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Chapter One

 Annabelle St. John’s
heart pounded so hard, she feared the vital organ would beat right
out of her chest. Andy was dead. Murdered. He’d been shot so
many times, right in front of her. She’d watched his last breath
leave his body. A hero till the end, he held on long enough to kill
the man who shot him, allowing her the opportunity to escape. He’d
literally sacrificed his life for hers.

Choking back a wave of nausea, she slammed
the brakes as the stoplight flashed to red, the back end of her
Lexus fishtailing before she came to a screeching stop. Her head
swiveled, her eyes checking all the mirrors for any signs she was
being followed. Her hands were shaking so hard, she had trouble
holding on to the walnut covered steering wheel. Seeing no
impending threat, she closed her eyes and rested her head against
her hands as an image of Andy popped into her head. He was scary at
first sight until you got to know him. She’d been intimidated when
she first met him but quickly learned that
beneath the rough exterior beat a heart of pure gold. When he
talked about his young daughter, his eyes lit with gleaming pride.
Because of Annabelle, Callie would grow up without the father who
adored her.

With a scream, she jumped and banged her
thighs on the steering wheel when a horn sounded behind her. A
glance at the rear-view mirror revealed an irate driver flashing
his middle finger, not killers on her tail. The light had turned
green. With a trembling foot, she pressed the gas and motored
through the intersection. Having no idea where she was going, she
ventured onto the interstate. Traffic was flying by her at an
alarming rate, so she picked up speed lest she be run over and flattened by an eighteen-wheeler. Maybe
she’d keep driving until the highway ended. It had to somewhere,
right?

Whoever said money was the root of all evil
was totally on point. Annabelle was now worth millions of dollars.
She owned homes in Hawaii, Colorado and
California. She’d have to hire accountants and attorneys and
advisors. It seemed unreal, like a fantasy she’d never dared dream.
But because of her newfound wealth, she’d become a target. And
people had died.

She would give it all away—every single
penny—if it would bring Rob back.

Rob had been Annabelle’s stepfather, Robert
Singleton. He passed away a week ago after losing a year-long
battle with an aggressive cancer that ravaged
his body, leaving him nothing but a shell at the end. Though he
wasn’t her father by blood, she loved him as if he was, and he
loved her like his own daughter. Annabelle didn’t remember much
about her real father. Her snippets of memory conjured up a huge
man with a beaming smile. He’d been a Green Beret and she recalled
being so happy when he returned home from long absences. He’d toss
her high in the air while she squealed with joy. When she was six,
he’d been killed in the line of duty. She was too young to
understand what happened, only that her daddy wasn’t coming home
again. As sad as she’d remembered being, her mother made sure she
knew she’d been the light of his life.

A few years later, her mother met Rob
Singleton and they fell in love. After they married, Annabelle and
her mom moved into his mansion in the Hollywood Hills. Rob doted on
her from the beginning, treating her as if she was his daughter. He
even wanted to adopt her, but her mother gently refused, wanting
Annabelle to keep her biological father’s name in his honor.

They’d been a happy family, except for the
times when Rob’s son came to visit. Robert Junior, or Robbie as he
was called, lived most of the time with his mother. He was a few
years older than Annabelle and she hated when he was around. He was
mean and a bully and he tormented her. She spent as little time
around him as possible.

Then when Annabelle was twelve, her world
had been rocked to the core. Her beloved mother had been killed by
a drunk driver. She felt as if her entire world had crumbled.
Without Rob, she wasn’t sure she’d survive the grief. He’d been her
anchor in a storm. He could’ve dumped her at child services and
never looked back. He had no obligation to raise his dead wife’s
daughter. But Rob wasn’t that kind of man. He not only raised her,
but he also loved her and gave her every
opportunity to thrive, which she did until the year Robbie turned
seventeen and his mother kicked him out of the house. Annabelle had
been physically ill when he moved into Rob’s house. The year he
spent with them was wrought with tension. He verbally fought with
his father at every turn and broke every rule Rob set for him.
Annabelle spent most of the time locked in her room. The day Robbie
left for good was one of the happiest days of her teen years.

Annabelle studied hard in school and
graduated college among the top in her class. She’d been offered an
incredible opportunity at a prestigious company, but the job
required that she relocate to Seattle. She hated leaving Rob alone,
but the job was too good to pass up and he encouraged her to
accept. She planned on working for the company for a few years to
gain experience and contacts, and then move back to Los Angeles to
be closer to Rob and open her own firm. Her future was forever
altered one rainy Sunday night when Rob called with the news of his
terminal diagnosis. She’d been devastated to learn that her last
living parent was dying. Rob didn’t want her to quit her job, but
there was no way she’d let him fight that battle alone. She
tendered her resignation the next morning, listed her condo on the
market and moved home to take care of the man who took care of her
for so many years.

Though it’d been tough watching Rob slowly
deteriorate, she treasured the times she spent with him. His body
might’ve been failing, but his mind was still sharp. They talked,
played games, worked puzzles and watched television together. She
hoped she was able to bring some happiness to his last days on
earth.

During his lengthy illness, his only son
couldn’t be bothered to visit. Rob and Robbie’s relationship had
always been tenuous at best. Robbie had even married and didn’t
invite his father to the ceremony. Because of their fractured
relationship, Robbie’s inheritance had been family heirlooms and
one million dollars. Except for gifts bequeathed to other family
and friends, Rob left the bulk of his estate to Annabelle. The
houses. The cars. The cash. To say she’d been blindsided was an
understatement. She knew Rob was worth a fortune, but she never
imagined he’d leave everything to her. She was honored and humbled
that he would do so, but he’d inadvertently put her life in
danger.

She’d been driving a few miles when she
passed beneath an overhead sign announcing the Los Angeles
International Airport. Annabelle yanked the wheel sharply to the
right, crossing two lanes of traffic to veer to the off-ramp as
angry horns blared. Later, she might worry about the fact that she
could’ve caused an accident. She was in no condition to drive.

Following the signs to long-term parking,
she pulled in line behind a dark green Highlander. Since her
stepbrother was obviously tracking her, maybe he’d think she
decided to take a trip. After the Toyota rolled forward, she
powered down her window, punched the button for a ticket and waited
for the gate to lift before entering. She proceeded to the very
back and angled into an empty space.

With a fumbling hand, she gathered her
meager belongings, stuffed them in her shell-pink Tory Burch backpack purse already weighted
down with a shade less than thirty thousand dollars, and slid out
of the SUV. Pushing the button on the key fob, she locked the
doors, secured the straps of her bag over her shoulders and headed
for the small shelter to wait for the shuttle to the terminal. From
there, she’d catch another bus to a hotel to figure out where to go
next.

Trudging forward, she felt completely lost
and alone. Her world wasn’t guns and murder. The closest she’d come
was when she designed a website for a best-selling mystery
writer.

As she neared the bus stop, she noticed a
man and woman sitting on the wood bench, while an older man with
gray hair leaned against the plexiglass reading a newspaper.
Another couple huddled together, laughing and whispering
intimately. She wondered if they were newlyweds heading for their
honeymoon. Two men in business suits carrying expensive leather
briefcases were heading for the shelter from the opposite
direction. Annabelle approached with her head down. She didn’t want
anyone to remember her if questioned. She needn’t have worried. No
one noted her approach.

The hair on the back of her neck stood up
and she turned to see a dark sedan with windows so black they
blended in with the paint job, inching slowly down the row.
Instinct had her veering away from the bus stop to duck behind a
red Dodge Ram. Her heart stuttered when the car stopped directly
behind her Lexus. The doors opened and two men got out. The driver
was tall and thin, the passenger beefy with broad shoulders. Laurel
and Hardy. When the passenger turned to scan the area, she dropped
out of sight. Both men sported slicked-back hair and wore dark
suits and sunglasses. They looked like the stereotypical
goodfellas portrayed in movies. Chancing a
look, she watched as they tried the handles of her SUV and then
peered into the windows.

The shuttle bus chugged down the aisle and
stopped to pick up the waiting travelers. She thought about making
a run for it and leaping on board, but she stayed where she was,
willing the men to leave. She’d wait for the next bus once they
departed the area.

Hydraulic doors whizzed shut and the shuttle
proceeded to the next stop. The men had returned to their vehicle
and were headed her way. From her perch behind the rusty truck
bumper, she watched as the black car rushed by, kicking up a cloud
of dust. Tires squealed and she shot up to see the sedan veering in
front of the shuttle to cut it off. The bus driver slammed on the
brakes. The two men jumped out, guns blazing, and her mouth dropped
open. They boarded the bus, no doubt looking for her. Horror washed
over her at the rapid staccato pops that she recognized as
gunshots. Slapping a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream, she
twisted until her back was against the vehicle before she slid to
the ground. They were murdering innocent people in cold blood. They
died because of her. A terrifying thought struck that if she’d made
a run for the bus, she’d be dead now, too.

She covered her face with her hands as tears
streamed down her cheeks. All of this because of money—money she
didn’t even want. How could Rob have done this to her? He had to
know how unstable his son was and how he’d take the news that he’d
basically been disowned. But no, Rob would never consider that his
own flesh and blood would resort to murder. Annabelle firmly
believed that as estranged as they’d been, Rob loved his son
deeply.

Unsteadily, she pushed to her feet. She
needed to move away from the scene of the crime as quickly as
possible. She couldn’t afford to get caught and interrogated by the
police. Her name would be on record. Plus,
Robbie might have contacts embedded inside the force. It wasn’t a
chance she was willing to take.

The killers had returned to their car and
hightailed it out of the lot. She waited until
they were out of sight before she cut through the rows as fast as
possible without looking like she was running in case she was
captured on camera. When she was far enough away, she turned and
headed towards the exit. A cacophony of deafening sirens sounded as
first responders arrived on the scene. Thankfully, she was far
enough away to not be considered a suspect by the time the first
police car appeared.

Another shuttle bus chugged down the row.
After checking for any suspicious vehicles lurking about and
finding none, she boarded it. She watched for the black sedan the
entire trip to the terminal, but they arrived without incident.
Keeping her face down, she stepped off and headed for the first
hotel shuttle she came across. When it pulled up to the curb, she
hurried on board and took the first available seat, making sure to
avoid eye contact with the other riders. Her breath caught in her
throat when a shadow fell across her and stopped. Then a body
landed in the seat beside her. She chanced a look, expecting to see
one of the men from the black sedan, instead, it was a young woman
with long hair the color of a raven’s wing, bright red lipstick,
and enough piercings to set off metal detectors a mile away. She
let out a relieved sigh.

The van proceeded to a big-name chain hotel
not far from the airport. She filed inside with the other travelers
and made a beeline for the boutique housed inside the lobby to
purchase a change of clothes, as well as a hat and sunglasses. She
was just about to register for a room when she made an about-face,
headed outside and continued down the street to a two-story motel
with a red roof.

She’d have preferred staying at the hotel,
but she’d spent more than she wanted on the clothes. After signing
in with the fake name Angela Johnson, she handed over cash to the
man in his mid-fifties with long, graying hair secured into a
ponytail. Diamond studs winked from both ears and the nameplate on
his shirt indicated his name to be Frank. He
wasn’t overly friendly, which was fine by her. She wasn’t in the
mood to make small talk. She didn’t breathe again until the motel
door was locked and deadbolted. With the snap of her wrist, the
curtains zipped closed over the large window facing the parking
lot. Her purse thudded to the floor and she trudged forward until
her knees hit the mattress and she collapsed on the bed. All she
wanted to do was crawl under the covers and hide for the next
year.

As tempting as that thought was, she needed
help. She couldn’t do this alone. She was so far out of her comfort
zone, she wasn’t sure how to make her way back. She considered
herself bold, daring. She moved hundreds of miles away from home
after graduation. Her cadre of friends in Seattle liked to hike and
ski and snowboard, yet, she never realized how sheltered her life
had been. She didn’t worry about danger
lurking around every corner or fear innocent strangers might be
murdered because of her. Now she did.

Forcing herself to move, she pushed to her
feet and dug through the dresser drawers until she located a phone
book. Flipping to the yellow pages, she found the listings for
security companies but had no idea how to
choose one. What if they knew her stepbrother? Her eyes drifted
closed but snapped open again when an image of her former
bodyguard’s face popped into her mind. Andy Garvey. He’d been hired
to protect her, and it cost him his life.

She had no doubt her stepbrother was behind
the murder. Robbie was deep in debt and he counted on the money
he’d inherit when his father passed away. He didn’t, and now he was
after her. He’d threatened to kill her after the will was read and
he was obviously doing his best to keep that promise. Not only had
Robbie killed her bodyguard, but she feared Mr. Windham, Rob’s
lawyer, was dead as well. He’d called her to warn her not to trust
the police, that Robbie had contacts everywhere, but his voice had
been labored and stilted. Then the call disconnected. She wasn’t
positive Mr. Windham was dead, but she feared the worst.

It did no good to make herself sick with
worry about the situation. She needed to be proactive. She found
the section in the phone book again, then rummaged in the bedside
drawer for paper and pen. She scribbled down three names, ripped
the sheet from the pad and grabbed her cell phone to do some
research. She was dismayed to realize her battery was only half
full. She didn’t have her charger with her, so she needed to
conserve the remaining power until she could purchase a new
one.

After checking the websites and reviews of
the three companies, she settled on Feel Safe Security. They
garnered four and a half stars out of five, and only two dollar
signs, meaning they’d be affordable. There was no telling how long
she’d be on the run, so she needed to conserve her cash. She turned
off her cell to save the battery and used the motel’s landline.

Forty-five minutes later, she hung up the
phone, feeling uneasy with the last conversation. Feel Safe
Security refused to take her case. The same with Atkins Security.
The man she spoke with at her third choice, Cable Security, had
been short with her, especially after she told him she couldn’t pay
a retainer. After hearing no from the first two firms, his
refusal to help had been her breaking point. She sobbed while
begging him to help her. She swore that she was good for the money.
After several seconds of tense silence, he reluctantly relented but informed her that the only man available to
help her was out of town until tomorrow. He
gave her the man’s flight information, a description of his looks
and told her to meet him at LAX. She wasn’t too thrilled to
rendezvous in a public place, but she had little choice. At least
he agreed to help her.

With nothing to do but wait, Annabelle
picked up the remote and turned on the twenty-five-inch television
perched on top of a cheap oak dresser. She hadn’t eaten all day,
but the thought of food made her nauseous. After watching Andy die
in front of her, and then a busload of
innocent travelers, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to eat again.

She didn’t even really know Andy. He’d been
her bodyguard for less than twenty-four hours, but she would mourn
his death for the rest of her life. He was a true hero to sacrifice
his life for hers. The only way she could repay him was to make
sure his daughter was taken care of, and she would do that just as
soon as she had access to Rob’s fortune—now hers.

She shot straight up when a breaking news
alert flashed on the screen and jacked up the volume. A reporter in
a charcoal black suit with flawlessly styled hair and perfectly
white teeth spoke into the microphone.

We’re outside the law offices of Windham, Wallace
and Pierce where we’ve learned that prominent
attorney Archibald Windham, founder of the prestigious firm, has
been murdered.

Annabelle gasped and covered her mouth with
her hand. She’d feared the worst, but hearing it confirmed was
devastating. The camera panned away from the reporter to show the
front of the law office she’d been inside yesterday surrounded by
emergency vehicles and personnel. The door opened and two people
pushing a sheet-covered stretcher emerged. The camera quickly cut
back to the reporter, but Annabelle couldn’t get the sight of the
gurney out of her mind. Kind, sweet Mr. Windham had been beneath
that sheet.

The investigation is still early and we’re being
told by the authorities that there are no suspects and no motive at
this time. This story will be updated.

She clicked off the television and curled
into a ball. How was she going to stay safe from her stepbrother?
He’d proven he was ruthless and would kill anyone who got in his
way. What if the man she’d hired from Cable Security was another
casualty? How would she live with that?

#

Annabelle managed a few fitful hours of
sleep. Every car or motel door that slammed woke her instantly and
sent her heart pounding, wondering if Robbie had managed to track
her down. After the last one that sounded like it was right outside
her room, she knew she’d get no more rest. Dragging herself from
bed, she showered and changed into the clothes
she purchased from the gift shop yesterday. The short-sleeved white
blouse and tan capri pants were inconspicuous, exactly the look she
was going for so she’d blend in. She channel-surfed until an hour
before her new bodyguard’s flight was scheduled to arrive. Using
the bathroom mirror, she stuffed her hair inside the stocking cap
she purchased and then slid on her sunglasses. She slipped the
straps of her backpack purse over her shoulders and eased the
curtain back to scan the parking lot. Nothing looked suspicious to
her untrained eye, so with a deep inhale, she stepped outside and
headed for the hotel across the street to catch the shuttle to the
terminal.

She assumed her new bodyguard would have
transportation. She couldn’t use her Lexus since Robbie obviously
tracked her through the onboard GPS. Maybe she could find a cheap
car to purchase, though she hated to drain her limited funds. She
couldn’t lease since her name would be on the forms.

After disembarking from the bus, she found a
spot behind a planter outside baggage claim to hunker down and
wait. And wait. And wait. When a man in a suit and tie stopped next
to where she was sitting on a ledge, she thought her contact had
finally arrived. But then he tapped a cigarette out of a pack and
lit up, right before making a call on his cell that he apparently
wanted everyone in the general vicinity to hear. To top it off, he
blew the disgusting smoke in her direction. Her hacking didn’t faze
him. She was just about to either slam her foot into his kneecap or
ask him to move when he meandered down the sidewalk.

She checked her watch. The time had passed
and no sign of the man she was supposed to meet. Had she been stood
up? She powered on her phone and called the agency again. If she
knew the bodyguard would be this late, she could’ve tried to find a
charger for her cell in one of the airport shops.

She spoke to the same man as yesterday, who
brusquely told her to calm down—she thought she was acting plenty
calm—that the guy had been delayed but would be there soon. Tall
with brown hair had been his only description.

That uneasy feeling settled over her again.
Tall with brown hair wasn’t much to go on. She had the sickening
feeling she was being played. She hadn’t given her real name,
choosing to use Angela Johnson again, so there would be no way he
could know her real identity, therefore, he couldn’t inform her
stepbrother. Maybe she was uncomfortable by the man’s curt
responses. What happened to customer service? Even though the other
two agencies hadn’t wanted to help her, at least they’d been
professional. This man was anything but. She debated whether to
keep waiting or get up and walk away. Leaving was the easier
choice, but it didn’t help her situation. She decided to stick it
out. A half hour later, she spotted a tall, brown-haired man
striding towards her. Pushing to her feet, she moved closer for a
better look. As if sensing her perusal, he turned in her direction
and she got the first look at his face. She tripped and almost did
a header onto the sidewalk. The man was drop-dead gorgeous. She
glanced at his black polo shirt and the name stitched on the left
side: Cable Security. He was her man. She hurried forward to greet
him.

She didn’t realize the man was walking
towards the airport—not away.


Chapter Two

 Kellan Polizzi slipped on
his sunglasses and closed the door behind him to the
multi-million-dollar mansion he’d called home for the last few
weeks. He took in the vast estate one last time, reveling in the
view that spanned for miles. The place was incredible, but as much
as he enjoyed living in the lap of luxury, he was ready to get home
to his modestly-furnished one bedroom apartment located inside the
COBRA Securities compound and his own bed for a little rest and
relaxation before his next assignment.

He’d been sent to Los Angeles to assist
fellow agents Mason Rossi and Sawyer Oldham in protecting Sawyer’s
wife Harlow, and Mason’s charge Cassidy Swain when a stalker
targeted Cassidy. Harlow and Cassidy had been competing in the
latest installment of the reality competition Dancing With the
Celebrities, Cassidy as a pro, Harlow as a celebrity.

Once the show ended with Harlow and her
partner Glen Benson being declared champions, Harlow and Cassidy,
along with Sawyer and Mason, completed a whirlwind tour of the
late-night talk shows before jetting off for more interviews in New
York on the network plane. He’d accompanied them on the Hollywood
leg of the circuit, but they were surrounded by security provided
by the television studio, so he wasn’t needed in the Big Apple.
He’d come back to the house they shared the past few weeks and
packed up the equipment and items the others didn’t want to tote to
New York and shipped it home, including most of his belongings. It
was easier to travel light.

He kept his laptop bag and a small suitcase
packed with toiletries and a few clothes since he had to check his
gun to board the flight. He hated being separated from his weapon,
but rules were rules, and as a former cop, he learned to follow the
rules. For the most part.

He stashed his bags in the back seat and
then slid inside the rented SUV. After keying the airport into the
navigation system, he headed for the freeway, merging with the
ever-present heavy flow of Southern California traffic. Forgoing
the air conditioning, he rolled the window down to enjoy the warm
air and sunshine. Over the last few weeks, he’d seen most of the
sights in and around Los Angeles, dined at some of the best
restaurants in the country, and spent time with truly wonderful
people. Not a bad first assignment as an official agent—despite the
fact that he’d killed a man. Actually, it was a toss-up whose
bullet hit Cassidy’s stalker first: his or Sawyer’s. Didn’t matter.
The man had been poised to shoot Mason. Kellan didn’t feel an ounce
of remorse.

He’d shot two people before on the job, the
first as a beat cop and the second when he served as a detective in
North Carolina. Neither perp had died, though he’d been prepared to
kill either one. He’d been trained to never pull the trigger unless
he intended for the suspect to die. The first person he’d shot had
been a teenager high on crack. The kid was wielding a knife and he
might’ve intended to use it, but Kellan couldn’t end his young
life. A shot to the shoulder took care of the situation.

The second time, a man erratically drove his
vehicle straight at a crowd. He shot the tires first and then the
man, but he’d survived the bullet that pierced his chest. He
crashed his car into a light post and the people had been
saved.

He’d tried to mentally prepare himself for
his first kill the day he graduated from the academy and pinned on
his badge. He didn’t have the military background that several of
his teammates possessed. He’d gone to college and then on to the
police academy. He knew fellow officers who had a hard time after
they’d been forced to pull the trigger and spent many hours either
talking to a shrink or crawling into a bottle. Maybe it was because
the guy was a psychopath, or maybe it was because of Kellan’s
choice, Mason was alive, but he wouldn’t lose a bit of sleep over
his decision to shoot. He knew Sawyer felt the same way.

Having spent every day the last few weeks
with Mason and Sawyer, he’d gotten to know his coworkers well, and
they reinforced his decision to quit the force. He truly liked them
and was happy to call them friends. And both men were lucky to have
met two magnificent women. He wasn’t in the market for a wife, but
if he met a woman a fraction as nice, caring and beautiful as
either Harlow or Cassidy, he might reconsider.

He followed the sultry voice on the
onboard navigation system guiding him to the
parking garage where BeBe Davis, the office manager extraordinaire,
instructed him to return the rental. After he
angled into a spot, he slid the keys under the floormat as directed
and grabbed the bags from the back seat. His flight wasn’t for a
couple of hours, so he had plenty of time to grab some coffee and
catch up on his email.

He'd almost made it to the terminal when a
small shape jumped in front of him, sending him stumbling back.

“Finally,” a soft voice said. “You’re late.
I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.”

He glanced behind him to see if the woman
was talking to someone else, but he was alone. He assessed her with
a cop’s trained eye. She stood a foot shorter than his six-three
with aquamarine eyes the color of the sea and a faint pink blush
staining her high cheekbones. A dark gray stocking cap covered most
of her hair, but one silky strand of white blond escaped to curl
around her chin.

She was incredibly gorgeous, but he had no
idea what she was talking about. “Excuse me?”

“The man I spoke with at the security
company said you’d be here hours ago. I don’t think I was followed,
but I can never be sure.” Her eyes darted around nervously.

Kellan was totally confused. Had his bosses
Luke Colton or Logan Bradley sent this woman to him? If so, why
hadn’t they given him a heads-up? He was flying blind here.

“Oh, God, I think I see one of them.”

Every protective instinct in his body flared
to life at the look of terror on her pretty face. Kellan grabbed
her arm and toted her down the sidewalk. He had no idea what was
going on, but if she was in danger, he was going to protect her. He
hadn’t locked the door of the SUV, so he guided her there.

“What’s your name?” he asked as they dodged
passengers with luggage and waited for a clearing to cross the
street to the parking garage.

“Aaaa-ngela. Angela,
uh, Johnson.”

A car whizzed by and then the road was
clear. He steered her forward. “Nice to meet you, Angela.” He was
fairly certain that wasn’t her real name since she dragged the
first letter out so long. “My name’s Kellan Polizzi and I work for
COBRA Securities. Is that the company you called?”

Angela jerked to a stop and he had to urge
her forward out of the street before a bus
plowed them over.

“No, I called Cable Security. Oh, God.”

She tried to jerk free, but he wasn’t
letting her go. “It looks like they stood you up, but I can help
you.” He reached in his pocket and withdrew a shiny business card.
She would be the first recipient. “I need you to tell me what’s
going on so I can help you.”

Tires squealed and his head snapped up to
see a dark sedan racing towards them, a gun poking out the window.
“Get down.” He shoved Angela behind a vehicle as shots rang out.
Dammit, his gun was locked in his suitcase so he couldn’t fire
back. He made sure Angela was safe before peeking around to access
the scene. More squealing tires as the car rounded a corner and
disappeared. He memorized the California license plate, knowing it
was probably a waste of time since it was most likely stolen.

“Looks like they’re gone.” He stood and
turned around. “Let’s get to my vehicle and you can tell me the
details…” The space behind him was empty. “Angela?” He spun in a
circle, searching under the nearest cars and then craning his head
to look around, to no avail.

Angela Johnson was gone.

#

With a frustrated sigh, Kellan returned to
the SUV. He’d searched the parking lot and the surrounding area but
there was no sign of the terrified woman who needed help.

He glanced at his watch. His flight was due
to leave soon. In fact, it’d probably be boarding now. How could he
get on a plane knowing the woman was out there and possibly in
jeopardy? It didn’t get much more dangerous than being fired at
with high caliber weapons. But he had no way to contact her. He
didn’t even know her real name. He was sure it wasn’t Angela
Johnson.

Pulling out his phone, he called the direct
line for Logan Bradley.

“What’s up, Kellan? You on your way back
home?”

“I was, but something’s come up.” He
explained about the woman approaching him outside the terminal and
his thinking that she’d been sent to meet him. He told him about
the gunmen trying to shoot them, and then her disappearing act.

“Did you get her name?” Logan asked.

“Angela Johnson, but I’m pretty sure it’s
fake.”

“How are you going to find her in a city of
four million people?”

“She was waiting on someone from Cable
Security, a local company. I thought I’d check them out, see if
they know who she is, or why she needed protection. If that doesn’t
work, I gave her my business card. I can only hope she calls.”

“Do you have enough equipment with you?”

Equipment meaning weapons. “Just my Sig and
vest. I shipped the rest back this morning.”

“If you find her and convince her to accept
your help, let us know what you need and we’ll send it. Keep us
posted.”

“I will and thanks, Logan. It might be a
wild goose chase, but I can’t just leave knowing she’s out there
needing help.”

“I totally understand.”

Logan transferred him to BeBe and he
explained the situation and what he needed. She arranged for him to
continue to use the SUV and made a reservation for a hotel close to
the airport, all while they were on the phone. How, he had no idea. The woman was incredible. If you
looked up multi-tasker in the dictionary, BeBe’s face would smile
back at you. He thanked her and disconnected. Sliding the phone in
his pocket, he let his eyes roam the area, looking for the
woman but seeing no sign of her.

He returned to the SUV and loaded his bags.
After he climbed inside, he looked up Cable Security on his phone.
He found the address, entered it into the GPS and followed the
directions. He was seeing parts of the city he hadn’t been to
before. He turned right when the automated voice instructed him to
and found himself in the parking lot of a strip mall. The voice
announced that he’d arrived at his destination. Driving slowly
along the storefronts, he located the sign
indicating the company between a Chinese restaurant and a discount
craft store.

He locked the SUV with the key fob and
scanned the surrounding area as he crossed the parking lot. The
enticing aromas of garlic, ginger and sesame oil coming from the
restaurant next door had his mouth watering as he entered the
office. A middle-aged woman with short red hair and a friendly
smile greeted him when he stepped inside.

“Good morning and welcome to Cable Security.
How can I help you today?”

“Good morning, Mrs. Graves,” he read from
her nameplate, “I was wondering if I could speak with the person
who coordinates your assignments.”

“That would be Mr. Moody. Do you have an
appointment?”

“No, sorry.”

“Not a problem. Let me see if he’s
available. Can I tell him your name?”

“Kellan Polizzi.”

“Have a seat, Mr. Polizzi, and I’ll be back
in a moment. Can I get you a cup of coffee while you wait?”

“I’m good. Thanks.”

He chose a chair in the corner with a view
of the office as well as the parking lot. Judging by the interior,
Cable Security was moderately successful. The reception area was
clean and the furnishings were tasteful and classic. Tables held an
assortment of magazines, their edges perfectly aligned—OCD much?
Fake plants in terra cotta vases were interspersed around the room.
The rich, fragrant aroma of coffee permeated the air from the pot
brewing on a credenza, and he could just detect the notes of a
classical piece filtering through the speakers located high on the
walls.

“Mr. Polizzi?” He stood when the
receptionist returned. “Mr. Moody will see you now.”

He followed her down the beige carpeted hall
and thanked her when she ushered him inside. His first thought was
that he’d feel claustrophobic if he had to work in the small space
every day with no window. His second was that Moody wasn’t the one
in the workplace suffering from obsessive-compulsive disorder. Whereas the front area was
tidy and organized, Moody’s office looked like it’d been hit by an
F5 tornado. Files were haphazardly stacked on every flat surface
and take-out containers littered the top of a filing cabinet that
was obviously only there for decoration. A quick glance at the
overflowing trash bin and he located the source of the burnt
popcorn smell. Mrs. Graves smiled at him and then scooped files off
the visitor’s chair so he’d have a place to sit.

“You sure I can’t get you a cup of
coffee?”

“I’m sure. Thanks, Mrs. Graves.”

Once she left and closed the door, the room
seemed even smaller. He wondered how Moody stood it for eight hours
a day. Judging by his pasty complexion and protruding gut, he
didn’t get much sun or exercise.

“Hal Moody.” The man offered his hand and
they shook. Hal was pushing sixty with a bald head and keen green
eyes. “How can I help you? Do you need to hire a bodyguard?”

“Actually, we’re in the same business.”

Hal’s eyes dropped to the embroidered logo
on Kellan’s shirt and his brows raised. “COBRA Securities? No
shit?”

Kellan nodded.

“Damn, you guys are badass.” He opened his
hands wide. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I wanted to inquire about a woman who
might’ve retained your services. She was supposed to meet one of
your men at the airport today.”

Hal sat back in his chair, the springs
groaning in protest. His pot belly strained the buttons on his
short-sleeved brown shirt, and there was a stain on the right side
that looked like it might’ve been mustard. It wasn’t even ten in
the morning.

“Oh her. Yeah, what a certified wingnut.”
Hal made a twirling motion beside his head. “She called and begged
me to take her case, even though she couldn’t pay. Said she was
good for the money.” He scoffed. “That’s what they all say, right?
Like we’re supposed to do this for charity or something. After she
started sobbing like a baby, I agreed to have her meet with one of
my guys just so she’d shut up. His flight was delayed and she
called, demanding to know where he was. I told her to take a chill
pill, that he’d be there. But when he arrived, she wasn’t there.
Pissed me off something fierce. She was a pest, bugging me about
where he was and then she didn’t even have the courtesy to stick
around.” He shook his head. “Like I said, certified wingnut.”

Kellan ground his teeth and reined in his
temper. The man was starting to get on his nerves. The woman
obviously needed help and he’d treated her like a nuisance. “Do you
know her name?”

“Got it here somewhere.” Leaning forward, he
lifted a pair of thick black reading glasses and slid them on
before shuffling papers around on his desk. “Here it is.” He tugged
the sheet out. “Angela Johnson.”

Kellan’s heart sank. She’d given him her
fake name, too. “Do you have a phone number?”

“No. She said her phone battery was low, so
she’d call me. Number was blocked on caller
ID.”

Frustration was building. “Any
way to contact her at all?”

“Nope.”

This had been a wasted trip. A headache was
gathering strength behind his eyes. “Did she tell you why she
wanted to hire you?”

“Nothing much. Same old, same old. Someone
was after her and she needed a bodyguard.”

This guy was no help whatsoever. Kellan
stood. “Thanks, Mr. Moody, I appreciate your time.” He handed him a
business card. “If she calls again, can you get her contact
information and give me a ring?”

“Sure, sure. But why do you want to know
about her? She’s a fruitcake.”

And you’re an asshole. “Just
following through on a lead.” No way would he tell this man
anything.

Hal scurried around his desk. “Say, would
there happen to be any openings with your company? They have
a reputation as one of the best in the
business.”

The best, Kellan wanted to correct
him. But this man and his judgmental attitude wouldn’t pass muster.
A woman needed help, for hell’s sake, and he treated her like an
annoyance. “I don’t have anything to do with hiring, but if you
give me your card, I’ll pass it along.” Right into the trash
can.

“Great, thanks.” Hal fell over himself to
snatch a business card from a holder on his desk.

Kellan tucked the card in his pocket, shook
Moody’s hand and left the office. He waved his thanks to Mrs.
Graves, who was on the phone and stepped into
the sunshine. Disappointment settled in his gut like a concrete
block. He’d hoped to come away with at least a contact number for
Angela. He had no other way of finding her in a city of millions.
His only hope was that she’d call him.

After climbing into the SUV, he headed back
to the parking lot where he’d last seen her. Maybe she was still
hanging around the airport. He parked in the same spot and shut off
the engine. When he slid out, something on the ground caught his
attention. He bent down and picked it up, his eyes closing in
regret. It was his business card. With a sigh, he stood. He had no
way to contact Angela Johnson and now she had no way to contact
him.

#

Annabelle slammed the door to her room shut
and slid the chain into place. Her heart was pounding, and she
didn’t know if it was from being shot at or having run into the man
with the most beautiful face she’d ever seen. He’d said his name
was Kellan. Tall, muscular, light brown hair and eyes the color of
aged whiskey. He was by far the most handsome man she’d ever
met.

Now that she was back in her room and alone,
she wondered why she’d run from him. He’d been willing to help her.
Why didn’t she take him up on it? She’d spent all that time on the
phone yesterday begging people to help her and here one offered and
she’d turned him down. Actually, she didn’t turn him down—she
bolted like a scared rabbit. She was such an idiot.

He said he worked for COBRA Securities. She
dug her phone out of her bag and realized in her haste to return to
her room, she’d neglected to buy a charger. She had ten missed
texts. Four were from Robbie, two from his vapid wife Vespa, two
from her service provider wanting her to buy more products, and two
from a lawyer at Windham, Wallace and Pierce,
asking her to call him as soon as possible. She also had several
voice mail messages, but they were probably from Robbie, so she
ignored them.

Before she researched Kellan’s company, she
dialed the law offices and asked for Mr. Walters. The hold music
just started to play when a deep voice came across the line.

“Ms. St. John, thank you for calling me
back. I’m taking over Mr. Windham’s clients and wanted to introduce
myself.”

Sweet, grandfatherly Mr. Windham. Dead
because of her. “I was saddened to hear of his passing.”

“As were we. A terrible thing.”

“Are there any leads on why he was
murdered?” In other words, were the police onto Robbie?

“None, yet, but the authorities are keeping
tight-lipped. Ms. St. John, I have a few forms I need to you to
come to the office and sign at your earliest convenience.”

There was no way she was venturing out by
herself, not to mention the fact that she was currently without
transportation. “I’m not sure when I can get there. It won’t be for
a few days.”

“There’s no immediate hurry, but I do need
you to come in as soon as possible so there’s no delay in
finalizing the will.”

In other words, the will might get hung up
in probate. The sooner she had control, the better. Once everything
was hers, Robbie would have no way to get his hands on the money.
He still might want to kill her, but he wouldn’t have a claim on
the money. “I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

“That would be great. How are you doing,
Annabelle? I know it’s been a rough few weeks for you.”

