Remember, I clearly put no wedding presents on the invitations. You guys coming here was enough. So whatever you’re buying had better not be for me.”

      Kat stared at me. “You’re going to have to help me get it. But yes, it’s your wedding present. I tried to bring one on the plane, but our pilot gave me issues.”

      I leaned back in the chair, my thoughts whirling around what she could possibly be talking about. Then it hit me. “Hell no! You’re not buying an alligator.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t have needed to buy one if they’d let me bring the ones I already planned to bring along. Now I’m here, and you’re about to be a queen and married, and I have nothing to offer you.” Kat pursed her lips.

      I threw my hands up. “There’s nothing I want. The only thing I asked for is for you guys to come to the wedding. Everyone helping Sam and me with the other issues going on is more than we could ask for. Hell, they are building an obstacle course.”

      “I heard the guys want to use it on the subs one night,” Jessica grumbled.

      The doctor had said everything was okay with me, but Sam had barely touched me in the last few days. Light brushes of kisses weren’t doing anything to stop my burning desire for my future husband.

      “No fucking way am I running through that thing. You know how hard it is to get a splinter out of your hoo-ha?” Kat leaned forward. “I’ll tell you: hard. Antonio had this great idea about having sex in the backyard under the stars. That shit sounds way more romantic than it is.”

      Talking about our friends’ sex lives had gotten more comfortable over the years, though I still didn’t like hearing about Jessica’s. “Wait, don’t you guys have a hot tub?” I asked. “I could have sworn I saw that in a group text.”

      “They do,” Jessica said as coffee flew out of her mouth.

      “It’s not that funny,” Kat replied with a frown. “My husband happened to come home early from work when I was disposing of…” She glanced around the room. “Stuff. I didn’t have time to get the large… object to the property's back, so I lifted it into the hot tub and closed the lid. How was I supposed to know my husband wanted to get freaky outside that night?”

      I was speechless for a second. Then I had so many questions I wanted answered. “How did you stop him from wanting to use the hot tub?”

      Kat grinned. “He came outside to tell me the boys were at Jessica and Brock’s house for the night. I know my husband. He gets this twinkle in his eye when he wants me.”

      “He always has that.” Jessica said. “Also, you guys have sex everywhere. Including my laundry room.”

      I sighed, longing for the time Sam and I had sex every chance we got. Now it seemed like it was less and less. I knew he loved me, but would that fade away like our sex life? Would my job put a strain on our relationship? The tears hit my hand, and I quickly cleared my throat.

      “What’s wrong?” Kat asked, shifting her seat closer to me. “Is Sam having problems in the penis department? I’m sure we could smuggle some drugs in for you. Or Jessica can rattle off the statics about erectile dysfunction.”

      I actually laughed at that thought. “Don’t do it, Jessica. And no, Sam isn’t having penis issues. We just don’t have much time for each other. And we have another one on the way, so it’s going to be even less.” We hadn’t originally planned on telling our friends about the pregnancy because I still had a chance of having another miscarriage. It was hard for me to talk about. “God, maybe I’m making a huge mistake or it’s the hormones talking. I’m worried Sam might leave me.”

      “That man worships the ground you walk on. There is no way he will leave you. Nobody but you can make the decisions about what you want to do moving forward. Once you have the right staff and the power shift happens, I think things can get easier.”

      We’d gotten off-topic from the story I really wanted to hear. “You still didn’t tell me how you got the splinters in your ass.”

      “Well, when he walked out onto the deck and wanted to get into the hot tub naked, I had to make rash decisions.” Kat acted like I knew what that meant.

      “You told him it was too cold out?” That was my best educated guess.

      Kat smirked. “Nope. I dropped to the ground and gave him a blow job.”

      “So did the diversion work?”

      “Oh, at first, it worked fine. We made passionate love on the deck under the stars. But then I had a huge splinter in my ass because we didn’t lay a blanket down. Antonio had me lie over the cover of the hot tub. Everything was going good until I moved and turned the hot tub on.”

      I felt my eyes go wide. “With the guy in the hot tub.”

      Jessica chuckled. “Yes. I wish Antonio hadn’t made CJ delete the footage. It was priceless. The guy’s junk got stuck in one of the jets, and the hot tub started to gurgle.” Jessica wiped the tears from her eyes as she continued the story. “The guy's body expanded in the water, and Brock had to help Antonio drain the hot tub and pull the dead guy's dick out of the jet. I’ve never heard my husband cuss so much.”

      “I still think it would’ve been better if we’d just cut his dick off.” Kat paused. “After the incident, Antonio sold the hot tub, so we don’t have one anymore. He didn’t want to spend time in it after there was a dead body. We’d filled it back up with chlorine, so I don’t see the point.”

      Jessica shook her head. “The point is there was a dead person in it.”

      Life was too short. Sam and I needed to make more time for ourselves and our friends. In the past five years, we’d gone back to the states twice. We would need to change something because I missed my sister and the people closest to us. I wanted Kinley to know my friends more.

      We finished eating the last few pastries on the table and made our way down the street. Every Friday, Shialia had a market downtown. A few vendors sold things in the back ally, and I knew where Kat could get her alligator. I wasn’t sure what the fuck I would do with one, and Sam would probably go insane. But it was hard not to give Kat what she wanted because it always led to a perfect story.

      Most people in the streets parted as I walked down the sidewalk, not because they wanted to, but because the two guards in front made a path as we walked. I’d gotten used to some things over the years, but I still missed getting to go do what I wanted. With the women missing and Carl on the loose, Sam had upped the guards with us while we were in town. I was sure he had a few more posted around that I didn’t see. And when Kat had grabbed a pastry from the table earlier, I’d caught the glint of the gun she had concealed.

      A little girl with her thumb in her mouth stopped and waved. She held out her little teddy in her other hand. I stopped and knelt next to her. Tucker let out a sigh. The guards hated it when I talked with the people, but they would have to get used to it. I wasn’t going to be a snob and just walk away.

      “Hello. What is your name?”

      Saliva glistened on the little girl's thumb as she pulled it out of her mouth. “Izzy.”

      Jessica kneeled next to her. “Where is your mommy?”

      Her little cheeks scrunched, and fat tears rolled down her face. “They took her.”

      My back tensed. “Who, sweet girl?”

      “The bad man.”

      “Can you show me where they took her?”

      The little girl nodded. I didn’t even think twice about it. I swung her up into my arms. Tucker glared at me while he spoke into his phone.

      I knew the guards would follow me. It wasn’t like I planned to go down a dark alleyway. We walked down the cobblestone street, passing many people who greeted me, but my only focus was where the girl was taking us. Kat was next to me and Jessica was on the other side. Our group was surrounded by guards.

      We moved past the turn to the gem mines. Workers were coming and going. The mines had miles of tunnels, which I worried were used to move the women. For years, people had used them for whatever they wanted. The mazes in them had been built years before.

      That was how I felt lately—I was stuck in a maze, and I couldn’t find my way out the other side. The only person who could help me get my life on track was myself. And Sam would always be by my side.

      It wasn’t long before we were at the entrance of the market. The brick building had been the location of the weekly event since I was a kid. A few people stared as we walked down the first aisles passing the cheese-and-bread vendor.

      When we got close to a soap vendor, the little girl tensed in my arms. A man with a beard and beady eyes stared at me as we walked by. I motioned for Tucker, who caught my eye and stopped.

      Kat, Jessica, and I stopped at the second vendor so I could watch what was happening. Kat scanned the building and turned to me. “I think we should head back to the palace. Something feels off, and this place has too many exits for me to watch.”

      I nodded. “I agree, let’s wait for Tucker, and we will be on our way.”

      Tucker talked for a few more minutes as we looked at the little kittens in the cages. The booth owner talked to Kat for a few seconds before he nodded and wrote something down. She handed him a credit card. But the owner never gave her anything.

      I didn’t have time to ask her questions because Tucker was at my side. “That guy said this little one is his daughter, and her mother wasn’t feeling well.”

      I clutched her closer to my chest and stared at my guard. He can’t be that stupid, can he?

      “Did he show you pictures of the girl and him?”

      He shook his head and reached out for the girl. I took a step back and glared. “No. I want to take her to Sam.”

      Kat was by my side when a shot rang through the building.
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      I stared at my future wife as she slept on the chair in our bedroom, her arms wrapped around the little girl they’d found in the streets that day. When Patty called me from the market to tell me what was going on, I’d panicked.

      Tucker should have brought the girls back to the house immediately and let the team investigate where the mother was. The police had made it to the scene a few minutes before me, and Patty was in a screaming match with them. Kat stood to the side, eyeing everyone around her. I was pretty sure she would kill someone before leaving the country.

      Even the police believed the guy at the market’s bullshit story. He had no pictures of his daughter in his phone and no ID for himself. Then there was the struggle with the police when they wanted to take the little girl with them. Patty said no, and they didn’t like that. At least the shot Patty thought she heard had turned out to be a car backfiring.

      My concern was the shouting match between my wife and the police with people walking around the market. It was a matter of time before the video feed would hit the news channels. The only good thing would be if someone recognized the little girl.

      Anger and fear clouded my vision as I looked at the girl. We’d lost another person to the trafficking group we weren’t any closer to finding. I knew Patty wouldn’t want the little girl to grow up in the system. Neither did I. My first-hand experience with foster care hadn’t been great, but it was better than living with the man who’d raised me the first eight years of my life.

      Gunner Blackwood was as the scum of the earth as you could get. He ran a prostitution ring out of the back of my childhood home. From the research I’d done, it seemed my mother was one of his workers, and she’d ended up dying of a drug overdose.

      I still had questions about my childhood and knew my father could answer them. He was spending life in prison for murder. A rival pimp had tried to take over his turf when I was eight years old, and a shoot-out had occurred at our home. My father ended up killing two men and three women.

      When the cops came, I remembered they found me in a locked closet, a place my dad stuck me when he was dealing, which was most of the time. To this day, I hated small spaces because they brought back so many memories of hours spent locked away. As a young boy, I’d never imagined getting out of the hellhole. When the cops took me to my new home, I figured it would be a fresh start. It was. I worked to keep out of the way of my foster parents until I turned eighteen and signed up for the navy.

      “Hey.” Patty’s eyes fluttered open, and she stirred in the chair.

      I walked over and grabbed the little girl. She stirred for a moment before I put her down on our bed and walked back to where Patty was. I moved her from the chair, sat down, and pulled her back into my arms. “How are you doing, Pixie?”

      “Okay. She’s a good little girl,” she said, and I felt a smile creep across my face. “I remember when Kinley was that small. She was not as calm.”

      Our daughter never stopped. Especially if she got her little fingers on any type of candy—then she would run around for hours. Kinley had played with the girl when they first got back to the palace. Now she was with her cousins. Patty looked exhausted. I hated how much this pregnancy was taking out of her.

      “No, and I have a feeling our little boy won’t be calm either,” I said. “Do you want to talk about what happened at the market today?” I worried that if we didn’t find the person doing the kidnapping, Patty might take matters into her own hands, which would cause more problems for all of us.

      Patty nodded and linked her fingers between mine. “I’m not sure if I trust Tucker anymore. Up until today, he’d never given me a reason to doubt him. And before you get all huffy about me following the little girl to where she said her mom went missing, I had my guards, and Kat was carrying. We already planned to go to the market.”

      “I had Wes go back through all the missing-women cases. They seemed to be linked to the market or a vendor there. But we can’t pinpoint one.”

      “You think there is more than one vendor we need to look into?”

      “Yes.” There was no question in my mind. Brock was working to find any connections between them. “With the number of women and girls that have gone missing, there has to be a larger operation. Every woman who has gone missing so far doesn’t have family or anyone connected to her. I bet they frequented the market every week.”

      Patty was quiet for a moment. “Almost every woman goes to the market. Many people buy their groceries on Friday. It’s cheaper, and the product is better. If I didn’t have so much shit going on, I’d do the same. I love fresh vegetables.”

      The mention of the fresh vegetables made everything click. “You’re a fucking genius.” I jumped out of the chair with Patty in my arms. “We need to go find Brock. I know what they are using to transport women, and I might know who is behind the whole thing. It might also answer some questions about Carl.” I wanted to scream for not figuring it out earlier.