His voice had dropped almost seductively and
a shudder raced down her spine. How could someone give you the
creeps over the phone? And he was being awfully forward calling her
by her first name when she’d never met him before. She certainly
didn’t feel comfortable calling him by his first name—not that she
knew what it was.

“As good as can be expected. Thank you for
asking, Mr. Walters.”

“Call me Cory, please. If there’s anything I
can do for you, Annabelle, don’t hesitate to contact me.”

Ugh. “Okay. Thanks.”

“I look forward to meeting you in person,
Annabelle.”

She hung up before he could say anything
else. Now she didn’t want to have to meet with him. If he creeped
her out over the phone, she couldn’t imagine what he’d do to her in
person.

Pushing the thought of Cory Walters from her
mind, she typed the name of Kellan’s security company into her
browser and started reading.

After only two articles, she decided this
was the firm that could help her. They were incredible. She visited
their website, but it was surprisingly bare bones. No list of
employees or anything. She could really jazz it up, make it a
showpiece. Of course, maybe they didn’t want to list their
employees for some reason. She clicked on the contact tab and a
form popped up that she could fill out. There was also an
eight-hundred number. No address. She hoped they were in
California. Kellan had been at the airport, but maybe he was
jetting off for a case.

That made her pause. If he was working for
another client, he wouldn’t be able to help her. Despite the fact
that she’d ran from him faster than Usain Bolt crossing the
finishing line, she trusted him. She didn’t know why and it was
ridiculous, but she couldn’t change her feelings. She didn’t want
him passing her off to someone else. She rummaged in her pockets
for his business card but came up empty. She checked her purse in
case she stuck it in there, but it was nowhere to be found.

Plopping down to the mattress, she debated
on what she should do. She couldn’t stay in this room forever. She
needed to go back to her house and pack. She wanted to empty out
the safe deposit box her mother purchased for her years ago. It
held all her important documents as well as mementos from her
parents. And now she needed to add a trip to the lawyer’s office to
the list. So much to do and she couldn’t do it alone.

Picking up her phone, she dialed the
eight-hundred number for COBRA Securities. An automated message
came on with a menu of options, or you could punch in the person’s
extension. She chose the option for the main office.

“Thank you for calling COBRA Securities. How
may I direct your call?”

“This might sound strange, but I met one of
your employees today and he gave me his card, but I’ve lost it. I
was hoping I could get his number.”

“If you can hold please, I’m going to
transfer you to our office manager, BeBe.”

“Thanks.”

She didn’t have long to wait.

“This is BeBe. How can I help you?” She
repeated the spiel she recited to the woman who answered the phone.
“Sure. Who did you meet?”

“Kellan. I don’t remember his last
name.”

“Polizzi. Is this Angela?”

Annabelle gasped and jerked the phone away
to stare at it. How did this woman know her name? Had Robbie gotten
to them already? She put the phone back to her ear. “How did
you—”

“From Kellan. He’s been trying to find you.
He even canceled his flight home. He wants to help you.”

Okay, Kellan told the woman. That made
sense. She relaxed. “I’m sorry. I’m a little jumpy.”

“You don’t need to apologize.”

Something the woman said just penetrated.
“You said he canceled his flight home? Where are you located?”

“We’re headquartered in Indiana.”

Indiana. That was hundreds of miles away.
“Why was Kellan here? Is he working on a case?”

“He just finished one, so he’s available to
help if you’ll let him.”

A feeling of rightness washed over her. Fate
had to have a hand in their meeting. He came along when she needed
him. “I do want his help.”

“Great. Here’s his cell number.” BeBe
recited the digits and she scribbled them down. “Thank you so much.
I appreciate this.”

“No problem. And Angela? You can trust
Kellan. You couldn’t be in better hands.”

She thanked the woman and disconnected. If
Kellan’s company was headquartered in the Midwest, there was a
minuscule chance that they knew Robbie or that
he’d have any influence on them at all. It seemed almost too good
to be true. Add in the fact that Kellan was the most handsome man
she’d ever seen and fate definitely had to be involved. Either
that or Rob was taking care of her from the
grave.


Chapter Three

Kellan returned to his hotel room,
tossed his keys on the dresser and hooked his cell to the charger
on the bedside table. He had no way to contact Angela. He did a
search on the name and there were almost three hundred Angela
Johnsons in Los Angeles alone. That didn’t even take into
consideration the surrounding areas. No way in hell was he calling
every single one and asking, “So hey, you
didn’t happen to dodge bullets at the airport this morning, did
you?” After he found his business card on the ground, his last hope
that she’d contact him died a slow and painful death. He’d wanted
to help—tried to help—but it wasn’t meant to be.

He fell back onto the bed and clasped his hands
behind his head. There wasn’t any reason for him to stay in LA now.
He could probably catch a flight out this afternoon and be home in
time for dinner with the time difference. But, BeBe had already
reserved the room for him. No sense in wasting it. He’d grab the
first flight out in the morning and hope that Angela would get the
help she needed, and not from that heartless jerk Moody at Cable
Security.

His cell rang. Reaching over, he grabbed it and
checked the caller ID. Unknown. “Polizzi.”

“Is this Mr. Polizzi…oh wait, you just said
that.”

He scooted up until his back rested against the
headboard. “Angela? Angela Johnson, is that you?” Was it possible
she was calling him?

“No…oh wait, yes, that’s me.”

Kellan let out a relieved exhale and a chuckle, his
hunch about a fake name confirmed. “I’m glad you called. I’ve been
trying to locate you. I was worried after you took off.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry about that, but I had to get out of
there. My step—uh the people after me found me and I didn’t want
anyone else getting hurt.”

“I meant what I told you earlier, Angela. I can help
you. It’s what I do.”

“Thanks and I do need help, but
I’m reluctant to hire you.”

“I can provide references if that’s what’s holding
you back.”

“No, I Googled your company and their reputation is
stellar.”

“If it’s about the fees…” He’d cover them himself if
necessary. He couldn’t get the terrified look on her face out of
his head.

“No, that’s not it, either. I have money, I just
can’t access it at the moment.”

“We can work something out where you pay when you’re
able.”

“No, you don’t understand. The reason I’m hesitant
is that at least ten people are dead because
of me.”

Kellan stilled, a chill of ice running down his
spine. “Are you telling me you murdered ten people?” What was she,
some kind of sexy serial killer?

“At least ten, and I didn’t actually kill them
myself, but I might as well have pulled the trigger.”

He was starting to understand. “You’re saying they
died because of you.”

“Yes.”

“Angela, you’re going to have to give me straight
answers if you want my help.”

“I’m afraid to get you involved.” Her voice was a
low whisper.

He was the man for the job, he just had to convince
her. “Before I started working for the security company, I was a
police officer. I’ve been in difficult situations many times,
believe me.”

A sharp gasp sounded through the phone. “You were a
cop?”

She said it like it was a bad thing. “A detective,
actually.”

Silence. Then, “Do you have any association with the
LA police?”

“I know a few officers—”

“Goodbye.”

“No, Angela, wait! Don’t hang up. Let me explain.”
Something bad was going on if she was afraid of the
authorities.

There was a pause and he feared she had
disconnected. Finally, she said, “Okay. Explain.”

“I know a couple of the officers, but no, I don’t
have any association with them. They’re barely acquaintances.”

She exhaled. “Okay. Good.”

“I’m getting the feeling you don’t trust the local
cops.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust them, but the person
who’s after me has contacts everywhere, including the LAPD.”

“Why don’t you tell me about the people who died.”
If he could keep her talking, maybe he could gain her
confidence.

“My lawyer hired a bodyguard for me, but he was
killed yesterday morning. He was able to kill the man who attacked
him before he died, giving me the chance to escape. Then my lawyer
was murdered.”

Damn. Whatever trouble she was in, she definitely
needed his help. “What about the other eight?”

“At the airport yesterday, the people after me
traced my car. The same two men who shot at us boarded a shuttle
bus and killed everyone on board. I have no doubt they were looking
for me.”

“Angela, whatever is going on is serious. Let me
help you. Tell me where you are and I’ll come to you.”

“What if by helping me, you become a target?”

“I can handle them. And I’ll keep you safe.”

Another excruciating long pause. Then she relented.
“Okay. I’m at—oh wait, there’s a knock on the door. It’s the motel
manager. Be right back.”

He bolted upright. “Angela, do not open that door!
Angela?” He was too late. He listened as she slid the chain through
the track and then a loud crash when the door slammed against the
wall. Angela screamed and there were sounds that indicated a
scuffle. If they hurt her, he’d find them and make them pay.

“Angela!” He jumped off the bed, frantic to help but
powerless to do anything. Then there was nothing, no sounds of a
fight or cries for help. He reached for the landline beside the bed
to call the office. He didn’t want to break the connection with
Angela’s cell.

“Redmond.”

“Tyler, it’s Kellan. I need you to run a trace on my
phone, ASAP. I need the location of the call.”

“On it.” Buttons clicked a rapid staccato and Kellan
imagined Tyler’s skinny fingers flying over the keys. “Got it. I’m
sending the deets to your phone as we speak.”

“Is it okay to disconnect the call? I don’t want to
lose the connection.”

“It’s all good. I’ve got the location.”

“Thanks, Tyler.”

“Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Will do.” He hung up and read the screen on his
phone. The signal wasn’t too far from his current location. Tyler
had pinpointed it to a nearby motel.

He jumped in his SUV and careened into the motel
parking lot five minutes later, traffic and stop lights delaying
his arrival. He bounded out and gripped his Sig Sauer as he
approached her room.

The door stood open a crack, but there was no sound
from inside. He eased the door open, already knowing he’d find the
room empty. He cleared it to make sure and
then flipped on the lights. An overturned chair was the only sign
of a struggle.

He spotted Angela’s phone on the floor beside the
bed. He picked it up and pocketed it. He’d remove the SIM card so
it couldn’t be traced after he checked it out. It was the most
likely way they found her. He just wished he’d told her so before
she answered the door.

Her purse rested on a dresser, along with a shopping
bag bearing the name of a trendy hotel. He gathered everything,
surprised at the weight of her handbag, and turned out the light
before closing the door. He scanned the area for cameras, hoping
they might be able to hack into the feed to get a license plate
number of the people who took her, but there were none. Except for
a truck parked close to the office, and one car that looked like it
hadn’t been moved in a decade judging by the flat tires and a
cracked windshield, the rest of the lot was
deserted.

Angela thought the manager had been knocking on her
door. After stashing her purse and bags in the passenger seat of
his SUV, he headed to the lobby. A bell tinkled overhead as he
pushed through the glass door. A middle-aged man with a long
ponytail of gray hair sat behind the desk, diamond studs in his
ears reflecting the light. A smidge of coffee remained in a pot on
a side table and crumbs on a plate indicated cookies had been
offered at some point. Mounted on a wall was a television currently
tuned to a game show. The man eyed him warily. “You a cop?”

He got that a lot. “No, but I have a few questions
for you.”

“I got rooms available if
that’s what you’re asking.”

“No, I want to know about the occupant of room
twelve.”

“Oh yeah, the fugitive.” The man chuckled. “Those
bounty hunters tracked her down but good.”

“Is that what they told you? They were bounty
hunters?”

“Sure did. Said she was wanted in two states for
cashing bad checks, credit card theft and
jumping bail.” The man scoffed. “Glad she paid me with cash.”

“Did you see their credentials?”

The man scratched his head. “Well, now that you
mention it, I don’t think I did. They had papers though. Looked
official.”

“Did you get their names?”

“Uh, no.”

“The company they supposedly worked for?”

His mouth pursed grimly and he shook his head.

“You took the word of two men without checking for
the proper identification, you gave out customer room information
that should be private and you allowed them to abduct a woman.”

The man rolled his chair back and waved his hands.
“Woah, woah, I didn’t allow nothing like
that.”

Kellan slammed his fist on the counter, causing the
man to jump in his seat. “Yes, you did. Those men were the
criminals and that woman was kidnapped tonight.” He leaned closer
and bared his teeth. “I guarantee you that if she is harmed at all,
even one hair on her head, I’m holding you personally
responsible.”

All the color had drained from the man’s face and
his eyes darted around nervously. “Y-you can’t come in here and
threaten me.”

“No? Well, I just did.” He pushed from the counter
to leave but turned around and said, “You might want to watch your
back. Those men have killed at least ten people already.” And
you saw their faces was left unsaid.

He walked out as the man choked on a gasp. Pulling
out his phone, he dialed Tyler. “Can you hack into the traffic
cameras around the motel. Look for any cars that arrived or left in
the last half hour.”

“I’ll see what I can do and hit you back in a
few.”

Kellan shook his head. The kid was weird. He slid
the phone in his pocket, climbed in his SUV and returned to his
hotel. His cell rang as soon as he turned into the parking lot. He
hit the speaker. “What have you got for me, Tyler?”

“A black four-door sedan, dark
windows, arriving at the motel and leaving five minutes later. I
tracked it for a few blocks, but it went out of camera range and I
couldn’t pick it back up.”

“Did you get a license number?”

“Yeah, but the plate’s registered to a
nineteen-ninety-eight Ford Taurus and was reported missing two
weeks ago.”

He figured as much. “Okay, thanks.”

“I’m here if you need anything else.”

Once he was back in his room, he dumped the contents
of the purse on his bed. With a low whistle, he fingered the stacks
and stacks of crisp bills. There had to be at least twenty grand,
probably more. Things weren’t adding up. She told Moody at Cable
Security that she couldn’t pay a retainer, yet she carried around
enough cash to buy a new car outright. Plus, if she had so much
money on hand, what was she doing staying in a low budget
motel?

He opened her wallet, his eyes widening at the
driver's license on display beneath a plastic
window. Annabelle St. John. Not Angela Johnson. Her long hair was
light blond, almost white, accentuating her blue eyes. Gorgeous was
the first thing that came to his mind. He noted the address and
pulled it up on a map program on his laptop. His jaw dropped. It
wasn’t a house. It was a freaking mansion. Surrounded by equally
impressive and substantially colossal dwellings much like the one
he and his coworkers called home the last few weeks.

Digging in his pocket for her phone, he powered it
on. The battery was low, so he plugged it into his charger. He
scrolled to the photos first. There were only a few of an older man
in a hospital bed. He looked ill and incredibly frail, but his
smile was genuine. In a couple of the shots, Angela—no, not Angela,
Annabelle—was at his side, her smile wide. He wondered if it was
her father and if he’d recently passed away. He was about to do a
check on her name when he noticed a video file and clicked on it.
The video was shaky and there were a few branches and green leaves
in the way. It looked like it was shot from behind a potted plant.
She’d recorded one man approaching another.

“What are you doing here?”

The man who spoke had his back to the camera so
Kellan couldn’t get a look at his face. He had a clear shot of the
other man and he looked shady and disreputable.

“Just making sure my investment is
repaid.”

“It will be. I told you it would be repaid with
interest.”

“The latest shipment arrived and I covered the
cost. Again. Last chance, Singleton. My patience is running
out.”

The shady guy strolled away, replaced with a buxom
blond who rushed to the other man’s side and grabbed his arm.

“Robert? Who was that man? What was that
about?”

“What? Nothing. Keep your mouth
shut and come-on.” He jerked the woman’s
arm and she squeaked as she stumbled after him. Kellan felt the
overwhelming urge to pound the obnoxious sleazebag. If a man
treated a woman that way, there was no telling what he was capable
of doing.

Was this video the reason someone was after
Annabelle? Maybe this Robert Singleton found out she recorded him.
And what kind of shipment had they been talking about? Humans? God,
he hoped not.

He forwarded the clip to his email and then
unplugged the phone, powered it off and popped out the SIM card. He
was positive that’s how she’d been tracked so easily. Just in case,
he accessed the app Tyler added to his cell that detected
electronic surveillance bugs and scanned her belongings. They came
up clean. The phone it was.

Grabbing his laptop, he did a search on the name
Robert Singleton and clicked on the top link, which turned out to
be an obituary. Robert Singleton was dead? He zoomed in on the
picture. Not the same man. This one was older—and looked
suspiciously similar to the man in the photos with Annabelle. He
skimmed the article and locked on the mention of survivors. Robert
had a son from a first marriage, Robert Junior and his wife Vespa.
Vespa? What kind of name was that? Who
named their kid after an Italian scooter? The obit described
Annabelle as his beloved stepdaughter and caregiver. Robert
Singleton’s second wife proceeded him in death several years ago.
Annabelle had been young when she lost her mother, now her
stepfather had passed away. He wondered about her real father and
if he was still in the picture. Kellan hoped she had someone she
could count on. A few minutes later, he realized she didn’t after
he found the obituary for her mother. Annabelle’s biological father
had been killed in action in the military when she was young.

He now knew one of the men Annabelle clandestinely
recorded was her stepbrother. The other could be Junior’s business
partner or maybe a bookie. He talked about an investment being
repaid, so that made Kellan think more along the lines of a loan
shark. He typed in Robert Singleton Junior in the search bar and
waited for the results. He currently owned an import/export company
and served on the city council. Oh, look at that, he was now
running for Congress. A politician. Kellan shuddered.

Accessing the video Annabelle recorded, he fast
forwarded to the clearest shot of the loan shark and highlighted
his face. He sent the clip to Tyler and then called and asked him
to run the man through his facial recognition program, which was
comparable to the one the FBI used to identify suspects. Probably
better. Tyler was a freaking genius. Then he asked him to dig for
information on both Robert Singleton Senior and Junior.

After he disconnected, he read a few more articles
on Junior but didn’t turn up anything
interesting. Seemed like quite a leap from city councilman to
Congress, but what did he know? He stayed as
far away from politics as possible. The articles on Senior were a
different story. He’d owned several automobile dealerships, sat on
numerous boards and committees and he’d been heavily invested in
his community until his passing. He appeared to be well-liked, as
there were many letters of tribute, including one from the
mayor.

He typed in Annabelle’s name again, but there wasn’t
much out there. It looked like she’d worked for a graphic design
company in Seattle until about a year ago. He was guessing she quit
to take care of her sick stepfather.

A look around Annabelle’s house would be a logical
place to look for clues. He’d pay her stepbrother a visit next,
feel him out to see if he was behind her disappearance.

After digging out her keys so he could access her
house without resorting to breaking and entering, he locked the
purse filled with thousands of dollars in the room safe and headed
for his SUV.

#

After speaking with Kellan for a few minutes,
Annabelle’s gut told her she could trust him. He was easy to talk
to and he seemed genuinely interested in helping her. How she
desperately wanted someone to lean on, if only for a little while.
It felt like the weight of the world had been sitting on her
shoulders for a year now. During Rob’s illness, she’d been the
strong one, keeping a brave face while seeing to the tasks that
needed to be done. She refused to let tears fall, knowing that once
she started, she might not be able to stop.

How many times had she wished for someone to share
her burden? Here was a man offering to do just that. She’d be a
fool to turn him away. She opened her mouth to ask him to meet her
when a knock sounded on the door.

“Ms. Johnson, it’s Frank, the motel manager. I
overcharged you for your room. I have your refund right
here.”

“Oh wait, there’s a knock on the door. It’s the
motel manager. Be right back.”

She thought she heard Kellan saying something as she
tossed the phone down and hurried to the window. Carefully tugging
the curtain aside, she spotted the man who signed her in staring
back at her. She slid the chain from the track but before she could
fully turn the knob, the door slammed against the wall and she
screamed. She stumbled back when one of the men she recognized from
the airport reached for her. She batted his hands away and fell
against the bed. Her phone thumped to the floor and she heard
Kellan yelling her name. The man wrapped a meaty paw around her arm
and jerked her to her feet. She tried to resist, latching onto a
chair, but he was much stronger. The chair tumbled over as he
forced her out of the room.

Her frantic gaze landed on the motel manager and she
pleaded for help, but he just stood back with his arms crossed, his
lips twisted into a sneer. The other kidnapper held a needle in his
hand. She jerked away as he jammed it in her neck. Except for a
small poke, he missed, and the liquid dribbled down her throat.
Still, the small jab was enough to cause her head to swim before
blackness consumed her.


Chapter Four

Annabelle was jarred awake when
the car she was riding in hit a pothole and she bounced in the
seat. She landed on her side and discovered her arms were bound in
front of her. Keeping her eyes closed, she tried to assess the
situation. She didn’t want the men who abducted her—Thug A she
named the tall, skinny one, and Thug B, the shorter, stockier
one—to know she was awake. She was sure they meant for her to be
unconscious for an extended amount of time.

The car was slowing. Were they at the destination
already? She assumed they were taking her to her stepbrother, but
bright lights lit up the interior of the car and then they stopped.
The engine shut off.

“I can’t believe you didn’t gas up before we
left.”

That explained the overhead lights. They’d pulled
into a gas station.

“Shove it, asshole. Go inside and get me a Coke and
a pack of smokes.”

“Get them yourself. I have to take a piss.”

Hope flared to life and Annabelle’s heart pounded.
If both men went inside, she might be able to escape. She waited
for the car doors to open and then close before she popped up to
assess the situation. Thug A and Thug B were indeed headed towards
the convenience store attached to the truck stop. As soon as they
were out of sight, she jerked upright and opened the door. Using
her hip, she closed it before taking off with an awkward gait for a
line of big rigs parked in a row.

Her gaze darted around, trying to decide the best
place to hide. An auto transport truck hauling several new cars was
her best bet. She climbed up to the closest car and muttered a
harsh curse when the door was locked. Feeling eyes on her, she
jerked her head up to see a young boy, either eleven or twelve, she
wasn’t sure, standing close. His dark eyes watched her intently as
he munched on a potato chip.

“You didn’t hear that,” she insisted, knowing that
he did, judging from his amused grin.

Footsteps pounded on the concrete. She held a finger
to her lips and ducked behind the car.

“Hey, kid, did you see a woman
come by here? Blond hair, skinny. About yea tall.”

She peeked around the vehicle to see Thug B standing
in front of the boy. The kid was still munching on his chips, but
he held one hand out, palm up. She closed her eyes in
disappointment. He was going to rat her out for money. B sighed but
reached into his back pocket to extract his wallet. He yanked out a
couple of bills and slapped them in the kid’s hand. When the kid
just stood there, B groaned and added a few more bills.

“Yeah, I saw her.”

Annabelle’s heart dropped to her feet.

“She hitched a ride on a Walmart truck that drove
out of the lot a few seconds ago. Went that way.” He pointed.

Relief flooded her and tears sprang to her eyes. He
hadn’t ratted her out. He’d saved her life.

“Thanks, kid.”

The boy watched him run off and then tires squealed
as her kidnappers shot out of the lot.

“Coast is clear,” he told her.

She climbed down and wanted to hug him, but her
bound hands wouldn’t let her. He fished in his pocket and pulled
out a knife, slicing through the plastic tie to free her.

“Thank you so much.” She did pull him in for a hug
this time. “You saved my life.”

He shrugged and glanced away in embarrassment.

“What’s your name?”

“Andre.”

“Nice to meet you, Andre. I’m Annabelle.”

“Did that man kidnap you?”

“Yes.”

“Thought so. You need to call
someone? The police?”

She instantly thought of Kellan. “I do.” That was
assuming she could remember his phone number.

“My mom manages the pancake restaurant. Come on
inside and you can wait in there.”

Tears pricked her eyes again at his gentle caring.
He was young and didn’t know her at all, but he’d saved her life.
She wanted to do something for him, give him some money for his
college fund or something, but her purse was back at the motel…her
steps faltered. Her purse! It would probably be gone by now. What
would she do with no cash, no car? And how did her stepbrother’s
thugs keep finding her?

#

Kellan pressed the button on the key fob to unlock
the SUV. He was just about to climb inside to head to Annabelle’s
house when his phone buzzed. He grabbed it out of his pocket
thinking it was Tyler but he didn’t know the number.

“Hello?”

“Kellan?”

His head snapped up, recognizing the voice
immediately. “Annabelle? Are you okay?”

She exhaled a breath. “Yes. Thank goodness this was
the right number.”

“Where are you? Are you with the kidnappers?”

“I escaped, but I’m afraid they’ll come looking for
me.”

He launched into the SUV and jerked his seatbelt
into place. Putting the phone on speaker, he asked, “Where are
you?” as he started the engine.

“I’m at a truck stop.” She paused and he heard a
voice giving her the address. She repeated it and he entered it
into the GPS.

“Stay there and keep out of sight. I’m on my way
right now.”

“Thank you, Kellan.”

He pulled out of the lot and merged onto the
Interstate. He hadn’t missed being a cop until this moment. He
could really use flashing lights and a siren to clear the way. He
drove a healthy fifteen miles an hour over the speed limit,
twenty-five when a flashy red Beemer passed and he rode his tail.
Traffic was heavy but moving along at a rapid pace. The voice on
the navigation system told him to take the next exit, so he changed
lanes and followed a line of cars down the off-ramp. He spotted the
sign for the truck stop and turned in, dodging cars, semis and
recreational vehicles in the busy lot. He found a parking spot on
the end with the pancake restaurant. After backing in, he got out
slowly and canvassed the area, looking for dark four-door sedans.
Several big rigs were parked in a line, while others waited in line
for the gas pumps. The flow of vehicles was steady. This place was
a gold mine.

“You looking for someone?”

He turned at the voice to see a young African
American boy leaning against the side of the building. He wore a
Lakers sweatshirt and a backwards hat. The boy
studied him with narrowed eyes.

“I am.”

“What’s your name?”

“Kellan.”

The boy nodded and glanced around. “Follow me.”

He trailed after the kid, scanning the restaurant,
looking for any sign of Annabelle. Other than her driver’s license
picture and the ones on her phone, he’d not gotten a good look at
her in person. She’d been wearing a hat when he ran into her, but
he’d never forget her eyes.

“Sit here.” The boy indicated a booth. He slid onto
the cracked orange Naugahyde bench.

The boy turned to leave. “Wait—where are you
going?”

“Be right back.”

He waited until the boy disappeared into the kitchen
before he stood and craned his neck, searching for any sign of
Annabelle. There were a few people eating dinner, but for the most
part, the restaurant was empty. He was just about to go hunting
when the boy returned with someone wearing another Lakers
sweatshirt with the hood up.

“Kellan?”

He released the breath he didn’t realize he was
holding. “Annabelle.”

She ran into his arms and he hugged her tightly.
Suddenly, her body stiffened and she pulled away. “Wait—you called
me Annabelle.”

“It’s your name, isn’t it?”

She winced. Busted. “How did you find
out?”

“When we got disconnected, I had my office trace
your phone. I went to your motel and gathered your belongings.”

She gasped and clutched his arm. “Was…everything
there?”

She didn’t say the money but he understood her
intent. “Yes. Your purse is safe in my hotel room.”

Her shoulders sagged in relief and she dropped onto
the padded seat. “I was so afraid the manager would clear
everything out. He helped the men who kidnapped me.”

“I know.” He slid into the seat across from her.
Damn, her eyes were amazing. A blue so crystal and clear, he could
get lost in them. Unconsciously, he reached for her hands and she
clung to him. “I had a talk with him. The men told him they
were bounty hunters and that you were a
criminal who’d skipped bail.”

“And he believed them?”

“Yeah, without proof. Pretty sure I put the fear of
God in him.” His thumbs rubbed circles over her soft skin. “How did
you get away?”

“One of the men had a syringe. He drugged me…or
tried to. The needle barely pricked my skin and most of the liquid
dribbled down my neck. Still, it was enough to knock me out. I woke
up when they stopped to get gas. I waited until they went inside
then made a run for it.” She told him about Andre taking the man’s
money and leading him on a wild goose chase.

“That was quick thinking for someone so young.”

“And brave. The men are scary.”

He didn’t like that she’d been injected with a drug,
no matter how small the dosage. “You need to go to the hospital to
be checked out. There’s no telling what drug they used or the
lingering effects.”

Her eyes widened. “No, I can’t. I’d have to give my
name.” She shook her head. “I don’t feel strange or nauseous, just
a little tired.” At his narrowed glare, she added, “I promise I’ll
tell you if I start to feel queasy.”

He wanted to argue but she was right. She’d have to
fill out all kinds of forms. With the men after her, she needed to
stay off the radar as much as possible.

She sighed and leaned back against the cushioned
booth. “I ditched my car at the airport, so how does my stepbrother
keep finding me?”

“Your phone. With very little know-how, they’re
pretty easy to trace. I checked for any tracking devices in your
belongings, but they were clean.”

“My phone. Why didn’t I think of that?”

#

Annabelle relaxed for the first time in what seemed
like forever. It might be lingering effects of the drug, as Kellan
suggested, or it could be the strong, handsome man sitting across
from her in the cracked orange vinyl both in the busy truck stop
outside of Los Angeles. He was just so—capable. That word instantly
popped into her head. She had no doubt he could handle anything
that came his way. Maybe he wouldn’t have to if Robbie couldn’t
track her anymore. Why hadn’t she thought about her phone
sooner?

She glanced at Kellan again. Not only was he easy on
the eyes, but he’d recovered her money and he made her feel safe.
How she could trust someone she just met so completely was a
mystery, but she didn’t question it. Somehow, she’d known from the
moment she spotted him at the airport that her life would never be
the same. She wanted to crawl across the table and into his strong
arms. The urge was overwhelming in its intensity. She’d never felt
anything like it.

Her stomach took that opportunity to growl, jarring
her from her thoughts. She couldn’t remember the last time she ate.
The pancakes looked delicious and the bacon smelled divine.

“Are you hun—”

Andre came rushing back inside and grabbed her arm,
tugging her from the seat. “Annabelle, get up! You gotta hide. The
men are back. I just saw them get out of the car.”

Kellan was out of the booth in a flash, ushering
them both inside the kitchen. Kerry, Andre’s mom, looked up from
cutting a pie, her eyes widening.

“Andre, what are you doing?”

“Those men who kidnapped Annabelle are back. She
needs to hide.”

The knife Kerry had been holding clattered to the
counter. “You have to hide, too,” she insisted. “They’ll be mad you
led them astray. Follow me.” The cook looked up from the griddle
but went back to flipping pancakes, uninterested in the drama.
Kerry herded them into a pantry lined with shelves that were
stocked with food and supplies. “Over here. Behind the pallets.
Crouch down. I’ll be right back.”

Annabelle dropped to the floor behind the wooden
crates with Andre but Kellan wasn’t with them. She jumped to her
feet. “Kellan? What are you doing?”

“They don’t know who I am, so I’m running
interference.” He grabbed a green apron off a hook and tied it on.
“I’ll pretend to be inventorying the shelves.”

Andre’s mom returned with a colorful quilt.
Annabelle plopped back down and gathered Andre close to her side as
Kerry shook out the blanket and covered them. She heard Kellan
instruct the woman to keep the lights on.

“Good idea,” Andre’s mom said. “Here’s a clipboard
to write on. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to come out.”

It was stuffy under the blanket with Andre pressed
against her side, but Annabelle couldn’t stop the shiver that crept
down her spine. If the men found her, they might kill her this
time. And Andre. And Kellan.

“I won’t let them get to you,” Kellan murmured,
obviously reading her thoughts.

“Me, either,” Andre piped up. She hugged him
tighter.

“Get ready,” Kellan whispered. “I hear raised
voices.”

Annabelle clutched Andre’s hand as hinges creaked.
They’d opened the door. She held her breath.

“What the hell, dude?” Kellan exclaimed in a Texas
accent that she’d think was real if she didn’t know better.
Actually, she didn’t. Maybe he was from the Lone Star State.

“We’re looking for someone.” She recognized Thug B’s
voice.

“An escaped criminal. She’s extremely dangerous,”
Thug A added and she rolled her eyes. She wasn’t the dangerous
one.

“You guys cops?” Kellan questioned.

“Yeah, sure,” Thug B lied. “Have you seen this
woman?”

Apparently one of the Thug bros showed Kellan a
picture of her. There was a low whistle. “Damn shame she’s a
criminal. She’s a looker,” Kellan drawled. Another shiver ran down
her spine, a delicious one this time. “Nah, I haven’t seen her.
Wouldn’t mind running into her, if you know what I mean.” He added
a guffaw that cut off abruptly. “Hey man, what are you doing. Get
your hands off me.”

Annabelle’s heart rate kicked up. They were going to
hurt Kellan. She grabbed the edge of the quilt, ready to surrender
so they’d leave him and Andre alone when Thug B spoke.

“You’re going to help us search this truck stop. And
if you try anything funny, I’ll blow off your kneecaps.”

“Cops can’t just go around shooting kneecaps off
tax-paying citizens. Okay, okay, don’t get your panties in a
twist,” Kellan grumbled. “I don’t mind helping you fine officers
search. I’ll come along peacefully.”

The sound of retreating footsteps, followed by the
slamming of the door, told her that the men were gone. That was
good. But they took Kellan with them. That was bad.

“He’ll be okay,” Andre assured her. “The guy’s a
beast. I bet he could take them both with one hand tied behind his
back.”

She smiled and squeezed him harder. “I bet you’re
right.” Her grin faded. “Andre, I’m sorry I got you into this
mess.”

“Are you kidding? This is totally lit!”

“Lit? As in on fire?”

“As in the most fun I’ve had here in like,
ever.”

Being chased by gun-toting kidnappers wasn’t her
idea of fun.

“And besides, I made fifty bucks.”

She laughed softly. He’d be making more because she
would see to it that his college fund was paid for as soon as she
had access to her fortune. His random act of kindness very likely
saved her life.

“What do you want to be when you grow up,
Andre?”

“A professional basketball player. Or an
astronaut.”

“Both admirable professions.”

“Or a video game designer.”

She smiled. “That would be fun.”

“Yeah, my mom said I spend so much time playing
games, I should learn how to create them. What do you do?”

“I work with computers.”

“Cool. That’d be awesome, too.”

A knock on the door had her fumbling with the
blanket to make sure they were covered, but Kerry’s voice calmed
her nerves. “They’re gone for now. They took that man with them to
search the convenience store next door. You should be safe taking
off the blanket. I’m sure it’s hot under there.” She helped
Annabelle tug it off their heads. The fresh air felt good. It’d
been getting toasty under there. “Keep it close in case they come
back. It won’t take them long to search.” She reached into her
uniform pockets. “Here.” She handed them both a can of soda and a
package of cheese and peanut butter crackers. “I’ll be back when
it’s safe to leave.”

They ate their snacks and sipped the drinks while
they chatted about Andre’s dream to become the next Los Angeles
Lakers superstar.

“I’ve met LeBron James,” she told him.

His eyes widened to saucers. “No, you did not.”

“Sure did.”

“Where, when?”

“A few months ago. My stepfather has season
tickets.” Actually, he owned a luxury suite. It was a different
experience watching a game from there. No crowded bleachers, no
long lines at the concession stand or restrooms. You didn’t have to
worry if the rabid fan behind you kept his thumb pressed on the
button of an airhorn all night or if the person beside you jabbered
on their cell the entire game. The suites featured high definition
televisions in case you didn’t want to gaze out the glass to the
live game below, padded seats, granite bars, air conditioning and
a wait staff on call. Actually, now that she
thought about it, she guessed the suite was hers now, too. “My
stepdad was very sick and one of his friends arranged for LeBron to
meet him.” It was one of the last trips he’d make out of the house,
besides the hospital.

Andre was hanging on her every word. “Wow.”

She nodded. “Yeah, wow. He was humble and kind,
signed autographs and posed for pictures. He even gifted my
stepfather with a game jersey.” She could still picture the smile
on Rob’s face. He’d been a LeBron fan even before he’d signed with
the Lakers. The trip to the Staples Center had worn him out, but
it’d been worth it to see joy light up his eyes.

“Man, I wish I could meet him.”

Though Rob had treasured that game jersey, Annabelle
knew that it would make him happy to see it go to someone who would
appreciate it as much as he had. She made a mental note to send it
to Andre. “Maybe you’ll play against him someday.”

A knock sounded on the door and then it opened to
reveal Kellan’s handsome face. “They’re gone. Let’s get out of
here.”

She stood and shook out her sore legs. “What about
Andre? They might come back for him.”

“They think he was with one of the truckers. They
have no idea he’s here. I doubt they’ll be back.”

Her shoulders sagged with relief. She didn’t want
the sweet boy or his mother in danger because they helped her. She
returned Andrés’ borrowed sweatshirt and said goodbye with hugs and
exchanges of phone, email and mailing addresses. Kellan handed her
a hat he picked up at the convenience store that depicted a skull
and crossbones with the slogan: Certified Badass Truck Driver.

“Great,” she deadpanned. “Thanks.” She twisted her
hair in a knot and tucked it under the hat as she settled it on her
head. The jacket he wrapped around her shoulders was at least three
sizes too large, but it was, thankfully, slogan-free. Annabelle
jolted when his hand touched the small of her back to guide her
outside. He opened the passenger door and helped her in, making
sure she buckled up before he rounded the hood and slid into the
driver’s seat.

He started the engine and she placed her hand on his
arm, almost jumping at the contact of skin on skin. It felt like
little electric shocks shooting up from her fingertips. “Thank you
for coming for me. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t
agreed to help me. And I’m sorry I lied about my name.”

He glanced over at her. “I understand and no thanks
necessary, but you’re welcome.”

“But I do have to thank you, Kellan. You canceled
your trip home because of me.”

One light brown brow raised. “How did you know
that?”

“I spoke with someone in your office. I lost your
business card, but I remembered the name of your company, so I
looked them up and called.”

“Probably BeBe. She’s the heartbeat of the company
and keeps us running smoothly.”

“That name sounds right. She was very nice.” She
realized she was still holding his arm so she pulled her hand free,
instantly mourning the loss of his body heat. Her fingers were
still tingling. “I want to hire your company—you specifically. I
can give you a down payment, but I can’t pay the full fees yet.”
She assumed. She had no idea how much it cost to hire private
security. Mr. Windham had taken care of Andy’s retainer. The
unhelpful jerk she spoke with at Cable Security told her that the
man she was supposed to meet would have the information for
her.

“We’ll work something out.” He put the SUV in drive
and navigated around the busy truck stop to the Interstate on-ramp.
“Now, why don’t you tell me what’s going on and why there are men
after you.”

She did owe him an explanation, but where to
start?

“How about at the beginning?”

Her head snapped to his. Apparently, she said that
out loud. With a deep breath, she launched into the spiel. “My
stepfather, Rob, passed away recently. He was…wealthy. He left
everything to me instead of his biological son, Robbie.”

Kellan glanced over at her. He didn’t seem surprised
by the information. “That had to piss him
off.”

She turned to stare out the window at the passing
scenery. “Understatement.”

“Did Robbie’s father leave him anything or did he
completely cut him out of the will?”

“He left him family heirlooms,
but as far as cash, only a million dollars.”

Kellan sputtered. “Only?”

“It doesn’t seem like much when you consider Rob’s
net worth. Plus, Robbie honestly thought he’d inherit everything
since he was the only blood relative. Rob was my stepfather, but he
never officially adopted me.”

“So that’s motive. Question is, what’s his end
game?”

“He wants me dead before the will clears probate so
he can claim the inheritance.”

“Ah. Now it all makes sense. I’ll get our lawyers on
the case, see if there’s anything they can do to speed the process
along. I’ll keep you safe until then.”

The first spark of hope since the reading of the
will flared to life inside her. Maybe there
was a way out of this mess. Kellan made her feel safe and hopeful.
Now she had no doubt fate played a part in their meeting.

“Full disclosure,” Kellan said, glancing over at her
as he moved to the right lane and exited the freeway. “I went
through your phone looking for information on you when you went
missing. I saw the video you recorded.”

“That was Robbie, my stepbrother. He was meeting
with a man called Bixby. I don’t know if that’s a first or last
name. I think he’s Rob’s bookie or loan shark, I’m not sure which.
But Robbie owes him five million dollars.”

Kellan’s jaw dropped open. “Five million?”

A horn tooted and Kellan faced forward and
accelerated through the intersection.

“Now you can see why a one-million-dollar
inheritance meant nothing to him. Plus, Bixby’s charging interest
for every day that goes by without payment.”

“So he’s desperate. Do you know what shipment they
were talking about?”

“I don’t, but I fear Robbie might be involved with
human trafficking.” The thought made her sick to her stomach. How
anyone could just buy and sell another human without remorse was
unfathomable.

“I forwarded a snapshot of Bixby’s face to my
office. They’re digging for information on him. If it’s out there,
they’ll find it.”

He flipped on the turn signal and motored into the
parking lot of a mid-level hotel not far from the motel where she’d
been staying. He navigated to the end of the lot and backed into a
space close to one of the side doors. After he shut off the engine,
she gripped the handle to open her door but his hand on her arm
stopped her. She turned to him and even in the dark interior, the
only light coming from security lights around the hotel, his eyes
were warm and rich and she felt like she could stare into them
forever.

“We’ll stay here tonight, but my recommendation is
that we get you out of town first thing in the morning. I can make
sure your stepbrother can’t find you.”

“I do want to leave, but there are a few things I
need to take care of first.”

“Nothing that can’t wait a few weeks?”

She shook her head. “I need to go to my house and
gather some belongings. There are things I have to have before we
go.”

“Can’t you buy anything you need?”

“I don’t care about the clothes or shoes or
anything, but I’m afraid Robbie will try to take the things he
knows are important to me. Priceless heirlooms from my parents. I’d
also like to have my passport and my computer.” God, she hoped he
hadn’t ransacked her room already. It’d been fine when she left for
the reading of the will, and Mr. Windham said the security codes
were being changed. Theoretically, Robbie hadn’t been able to get
back inside the house, but she wouldn’t put anything past him.

“You won’t be able to use your computer. It can be
traced.”

“It has programs on there I need. I also want to get
the key to my safe deposit box. Robbie might try to clear it
out.”

“He wouldn’t be able to access it without your key,
could he?”

“He has friends everywhere. I wouldn’t be surprised
if he finagled his way inside.”

“Okay, your house and the bank. Is that it?”

“The lawyer’s office called. I have to sign some
forms before I go.”

“That it?”

“I think so.”

Kellan nodded. “Okay.” He opened his door and she
followed suit, meeting up with him on the sidewalk. “I’ll get in
touch with the LAPD and we’ll head to your house in the
morning.”

Annabelle grabbed his arm again, forcing him to stop
walking. “No. No police. I was serious about that. My lawyer told
me not to trust them just before he was murdered.”

“I have a contact I trust. He just helped with a
case we worked on. I’ll make sure he knows it’s confidential.”

“Please, Kellan. I don’t want to risk it.” She took
Mr. Windham’s warning to heart. If someone on the force was dirty,
they could lead Robbie right to her.

He stared into her eyes and she almost got lost in
his again. He nodded slowly. “Okay. No police.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. He’d listened to her
and bowed to her wishes. Going back to her house wasn’t negotiable,
nor the bank. She didn’t care about her clothes or shoes. Those
things could be replaced. It was the irreplaceable things that she
wouldn’t leave without. She’d have made Andy go back for them
before they left, too.

The thought of Andy made her heart clench. What if
she was putting Kellan in the same line of fire? If anything
happened to him, she’d be devastated. She’d just met him, but she
felt a connection with him that defied logic.

“You okay?”

He was staring at her with concern and her heart
skipped a beat. She could so easily fall for this man. Forcing a
smile, she nodded. He guided her inside to a room on the first
floor. She stood back as he inserted the key card and opened the
door when the light flashed green.

He tossed the card on a dresser and turned to face
her. “Are you hungry?”

Her stomach loudly answered his question and he
chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes. Pizza okay?”

“Perfect.”

#

Kellan tracked Annabelle’s movements as she wandered
around the room while he placed an order for pizza. She had to have
noticed there was only one bed. Though it was a king with plenty of
room, he’d be sleeping on the floor. He could call the front desk
and switch rooms, but they’d only be here one night, and he didn’t
want to draw any attention to the fact that there was another
person in his room. He was confident Annabelle’s stepbrother
wouldn’t be able to find them, but he wasn’t taking chances. One
little slip might mean the difference in keeping her safe.

After he placed the order, he dialed the office. He
needed to let Luke and Logan know what was going on. It was almost
time for them to go home to their families, but he managed to catch
them both before they left the office. As he was explaining about
locating Annabelle and then her abduction, she tapped his
shoulder.

“Are you talking to your boss?” she mouthed.

He held a hand over the phone. “Bosses. Yes.”

“Can I speak with them?”

He studied her and then nodded. He spoke into the
phone. “Ms. St. John would like to talk with you. I’ll put you on
speaker.” He punched a button. “Annabelle St. John, these are my
bosses, Luke Colton and Logan Bradley.”

“Thank you for speaking with me, Mr. Colton and Mr.
Bradley.”

“We’re not formal. It’s Luke and Logan. Can we call
you Annabelle?”

“Of course. I want to thank you for allowing Kellan
to take my case. I’m not sure if he’s had a chance to explain, but
I fully intend to pay the fees as soon as I can access the
money.”

“When Kellan told us about the case, we did some
background research,” one of the men said, and she wasn’t sure if
she felt offended her privacy had been invaded or not. She decided
not to take it personally. Of course, they’d
check up on her. “We’re sorry for your loss, but understand that
you are in line to inherit a substantial sum of money.”

“Yes. I am.”

“That’s good enough for us. We’ll email a contract
to Kellan for you to sign to make it official.”

They chatted more and then Kellan took the phone off
speaker. Annabelle disappeared into the bathroom and he heard the
shower turn on. He tried like hell not to imagine her standing
under the hot spray, water sluicing off her naked—

“Kellan?”

He shook his head to clear the forbidden images.
“Sorry. What was that?”

“I asked what your plans are now,” Logan
repeated.

“I need to get her somewhere safe until the will is
settled. Her stepbrother is gunning for her.”

“You could bring her here,” Luke suggested.

Kellan breathed a sigh of relief. It was the best
place for her to hide out for a few weeks or months if she was willing. He was going to ask for his
bosses’ permission, but they beat him to the punch. “Thanks, I
appreciate it. She needs to run a few errands before we can take
off. I’ll let you know a timeline as soon as possible.”

“Do what you need. You have the full resources of
the office. If you want backup, we can have
someone there tomorrow.”

“Thanks. I should be okay, but I’ll let you
know.”

“You can’t fly commercial without having her name
show up on the manifest and it’s a long drive. When you figure out
when you’re leaving, let us know and we’ll send the jet.”

Another thing he was going to ask but they were one
step ahead of him. He thanked them, promised he’d keep them updated
and disconnected as a knock sounded on the door.

After listening to make sure the shower was still
running, he withdrew his gun and checked the peephole. A teenage
boy wearing a hat with the name of the pizza joint he’d called
stood with a large box in his hand. Kellan opened the door and
checked the hallway before he handed the deliveryman cash for the
order plus a healthy tip.

“I’ll get your change.”

“Keep it.”

The boy’s eyes widened. “Thank you, sir. Enjoy.”

Kellan relocked the door and slid the box on the
table. A bag on top held paper plates, napkins and plastic forks. Annabelle hadn’t come out of the
bathroom yet, so he pocketed the key card and headed to the vending
machines to purchase drinks. He wasn’t sure what she liked, so he
fed bills into the machine and selected a Coke, a Diet Coke and two
bottles of water.

He’d just returned to the room and locked the door
when Annabelle emerged from the shower in a cloud of steam. Her
light blond strands looked darker when wet. The hot water added a
rosy hue to her creamy complexion, making her aquamarine eyes
sparkle. But it was seeing her in nothing but a towel that had his
tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth. Something crashed to the
floor and he realized one of the bottles had slipped from his grip.
He didn’t spare it a look. He couldn’t take his eyes off the vision
of beauty in front of him.

Annabelle broke eye contact first. “I, uh, didn’t
have anything to wear and I can’t put those clothes—”

Her words ended on a sob and he realized she was
barely holding it together. She’d been kidnapped and drugged for
hell’s sake, and he was staring at her like a lust-filled teenager.
He dropped all the bottles and in two steps, swept her off her feet
and carried her to the bed, holding her in his arms as he sat with
his back against the headboard. She buried her face against his
chest and cried, the sounds breaking his heart. He wanted to tell
her to stop, that her tears were killing him, but she needed the
cathartic release. The least he could do was hold her and let her
know she wasn’t alone. Her sobs eventually slowed and the shaking
ceased. He glanced down to discover she’d fallen asleep.

Careful not to wake her, he shifted her in his arms
and tugged down the sheets, settling her on the bed. The corner of
the towel had come loose and he eased it back in place. Gingerly,
he tucked the covers around her body and ran the back of his
fingers down her cheek. She was so lovely and he’d take away her
pain if he could.

After picking up the bottles of soda and water he’d
dropped, he placed them on the table beside the now-cold pizza. He
twisted the lid on one of the bottles of water and took a drink.
The pizza smelled delicious. Lifting the lid, he slid two pieces on
a paper plate and ate while he watched her sleep. He wished she’d
gotten some food in her before she crashed, but her body needed the
rest. He doubted she’d gotten more than a few hours the last couple
of days.

#

Annabelle awoke disoriented, a nightmare jarring her
from sleep. Her surroundings were unfamiliar. Panic threatened
until her gaze landed on the man sitting beside her bed, sound
asleep in a chair. Kellan. Curtains completely covered the
large window that faced the parking lot, but he’d left the bathroom
light on with the door cracked to allow a soft glow into the
otherwise dark room. She shifted and froze. She was practically
naked under the covers. Had they…no, she’d have remembered. The
last thing she did recall was standing in the shower, barely
holding it together. Then when she came out of the bathroom and saw
him looking so strong and handsome and capable, she’d broken apart.
He’d picked her up and held her as she sobbed. He must’ve tucked
her in, towel and all when she finally fell asleep.

Her eyes tracked his face, mostly shadowed by
darkness. His chin rested on his chest, one lock of hair slanting
across his forehead. Her fingers itched to brush the silky strand
aside. His hands were clasped in his lap and his feet crossed at
the ankles. No way he was comfortable with his big body stuffed
into the small seat. Grasping the cover to her chest, she started
to sit up when his eyes popped open and he shifted upright,
instantly awake.

“Annabelle, are you okay?”

His voice was gravelly and deep and sleep-roughened.
The sound danced along her spine, sending her hormones into a
tizzy. “Yes. Thank you. But I, uh…”

“On it.” Pushing to his feet, he lifted a t-shirt
from the bedside table and handed it to her. It was one of his.
Breathing in his wonderful scent, she threaded her arms through the
sleeves and adjusted the fit as he turned his back to give her
privacy. If she were the brave sort, she would forgo the shirt,
drop the sheet and flash him her sexiest smile.

“You hungry?” he asked over his shoulder.

Now that he mentioned it… “Starving.” Though it
didn’t register at the time, the pizza smelled wonderful when she
stepped out of the shower. It’d be cold now, but she liked it that
way, too.

Tossing the covers aside, she slid out and grabbed
the towel she’d wrapped around herself after her shower. She draped
it over a rod in the bathroom before walking to the table to eat.
Though the t-shirt was a dress on her, she felt naughty without
underwear. Kellan had a plate and napkin waiting for her, along
with a bottle of water. She thanked him as she dug into a gooey
slice. It tasted as good as it smelled. She polished off two pieces
before calling it quits.

“That was good. Thank you.” She met his gaze and he
smiled, dimples bracketing his mouth. Damn, there went her heart
again. This man was potent. She reached for the water, needing to
quench the sudden flash of desire burning her from inside. “I’m
sorry about earlier.”

“Nothing to apologize for,” he murmured.

She studied his handsome face. He’d showered and
shaved. He wore a black t-shirt that hugged his impressive
shoulders and biceps. So strong and brave. Her lids drooped and she
blinked, fighting the pull of sleep. Bad things happened when she
closed her eyes. Her dreams were unsettling and she’d rather keep
staring at Kellan, but lingering effects from the drug Thug B
injected her with were too strong to fight.

The next thing she knew, she was in his arms again.
“I can walk,” she protested weakly, burrowing closer to his warmth.
She really couldn’t. Her limbs were jelly.

“I know you can,” Kellan agreed as he placed her on
the bed again.

Before he could move away, she clutched his arm.
“Lie down with me, Kellan. Please?” Her eyes closed. “Keep the
nightmares away,” she whispered. She’d probably be embarrassed in
the morning, but right now, she didn’t care.

He stood silent so long, she was afraid he’d refuse.
Instead, he kicked off his shoes and lifted the sheets. She scooted
over to give him room. The mattress dipped when he crawled inside.
Once he was settled, she rolled closer and melted against his body.
His arms came around her and her last conscious thought was how
right it felt to be lying in his arms.

#

How in the hell was Kellan supposed to sleep with
Annabelle pressed against him? Though she wore one of his t-shirts,
she was naked beneath and his body had no trouble remembering that
juicy fact. His lower body was primed and ready. When she’d
burrowed her heart-shaped ass against his groin, he was afraid he’d
offend her but she was out like a light. Whatever drug the
kidnappers used lingered in her system. He hoped to hell he’d made
the right call in not insisting she get
checked out at the hospital.

What he wanted to do was buckle her into the SUV and
head East as fast as possible. It’d be a long drive, but every mile
they put between her and her stepbrother was crucial. The man
couldn’t harm her if he couldn’t find her. But, he understood her
need to take her important belongings with
her, especially since she’d lost three parents, all before the age
of thirty. He was fortunate that both of his folks were still
alive, so he couldn’t imagine what she’d been through. Now she was
all alone except for a psycho stepbrother intent on doing her
harm.

He hadn’t brought up the subject of her staying with
him at the compound for an extended period of time. Everyone
involved with the company was family and they’d welcomed him with
open arms when he arrived. They’d do the same with Annabelle.

If they stopped by her house first and then the
bank, they should be able to make it to the lawyer’s office in the
early afternoon. He could request transport
home tomorrow evening or the next morning. But, as he’d learned
throughout his police career, things rarely happened according to
plan.


Chapter Five

Kellan woke up achingly hard, a
very soft, very feminine body draped across him like a warm
blanket. Despite his thoughts to the contrary, he’d managed to fall
asleep and sometime during the night, Annabelle had wrapped herself
around him like a second skin. Realizing his hand was caressing her
ass—her very naked ass—he carefully extracted himself from
beneath her. It was one of the hardest things he’d ever done in his
life. Once he was clear, he stood and was happy to see his
movements hadn’t awoken her. She curled to her side and slept on.
He jerked the sheet over her to protect her modesty and his sanity.
There was only so much a man could take.

After using the bathroom and taking a quick shower,
he dressed in his last clean shirt and tactical pants. A search of
the bedside table produced a pad of paper and pen. He scribbled a
note saying that he’d be right back in case she woke up and then he
tiptoed out the door. He hated to leave her for even a minute, but
she’d need clothes to wear and he needed breakfast, not necessarily
in that order.

Thirty minutes later, he returned with shopping bags
full of supplies. He’d checked the sizes on her other clothes, so
he was pretty confident they’d fit. Sliding the keycard in the
slot, he eased the door open. She was still asleep in the same
position. Dropping the bags by the door, he closed it again and
headed to the lobby. The hotel offered a complimentary continental
breakfast with a spread of muffins, donuts, cereals, and fruit. He
loaded a tray with an assortment of items and two glasses of orange
juice. When he returned to the room, he placed the food on the
table and disposed of last night’s pizza box, folding it in half in
order to stuff it in the small trash can.

He glanced at his watch as he ate a cinnamon raisin
muffin. He wanted to be on the road headed to her house already,
but she obviously needed the rest. If they had to delay their
departure from LA, so be it. Two bananas and an apple later and she
still hadn’t stirred. Kellan powered on his computer and checked
his email. Tyler forwarded him a report on Bixby, first name
Melvin. He had a rap sheet for petty crimes, but he’d never done
hard time. Possession of marijuana, public
intoxication. Nothing major and no mention of any involvement with
trafficking, other than stolen goods.

He clicked the email from Logan with a copy of a
contract for Annabelle to sign. Though his eyes widened, he didn’t
think she’d blink at the fee. His bosses had included a clause that
payment wasn’t due until the will was settled.

After clearing the rest of his email messages, he
did a search on the lawyer who’d been killed, Archibald Windham,
and the bodyguard, Andrew Garvey. Both cases were active, but the
cops had no leads. Security cameras had been tampered with at both
the law office and hotel. He wanted to pick up the phone and give
them Annabelle’s stepbrother’s name, but he had no proof. The man
was the most likely suspect, but Kellan couldn’t afford to focus
strictly on him. He needed to stay vigilant. There might be others
in play that he didn’t know about. There had to be several people
who knew Annabelle had inherited a large sum of money. It could
bring all sorts of demented psychos out of the woodwork looking to
make a quick buck. The fact that she’d been kidnapped and not
killed meant that others might be out there after her money.

An hour later with no sign of movement from the bed,
he stood and stretched. He was getting restless. What he really
wanted to do was head to the workout room to lift weights, followed
by a dip in the hotel pool for several laps of cardio, but he
didn’t want to leave her alone. That meant going for a run was out,
too.

He’d purchased workout clothes this morning, so he
changed into a tank top and shorts and then gripped the top of the
door frame to complete a set of fingertip pull-ups. Next, he
dropped to the floor and ripped off fifty push-ups, followed up a
hundred sit-ups. Then he started the circuit again. After five
rounds, his muscles were screaming in protest and he’d worked up a
sweat, but he felt good. Maybe he’d go for a swim later tonight. It
didn’t look like they’d be able to complete the tasks today that
Annabelle wanted to accomplish before they left town.

Rolling to his stomach, he pushed to his forearms
and held a plank for five minutes. Fellow agent Talia Cohen McGrath
had been teaching him some yoga positions to improve his
flexibility, so he ran through the moves he remembered. He was glad
Annabelle was unconscious because if she saw him try to twist his
big body into a pretzel, she’d bust a gut laughing. Talia made it
look effortless. He felt like a bumbling ox. He finished with the
move Talia called adho
mukha śvānāsana. Why she
couldn’t just call it downward-facing dog like a normal person was
beyond him. Walking his hands closer to his feet, he pushed upright
and chugged a bottle of water before heading to shower.

The hot water felt good on his sore muscles, so he
stayed under the steamy spray for longer than usual. After a quick
shave, he tore the tags off the clothes he’d purchased and put them
on. He ran a comb through his wet hair, turned off the light and
stepped into the room. Annabelle had shifted positions, but she was
still out.

He was starting to worry the drug she’d been
injected with had harmed her worse than he thought. He knew she was
exhausted after having a rough few days. She probably hadn’t slept
more than a couple of hours at a time. Maybe her body just needed
to rejuvenate.

His stomach rumbled and he checked his watch. There
was a sandwich shop close to the hotel, but that meant he’d have to
leave her again. Stepping into his shoes, he laced them up, picked
up the keycard from the dresser and headed outside. The trip took
approximately twenty minutes and then he was back in the room. He’d
ordered an assortment of sandwiches, not knowing what Annabelle
would want when she woke. He polished off a foot-long turkey and
provolone cheese on whole wheat with a bag of Sun Chips and a Diet
Coke. The soda gave him a kick of much-needed caffeine. He liked
coffee but wasn’t addicted like many of his
coworkers, so he tried to avoid it as much as possible.

Now that his belly was full, he sat back down at his
computer to get some work done. He sent an email to his bosses,
letting them know their departure had been delayed at least a day.
Then he fired one off to Tyler, asking him to let him know if he
dug up any additional information on Melvin Bixby or Robert
Singleton Junior.

Sheets rustled and he glanced up to see Annabelle
patting the empty bed around her. “Kellan?”

“Over here.”

She jerked upright, all squinty eyes and adorably
disheveled hair. “I was afraid I’d dreamed you.”

Uh, he wasn’t sure what to say to that. “Nope, no
dream.”

A blush crept up her cheeks and she cleared her
throat. “What time is it?”

He checked his watch “Six-thirty.”

“That early?” He shook his head and her jaw dropped
open. “In the evening?” At his confirming nod, her jaw dropped even
further. “I slept for seventeen hours straight?”

“Give or take. How do you feel?”

She shoved a tangled lock of golden hair from her
face. “Good. Well-rested. I can’t believe I slept that long.”

“Your body needed it.”

She tossed the covers back and slid her legs over
the side of the bed. “And now my body needs something else.” She
stood, obviously forgetting she was naked under the t-shirt that
had ridden up in sleep and scurried into the bathroom.

He should’ve been a gentleman and averted his gaze,
but wild horses couldn’t drag his eyes away from the firm, round
globes. He cursed the door when it closed, blocking her from view.
With a sigh, he clicked out of the program he’d been using and
closed the lid of his laptop.

Annabelle popped her head out the door. “Uh, Kellan?
I need to take a shower, but I don’t have anything to change into.
I don’t suppose you have another shirt I can borrow?”

“Better.” He picked up the bags of clothes he’d
purchased for her this morning and handed them to her. “I did some
shopping while you were asleep.”

Her eyes softened and she smiled at him. “That was
so thoughtful. Thank you.” She rummaged in the bags. “You even got
the sizes right.”

She disappeared back inside. He hoped she liked the
things he’d picked out. He’d grabbed a few shirts, not really
noticing the style or design. But one caught his attention and he
thought the blue would match the color of her eyes.

The shower kicked on and he tried reciting the
periodic table to keep from picturing her standing under the spray,
water dripping down her luscious curves. In his perverted daydream,
he followed a drop of water as it rolled slowly down her collarbone
to the gentle slope of her breast. Then it continued down to
her—

His pocket vibrated, jarring him from his musings.
He’d turned off the ringer so it wouldn’t wake her. And speaking
of…what the hell was wrong with him? He was developing a Pavlovian
response to her showering. He needed to end that right now.
Checking the screen, a huge smile lit his face.

“Hey, Hollywood, how’s it going in the Big
Apple?”

Mason Rossi chuckled. “Pretty damn sweet. They treat
us like royalty, chauffeuring us around, gourmet meals. You
should’ve come with us. You earned it, too.”

Kellan had considered making the trip with Sawyer
and Harlow Oldham and Mason and his now-girlfriend Cassidy, whom he
expected to be wearing a ring on her finger the next time he saw
her. But he was the fifth wheel and he wasn’t needed. Now he was
glad he decided against it. If he’d flown with the others to New
York, he’d never have met Annabelle.

“I’m actually working on a case.”

“No way! Already? Damn, you usually get some down
time after you finish one. Luke and Logan are really cracking the
whip. Are you back home?”

“I never left LA.”

“No kidding? Hey Sawyer, Kell’s still in California
working on a new case. I’m putting you on speaker.”

“Hey, Kell, what the hell, man? You never left?”
Sawyer asked.

He gave them a run-down on what had happened since
they parted ways, starting with running into Annabelle at the
airport and finishing with her kidnapping.

“Do you need us to fly out to assist?” Mason
queried.

“We can be on the next plane out of JFK,” Sawyer
added.

Their willingness to drop everything to help him was
humbling. If there was ever any doubt that he’d made the right
decision to leave the force, this erased every single one. The men
and women he worked with weren’t just colleagues, they were family.
“I appreciate the offer. I don’t think there’s anything you could
do right now, but I’ll let you know if that changes.”

“Oh my gosh, Kellan, is that you?”

He smiled, recognizing the voice. “Hey, Harlow.”

“I’m here, too. We miss you.”

“Hey, Cassidy. How’s the
shoulder?”

“It’s better. We’ve only got a few more days here
then we’re headed home to see you.”

“Since you wouldn’t come with us, we bought you
souvenirs,” Harlow added.

Damn, where did the lump in his throat come
from?

“He’s still in California working a case,” Mason
told the women.

“Gosh, that was cruel of Luke and Logan,” Harlow
grumped. “These two get an all-expense paid trip to New York and
you have to go right back to work?”

“That’s not fair,” Cassidy chimed in.

Kellan’s heart warmed at their defense. “It was my
choice.”

“We’ll fill them in on the details,” Sawyer assured
him.

They chatted for a few more minutes and then Harlow
told him to expect a text as soon as they disconnected. A chime
sounded and when he opened the picture she’d sent, that damn lump
was wedged in his throat again.
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Annabelle didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but Kellan was
so engrossed in his conversation, he didn’t hear her exit the
bathroom. She wasn’t sure if he was speaking to family or friends,
but the smile in his voice and the one lighting his face was a sure
sign that they were important to him. His voice was animated and
when he laughed, her breath caught in her throat. He was so
incredibly sexy. She started to let him know she was in the room
when he disconnected, but he immediately punched buttons on his
phone and then the look of sheer happiness made her stumble back a
step. Had he been talking to a girlfriend? Or, Heaven forbid, a
wife? He could be married with children back home waiting for him.
She hadn’t asked. He didn’t wear a ring, but some men didn’t. She
grabbed the edge of the dresser for support. The entire time she’d
been in the shower, she’d fantasized about him tugging back the
flower-covered curtain and stepping inside with her. They’d take
turns lathering each other until they couldn’t take it anymore.
Then he’d kiss her and—

“Oh hey, I didn’t hear you come out.”

Annabelle forced a smile. “You were engrossed with
the call.”

He held up the phone. “Yeah, sorry. Do you feel
better?”

“I do, thank you. And the clothes are perfect.” He’d
picked out tops she’d have chosen for herself and they were the
right sizes. He’d even guessed right with the underwear. She’d have
loved to be a fly on the wall when he was sorting through the bra
and panty section.

“I was right,” he murmured.

“What was that?”

“The shirt you’re wearing. I thought it would bring
out the color of your eyes.”

He’d thought about her eyes when picking out
clothes? Her heart squeezed. “Was that your girlfriend?” She
cringed at the words. She hadn’t meant to blurt it out. Thankfully,
he’d been looking down at his phone and didn’t see her
reaction.

“No, friends. They sent me a picture.”

She walked closer and glanced at the screen. The
shot was of two gorgeous men and two beautiful women wearing huge
grins in front of the Statue of Liberty. She chuckled at the sign
the women were holding with a pretty darn good drawing of Kellan
with the words: Wish you were here. Her eyes narrowed and
she ripped the phone from his hand for a better look. The women
seemed familiar. Recognition dawned and she gasped. “Oh my gosh,
that’s Harlow Duquesne…and Cassidy Swain!” Her eyes shot to his.
“You know them?”

“I do.”

She focused on the photo again. “The drawing looks
just like you.”

“That’d be Harlow’s doing—she’s an incredible
artist.”

She handed him the phone back, her mind reeling. “I
was engrossed in the controversy surrounding Cassidy and her
stalker—wait a minute. You said you just wrapped up a case. Were
you involved?”

“I was.”

“I want all the details. Dancing With
the Celebrities is my favorite
show. I never miss an episode. And my gosh, Harlow Duquesne is
American royalty.”

“Oldham.” At her questioning look, he added, “It’s
Harlow Oldham now. She married one of my coworkers.”

“You work with Sawyer Oldham? I read all about him,
too, after Harlow’s ordeal in Coslos.”
Grabbing his hand, she tugged him from the chair and then plopped
on the bed, patting the mattress in front of her for him to sit,
which he did.

“Tell me everything.”

#

Kellan hadn’t seen Annabelle’s face so animated.
He’d seen her worried, scared, drugged and tired. But with the
sparkle in her Caribbean blue eyes and the rosy hue to her cheeks,
she looked positively radiant. He couldn’t tear his gaze away. She
wanted details on his last case and all he wanted to do was breach
the gap between them and find out if her lips were as soft as they
looked.

She was gazing at him expectantly, so he’d give her
some details to appease her curiosity. He’d leave out the part
about putting a bullet in Cassidy’s stalker’s brain. She didn’t
need that image in her head.

“Cliff Notes version. Harlow was invited to
compete on the show, so Sawyer and another coworker, Mason Rossi,
accompanied her to California. Before the show started, Cassidy was
targeted by a stalker. Mason saved her from a couple of harrowing
incidents and the network hired our company to provide protection
for her. I was sent out to assist both men.”

The corners of Annabelle’s mouth curved down. “That
wasn’t even the Cliff Notes version. It was barely a
footnote. I want juicy details. I mean, Marcus Howe was murdered,
for goodness sake. And I want to know about Irina Dubov. Is she
really as mean in real life as she seems on the show?”

“Yes, she is, and that really was the gist of the
ordeal. We managed to neutralize,” the sanitary way to say blew his
head off, “the stalker before he could seriously harm Cassidy.”
Still, she suffered an injury that ended her dancing season and
people had been murdered in the killer’s quest to take her
down.

“When you say that we managed to neutralize the
stalker, does that mean you were responsible? I know he was
killed.”

Damn, she was too perceptive. “Both myself and
Sawyer were involved with the takedown.”

“Gosh, I can’t believe this. I watched all the
coverage. It helped take my mind off my stepfather’s passing. We
watched the show together when he was sick.” She shook her head in
awe. “So that’s the case that brought you to California?”

“Yeah. The others jetted off for the morning
talk-show circuit in New York. The network provided security, so I
wasn’t needed. I packed up the house where we bunked down and was
on my way home.”

“Lucky for me,” she murmured
and glanced at their hands—their clasped hands. When did that
happen? She abruptly released him and eased back until her back
rested against the headboard, an adorable pink blush staining her
cheeks. “It sounds like you really like your coworkers.”

“I do. Everyone involved with the company is
family.” He cleared his throat. “What were your plans after we
stopped by your house, the bank and lawyer’s office? Did you have
somewhere in mind to go next?”

She shook her head slowly. “I mentioned Bora Bora to
Andy as a possible getaway, but I really don’t like the thought of
leaving the country in case there are any problems with
probate.”

“My recommendation is that you come home with me.
Our offices are located in a secure compound. It would be the
safest place to wait for the will to finalize.”

“Are you sure your bosses would allow that? What if
my stepbrother tracks us there? I don’t want to bring trouble to
their doorstep.”

“It’d be hard for him to do, and even if he did, the
security is state-of-the-art. And my bosses offered before I could
ask.”

“I wouldn’t be in the way?”

“The compound is huge. There’d be plenty of things
to keep you occupied. Your background is graphic design,
right?”

“How did you—oh yeah, background check. It is.”

“I’m sure there would be work you could do if you
want.”

“After visiting your website, I had several ideas to
jazz it up.”

“Good. We’ll plan on heading there.”

“I guess it’s too late to go to my house
tonight.”

“We’ll swing by in the morning when it’s daylight.”
She’d literally slept the day away. “You missed breakfast and
lunch. You have to be hungry.”

“Now that you mentioned it, I am starving.”


Chapter Six

With the amount of rest Annabelle
logged yesterday, Kellan thought she might have trouble sleeping
last night, but after she finished eating a sandwich, she’d been
out as soon as her head hit the pillow. Having not discussed it
earlier, he wasn’t sure about her feelings of him sharing her bed
again. The thought of sleeping on the floor didn’t appeal,
especially since she was curled up on a small portion of the
mattress. He watched a ballgame on mute, caught up with work and
then decided to take a chance and climbed into bed. There was
enough space between them for two more people, but when he woke in
the morning, she’d crossed the invisible barrier and curled up
against him. Or maybe he did.

He didn’t need much sleep, so he carefully extracted
himself from her arms and headed to the bathroom. He changed into
his workout clothes, intending to run through another circuit in
the room, but when he opened the door, Annabelle was sitting
up.

Damn, she looked adorably rumpled and it took every
ounce of his willpower to stay where he was instead of diving for
her and ravishing her beautiful body. “Morning.”

“Good morning. Are you going to work out?”

“I was going to run through some exercises here in
the room.”

“Is it safe to use the hotel gym?”

“Sure.”

“If you give me a minute, I’ll go with you.”

She tossed back the covers and dashed to the
bathroom. He’d purchased workout clothes for her, not sure if she
would need them or not. He didn’t think to buy her a bathing
suit.

She emerged a few minutes later dressed in tank top
and shorts. “Just let me grab my sneakers.”

She already had a pair of athletic shoes, so he
didn’t have to purchase them. Once she was ready, he slid the
keycard in his bag and hefted the strap over his shoulder.

“Why do you need to take a bag when the workout room
is a few steps away?”

Because he wasn’t about to go anywhere without his
weapon. He was about to point that out when she caught on.

“Ah, your gun.”

“And cell.” A quick check of the hallway and then
they headed down to the workout area supplied with a treadmill,
stationary bike and several sets of free weights. The room was
empty, so he flipped on the lights. “What’s your pleasure?”

“Treadmill?”

He smiled. “Is that a question?”

She smiled back. “I didn’t want to take it if you
were going to use it.”