      “Let me ask Jessica to watch over Izzy.” Patty pulled out her phone and sent a quick text. Seconds later, her phone beeped. “She’s on her way up.”

      We walked down the hall to Patty’s home office. She’d decked out the room when we first moved in, putting up four huge monitors on the wall and a computer station with six monitors. Brock had taken it over the day before.

      When we walked in, he was chewing on a piece of licorice and held a Mountain Dew in the other hand. “Still haven’t found who the girl's mother is.” He didn’t look up from the computer as he continued to type on the black screen. Even after being with Patty for so many years, I still didn’t understand the code they typed. I only knew that they produced the answers I always asked for.

      “Can you look to see if all the vendors use the same transportation company?”

      “Yeah, give me one second.”

      Patty pulled away and sat down at the other computer station, and her fingers started flying as fast as Brock’s. I knew they would have the answer for me within seconds.

      “Six of the vendors use Nexus Transportation. And the man we spoke to earlier uses them,” Brock said.

      I was reasonably confident this would lead us to the answer. Now we had to figure out who owned the company.

      Patty grumbled, “The company is buried under five shell companies.”

      “Of course, it is. Let’s not let the information out of this room. I’m still not sure who we can trust. But if this company can give us a link, we might find records of payment. Brock, have you gotten anywhere on figuring out if any of the men working for me are corrupt?”

      “Fredrick was good, and if any of the men are corrupt, he worked hard to delete their pasts. You have so many people working close to you—it will take a while to dive deep into each person’s past. I started with Wes.”

      “I don’t think we have anything to worry about with him,” I replied. “I’m not sure how much I trust Tucker after the shit he pulled.”

      “I thought the same about Wes. Something from his past doesn’t look right, and he’s the only one you’ve told things to, and those things got out.” Brock paused to take a bite of licorice. “Tucker’s service record is clean. I’m working to see if Fredrick made it look like Wes tried to cover up his past. I need more time to dig through the information. Neal took a break to play with the kids. He’ll be back soon.”

      “Hey, what am I, chopped liver?” Patty asked.

      I sighed. “No, you are not chopped liver, Pixie, but you haven’t seen your friends in a year, and tomorrow everything is going to change. Do you really want to sit behind a computer all day, doing background checks?”

      Her gray eyes darted to the screen before bouncing back to me. “It’s been so long since I did this. I miss it.” She sighed. “But I guess I can socialize with the girls while Brock sits here and has all the fun.”

      Brock rolled his eyes. “I know for a fact you were sending bots against my network a few weeks back. So don’t give me that shit that you’re not getting to code much anymore.”

      Patty’s lips turned up. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”

      I sure as hell had no clue what they were talking about, and I really didn’t care. My only thoughts were on figuring out who the shell company was so I could take it down. The part where we did a rescue was what I was good at. Sitting around, gathering intel was not part of the mission that I enjoyed.

      “Holy shit,” Brock yelled. “One of the many shell companies was created by Fredrick.”

      I leaned in farther, reading the information on the screen, but I didn’t understand how he’d figured out it was Fredrick. “Nothing on there links to Fredrick.”

      Brock clicked a few more times and brought up another document. “You know how hackers like to leave a signature. One of the dumbest things they can do, since all links lead back to them, but some people have big egos and love to show off their work. Look right here in the bottom right corner.”

      In any other document, I would have overlooked the small crown with an F on it. Brock pulled up three more records, and they all had the same thing. The shell company had been created or altered by Fredrick. At least now we could ask more questions.

      “I’ll have Wes put Fredrick in the interrogation room. I think it’s time we get answers.”

      Patty’s face lit up. “Are you going to waterboard him?”

      “No.”

      “Tie an electrical cord to his nipples and attach it to a battery?”

      “No.”

      She didn’t stop. “Break his fingers one by one until he talks?”

      “No.”

      Patty threw her hands in the air and huffed. “Well, how the hell do you think you are going to get him to talk? Do you really think he’s suddenly going to spill his guts? Wait, I have an idea. Earlier today, Kat paid someone at an animal both. I bet she bought us an alligator. We could use the alligator to chew on his leg until he gives us answers.”

      “Jesus, Patty. None of that is going to happen. I swear to God, she’d better not have bought a fucking alligator, and if she did, I’m sticking it on your plane, Brock. That shit is not staying here. I don’t have a fucking pond for that crap.” I ran my hand through my hair. “As for how we are going to get him to talk, I plan to shoot him up with Sodium Pentothal and ask questions until I get the answers we need to shut this underground shit down.”

      There were many misconceptions about Sodium Pentothal in the world. Many thought it was a truth serum, which was incorrect. It didn’t force someone to tell the truth. But it slowed the speed at which your body could send messages to your brain, which made it harder to perform high-function tasks such as lying. So more truths came out than lies.

      This latest discovery brought us one step closer to Carl, because Fredrick didn’t have the funds to set up the shell company. The farther we dug, the closer I got to taking Carl down.
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      God, there had to be something wrong with me. I was getting turned on watching my husband hold a man down and press a needle into his neck. Yep, I’d completely lost my mind. Kat and I sat behind the two-way mirror, watching Antonio and Sam on the other side.

      “You’re so lucky to have an interrogation room in your place.” Kat tapped her finger on the glass. “This wouldn’t only work for the bad guys, but I could use it when I want to figure out which one of my boys ate the last cookie.”

      Antonio turned toward the mirror and smiled as if secretly communicating with his wife.

      “I can’t wait to jump my husband after he’s done with this interrogation, and he knows it.”

      “Is this something you guys often do? You said you don’t have an interrogation room.”

      Kat tilted her head. “We don’t, but Antonio and I work with the Fort Lauderdale Police Department. I’d watched Antonio help on a few cases while I stood behind the mirror. Afterward, I pulled him into the men’s bathroom, and we had sex. The police chief wasn’t very happy. Needless to say, we are banned from the restrooms at the police station. But I’m not sure I would have sex in them again, anyway. Your sister went on a rant about how unclean they are. That was at the forefront of my brain while my husband fucked me.”
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      Sam

      Ten minutes after I shot the drug into Fredrick, I noticed that it was taking effect. He looked a little worse for wear compared to the day we arrested him. Dark circles had formed under his brown eyes. His long hair was a ratted mess.

      “It looks like jail hasn’t treated you well in the last few days.”

      Antonio smiled. “This guy doesn’t even know what prison really looks like. I’m pretty sure that was five-star food you were feeding those inmates. We need to have a serious talk about how you treat the scum of the earth. Or better yet, I could take him back with me and stop by the Hole.”

      The Hole was a top-secret prison the military used to hide the lowlifes, the place only the top terrorists were taken to. Over the years, I’d dropped off a few of the men we’d caught there. It took a specific breed of man to run that prison and work there. Light interrogation, I could handle, but I’d never been one to electrocute someone for information.

      I looked at the mirror. Kat and Patty were on the other side. I’d tried talking my pixie out of coming, but she insisted on being part of this. I agreed to let her if Kat stayed with her. Brock stayed back in Patty’s lair to work on digging deeper into everyone's backgrounds. I knew he would find the information we needed.

      “Did the guards say if he’s talked at all?” I asked.

      “Nope, this little fucker’s kept his mouth shut for the last week. I’m pretty impressed he didn’t even brag about fooling you. I’m sure that would get him some credence.” Antonio glanced at Fredrick. “Well, maybe he wants to be someone's bitch in prison.”

      Antonio was fucking with Fredrick, trying to get a rise out of him. This wasn’t the first interrogation Antonio and I had worked on together. Years before, when we were both on a mission in a small village in South America, we caught the second-in-command for the local cartel. We didn’t have Sodium Pentothal to help push our questions through. Instead, we spent the days hounding him until he made a mistake. The little slip about where he’d been two days before we found him gave us enough information to track down the four Navy SEALs being tortured.

      “I did nothing,” Fredrick ground out, sweat dripped down his forehead. The young man was fighting the drug.

      Antonio’s brow shot up. “Did you hear that, Sam? The fucker is innocent. Damn. We wasted a perfectly good drug on the bastard.”

      Maybe Patty’s idea of electrocuting the fucker would work better because he fought the drug harder than I expected. He wasn’t as weak as he looked. “You can drop the I don’t know shit act. Next time, don’t be an idiot and leave a call sign. You would think people would figure this shit out.”

      “My call sign is just the proof that I’m the greatest hacker around. People try to copy it all the time. There's no proof I put it on whatever you're talking about.”

      I had no clue if that was true or not. Patty would know, but I had a feeling Brock could link the information back another way since he was already close. “Well, I was going to say that hacking into the system to change ownership of a company over to you and burying it under a hundred shell companies was impressive. But since it wasn’t, you make more sense. You did a shitty job while you worked for me, anyway.”

      “I know what you're trying to do—twist this around and make it so my ego can’t handle someone else taking credit.”

      Antonio grabbed another needle from the table, walked over, and pressed it against Fredrick’s skin. He struggled with the answers, so I knew most of what he said was a lie, but I wanted to get to the part where he couldn’t even use his brain to think up the lies.

      I pulled out the pictures of four of the missing women. They were the ones we knew about, but I guessed there were more we didn’t know about. “Let’s have a chat about these women.” I placed each photo down on the table. Each of them looked different. There was one redhead, a blonde, and two women with black hair. There wasn’t a pattern, which made it even harder to figure out if the missing women were all linked to the same disappearance.

      “They're a little old for my taste, but Patty, on the other hand…”

      I made a fist. The fucker was getting under my skin. I wanted to pound his head into the metal table. “You’re a little scrawny for her.” I motioned back to the pictures. “Now, take a closer look at the photos. Do you recognize any of them?”

      He studied the photo, his jaw flexing, water dripping on the table. “I know the redhead. She’s part of the Zarus Church.”

      “Church?” This wasn’t what I’d expected. I’d heard a little about the Zarus. Mostly, they were a group who had a different belief. They’d never caused problems, so I never looked much into them.

      Fredrick leaned back and laughed. “You walk around this place, acting like the shit and like you know everything going on. Your men don’t like you. Hell, most of them are working against you. Your right-hand man has you fooled.”

      I stared at the man, trying to figure out if he was actually telling the truth about Wes. Was I so fooled I didn’t even know my right-hand man was working against me?

      Antonio leaned over, whispering in my ear. “I’m not sure if I believe everything he is saying. Let’s get more information and have Brock look into it more.”

      “How much can we give him before killing him?” I asked. Fredrick’s eyes widened at my question.

      Antonio glanced down at the needles filled with white liquid. “I’m not sure. It’s not like he’s giving us any information now. And it seems he’s still lying. Maybe this shit is expired. Where the hell did you get it.”

      I shrugged. “Found it a few months back in the armory. Does it expire? If it does, they should write the date on the actual bottle.”

      Antonio rolled his eyes. “This shit looks like it was bought aftermarket. They probably watered it down.”

      “I’ll be right back.” I got up and walked out of the room and down the hall to my office. I grabbed a hundred-dollar bottle of Scotch and three shot glasses before I made the trip back to the room.

      Antonio and Fredrick were glaring at each other as I set the bottle and shot glasses on the table. I poured three shots to the top of the glass then passed one to Fredrick and one to Antonio.

      My longtime friend drank the alcohol quickly. I took a sip and set it back down. Fredrick reached forward with his cuffed hands and grabbed the glass. He downed the liquid and scrunched his nose like a wuss.

      I poured another full glass and filled up Antonio’s. This time, only Fredrick shot the whisky down, not grimacing as much as he had the first time. I loved the taste of the old whisky as it went smoothly down my throat. It was meant to be savored. But the young kid didn’t know that.

      “Are you ready to work with us or not?” I asked.

      “I have no reason to work with you. This country was better before you came here and got involved.”

      It was better when the crime lords were running everything, and the people were poor in the street?

      I took another sip of the expensive whisky. “Not even to protect your sister?”

      “She will be free soon.”

      Bullshit. “Nope. Patty could put her in prison for life, since she is the acting queen.”

      “For now.”

      He was slipping. There was a plan to go after Patty. My nails dug into my palms with each second I sat across from the little fucker.

      “In a few hours, she will be queen.” I let the tidbit of information fall to see how much he knew.

      “That can’t be possible. A coronation needs to happen, and the king needs to sign the power over to her.”