“I’ll warm up on the bike and then use the free
weights.” He’d end with a run if she was finished with the
treadmill.

She gazed out at the shimmering blue pool. “I wish I
had a bathing suit.”

“We’ve got an Olympic-sized pool at the compound.
You can swim whenever you want.” And he’d have to stay far, far
away. The thought of her in a form-fitting bathing suit, or—have
mercy—a bikini, was enough to send all the blood in his body
rushing south.

“I look forward to that.”

Making sure his bag was within reach, he climbed on
the stationary bike and warmed up. Annabelle inserted the plastic
key in the treadmill. He tried not to notice the sleek muscles in
her thighs as she started with a slow walk. It was obvious she kept
in shape. She was tight and tone and damn, he wanted to run his
hand along the sleek curves.

“Do you think we can get everything done today so we
can leave tomorrow?”

He shook his head to clear the lustful thoughts. “If
we don’t run into any problems.” He hoped to hell they didn’t.
Annabelle cranked up the speed to a jog and his eyes locked onto
the way her breasts swayed with the movement.

Abruptly, he jumped off the bike, muttered something
about his muscles being warmed up and headed for the bench press.
Normally, he’d lift with a partner, but there weren’t enough
weights on the rack to require a spotter. He added the round disks
to each side of the bar and then laid back on the bench to position
himself.

#

Annabelle missed a step and almost went tumbling off
the treadmill. She fumbled for the button to reduce the speed.
Watching Kellan lift weights was like watching a master at their
craft. His body was a work of art and it was obvious he took
extraordinary measures to keep in top shape.

She moved from the treadmill to the bike—less chance
of breaking her neck gawking. He moved from the bench to free
weights and even used the chin-up bar. She tried to keep in good
shape, but she couldn’t manage one pull-up. Kellan ripped off at
least thirty without slowing down. Then he started the circuit
again. Before she knew it, she’d biked seven miles. No wonder sweat
poured down her face and her legs felt like Jello.

Kellan finished with the weights and powered on the
treadmill. She slid off the bike, her legs moving like strands of
cooked spaghetti. Spotting a padded mat against the wall, she made
her way over and tossed it to the ground, following it down with a
sigh. It felt good to stretch her sore muscles. By the time Kellan
was ready to leave, she felt rejuvenated and ready to tackle the
day. It’d be tough to visit her home and know that she wasn’t going
to see it again for several months. Going through treasured
heirlooms from all three of her deceased parents would be tough,
too. But having Kellan at her side gave her the strength she
needed.

As they walked back to the room, she made a mental
list of the items she wanted to grab, including her father’s
military medals and her mother’s engagement rings—both of them.
They were in the safe deposit box. There were several items at the
house that she wouldn’t leave without, either, including the pearl
necklace Rob gifted her with on her sixteenth birthday.

Kellan opened the door and indicated for her to
proceed him. “You can have the shower first,” he offered.

She opened her mouth to suggest they shower together
but snapped it closed. He was technically her employee.
Propositioning him might be considered sexual harassment. Damn.
She’d be spending days, weeks, even months with the man. How on
earth was she supposed to keep her improper thoughts to
herself?

#

Kellan watched Annabelle rush into the bathroom and
close the door. When he offered for her to go first, she’d looked
at him with open longing. After having spent the last hour
fantasizing about taking her on the weight bench, the padded mat,
even against the workout-room wall, he was ready to explode. He’d
have stripped her naked and scooped her in his arms in a heartbeat,
but sanity prevailed—at least on Annabelle’s part—and she scurried
away.

It was a good thing. Sex would only complicate
things. Sure, it’d worked for Sawyer and Harlow. He even witnessed
Mason and Cassidy’s relationship blossom. And according to the
stories he’d heard about his other married coworkers, they’d all
met on cases and fell in love. It might’ve worked for them, but he
couldn’t afford to lose focus when there was a psycho on the loose,
gunning for Annabelle. Keeping her safe was priority number one. He
could beat his libido into submission.

Speaking of safe, he needed to acquire a
bullet-proof vest for her to wear. He’d give her his, but it’d be
too big, not to mention against company protocol. He called BeBe’s
cell. It was too early for her to be at work, but she’d be able to
help him out. He disconnected the call ten minutes later, having
spent most of the time avoiding her questions about Annabelle. If
he didn’t know better, he’d think she was trying to play matchmaker
from afar.

The bathroom door opened and when Annabelle emerged,
he almost forgot his vow. She wore the blue top he’d picked out
specifically for her and a pair of black stretchy pants. The woman
at the store assured him they weren’t just for yoga. He wanted
something that she could move in easily in case they needed to run.
Her hair was secured into a ponytail and the steam from the shower
added a rosy hue to her cheeks. Damn, she was stunning.

“You can pack your clothes in my suitcase,” he told
her as he brushed by her, trying valiantly to ignore the smell of
flowers. It was his own fault. He’d bought the soap and lotion
specifically for her. “We won’t come back here.”

After his shower, he brushed his teeth and shaved,
and then tossed all of his supplies in his toiletry bag. He
gathered the wet towels and arranged them in a pile to make it
easier for the maid to collect them.

Annabelle had all her items folded and stashed in
his suitcase when he emerged fifteen minutes later. He added his
bag and zipped it up. His laptop slid into the padded slot of his
backpack, along with the charger for his phone. Except for spare
ammunition and a tactical knife, the backpack was empty.

He circled the room to make sure they didn’t leave
anything behind, left the keycard on the dresser and opened the
door. After a stop in the lobby to grab breakfast to go, they
headed to the SUV.

“Mmm, this cinnamon apple muffin is delicious,” she
said, licking the crumbs from her fingers.

Kellan jerked his gaze away, trying his hardest to
forget the image of her sucking her finger inside her mouth. It
conjured all sorts of lascivious thoughts he had no business
thinking. Focusing on the GPS, he typed in an address and followed
the directions. He turned when the voice instructed him.

“This isn’t the way to my house.”

“I need to make a pit stop first.” Five minutes
later, he pulled into a parking lot and found an empty space close
to the entrance.

“Security Superstore?”

“Yep.” Removing the keys, he stepped out and then
rounded the hood to help her down. Her hand fit perfectly in his,
so he didn’t bother releasing it as they approached the building.
Automatic doors swished open.

“Welcome to the Superstore,” a man in a red polo
shirt greeted them. “My name’s Ken. Is there anything I can help
you with?”

“I need to pick up an order for body armor.”

“Right this way.”

Kellan placed his hand on Annabelle’s back as they
followed Ken to a service desk. He typed in the information Kellan
provided, disappeared in the back, and returned with the items BeBe
had arranged for Annabelle. Ken showed her how to fasten the straps
of the vest and pointed out a dressing room where she could put it
on beneath her shirt.

“It’s not as bulky as I thought it would be,” she
said when she returned. “Can you tell I have it on?”

Kellan shook his head. “Looks good.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What about one for you?”

He tapped his chest. “Already on.”

He signed the receipt, took the bag Ken handed him
and they returned to the SUV. After helping her inside, he slid
into the driver’s seat and fastened his seat belt. “Do you know how
to use a gun?”

“No. Rob wanted me to learn when I moved to Seattle
by myself, but I convinced him that pepper spray would do the
trick.”

He opened the bag and withdrew the Sig Sauer 1911
Sub-Compact BeBe ordered for her per his instructions. “I’ll take
you to the shooting range at the compound, but in the meantime, I
want you to have this.” He showed her the features, including the
thumb safety. She listened intently and then took the weapon from
his hand.

“It’s not too heavy.”

“It’s why I picked this one for you.”

As she looked the gun over, he entered her address
into the GPS and put the SUV in gear. Twenty minutes later, he
pulled up to Robert Singleton’s home—now Annabelle’s.

“You have the code?”

“Oh, right.”

She dug in her purse and extracted a piece of paper.
She read the numbers and he keyed them in. Nothing happened. “Maybe
I entered them wrong.” She repeated the sequence and he made sure
he hit the right buttons. Still nothing.

“This is the number Mr. Windham gave me. He got it
directly from the man who reprogrammed the alarm.”

Kellan read the name of the company from the
security panel and using the speakerphone,
asked Siri to find the phone number and dial. After being
transferred three times, he reached the man in charge. He explained
that they were at the house, but the code wasn’t working.

“Oh, right. That’s because Mr. Singleton requested
that it be changed.”

He exchanged a confused look with Annabelle. “When
did you speak with him?”

“Yesterday.”

“Then you must’ve used an Ouija
board because Mr. Singleton is dead.” Annabelle’s jaw was clenched
tight. “I’m the owner of the house. My lawyer told me that you were
aware of this and that you knew not to give the number to
anyone.”

The man sputtered. “I was aware that you were the
owner, yes, but Mr. Singleton assured me that he was also the owner
and it needed to be changed.”

“The Mr. Singleton you spoke to
was the reason the code was changed. You’d better prepare for a
lawsuit because this is unacceptable.” Annabelle was pissed and he
didn’t blame her.

“Give me the new code,” Kellan demanded as he dug in
his backpack for a pen and piece of paper.

“Uh, sure.” The man recited the digits.

“Is there a code for the house?”

“Yes. We installed a keypad outside to hold the new
key. It’s the same as the inside alarm.”

Kellan wrote those down as well. “Now tell me how to
reset it.” He jotted down the instructions.

“Sir, we’ll need the new code to keep on file, in
case—”

Kellan disconnected and reached over to wrap his
hand around Annabelle’s clenched fists. She was vibrating with
anger. “How could they listen to Robbie? I know Mr. Windham
explained the situation.” She turned to him, fear in her eyes.
“What if he’s already stolen my things?”

“Then we’ll call the police and report the
crime.”

He punched the numbers in the keypad and this time,
the gates rolled open. His head whipped around at the sound of
screeching tires behind them. He threw the SUV in park and grabbed his gun.

“Oh my God, it’s him. It’s Robbie.”

He looked in the side mirror to see a well-dressed
man step out of a Mercedes. On the passenger side, a tall woman
with blond hair wearing a skintight red dress that showcased her
ample assets tottered out after him. “Get down. If something
happens to me, drive to the house, lock yourself in and call the
police.”

He opened the door and aimed his weapon. “Stop right
there.”


Chapter Seven

Annabelle’s heart was racing.
Robbie had found her. It’d been a mistake to come back to the
house, but she just couldn’t leave without her treasured
possessions. She snuck a peek to see what was happening. Robbie was
standing with his hands in the universal surrender sign. Vespa’s
wide green eyes were locked on Kellan’s gun.

Screw this. She shouldn’t be cowering away. She
needed to face her stepbrother, get him to admit his crimes. She
climbed over the console and slid out behind Kellan.

“Annabelle,” Robbie exclaimed.

Kellan’s head whipped around as she came to stand
beside him. “Dammit, I told you to stay in the car.”

“I need to do this.”

He growled. Actually growled. “Well for hell’s sake,
stand behind me.”

That she could do.

Robbie started to lower his arms. “Keep them in the
air,” Kellan ordered. Robbie complied.

“What happened to the man who escorted you from the
lawyer’s office?” Robbie asked.

Seriously? This was how he wanted to play it. “As if
you didn’t know.”

He shook his head. “I don’t.”

“His name was Andy Garvey and he’s dead.”

Vespa gasped. Her red-tipped fingers covered her
mouth.

“You killed him,” she tacked on.

Robbie took a step back. “Annabelle, I did no such
thing.”

“Maybe not literally, but you ordered his murder.
Right before you had Mr. Windham killed.”

Robbie lowered his hands. “Whoa. Wait a minute. I
didn’t kill anyone. I heard about Mr. Windham’s murder, but I had
nothing to do with it. How could you think I’d do such a
thing?”

“Maybe because you said, and I quote, “I’ll kill
you.”

Robbie scoffed. “Knee-jerk reaction. I’d never
follow through.”

Vespa grabbed her husband’s arm in support. “Robert
would never k-kill someone.”

She rolled her eyes at the woman. “Wake up, Vespa.
The man you married is a monster.”

Rage darkened Robbie’s features and his fists
clenched in anger. He shook off Vespa’s arm and took a step
forward.

“Do. Not. Move,” Kellan ordered, his gun still
trained on Robbie’s head.

Robbie froze and ground his molars together. “Look,
I came here to talk to you, brother to sister.”

“Stepbrother.”

He waved a hand. “Whatever. But I need you to
listen. He was my father, Annabelle, not yours. I’m his rightful
heir. You can drag this out if you want, but I’m certain the courts
will see it my way. Make it easy on yourself and back off now.”

“Are you actually saying these words to me? Rob’s
will is ironclad. There’s nothing you can do about it.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it if I were you.”

“Funny, I was going to say the same thing to
you.”

His face flushed even redder. “Look, we can argue
about this, but you know I’m right.”

“Rob wanted me to inherit, not you. You’ll have to
figure out some other way to pay back your five-million-dollar
debt.”

“How do you know about that?” he sputtered.

“Your buddy Bixby.”

Robbie cursed under his breath. “He’s not my friend.
And if you know about that, then you realize I need access to the
money to pay him back.”

“Not my problem.”

“I’m your brother.”

“Step,” she repeated. “Besides, even if I wanted to,
I can’t help you, Robbie. I don’t have control of anything yet. My
hands are tied.”

“You could give it to me from your personal
accounts.”

She barked out a laugh. “You think I have a few
million lying around?”

Robbie’s lip curled. “I’m sure my father paid you
well for your services. I always knew you spread your legs for him
after your mom died.”

“You sick son of a bitch,” she spat, ready to charge
after him and knock that smug grin off his face. Kellan threw out
an arm and blocked her. “He was a father to me.”

“He wasn’t your father,” Robbie screamed. “He was
mine! You think just because you whored yourself to him and
brainwashed him, that ridiculous excuse for a will has a chance of
standing up in court? I can guarantee it won’t.”

She lifted the gun Kellan placed in her hand moments
earlier. Robbie’s eyes widened and he took a step back, all bluster
gone. Vespa’s eyes widened in fear. “Get the hell out of here now
or I swear to God, I will kill you.”

Robbie puffed out his chest in fake bravado. “You
can’t threaten me.”

She smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. “I just
did.”

“Annabelle, Robert needs your help,” Vespa implored.
“Can’t you find it in your heart to help your family?”

“He just accused me of being a whore, Vespa. And
said that I slept with my stepfather. That’s not something family
would do. You seriously think I have any desire to help him?”

“He didn’t mean it,” she pleaded. “He’s just
terrified.”

“Shut up, Vespa,” Robbie snarled.

Ignoring his command, she forged on. “I don’t want
anything to happen to him. I couldn’t live without him.”

“I’m sorry for you, Vespa, truly I am. But as I said
earlier, there’s nothing I can do. I don’t have that kind of money
and I can’t touch Rob’s estate.”

“But he’s so delicate,” she insisted. “He cries if
he gets a paper cut. What if the men hurt—”

“Dammit, I said shut the hell up, woman!”

Kellan covered a laugh by clearing his throat. “I’ve
had enough of this reunion.” He lifted his cell phone. “You have
approximately ten seconds to get in your car and vacate the
premises before I summon the police. And don’t even think of coming
back. I will shoot you, no questions asked.” He glanced at her, one
corner of his mouth lifting in a smile. “That is if Annabelle
doesn’t beat me to it.”

Robbie’s chest heaved with angry breaths. She knew
he wanted to argue, but he grabbed Vespa’s hand and jerked her with
him. She stumbled on her spike heels but kept her balance.

“Bye, Felicia,” she called after them.

Vespa turned with a confused look. “Who? My name’s
not Felicia.”

“You are such a dingbat,” Robbie snapped at his
wife. “Pick up a damn newspaper sometime. Learn current events. It
means she dismissed us. She’s glad to see us leave.”

“You got that right,” Annabelle muttered under her
breath.

Vespa sent her a hurt look. “But that’s mean,” she
sniffed as she tottered after him to the car.

“You’ve just signed my death warrant, Annabelle. I
hope you can live with yourself,” he tossed over his shoulder.

“You killed innocent people. I hope you can live
with yourself,” she shot back.

Once the car squealed out of
the driveway, Kellan hustled her to the SUV. “We need to make this
fast. He could be going for reinforcements.”

They drove through the gate and once it closed,
Kellan followed the instructions the man from the security company
gave him and changed the code before he continued along the drive.
“Does anyone live here now? A maid?”

“No. Rob’s housekeeper retired. He used a
landscaping company to maintain the grounds and pool. Mr. Windham
was going to take care of continuing the contract until the will
was finalized. I need to find out if he did that before...”

Kellan squeezed her hand in sympathy. “Are you
planning on living here once the will clears probate?”

She shook her head, leaning forward to peer at the
house through the windshield. “It’s too much for me.” She smiled
sadly. “When Rob first brought my mother and me here, I thought it was a fairy tale castle.” She could
still picture her mother giving the chef the evening off and
cooking her boxed macaroni and cheese and serving it in a gold
Limoges bowl in the gourmet kitchen because that’s what Annabelle
wanted to eat. Rob had made her and her date to her senior prom
pose for endless pictures on the sweeping staircase, much to
Annabelle’s embarrassment at the time. The house held so many happy
memories. “I’m going to sell it.”

In the last weeks of his life, Rob had given her the
name of a real estate agent that he trusted. He told her that he’d
already spoken to the woman and she knew that the house might be on
the market soon. He was giving her permission to sell the house. At
the time, she thought she’d be handling the sale with Robbie, had
even thought her stepbrother might want to buy
her out of her share. She never dreamed it would be hers alone.

“Your stepfather had good taste.”

She nodded slowly. “He did. He left me two other
homes as well.”

Kellan gaped at her. “You’re kidding.”

“No. A ski chalet in Aspen and a beach house in
Maui. I need to figure out what to do with them, too.” She’d always
enjoyed visiting both places. They would make nice vacation
homes.

Kellan navigated the circular drive and then
continued around to the side of the house. He backed in beside the
four-car garage.

“Why are you parking here?”

“I don’t want it to be obvious that anyone is
here.”

He meant in case Robbie came back. She wouldn’t have
thought of doing something so clandestine, but that was his world.
She started to open her door but he stopped her with a hand on her
arm. “Wait there for me. I’ll escort you inside.”

She glanced out the windows. “You don’t think there
are snipers, do you?”

“I’m not taking chances.”

He got out, scanning the area as he rounded the hood
and opened her door. Once she was out, he wrapped his arm around
her and hustled her around the sidewalk that edged the house and up
the steps to the porch. There was a keypad attached to the door
that hadn’t been there before. Kellan punched in a number and a
panel opened, revealing a key. He extracted it and unlocked the
door. As soon as they were inside, he relocked it and punched in
numbers on another keypad to deactivate the alarm, then more
buttons to activate it again.

Annabelle turned around and inhaled sharply. The
house had been ransacked. She stared in horror at the overturned
furniture, opened drawers, broken lamps and busted picture
frames.

“Damn,” Kellan murmured, taking in the
destruction.

“This was Robbie’s work.” She was sure of it. “He
was looking for money or things he could pawn or sell.”

“You’ll need to make a list of missing items so we
can file a report.”

She shook her head. “It’d be a waste of time. Rob
sold everything of value when he became ill. He moved the contents
of his home safe to my safe deposit box.”

“Sounds like he knew what Robbie was capable of,”
Kellan said.

She nodded slowly. “He knew.” Another task she’d
need to add to her growing list: contact a company to clean up the
debris before she listed the house on the market. At least he
hadn’t done structural damage that she could tell. She’d watched a
renovation show once where people had broken in and destroyed the
house by spraying graffiti, hammering the wood floors, breaking all
the windows and worst of all, pouring cement in all the toilets,
showers and sinks. It’d destroyed all the plumbing in the
house.

“The things I need are in the rooms upstairs.” She
led the way up the curving double staircase, glancing around at the
place she’d called home for many years. She’d miss it, but it was
time for a new family to make memories here.

She paused in front of Rob’s door. His room was a
master suite in every sense of the word. Expansive with heated
travertine tiles on the floor, it featured a three-sided fireplace,
a vaulted ceiling and wall of windows with double doors leading to
a private balcony. The last time she’d been in here, it was to pick
out the suit for his burial. He told her that he didn’t care what
he wore, as long as it included the tie that she’d given him the
first Christmas they spent together as a family. Her mom had helped
her with the gift. Screened onto the sunny yellow silk was a
picture of the three of them, smiling for the camera. Rob wore it
often and called it his lucky tie. The people at the funeral home
had crossed his hands beneath the picture, making sure it was
visible.

With a deep breath, she opened the door and felt
like crying. Robbie had been in here, too. It hurt her heart to see
Rob’s clothes and shoes strewn haphazardly
about. Drawers had been upended, their contents littering the
floor. He’d probably been looking for a hidden safe. Rob did have
one, but it was empty, as was the one in his study. She shuddered
to think of the damage Robbie had done to that room. She needed to
check it out before they left.

She stepped over a pile of cashmere sweaters.
Donating his wardrobe to charity was another to-do item. It
wouldn’t be easy to find what she was looking for in the
mess—assuming Robbie hadn’t snatched it already. It took some
digging, but she spotted the purple and gold
jersey with the number twenty-three beneath a
blue hoodie. Obviously, Robbie didn’t know about it or he’d have
stolen it to hawk for the few hundred it’d bring in. At Kellan’s
raised eyebrows, she explained, “I’m sending it to Andre. LeBron
gave it to my stepdad. It’s an official game jersey.”

“Nice.” He took it from her and looked it over with
interest. “Autographed, even.”

She’d intended to have it mounted under glass and
hung on the wall of Rob’s room, but his illness progressed quickly
after the visit to the Staples Center. He’d decided he wanted to
spend his last days in the solarium so he could see the sky and the
trees. She’d had his hospital bed and equipment moved there. She
slept on the daybed by his side.

She hated to leave his room in such disarray, but
time was of the essence. She closed Rob’s door and headed to her
wing of the house, which consisted of a suite of rooms including
one that held a comfortable seating arrangement with a fireplace
and television. It led to her large bedroom with windows that
overlooked the pool and landscaped grounds. Double doors off to one
side was her walk-in closet slash dressing
area. Off the other side was an opulent bathroom featuring marble
floors, double sinks, a sunken tub with jets and a walk-in shower
with four decadent rain shower heads. She’d miss the shower most of
all.

Opening the door, she expected to see the same
damage to her suite. She wasn’t disappointed. Her belongings
cluttered the floor. The thought of Robbie touching her things had
her blood pressure rising to the boiling point.

“I should’ve shot him when I had the chance,” Kellan
muttered.

“I was thinking the same thing.” The destruction was
unnecessary. Though he’d tossed Rob’s clothes and shoes, Robbie
took the time to destroy most of hers. Bastard.

Her two most prized possessions were Kiki, a stuffed
teddy bear that her biological father had given her when he’d
returned home from one of his military assignments overseas, and
the outfit her mother made for the bear. Though both Kiki and the
sundress had undergone several surgeries to fix the various
age-related deterioration that had resulted from wear over time,
they still looked beautiful. She kept Kiki on her bed and though
her comforter and sheets had been ripped off, the bear was,
thankfully, unscathed. She grabbed her and hugged her before
tucking her in her arm. She turned to her cherry dresser and froze.
Her jewelry box had been upended and all the pieces scattered.
Though none of the items were particularly pricey—she kept those in
her safe and the safe deposit box—many had sentimental value. She
gasped when she spotted her laptop. It’d been smashed. No, smashed
wasn’t the right word. It’d been demolished.

Kellan knelt beside her. “Maybe our tech guys can
salvage anything you need.”

“It’s beyond saving. Thankfully, I have backups of
my projects.”

Pushing to her feet, she shoved the dresser aside,
which was easy since it was on rollers. Running her finger along a
board, she found the latch and a section of the floor slid open to
reveal a safe.

“Very James Bond,” Kellan murmured. “It doesn’t look
like it’s been tampered with.”

“I’m pretty sure Robbie has no idea it’s here.”
Crouching down, she entered the code along with her fingerprint and
it opened. The safe wasn’t large. Inside was her passport, the
pearl necklace, two external hard drives that held the backup
copies of her work, a photo album, and other assorted items
including report cards, her college acceptance letter and her diploma. There was also a key with a number on
it, but no other writing to indicate what it opened. She thought
about leaving most of the items but decided to take anything of
value with her. It could be months before she returned.

She stood. “I’ll find a bag.” Stepping into her
closet, she spotted her Louis Vuitton luggage set.

Kellan’s brows creased when she rolled out the
hardback Horizon 55 case. “Do you have anything else? A canvas bag,
maybe? Something easier to travel with and a little
less…eye-catching.”

She glanced at the fuchsia bag. It was a bit in your
face. “I have a backpack.”

“That’d work. It will be easier to tote around,
too.”

She wheeled the luggage back inside and found her
Coach Rivington backpack. Technically, it was a man’s bag, but she
didn’t care. She’d carried it to work in Seattle so she knew her
laptop would fit, along with the other items she wanted to take
with her. Except, her laptop was now in thousands of tiny
pieces.

After adding Kiki, the signed Lakers jersey, and
everything from her safe, she tossed in a few other items. “I’d
like to take some clothes…if I can find any that aren’t destroyed.”
She started for her closet, but Kellan grabbed her arm and held a
finger to his lips. He reached over and flicked off the lights.

“What—”

“Shh.”

“Oh Annabelle, I know you’re here. Where are you,
sweet cheeks?”

Her eyes snapped to Kellan. “That’s Bixby,” she
whispered.

“How the hell did he get past the alarms?”

No time to worry about that now. “Come with me.” She
grabbed his arm and the backpack, toting him inside her closet to
the mirror on the back wall. Reaching up, she pressed a hidden
button and it slid open. She shoved Kellan inside and followed,
reaching for the mechanism to slide the panel back in place. The
mirror was similar to the ones in police interrogation rooms,
allowing you to see outside but not be seen.

“You are a regular Jane Bond, aren’t you,” he
teased.

She couldn’t respond. Her breath sawed in and out as
panic threatened to consume her. Reading her emotions, he pulled
her into his arms and held her. “I won’t let him get you,” he
promised, a hand stroking her hair.

She sighed and melted against his chest. It felt so
good to be in his embrace. He made her feel safe. “Rob had this
room made for me when I was younger. I was fascinated with hidden
rooms and this was my hideout.” It still held memories of her
childhood. Stacks of books she’d spent hours reading. Pictures of
*NSYNC and Zac Efron. A bean bag chair and a day bed covered with
more stuffed animals that she’d collected over the years, and
looking at them now, she realized she might have a slight
addiction. This was her happy place. Her refuge.

“Annabelle, come out, come out wherever you are.”
Bixby’s voice was getting louder. He was close. “You’re mine now,
Annabelle. Did you know that? You, my dear, are part of the debt
your brother owes me, so that means I own you now.”

“Stepbrother,” she mumbled as a chill swept over her
body. “And never.”

Bixby appeared in her closet and snapped on the
light. He ambled around, fingering her clothes that were scattered
on the ground. He reached into an open drawer in the dressing table
in the middle of the room and pulled out a pair of her panties. He
lifted them to his nose and sniffed. She recoiled, disgusted. Then
he slipped it into his pocket.

“Come on, Annabelle, I know you’re here. You can’t
hide from me. I will find you.”

Two armed men appeared in the doorway. “No sign of
her.”

“No,” she gasped. “Thug A and Thug B.”

Bixby stopped in front of the mirror and she shrank
back, even though he couldn’t see her. Kellan gripped her tighter,
his presence a reassuring comfort. Bixby smoothed his pencil-thin
mustache with his fingers, sucked something from his teeth and then
straightened his shirt. “Look again,” he ordered the men.

“Yes, boss.”

Finally, he turned and strutted away. She breathed a
sigh of relief. “Do you think they’ll leave?”

“Eventually,” Kellan answered.

She hoped so. The thought of meeting Bixby up close
and personal again caused a chill to race down her spine.

#

A shrill alarm sounded, jerking Kellan awake. His
eyes popped open to stare into a pair of vacant brown ones. He
tossed the fluffy koala aside and shot to his feet. He’d fallen
asleep on the frilly day bed covered in a lacy white comforter and
more stuffed animals than a zoo gift shop. Annabelle could be
featured on an episode of Stuffed Animal Hoarders, if such a show
existed. She’d dozed in the bean bag chair while they waited for
Bixby and his men to leave.

“That’s the fire alarm,” Annabelle gasped,
scrambling to her feet.

“Bixby must’ve set a fire to smoke us out.” They
needed to get out before the secret room became their tomb. The
two-way mirror allowed him to see that no one was waiting to ambush
them on the other side. “How do you activate the door?”

She pressed a button with a shaking finger and the
panel slid aside. He grabbed her backpack and slung a strap over
his shoulder as he led the way out of the closet and into her
thankfully-empty room. Smoke was making its way through the house.
“How many exits besides the front door?”

“Five.”

“What about an attic?”

“There’s a rooftop deck.”

“How do you access it?”

“From the room across the hall.”

“Stay close.” Kellan stuck his head out the door and
checked both directions. The smoke was starting to thicken.
Suddenly it was so quiet, the only sound he could hear was
Annabelle’s rapid breathing. Someone had silenced the alarm,
probably hoping the fire department wouldn’t arrive. They needed to
get to the roof before Bixby came looking for them. Tiptoeing
across the way, he opened the door to make sure the room was clear.
A quick check assured him it was, and he motioned Annabelle ahead
of him. He followed as she climbed the circular wrought iron
staircase. The roof-top deck was flat, with padded chairs and
tables with umbrellas that were closed and strapped tight. Lush,
tropical plants were placed around in terra cotta pots and a raised
round fire pit held river rock. The rest of the roof was several
different heights, with a few steep slopes. They needed to get to
the balcony off the master suite. From there, they’d have to drop
to the deck off the great room where they’d have access to the
steps leading to the ground.

Kellan turned to Annabelle. “How are you with
heights?”

“I don’t love them, but I can manage.”

Right answer. “Good. Follow me.” He’d have
carried her if he had to, but thankfully it wasn’t an issue. He
slid both arms through the backpack straps and took Annabelle’s
hand. “Stay low. People often forget to look up, but we can’t
afford to take that chance.”

They carefully made their way from one level to the
next. When they came to a sharp peak, he’d released her hand so she
could keep her balance on the uneven surface. Swinging one leg
over, he controlled a slide down the slope to a flat spot and
turned to wait for Annabelle to follow. She climbed over one leg at
a time but her back foot lost purchase and slid out from under her.
His heart stopped as she teetered back and forth, her arms flailing
as a look of pure horror crossed her face before she pitched
forward. He braced his feet and caught her, the force of the hit
sending him tumbling backward. They landed
hard against the round peak of a turret.

“Oh my God, oh my God,” Annabelle chanted under her
breath. “That was close. Thank you.”

He’d have answered, but he landed on the backpack,
temporarily knocking the air from his lungs. Her face was inches
from him. Not having any breath was a bad thing because he really
wanted to close the space and taste her pink lips.

She levered herself off and he sucked in much-needed
air. When he could breathe again, he pushed upright, arranged the
pack on his back and glanced over his shoulder. They were finally
above the balcony.

“I’m going to climb down and make sure it’s clear.
Then I want you to lay on your stomach and swing your legs down
first. I’ll help you down.”

Her chest expanded with a deep breath. “Okay.”

He’d expected an argument, especially since she
almost took a header off the roof, but her resilience impressed
him. He was prepared to jump down when she called his name stopping
him. He turned, a brow raised in question. She closed the space
between them, grabbed his face between her hands and did what he
wanted to do moments earlier. She kissed him. It was sweet and
beautiful and too damn brief. But it served the purpose of forging
a bond between them. They were in this mess together and they’d get
out of it together.

“Be careful.”

He smiled and nodded before tossing himself off the
roof.

#

Annabelle’s legs were shaking so bad, she didn’t
think they’d hold her up much longer. She’d told Kellan the truth
earlier. She wasn’t afraid of heights, per se, but she tried not to
put herself in situations that required them. Take for example the
Grand Canyon Skywalk, a horseshoe-shaped
cantilever bridge jutting seventy feet over the rim of the rock
walls. The entire floor was constructed of glass, allowing you to
peer down over four thousand feet to the Colorado River below. She
couldn’t do it. It didn’t matter that it was built to withstand the
weight of seventy 747 passenger jets. It wasn’t something she had
the desire to attempt.

She’d been okay traversing the roof, mostly because
she focused on Kellan and not the ground below. But when she almost
went tumbling over the side, things started to get real. If Kellan
hadn’t caught her…she couldn’t even finish the thought. She’d have
either hit the wood deck or the concrete around the pool. Her life
would’ve been reduced to blood spatter. That had to be why she
kissed him, right? It was spur-of-the-moment, and over before it
started, but she’d been bombarded by heat, the soft yet firm
pressure of his lips, and the overwhelming desire to keep on
kissing him.

“Annabelle.”

Kellan’s whispered summons jerked her from her
thoughts. He was waiting for her. That meant she had to make her
way around the turret and down to the balcony off Rob’s room. She
could do this. She had to do this. There wasn’t any choice.
Bixby had set her house on fire. She swallowed hard, sorrow
threatening to overwhelm her. Her childhood home. Rob’s house. She
couldn’t focus on that right now. They needed to get to safety.
Then she’d fall apart.

Shuffling carefully around the edge of the round
roof, she peered down to where Kellan was waiting for her on the
balcony, arms raised to catch her.

“It’s clear,” he mouthed.

Remembering his instructions, she slid down and
rolled to her stomach. It was easier to do this backwards, she was learning. She couldn’t see the ground
this way. She lowered herself until her legs dangled in the air.
Kellan’s big hands clamped on one ankle, then the other, and he
lowered her the rest of the way. She breathed a sigh of relief.

“One down,” he whispered in her ear.

She spun around. “What do you mean one?”

He pointed to the deck below. “We can’t go through
the house. It’s our only option.”

She glanced over the side of the railing, her heart
stuttering. The drop looked farther down than the last one.

“We’ll do it the same way,” he assured her. “I go
first and then I want you to climb over the railing, feet first.
You may have to drop a bit but I will catch you.”

She could do this. “Okay.”

This time, he slid his hands around her face and
initiated the kiss. This one was longer and oh, God, the man could
kiss. She wanted to sink into him, absorb his strength and feel his
skin against hers. All too soon, he eased back, brushed his thumb
over her lips and then disappeared over the side of the balcony. He
really needed to stop doing that. She was going to have nightmares
of him falling.

There was a sharp thud and she winced, afraid to
look over the side. But, what if he was hurt? She had to help him.
Grabbing the iron bar, she stuck her head over. He was alive and
well and holding his hands out for her to join him again.

The acrid stench of smoke assailed her nose,
spurring her into action. She climbed over the rail and grabbed the
rungs as she slid down, feet first. When she was at the bottom,
Kellan whispered, “Let go. I’ve got you.”

She hadn’t known him long, but she trusted him. She
released the rails and fell. Kellan caught her easily before her
feet hit the deck.

“You’re a rock star, Annabelle.” His praise had her
heart doing all kinds of fluttery things in her chest. “Now let’s
get out of here.”

Grabbing her hand, he guided her to the steps
leading down to the ground. He paused to scan the area before he
started down.

“There they are.”

“Shit, run, Annabelle. Head for the SUV. I’ll cover
you.”

She didn’t need a second warning. She took off like
the hounds of hell were after her. Maybe they were.


Chapter Eight

Kellan fired in the direction of
Bixby’s men, who were approaching from the front of the house. They
had to duck for cover, giving Annabelle the opening she needed to
reach the safety of the SUV. As tempting as it was to jump inside
and try to drive away, they’d have to abandon it and take off on
foot. Bixby’s men were blocking the exit. Once she was crouched
safely behind the vehicle, he darted after her, grunting when a
searing pain stabbed his left hip. He dropped down beside her and
fired off shots to keep the men at bay.

“Are we driving out of here?”

“They’ve got too much firepower. We wouldn’t stand a
chance. Is there a back gate?”

“Yes. That way.” She pointed behind her.

He opened the door of the SUV and yanked out his
backpack with his computer and extra ammo. The suitcase holding
their clothes and toiletries would have to be left behind. “When I
tell you, I want you to run to the gate. I’ll be right behind you.”
He rearranged both backpacks so one was strapped over each
shoulder.

He popped up over the hood and fired at the man
who’d gotten too close for comfort while he’d been distracted. The
man dove head-first behind a concrete planter.

“Now.”

Annabelle took off at a sprint. He fired again and
then he heard the most welcome sound: sirens. He caught up to her
as she was punching numbers on a keypad. A gate that would’ve been
hidden in the foliage to the casual observer opened and they darted
through. He glanced over his shoulder, relieved to discover they
weren’t being followed. The perps had their hands full trying to
avoid the authorities.

The rocky landscape made traversing the hillside
overlooking the canyon and Los Angeles perilous. Normally, Kellan
wouldn’t have a problem with the rugged terrain or the distance
that seemed to be a thousand freaking miles, but his energy was
waning, draining from his body with the blood pouring from the
wound. He felt his stomach, glad to realize the bullet had gone all
the way through, but an extra hole meant more opportunity for blood
to escape. The bullet had been a lucky shot, slipping just beneath
his bullet-proof vest. He didn’t think it hit anything vital, or
else he wouldn’t be able to keep going. But it burned as if it were
on fire and he didn’t know how long he’d be able to keep going. He
was leaking from the front and the back. “We need to find
transportation.”

Annabelle turned. “Most of these houses have
secure—oh my God! Kellan, you’re bleeding!”

Like a stuck pig. “I’m fine. We need to keep going.
We don’t want the police or the perps to find us.” With the blood
trail he was leaving, even an opossum would have no problem
following their every move, and they were blind.

“I know where we can borrow a car. I remember the
code to a neighbor’s gate. It’s been years, but hopefully, they haven’t changed it. I used to play with
their daughter when I was younger. We would always use the back
entries when we visited each other. She’s moved away, but I’m
pretty sure her parents are out of the country. They sent regrets
that they couldn’t attend my stepfather’s funeral.”

Kellan blinked, trying to follow the conversation.
Something about alarms and gates. He wondered if Annabelle realized
she rambled when she was nervous. He’d point it out, but he didn’t
know which Annabelle to tell since there were now two. And both
were surrounded by a white light. Hum. That couldn’t be good.

He blinked and almost crashed into one of
the Annabelle’s backs. She’d stopped in front
of an ornate black iron gate.

She made a sound of approval at the click. “It still
works.” He followed Annabelle number one—or was it two?—through the
opening and into a meticulously-kept garden, on to a five-car
garage. He did crash into Annabelle’s back this time when she
stopped abruptly and gasped.

“Mr. Greeson?”

Two older men wearing battered baseball caps and
blue t-shirts with the name of some company turned at their
approach. “Annabelle? Is that you?”

“Yes, how are you?”

“Same old. It’s good to see you.” The men’s eyes
narrowed on Kellan, noting the blood soaking his shirt, no doubt.
“What are you doing here?”

“Mr. Greeson, we’re in trouble. Someone broke into
Rob’s house—well, now my house—and set it on fire.” She pointed to
where black smoke curled into the air. “Then they shot at us and
hit my friend.”

Since Annabelle only referenced a Mr. Greeson, it
was entirely possible there was only one man in front of them.
Kellan tried hard to focus.

“I heard the sirens. Wondered what was
happening.”

“We need to get away as soon as possible. Can we
borrow one of the Halstead’s vehicles? You have my word that it
will be returned.”

“I’ve known you since you moved in with Mr.
Singleton, God rest his soul. I trust you.” He reached into his
pocket and extracted a set of keys. “Take my truck. I can call one
of my employees to pick me up. Return it when you can. It has GPS
and I can track it if it’s not back in a few days. And get him some
help.”

Annabelle hugged the man. “Thank you, Mr. Greeson. I
owe you.”

“Just stay safe.”

She grabbed the arm Kellan wasn’t using to staunch
the flow of blood and led him to the crew cab pickup truck with
Greeson Landscaping stenciled in green letters on the side.

“Annabelle?”

She turned at the man’s call. He rushed forward and
handed her a stack of fresh white towels. “Thank you.” She opened
the passenger door, placed one on the seat and helped Kellan
inside. He hated the show of weakness, but his body was shutting
down. She took his backpack from his hand and placed it behind the
seat. Somewhere along the way, he lost the bag carrying all her
prized possessions, the reason they had to go back to her house in
the first place. He opened his mouth to tell her when he saw her
shove it in the back seat beside his bag. He hadn’t even realized
she’d removed it from his shoulders. Damn, he was worse off than he
thought.

He fumbled for his phone. He needed help. If he
passed out, Annabelle would be unprotected, and that was
unacceptable.

“Hey, Kellan. How’s it going in Hollywood,” BeBe
Davis asked in her jovial voice.

“Bad. I’ve been shot and we’ve got killers on our
tail. We need a place to crash.”

“On it.” She was gone for only a second and then
Logan Bradley came on the line. “How bad.”

“Through and through, back to stomach, lower left
side. Didn’t hit anything vital, but I’ve lost blood.”

“I’ve got your location. Do you have access to
GPS?”

“Uh…”

“Yes,” Annabelle answered, obviously having heard.
He put the call on speaker.

Logan recited an address and Annabelle entered it
into the system on the dash. “You’re not too far away. I’ll text
you two codes. Use the first at the gate and the second will be for
the house alarm.” He told her where to find a
hidden key to unlock the doors. “I’ll have a doctor there shortly,”
Logan said before disconnecting.

Annabelle drove the extended cab truck over the
twisting roads with ease. Kellan might’ve blinked out for a second
because the next thing he knew, she’d stopped in front of an
impressive gate. Taking the cell from his hand—he didn’t realize he
was still holding it—she entered the code and the gates opened.

They drove down the blacktopped driveway that ended
at Logan and Jade’s impressive California home. Annabelle had
parked, jumped out and opened his door before he could unlock his
belt. She reached over and punched the button to release it and he
sucked in a breath when she bumped against his bullet wound.

“Oh, God, I’m so sorry.”

“S’okay.”

She grabbed his hand and helped him out of the
truck, and then threw his arm over her shoulder and led him up the
stone steps. Once they reached the landing, she leaned him against
a column, found the key where Logan instructed her to look, and
then unlocked the door. Shrill beeps sounded as she steered him
inside. Once the door closed, she checked the screen on the phone
again and punched in a string of numbers on the alarm to disable
it. He pressed the now-crimson towel harder against his stomach,
not wanting to bleed all over the Bradley’s Carrera marble
floor.

She led him past the expansive living room with
floor-to-ceiling windows offering an incredible view of the city to
the steps leading to the second floor.

“Are you able to climb the stairs?”

“Yes.” He clenched his jaw and carefully made his
way to the top with her assistance. She guided him to a room with a
king-sized bed and tossed back the covers. He backed away. “Not in
the master suite.” He didn’t want to ruin Logan and Jade’s no-doubt
ridiculously expensive sheets.

“It’s not. This is the room your boss told me to
use.”

He hadn’t realized she’d talked to Logan again.
Dimly, he remembered hearing his phone ring, but it seemed so hazy.
He eased to the mattress, wincing when the wounds protested.
Annabelle undressed him, removing his ruined shirt first. Next, she
unfastened the straps of his bullet-proof vest, muttering something
about it being a waste, and then tugged the hem of his thin t-shirt
from the cargo pants. The fabric pulled at both the entry and exit
wounds where they stuck to the blood and it felt like she’d ripped
off a strip of skin on each side. He bit back any reaction, not
wanting to upset her.

“Now lie down.”

He hated this. Hated. It. He didn’t want to
be the one being fussed over like an invalid. He should be the one
looking over Annabelle, making sure she was safe and sound. He just
needed to shut his eyes for a few minutes and then he’d regain his
strength. His lids drifted closed and the world faded away.

#

“Kellan? Can you hear me? Kellan?”

Annabelle’s heart pounded when she couldn’t wake him
up. He’d lost so much blood. The white t-shirt he wore beneath the
Kevlar vest was now stained crimson red, as were his khaki tactical
pants. It was all her fault. If she hadn’t insisted on going back
to her house, he wouldn’t have been shot. His chest was rising and
falling—a good sign. She needed to clean the wounds, but first, she
wanted to make him comfortable. She removed his shoes and socks and
then moved to the button on his pants.

It felt so intimate to be undressing him when she
hardly knew him. She eased the zipper down and carefully peeled the
blood-covered material from his legs, leaving him in only a pair of
black boxer briefs. They were probably blood-saturated, too, but
that was a step she didn’t feel comfortable taking yet. His boss
said that he would send a doctor to the house, so she’d let him
remove the underwear, but she did ease the band down so it didn’t
irritate the wound. She purposefully avoided looking at the bulge
and gathered his clothes. With the amount of blood soaking the
garments, they’d all have to be thrown out, especially the shirt
with the two bullet holes.

She dropped the clothes in a pile in the bathroom
and grabbed a washcloth. At any other time, she’d pause to take in
the grandeur of the room—the whole house—but her thoughts were
consumed with Kellan. She ran the cloth under hot water and hurried
back to his side. He hadn’t moved. The wound was still oozing
blood. She wanted it to stop. Running the cloth over his—my gosh,
amazing—washboard abs, her mouth tightened when it quickly turned
red. She hustled back to the bathroom and found a bowl holding
fragrant potpourri. She poured out the scented chips, rinsed the
bowl and then filled it with warm water. She grabbed more
washcloths and towels and carried the items to the bedside table.
She proceeded to wipe off all the blood around both wounds, leaving
the once clear water bright red.

She’d aced basic first aid classes in college and
she knew she needed to apply pressure to the wounds. Grabbing one
of the remaining clean towels, she folded it and gently rolled
Kellan to place it against the hole in his back and then eased him
back down. It wasn’t bleeding as much as the one in front, or as
ragged. She placed the last clean cloth against the wound and
pressed down, tears springing to her eyes when he winced without
waking up.

Biting her lip, she debated on what to do. Kellan
needed help right away. How much longer did he have before he bled
out? She’d heard of exsanguination as a cause of death and her
heart pounded harder.

She jumped when chimes sounded before realizing it
was the doorbell. It must be the doctor. “I’ll be right back,
Kellan,” she whispered, not knowing if he could hear or not. She
jogged down the steps and hurried to the door. She started to open
it but her hand paused on the knob. She didn’t think there was any
way her brother or Bixby would find them here, but she wasn’t
taking chances. “Who’s there?”

“Doctor Amelia Howell. Logan Bradley sent me to tend
to Kellan Polizzi.”

Annabelle’s brows raised. She expected the doctor to
be a middle-aged man, maybe with silver hair and a slight paunch,
not a woman with a sultry, very feminine voice. She whipped open
the door and gaped at the statuesque blond in front of her. “You’re
a doctor?” She looked like she just stepped off the runway,
modeling the latest in high fashion.

The woman held up an ID. Annabelle peered at the
name and picture. Logan said he was sending Dr. Howell. She just
assumed it was a man.

Dr. Howell looked troubled. “Logan said Kellan’s
been shot.”

“Yes. He’s upstairs.” Kellan. She didn’t call him
Mr. Polizzi. Did she know him and if so, what was her
connection?

She closed the door and then led the beautiful
doctor to the second floor. For some reason, she didn’t want this
woman examining Kellan. She couldn’t say why. She barely knew him
and had absolutely no hold over him. Still, the feelings rushing
through her felt suspiciously like jealousy. Sure, they’d kissed.
Twice. But those were both good luck pecks. Never mind the fact
that after having tasted him, she craved more.

“How’s he doing?”

“He passed out a few minutes ago. He’s lost a lot of
blood. We were running for our lives and he didn’t tell me he’d
been shot. So, you know Kellan?” She inwardly cringed at her non
sequitur and the abrasive tone with which she’d delivered it.

“I do.” No further explanation. Annabelle gritted
her teeth and led Dr. Howell into the room.

The doctor brushed by her to his side. She placed a
hand on his forehead—probably checking for a fever but it felt too
intimate to Annabelle. With a sigh, she pushed her unrealistic
jealousy aside. This woman was a trained professional. If she could
fix him, that’s all that mattered.

“I see you’ve cleaned the wound.” Dr. Howell turned
to her. “You did a good job. I’ve brought some supplies with me,
but I need you to go to the master bathroom and find the first aid
kit. It should be in a large red duffle with a white cross.” She
dug in her small leather bag for a blood pressure cuff and wrapped
it around his arm.

“Which room is the master?”

“I’ve no idea.”

“Then how do you know there’s a first aid kit in
there?”

The doctor turned with a perfectly white smile. Just
when Annabelle thought she couldn’t be more beautiful. “Because
Logan Bradley owns the house. Trust me, it’ll be there.” Then she
slid the diaphragm of the stethoscope beneath the cuff and started
inflating.

Annabelle rushed into the hall, checking in the
doors as she passed. She really wished she could stop to enjoy the
furnishings, but Kellan needed her. One door she opened was
straight out of the pages of a little girl’s fairy tale dream. It
was magical, with a four-poster bed, pink accents and tons of
stuffed animals. It reminded her of her childhood room. She stepped
back outside and noticed the double doors at the end of the hall.
It had to be the master. It was, and the room was amazing, with two
walls that were completely glass and featured an incredible view of
the valley below. She found the master bathroom, opened a cabinet
and located a large red duffle on a shelf. Dr. Howell had been
right. She yanked it down and staggered under the weight. The thing
weighed a ton. She hustled back to the room where Dr. Howell was
tending to Kellan.

The doctor turned when she entered. “Oh, good. I
knew Logan wouldn’t let me down.”

Annabelle dropped the bag on the ground and glanced
at Kellan, noting that his boxer briefs were nowhere in sight. Dr.
Howell had arranged the sheet to cover his manly parts, but his
left side was exposed, showcasing enticing cuts on his hip
flexors.

“How bad is it, Dr. Howell?”

“Call me Amelia. The bullet passed through his
tensor fasciae latae muscle. His blood
pressure is low but steady. I need to get an
IV started to replenish the fluids he’s lost.”

“What can I do?”

“You can hold this.”

“Sure.” Annabelle held the bag while Amelia inserted
a needle in Kellan’s arm. He didn’t even flinch. Then she removed
silver poles from the first aid kit and snapped them in place to
create a stand. She took the bag from Annabelle and clipped it to
the top of the post.

After thoroughly irrigating the front wound, she
stitched it up, applied some kind of cream over the top and then
adhered a large square bandage with surgical tape.

“I need to turn him over to clean the entry wound.
Can you make sure the IV stays in place?”

“Yes.” Annabelle held onto his arm with one hand and
the fluid line with the other as Amelia gently rolled him to his
side. Whereas the hole around the exit wound was ragged and torn,
the one where the bullet entered his back was smaller and
symmetrical. It didn’t take Amelia long to clean the wound and
stitch it up. Then they were easing him back down.

She was starting to panic that with all the poking
and prodding, Kellan hadn’t regained consciousness. “Shouldn’t he
be waking up by now?”

“I added a sedative to the IV so he wouldn’t wake
while I’m working on the injuries. He needs to sleep so his body
can recoup. Believe me, if he was awake, he’d be bitching about
getting out of bed. The rest will do him good.”

Amelia tugged the cover over him and gathered her
supplies. “I also added an antibiotic to make sure infection
doesn’t set in.”

“Are you going to stop by and check on him?”

“Actually, I’m going to stay here in the Bradley’s house tonight to make sure he’s on the mend
before I hop a plane for home tomorrow.”

“You don’t live in Los Angeles?”

She shook her head, her long blond ponytail swaying
with the movement. “I’m out here for a medical conference. I live
in Indiana.”

It was an amazing coincidence that she was here in
the same city where Kellan was shot.

“It was,” Amelia agreed and Annabelle realized she’d
voiced the thought.

Amelia snapped her bag closed and stood. “He should
sleep for a few hours. Why don’t we go downstairs and find
something to eat? I’m starving. I’d just sat down to a
delicious-looking meal when Logan called.”

With worry and dread dueling in her stomach,
Annabelle didn’t think she’d be able to even look at food, but
she’d accompany Amelia downstairs.

Kellan was going to be okay, but the longer she
stayed with him, the more chance he could be shot again and
possibly killed. Though she’d only known him a few hours, he’d
become important to her. She didn’t want to be the reason he died.
She’d have to live with the burden that Andy lost his life because
of her. She wouldn’t survive if Kellan died, too. As soon as she
knew for certain he’d be okay, she’d have to leave him.

After one last look, she turned off the lights and
followed Amelia down the stairs. Now that the initial shock had
passed, she took in her surroundings. Several pictures hung on the
wall. She was drawn to the one in a gold frame of a stunning woman
with red-gold hair in the most beautiful
wedding dress Annabelle had ever seen. The man at her side was tall
and gorgeous, with dark hair and eyes and a sexy, seductive smile.
Amelia noticed her staring.

“That’s Logan Bradley and his wife Jade.”

Jade? “She looks a lot like Juliet LaRue, the
actress.”

Amelia nodded. “One in the same.”

Annabelle’s head snapped to Amelia. “Really?”

“Yes. Juliet’s her stage name. Her real name is Jade
LaRossa Bradley.”

Kellan’s boss was married to an Oscar-winning
actress? In the next picture Juliet—Jade—was holding up an Academy
Award while Logan looked on with undisguised pride. The next
picture was of the stunning couple standing beside an equally
stunning couple. “Isn’t that Layla Brooks?”

“Yes. She’s married to Logan’s partner, Luke
Colton.”

So both of Kellan’s bosses were married to
superstars. Wow. Good to know.

The rest of the pictures featured a beautiful little
girl with long black ringlets and she wondered if the room upstairs
belonged to her. There were also several of an adorable baby
boy.

Kellan’s phone rang and she fished it out of her
pocket and looked at the display. Speak of the devil…

“Hi, Logan.”

“Annabelle, I’ve got you on speaker with Luke. Did
Amelia arrive?”

“She did, about a half hour ago.”

“Good. How’s Kellan?”

“Resting. Amelia stitched him up and said with rest,
he’s going to be okay.”

Luke sighed. “That’s a relief.”

“Make yourself at home,” Logan told her. “I’m having
dinner sent over, so don’t panic when an older man and woman show
up with an overabundance of food. Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez.”

Her stomach revolted. Would she ever be able to eat
again? “That was kind of you. Thank you.”

“Kellan’s kept us briefed on your situation, but if
you have time, we’d like to hear everything that’s happened from
your point of view.”

“Okay. Where do you want me to start?”

“At the beginning,” Logan prompted her.

She made her way to the brown leather couch and
eased to the padded cushions. It wouldn’t be easy reliving the last
few weeks. “You know that my stepfather left me his fortune when he
passed away.”

“We do,” Luke confirmed.

“He’s worth millions. All he bequeathed his
biological son was family heirlooms and one
million dollars.”

“Not chump change,” Logan noted.

“Not at all, but Robbie—that’s my stepbrother—is in
debt for five million, though that number could’ve gone up since he
hasn’t paid.” She told them about the conversations she overheard,
first at her stepfather’s house and then again at the lawyer’s
office.

“Now he’s after you because he wants the inheritance
to himself,” Luke surmised.

“Yes. He went ballistic when the will was read and
threatened me. My stepfather’s lawyer, Mr. Windham, called security
to escort him from the building. Mr. Windham and my stepfather
anticipated Robbie’s reaction. The lawyer took care of changing the
locks on the house and he had the security company recode the
electronic system. He also hired a bodyguard for me.” Tears
threatened when she thought of Andy Garvey. “We spent the night in
a hotel and the next morning, someone posing as room service shot
Andy when he opened the door. Andy managed to wrestle the gun away
from the man while dying, and snapped his neck, giving me the
chance to escape.”

“A hero,” Luke murmured.

“Yes.” She closed her eyes, recalling the horrible
moment when she saw Andy’s body fall. “I was going to call my
stepfather’s lawyer, but he called me first. His voice was labored
and weak. He told me he trusted the wrong person and for me to not
trust anyone, including the police.”

Amelia handed her a glass of red wine and she nodded
her thanks, taking a sip. It probably wasn’t wise drinking on an
empty stomach, but it didn’t stop her from taking another taste.
She placed the glass on a coaster beside the couch.

She told them about driving aimlessly and ending up
at the airport, and then the men who arrived and murdered a
busload of innocent people. She explained
about calling several security companies, but the only one who
would take her case without a retainer was Cable Security, and how
she waited for hours for the man to arrive, and eventually
mistaking Kellan for the man. She recalled how the men found her,
but Kellan kept her safe before she took off. Then she told them
about calling Kellan to ask for his help but she was kidnapped in
the process. After recapping the events once she escaped, she
explained, “Kellan wanted me to leave town, but I couldn’t until I
stopped by my house and then the bank. I own a safe deposit box
with papers and items that are important to me.” Her father’s
medals. Both her parents’ wedding rings.
Things from her grandparents, whom she’d never met since they
passed away before she was born. Pictures. “I know it must sound
silly to you both that I insisted, but I just couldn’t leave
without the items. I was afraid my stepbrother would somehow access
the box and clear it out just to hurt me, or hold them for
ransom.”

“It’s not silly,” Logan assured her. “Have you had a
chance to retrieve your belongings?”

Dread rolled through her stomach. “Not everything.
We stopped by my house first so I could gather a few things,
including the safe deposit key, but the code that my stepfather’s
lawyer gave me for the security system didn’t work. Kellan called
the company and spoke with the person in charge. They said that my
stepbrother told them to change the code, so they did.”

“He was the reason for the change in the first
place,” Luke argued.

“Yes, and Mr. Windham specifically told them so, but
they believed my stepbrother.”

“What’s the name of the company?” Logan asked. “I’ll
have a chat with them.” She gave him the name.

“My stepbrother and his wife Vespa arrived. Either
someone at the company gave them a heads up or they’d been watching
the house. He tried telling us that he had nothing to do with the
murders and that he just wanted to talk. Kellan made them leave and
then changed the code on the gate. We were inside the house when
Bixby, the man my stepbrother owes money to, broke in. Kellan
didn’t even tell me the new code, so I’m not sure how Bixby figured
it out.”

“Melvin Bixby,” Logan said. “We’ve run a background
check on him. He’s a petty criminal, but we haven’t found evidence
of current illegal activities yet.”

“I have no idea what he does for a living, but my
guess is loan shark.” She took another drink
of the wine. It was delicious. “When we entered the house, it’d
been ransacked. Furniture was overturned and drawers hanging open.
Kellan and I were gathering things in my room when we heard someone
enter the house. Then a man called my name and I recognized the
voice.” She’d hear that nasally repugnant accent in her nightmares.
“He said he knew I was there. My stepfather created a secret room
for me when I was young. It’s accessed behind the mirror in my
closet. We hid in there while Bixby and his men searched the house.
Then smoke alarms starting blaring and the hallway filled with
smoke.” She swallowed another lump of emotion.

“He set the house on fire?”

“Yes. We escaped by the roof.” Her stomach pitched
again at the thought. “When we were almost clear, one of the men
spotted us and shot Kellan. The fire department arrived, so the men
weren’t able to follow us. We made our way to a neighbor’s house
and ran into the man who took care of my stepfather’s lawn. He gave
us his truck to use, and that’s when Kellan called you.”

“First of all, are you okay, Annabelle?” Logan
asked.

She picked up the glass of wine and realized her
hand was shaking and that the glass was almost empty. “I’m not
hurt, but I’m worried for Kellan.”

“He has the best possible care with Amelia,” Luke
told her.

“And the house is secure, so no one will be able to
get to you there,” Logan added.

“We’ve done some research while talking to you and
we’ve got some information for you.”

Her brows raised. Wow. That was fast. Kellan hadn’t
been lying. They were good.

“Bixby and his men got away.” She wasn’t surprised.
He was as slimy as a snake. “They escaped before the fire
department arrived,” Luke said.

“And your house sustained damage in the kitchen
where the fire started, and extensive smoke damage on the first
level, but the fire department was able to knock it down before it
caused widespread destruction.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. It could’ve been much
worse.

“Before you can leave, you still need to visit the
bank?” Logan asked.

“Yes. I’ll wait until Kellan’s able to go with me.”
She prayed God didn’t strike her down for that whopper. She didn’t
want to tell Kellan’s bosses that she planned to ditch him and
recover the items herself. They’d try to talk her out of it. She’d
wait until Kellan was better before she left him. She ignored the
stab of sadness that tried to pierce her heart. That organ had no
business getting involved in this mess.

“We’re going to send another agent out there to
assist while Kellan’s recovering.”

“No!” She cringed and lowered her voice. “What I
mean is, I would prefer to work with just Kellan. I can wait until
he’s better.” She didn’t want to try to escape from two people, one
who wasn’t incapacitated from a gunshot wound. She needed to get
away sooner rather than later.

“We’ll keep investigating Bixby,” Luke assured her.
After promising to keep them updated on Kellan’s condition, she
disconnected just as the doorbell buzzed.

Amelia looked pensively at the entryway. “Should we
be worried?”

“I hope not.” Annabelle pushed off the couch. “Logan
had food sent over. That must be Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez.”

Amelia relaxed. “Good. I was about to dash to my bag
and find a syringe full of something particularly nasty to inject
into the intruder.”

Annabelle laughed, liking the woman despite her ties
to Kellan, which were still unknown. Under different circumstances,
she could see them becoming good friends. She eased back the
curtain on the window beside the door to see a middle-aged couple
standing outside with a serving cart laden with dishes. Just to be
safe, she cracked the door. “Can I ask your names?”

“We are Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez. Mr. Logan sent us
over with food.”

She opened the door wide and greeted the couple.
Though she hadn’t been hungry before, the smells drifting from the
various pans made her stomach growl. Mr. Hernandez wheeled the cart
inside while Annabelle took the serving dish from Mrs. Hernandez.
Amelia helped and soon the ridiculously large island in the middle
of the ridiculously large gourmet kitchen was filled with enough
dishes to feed an army. Or five. They’d also brought bags of
groceries including milk, eggs, fresh vegetables and other perishable items.

“What you don’t eat can be frozen,” Mrs. Hernandez
said, reading her thoughts. “I made Mr. Kellan some soups and his
favorite macaroni and cheese.”

Annabelle’s eyes widened. “You know Kellan?”

“Sí. We met him when he helped with Ms.
Cassidy.” She’d forgotten that he’d spent the last few weeks in Los
Angeles. “If you need more or have any special requests, please
call me.” Mrs. Hernandez scribbled down her phone number. Annabelle
couldn’t imagine having to call the woman. Not only was there
enough food to feed a ravenous football team, but she planned to be
gone soon.

“Would you like to join us for dinner,” Amelia asked
them. “There’s more than enough.”

“Thank you for the offer, but we have to get home,”
Mr. Hernandez said. “You two enjoy.”

After they escorted the friendly couple to the door,
they returned to the kitchen and started lifting the lids off the
dishes. There was a wide range of food, from hamburgers that
smelled as if they’d been recently grilled to enchiladas, lasagna,
salmon and an assortment of soups and side dishes.

“I’ve no idea where to start,” Amelia said in
wonder. “It all looks so delicious.”

Forgoing the formal dining room, they carried their
plates to the breakfast nook, which featured padded bench seats
surrounded by windows on three sides. The doctor picked the
healthier choice of salmon, wild rice and steamed vegetables, while
Annabelle went for the grilled hamburger and Kellan’s favorite mac
and cheese. Her eyes closed in ecstasy when she forked the cheesy
pasta in her mouth. It was the best she’d ever tasted. Though she
wasn’t hungry before, she cleaned every bite off her plate.

They chatted about different sights and attractions
of Los Angeles as they ate. Amelia had been in town for three days,
but they’d all been spent in meetings and lectures, many of which
she’d given herself. Annabelle wished the circumstances were
different. She’d love to show Amelia around her town.

Together they loaded the dishwasher and found room
for the leftovers in the double door Sub-Zero refrigerator already
stocked with the groceries. Amelia topped off their glasses with
the last of the wine and they retreated to the living room.

“I didn’t mean to eavesdrop earlier, but, wow. I’m
so sorry for what you’ve been through.” Amelia dropped down beside
Annabelle on the couch.

“It’s been a hard few weeks.” Understatement. It’d
been a hard year, starting with Rob’s call telling her about
his diagnosis.

“Your stepfather loved you very much if he wanted
you to inherit his legacy.”

“Yes.” She gazed out the windows, not even seeing
the incredible view and twinkling lights. “But I’m not sure it’s
worth it. So many people are dead already. Kellan’s been shot.” She
met Amelia’s gaze. “My stepbrother won’t give up. I can’t live with
another person’s death.”

Amelia placed her glass on a table and grabbed
Annabelle’s hands. “I overheard you telling Luke and Logan that you
mistakenly ran into Kellan, thinking he was someone else.”

“I was waiting for a man from Cable Security and
when I saw the name stitched on Kellan’s shirt, I misread it and
assumed he was the one I was supposed to meet.”

“He was.” Before Annabelle could correct her, Amelia
forged on. “I’m a medical doctor, so I believe in science and
research, but I also believe in divine intervention. There was a
reason your path crossed with Kellan.” At Annabelle’s skeptical
look, Amelia continued, “Kellan works for the best security
company in the country. I’m not just saying that, either. I truly
believe it. What are the odds that he would happen to be at the
exact place where you were waiting? Fate.” With a satisfied look,
she flopped back and picked up her glass.

Annabelle wasn’t sure she believed in fate, but
Amelia’s words caused her heart to thump faster. “How are you
involved with Kellan’s company?” And Kellan, she wanted to tack
on but kept her mouth shut.

“I’ve wanted to be a doctor since I was young,
working in a hospital to care for the sick and injured. I worked
hard to achieve that goal and I thought it was my dream job. Then
my college roommate and best friend took a position at a
flourishing security company that also employed her two older
brothers. She rescued a man who’d been shot and she called me to
take care of him.”

“Your best friend’s a security specialist?”

Amelia nodded. “She wasn’t at the time, but she is
now, as is the man she rescued. Carter. He’s her husband now. I
started doctoring other agents when they were injured and Luke and
Logan finally convinced me to join them full time.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize you worked for them, too.”

Amelia smiled. “I don’t yet. I have another couple
of months at the hospital and then a stint with Doctors
International. When I return, I’ll be working exclusively for COBRA
Securities.”

Annabelle’s brows creased. “This happens often then?
Gunshot wounds and such?”

“Not often, but it does happen, along with breaks
and sprains and other assorted injuries. I won’t be bored, that’s
for sure.”

“How long have you known Kellan?” She hadn’t meant
to ask the question. It wasn’t any of her business, but the alcohol
had loosened her lips.

“Not long. A few months. He’s one of the newer
hires.”

That still didn’t answer the question of whether
they’d dated. “He said he was a cop before he took the job?”

Amelia nodded. “He was a detective in North
Carolina. Hillary Billings, one of the COBRA Security agents, was
on vacation when a killer targeted Reed Steele during one of his
renovation shows.”

“Abs of Steele? I remember when that happened.”

“Kellan worked the case, along with Hillary. He quit
the force soon after to join the company.”

She wanted to know more about him. Everything. But
there was no way to ask without sounding stalkerish. Plus, the more
she learned, the more she liked him and she couldn’t afford those
feelings when he would be gone from her life soon.

They chatted more and before she realized it, two
hours had passed. Amelia was surprisingly easy to talk to and they
shared the same sense of humor. She had no doubt they’d be friends
under different circumstances.

Amelia stood and grabbed both empty glasses. “After
I put these away, I’m going to check on the patient.”

“I’ll come with you.”

Kellan was lying in the same position as when they
left, but his color looked better. Amelia checked his vitals and
the bandages and then changed the almost-empty IV bag. When she
finished, she turned to Annabelle. “I’m going to bed now. It was a
pleasure getting to know you, Annabelle.”

“You, too.”

“I’ll check on Kellan throughout the night.”

“You don’t need to. I’m going to sleep over there.”
She pointed to the comfy-looking chair in the corner of the
room.

“You don’t have to do that. He’s not in any danger
and his vitals are good. He’s doing well.”

“I wouldn’t be able to sleep otherwise.”

Amelia smiled. “I understand. I’ll be in the room
across the hall if you need me.”

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”


Chapter Nine

Kellan felt as if he’d been
flattened by a runaway locomotive. His body ached and he was so
weak, he didn’t think he’d be able to pry his heavy lids open. He
searched his foggy brain, trying to remember how he came to be in
this predicament. Random impressions flashed in his head, but
nothing coalesced into a clear picture. He knew there was
danger. He felt it in his bones. For some
reason, flames seemed to be dancing along the fringes and he swore
he could smell smoke. Then there was Annabelle, looking radiant and
beautiful—Annabelle! He forced his lids open. He was lying on an
incredibly soft, comfortable bed in a dim, climate-controlled room.
He blinked to allow his eyes to adjust. Images flashed across a
huge television mounted on the wall, but there was no sound.

Pain throbbed in his midsection. Out of the corner
of his eye, he saw the IV bag dangling close, the line pumping
fluid into his veins. Then his gaze moved a few inches to the left
and there she was. Annabelle. He released the breath he hadn’t
realized he’d been holding. She was safe and slumped in a chair
nestled close to the bed, sound asleep. He tried to reach for her
hand, but the IV stopped him. He wanted to wake her, ask her what
had happened, but the overwhelming pull of sleep dragged him under
and he was powerless to fight it off.

The next time he woke, it was to see a beautiful
blue-eyed blond standing over him, but it wasn’t Annabelle. It was
Dr. Amelia Howell.

“Amelia?”

“Hey, Kellan. Welcome back to the land of the
living.”

The last thing he remembered, he’d been in Los
Angeles. “Am I back home?”

“No. You’re still in California, at Logan and Jade’s
house. I was here for a conference when I got the call that you’d
been shot.”

“I was shot?” That’d explain the nagging pain.

“Yes, a through and through on your lower left side.
Thankfully, the bullet missed any vital organs. You lost a lot of
blood, but you’ll live.”

“I’ve always been a fast healer. And I’m ready to
get out of this bed.” Sadly, he was so weak, he didn’t think he
could stand if he had to, but he was going to try. He started to
rise but she put a restraining hand on his shoulder, stopping his
progress.

“Oh no, you don’t,” she chastised. “You’ll be
flashing your birthday suit for all to see.”

He felt under the sheet with the arm not tethered to
an IV. No clothes. Yep, he was buck-ass naked.

Then she grinned over her shoulder. “Didn’t I tell
you?”

“Told who what?”

“Annabelle. I predicted you’d be chomping at the bit
to get out of bed—against doctor’s orders, I might add. I was
right.”

“Annabelle?”

“I’m right here.”

He craned his neck to see her standing back while
Amelia examined him. He reached for her but Amelia clamped down on
his arm as she checked his pulse. If the feelings in his chest were
any indication, it’d be elevated just looking at Annabelle. She was
so beautiful, it took his breath.

He couldn’t touch her, but he could capture her
gaze. “Are you hurt?”

“No.”

Relief swamped him. “Thank God.”

“Open those eyes for me.” He did and Amelia blinded
him with a bright light. He slammed his lids shut. “Geez, a little
warning next time, Doc.”

She chuckled and clicked off the light. “Your blood
pressure is good, your color is good. You’re on your way to
recover—”

He grabbed the edge of the sheet. “I’m ready
to—”

A strong hand clamped down on his wrist. “Stop.”
He’d never seen Amelia angry, but he was getting a look at her now.
“Stay right where you are. You need complete
bed rest for at least five days to recuperate.”

“Hoo-kay,” he scoffed but she narrowed her eyes.

“I’m serious, Kellan. You’ve lost a lot of blood.
You’re not comprehending the seriousness of the situation. Your
body needs time to recover. Believe it or not, you’re not
Superman.”

“I’m not? Then how did I get the red cape?”

She ignored him, winding the cords on her
stethoscope and stashing them in her bag. “I have to leave, but I’m
deputizing Annabelle into being your Nurse Ratched. Today, you’re
only to get up for bathroom breaks. Tomorrow, you can take a
shower, presuming you keep the stitches dry. Then after two days,
you can start taking short walks around the house until you regain
your strength.”

He wanted to laugh at the outrageous suggestion, but
she was dead serious. No way in hell. He nodded to placate her,
having absolutely no intention of lying on his ass for five
days.