      The media kept going down the same road, saying a formal meeting at the church and a list of other activities needed to happen. But those were the steps to take if the king died, not if he decided to hand the power over himself. “Nope, doesn’t need to happen that way. When Patty turns queen tomorrow, she can have your sister tried.”

      “You always think you have everything figured out, Sam, but your plan isn’t going to work.”

      “If things were so perfect, why did you get caught? You knew we would have those cameras on.”

      He did do an excellent job of hiding his face. “It seems you don’t trust the bitch either. I’m surprised you haven’t left her ass after you looked at the tracker feed you stuck on her.” His eyes flicked to the glass, and his lips turned up.

      “I don’t need to know every place Patty goes. I trust her.”

      The man across the table gave a slow shrug. “From what I heard, Patty got around a lot back in the day when she would come to Shialia. The guards said not much had changed.”

      Antonio leaned forward. “Is that the best you got? You really think we are going to fall for the accusation that Patty’s sleeping with the guards? You should be coming up with a way to save your sister or your own ass.”

      “Carl will get me out of this.”

      I shook my head and took the last sip of the whisky. “You’re wrong. When I find your stepfather, I’m going to put a bullet between his eyes for causing me so much work. And if you don’t start cooperating with us, I’ll make sure your sister is tried for treason and put on death row.”

      The man growled. “You can’t do that. We are royalty, and someone had better start treating us like we are. It’s been long enough that King Beckett hid his brother from everyone. He stole the crown from my stepfather, and my stepfather’s going to get it back.”

      “Are you saying Carl is William’s brother?” Why would King Beckett keep these details quiet? “The press would've figured it out years ago.”

      “Their dad had an affair, and my stepdad was the true older sibling and the one next in line to the crown. However, nobody wanted the royal family to be tarnished, so he was banished to the back, treated like shit while King Beckett screwed every woman around. Which still seems to be the case. Patty is no better than her piece-of-shit dad.”

      Antonio pressed a hand to my shoulder, a reminder I shouldn’t beat the crap out of a man in handcuffs no matter how much I wanted to see blood flowing from his mouth. I’d been upset about the alligator Kat planned to buy. Not anymore. I had a laundry list of bodies it could eat for weeks. I really wanted to start with the asshole across from me.

      “You know you haven’t given me any information that is going to save your ass. Furthermore, I will work to make sure your family is kicked out of this country.”

      “You’re never going find the missing women and children.” He laughed. “And when Dad finally takes his spot where he deserves, your little girl will be sold too. I bet we can fetch a good price for the little blonde.”

      My vision clouded. Rage filled my brain, causing my ears to pound to the violent rhythm of my heart. I had fought no one in years, and I didn’t care that the fucker was in cuffs—he was mine. I jumped across the table, grabbing Fredrick. His chair clattered to the ground as I fell on top of him. He put his cuffed hands up, protecting his face, as my hand connected with flesh. I didn’t stop, and another punch rang down.

      “You need to stop,” Antonio yelled. “We still need the fucker alive.”

      But I didn’t want to stop—not when he’d threatened my family. Blood dripped from his nose as I squeezed his throat. In one more minute, the fucker would be gone.

      A hand clamped down at my shoulder, pulling me off of him. Fredrick gasped for air on the ground.

      “You need to cool off,” Antonio growled as he shoved me out of the room.

      Patty was standing on the other side with tears in her eyes. God, I fucked up.
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      I hated that Patty had seen me lose my shit and beat the crap out of Fredrick. When she didn’t flinch as I swiped the tear from her face, I let out a breath. She wasn’t scared of me. Patty took a step forward, rose on her tiptoes, and pressed her mouth to mine. Her wet tears covered my hand. She wrapped her arms around my neck and drew me closer.

      Instantly, my hands went to her ass, and she wrapped her legs around my waist. We were in the damn hallway. I heard someone clear their throat in the distance, but it didn’t stop me from kissing my future wife.

      Damn. She tasted like cherry lipstick. She’d used the same Chapstick for years because she knew I loved the taste of it on her lips.

      I needed her more than my next breath. Fuck. She felt so good in my arms.

      Being deep inside her was my only choice. I turned and pushed her up against the wall. My hands cupped under her dress as I held her tightly against my body. My dick painfully pushed against my zipper.

      A tap on my shoulder pulled me out of the haze of making out with Patty.

      “You might want to go into the interrogation room or the bathroom.” Antonio laughed before nodding down the hall. “You're putting on a show for everyone. Don’t get me wrong—you know Kat loves to watch.” Antonio leaned in and whispered, “Not sure you want the nonkinky people watching you.”

      I took a deep breath and pressed a kiss to Patty’s forehead. My cock might kill me for the decision to slowly lower Patty to the ground. Her high heels clicked against the marble floor.

      “Let’s head to our bedroom,” I grumbled as I tried to rearrange my painfully hard cock. Patty pushed her body against mine, making sure to rub her pelvis against me. I was close to losing it like a teenager. I wasn’t sure what had brought on this side of Patty. She’d been horny at the end of her last pregnancy and not as much at the beginning.

      “Or we can step into the next room.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “Are you sure you want to do this, even after I lost my shit?”

      Her nails trailed down my chest, and she undid the first button of my white dress shirt. Blood droplets marred part of my shirt. She was right. I didn’t want to wait until we got to our bedroom. I wanted Patty now as much as she wanted me. Antonio and Brock would handle things. I needed to be deep inside Patty.

      “We’ve never done it in an interrogation room,” she whispered.

      I shook my head. I didn’t want to step back into the room even if that piece of shit wasn’t there anymore. I lifted Patty back up, and she wrapped her legs around me. Her high heels dug into my ass as I walked three steps down the hall and threw open the next door, not caring that it was the women’s bathroom. I flicked the lock as I pressed her back to the door and my lips to hers.

      She moaned into my mouth as our tongues tangled together. Her hands slid up my arms and across the back of my neck before her fingers wove through my hair. I pulled back and ran kisses along her jaw and bit down on the groove between her neck and shoulder.

      “I love you like this,” I growled.

      “You’re so sexy when you get protective of your family, Master.”

      I grinned and then nipped at her lips again. “You want to play?”

      “Always.” She tightened her legs around my waist. “I need you.”

      “We need to take this slow.”

      “No. The doctor said everything is fine. We have nothing to worry about.”

      I still planned to take things slowly even with the doctor’s okay. With Patty in my arms, I walked across the bathroom and placed her on the marble countertop. When I stepped back, she reached between us and squeezed my cock.

      I closed my eyes, and I almost lost it. Patty was fucking hot and the only person who could make me lose my mind when her hands touched me. Our sex life was still as hot as when we first met five years before. We might not have as much time with each other as we did then, but the sex was still explosive when we did make time to connect.

      I needed to make more time for her. God, it felt so good as she squeezed my dick again. “It’s going to be over before I can sink deep inside you if you don’t stop.”

      “Then stop talking, and strip,” she said.

      I pulled the tie of her red dress, and it flowed open. Underneath, she had a red bra and panties that matched the dress. “I think you forgot who the Dom is.”

      Her fingers traced the third button of my shirt, and she ripped it open. “I didn’t forget, Master. I just need you.”

      This was one of the ways we felt close to each other. I pushed the red dress over her shoulders, and it pooled on the countertop. I ran a finger along the top of her red lace panties, and she shuddered under my touch. When my finger dipped inside her, she let out a moan.

      “Seems someone is close to the edge,” I said, and she clamped down around me as I pressed another finger deep inside her.

      Her fingers fumbled with my belt as she tried to unbuckle the clasp. Patty let out a frustrated sigh as she couldn’t get it to unhook. I leaned forward and whispered, “Do you want me to help you or keep my fingers deep inside you like my cock will be later?”

      “This belt needs to be thrown away.”

      I pressed a kiss to her lips before pulling my hand away, and she groaned into my mouth. With a quick movement, I undid my belt and moved my thumb back to her clit. “You need patience.”

      “No, what I needed is for you to strip and be deep inside me.”

      “You know, earlier, you put yourself in danger. I haven’t given you punishment for that yet.”

      Spanks were more pleasure than punishment for Patty. Her sweet velvety folds clamped down on my hands at the words. I drew back, pulled her off the counter, and spun her so she was facing the mirror.

      “Put your elbows on the counter,” I said. She did as I told her, and I almost lost my shit. All she had on was red high heels, making her ass rise higher up. Patty grinned at the mirror. I could watch her facial expressions as I ran my hands over her nice firm ass.

      “Are you going to caress my ass or give me spankings?”

      My hand came down, and the slap echoed through the small bathroom. I unzipped my pants, relieving the pressure. “I’m the one in charge. Don’t worry about counting. I’ll know when I’m done reddening your ass.”

      She bit her ruby-red lips and nodded. My hand came down again with three quick slaps on each ass cheek. Her ass was turning a beautiful shade of red. She was practically panting and sticking her ass up higher with each hit.

      My finger slipped between her legs. She was dripping wet. “You’re so ready for me.” But I wasn’t done playing with her body. I reached forward and tweaked her nipple.

      “Please.”

      “Please what?” I growled and brought my hand down on her ass again.

      “Please, Master.”

      My fingers held her long blond locks as I turned her around and tilted her neck back so I could nip and suck my way down to her breasts. I lifted her up onto the counter again, and she moaned as her red ass hit the cold countertop. I pressed her legs farther open with my hips. She tried to buck forward and rub herself against me, but I bit down on her nipple, and she let out a shuddered breath.

      Damn, I love playing with her body.

      Patty wrapped my hair in her fingers and tugged. I wasn’t ready to stop sucking on her breasts. I pushed my fingers between her wet folds, and she moved her arms to my shoulders and dug her nails in.

      “I’m close,” she whispered.

      I kneeled down on the cold floor and lapped at her folds with my tongue. Patty screamed, her voice bouncing off the walls. I was sure anyone walking by could hear us in the bathroom, but I didn’t care. I worked my way back up Patty’s body, stopping to suck on her breasts.

      “They're not like they used to be,” she said. Patty had made a few comments about her body over the years. I fell more in love with it each day.

      “They're perfect.” I bit down on her nipple. “I can never get enough of you.”

      “They’ll sag more after this one.”

      “Jesus Christ, Patty. One look at your naked body, and I’m hard as a rock. Nothing about you is sagging or unattractive. I don’t want to hear you put yourself down again.”

      “You went all alpha,” she smiled.

      “They're perfect.” I cupped her right breast as I lowered my head and nipped her other one. Her breasts fit perfectly in my large hands as I caressed her body.

      I pinched her nipple between my thumb and middle finger, and she squirmed on the counter, pressing forward as she rubbed herself against my black dress pants. Then she held my shoulders and took a step back, using the opportunity to slide off the counter and onto her knees. The sight of her looking up with her ruby-red lips was breathtaking.

      I gripped the counter as she pulled my cock out of my pants. “Jesus, that feels good.” Her lips wrapped around my cock, and she kept her hands on my thighs as she bobbed her head.

      Now, that is fucking amazing. “Patty.”

      The little pixie took me deeper into her mouth as she caressed my balls. Having her jump me when I walked into the hall had been enough to make me almost lose it. I was already so close to the edge. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, knowing I didn’t want to come in her mouth but, instead, deep inside her. I ran my hand through her long blond locks and pulled her head back. My cock popped out of her mouth as she stared up at me with her deep-blue eyes and a smile across her face.

      “Was I not doing it right, Master?”

      “You’re perfect. I need a second.”

      My fingers loosened a tiny bit in her hair, and she leaned forward again, capturing me between her lips. Her mouth was hot and soft. With each bob of her head, I was getting closer to the edge. I reached down and tugged her off the floor, spinning her around so her ass was in the air.

      I slowly slid into her from behind as she watched me through the mirror. We each sucked in a breath as I worked myself deeper into her, loving how impossibly tight and wet she was. With each inch, I sank deeper. She swallowed hard and pushed back. I dug my hands into her hips, keeping her in place, enjoying every second of being deep inside of her.

      Once I was fully seated in her, I leaned back and slapped her ass, and she gripped me tighter inside. Her eyes were tightly shut, and she bit down on her lips. I slapped her ass again, and her eyes sprang open, and we locked eyes in the mirror, lost in each other’s gaze. Her pupils dilated, and her mouth parted.