#

Annabelle cracked eggs in a glass dish and tossed
the shells in the trash. Bacon sizzled in a cast iron pan on the
stove. Kellan had requested eggs and bacon, both of which Mr. and
Mrs. Hernandez had included with the groceries. She found a loaf of
bread and removed two pieces to pop in the toaster.

She wasn’t a great cook, but she could get by. Her
mother had loved to cook. Some of her favorite memories were when
her mom would give the chef the day off and she and Annabelle would
spend the afternoon preparing dishes from recipes passed down
through generations. After her mother died, it was too painful to
go into the kitchen alone, so she ate whatever Rob’s chef prepared.
When she lived on her own, she learned a few basic dishes so she
wouldn’t starve, but she wouldn’t be quitting her day job anytime
soon—if she had one to quit.

A noise caught her attention, and she glanced
outside to see a large vehicle rolling up to the house. The fork
she’d been using to scramble the eggs clattered to the counter and
she dashed to the window just as the dark SUV came to a stop. The
doors opened and she almost fainted when two gargantuan men wearing
shades stepped out and glanced around the area.

“No, no, no,” she chanted. They’d found her. She
wasn’t sure if it was her stepbrother’s men or Bixby’s, but it
didn’t matter. How did they get inside the security gate? She
darted to the front door, intending to make sure it was locked, but
Amelia was already there and—she was opening it!

“No, Amelia, don’t—"

But it was too late. One of the men’s meaty paws
reached out and grabbed Amelia and he…hugged her? Then the other
man did the same. They were all joking and laughing. What the heck
was going on?

Amelia turned and spotted her, waving her over with
a huge smile. She trudged forward as if facing the firing
squad.

“Annabelle St. John, these are two of Kellan’s
coworkers, Ethan Addison and Wyatt Hollister.”

Her shoulders sagged in relief. Kellan’s coworkers,
not Robbie’s henchmen—wait a minute. “What are you two doing here?
I specifically told your bosses they didn’t need to send anyone
else.” These men were as ginormous as trees. How was she supposed
to escape from three well-trained men? Houdini, she was not.

“Guess they don’t take orders well,” the one named
Ethan drawled. He held out a hand and she shook it. “Nice to meet
you, Annabelle. Actually, it’ll just be me.” He slapped the man
beside him. “Wyatt here flew us out. He’s taking Amelia back with
him.”

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Wyatt said with, if she
wasn’t mistaken, an Australian accent. She shook his catcher’s
mitt-sized hand. Both guys were at least six four or five, blond,
blue-eyed and gorgeous.

Annabelle returned to the kitchen to flip the bacon,
her palms sweating profusely. She wondered if she could sneak a
vial of the sedative from Amelia’s bag. Knocking out Ethan might be
her only chance of escape. “I was just making breakfast for Kellan.
Are you two hungry?”

“We already ate,” Ethan informed her.

Wyatt glanced at his watch. “And we need to get
going.” He lifted Amelia’s suitcase as if it weighed nothing.

Amelia hugged her. “It was nice to meet you,
Annabelle. If Kellan has any problems, don’t hesitate to call me.”
She handed her a business card with her cell number. “And please,
keep in touch.”

“I will.”

#

Ethan escorted Amelia and Wyatt outside as Annabelle
finished preparing Kellan’s breakfast. She watched out the window
as Amelia slid into the passenger seat of the rental car she drove
yesterday. She wasn’t sure how Wyatt would fold his substantial
frame inside, but he seemed to manage. That meant they were leaving
the SUV for Ethan. Good. She wouldn’t have to feel guilty for
leaving them stranded. Her gaze strayed to the Greeson Landscaping
keychain on the counter. Reaching out, she covered the keys with
her hand and slid them into a pocket. She hadn’t planned on leaving
this soon, but now that Kellan had someone to look after him, she
was free to go. Besides, the longer she stayed, the more she didn’t
want to leave. She’d watched him sleep last night, his face relaxed
in slumber. Long lashes fanned across his cheeks, but it was his
soft lips that mesmerized her. She’d even given in
to the urge to brush a tendril of hair from his
forehead.

She couldn’t allow herself to get closer to him. She
was already falling for him and she barely knew him. She wouldn’t
put him in danger again, so she needed to make her move, and it
needed to be now. The longer she waited, the more opportunity
Robbie had to empty her safe-deposit box. He might not have a key,
but he had contacts.

She needed to decide what she would do if she opened
the box and it was empty. If Robbie held the items for ransom,
would she do what he asked? Though they were sentimental and
irreplaceable, they were just things. Were they worth giving in to
Robbie’s threats?

Ethan came back inside and smiled at her. Guilt
nagged at her again. She didn’t want him to get into trouble for
letting her escape. Once she was safe, she’d make sure his bosses
knew there was nothing he could’ve done to stop her.

“About your earlier offer,” he said, and she
searched her brain, trying to remember offering him anything. At
her confused look, he explained, “Breakfast. I held out as long as
possible, but I’m a growing boy and the bacon smells delish.”

Chuckling, she picked up two pieces with tongs from
the paper towel where she’d placed them to drain and handed them to
him.

He thanked her and inhaled them with a satisfied
sigh. “Tastes as good as it smells.”

“Ethan, do you mind running this up to Kellan?” She
slid the buttered toast on the plate and grabbed the glass of
chilled orange juice from the fridge.

“No problem.” He lifted the tray.

“And don’t steal his bacon.”

“Aw, man,” he groused jokingly.

“Also, he probably needs to use the bathroom. Do you
mind helping him with that first?”

“Sure.” With the tray in hand, he took the steps two
at a time. She waited until he disappeared out of sight before she
slapped the note she’d scribbled last night on the counter, grabbed
her backpack, punched the code into the alarm and slipped out the
door. She hurried to the truck and tossed the bag inside before
vaulting up to the driver’s seat. Wincing at the loud rumble when
she turned the key, she shifted into drive and barely slowed as the
gate opened automatically when she approached. Once she was on the
road, she felt both relief and sorrow. She wished she’d had the
chance to say goodbye to Kellan in person. The note explained
everything. She would still honor her commitment and pay his
company when she had access to the money.

As she drove down the winding canyon roads, tears
wouldn’t stop falling. It was ridiculous to think she had a
connection to a man she’d just met.


Chapter Ten

An alert sounded on Kellan’s
phone, waking him from a light slumber. He thought he’d heard it
earlier, but decided he’d dreamed it. Before he could reach for his
phone, Ethan Addison strolled into the room carrying a tray
overflowing with food. He smelled bacon and his stomach rumbled.
Careful of the stitches, he pushed up to recline against the
headboard, wincing at the pull. “Ethan? What are you doing
here?”

“The bosses sent me to help your sorry, shot-up ass
out.”

“Good. Me and my shot-up ass
appreciate it. Do you mind grabbing my cell?”

Ethan deposited the tray on the bedside table and
handed him the phone. He checked the alert. “Someone just left the
property.”

“Wyatt and Amelia. They’re headed home.”

“No, I have two notices. Someone else just
left.”

“Shit.” Ethan turned and bolted out the door.

Kellan’s heart started racing. The only other person
here was… “Annabelle?”

No answer. He ripped the needle from his arm,
ignoring the pain, and swung his feet off the bed. The room spun
when he stood. He waited until it stopped rotating before he made
his way into the hall. He was naked, but he didn’t waste time
getting dressed. “Annabelle?” he called again.

Ethan dashed up the steps. “She’s gone.”

Kellan swayed and slapped a hand against the wall
for support. “What?”

Ethan handed him a note. He scanned the message.

Dear Kellan ~ thank you so much for all you’ve done
for me. I wouldn’t be alive if not for you, but my staying puts you
in serious danger. If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have been
shot. I can’t risk my stepbrother or his associates harming you
again.

I wish there was another way. Please know that I
fully intend to keep my commitment to your company for the full
amount of the fees. It might take months, but I will pay.

I’m so sorry you were shot for me. With my deepest
affection ~ Annabelle.

“Sonofabitch,” he shouted, causing the stitches in
his stomach to pinch. “We have to go after her. Her stepbrother
will kill her.” He hugged the wall as he made his way back to his
room. “Call the office and get a trace on the truck. It was Greenly
or Grassley, something like that, landscaping.” He’d been out of
it, but he remembered it had something to do with lawn care, not to
mention the fact that it emanated an overwhelming scent of
fertilizer, i.e. cow shit.

“Greeson Landscaping.” Ethan dialed the office as he
paced. “I saw it parked by the garage.” He spoke to someone,
probably Tyler, and explained what they needed. “They’re
tracing—what the hell are you doing?”

“What does it look like?” He was gingerly pulling on
pants. “Going to find her.” Underwear was too much trouble, so
hello, commando.

“I’ll go,” Ethan said. “You stay here and rest.
Doctor’s orders.”

“Like hell.” Vertigo hit and he closed his eyes
against a wave of nausea with one foot inside his cargo pants.
Latching onto the back of the chair to steady himself, he waited
until the wave passed before he finished dressing. He made sure to
slide on his bullet-proof vest, even though it didn’t stop the last
one.

Ethan stood with his muscular arms crossed and a
glower on his face. If he thought he intimidated Kellan, he was
sadly mistaken. “We’re wasting time. Let’s go.”

“I can’t let you do this. I promised Amelia. She
threatened me with castration if I let you out of the bed and I’m
rather fond of the twins.”

“Either she does it or I do, and I promise you,
I won’t be gentle,” he growled.

“Shit. Wait a minute.”

Kellan brushed past him making sure to hold on to
the rail lest he take an unfortunate header
down the stairs.

“Kellan, we don’t have the trace yet. We don’t even
know where she went.”

“The bank.” She was headed to clear out her safe
deposit box. He was sure of it.

#

Annabelle navigated the streets in front of her
bank, the area busy with Los Angelenos going about their daily
business. She found parking on the street a couple of blocks away
and fed coins into the meter. She wasn’t sure how long it would
take, so she added an extra quarter to be safe. She slid her
backpack over her shoulders and kept her head down, wishing she’d
thought to grab a hat. She considered using the one in Mr.
Greeson’s truck, but it smelled like sweat and mulch and she just
couldn’t put it on her head. She did find a pair of sunglasses in
the glove box and she slid them on.

She chanced a look around, not seeing anyone
suspicious. The area where she parked wasn’t heavily trafficked,
allowing her to proceed down the sidewalk unnoticed. Turning the
corner, she once again checked for out-of-place lurkers, but the
path was clear. She pushed through the revolving door and entered
the lobby. She banked here but usually used
the drive-through located behind the building.
She approached the service desk and told the perky brunette what
she needed, pitching her voice low when she recited her name.

“If you have a seat, someone will be right with
you.”

Annabelle chose a red leather chair located next to
a tall plant, using the leafy foliage for cover. Her nerves were on
edge and she couldn’t stop her leg from bobbing. Had Kellan
discovered her missing? She hoped not. She also prayed he didn’t
blame Ethan. Nothing or no one could’ve stopped her once she made
up her mind. Her next visit was to the lawyer’s office to sign
whatever forms were needed, but she hadn’t planned beyond those two
tasks. Where would she go? Maybe she could drive to Oklahoma or
Arkansas and find a security company to help her. One thing was
certain…they wouldn’t be as good as COBRA Securities.

She’d need to figure out transportation, too. She
couldn’t steal Mr. Greeson’s truck. Besides, it had GPS so she
could easily be tracked. She didn’t want to use up her cash. Since
she was already at the bank, maybe she could withdraw money from
her savings. She’d be long gone before Robbie came for her. Or
Bixby. Having two psychopaths after her was troubling, to say the
least.

What was taking so long? She stood to ask the
brunette but the woman wasn’t sitting behind the desk. She turned,
ready to flee when a voice spoke behind her.

“Ms. St. John?”

She gasped and spun around to see a man standing in
front of her wearing black dress pants and a white oxford shirt
with a diamond-patterned tie. His dark hair was slicked back from
his face and his brown eyes assessed her frankly. She didn’t like
the smile that played along his lips. “I’m
Dirk Beyers, the assistant branch manager. I understand that you
would like to access your safe deposit box?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have your key?”

“I do.” She showed it to him.

“If you’ll follow me, I’ll take care of it for
you.”

He led her down a carpeted hallway to a small room
no bigger than a broom closet. Against the wall was a table with a
gray plastic chair. “First, I need you to sign in.” He placed a
card in front of her with her name printed at the top. She signed
and dated it. She tried to give it back to him, but he held up a
hand. “I’ll need you to sign out, too. I’ll be right back with your
box.”

She settled the card on the table as he disappeared
through a doorway. She glanced around, looking for cameras,
wondering if she was being recorded but didn’t spot any obvious
ones. Dirk returned with the eighteen by twenty-four-inch steel box
and deposited it on the table in front of her.

“Take your time, Ms. St. John. When you’re done,
just press this button.” He indicated a panel on the wall. “I’ll
come back for you as soon as possible.”

“Thank you.”

#

“Hey, Peters, isn’t that her?”

Fred Peters fumbled for the binoculars in his lap
and trained them on the woman walking down the sidewalk. The
boss—he had no idea the guy’s name—predicted she’d come here sooner
or later. They’d been parked along the street for a freaking day
waiting for her to show, spending a fortune feeding the meter.
Ronnie was starting to smell ripe. Or was that him?

Ronnie thought he spotted her twice before, only to
be false alarms. They were counting on her not coloring her light,
almost white hair. If she did, they’d have a harder time spotting
her. But they’d hit jackpot this time. “That’s her.”

“Hot damn,” Ronnie hooted. “’Bout time.”

They missed her at the airport where she parked in
the long-term lot. The boss had been tracking her car and they
arrived soon after she did, but she hadn’t been near her vehicle or
on the shuttle bus either. They managed to locate her again by her
cell phone, but some do-gooder shoved her behind a car and she got
away.

Then they had her—they freaking had her—but
she escaped from the car when Ronnie had to take a piss. Some
snot-nosed kid sent them on a wild goose chase and they couldn’t
find her again. That’d been a hard one to tell the boss. He’d been
irate. Or Fred assumed he’d been mad. It was hard to tell the tone
of his voice when he used a machine to alter it. But the
words…those were definitely pissed. Fred didn’t normally put up
with assholes, but this one paid damn well.

He dialed the number and the boss answered in that
robotic, creepy voice. “One minute.” Fred rolled his eyes as he
waited for the boss to return. They didn’t have time to wait.
Finally, the boss said, “You have her?”

“She’s heading to the bank now.”

“Take care of her.”

The line went dead. Much like the blond would be
soon. Fred tossed the cell on the dash and grabbed his gun from the
floor. “Boss said to take care of her.”

Ronnie started the engine, but as they’d been
focused on their prey, they missed the fact that a delivery van had
double-parked, blocking them in.

“Dammit, move,” Ronnie yelled to the empty truck.
“Sonofa—”

Fred opened his door. He couldn’t call the boss and
report another failure. “I’ll go after her.”

Ronnie reached for him, grabbing his arm. “Dude,
there are too many people around. Someone might see you. Besides,
she’s gone.”

Fred looked up to see that his partner was correct.
The woman had disappeared, probably inside the bank. He cursed long
and loud. “We’ll wait until she comes out. Then we’ll cap her ass.”
There was no alternative. Fred didn’t fear many things, but the
boss terrified him.

#

Kellan fought a severe case of nausea all the way
down the twisting, winding roads. Closing his eyes didn’t help.
Neither did Ethan’s reckless driving—not that he’d complain since
they needed to get to Annabelle as soon as possible. It took guts
to attempt some of the passing maneuvers Ethan had managed on the
narrow roads. Guy had a career in NASCAR if he ever decided to give
up the security business.

Ethan patted the dashboard. “This baby handles
well.” He apparently read Kellan’s thoughts. “Not as good as Sally,
but not bad.”

Ethan owned a cherry red vintage Mustang that he’d
named Sally, after the Wilson Pickett song, Kellan assumed. The guy
babied it and Kellan couldn’t imagine him ever testing her like he
was the rugged SUV right now. After a particularly harrowing pass
around a motor home that resulted in a blaring horn from oncoming
traffic, Kellan clutched the armrest. His face was coated in sweat
and the hand holding his weapon was shaking like an addict jonesing
for his next fix. Perhaps Amelia had known what she was talking
about when she insisted he needed to rest. Still, there was no way
he’d lie in bed when Annabelle’s life was in danger. She was out
there, alone, with not one, but two psychopaths after her. He
trusted Ethan with his life—he trusted all his coworkers—but
Annabelle was his responsibility, had been from the moment she
approached him at the airport. She was his.

How could she leave him?

He thought they were a team. Her rationalization
that he could be hurt again was bunk. He’d been a cop, now working
for an elite security company. There was no one better equipped to
protect her, certainly not the bozos from Cable Security. Yes, he’d
been shot. It happened. He could still do his job and damn
well.

The phone rang and he put it on speaker. “Got a
location,” Tyler Redmond said. “I’ll send it to your phone.”

“Thanks.” Kellan blinked to try to focus on the map.
Before he could type it into the SUV’s GPS, it was already there.
Tyler was a freaking genius. “The truck’s stationery. She is headed to the bank.”

“Hang on,” Ethan instructed. “I’ll have us there in
no time.”

#

Annabelle waited until Dirk left before she tugged
the metal box closer. Her heart was pounding and she wasn’t sure if
it was because once she opened the lid, memories would assail her,
or the uncomfortable way the assistant manager watched her. Though
she banked here, she’d never met him, but he acted as if he knew
her. His leer was unsettling. She wished Kellan was at her side and
then chided herself. She didn’t even really know him. The fact that
she’d felt safer with him than she’d felt with anyone ever was
beside the point.

With a deep inhale, she inserted the key and lifted
the lid. The first thing she spotted was the black velvet box that
held her mother’s wedding ring from her marriage to Annabelle’s
father. The diamond winked at her when she peeked inside. She
wanted to take time to go through all the contents, but she’d
already spent more time here than she wanted. She needed to be on
her way.

Her father’s medals were all inside, along with
trinkets and mementos from both sets of grandparents. She removed
all the contents and packed them into her already-heavy backpack,
having added the contents of her purse earlier.

She lifted the box and tapped the sides, making sure
she’d cleaned everything out. Satisfied that it was empty, she
secured the flap on her pack and hefted it over her shoulders. She
pressed the button on the wall and jumped back when Dirk appeared
instantly. Had he been standing there watching her?

“That was quick. Did you get everything you need,
Ms. St. John?”

There was that smirk again. It was almost…knowing.
“I did. Thank you.” She walked past him, intending to leave but he
rushed in front of her, causing her to stumble to a stop.

“Are you sure you don’t need more time?”

“I’m good.”

He opened his hands wide. “Well then, is there
anything else I can help you with? How’s your supply of checks? We
have some new designs that might interest you.”

Did people use checks anymore? Online banking made
them pretty much obsolete. “My check supply is fine, thank you.
Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m leaving.” She tried to keep the
annoyance out of her voice, not sure she succeeded, not really
caring, as she stepped around him.

He dogged her steps like an overzealous puppy and
she nixed her earlier thought of withdrawing money from her
personal account. A thousand warning bells were ringing in her head
and she needed to get out as soon as possible.

Thankfully he didn’t follow her out the door. Small
favors. She’d taken two steps when tires squealed. She turned to
the sound when she heard a shout.

“Get down!”

The next thing she knew, something slammed into her.
Air burst from her lungs and she was flying
through the air. She expected to be flattened against the
unforgiving concrete sidewalk, but she landed on a slightly less
solid surface as gunshots popped. The bank’s glass window shattered
and tiny shards of glass rained down to litter the sidewalk around
her. People were screaming as the shots kept coming. Then tires
squealed again before blessed silence. She lifted her head to thank
her rescuer.

“Thank—Kellan? Oh my God, what are you doing out of
bed?” she screeched before she promptly burst into tears and threw
her arms around him. She’d never been so ridiculously happy to see
anyone in her life.

#

Kellan wasn’t sure he’d be able to lever himself off
Annabelle. His whole body felt wrecked. He’d spotted her leaving
the bank and then movement out of the corner
of his eye snapped his attention to the dark sedan with tinted
windows zooming close, a gun barrel protruding from the window. He
didn’t think, he just reacted, launching himself in the air to
tackle her. At the last minute, he twisted his body so that he
absorbed the impact of the hard pavement, before rolling and
covering her with his body. He was positive the stitches had ripped
open on both wounds and at least one was bleeding, and those
whimpers weren’t very manly…wait a minute. They weren’t coming from
him…or at least all the sounds weren’t his. Annabelle was sobbing.
Damn, he hated when she cried.

She’d thrown her arms around him and squeezed like
an Amazonian rainforest anaconda. Despite the blinding pain, she
felt so good pressed against him. He needed to force himself to
move. There could be more assassins waiting in the wings to take
their shot. Ethan had gone after this one, but they needed to get
gone before the police arrived. They couldn’t
afford to get caught and have to give statements.

With a herculean effort, he heaved himself off her
and helped her to her feet. “Come on.”

She wiped her face with the back of one hand and
grabbed his with the other. He tugged her down
the sidewalk towards the Greeson Landscaping truck she’d parked on
a side street. It’d be their escape vehicle since Ethan
commandeered the SUV to chase the shooters.

“You’re bleeding, Kellan.” Her voice was
high-pitched and worried. “Were you shot
again?”

“No. I’m fine.” Dizzy, still a little nauseous, and
about a seven on the ten scale of pain, but
peachy now that he had her back.

Sirens wailed from what sounded like every
direction, converging on the bank where the shootout occurred.
Picking up the pace, they rounded the corner and jerked to an
abrupt stop. Blocking the sidewalk like a human fence were three
men, two of whom were armed. Kellan recognized
the man in the middle as the torch who set fire to Annabelle’s
house. Melvin Bixby. He shoved Annabelle behind him and kept a grip
on her arm.

Bixby took a deep pull from a cigarette before
blowing the smoke out through his nose. He flicked the butt to the
ground and crushed it with his boot. “Well, well, well, my lovely
Annabelle, we meet again.”

“I’m not your anything, you bastard,” she tossed
over Kellan’s shoulder. “You set my house on fire.”

“Now why would I do something like that?” he asked
with feigned innocence.

“How did you find me?”

“I have contacts everywhere. Don’t even think about
it,” Bixby warned as Kellan slowly reached for his weapon.

“Get out of the way, Melvin.” Kellan drug out his
name, much to Bixby’s annoyance, if the muscle ticking above his
right eye was any indication. “There are at least two dozen police
officers a shout away.”

“Try it and die. She’s coming with me. I own her
now.”

“Like hell,” he and Annabelle spat at the same
time.

“You disgust me,” Annabelle added. “I won’t go
anywhere with you.”

Bixby’s pockmarked face reddened in anger. “You come
with me now, bitch, or I’ll not only kill this man but your dear brother, too.”

Kellan tightened his grip, afraid she’d do something
rash like offer herself to the scumbag to keep him from getting
shot again. He wasn’t about to let her go anywhere with this sorry
excuse for a human.

“Fine. You want to play hardball?” The two men
beside him raised their guns and pointed them at Kellan.

“Look out behind you!”

All three goons spun around at the yell, giving
Kellan the opportunity to launch himself at one of the armed men,
catching him unaware. Having successfully distracted them, Ethan
dove for the other one. Normally Kellan would have no trouble
taking the guy down, even if he did outweigh him by a good thirty
pounds. But his wounds hampered him and the man was putting up a
good fight. Using what little strength he had in reserve, he
gripped the man’s head and bashed it against the concrete. He went
instantly limp. Ethan, former Navy SEAL, had
easily overpowered the other man, who was now unconscious with his
hands bound behind him.

“Kellan!”

His head snapped up at Annabelle’s panicked shout.
Bixby had her in a headlock with a gun jammed against her temple.
Her hands were clutching desperately at the arm around her neck.
Kellan saw red. Pushing to his feet, his fists clenched in anger,
he took one step when Bixby’s gun fired. Ethan stumbled backward
and fell to the ground. Then Bixby turned the gun on him and pulled
the trigger.


Chapter Eleven

“No!”

Annabelle watched in horror, her knees giving out as
first Ethan and then Kellan reeled from the force of the bullets
Bixby fired at point blank range and they both collapsed to the
pavement. Only Bixby’s grip around her neck kept her from crumpling
to the ground with them.

“Get up, bitch.” Bixby jerked her upright and drug
her to his car, her feet scraping along the concrete. Her steps
couldn’t keep up with his rapid pace and one shoe pried loose. She
would put up a fight, but it felt as if the bullet that hit Kellan
had pierced her heart. She was numb. He was probably dead. Ethan,
too. She didn’t know the other agent, but she was sure he had a
family, people who loved him.

Before she could rouse herself from shock, Bixby
bound her hands together. Then he opened the passenger door of his
car and shoved her inside. She landed awkwardly in the floorboard.
He jumped behind the steering wheel and started the engine.

“Try anything and I will shoot you.” He pointed the
gun to make sure she understood. She clambered into the seat just
as he stomped the accelerator, throwing her against the padded
back. With her hands tied, she couldn’t fasten her belt. He took
corners at breakneck speed, flinging her against the door. She
would be bruised and battered but what did it matter? How could she
live with herself for getting two good men killed?

She clutched the armrest to
keep from landing on him when he took a right turn without slowing.
No way was she going to touch him. Then they were speeding up a
ramp to the freeway. He merged into traffic, easily topping ninety
miles an hour. Maybe if she held up her bound hands, someone would
see and realize she was being kidnapped and call the cops.

“Get your hands down now,” Bixby ordered.

Dammit.

The numbness was wearing off, replaced by stone cold
fury. She would not let this man get away with what he’d done. She
refused to be a victim. Breathing deeply to calm her heart rate,
she formulated a plan. She would get out of this and she’d see that
Bixby paid for his crimes. She’d avenge Kellan’s murder if it was
the last thing she did.

The stench of cheap cologne, cigarette smoke
and body odor assailed her nose. Though he
drove a Porsche, the interior looked like the inside of a garbage
truck. It was in serious need of a cleaning. She wouldn’t be
surprised to see a rat scurry out from under the dozen or so fast
food wrappers, coffee cups and crushed soda cans cluttering the
floor.

Bixby drove the same way he looked: ugly. He wove in
and out of traffic, cut off other cars whose drivers either laid on
the horn or flashed their middle fingers. A minivan driver had to
swerve to the shoulder in a squeal of tires when Bixby nearly
sideswiped him in order to veer to the off-ramp. At the bottom, he
turned right at the intersection without signaling. Where was a cop
when you needed one?

A few miles down the road, he turned again. She
looked for any landmarks or familiar buildings, but she didn’t
recognize the area. He slowed and turned down a dirt path riddled
with potholes, one so deep that when she
bounced, her head practically hit the roof. A black metal gate
stood open and he motored through in a cloud of dust. A house came
into view and in anticipation of stopping, she braced for impact
with her bound hands on the dash. He didn’t disappoint, slamming
the brakes so that she still jerked forward and almost knocked the
breath from her lungs. He cackled evilly.

The door was wrenched open and he yanked her out,
grabbing a chunk of hair in the process. It felt like he was
ripping off her scalp and she screamed in agony. He dumped her to
the ground and she cried out at the sharp pain in her side where
she landed on a rock.

“Pick her up and bring her inside.”

Hands grabbed both of her arms and she was hauled
roughly to her feet. Two men dragged her to the one-story blue
house with black shutters. It needed a new paint job and some
serious curb appeal. Maybe Bixby wasn’t as successful as he wanted
people to believe.

“She’s a looker, boss,” one of the bruisers said
when they entered the house. “Can we have a go at her?”

“Hands off, she’s mine,” Bixby snarled. “Tie her to
the chair and then go stand guard outside.”

The two men shoved her none too gently to a
ladderback chair. One cut the tape on her wrists and then secured
them behind the cross rails with rope. Then they lumbered out the
door, leaving her alone with Bixby.

Walking slowly around her, he studied her with a
predatory grin. Her eyes followed his movement. She really wished
looks could kill because he’d be so dead. She didn’t like the
lecherous gleam in his eye, so she tried to distract him. “Is this
where you keep the girls before you sell them?”

He didn’t stop his deliberate circle around her
chair. “What are you babbling about?”

“The women you and Robbie smuggle inside the country
to sell to the highest bidder. I know all about your operation,”
she lied. “You have to stash them somewhere before you traffic
them.”

“Doll, it’s a good thing you’re smoking hot because,
upstairs,” he tapped his head, “you’re a few French fries short of
a Happy Meal.”

Pot—kettle. “That’s why Robbie owes you so
much money. You kidnap defenseless women and sell them.”

“Don’t know where you get your information, but
someone fed you lies. The only females we smuggle into the country
are bitches.” At her look of outrage, he chortled, “Relax, Gloria
Steinbeck. Bitches as in pit bulls—well, the female ones.”

Gloria Steinem, idiot…and dogs? “Dogs? That’s
what you and Robbie import?” No way would she believe her
stepbrother developed an interest in breeding canines. He’d hated
them as a kid. “Why?”

“There’s serious scratch to be
made in dog fighting.”

The words made her shudder. The only thing she knew
about it was from the arrest of a National Football League
quarterback a few years ago who ran an illegal dogfighting operation. She’d been appalled at the report
of how violent and bloody the fights were and how the animals were
methodically tested, the poor performers executed. The tests
included torture like drowning and hanging. How any person could do
that to an animal was unconscionable.

She didn’t want to know the details, but she needed
to keep him talking so he wouldn’t come after her. “If that’s the
case, how did Robbie rack up such a huge debt?”

He scoffed. “Because your brother’s a moron.”

“Stepbrother,” she muttered. She was getting pretty
damn tired of reminding everyone of the fact that she wasn’t
related to Robbie by blood.

“He started off betting on the fights. He won a few
hundred thousand, got cocky, bet more. Then he wanted in on the
action, promised he’d be coming into money soon to expand the
operation. Plans were made, but he didn’t hold up his end of the
bargain.”

Robbie truly was a moron. “Where do you hold these
dog fights?”

“I’m done talking. I’m going to put that smart mouth
of yours to better use.” He grabbed his crotch.

Annabelle gagged. No way in hell.

“You’re mine, sweet thing.” He reached for her but
she flinched. “You will not turn away from me!” he roared.

The blow caught her off guard, snapping her head to
the side and throwing her off balance. The chair teetered on two
legs before tumbling over and crashing to the floor. She landed
hard on her shoulder. Stars danced in a cloud of blackness and her
cheek throbbed in tune with her pounding heartbeat. She tasted
blood from having bitten her tongue.

“Get up.” Bixby yanked the chair upright. She gasped
as his jerky movements shook her so hard, it felt as if her brain
was rattling around inside her skull. His hands moved to the collar
of her shirt and she inhaled sharply when he savagely ripped it
apart, leaving her in a lacy black bra. Why hadn’t she taken the
time to grab the Kevlar vest Kellan went out of his way to purchase
for her? She’d left it in his room last night, having taken it off
to sleep. She hadn’t put it back on this morning because she didn’t
plan on sneaking away so soon. Now it was sitting on the floor of
Jade and Logan Bradley’s house, useless.

Bixby’s eyes locked on her chest and his grin turned
lewd. He licked his lips. “Nice.”

Oh, no. She would not let this man rape her. She’d
wait until he came close enough and then she’d jump up and slam the
legs of the chair against his stomach.

He took one step and she prepared to act, but a
ringing phone stopped him in his tracks. He grabbed the cell from
his pocket and a look of fear crossed his face before he turned his
back to her and answered.

While he was distracted, she worked on the ropes,
frantically trying to free her hands before he came back and
attempted to finish what he’d started.
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“Ethan?”

There was a groan and then, “Yeah.”

“You okay?”

“Trying to regain my air.”

“Me, too.” Kellan might not have enough oxygen to
fill his lungs, but breathing wasn’t his first priority. Bixby was
getting away with Annabelle. His whole body protested when he
struggled to a seated position. Ethan was upright, inhaling
gingerly. The man whose skull he’d bashed was still out, a pool of
blood forming around his head. The man Ethan incapacitated was
rousing. When he blinked his eyes open, panic flared before his
face twisted into a mutinous glower.

Kellan pushed unsteadily to his feet and craned his
neck around the area, but Annabelle was nowhere in sight. Marching
over to Bixby’s man, he crouched down and informed him, “Your boss
left you to take the fall. He told us to kill you or arrest you, he
didn’t care what the hell happened to you.” A lie, but desperate
times and all that.

“He wouldn’t do that,” the man gritted out.

“Afraid he did,” Ethan confirmed.

“Son of a bitch,” the man muttered. “I’ll kill him.
And he’s not the boss,” he added under his breath.

There was the reaction Kellan was hoping for. “You
want him dead—we want the same thing. We work together and you have
my word we won’t turn you over to the police.”

The man thought it over for a few seconds before
nodding. “Deal.”

Kellan stood and helped Bixby’s man to his feet. He
adjusted the vest beneath his t-shirt. His chest felt like he’d
been squeezed in a vice, but he didn’t think any ribs were broken.
He glanced around the area again, his gaze landing on something
lying in the middle of the sidewalk. A white canvas
sneaker—Annabelle’s shoe. He picked it up as Ethan hefted the
unconscious one and dumped him in the back of the SUV before
climbing inside to drive. Bixby’s man rode shotgun. Kellan wasn’t
turning his back on the guy, even if the man’s hands were still
bound. He wanted a clear shot if he tried to deceive them.

“Name’s Thompkins,” the man said. They gave him
their names and they were off with Thompkins giving directions to
Bixby’s hideout. “You said you wouldn’t turn me over to the police.
Aren’t you guys cops? You sure as hell act like it.”

Kellan took that as a compliment since he’d been one
for years. “No, we aren’t cops. We’re private security.”

“Here in Los Angeles?”

“No, we’re based out of state.” And that’s all he
was getting. There was nothing in the car that would tie them to
COBRA Securities. They’d purposefully not worn shirts with logos,
either. He didn’t want to leave any crumbs for Annabelle’s
stepbrother or Bixby to follow when he spirited her away from
LA.

Bixby’s hideout turned out to be a house surrounded
by a black security fence that was a complete waste of money since
the gate stood wide open. “There are two other men on guard,”
Thompkins said. “Fred and Ronnie. Don’t kill them if you can avoid
it.” He pointed to a spot beside a large tree. “Park here. They
won’t see us approach.”

Ethan followed directions and shut off the engine.
Kellan got out first and then opened the passenger door. When
Thompkins slid out, Kellan cut the bands around his wrists and
handed him his weapon, making sure to keep his finger on the
trigger of his own gun, just in case. “Lead the way.”

Thompkins jogged to the side of the house with
Kellan and Ethan following and peeked in a window. “Bixby’s on the
phone and—”

“Thompkins? What are you doing? Who are they?”

Ethan had the man who sneaked up behind them—either
Fred or Ronnie—disarmed and unconscious before he knew what hit
him. The other man rounded the house and Kellan took him out of
commission. They tied them up and gagged them before heading
inside.

“Peters, I told you to wait—” Bixby glanced up from
his phone and froze. “What the hell? I shot you.” He pointed at
Kellan and Ethan. “I shot both of you.” His eyes widened and his
gaze jerked to his weapon—five feet away on a table. Then he leaped
for Annabelle and wrapped his arm around her neck. His shoulders
relaxed when he noticed his own man enter the house. “Thompkins.
Thank God you’re okay. I thought you were dead.” He nodded his head
at Kellan and Ethan. “Shoot these bastards. Make sure to actually
kill them this time.”

“Kellan,” Annabelle breathed, tears shimmering in
her eyes. Her shirt was ripped in half, her lacy black bra exposed.
Kellan gritted his teeth. It took every ounce of willpower he
possessed to refrain from charging Bixby and killing him with his
fists. Instead, he flashed her a reassuring smile and then focused
on Bixby.

“Let her go, Melvin. You’re outnumbered.”

Bixby glanced nervously at the window. “My men will
be here any minute. You will die this time.”

“Afraid not, Mel,” Ethan drawled. “Your boys are out
of commission.”

“Thompkins, what the hell are you doing standing
there like a big, dumb statue? I told you to shoot them.”