      I reached forward with one arm and pinched her nipple between my fingers. Both of us groaned as she clamped down on my cock.

      “Sam.”

      “You can come.”

      She stared deep into my eyes as her hand reached lower and brushed against my dick before pressing her clit, and I pushed deeper inside her. I couldn’t take the slow agonizing pace anymore. I sped up. With each thrust, we were both panting. I twined my finger with hers and pushed it to her clit, loving the way she was wet with need. I pushed her back down a little more so her ass went up.

      The position made her scream my name as I thrust inside. When she clamped down around my dick, I came. I continued to press her as my balls tightened, and I orgasmed deep inside her.

      My knees were weak. I wanted to sink down to the floor and pull her limp body with me. She groaned when I pulled out of her.

      Patty turned and rested her head against my chest. “We really need to put chairs in here.”

      “We could just sit on the floor for a second—or an hour.”

      “No!” Patty screamed. “It’s just...Jessica and her statistics.”

      I groaned, not wanting to ruin the moment by hearing her sister's facts about bathrooms. I could only imagine what they were. Instead, I pulled Patty into my arms and pushed my tongue deep into her mouth. She matched each thrust of my tongue. We sat tangled in each other’s arms, catching our breath.

      I pulled back and placed a kiss on her forehead. “Are you sure everything is okay? I know I went a little crazy earlier, but I didn’t expect you to jump me.”

      A lovely shade of red covered Patty’s cheeks. “I know it’s strange, but it was so sexy how you stuck up for our family...Sam, some things he said were true.”

      My body tensed at her words, and I replayed everything in my mind. “What part, Patty?”

      “I did sleep with some of the people when I was younger. But not like he was talking about. I dated people in Shialia.”

      I wasn’t worried about the men she’d dated. “I dated before we met as well.”

      Patty barked out a laugh. “No, you fucked half of Miami and Fort Lauderdale.”

      I swatted her ass. “That was before I met you.”

      “Some things, we do need to figure out. Your dad has a lot to answer for.”

      It would have been nice to stay locked in the bathroom for a few more hours, but we still had issues to work out. Patty and I dressed, and I placed a gentle kiss on her lips.

      “They might have heard us,” she whispered.

      It was my turn to laugh. “You jumped me in the hall, and you're worried about someone hearing a few screams?”

      She turned a darker shade of red. “I guess not.”

      I grabbed her hand and opened the door. Antonio was standing a few doors down. Nobody was in the hall, so I assumed my friend had kept the area clear, but he also had a smile on his face that told me I hadn’t been the only one to get lucky.
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      I sat down around the large conference table in the peace room. I couldn’t help but chuckle to myself. This meeting did not bring peace. Since I’d taken over my father’s duties, the room held many intense arguments that never ended with peace.

      “Everything will be fine.” Sam sat down next to me. He was dressed in his signature black suit and a white button-down shirt. I couldn’t help but undress him with my eyes. He leaned in closer so only I could hear. “If you keep staring at me like that, I’m going to have to fuck you on the table in here.”

      My cheeks heated like a summer day at the beach. Sam chuckled next to me and took a sip of his coffee. The room was full of royal staffers and a couple of our close friends. Jessica was beside me along with her husband, Brock. Antonio and Kat were also in the room.

      Sam had decided to keep Wes and Tucker on the outside since we weren’t one hundred percent sure whose side they both were on. I had little doubt that Wes would do anything to harm Sam or me, but we weren’t taking any chances.

      The kids, including Izzy, were guarded by a few more friends of ours who’d flown in from Fort Lauderdale. Alex and Bridget had arrived that morning and dived right into helping. Everything seemed easier with our friends around.

      The only one still missing was my father. He’d ducked me for the last twenty-four hours. I wanted answers about Carl before I signed any documents.

      “Where is he?” I grumbled. Sam’s hand went to my bouncing leg and ran under the seam of my dress. My head swung to the side as I glared at my soon-to-be husband.

      Sam’s lip twitched. “Calm down, Pixie. He will be here, and you will get your answers.” My sexy man could read my mind at times, it seemed.

      Antonio nodded toward the closet. “Or you two could give everyone another show like yesterday. I still hear people in the halls talking about how you got down.”

      I’d been mortified when my lady-in-waiting commented on how happy she was that Sam and I didn’t hold back our passion for each other. It wasn’t like she just came out and said it—I’d asked if she heard any rumors about me having sex with him in the bathroom.

      “Like you can talk,” Brock scoffed, looking up from his laptop. The man was still working on Wes’s background check. Something was completely off. “At least Sam and Patty went into the bathroom, where there weren’t cameras. You two made a sex tape.”

      My thoughts of the meeting completely went out the window as my head swung toward Kat. The former assassin shrugged. “I’m sure it wasn’t the first sex tape we made without knowing we were being taped, and I can guarantee it won’t be the last.”

      “Wait, you said without knowing you were being taped. Do you guys make sex tapes often?” My voice came out a little louder than I’d planned.

      Dr. Issiac Carter, the archbishop of Shialia, cleared his throat, and I couldn’t help but wince. He would walk me through the oath before I signed the final documents. Kat giggled across the table from me.

      Dr. Carter glared at her as he straightened his white-sleeved robe with a gold strip down the center. “Where is King Beckett? I was told to be here at nine today. I don’t have time to wait around.”

      The more I learned about my father, the more I wasn’t sure how much I knew him. When we were kids and spent the summers at Shialia, the world revolved around us. He’d call me weekly when I lived in the states, and he would visit. Now I wonder whether the visits were more for him to meet up with his girlfriends around the world or if he actually wanted to come see Jessica and me. Everything I thought I knew was in question.

      When I was younger, I dreamed about this day. It also made me sad because I thought it would happen when my dad passed away, which brought a wave of sadness over me. He was sick.

      Somewhere between eating my breakfast bar and walking down the hall to the conference room, my choice to become queen settled deep inside me. That didn’t mean I wasn’t scared shitless.

      I glanced at the clock on the wall and cringed at the time. My father was a half hour late, and the people in the room were becoming restless.

      Sam cleared his throat. “Dr. Carter, can I ask you a question?” The archbishop gave a sharp nod, and Sam continued. “Do you know much about the Zarus Church?”

      Dr. Carter’s fist clenched at his side, and he leaned forward. “They are an abomination and should never be called a church.”

      A few of the staffers tensed around the table. Interesting. Kat and Antonio also picked up on the reaction because their eyes were trained on the three people glaring at Dr. Carter.

      Sam nodded. Keeping his voice calm, he asked, “Do you know who the leader of Zarus is?”

      The name of the church leader could be the information we needed to figure out who was taking the women.

      “They keep the higher-ups in the church a secret. They want the people to believe they are following a higher power. At the same time, they steal everyone's money, promising a path to God and to having their sins abolished.” He pounded his fists on the table. “That is not how it works. They will all go to hell for their beliefs in that place.”

      One of the younger staffers at the other end of the table stood, and his chair flew against the wall. “Your ways are the old way. Things will change soon when…”

      I turned toward the staffer. “When what? I would really like to know.”

      His face went pale as he grabbed his chair and sat back down. “It’s not my place to say, but God has a plan, and everything will work out. When it does, the followers of Zarus will have a purpose.”

      Two other men nodded around the table. Brock’s fingers were flying across the keyboard. I knew he was tracking each of them. But we still didn’t know who the leader was. My gut was telling me it was Carl.

      The large gold door to the conference room swung open. King Beckett walked in, followed by Wes. Dad’s normal guard was nowhere to be found. Sam tensed next to me as he stared Wes down. The bodyguard nodded to Sam and me before following my father to the front of the room. The king sat down in the gold chair lined with red fabric. Wes stood behind him with his hand resting near his gun. He wore the same thing as Sam—a black suit with a white button-down shirt. One stark difference was that the quality of the suit didn’t compare to Sam’s.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “I needed to have a discussion with Wes before the meeting.”

      “Really? A meeting with your guard was more important than this?” The archbishop waved his hands in the air. “Let’s get this done so I can get back to the church.”

      “I have a question first.” My eyes were glued on my father. “Is Carl Hanes your older brother?”

      “Yes, and no.” Beckett sighed. “We are brothers, but I’m still older. Years ago, my father had many affairs. And other children. Carl’s mother fell madly in love with my father and worked to push her son into the family.”

      “Carl is the rightful king,” the royal staffer announced from his chair. The arrogant bastard was really getting on my nerves. “I demand you turn your powers over to Carl.” He sounded like a two-year-old demanding that his parents give him all the attention.

      My dad pounded the table. “His mother tried to change the birth certificate date, but it didn’t work. Carl is two years younger than me. I’m the oldest kid alive. And furthermore, my father could choose who to pass the power down to, like I can choose who I pass the power down to.” King Beckett’s jaw hardened. “Carl spent many summers at the castle, and I brought him into the royal staff so he could be part of the family. One of the stipulations was he that wouldn’t divulge the family secrets. He was paid an extreme amount of money.”

      “He’s lying,” the kid screamed.

      Antonio moved with catlike reflexes, yanked the young kid out of the chair, and pushed him out of the room. Nobody said a word until Antonio took his seat across from Sam and me.

      “Then why is he suddenly making these demands?” Antonio asked. He’d been part of the royal staff for years. When I was a kid, he’d played with me and taught me things. There were times he told me I would make a great queen one day.

      “Seven years ago, his wife passed away, and he reached out to the Zarus Church.” William Beckett ran a hand through his short hair. “For the past few years, I wasn’t around much, though that isn’t an excuse. I didn’t support my brother the way I should have. It’s my fault he went to Zarus for guidance.”

      “Do you think they knew about the connection?” Sam asked. “Why did his stepkids all of a sudden start wanting to help?”

      “He married Fredrick and Cara a few years after joining the church,” Brock said.

      I glanced to the side, where Brock had brought up an image of Carl’s wife on the computer. She looked half his age with dark-brown hair and blue eyes. The picture showed her on the steps of the Zarus Church, where she wore a wedding dress, and her two children stood next to her.

      I leaned forward. “Fredrick is a great hacker and could’ve easily found his way through the servers of the palace. He’s worked for us for a few years now because Carl brought him in.”

      Dr. Carter cleared his throat. “Since we got all of that cleared up, can we get on with this?”

      King Beckett shoved a hand through his hair, a weary look in his eyes. “In a minute. We have one more thing to discuss. As most of you know, Sam has helped me find a few of my kids. Yes, I know I was irresponsible, and that’s on me. I’m trying to make up for what I did, and I can’t do that still being king. Especially with my health. Sam found five of my six kids. One I knew about and kept secret, not because I was ashamed but because he asked me not to tell anyone, and I respected his wishes.”

      My eyes swung to Wes as he shifted from foot to foot. His eyes were the same gray as my dad's and mine. I hadn’t even noticed, and he was right under my nose.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding,” Sam growled. “That’s why your background seems off. I’m so sick of people changing their history.”

      I punched Sam in the side. Many years ago, I’d done the same thing.

      Sam winced. “I’m okay with what you did, Pixie. It’s the rest of these fuckers. Own your shit. Life was so much easier before all this technology. Before, I was told about a target, and I took them out. Now I have to wait days for Brock to figure out who these people are. I think this country needs a law to stop this shit.”

      “Are you done?” I asked. Sam nodded, and I continued. “Now that we know how Sam really feels, can you explain to me why you felt you needed to keep your identity from Sam or me? Not once did we treat you differently...well, until we started digging and noticed your shit was all fucked-up.”

      Wes sighed. “I had no clue William was my father until my mother was on her deathbed. Two months after I decided not to re-enlist, I visited my mom, who told me about my father. For years, she’d said it was too painful to talk about. Well, she hadn’t wanted me to get my hopes up about a father, and he didn’t want me. After she told me about him, I looked into him and realized he had two daughters—my sisters. I wanted to get to know you guys. So I reached out to have coffee. We talked, and he told me Sam was looking for good help. I figured I would get to know you guys, and I wasn’t sure if you thought I would try to come in and take over.”

      “This is a lot to take in,” Jessica said, sitting forward. “Don’t get me wrong—I’m worried about any siblings of ours. Not all of them have been the nicest.”

      I snorted next to Jessica. That was an understatement. My twin had every right to worry about any new sibling. I, on the other hand, wanted to open my arms and invite everyone in, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to keep my eyes wide-open.

      “Wes has also learned the way of the crown while he’s worked for Sam and watched you. I have an option for you, Patty,” William said. “Wes can take over, and you can go back to your life in the states. I don’t want to pressure you into any of this. I think you are doing an amazing job.”

      This was my out.

      “For the record, I would prefer if you took power and I could work with Sam,” Wes said before I could make a decision.

      I looked at my future husband, and he nodded. This was my decision, and he would stick by me, whatever I decided. His hand rested on my thigh.

      “I’ll accept the crown,” I said.

      A few people around the table let out a sigh. Wes had a giant smile across his face. The archbishop stepped forward and had my father sign a document before giving me the same one to sign. My fingers shook as I clutched the pen. The dotted line would change my life forever.

      The sound of a helicopter hovering drew my attention to the large window. Three men flew through it, holding automatic rifles.
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      My hand went to the Glock holstered to my side. The doors behind us flew open, and two more men pushed in. We were surrounded. I shoved Patty and Jessica toward the back corner. Brock and I stood in front of the women we loved.

      Kat pulled out two guns, which didn’t surprise me at all. What had me feeling taken aback was the gun Jessica was holding. Over the years, I’d never thought to teach Patty how to shoot a gun. That would change the second we were out of this shit show.

      Wes stood in front of the king as two other men pressed guns to other staffers around the table. We were outnumbered, but it wouldn’t be the first time I’d been outmanned.

      The acrid smell of the flash-bang filled the room. Patty coughed behind me and buried her face in my shirt. Outside the room, I heard cries, but inside the room, nobody moved. Guns were pointed in every direction.

      My mind went to our kids. Brock had his phone pressed to his ear. I didn’t care so much for more backup, but our kids needed to go to the bunker. Patty and I were the only ones who knew the combination to release the doors after the kids went in. It was a protocol we’d put in place after we had the room built. If something happened to both Patty and me, a fail-safe protocol would send Brock the information—another computer thing Patty had set up that I didn’t understand.

      Another loud bang rattled the building, followed by a woman's cries, but nobody in the room moved.

      “Are we going to stand here all day, pointing guns at each other, or are you going to tell me what you want?” Antonio asked, his voice even. He might seem calm on the outside, but I knew my friend was itching to gun down every person in the room who thought they could hurt our family.

      Patty peeked her head around my waist and tried to wiggle her way out. I used my free hand to push her back behind my body. “Stay,” I growled.

      But my future wife ignored me and pushed me a little to the side so her head could peek out between Brock and me. “I think Antonio asked a valid question. And as the queen of the country, I demand answers. Why did you break through a five-hundred-year-old window? I’m not sure how much that’s going to cost to fix.”

      The man pointing a gun at King Beckett took a step to the side. “You’re not queen yet. Anyone can sign that paper right now and take over as long as they have the bloodline. And the king we picked will be here soon.”

      “This is absurd. I’m the only one who can pick my successor,” Patty’s father yelled as Wes held him back.

      “Can you make sure to not get blood on the carpet when you kill that fucker?” Patty growled with icy eyes. “I’m not even sure how that thing could be replaced. Or everyone could pause while we put a tarp down. My money is on Sam and his men well over you guys.”

      When I glanced to the side, I saw Jessica shaking as she held her gun. Her eyes were completely glazed over. Fat tears streamed down her face, and she kept whispering the same line over and over—“Please don’t kill me.” She was having a PTSD episode.

      “Patty, get that gun out of Jessica’s hands, and calm her down.”

      Patty stared at me for a second before she turned to her sister and did as I asked.

      Carl walked through the door but not the way I expected. Tucker had a gun to the older man’s head. He was trying to get out of Tucker’s grasp. The royal guard was on our side after all, and not having Tucker in the main room might have worked to our advantage.

      “I secured the building, and all intruders are dealt with,” Tucker said as he took another step into the room. “Put your guns down, or I’ll kill this fucker as well.”

      “See, this is why they need alligators,” Kat announced. “You know how many dead bodies we are going to have to dispose of after this? It’s not like we can go throw them in the oceans. And I’m not digging the hole to bury all of these guys either.”

      Leave it to Kat to make a joke in the middle of a standoff. What she didn’t know was that the palace had an incinerator from the stone age. I was sure it still worked, so nobody was going to have to dig any big holes or work too hard to dispose of the bodies.

      From the blood covering Tucker’s shirt, I could only guess he’d left a large body count. The former MI6 agent glared at the man across the room and stepped closer to him. “Why the fuck is SVR involved in this?”

      My eyes swung to the man Tucker was talking to. It took a second to notice the symbol on the inside of the guy's hand.

      “SVR doesn’t pay as well as the Zarus Church. I left years ago. Seems like you’re on the wrong side again.”

      “And you were always looking for a quick buck,” Tucker growled. “Why don’t you and your men leave, and I won’t put a bullet in this fucker’s head. I always hated the way he treated Patty.”

      I took a step closer to Tucker and pressed my hand to his shoulder. “Let me.” The large man nodded and stepped toward Patty to protect her.

      I kept my gun leveled on Carl. “Why don’t you call your men off?”

      “She’s not giving me a choice.” Carl’s voice cracked with each word. Sweat rolled down his forehead as he looked around the room. “Things would be easier if you’d stayed away and not decided to come back and sign everything over. I was able to keep making her happy, but Patty wanted too much change.”

      “Who?” King Beckett asked.

      “Kathy, my wife and the leader of Zarus!” He yelled the words as if the whole room would know who she was. It didn’t matter who she was. It would be another person for Sam to hunt down.

      “How dare you out her.” The leader of the mercenary group shot his gun at Carl. Not wanting the man to die at the assassin's hands, I pulled Carl to the side, and he fell to the floor with a grunt. Tucker pushed Patty down next to me as he fired two shots.

      Gunpowder filled the room as everyone took cover but continued to fire. This was worse than I’d imagined. Everywhere I looked, someone was taking aim and firing. I rose and fired a couple of shots, taking the leader down. He hit the floor with a grunt before I kneeled back behind the oak table. Wes punched out, his fist connecting with one of the royal staffers in the room.

      “Patty, you and Jessica get the fuck out!” I took another shot across the room. When she didn’t move, I growled, “Tucker, get these women out of here. So help me, Patty, your ass is going to be so red if you don’t listen to every word he says.”

      I grabbed the papers off the table and tossed them to Tucker as he hurried the women out of the room. “She needs to sign these now.”

      There was a good chance a few more people would die in the room as shots rang out. They needed Patty safe until she signed.

      “I can stop this,” Carl said.

      I stood and held Carl in front of me. He leaned to the side as blood dripped from his other leg. The gunfire stopped for a second. Only a few Carl’s supposed men were left. One of our staffers was bleeding out of his stomach. Wes’s arm was dripping blood. King Beckett had a gun in his hands.

      “This wasn’t what I wanted,” Carl explained with a huff. “All I want is my son back.”

      “He’s not even your son,” Beckett said. “I’m your flesh and blood.”

      Carl winced. “I’m not talking about Fredrick. I have another son, and Kathy found out. She sent him away with the rest of the women and children, and if I don’t do what she says, she’s going to kill me.”

      “I’ll get him back. Are the rest of you on our side or this church's side?”

      One of the men raised his gun, but Kat was quicker. Nobody could shoot faster than she could. Before the man could raise his gun high enough, Kat placed a perfect shot in the middle of his forehead, and he dropped to the ground.

      “Anyone else?” she asked.

      Antonio leaned forward and whispered something in her ear, and she smiled at her husband. I could only imagine that he wanted her naked in his bed.

      The last man with a gun dropped it, and Wes shoved him to the ground. I hated that we’d lost a few people in the fight, but Patty’s safety was all that mattered.
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      Patty

      I glanced back at the room one last time. “Where are you taking us? We should be calling for more backup.”

      Tucker’s eyes went icy cold. “Can you just do as I say for once? Sam wants you protected, and you need to sign this. There is no doubt in my mind that he can’t handle that shit show. And no, I’m not going to call in backup.”

      I shoved at Tucker’s arm. “Are you serious?”

      “Who do you trust on his team?” Tucker asked. “Earlier today, I was taken off your detail. Everyone was. Why? Did you think I was against you because of Izzy? I wasn’t, but I also wanted you out of the market that day. It might sound cold, but I didn’t know if that girl had a tracker on her. I didn’t know if she was part of a greater plan. If the police took her, I could concentrate on you. My priority is you, Patty, not that little girl. I will risk my life for you and your family.”

      “Thank you.” I was taken aback. The decision to not have Tucker or Wes in the room had been made by Sam. He wasn’t sure who to trust.

      Jessica and I ran to keep up with Tucker’s long strides down the hall. He entered a code into the wall plate next to my office, the door swung open, and he pushed me in. Missy ran to me and wrapped her arms around me. “God, I was so scared, but this man locked me in here. I heard gunshots and explosions, and I couldn’t get out.”

      When a lockdown code was entered, my office doubled as a panic room. I could unlock the room from the inside, but only a few people knew the number.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I said.

      Tucker shoved the stack of papers toward me. Speckles of blood covered the documents.

      “I can’t sign these unless Dr. Carter is here,” I said.

      “Not true. Those documents are for the transfer of title. The oath with the archbishop shows that the church identifies you and your power.” Jessica held a pen out to me.

      “Wait, how do you know this?”

      Jessica rolled her eyes. “Because unlike you, I read the old books in the library. Sign this, and you're a queen. After all the blood is cleaned up, Dr. Carter can read you the oath.”

      I sat down in the chair behind the desk and stared down at the papers. Before the gunfight had broken out, I was ready to sign. Now I stared down, wondering if it was the right decision. I looked up. My sister was watching me. Everyone in the room was watching me.

      “I feel like I should say something,” I said. This was a big moment, and Sam wasn’t here with me.

      “Just sign on the dotted line,” Jessica growled.

      “Fine.” I pressed my pen to the paper and signed. I looked up at my sister, who had tears in her eyes. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No. You’re queen.”

      I didn’t feel any different. Everything felt the same until the three people in the room bowed down to me. Nope, I don’t like that shit at all. “Knock it off.”

      “Your majesty,” Tucker explained. “It’s our way of showing respect.”

      “Still don’t like it,” I said, and my sister shook her head.

      Tucker raised his gun as a knock banged against the door before it flew open. I pushed Tucker out of the way and leaped into Sam’s arms. He pressed his lips against mine, and I was lost in the kiss—lost in the man I loved more than my next breath.

      “Stop!” Brock growled. “You can have Patty all you want later. We need to finish this shit off.”

      Sam pulled back and kissed my forehead. I slowly dropped my legs to the ground, but he kept his arms wrapped around me.

      “I signed.”

      “I knew you would.”

      For the next hour, we worked to get everything back on track. Wes refused to go to the hospital. Instead, he stuck by Sam’s side. My father hadn’t said much. Antonio questioned Carl to figure out more about the women and children and how to get his son back. They were going to run the rescue mission while the archbishop finished the process.

      I wanted to wrap my arms around my baby girl, but I still had one thing left to do.

      The archbishop turned to me, holding the bible in his hands. “Will you swear to the laws of God and your country to uphold your power to the utmost? Will you use your power to maintain the purity of Shialia and establish the law to guide the people?”

      I took a deep breath. “Yes, I promise to do it all.”

      The archbishop pulled the bible back. “The church now recognizes you as queen.” And the older man bowed along with everyone else in the room.

      I was officially the queen of Shialia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            Sam

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared out at the dungeon, feeling at peace with my sub and future wife by my side. Our friends were scattered around. The club in the palace was starkly different from the one in Fort Lauderdale. A month after moving into the huge place, I’d had a section of the torture chambers turned into a dungeon. The old knives and shackles, I donated to the local museum. They were ecstatic about the ancient history Patty and I handed over. Neither one of us told them it was to make room for a new type of torture room—one where Patty could cry my name for hours.

      The music vibrated the white leather chair I sat in. Patty sat across my lap, watching our friends play. Antonio and Kat walked across the open room, and my friend took the seat next to me, pulling his mostly naked wife onto his lap. Each sub was dressed in a different costume. Patty wore a short red-and-black plaid skirt, matching bra, and halo. She’d pulled her dark hair into pigtails.