Thompkins’ jaw tightened. “Tell you what,
boss,” he sneered the title, but Bixby didn’t seem to
notice, “I’ll take over guarding the girl and you can have the
pleasure of shooting them.”

“Yeah, yeah, good idea.” Bixby bared his
nicotine-stained teeth. “It’ll be my pleasure to end their sorry
lives.”

Thompkins rotated and aimed his weapon at Kellan and
Ethan. “Drop them,” he ordered.

Kellan narrowed his eyes, looking for any sign of
betrayal. The hatred Thompkins felt for Bixby had been real. Either
that, or he was a hell of an actor. He hoped he hadn’t made a fatal
mistake trusting this man. Kellan tossed his weapon to the ground
and Ethan did the same. Tompkins took out a knife and sliced
through the ropes binding Annabelle to a chair. Then he helped her
to her feet.

Bixby smiled smugly and held out a hand. “Give me
your gun, Thompkins. This will be fun.”

“Oh, you want this? You can have it...just as soon
as I’m done with it.”

Thompkins shoved Annabelle at Kellan and he caught
her, wrapping his body protectively around hers as three gunshots
exploded.


Chapter Twelve

Kellan shielded Annabelle while
Ethan dove for their discarded guns. He surged up with one in each
hand pointed at Thompkins, whose pistol was still aimed at Bixby.
Then Thompkins turned to face them and lifted his hands in the
air.

“I’m not going to shoot you,” he insisted. “Just
that bastard Bixby. God, I’ve wanted to do that for a hell of a
long time.”

“Damn,” Ethan uttered, staring at Bixby’s corpse.
“You Mozambiqued him.”

“He did what?” Annabelle lifted her head from
Kellan’s chest and tried to glance over his shoulder, but he
blocked her view. She didn’t need to see the carnage. Headshots up close and personal weren’t pretty,
especially the exit wounds.

She blinked up at him. “What does that mean?”

He winced. She was so sweet and beautiful. She
shouldn’t be touched by the evil of the world. “It’s called the
Mozambique Drill or the Failure Drill,” Kellan explained. “Two
shots to the torso, followed by one to the head.” The technique was
intended to ensure the target would be stopped immediately by a
double tap to the larger area of the torso followed by the more
precise shot to the head.

“Is he really dead?”

“Yeah, honey, he is.” He hugged her tighter, a
shiver racking her body and he realized she was half naked. Easing
back, he whipped off his t-shirt and settled it over her head. It
sported a nice round hole where Bixby’s bullet penetrated, but it
would cover her better than her ripped top. She released him long
enough to slide her arms in the sleeves and then they were back
around him but she suddenly froze. He glanced down to see her gaze
locked on his chest—or more precisely, on the round brass shell
embedded in his Kevlar vest. Her fingertips ghosted over the
bullet.

“I saw Bixby shoot you. I-I thought you were dead.
What if you hadn’t been wearing this?” Her hand flattened over the
spot. “It would’ve pierced your heart.”

He trapped her hand against his chest with his.
“Don’t borrow trouble, babe. I was wearing it. The bullet didn’t
hurt me.” Much.

Her gaze met his, tears shimmering in the beautiful
blue depths, and his eyes narrowed dangerously. How the hell hadn’t
he noticed it sooner? Her perfect alabaster skin was marred with a
deep red mark, the delicate area around her eye swelling. “He hit
you?” he ground out through teeth clenched so hard, he was sure to
crack the enamel.

“It’s nothing,” she downplayed.

“Ethan, start CPR on Bixby,” he said without taking
his eyes from the grotesque bruise.

“Why the hell would I want to do that?” Ethan’s tone
was incredulous.

“So I can kill him again,” he growled, fury like
nothing he’d ever felt before consuming him. That bastard had dared
to put his hands on Kellan’s woman. The fact he considered
Annabelle his was something he’d have to process and deal with
later. Right now, all he could focus on was revenge. Death wasn’t
good enough. He wanted to make the man pay. Slowly. Painfully.

“You came for me,” she whispered, pulling his
thoughts from a dark place. “Even after I ran away.”

“Always.” And he would. He had a feeling he’d follow
her anywhere.

“Thank you.”

Then she was kissing him. It took him a second to
realize what was happening, but his body was ahead of his brain.
He’d hauled her up on her toes so she was flush against him and
slanting his mouth over hers, ignoring the various aches and pains.
Both of his bullet holes throbbed, and his chest felt like someone
had taken a sledgehammer to it, but none of that mattered as he
lost himself in her. He wanted to ask her why she ran from him.
They were a team. Worry for his safety was a
piss-poor excuse.

The sound of someone clearing their throat had them
breaking contact. An appealing flush colored her cheeks, whether
from embarrassment or desire, he wasn’t sure.
He was hoping on desire.

“Not that anyone cares, but hey, I’m okay, too,”
Ethan informed her with an amused tone.

“I’m glad.” She walked to his coworker and hugged
him. Ethan flashed a toothy grin at him over her head and Kellan
took a step forward to rip them apart before stopping himself. What
the hell was up with the white-hot spark of jealousy? Was it
because she just kissed him with unabashed passion, or that he’d
felt something for her from the moment she approached him at the
airport? Whatever it was, it was damned inconvenient.

Ethan smiled down at her and then his grin
disappeared faster than a drop of water in Death Valley. “Kellan?
Start CPR on Bixby.”

“Okay, okay,” Thompkins grumbled, stepping forward.
“This has all been very touching, but there will be no
resurrections on my turf. You all need to leave. I may have to take
care of some…unpleasant business if the other men don’t want to
take orders from me.”

In other words, pledge their allegiance or die.

Kellan wanted answers before they left. “Earlier,
you said Bixby wasn’t in charge.”

Thompkins shook his head. “He wasn’t. He liked to
pretend he was a big shot, but he’s not.”

“There’s someone else?”

Thompkins nodded. “Calls himself The Viper.”
Thompkins scoffed. “What a stupid-ass nickname. I call him the
puppet master. We’re just the marionettes. He manipulates the
strings and has us dancing to his orders, but pays damn well doing
it. But as far as this goes,” he motioned around the room, “it’s my
operation now.”

“Who is The Viper?” Ethan asked.

“No idea. Never met him. I don’t even know his name.
Bixby didn’t either. The guy disguised his voice so we couldn’t
identify him.” He herded them towards the door. “Forget you know
about this place. Oh, and lady—your brother’s still on the hook for
the money he owes, but as far as I’m concerned, you’re free to go.”
He eyed Kellan meaningfully. “Keep an eye on her. Just because I’m
letting her go now doesn’t mean I have the final say.”

Kellan understood the message. Thompkins wouldn’t
use Annabelle to get to Robbie, but The Viper might. They needed to
find out who the guy was, the sooner the better.

#

Annabelle couldn’t believe Bixby was no longer a
threat. When she thought he was going to try and rape her, she
vowed to herself to do everything in her power to stop him or die
trying. Instead, he was the one dead. She breathed a sigh of
relief, not feeling an ounce of sorrow. He was pure evil, but she
wasn’t in danger from him any longer.

Kellan tried to shield her from seeing his body, but
it was something she needed to do—a way for
her brain to process that he was truly gone. His dark eyes, beady
in life, were vacant in death. Between was a neat, round hole. The
Snidely Whiplash mustache was a slash of black against his now-pale
face. A pool of crimson blood had formed around his body. She
jerked her gaze away. She’d see that image in her nightmares.
Still, it was better than the one of him coming at her with a
lustful grin.

Kellan guided her out the door with a hand on her
lower back. The man Bixby called Thompkins said she was safe from
him, but he didn’t have the final say. She didn’t want to spend the
rest of her life looking over her shoulder for an unknown threat.
She’d never be able to let her guard down. She stopped and turned
to face the man. “If you let me give you the money Robbie owes, you
won’t have to worry about what the boss says.”

She hadn’t realized the offer was going to leave her
mouth, hadn’t even thought about the possibility of paying off
Robbie’s loan. She loathed bailing him out of his mess, especially
knowing he racked up the debt by betting on one dog killing
another, but now that she’d voiced the words, she knew it was the
right thing to do. Without the overwhelming obligation hanging over
his head, he wouldn’t have a reason to come after her. Plus, it
would keep Kellan from getting shot again.

“Sorry,” the man shook his head. “No can do. This is
between us. He doesn’t need his mommy bailing him out.”

Mommy? Mommy? How did she go from stepsister
to mother? Ew, that was just plain disgusting.

“Besides, the debt just doubled.”

Annabelle’s jaw dropped open. Now Robbie owed ten
million dollars? She might’ve been able to scrabble together
the five million from her funds and loans against her future
inheritance, but there was no way she could produce ten
million—unless... Maybe she could talk to the lawyer who’d taken
over for Mr. Windham. There had to be a way she could access a
portion of the funds. She needed to meet the person before she left
town anyway, so it wouldn’t hurt to ask. “I can try to come up
with—”

The man dismissed her with a wave of a hand. “Get
her out of here,” he told Kellan.

“Come-on, Annabelle,” Kellan coaxed, tugging her
arm. “Let’s go.”

“But I—”

“Annabelle, drop it.”

With a sigh, she dropped it and followed Kellan and
Ethan out the door. She spared one last look at Bixby and fought
the overwhelming desire to spit on his body like the Italians on
Mussolini’s hanging corpse. Supposedly.

Kellan took her hand and practically towed her to
the SUV. She had to jog to keep up. “Where’s the fire,” she
muttered and then winced. It’d been at Rob’s house a few days
ago.

She glanced down at the blood on Kellan’s back,
visible beneath the vest. “You’re bleeding again.”

“Yeah,” was all he said.

“That’s because he ignored doctor’s orders.” Ethan
glanced over. “Sutures rip?”

“Probably.”

“I’ll stitch them back up but it won’t be near as
pretty as Amelia’s sewing. But don’t worry, FNG, you’ll have a
nasty scar to remember me by.”

“FNG?”

Ethan looked embarrassed. “Uh, nickname,” he
muttered.

Well, it was a stupid one. “What does it stand
for?”

“Just something we called the rookies in the
military. Fu-uh…freaking new guy.”

Freaking—yeah, right. He had the look and bearing of
a soldier. She pegged him as military from the
first moment she saw him striding across the driveway at Logan’s
house. Of course, then she thought he was a killer. His blond hair
was longer than regulation, but from the way he carried his body,
to his confidence and bravery all spoke of discipline. “You were in
the Army?”

Ethan gaped at her with a look of horror. “Wash your
mouth out, Annabelle. I’m a Navy man, baby. A SEAL.”

“Wow.” She was suitably impressed. “They’re the best
of the best.”

“Yes, ma’am, we are,” he boasted.

“And I’m not the new guy anymore,” Kellan grumped.
“What about Morgana? She came in after me.”

“Yeah, but technically she’s the FN
girl.”

“Sexist much?” Annabelle queried. Ethan had the
decency to blush.

“What about Kline,” Kellan tried. “Hasn’t he
qualified yet?”

“Nope. The guy’s a slacker if you ask me, but then,
no one does.” He sighed dramatically. “So, until he passes the
tests or someone else is hired, you’re stuck with the title,
FNG.”

“Awesome,” Kellan grumbled, opening the back door
and helping her inside.

It wasn’t until she was buckling her belt that a
thought struck. “My backpack!” She lost it somewhere in the
struggle with Bixby. She wasn’t even sure where. Inside were the
things that meant the world to her, including Kiki. What were the
chances someone would find it and turn it in
to the police? There were thirty-thousand reasons not to
hand it over.

“It’s right here.” Kellan reached across her and
lifted it from the floorboard.

Relief washed over her like a flooded river
breaching a dam. “You saved it?” She hugged it to her chest and
promptly burst into tears.

Kellan muttered a curse. “Don’t cry, Annabelle,” he
pleaded. “It breaks my heart.”

“T-they’re h-happy tears.” And she needed to stop
because it made her face ache worse than it already did. She tried
to flash him a reassuring smile, but with the swelling, it was more
like a lopsided grimace.

He squeezed her arm and then closed her door. Once
they were all inside, Ethan put the car in drive but after a few
feet, he hit the brakes.

“What’s wrong?” She peered between the seats. Had
Thompkins changed his mind?

Neither man answered as Ethan backed towards the
house. She was getting awfully tired of having to repeat her
questions. Why on earth would they be going back? The vehicle
stopped and both men got out. Her crying jag instantly forgotten,
she followed their movements, twisting in her seat as they met in
the back of the SUV. The hatch lifted and they reached inside to
drag something out. Her good eye widened when she realized it was
the other man who’d been with Bixby on the street outside the bank.
They dropped him on the ground, slammed the hatch and climbed back
inside. Thompkins watched them from the doorway. When they drove
away, he went to the man. She spun back around in her seat.

Bixby wasn’t a threat anymore, but Robbie was still
her main concern. However… she might’ve figured a way out of the
situation. Bixby’s man wouldn’t take her money but she was positive
Robbie would. She knew she shouldn’t give him the cash for
nefarious activities, and Rob didn’t want his son to have his
fortune, but he also wouldn’t want her in danger. If extending the
offer to Robbie would stop more people from getting killed, it’d be
worth it. If they headed straight to the lawyer’s office, they
could be out of danger before nightfall. She’d have preferred to go
back to the house and clean up, but that was so far down on her
list of worries, she didn’t spare it another thought. She just
hoped it was safe to visit the lawyer.

“What happened with the shooters outside the
bank?”

“Lost them in traffic,” Ethan said. “They know the
area better than I do.”

“They probably had a getaway plan,” Kellan
mumbled.

She tried to get a look at his face, but her
seatbelt impeded the move. “Kellan?”

“Um?”

“Are you okay?”

“Just tired,” he slurred.

She slapped Ethan’s arm with the back of her
hand.

“Ow.” He rubbed the spot and glanced in the
rear-view mirror. “What was that for?”

Ow. Please. His arms were as solid as redwood
trunks. He probably thought a fly landed on him. “Why did you let
him out of bed?”

Ethan braked at a four-way stop and turned to her.
“In case you didn’t notice, I’m only one man—one mighty fine
man if I do say so myself.”

“You do,” Kellan muttered.

Ethan ignored him. “It would’ve taken a SWAT team or
me willing to knock him unconscious for him
not to come along and I just didn’t feel like doing that to my good
buddy.”

She smacked him again. “Well, look at him now. He’s
barely conscious and he’s ripped his stitches open.”

“Again, ow. And don’t forget the cracked ribs,”
Ethan added helpfully.

“What?” When did he crack his ribs? And why was she
just now finding out about it?

“We’re both having a smidge of trouble breathing
after, you know, getting shot at point-blank range.”

“Pull over the car.”

He glanced in the rear-view mirror again. “What?
No.”

“Pull. It. Over. Neither one of you are in any shape to drive.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, bab…uh, Annabelle,” he
corrected at Kellan’s glower, “I’m doing just fine.”

She slammed her back against the seat and crossed
her arms. God save her from alpha males. They were just so damn
afraid to show any sign of weakness. She wanted to scream her
frustration.

Having both men injured delayed going to the
lawyer’s office. They needed to rest, especially Kellan who looked
ready to pass out. Maybe the lawyer would make a house call? But
no, that wouldn’t work. She refused to give out the address of
Kellan’s boss’s house or their location.

A benefit of delaying their departure from Los
Angeles was that it would give her time to seek out Robbie and
offer the compromise. She was ninety-nine percent certain he’d
accept. His big worry was paying off his debt. But if she did this,
what would stop him from running up another tab and coming at her
again? Would she have to spend her whole life bailing him out of
debt? Even after the inheritance was hers outright, she wouldn’t
put it past him to kill her just so she couldn’t have it. He’d
always been petty.

“It was all about dogfighting.”

“What was,” Kellan asked.

“Rob’s association with Bixby. The hefty debt. It
wasn’t humans they were trafficking, it was dogs. They train them
to kill each other and bet on the winner.” God, it was so inhumane.
Who in their right mind could find it the least bit
entertaining?

“It’s big in the underground, illegal gambling
world,” Ethan said with disgust.

“So the shipment they were talking about that you
recorded,” Kellan started.

“Was pit bulls,” she finished. “Some they import,
some they breed, but they’re all trained for the same purpose. To
kill.”

The next few miles passed in silence. Those poor
dogs didn’t have a chance. If they didn’t get ripped to shreds by
another canine, they’d be so violent, they could never be trusted
around people, or Heaven forbid, children. They would never live
the carefree, happy life dogs were supposed to lead for their short
time on earth.

Kellan broke the silence. “How did Bixby find you at
the bank?”

“I wondered that, too,” Ethan echoed.

“My guess is the assistant branch manager contacted
him. I had to give my name when I arrived, and it took him a long
time before he showed up to take me to the safe deposit box. I
didn’t like the way he looked at me, so I didn’t take time to go
through the contents. I cleared everything out. Then when I called
him to leave, he tried to delay me.”

“Did you get his name?” Ethan asked.

“Dirk Beyers.”

“Maybe he’s involved in the dog fighting,” Kellan
surmised.

“I’ll run a background check as soon as we get
back,” Ethan said as he turned into Logan and Jade’s driveway. He
consulted his phone and punched in a code on the keypad.
Apparently, it changed daily. Pretty clever.
Once he parked in the six-car garage, she unbuckled and hopped out
before Kellan had moved. She whipped open his door, helped him with
his belt, studiously ignoring his protests and then assisted him
from the vehicle.

“Annabelle, I’m fine. I can walk.”

“I could use some assistance,” Ethan pouted. She
tuned him out. She didn’t know him well, but
she was beginning to realize he had a wicked sense of humor.
Kellan, not so much when he was hurting. Ethan huffed out a
long-suffering sigh and entered a code on the keypad beside the
door leading to the house.

With her arm around his back and his over her
shoulder, she guided Kellan to the stairs.

“Wait. I need something to drink.”

She kept walking. “I’ll bring it to you after you’re
back in bed.”

He muttered something about hard-headed women as
they slowly climbed the risers. Once they were at his room, she
started tugging off his clothes. When she saw the bullet embedded
in his vest again, in the spot right over his heart, she bit back a
sob. She could fall apart later. He needed her help now. She
unhooked the thick Velcro straps and peeled it off. The white
t-shirt beneath was stained with blood from his original wounds. It
came off next and she couldn’t stop the gasp from escaping her
lips. His chest was a riot of purple and red and yellow from where
the bullet impacted.

“It’s just a bruise,” he murmured.

She didn’t even realize tears were running down her
cheeks as she traced her fingers over the nasty mark. She jerked
her gaze to his. He was watching her through narrowed eyes.

She wasn’t sure who moved first but the next thing
she knew, they were kissing again. His lips were both soft and firm
and wickedly talented. How had she lived almost thirty years on
earth without experiencing the perfection of his kiss?

He suddenly pulled away and she whimpered. Ethan
came inside the room and she realized Kellan must have heard him
approach. She hadn’t heard anything over the choir singing
hallelujah in her head.

“I brought my field kit,” Ethan announced. “Let’s
see what I have to work with.”

“Annabelle first,” Kellan insisted.

She started to protest. It was just a little
swelling, possibly some discoloration. But one look at Kellan and
she knew she’d lose the argument. She stood still while Ethan
gently probed the area around her eye. “No broken bones,” he
announced. “I grabbed this from the freezer.” He placed an ice pack
wrapped in a cloth against her cheek and she
held it in place, wincing as the cold penetrated to her skin.

She stepped back as Ethan assessed Kellan’s wounds.
Her fingers strayed unconsciously to her lips. When her gaze met
Kellan’s, it was to find unfiltered lust glittering in the whiskey
brown depths as Ethan tended to his injuries.

“Back’s worse than the front,” Ethan announced. “Go
lie down so I can patch you up.”

“What can I do?” Nervous energy was flowing through
her veins. She needed to be doing something.

“How are you around blood?”

“Fine.” She’d earned her nursing creds tending to
Rob during the last year of his life. It hadn’t been easy watching
him slowly wither away, his once robust body betraying him. She
knew it’d been hard for him to have her see him so weak, but she
treasured those moments with him. And she hoped she’d made his last
few days on earth as happy as possible.

“Can you boil some water so I can sterilize the
equipment?”

“Sure.” She jogged down to the kitchen and rummaged
one-handed in the cabinets until she found a pan. After filling it
with water, she placed it on the electric burner that said, “Fast
boil.” She glanced at the other range. The kitchen was equipped
with both electric and gas.

The label lived up to its name as the water quickly
bubbled. Using an oven mitt she found next to the stove, she picked
up the pot and gingerly carried it up the stairs. Kellan was lying
on a towel on his stomach. Ethan had swabbed off all the dried
blood. She placed the pot down and they dipped the instruments in
the scalding liquid.

He was in the process of preparing a syringe when he
asked Kellan, “Do you want drugs?”

“No. Just do it.”

“Okay, Nike, brace yourself. This is an antibiotic.”
Ethan inserted the needle and depressed the plunger. Next, he
tugged out the ripped sutures that Amelia had so neatly tied. Then
he re-stitched the wound. The only sound Kellan made was a hiss
when Ethan pulled a wide section together. Once finished, he
swabbed it with antiseptic cream and applied an adhesive gauze pad.
“Flip.”

Kellan gingerly rotated so that his stomach wound
was visible and winced when his weight came down on his back. Ethan
made quick work of the hole and although he said they wouldn’t be
as neat as Amelia’s stitches, Annabelle thought they looked pretty
darn professional.

“Are you an EMT?”

“Nah. I had field training in the military.”

“Make yourself useful and get me something to
drink,” Kellan grumped to Ethan.

Ethan winked at her and said, “I will in a minute. I
was just about to show the beautiful lady my impressive guns.” He
lifted his arm and flexed and good Lord, they were
impressive. He looked like he could bench press a semi.

“Now,” Kellan emphasized.

Ethan tsked as he gathered his supplies, looking up
at her dolefully. “This is the thanks I get for tending to his
wounds.”

She couldn’t help but smile at the charming man with
adorable dimples. Still, as handsome as Ethan was, he was nothing
compared to Kellan in her opinion. Something about him called to
her. Sure, he was drop-dead gorgeous, but he was brave and strong
and kind. He’d come to her aid without knowing anything about her.
And when she needed him, he’d been there—every single time. He’d
even dragged himself out of bed to rescue her.

Kellan’s lids were drooping. “You bastard,” he
muttered.

Ethan smiled at her. “That endearment was because I
slipped a sedative into the shot. He needs the rest.”

Kellan grabbed Ethan’s arm. “Don’t let her leave me
again,” were the last words he uttered before his hand fell away
and he tumbled into a drug-induced slumber.

Annabelle felt horrible. She’d lost his trust, and
she couldn’t blame him. She had run from him the last time he’d
been unconscious. Now he wouldn’t rest well if he was chasing after
her in his dreams.

Ethan dug in Logan’s bag of first aid supplies for a
bag of saline.

“He needs another IV?”

Ethan nodded. “He ripped the last one out and he
still needs to replenish his fluids. I figured he’d balk, so
knocking him out seemed like the best way.”

Once he was finished, they headed downstairs and
reheated some of the food Mrs. Hernandez prepared. While they ate,
she found out that Ethan had an older brother, Noah, whom he
obviously idolized. They’d both been SEALs. He adored his younger
sister Maggie, who was also an agent, and the best friend Amelia
had told her about. Ethan spoke about Maggie’s agent husband,
Carter, like a real brother.

“How impressive that Maggie went from the office
manager to an agent.”

Ethan smiled fondly. “Yeah, Magnolia Blossom has
more grit than most of the sailors I served with before the
Teams.”

“Magnolia Blossom?”

He looked surprised that he’d revealed the moniker.
“Our parents are…unconventional, to say the least. Think sixties
hippies, flower children, peace, love and all that. It’s the best
way to describe them.”

“So why was Maggie labeled with an avant-garde name
and you and Noah escaped the playground torture?” A blush crept up
his neck to his face. “Oh my gosh, you didn’t! Ethan isn’t your
real name, is it?”

He glanced at his watch. “Wow, would you look at the
time? I should go—”

She grabbed his arm. “Spill it, Addison. What’s your
real name? Ethan…ol? Ethan…ksgiving? I could go on.”

“Please, don’t,” he groused. “Fine, I’ll tell you.
My legal name is Ethan Reynolds Addison.”

“But your birth certificate says…” she prompted.

He sighed. “Earth Replenish Addison.”

She burst out laughing, his scowl making her chortle
harder. Soon, he was joining along with her. In between gasping
breaths, she said, “Okay, I have to know, what’s Noah’s real
name?”

“That would be Nature Rain.”

She fell back against the couch, holding her
stomach. She hadn’t laughed that hard in forever. “Your parents
sound interesting.”

“Oh, they’re a hoot.”

“Knowing how mean kids can be, I bet you had your
fair share of teasing.”

“Actually, they weren’t so bad when the other kids
were named Yellow Sunbeam, Colorful Rainbow, Magical Unicorn and my
personal favorite: Mighty Oak.”

“You have to stop,” she gasped. “My stomach muscles
are killing me.”

He flashed a white smile. “Hey, you asked.”

She wiped her eyes. “Magical Unicorn? Really? She
must’ve loved being saddled with that—get it saddled?”

He chuckled. “Good one. And she was actually a
he.”

Her mouth dropped open. “No. Please tell me those
parents did not do that to a boy.”

“Afraid so. And maybe there’s something to be said
about nature versus nurture because the last I heard, he was
headlining a Vegas drag queen show.”

It took several minutes before the laughter died
down and she could breathe again. “What did your peace-loving
parents think of you and your brother joining the military?”

“They weren’t happy that we’d be,” he made air
quotes, “working for the man, as they called the government,
but they encouraged us in everything we did and stood behind our
decisions. They’re kooky and eccentric, but they love us
fiercely.”

They chatted easily for another hour and then he
said, “I need to check in with the office, give them the
information on Bixby—now Thompkins’ hideout.”

“Didn’t you promise Thompkins that you’d forget
where they were located?”

“Yeah, but they’ll be cleared out by now. He trusted
us about as much as we trusted him, which was not at all. My guess
is that he took all the valuables and left the dead bodies where
they lie.”

In other words, Bixby. It’d be poetic justice if the
pit bulls he raised to kill each other feasted on his rotting
carcass. The thought didn’t bother her as much as it should. A
little disturbing, but there it was.

She stood. “I’m going to go check on Kellan and then
head to bed.”

“I’ll sack out on the couch. Let me know if he needs
anything.”

“There are plenty of rooms upstairs.”

“Yeah, but look at the size of the television.”

She rolled her eyes at him. Men. “I’ll see you in
the morning.”

“Goodnight, Annabelle.”

After snagging a couple of bottles of water from the
mammoth refrigerator, she headed up the steps. Kellan was asleep in
the exact same spot. After a quick shower in the room across the
hall, she dressed in a sleep set that consisted of a tank top and
matching shorts. She couldn’t believe she was wearing Juliet
LaRue’s clothes! But she was told she could help herself to
anything in the trendy boutique Jade called a closet.

Annabelle brushed her teeth and her hair and then
went to check on Kellan one last time before she turned in for the
night. He was still out. He looked so peaceful in sleep, his light
brown lashes fanned against his cheek. She lowered herself to sit
beside him on the bed and brushed a tendril of hair from his
forehead.

“Annabelle?”

She jerked her gaze to him but his eyes were still
closed. “Yes.”

“Sleep with me,” he murmured, before tugging her
down beside him. Then he rolled to his good side and flung the arm
with the IV over her hip. The feel of his big, strong body behind
her was incredible. She snuggled into his embrace, feeling
protected and cherished. Her last conscious thought was how she
wanted to spend the rest of her nights just like this, wrapped in
his arms.

#

Kellan was having the most incredible dream. In his
hand was a supple, warm breast and as he leisurely played with the
nipple, his name was uttered in a breathy moan. A sweet,
heart-shaped ass nestled firmly against his very eager crotch. He
loved the sounds the woman was making and wanted to know what she’d
sound like when he was buried deep inside her. He reluctantly
released the breast and let his fingers travel down her taut
stomach, headed for the promised land when he felt a sharp tug.

His eyes snapped open to realize that, one, it
hadn’t been a dream. Annabelle was snuggled firmly against him and
his hand was definitely under her shirt touching warm, soft skin.
And two, the tug came from the needle Ethan had inserted into his
arm after he’d knocked him unconscious. The jackass.

As carefully as possible he started to extract his
hand so she wouldn’t wake up and accuse him of being a
sleep-rapist. His plan met an abrupt halt when her hand clamped
his, anchoring it in place against her smooth stomach.

“Yes, Kellan,” she moaned. “Touch me.”

The blood he’d worked so hard to replenish inside
his body flooded south until he was achingly, painfully hard. Sweat
popped up along his brow. His damn fingers itched to do exactly as
she asked. In an attempt to move the part of his body that was
desperate to be inside her, he inadvertently knocked over the pole
holding the IV. Blood sprayed as the needle ripped from his arm as
it crashed to the floor.

He jerked his hand away as Annabelle popped upright,
her hair a riot of tangles. “Kellan? Are you okay?”

He cleared his throat and shifted the covers so she
wouldn’t see the proof of his desire for her. “Yeah. Knocked over
the IV.”

“You’re bleeding again.”

“Just where the needle—”

The door burst open. “I heard a crash is—oh, uh,
sorry,” Ethan stammered, but there was a wicked gleam in his eye.
Kellan would never hear the end of this.

Annabelle gasped and jumped from the bed. He closed
his eyes and plopped back against the pillow. “I’m fine, dammit. I
knocked over the pole.”

Ethan sauntered over wearing only a pair of boxer
shorts and a knowing smile. Damn exhibitionist. He rummaged
in his first aid kit and then cleaned the blood on Kellan’s arm
from the ripped needle.

“I’m, uh…bed…going. Bye.”

“Annabelle,” Kellan called but she’d already
disappeared out the door. He turned his glare on Ethan. “I don’t
care what you saw, nothing happened.”

Ethan’s eyes were wide with feigned innocence.
“Didn’t say a word.”

“You didn’t have to. I can tell what you’re
thinking.”

“If it’s that she’s sweet, caring and easy on the
eyes and that you’re one lucky SOB, then you do know what I was
thinking.”

He grabbed Ethan’s wrist in a hard grip. “Nothing.
Happened.”

Serious now, he nodded. “Okay. I believe you.”

After he finished cleaning the wound, he bid Kellan
goodnight again and disappeared. Kellan propped his arm under his
head and closed his eyes. How had she ended up in his bed? Could
she really want him as much as he wanted her? Nothing could come of
an attraction. His job was to protect her, keep her safe.

But who would protect her from him?


Chapter
Thirteen

Annabelle’s face was on fire. She
touched her hands to her cheeks and the heat was unmistakable. She
shouldn’t be embarrassed about being caught in
Kellan’s bed. They were both consenting, unattached adults. She
closed the door and fell back against it. Oh hell, she didn’t know
if he was attached or not. They hadn’t had that conversation yet.
He might have a girlfriend back home waiting for him to return home
safely. Of course, he did. He was
devastatingly handsome.

Yes, they’d kissed. But the first two had been
friendly pecks, really. For good luck, if you will. The kiss at
Bixby’s hellhole she’d initiated at the immense relief that he was
alive. The last one, well, that had been an inferno of heat and
want and lust. When he’d tugged her down beside him in a
drug-induced state, she could’ve protested. Or
she could’ve waited until he was out and slid from his bed. But no,
she snuggled closer and promptly fell asleep. Then the dreams
started. They were erotic and vivid. He was touching her, and it
felt incredible. She wanted his hands all over. Who knew it was
real and not a dream?

Both men probably thought she was a nympho now. “Oh,
that shameless Annabelle, she’ll climb in bed with an unconscious
guy.” She trudged forward, flopped down to the mattress face first
and bounced. Humiliation didn’t describe how she felt. Yes, she was
attracted to Kellan. What woman wouldn’t be fascinated with a man
who had the total package: bravery, strength, handsomeness. He was
the real deal. He was also technically her employee since she hired
him to protect her. All she needed was an accusation of sexual
harassment and ending up in the slammer for crushing on her
bodyguard.

Maybe she was just suffering from a case of
Stockholm Syndrome. Yes, that’s all this was, the feelings of trust
and affection. She was falling for her—wait a minute. Stockholm
Syndrome was when a hostage fell for their captor. She wasn’t a
hostage and Kellan definitely not a captor. There went that
theory.

With a tortured sigh, she flipped over to her back.
She’d never get to sleep now. She glanced at the clock on the
bedside table. Three in the morning. “Gah.”

She picked up the remote and clicked on the
television mounted on the wall across from the bed. Though there
were dozens of channels, she could find nothing appealing to watch
at this hour. She settled on a rerun of Legally Blonde. Even
though it’d already started, she’d have no trouble picking up with
the plot. She’d seen the movie a dozen times.

Despite her earlier thoughts, she fell into a deep
sleep.

#

Kellan felt surprisingly well-rested when he woke
the next morning. Amelia hadn’t wanted him out of bed yet, but
yesterday’s activity seemed to have helped. Though he was no
doctor, he pronounced himself on the road to recovery. He had to
grudgingly give credit to Ethan, too. After everything that
happened, starting with Annabelle’s disappearance and ending with
Bixby’s death, Kellan had been so keyed up, he would’ve had a hard
time settling down to sleep. Ethan recognized the situation and
took measures by adding the sedative to the antibiotic. Just
because he was right didn’t mean Kellan would let him get away
without retribution of some sort.

After using the bathroom, he showered using the
hand-held nozzle to keep the stitches dry. He was starting to look
scruffy, so he shaved next. Amelia would probably want him to stay
in bed today, but she wasn’t here and he was starving. He made his
way downstairs.

Ethan was drinking a cup of coffee and working on
his computer. He looked up with a scowl. “You’re supposed to be
recuperating in bed.”

“I rested. I recouped. Now I eat.” He opened the
fridge for some juice and noticed the shelves laden with serving
dishes. He hadn’t had anything to eat all day yesterday. Ethan had
brought him a tray of bacon and eggs in the morning, but that’s
when they realized Annabelle was missing. After they returned,
Ethan drugged him and he was out. No wonder his stomach felt like a
hollow pit.

Orangish-yellow lumps visible beneath a glass lid
caught his attention and his mouth watered. “Mrs. Hernandez was
here?” He yanked out the container of homemade macaroni and cheese
with glee. “Breakfast.” He found a microwaveable bowl and scooped
out a healthy portion. Someone had already sampled the delicious
manna from Heaven.

Ethan leaned against the counter and watched him
with a quirked brow. “Mac and cheese this early in the
morning?”

“Hell, yes. Breakfast of champions. Have you tasted
this?”

Ethan shook his head. “Not yet.”

“Best ever.” He placed the bowl in the microwave and
set the timer.

“You’re supposed to be in bed.”

He turned to see Annabelle frowning at him, her
hands on her slim hips. Most of the swelling had subsided around
her eye, but it was ringed with yellow and black bruising. He
fought the overwhelming urge to take her into his arms.

“I was in bed, for like ten hours.”

The bell dinged. He turned back to the microwave to
see the cheese bubbling nicely. He removed the dish with pot
holders.

“Is that Mrs. Hernandez’ mac and cheese?”

He inhaled the enticing aroma. “Sure is.”

She scurried to the cabinet for a bowl. “Gimme.”

He forked a cheesy mouthful and groaned. “So
good.”

Annabelle was shoving a healthy portion into a dish
when Ethan reached over her head for a bowl. “I gotta try this
now.”

Kellan almost grabbed the container and shouted
“mine” like a toddler. He wanted the sinfully delicious meal to
himself. Soon, they were all tucking into the creamy noodles.
Ethan’s groan of pleasure, he could ignore. It was the one
Annabelle emitted that had his body hardening and his brain
conjuring up images it had no business conjuring. She’s a
client, he repeated in his head as he rinsed his dish in the
sink.

“Breakfast of champions,” Ethan agreed, loading his
empty bowl in the dishwasher.

“I wonder if I can finagle the recipe from Mrs.
Hernandez,” Annabelle mused.

“You cook?” The thought of her standing in front of
a stove wearing nothing but a short white apron flashed in his head
and he quickly quashed it.

“Not much, and not well, but enough to get by.”