      Antonio leaned back in the chair and glanced at me. “You owe me, fucker.”

      I did. He also knew I had his back anytime he needed it. “How many bodies did you end up having to bury?”

      After Patty signed the papers, royal staff had whisked us away to several meetings to explain what needed to happen over the next year. The large celebration would happen in one year. Patty wasn’t the only one having to sign a stack of documents. With the wedding, I had to go through an oath process also.

      “Well, over thirty, and your incinerator doesn’t work.” He crossed his arms. “For once, my wife was right—alligators do come in handy.”

      God, I hope nobody will find the stack of bodies in the backyard. The last thing we needed was a headline: “Shialia’s New Queen Patricia Hiding Bodies on Palace Grounds.”

      Patty squirmed on my lap. The little action made my dick hard.

      “Please tell me you at least moved them off the property,” I growled.

      “You don’t have to worry about them,” Kat cut in.

      The smile that spread across Kat’s face made my stomach turn. I changed the subject, wanting to know if they’d neutralized the threat. “I assume you found Carl’s wife.”

      Patty snuggled in closer, resting her head against my shoulder, but she was stiff. She worried as much as I did about the women who’d gone missing, and I had no doubt she would take matters into her own hands if we didn’t find out who’d taken Izzy’s mom. The little girl had become close friends with Kinley.

      “Kathy will no longer be a threat to the family.” Antonio sighed. “Neither will the church. I do have to admit that place was a little freaky inside. I thought I’d seen everything over the years, but people still do fucked-up shit.”

      My years in the military had taken me to some deep dark ends of the earth, ones I never planned to go back to, but I still had a morbid curiosity. “You can’t leave us hanging and not tell us what you found there.”

      “Dead animal carcasses. Not the hides—actual dead animals everywhere, and the stench...I never smelled anything so horrid in my life. And people were inside, including Carl’s missing son.”

      Kat’s head came up off Antonio’s chest. “I had to burn my clothes. I plan to give you the bill.”

      Antonio glared at me. “She’s not lying. We all stripped down outside before walking into the house. I had to see my brother naked, which was not something I liked.”

      “I would’ve been right by your side if we hadn’t needed to finish signing the papers,” I said.

      Kat’s blue eyes twinkled. “So do I call you Queen Patty, Queen Patricia, or Your Highness? I’m not sure how to do the whole bowing thing.”

      I hadn’t even thought about what people would call her or how they would act around her until I walked into the room and everyone bowed. I thought my little pixie was going to lose her shit.

      “Patty,” she said. “I don’t want any of that Royal Highness stuff. Technically, I’ve had that title since the day I was born. I haven’t used it once, and I’m not about to start.”

      Antonio nodded. “That makes things so much easier. Not saying I wouldn’t call you by some royal title if I had to, but Patty suits you better. Also, it’s not as strange to say we bought Sam and Patty four alligators, a tiger and three lions for a wedding gift, but who would go buy that for a queen?”

      “Please tell me this is a joke.” My voice rose enough for people around us to stop and stare.

      “It wasn’t my first choice. I planned to give you a bottle of expensive Scotch, but we drank that after having to deal with the dead bodies. Did you know you can’t find acid anywhere in this country? That is shit you should have in stock if you plan to kill a bunch of people. We called the police to the church, and I understand why you didn’t want them around the palace. Let’s just say I think half the force were members of the church.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Where are the alligators located? I have a little girl and a baby on the way. I can’t have four alligators and a zoo roaming around. Who the fuck buys a lion for someone? Furthermore, how is that even legal?”

      After the wedding, I would figure out a way to deal with my new zoo before my little daughter fell in love with the animals, because Kinley and Patty were two of the only people in the world I seemed unable to say no to, ever.

      “Wes promised it was legal. I like that guy.” Antonio shifted Kat in his lap. “But we moved them to the fenced-in area of your other castle. God, I never imagined the day I would talk to you about the castles you own.”

      “Like you’re one to talk. You have billions of dollars in the bank, and that’s not even taking into account your wife’s money,” I said. “Still, you have officially bought me the worst gift ever.”

      Kat’s nose scrunched. “I disagree. A towel or dishes are the worst gifts. Those guys will come in handy the next time someone comes after you. Or if you don’t like someone.”

      There was no point in arguing with Antonio or his wife. “How about the missing women and children? Did Brock find any new leads on their location?”

      “Under the church were rows of cages. So many women and kids, some barely alive. Izzy’s mother wasn’t down there. From what we learned, many of the women they can get money for are shipped to other countries. Brock found a link to Ricker Smith. We already have a case on him, so I plan to dig deeper into it when we return. I’m not sure if we will ever find Izzy’s mom. But I promise to take the fucker down.”

      My heart ached for the little girl, but she had a place in our home. Patty’s watery eyes looked up, and I knew she was thinking the same thing. I nodded, and she let out a breath. Ricker Smith was a United States senator. For years, rumors had his name linked to human trafficking, but nobody could ever prove anything.

      I had faith in Brock. And we would keep Izzy until we could find her mom.
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      Patty

      I looked out over the crowd to see Daisy tied to the St. Andrew’s cross's bonds. Aaron wielded the flogger. Each strike hit a different section of Daisy’s body—her back, buttocks, and hamstrings. There was pure passion in Aaron Ross’s eyes with each strike. He’d stop every few minutes and whisper in Daisy’s ear, and she would smile at her husband. Then he would go back to striking with almost a figure-eight pattern. A crowd grew around the scene. A few subs kneeled on the ground and pleased their Masters.

      Sam refused to do any impact play while I was pregnant. I agreed, but it didn’t mean I didn’t miss the sting of a whip or the feather-like touch of the flogger. Instead, the most sting I received was from Sam’s hand. At times, he could make the sting last for a while, but it wasn’t the same. My sexy Dom twined his fingers with mine led me to a roped-off area I hadn’t seen before. Sam every so often changed things around the dungeon.

      My heartbeat picked up like it did each time we played. Not sure what Sam had planned for me, I stepped closer and looked up. Sam towered over me. He’d left his suit jacket in the central area. He rolled up the sleeves of his white dress shirt, showing off the colorful tattoos on his arms.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked.

      Sam raised his brow.

      “Master, what do you plan to do to me?” I asked.

      He grabbed a white silk scarf off the table next to him. The table had a few different things on it—a feather, a glove with spikes, and a roller with spikes. Sam didn’t blindfold me often because I hated not knowing what was around me.

      “You’ll be safe, Pixie.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, and my heart rate decreased as he slipped the blindfold around my eyes. I couldn’t help but screech as he lifted me into the air and set me down on the table. His big hands pulled down my skirt, leaving my lower half completely bare for everyone around us to see. But I couldn’t tell who was near. Sam trailed his fingers up my stomach so faintly I almost didn’t feel it. A thin cold metal object touched my skin between my breasts seconds before my bra fell open.

      “Sam!” I hated it when he destroyed my bras.

      A quick slap hit my thigh. “What was that?”

      “Sorry, Master,” I grumbled.

      Laughter filled the air and brought me back to the present because it sound like many people stood around us. I’d always enjoyed it when people watched—it turned me on. When Sam ran his fingers between my folds, I couldn’t hold back the moan. My hips rose off the table, and he slapped my thigh.

      “Only what I give you, or I’ll tie you to the table. Tonight, I’m going with sensation play.”

      Sam didn’t give me any more information. He ran the feather along my side and down my hip. The light touch wasn’t enough. I wanted him to run his calloused hands, not a feather, over my body.

      I let out a frustrated moan. He pressed his fingers on each side of my nipples, causing them to become hard. Sam let go for a second before a steady pinch took its place on both sides. Then he went back to working the feather along my body and over my nipple.

      It wasn’t long before the feather was replaced by a spike roller that tickled more than hurt. My body relaxed into his touch. Everything around me floated away. The only connection was Sam and me. I lost track of time and how many orgasms I had as Sam pulled the blindfold from my eyes. Everyone in the room was watching our scene.

      Sam leaned closer and whispered, “You were sexy as fuck, and I can’t wait to be deep inside you.”

      He lifted me up into his arms, and my head rested against his chest. The voices were going in and out as he stopped to talk to Antonio. Kat smiled at me as Sam headed for the back exit, carrying me. The door led back to our place, but there was still a chance of someone seeing us.

      “I don’t have clothes on,” I said.

      “Just the way I like you. And don’t act like you don’t like showing off your sexy body.”

      There was no point denying it. I rested my head against his chest as he walked through the back halls to our bedroom. It was late at night, and nobody saw us. Sam kicked the door to our room open and placed me in the center of the bed. He turned to walk back to the door.

      “Don’t leave me,” I said.

      He shut the door and stalked back over. “Didn’t plan on it, Pixie.”

      “But it’s our wedding night. We aren’t supposed to see each other.”

      Sam leaned down and placed a kiss on my lips. “We make our own traditions.”

      My heart thudded as Sam unbuttoned his shirt. I didn’t move, only watched as he peeled the white shirt over his shoulders. “I need you, Sam.”

      Before he could climb onto the bed, I crawled off and sank to my knees, my fingers grasping at his belt before I pulled down his zipper. “You’re the sexiest woman alive,” he said.

      I sucked his cockhead into my mouth and dug my nails into his ass. Sam dragged in a long breath before tangling his fingers in my hair. I wanted Sam to lose control in my mouth. I fought against his hold, taking him deeper and faster. The play in the dungeon had my body on edge even though I’d climaxed multiple times. His head titled back as he sighed. I wanted his hands on my ass and him sinking deeper inside of me.

      Sam pulled my head back by my hair. “Stop. I want you to spread across the bed.”

      My back had barely hit the bed before Sam pushed my legs wider as his tongue lapped at my cream. He pressed two fingers deep into my folds, and I bucked against his lips, which were attached to my clit.

      Right before I was about the go over the edge, Sam pulled away and kissed his way up my body. I reached between us and guided his cock into me. It felt so good. He slowly worked himself in and out.

      Sam pressed his lips to mine and picked up the pace as I wrapped my legs around his waist. Sam and I both went over the edge at the same time. He rolled to the side, taking me with him.

      “I love you, my queen.”

      “I love you.”

      We lay tangled in the sheets our last night before our wedding. Before the rest of our lives.
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      I paced in the family game room. I glanced at the clock. Time seemed to have stopped. The laughter in the room helped keep me occupied for a while. All my close friends were spread out around the room—Aaron, Alex, Asher, CJ, Brock, and Antonio. The only one missing was Neal, but he wasn’t far—he was with the girls. Patty and Neal were extremely close.

      Neal had said yes when Patty asked him to be her man of honor. Brock was standing up as my best man. We wanted a smaller wedding, so we were both only having two people stand up with us. Antonio and Brock were my groomsmen, and Jessica and Neal were with Patty.

      Even though we tried to keep the wedding to family and friends only, it still was bigger than either of us wanted. Many dignitaries had flown in for our wedding.

      I was used to the money and the fame. The people wanting to rub shoulders with me, I still wasn’t used to. When we lived in the states, I would talk with politicians at fundraisers. I’d met President Zane a few times.

      “I heard you snuck out of your room this morning.” Antonio Ross laughed.

      “Snuck? More like your wife threw me out,” I complained.

      “Are you really scared of Kat? She’s so tiny,” Aaron Ross teased.

      I flipped the youngest of the Ross brothers off. Aaron should have known more than anyone how deadly his sister-in-law was.

      I’d told Patty the night before that we would make our own traditions, but I knew she wanted to surprise me in her dress. So I didn’t fight as I was shoved out the door by a group of women. Bridget and Daisy joined Kat and Jessica. All four of the women were going to help Patty get ready. Tucker and Missy planned to wrangle the kids most of the day, except for Kinley, who was the flower girl, and Antonio Jr., who was the ring bearer.

      Dr. Carter stepped into the room, holding his bible. “Everyone is in place. We can begin if you’re ready.”

      I nodded. Patty and I had both been surprised when he still wanted to marry us after the conference room disaster. Everyone followed Dr. Carter down the hall to the back garden.

      Before I walked out the door, a hand grabbed my shoulder. I turned and found that it was Neal. “I’m happy for you,” he said. “Now, get your ass out there so we can get this show on the road. I plan to break into that Scotch I saw hidden under the bar.”

      “Thanks.” I laughed. “Is she ready? Because I don’t care if her hair is only partially done—you’d better get my pixie down that aisle.”

      Neal chuckled. “Oh, she’s ready, and she’s going to knock your socks off.”

      “Did Daisy knock your socks off?”

      Neal’s face lit up. “Finding Aaron and Daisy was the best thing that ever happened to me. When Patty found you, things changed in my life, and I never knew if I would have what you had. I did, but…”

      “What?”

      Neal glanced back toward the hallway. “Patty was my only friend for years. We worked with each other, lived close to each other, and then it all changed overnight. Don’t get me wrong. I’m happy you are both together, but it’s hard with her so far away. I miss my coding partner at night, and now she’s queen. I knew this day would come, but it’s like I’m losing my best friend.”

      I squeezed Neal’s shoulder. “You can run Black Hat Security from here. Aaron isn’t doing movies anymore, and Daisy could also find work. Maybe it’s time you guys came here for a while. I know my wife loves you as much as she loves her sister. And I wouldn’t mind having the second-best hacker in the world helping me. I’m not saying you have to make a decision tonight, but think about it.”

      “I’ll talk with Aaron and Daisy,” Neal said. “I’m not saying we would move here, but we could come for a lot of longer visits. I don’t want to be in the way.”

      “You won’t be. Now, go get my future wife, because I can’t wait to make her mine.”

      “Fuck yeah,” Neal said before turning and walking back down the hall to get Patty.
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        * * *

      

      I stood at the end of the flower garden, looking at the rows of chairs filled with our friends in one section. Mia, the only woman on Brock’s team, had flown in the night before. She was the second person I’d hired when I opened Blackwood Mercenary. Kat was deadly with a gun, but Mia could take down a three-hundred-pound man in hand-to-hand combat. Most men underestimated her by her size, but I knew she was deadly. I followed her line of sight and saw that she was staring at Tucker. They would make an interesting couple, but Mia had something holding her back from letting anyone get close. I wanted to be around for the day a man finally knocked her on her ass.

      Not surprisingly, Bridget and Alex were in the second row. What did shock me was that Mr. and Mrs. Ross sat next to them, holding their grandbabies. I’d always considered them my adopted parents but hadn’t thought they would make the nineteen-hour plane ride for the wedding. It was nice to know my adopted family was here. I’d spent years at the Ross house, growing up. Every time I was on leave, I would show up there for Sunday dinner.

      “You know, I have the jet fueled. You could still make a run for it,” Antonio said in a soft voice on my left.

      My eyes didn’t leave the back of the garden, where a rose archway had been added. “Fuck you, asshole.”

      Brock and Antonio chuckled.

      The woman playing the harp stopped for a second before changing songs. Neal stepped through the archway in a black suit and white shirt and made his way down the white walkway. He reached the front and stuck out his hand. I grabbed it and pulled him into a hug before letting go.

      Jessica walked out next, her blond hair pulled up with a deep purple flower on the side. Her dress matched the flower. My future sister-in-law’s eyes were glued on her husband, Brock, as she hurried down the aisle. When she got to the front, she whispered, “I love you” to Brock before turning and standing next to Neal.

      Kinley was excited about wearing a white dress and one of Patty’s tiaras. My little girl loved dressing like a princess. She walked out holding her basket in one hand and clutching Antonio Jr.’s hand with the other. The young boy smiled at my little girl before they walked down the aisle.

      She dipped her hand in her basket and tossed purple petals up. With each step, she threw another handful of flowers in the air instead of in front of her. They rained down around her as she and the boy walked to the front of the aisle.

      I smiled as she stopped in front of me. Her blond hair was braided to the side with a purple flower in it. She looked so much like her mother.

      “Daddy, Mommy looks really pretty!” she announced to everyone. “I bet you are going to take Mommy to the closet.”

      It seemed I needed to find a new hiding spot to pull my future wife into. I went down on one knee and held out my arms. Kinley jumped, and I caught her as she flew through the air. Her basket dropped to the ground. A few people in the crowd said “Awww.” But my eyes were on the archway.

      “See, Mommy’s pretty,” Kinley whispered in my ear.

      I pressed a quick peck to her cheek. “So are you, sweetie.”

      Brock reached over and grabbed Kinley out of my arms. My eyes hadn’t left my future wife. She was breathtaking in her low-cut white dress, showing off her cleavage. The white satin hugged her waist, outlining every curve. Her long blond hair was elegantly twisted, leaving her neck open. She wore the diamond collar I’d given her a few years back. Most would think it was a pretty diamond necklace, but anyone in the lifestyle knew it was a collar. She’d brought both of our worlds together.

      She bit a ruby-red lip as she walked down the aisle. I was so transfixed on Patty that I hadn’t noticed her dad next to her. She held on to his arm as they walked in sync together. I couldn’t have imagined anything more perfect than this—my closest friends and family and a beautiful day.

      When she reached the end of the aisle, I couldn’t wait any longer, and I took a step forward and met them partway. William Beckett chuckled and held out his hand. “Take care of my princess.”

      “I will.”

      The older man nodded and sat in the front row. Patty twined her fingers with mine, and I leaned down and whispered, “I can’t wait to strip you out of that dress. You take my breath away.”

      Patty’s eyes sparkled as she looked up at me. “You're not too bad yourself. For the record, I couldn’t wear a bra or panties.”

      The music stopped while she was speaking. Neal laughed, but the archbishop shook his head. Patty’s faced turned a lovely shade of red.

      While the archbishop gave a sermon about marriage and family, I couldn’t keep my eyes off my Patty. Everything around me faded, and I only concentrated on Patty until Dr. Carter cleared his throat. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded, not sure what he’d asked me before that.

      “You mentioned you’d written your own vows,” he said.

      This was the only thing I’d asked for at the wedding. I wanted to write my own vows to tell Patty how much she meant to me. Patty had immediately agreed. I hadn’t written anything down or rehearsed what I planned to say, but I wanted to stand before my friends and tell her how much she meant to me.

      “Patty, you were the light in my dark world the second you walked into my building. I’d seen the worst people for years and didn’t know that one person could make me forget all the evil. Before I met you, I didn’t believe in love at first sight. That was something written in fairy tales and romance novels. But when you punched Doug in the face, I knew you were the person I wanted to spend my life with. You take care of everyone around you, making sure they are happy even if it causes you pain. I want to be the one who is there for you, always in your corner. The person you turn to at night to laugh and cry with. I promise always to have your back, even if it means building glitter bombs. I promise never to break your trust and still stand by your side in the tough times and the good. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you and our family have the best life because I love you, Patricia Beckett.” I couldn’t handle the tears in her eyes, so I leaned forward and pressed my lips to hers, and she wrapped her arms around my neck.

      Dr. Carter cleared his throat. “We’re not to that part yet.”

      Everyone around us laughed. I didn’t care. The only person who mattered was Patty.

      “Sam, you’re my heart, and each time we have a kid, my heart just grows bigger because I know it’s our family. The family we created. Someone might think we do things differently, letting our daughter build paint bombs and obstacle courses, but what I love about you, Sam, is you encourage not only me but our daughter too. I knew before you did that you were someone special. When you agreed to go on this crazy journey with me, I worried I wouldn’t be able to handle it. And to be honest, I don’t think I could have without you. When you see me struggling, you’re there to catch me before I make a mistake. I promise to always be at your side, Sam. No matter what life sends our way, we will get through it because our bond is strong. I love you, Samual Blackwood.

      “I love you too,” Kinley shouted from Brock’s arms.

      “By the power vested in me by the Catholic Church, I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I wrapped my arms around Patty and pulled her in for a kiss. Clapping and catcalls from our friends sounded, but I didn’t let up until Kinley yelled, “Ew.”

      Patty pulled back and whispered, “I love you,” across my lips.

      I wanted to throw my wife over my shoulder and head back to our room. Instead, I turned toward the crowd.

      Dr. Carter boomed, “Mr. and Mrs. Samual Blackwood!”

      With my daughter in my arms and my wife next to me, I walked down the aisle. After years of delay, Patty was finally my wife.
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      Sam invited me to play poker with the guys before most of his friends flew back to Ft. Lauderdale. Over the past week, I worked with Brock to clear most of the staff. A few members worked for the Zarus Church and were let go after interrogating them.

      Only half of the women were found. The other half were linked back to Ricker Smith, a Senator in the United States. Brock found documentation of a shipment out of the local port to Miami. There was a special place in hell for people who kidnapped women.

      Neal, Daisy, and Aaron planned to stay longer. They were going to have some of their things shipped over and stay in the other castle. Daisy agreed to take the Nanny job, which all the guards were excited about since they no longer had to watch the kids. Aaron was going to work with me, but Neal would run Black Hat from Shialia.

      “I heard your mom was looking for Wes,” Sam said to Antonio.

      I held my hands up. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Antonio, but your mom scares the crap out of me,” I replied. “She’s under the impression since I’m Patty’s brother that I need a wife. I barely know the woman, and I’m pretty sure she sent my picture to her contact list.”

      I was lucky Martha was leaving for Ft. Lauderdale in the morning. In the past, I was burned and learned real quick not to let my heart out again. I preferred the one night stand with no strings attached. Each woman I slept with knew the deal, no repeats.

      “She’s not going to stop,” Antonio noted.

      I smiled. “Well, as long as I stay away from Ft. Lauderdale, I won’t have a problem.”

      Antonio's eyes widened. “You haven’t told him?”

      Sam smirked in my direction. “No, planned to share this extremely expensive scotch with him, and once he was drunk, ask.”

      I frowned at him. It wasn’t very often I didn’t know Sam’s every plan, but I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like the one he was about to tell me. “Spit it out.”

      “The women who are missing are from here. I wanted you to work the case from the states and to make sure each woman gets back here safe. Don’t get me wrong. I like you working by my side. But things are straightened out here, and I can’t go to the states to help. I need you to go.”

      Thinking about the little girl upstairs with no mother made the anger course through my body. I would want nothing more than to help find the bastard who took these women away from their families. At least Kathy was locked away, but not talking.

      I hadn’t gone back to the states in years. It was time to face some of my demons. I did need to come up with a plan to dodge Antonio’s mother.

      “I’ll go.”

      “That’s so good to hear.” A cheerful voice announced behind me.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. There was no way to get out of the woman’s sight now. I hadn’t drunk enough to deal with the fact Martha wanted to set me up with every available woman in Ft. Lauderdale.

      “I’ll be working a case.”

      “Not every night. And this is just in time for the annual auction. I thought I wouldn’t have anyone to recommend this year. Now it seems like it’s my lucky day.”

      I glanced around the table, and Antonio held back his laugh.

      “What? You plan to auction me off. I’m not sure how I feel about this.”

      “Don’t worry,” Martha patted my shoulder. “I’ll make sure good women get you.”

      My eyes went to Antonio or Sam for help, but they both shrugged. Neither of them wanted to go against Martha. Hopefully, I could get through the mission quick enough and be back in Shialia before the auction.
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        * * *

      

      Rachelle Carlton

      I groaned as I tried to stretch my toes. I sat at my family’s annual charity auction where extremely hot men walked across the stage, and women in the crowd lost their minds bidding.

      All the money went to my family’s charity for underprivileged kids, so it was a good cause, I just hated this event. The one my mother made me attend each year. It was the only one I came to.

      My mom leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Martha Ross submitted an extremely good looking guy this year.”

      I looked at my mom and rolled my eyes. “I thought all of her sons were married off.”

      The Ross boys weren’t only extraordinarily wealthy but drop-dead handsome. I’d gone to school with them. They knew my family, but not me very well. My years in high school were spent in the library studying so I could graduate early.

      After high school, I breezed through med school. It wasn’t until I hit my second year of residency that my life plan fell apart. Dating wasn’t something I did much because I had a dream. I wanted to become a surgeon. Long nights studying led to a whirlwind affair. I fell for my attending physician, and he fell for every woman.

      And when I got pregnant, he pushed me out of the program. Now I was a twenty-eight-year-old single mom living at home.

      The jab to my side brought me out of my depression. “Damn, he is hot.” Her father just shook his head at her mom’s words.

      My mom was right, the man was sexy as hell, but he also looked uncomfortable in front of the crowd. Women bid like crazy, and she felt sorry for him. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere but there, just like me.

      I raised her hand. “Two million dollars.”

      The crowd groaned, and the bidding stopped. He hurried off the stage, not even waiting to see who won the bid. I had a second to think about what I’d done. Money wasn’t an issue for her, but the fact I’d just bought a human made my stomach drop.

      And now I had to go on one date with a sexy man. One thing I told myself I wouldn't do again.

      The End.

      Hacker Auction is the next book in the White Hat Security Series. Make sure to follow my newsletter for when it releases.
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      “He’s out.” Kat sighed into the phone.

      Those two words changed my life. Again. My phone shook in my hand. “Are you sure?” Maybe Kat’s person on the inside received the wrong name. Greg was a common name, right? That’s what happened. No way my ex-husband was released from jail. He hadn’t even gone to trial yet.

      Kat let out another sigh. “Lily, we’re looking into how he got released.” She was quiet for a second. “Antonio is one hundred percent certain Greg is no longer in jail.” Antonio was Kat’s husband and the owner of a mercenary company in Ft. Lauderdale.

      I heard the muffled voices of Kat and Antonio as they discussed my situation, while pacing in front of my floor-to-ceiling windows and contemplating the rain falling like sheets outside. The weather here in Houston wasn’t much different from that of Ft. Lauderdale, both cities were known for their wet, humid climates. Tommy and I just finished unpacking from our cross country move and now it looked like we’d have to do it again. “I don’t know where to go.”

      “You stay right where you are. Abe is staying in Houston until we figure out where your ex is. He’s one of Antonio’s top bodyguards and instead of you putting Tommy into daycare like you planned, Abe will watch him while you’re at work. Nova Satellite Security has Neal’s technology running through the building, plus they have security guards at the entrance. I’ll talk to Jacob tonight and make sure nobody gets into his building unannounced.”

      I leaned my hip against the kitchen counter and gazed out into the dark night. “What do you mean, you don’t know where he is? Doesn’t he have to go to a halfway house or report where he’s living?”

      “The only information we’ve received so far is that one of the officers who worked on the case contaminated some of the evidence. We’re told the evidence was thrown out, and Greg’s lawyer got him released and the charges dropped. Antonio has a call in to find out what evidence could’ve been contaminated. The story we got doesn’t add up. The main part was your testimony along with your photos. When we find out, you’ll be the first to know.”

      The bruise on my face from his fist last week still hurt, and I wondered what more evidence they needed. “He’s going to come for me. This time, when he finds me, he’s going to kill me, Kat. I need to get Tommy out of here.”

      I owed everything to Kat Ross. When we met, she was a volunteer at the Women’s Shelter in Ft. Lauderdale. Each day, she would help me study for my GED, helped me learn how to use a computer and talk with Tommy. The day she wrapped her arms around me, gave me a hug, and I flinched under her contact, our friendship changed. It wasn’t the hug from Kat that made me flinch. It was when she touched the bruise along my side. Greg had been upset— he’d lost yet another job, and instead of trying to find a new one, he took what little money we had left and hit the bars. When he finally came home, he was plastered and blaming me for him losing his job. He used me as a punching bag, only stopping when I passed out yet again from his rough hands choking me.

      Each day, Kat and I talked about our lives. When she tried talking me into leaving Greg, I was scared—nobody would be able to stop him. But Kat confided in me that she was a retired assassin for the CIA and married to Antonio Ross, one of the richest men in the world. I burst out laughing when she told me she’d been an assassin, but when she didn’t laugh back, I started to wonder if it was true. She told me stories about her work for the agency, and when I started to hang out with her outside of the shelter, I learned she’d killed a few men who’d hurt the women at the Ross Women’s Outreach Center. Kat’s husband tried to stop her from taking matters into her own hands, but she was protective of the women she loved, and Kat kept her gators happy by feeding them the bodies.

      Kat’s voice broke through the fog in my brain. “He’s not going to find you. I won’t let that happen. Just trust me. Please, Lily, stay in Houston and start your new job tomorrow. If—and I mean if—we think he’s heading your way, I’ll let you know.”

      A flash of lightning lit up the sky, followed by a crack of thunder. The sound alone triggered a memory I wished I could forget, of Greg wrapping his fingers around my neck as I begged him to let go. It was only one of the many times he’d squeezed my throat until I passed out. Storms always sparked that particular memory. It was the first time I’d watched Greg hit my son as I fell to the ground gasping for air.

      “Breathe, Lily.” Kat’s voice was soft and full of concern.

      Remembering the technique my therapist at the Ross Women’s Outreach Center in Ft. Lauderdale told me, I took three deep breaths and counted back from a hundred until my heart no longer felt like it was going to beat out of my chest. I wiped my sweaty palms against my jeans, another item Kat Ross had purchased for me. Before she helped Tommy and me pack up our small apartment, she took me shopping for clothes to wear on my first day working for Jacob Black at Nova Satellite Security. “Sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. I know storms bother you. Just promise you’ll stay. We covered your tracks. Make sure to use the cash we gave you, and don’t use your debt card. The Black family owns the building you’re in. They know what’s going on and kept your name off all the paperwork. Jacob put a different name on your new-hire paperwork, and they plan to pay you in cash.”

      I would do anything Kat asked. I owed her my life. “I’ll stay. But why would they want to keep me around? I’m causing everyone so much more work.”

      “We care about you, Lily. This is just a rough spot in your life. When Greg is taken care of, Jacob will change your paperwork, and you can stay on with his company. Now get a good night’s sleep, and good luck tomorrow on your first day. Call and tell me about it when you get home. Jacob is the nicest of the Black brothers, but if he crosses you, let me know.”

      “It’ll be fine. I’ll call you tomorrow night.” I said goodbye then ended the call before turning toward the gourmet kitchen. The condo Kat had set up for me was breathtaking—the place Tommy and I lived in Ft. Lauderdale could fit in the kitchen. Once we were on our feet, I vowed that we would leave the beautiful condo and get our own place. I didn’t want to keep relying on Kat to pay for things. I wanted to take care of myself.

      “Mommy! Mommy! Mommy!” Tommy came running down the hall and slid across the cherrywood floors. “I opened the closet, and it’s full of toys!” He scampered over and grabbed my hand.

      I jogged to keep up with my six-year-old pulling me down the hall. He pushed the white door to his bedroom open and tugged me over to the closet. “Look, Mom! A police uniform and police cars.”

      My eyes had watered numerous times at the store when Tommy would look at the toys but never ask—he knew I couldn’t afford them. Kat must’ve had Abe, who had arrived in Houston a few days before us and set up our condo, stock my son’s closet. For the past hour, Abe had helped to drag the few boxes from our lives up into the condominium. Kat had called when I set the last box down.

      It was sad that Tommy and my whole life fit into the trunk of my nineteen-ninety Ford Escort. Kat and I had battled about my car. She’d wanted to buy me a new one for my trip to Houston, but I’d put my foot down—she had already given me too much. She finally stopped going on about the car as long as I allowed her to take the Escort into the shop to get everything fixed.

      Tommy grabbed my hand again and pulled me over to his bed. “Mommy, look, I have my own bed. I don’t need to sleep with you anymore. And look.” He pulled the blue comforter back to show me the police sheets. Kat had thought of everything. “Mommy, why are you crying?”

      “I’m just happy, Tommy.” I tousled his hair. I didn’t know how long the happiness would last. Greg being out of jail hung over me like the black clouds outside. I grabbed Tommy under his arms and swung him onto the bed. He giggled as he landed, and the sound was magic to my ears—I hadn’t heard that giggle in a while. When I tickled his sides, his laughter filled the room.

      “Stop! Mommy, it tickles.”

      I leaned down and kissed his forehead. “Why don’t you play for a little bit, and I’ll go see what food is in the fridge.” Before leaving us tonight, Abe said he had stocked the condo with some groceries. “I’ll make us a quick dinner before bed.”

      Tommy nodded before he rushed back to his new toys. The couple of toys I could afford to buy him sat in the box next to the bedroom door. A siren blared from his new fire truck as he pushed it across the floor. I glanced at my little boy playing with his trucks before I went to go make us dinner. When I rounded the corner, tears streamed down my face. I hadn’t been able to provide in the way most mothers could. I’d failed my son.

      I reached for my phone as I walked back to the open kitchen then sat on a barstool, pulled up Kat’s name, and sent her a quick text thanking her for the toys. She replied immediately: Anytime.

      My stomach growled as I set my phone on the counter and walked to the fridge. When I opened the door, I saw that Abe had filled it as if a family of eight lived here. I had no clue how Tommy and I would be able to eat everything in it before it went bad. I reached for the chicken breast and veggies before closing the door and placing the items on the counter. I started opening all the cabinets and was blown away by the number of items packed into each one. I must have just about every type of pot, pan, and utensil known to man. I sat on the floor and cried. When I heard the sound of Tommy running down the hall toward the kitchen, I quickly wiped my eyes and stood. He rounded the corner and threw his arms around my legs.

      “I like our new home, Mommy. Did you look at your room yet?”

      I pulled Tommy into my arms and put him on the counter. “Not yet, honey. I wanted to cook dinner first.”

      I spent the next half hour making a chicken and vegetable stir-fry. When it was done, I set Tommy on the stool next to the counter, and served him a bowl of his favorite dish.

      My son looked up from his plate. “Do you think the kids at pre-K will like me, Mom?”

      “You're not going to start Kindergarten quite yet. Abe is going to stay with you tomorrow.” I wondered how the mercenary was going to like spending the day with Tommy. Abe didn’t talk much-his usual reply to questions was a grunt.

      “I like Abe, he’s funny.” I let out a sigh when Tommy didn’t pressure more about going to school. After he popped the last piece of his chicken into his mouth, he jumped off the stool and ran around the kitchen counter. “Come on, Mom. Let’s look at your room.”

      I grabbed my suitcase from the living room where Abe dropped it before he left, and we walked down the hall towards the bedrooms. I opened the double doors at the end of the hall and I could feel my eyes go wide. The room was jaw droppingly beautiful. White linens covered a dove gray bed, and the matching furniture was set off by the cool, crisp linens. Off to the left looked to be a massive bathroom, decorated in the same soft colors of the bedroom. Tommy and I slowly walked in, taking in the beauty of the room. Upon checking out the bathroom, I discovered a walk-in shower large enough to easily fit two people. While perusing further, I was brought to tears. When I opened the closet door, I realized it was full of clothes. Kat must’ve sent more clothes—I wouldn’t let her buy much when we’d gone shopping, but it seemed she’d gotten her way.

      Tommy sat on the bed while I lifted my suitcase then set it next to him. He helped me unpack. I hung up a few pieces of clothing while Tommy flipped through TV channels.

      “Wow, Mom, we have cartoons!” He sounded so excited that it sent a pang to my heart. I quickly wiped the tear from my eye so he wouldn’t see.

      I could finish hanging up these cloths another day. I put my suitcase on the floor and climbed on the bed next to him. “This was one of my favorite shows growing up.”

      Tommy looked from the TV to me. “You had a TV growing up?”

      I leaned over and tickled my son until he pleaded for me to stop. Tommy had never met his grandparents, and I didn’t talk about them much. He didn’t know I had to sneak to watch cartoons at a young age. Mother thought they would lead me to do wrong. I couldn’t help but roll my eyes as my mother’s voice came through my mind, telling me cartoons would lead to devil worship. “Yes, I had a TV. How old do you think I am?”

      Tommy giggled. “Old.” He threw the covers over his head.

      “I’m not old!” I protested.

      He peeked his little head out from under the covers. “I know, Mommy.” He scooted closer and laid his head on my arm. “I like it here. I feel safe.”

      “Let’s watch cartoons for a little longer, and then you need to get to bed.”

      “Okay.”

      Neither of us made it through the first ten minutes. We fell asleep while The Flintstones played in the background. I woke to the sound of thunder later that night and carried Tommy to his room. I couldn’t help but stand by the door and watch my son sleep. The next day was the first day of our new lives, I hoped.

      Continue reading - Pursuing Phoenix
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