Ethan’s phone buzzed and he stepped away to
answer.

“I wish you’d go back to bed.” Annabelle’s brows
were furrowed as she scrutinized him—and not in an I want you
kind of way. More like, you’re a strange riddle I can’t
solve.

He reached out and brushed his fingertips against
her battered cheekbone. “Does it hurt?”

She lifted a shoulder. “A little. The ice
helped.”

Not for the first time he wished he’d been the one
to shoot Bixby. If there was any justice in the world, the bastard
was currently sharing a toasty, razor-laced alligator pit with
Jeffrey Dahmer and Albert DeSalvo, aka the Boston Strangler.

“You ready to visit the lawyer’s office?”

“Yes, but not until you’ve recovered.”

“I’m good to go.” At her disbelieving look, he
added, “I’ll take it easy, but I’m fine, Annabelle. Really. The
sleep helped. So did the food. The sooner we can cross it off the
list, the sooner we can be out of here.”

“There is one more thing…”

He almost groaned out loud. He wanted to get her to
the compound where she’d be safe. “What is it?”

“I want to give Robbie the money he needs to pay off
the debt.”

Kellan gaped at her. “Ten million dollars? Are you
kidding me?” When she shook her head meekly, he asked, “You want to
bail out the man who’s tried to kill you several times? Who has
killed already?”

She grimaced. “I know it’s probably not the right
thing to do, and it’s like negotiating with a terrorist, but if he
pays off the debt, he has no reason to come for me. No one else
will be shot.”

Suddenly he understood. She was doing this for him.
“Belle…” It was the first time he’d called her that, but it seemed
to fit her. “What’s to keep him from coming back the next time he
needs money? If you give in to him now, it’ll only encourage him to
keep doing what he’s been doing. You’ll be his personal bank.”

She looked distressed, her bottom lip caught between
straight white teeth. “I know. I thought about that. But maybe I
can have the lawyer draw up a document saying that it’s a one-time
payoff and that he can’t ask for more in the future or he’ll have
to pay the original amount back to me.”

“You think a piece of paper will stop him?”

She threw her hands out. “I don’t know what else to
do! I can’t hide from him for the rest of my
life. Even after the will clears, what’s to stop him from coming
after me just because he can? I have to find a way to end it.”

The man’s death would end it. Too bad Kellan wasn’t
a stone-cold assassin like Dexter in the television show of the
same name. Though Dexter was a serial killer, he lived by a code.
The person had to deserve to die. Having been responsible for the
murders of several people already, Annabelle’s stepbrother
qualified under that rationale. Despite his personal objections, he
found himself saying, “We’ll talk to the lawyer and see what he has
to say.”

Before he could brace himself for her reaction, she
threw her arms around him. “Thank you.”

He inhaled the fresh scent of wildflowers as he held
her in his arms. She felt so damn right, her soft curves aligning
with his hard angles, the height difference notwithstanding. Like
two pieces of a puzzle sliding together for a perfect fit. Like she
was made for him. He was just about to rest his cheek against the
top of her head when Ethan returned, and she stepped from his
embrace.

“That was my contact with the local FBI office. They
raided the house where Thompkins and Bixby set up shop, but the
crew was long gone. They did, however, find dozens of bodies in
shallow graves behind the house.”

Annabelle gasped. “What were they, mass
murderers?”

Ethan nodded. “Of the canine variety. The bodies
were dogs, not human. They also found a facility in an old barn out
back where they trained the animals. It was basically a torture
chamber with chains and whips and claw-foot traps. The guy said it
was a bloody mess.”

Annabelle made a sound of distress and buried her
head against Kellan’s chest. He stroked a comforting hand down her
back, sharing her sadness. Those poor animals had suffered
greatly.

“They also had a talk with your friend Dirk.”

Her head snapped up. “From the bank? He’s
involved?”

“Up to his scrawny neck. They leaned on him and he
sang like a canary.”

“You sound like a mob boss,” Kellan pointed out.

Ethan flashed a grin. “He admitted he was the one
who contacted Bixby when you arrived. He helped Bixby’s crew
launder money and funnel it through the bank. He gave all the
details on where the fights take place and the players involved in
exchange for a lighter sentence.”

“What about The Viper?”

Ethan shook his head. “Still unknown.”

“But the authorities will be able to stop the
dogfighting?” Annabelle asked hopefully.

“At least in this small part of the country.”


Chapter
Fourteen

Annabelle stood in front of the
full-length mirror and admired the way the Ralph Lauren ensemble
fit her frame. She couldn’t believe she was wearing the clothes of
an Oscar-winning actress. She’d chosen something that was both
professional for the trip to the lawyer’s office yet easy to move
in if—God forbid—they had to run. The cream crewneck silk top
featured a sheer double hem and sleeves. It layered over black
stretch pants for a classy yet functional look. The Kevlar added
extra padding, but that didn’t bother her. Having seen how a vest
had saved both Kellan and Ethan yesterday, she was totally
convinced of their effectiveness. A small Gucci purse finished the
outfit.

She’d used Jade’s cosmetics to conceal the bruising
as much as possible, and products on her hair to add tousled waves
to her usually-straight locks. She tried telling herself she was
applying makeup and styling her hair to visit the lawyer, but she
was lying. She was doing it for Kellan.

Ethan was strapping a gun around his ankle while
Kellan secured one in a holster at the small of his back when she
found them in the living room. They both wore dark polo shirts and
charcoal colored tactical pants with all kinds of pockets and
flaps. Their boots looked all sorts of complicated, too. Ethan had
obviously brought enough supplies with him for Kellan, too. She
noticed that the shirts didn’t have their company logo like the one
Kellan wore the first day she met him.

Kellan glanced up at her and smiled and she had to
take a step back. Wow. She was in so much trouble. How could she
have feelings this strong after only knowing
him for a short time? He’d quickly become the most important person
in the world to her.

That thought was either super-exciting or
super-sad.

Forcing her gaze away from the man who consumed her
thoughts, she secured the straps on her backpack. She wasn’t going
anywhere without it. Hopefully, Mr. Walters,
the lawyer who took over for Mr. Windham, would be in today. She
wasn’t going to call first and alert him to their arrival. She
didn’t want him to pull a Dirk and contact her stepbrother or
Bixby’s old crew.

“You look beautiful, Belle.”

Annabelle jumped at the word whispered close to her
ear. She hadn’t even heard Kellan approach. The compliment sent a
delicious thrill down her spine. And he’d called her Belle again.
She loved how the nickname rolled off his tongue. “It’s the
clothes.” She smoothed a hand down the silk top.

“No, it’s not,” he murmured.

She looked into his eyes and was lost.

“You two ready?” Ethan asked, breaking the haze that
surrounded them.

“Yeah, let’s do this,” Kellan said, still watching
her. When he reached for her hand, she knew she’d taken that last
step. She’d fallen in love with him.
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Kellan wasn’t feeling one-hundred percent, but there
was no way he’d allow Annabelle to leave the house without him.
Even at eighty to eighty-five percent effective, he’d be able to
protect her. Having Ethan as backup helped.
They were linked through microscopic comm devices in their ears
that allowed them to keep in touch.

The mac and cheese breakfast had been filling, but
he needed a shot of energy, so he’d consumed a protein bar before
they loaded into the SUV. Annabelle insisted on bringing her
backpack, but the house was a veritable fortress. He’d had to
practically pry it from her hands. Just to be safe, he’d locked it
in the weapons room Logan had custom installed. Much like
Annabelle’s hidden room, this one was also disguised behind a
bookcase and required two different sets of codes. Her prized
possessions would be safe.

Ethan had accessed the blueprints of the law offices
and they found an entry at the back of the building most likely
used for employees. The door wasn’t visible from the street, so it
would allow them privacy entering and leaving the offices.

Kellan hoped the meeting didn’t take long. He wanted
to be back to the house as quickly as possible. The earliest the
company jet could pick them up was tomorrow, and then they’d be
ensconced in the safety of the compound. He didn’t want anyone
associating Annabelle with COBRA Securities, so he’d purposefully
not worn a shirt with a logo.

“Change of plans,” Ethan announced as they slowly
rolled up to the back of the building. Kellan peered through the
window to see the entry had been barricaded shut.

“Precaution after Mr. Windham was murdered,” he
guessed. The killer must’ve entered through that door. “Okay, Plan
B. We go through the front.” He got out and helped Annabelle. “Stay
close to the building and keep your head down.” Putting his arm
around her, he guided her around the two-story brick building,
shielding her from view as much as possible. “We’re inside,” he
told Ethan through the comms once they entered the lobby.

The interior was luxurious and lavish, with polished
hardwood floors in a herringbone pattern, leather chairs
and sofas interspersed with ornate tables and
lush tropical plants. Elegantly framed artwork decorated the walls.
A bronze statue of a blindfolded Lady Justice carrying a sword and
the Scales of Justice was prominently displayed on a sideboard.
Directly in front of them was a slightly curved reception desk made
of ebony wood with a marble counter. Gold letters on the front
spelled out Windham, Wallace and Pierce, with Attorneys at Law in
smaller letters beneath.

A woman with short cinnamon-colored hair and moss
green eyes behind black frames greeted them with a dazzling smile.
“Welcome to Windham, Wallace and Pierce. How
may I help you today?”

Annabelle stepped forward. “I need to speak with Mr.
Walters.”

The woman glanced at the computer screen in front of
her and tapped keys. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No, I don’t, but I’m leaving town and Mr. Walters
needed me to sign some papers. It shouldn’t take long. If you can
let him know I’m here, I would appreciate it.”

“I’ll certainly see if he’s available to meet with
you. Your name?”

“Ms. St. John. I was a client of Mr. Windham.”

“One moment please.”
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Annabelle waited while the perky redhead spoke into
a headset. She hoped she’d recognize the receptionist from her last
visit so the woman would let the fact that she
didn’t have an appointment slide, but unfortunately, she wasn’t
familiar. The woman smiled and said, “He’ll be right with you.” She
indicated for Annabelle to have a seat in the waiting area.
Instead, she walked over to a thirty-six by forty-eight-inch portrait of Mr. Windham displayed on the
wall. He’d been such a nice man. In the picture, he was seated in a
chair and smiling in the gentle way that was both grandfatherly and
kind. She wondered how long they’d keep his name as part of the
firm.

“He looks like he was a good man,” Kellan said.

She smiled sadly. “The best. He was one of my
stepfather’s closest friends, one of the few who visited him in the
last months of his life.” Seeing his picture brought a wave of
sadness over her. Had it only been a few days ago that he’d been
senselessly murdered?

Turning away, she sat on a brown tufted leather
two-person sofa expecting Kellan to join her, but he took up a
position by the door where he could keep an eye on everyone coming
and going. She would give Mr. Walters five minutes and if he didn’t
show, they were leaving. She wasn’t about to chance a rerun of the
bank fiasco. A glance at the antique grandfather clock positioned
against a wall showed that they had two minutes before they walked
out.

“Ms. St. John?”

She glanced up to see a well-dressed man approaching
her. He was average height, in his early thirties with dark hair
and eyes. His navy suit with a light blue pinstriped tie and shiny
loafers spoke of success. She stood as he reached her, his arm
outstretched. She shook his hand and said, “I apologize for
stopping by without an appointment but I’m leaving town today.”

“It’s not a problem at all.” He hadn’t moved his
gaze from her, nor released her hand and it was disconcerting.
“Please, call me Cory. I must say, you’re even more lovely in
person…though that looks painful.” He pointed to her eye.

Her hand strayed to her battered face. She’d tried
to cover it as best she could but it was still visible. “I ran into
a door,” she lied.” She felt rather than saw Kellan approach. The
particles in the air seemed to shift—or maybe it was just her
intense reaction to him. She tugged her hand free just as Kellan
wrapped an arm around her.

Cory’s eyes snapped from her to Kellan, who held out
his hand. “Kellan Polizzi, Annabelle’s…significant other.”

Cory’s brows furrowed and he reluctantly shook
hands, wincing when Kellan must’ve squeezed a little too hard.
Men. Then he instructed them to follow him to the second
floor to sign the papers.

She waited until Cory was several steps in front
before raising a brow. “Significant other?”

“The guy’s an asshat.”

She couldn’t argue with that. She’d been
uncomfortable under his scrutiny. His gaze felt predatory.
Calculating. The ride up the elevator was quiet and thankfully
short. He led them to the same suite Mr. Windham occupied a few
short days ago. She expected to see his secretary, but a different
woman was perched behind the desk. This one looked fresh out of
college with tousled blond hair, flawless makeup and a top at least
two sizes too small for her perky double-D’s.

Annabelle was taken aback when they entered what was
now Cory’s office. The floor-to-ceiling bookcases had been
completely cleared out, boxes stacked haphazardly around the space.
The framed landscape photos that used to hang on the walls were
packed in bubble wrap and piled on the new sleek, modern conference
table. Didn’t they allow for a time of mourning? It seemed like a
slam to Mr. Windham to fill his spot so quickly. He’d been a
founding partner of the firm, for goodness sake.

Noting her distress, Cory said, “Excuse the mess.
I’m still getting settled in.” He stepped over a rolled-up carpet
and skirted a furniture dolly to take a seat behind a limestone,
glass and chrome monstrosity. Mr. Windham’s desk had been an
antique Chippendale. He shuffled papers around and then made an
“ah-ha” sound, tugging out a manila folder.

“I have the form I need you to sign right here.”

“I was led to believe all was taken care of the last
time I met with Mr. Windham. He went over everything in explicit
detail.”

“Just some additional paperwork,” Cory said airily.
“Nothing you need to worry about.” He flipped open the folder and
pointed out tabs next to the signature lines. “If you’ll sign in
those two spots, we’ll be good to go.”

“May I ask what this is that I’m supposed to sign?”
She knew Mr. Windham had covered every angle.

“Legal mumbo jumbo, you know how it is,” he chuckled
but when they didn’t join in, he sobered. “This document allows the
firm to continue to handle your case—me specifically.”

Kellan slammed a hand down on the pen before she
could pick it up…not that she had any intention of signing.

“I’d like my attorney to look these over,” Kellan
said.

“Oh, that’s not necessary,” Cory insisted. “It’s all
routine.”

“It’s non-negotiable.” He shut the folder and
scooped it off the desk.

Cory’s mouth pinched. He swung his gaze from Kellan
to her. “I thought I was your lawyer, Annabelle.”

“Mr. Windham was my lawyer.”

“Yes, but he hand-picked me to join the firm. He
groomed me to be his successor.”

“Now that he’s gone, I do need to find a new
attorney, but that’s my choice.”

He sat back in his chair. “I see.”

“Please don’t take this personally,” she apologized.
“But I don’t know anything about you.”

“As I said, Mr. Windham chose me—”

She held up a hand to stop his spiel. “I understand,
Mr. Walters, and I promise I’ll take that into consideration, but
it would be in my best interest to exercise due diligence before I
make a choice.”

He stood. “In that case, I guess we have nothing
else to discuss.”

She’d obviously offended him by not jumping at the
opportunity to have him represent her. She didn’t really care since
it was unrealistic to think she’d blindly accept him, but there
went her chance to have him draw up a document for Robbie to sign.
Kellan stood and helped her to her feet. When Cory made no move to
show them to the door, they left on their own. She turned to thank
him for his time, but he was on the phone with his back to them.
She’d probably just cost him a huge commission, but that wasn’t her
concern. She didn’t hire him, he just appointed himself her lawyer.
She was glad they’d made the trip to meet him in person,
otherwise, she might’ve signed on with him
because it was the easy thing to do and he already had access to
her files. She was about to be very wealthy and she needed to
research the person she trusted with her legal matters.

A woman engrossed with her phone stepped off the
elevator when the doors opened. She looked up and stopped abruptly.
“I’m sorry…oh, hello, Ms. St. John. How are you?”

She smiled at the woman who helped draw up her will
the last time she was here. “I’m okay, thank you. How are you,
Beth?”

The other woman’s eyes were sad. “I’ve been better.
Losing Mr. Windham was a tough blow.”

“It was,” she agreed. A thought struck. She glanced
over her shoulder but Cory was nowhere in sight. “Can I ask you a
legal question?”

“Sure. Let’s go to my office.”

Beth’s office was more of a broom closet, with
barely enough room for two visitor chairs in front of a desk
one-eighth the size of Cory’s monolithic one. Once they were
inside, she closed the door. Annabelle introduced Kellan and the
other woman blushed as she shook his hand. Annabelle didn’t blame
her. He had that effect on her, too.

Beth rounded her desk and sat before clasping her
hands together. “What can I do for you?”

“I don’t want to impose, but I was wondering if you
could draw up a document for me today for my stepbrother to
sign.”

“Sure. What kind of document?”

“My stepbrother owes a great deal of money. I want
to offer to pay off his debt if he’ll agree to never contact me
again or try to extort money from me in the future.”

“I can do that for you, Annabelle, but I have to
advise you that these types of papers don’t always work.”

“I understand.” It was still worth it to try.
Forty-five minutes later, they exited the offices with the
freshly-printed form in hand. It wouldn’t guarantee that Robbie
would leave her alone, but if he did try to hit her up for more
money in the future, she’d have something to present to the
authorities.

Kellan waited until they were back inside the SUV
before he spoke. “I still think it’s a bad idea to pay off your
stepbrother’s debt.”

“I agree,” Ethan concurred. “That paper won’t stop
him.”

“How else am I going to keep him from trying to kill
me?” Digging through the purse she borrowed from Jade, she found
the address book she’d thought to grab from her room. Most
information she kept on her cell, but it was out of commission. Now
she was glad that she kept a hard copy, otherwise, she’d have no
clue as to Robbie’s phone number. “Can I use your cell?”

Kellan handed it over with a sigh. “You sure you
want to do this?”

“Yes.” Before they could talk her out of it, she
punched in Robbie’s number and waited. After several rings, it
kicked over to voice mail. She disconnected and tried the number
she had written down for Vespa. She wondered if the woman even knew
how to answer a phone and then chided herself for being petty. She
wasn’t that stupid. Her phone clicked over to voice mail as
well. “No answer.” She wanted to get the contract signed before
they left town. “Can we drive by Robbie’s business?” He wouldn’t
try something in broad daylight with witnesses around. She hoped.
She recited the address and Kellan entered it into the GPS. Ten
minutes later, Ethan slowly cruised by the store. A metal gate
barred entry and a closed sign hung on the door. “That’s odd.”
According to the hours posted on the window, the shop should be
open now.

“Maybe Thompkins works fast,” Ethan said.

“You don’t think…” No, it was too much to hope that
Robbie was gone from her life for good. She knew that made her
sound like a bad person hoping her stepbrother was dead, but he was
depraved. Anyone that forced a living being to
kill another was a murderer. It didn’t matter if it was human or
canine.

“Maybe they’re on the lam,” Kellan suggested.
“Thompkins had to have told him the fees doubled. If he couldn’t
pay the five million, there’s no way he could
come up with ten.”

Would Robbie run? Maybe he fled to Mexico or a
country without an extradition treaty with the United States like
Libya or Yemen. She almost chuckled picturing her snobby
stepbrother wearing a Thobe, the loose, ankle-length garment
with long sleeves popular in Arab countries.

“I’ll call the office and have them check on any
hits on their passports or if their names are listed on any
passenger manifests,” Kellan said. “We should swing by his house,
too.”

Annabelle recited the address and he entered it into
the GPS. Though she’d driven by the Tuscan style two-story
residence in Chatsworth, she’d never been inside. Had never been
invited. It was a new build in an exclusive community of
million-dollar homes. It wasn’t nearly as palatial as Rob’s
mansion, but it was easily five-thousand square feet with
professional landscaping, offering stunning curb appeal.

Ethan followed the instructions and soon they were
turning onto the street. There was no sign of life around the
house. Parked along the curb two houses down was a van with the
name of a cable company stenciled on the side. A moving truck was
backed up to a house at the end of the cul-de-sac. The lush, green
yard around Robbie’s dwelling had been recently maintained but
she’d bet her inheritance that he paid someone to mow the lawn and
water the flowers. She couldn’t recall one time that he’d done any
kind of physical labor growing up unless
bullying younger stepsisters counted.

Ethan braked and then backed into the driveway of a
house across the street with a For Sale sign in the yard. He turned
off the engine, grabbed a baseball cap and opened the door. “They
don’t know me. I’ll go ring the bell and try to sell them Girl
Scout cookies or something.”

“Uh, Ethan?”

He stuck his head in the SUV. “Yeah?”

“You look nothing like a girl,” she pointed out.

“Or a scout,” Kellan added.

“I’ll have you know that my acting skills are—”

Gunshots rang out, cutting him off. He ducked and
launched back inside while Kellan dove between the seats to cover
her, which was a bit awkward since she was still belted in. And
darn it, he was going to rip his stitches open again.

“The garage door is opening,” Ethan told them.

Tires squealed and she lifted her head to peek out
the side window. A black Mercedes backed out at breakneck speed and
barreled into the street with no regard for traffic. Thankfully
there was none. The driver laid down a strip of rubber as the car
shot forward.

“Do we follow or check the house?” Ethan asked.

“The house,” Kellan decided. He levered himself off
her and reached for the door. She unbuckled her belt, intending to
follow when he stopped her with, “Stay here and lock the
doors.”

“But I—”

He pinned her with a glare. “No buts. Do not leave
this vehicle. Lock the doors and if we aren’t back in five minutes,
drive away. Head to a police station and call my bosses.” He handed
her his phone, which she reluctantly accepted. She wanted to go
with them, but they were the professionals and she was not.

“Be careful,” she shouted just before the door
slammed shut. Then he and Ethan were gone, jogging across the
street with their weapons held close to their bodies, their eyes
scanning the area. Somehow Kellan had donned a cap without her
seeing him do so. It was pulled low over his eyes, as was the one
Ethan wore. Using hand signals, he went in one direction, Ethan the
other, then they both disappeared from sight. She checked up and
down the road to see if the gunshots brought anyone out to
investigate, but there was no movement from any of the neighbors’
homes. Keeping her eyes glued to Robbie’s house, she willed Kellan
to return safely. It was the longest four minutes of her life
before first Ethan and then Kellan appeared, both with matching
grim looks.

“Did you find anything?” she asked when they
returned.

“Yeah, a body,” Ethan told her.

It was too much to hope for… “Robbie?”

Kellan shook his head.

“Oh no, Vespa?”

He shook it again.

“Then who?”

“Cable guy.”

She started to reach for her door. “We have to help
him.”

Kellan’s words stopped her. “It’s too late, Belle.
He’s dead.”

#

Kellan ran through scenarios in his head on the way
back to Logan’s house, the most likely being that Robbie mistook
the cable guy for either a burglar or a hit man. Hell, maybe the
guy was a hired gun.

Robbie had to know Thompkins doubled his debt by
now. Panic plus an itchy trigger finger equaled disaster. The poor
installer had been at the wrong place at the wrong time—assuming he
actually worked for the TV company. He could’ve been an enforcer
sent by The Viper to deliver a message. He wasn’t one of the men
from Bixby’s—now Thompkins’ crew they encountered yesterday, but
there could be more out there. Probably were.

They’d called the cops to report the shooting but
didn’t stick around to answer questions. A neighborhood that
exclusive undoubtedly contained several security cameras that
captured them on tape. They told the cops they stopped to look at a
house for sale, heard the gunshots and ran to help. The film would
back that up. Oh, the police would still want to talk to them, but
they’d have to find them first. Good luck with that.

Tyler had texted him that there were no Robert or
Vespa Singletons listed on the manifests of any flights,
buses, trains, rental agencies or other
transportation options, so they hadn’t planned to run before today.
He’d instructed Tyler to look for any additional properties listed
to Singleton, his mother’s family, his company or his wife’s
relatives.

“Does your stepbrother have keys to the house in
Aspen?”

“He shouldn’t, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he
made copies of Rob’s at some point.”

He’d alert the Colorado police about the possibility
of a man and woman wanted for questioning showing up at the
house.

“As soon as we get back to Logan’s house, I’ll call
the property management company and have them change the locks,”
she said, obviously following his train of thought. “I don’t think
he’d try to hide out there since it’d be an obvious place to look,
but he might.”

“We’ve flagged their names, so if they try to book a
flight to Hawaii or anywhere else, we’ll know. What about Robbie’s
mother? Would she help him disappear?”

“I don’t know her well, but I don’t think so. She
wanted nothing to do with him when he was a teenager. Now she’s
remarried to a doctor, a heart surgeon, living the life of a
pampered socialite. I doubt she’d risk her reputation with the
country club crowd to aid and abet her disgrace of a son.”

He doubted it too. His phone chimed a text. He read
the message from Tyler that said Singleton’s campaign manager filed
a police report this morning alleging that someone cleared out the
bank account set up for donations. The value was around a quarter
of a million dollars. No doubt Robbie, but it wasn’t near enough to
pay off his monumental debt.

Annabelle tapped his shoulder. “Can I borrow your
phone again? I want to try calling one more time.”

He handed it to her and she punched buttons. “It’s
been disconnected.” She entered another sequence and held the phone
to her ear. “Vespa’s number has been disconnected, too.”

“They’re on the run,” Ethan deduced.

And if they were running for their lives, he
wouldn’t have time to threaten Annabelle’s.


Chapter Fifteen

Once they returned to the house,
Annabelle showered and changed out of the expensive outfit she
borrowed from Jade Bradley into a t-shirt and a comfortable pair of
yoga pants. She wanted to wash the clothes, but they needed to be dry-cleaned. She debated on whether to take
them with her to have them cleaned or leave them in the hamper
inside the dressing room.

“Annabelle?”

She stuck her head out of the closet. “In here.”

Kellan walked in, took in the number of clothes and shoes and shook his head in
bewilderment. He smelled of soap and a woodsy aftershave and
something uniquely him and she unconsciously moved closer, wanting
to run her fingers over his freshly-shaven jaw. He reached for her
and—

“Phone for you. It’s Jade.”

She sighed. So much for mutual feelings of
attraction. Wait a minute—did he say… “Did you say Jade?” she
mouthed. “As in Juliet LaRue?” The woman whose closet she was
presently standing inside?

He nodded and her mouth dropped open. Jade Bradley
wanted to talk to her? Was she upset Annabelle had worn the Ralph
Lauren ensemble? She’d skipped over more expensive clothes, some
with the staggering price tag still attached. Logan told her that
she was welcome to wear anything she wanted. Was Jade mad her
husband gave her free rein? She looked at Kellan, who was smiling
amusedly. “What?”

He wiggled the hand holding the phone. “Anytime,” he
said, looking like he wanted to laugh. She grabbed it from him,
surprised to realize her hands were shaking.

“Hello?”

“Annabelle! It’s so nice to speak with you.”

Was she kidding? This woman had won an Academy
Award, for gosh sake. “Um, hello Ms. LaRue…I mean Bradley.”

“Just call me Jade. How are you holding up?”

“I’m hanging in there, with help from Kellan and
Ethan.”

“Well, you’re in great hands. I hear we get to meet
you soon.”

“That’s the plan. I hope I won’t be intruding.”

“Never. We’re one big, happy family here. You’ll
love it.”

She hoped so. She missed the luxury of having
friends to talk to. For the past year, it’d pretty much been her
and Rob, and he’d been so ill that most nights when they watched
television, he’d fall asleep.

“The reason I called is that I wanted to be sure
you’re making yourself at home and using what you need, clothes,
shoes, makeup...”

“I did borrow a couple of items, thank you.”

“Kellan said we were about the same size, so pack a
suitcase with anything you want and bring them with you.”

“That’s so generous of you, thank you.”

“I’m happy you’re able to wear them. I don’t get out
there often, so the clothes are feeling neglected.”

Annabelle smiled. “I wore an outfit to the lawyer’s
office today that needs to be dry-cleaned. Should I bring it with
me?”

“If you want to wear it again, you can, otherwise,
you can leave it in the hamper.”

They spoke for a few more minutes with Jade
enthusiastically telling her again how she looked forward to
meeting her soon. Kellan had given her privacy to talk, so after
she disconnected, she placed his phone on a dressing table and
found a suitcase to pack clothes. She felt guilty, but Jade
insisted. She hoped to do a little shopping once they arrived in
Indiana so that she didn’t have to rely on the borrowed clothes of
generous strangers.

There was plenty of room left in the suitcase when
she zipped it up. Lifting the handle, she rolled it out of the
closet and grabbed Kellan’s phone. It rang and she jumped, then
chided herself for being jittery. She glanced at the screen to see
a picture of a man with spiky blue hair and a wide smile. The name
said Tyler.

“Hello?”

“Zee, man, you going through a life change? Your
voice sounds a few octaves too high…unless you aren’t Zee and this
is the fetching Annabelle instead.” She pulled the phone from her
ear and stared at it. How did he know who she was?

“This is Annabelle.”

“Pleased to meet you…er, speak with you, my fair
lady. My name’s Tyler.”

“Who’s Zee?”

“My nickname for Kellan. His last name is
Polizzi.”

“Oh, I get it now. Sorry, I’m not usually so
slow.”

“No apology necesario.”

She stepped into the hall and spotted Kellan. “Here
he is now.”

“Aw, I was enjoying talking with you. I look forward
to meeting you in person, Annabelle.”

Were all his coworkers this nice? “Me, too,
Tyler.”

She handed Kellan the phone and when she tried to
roll the suitcase by him, he stopped her with a hand on the arm.
“I’ve got it,” he mouthed.

She wanted to argue. He didn’t need to be lifting
anything with stitches, but he’d already turned away, her suitcase
in tow. At least she hadn’t packed much, so it wasn’t too
heavy.

She headed to the kitchen to warm up several of the
dishes Mrs. Hernandez prepared. She didn’t want the food to go to
waste, and if they were leaving in the morning, they’d have to
indulge in some serious binging.

She found the door Jade told her about that led to a
wine cellar. She descended the circular steps to the room enclosed
with glass doors housing dozens of bottles of vino to keep the
temperature regulated. Rob’s house featured an impressive wine
cellar, too, so she was familiar with the different styles of wines
and various vineyards. She selected a bottle of her favorite
Cabernet Sauvignon from a Napa winery and a Pinot Gris, not knowing
if the men would prefer red or white. Most likely, they’d rather
have a beer.

Turning off the light, she ascended the steps and
found both men sitting at the bar that divided the kitchen from the
living room drinking, of course, beer.

Ethan took the bottles from her hands and found a
corkscrew. “Red or white?”

“Red, please.” She thanked him and took a sip after
he poured the liquid into a glass. It was delicious.

Kellan had moved to the breakfast nook and they
joined him. “What do you know about your sister in law?” he
asked.

“Next to nothing. Her name.” She’d been surprised
when Robbie showed up with the woman he announced as his wife. The
fact that he hadn’t invited his father to the wedding was another
sin she’d never be able to forgive. It’d hurt Rob deeply.

“You probably won’t be shocked to know that Vespa
isn’t her real name.”

Annabelle chuckled. “I’m not.” Though why anyone
would choose it for themselves was a mystery, too.

“She grew up Louisa May Milner in a slew of foster
homes in Idaho. Never one of the brightest students, she barely
graduated high school and then moved to Vegas. She changed her name
to Venus Voluptuous.”

Annabelle choked on the wine. Wiping her mouth, she
said, “Classy.”

Kellan smiled at her. “Right? She took a job in one
of the bigger casinos as a showgirl.”

“A politically correct term for stripper,” Ethan joked.

Annabelle couldn’t say she was surprised the woman
used those ginormous surgically-enhanced boobs to earn a living.
And the poor grades didn’t shock her either. From the few
encounters with the woman, she suspected the lights were on, but no
one was home.

“A couple of years later, she moved to LA to become
an actress and changed her name again, this time to Vespa
Valentina.”

“She’s got a real thing for names that start with
V.”

“Seems like it. Before she got her big break, she
met and married Robert Singleton, Junior. Other than taking off her
clothes for money, her background’s squeaky clean. No tickets, no
arrests.”

“I’m guessing if she was an orphan, she doesn’t have
any hidden properties.”

“Good guess.”

Ethan glanced down at his phone. “The California
Highway Patrol just issued a BOLO on Robert and Vespa
Singleton.”

“BOLO?”

“Be on the lookout,” he explained. “Rob’s a suspect
in the shooting at his house.”

She wished she could come up with an idea of where
they might be headed, but she and Robbie had never been close, so
she had no clue where he’d go. The timer on the stove dinged. They
removed the dishes and created a mini-buffet line, filling their
plates with an assortment of delicious food. They talked and
laughed throughout the meal. When they were stuffed, they cleaned
the table and loaded the dishwasher. Then they carried their drinks
to the living room. Annabelle was shocked when she refilled her
glass to discover she’d polished off the entire bottle. Both men
had a wicked sense of humor and they entertained her with stories
of their coworkers and their families. She couldn’t wait to meet
them, especially Kai Costa, the boy who’d saved both his stepsister
and the president’s granddaughter from kidnappers, and he was only
ten.

It was late when they said their goodnights. Ethan
disappeared into a room down the hall and closed the door.
Annabelle stared at Kellan, wanting to ask him to come into her
room with her. “We should change the dressing on your wounds.”

His fingers traced over the bruise on her cheek.
“I’m so damn sorry you were hurt.”

“You saved me, Kellan. If you hadn’t come for me…”
She couldn’t finish the sentence. She’d run
from him and he’d come for her anyway. She looked up into his eyes.
Mistake. His gaze held her captive. She felt drunk, not from the
wine but from the whiskey brown of his eyes. Her breath caught when
his head lowered and then he was kissing her.

This was no sweet, friendly peck. This one was all
consuming, the unleashing of desire that there was no hiding from.
Her body ignited instantly, a raging inferno. She pressed as close
to him as she could get and wound her arms around his neck.
Breaking the kiss, he rumbled, “Not in the hall.” Then the world
tilted and she was in his arms.

“Kellan, your stitches…”

“Are fine,” he finished before
he attacked her lips again with a fierce growl. He kicked the door
shut and then spun around and trapped her against it. She wrapped
her legs around him and they both groaned at the contact. He was
hard and judging by the feel, impressive.

He dug his hands in her hair and tilted her head for
a perfect fit. His tongue found hers and he showed her with his
mouth what he wanted to do with his body. She was so close to
exploding and he’d done nothing more than kiss her breathless. He
leaned back and tugged her shirt off. She’d forgone a bra since she
felt weird wearing Juliet LaRue’s undergarments. His grunt of
approval had her smiling, but then he leaned down and took a nipple
in his mouth and her grin turned into a moan of pleasure. He was a
master, playing her body like the finest musician. His hips ground
against hers and she was so close.

“Come for me, Annabelle.”

The husky words whispered in her ear set her off.
Fireworks exploded and her scream was sure to wake the dead—or at
the very least, Ethan. Kellan’s mouth covered hers, absorbing most
of the sound. Her muscles turned to jelly and she felt boneless and
very satisfied. He’d rocked her world and he was still fully
dressed. Kinda pathetic, but she was too languid to care.

He stepped back, causing her limp legs to fall from
around his waist. She missed the contact of him at her most
sensitive spot. When her feet touched the ground, she was sure her
body would follow since she didn’t have the strength to hold
herself upright, but she needn’t have worried. He scooped her in
his arms and carried her to the bed, placing her gently down on the
Egyptian cotton sheets.

The flip-flops she slipped on after her shower
were long gone. He grabbed the waistband of
her yoga pants and eased them down, letting out a tortured groan.
She’d gone commando, too.

#

Annabelle was killing him. Killing. Him. Her
body was a work of art, all soft curves and
creamy skin. He’d pictured her several times in his mind, but the
mental images hadn’t done her justice. She was magnificent. Relaxed
from her first climax, he intended to give her several more before
the night was over.

His brain tried to tell him this was a bad idea, but
his body ignored it. Seeing her tied up and at the mercy of Bixby
had sent rage through him, the likes he’d never experienced before.
When she’d run from him, worry for her safety threatened to consume
him. He’d felt like he couldn’t breathe. He could now, and he would
take advantage of the fact.

“You’re wearing too many clothes,” she said, tugging
at his t-shirt. Reaching behind him, he tugged it off. “Kellan…”
She was staring at the bruise from the bullet. It was a riot of
colors, but he didn’t feel it, didn’t feel any of his various aches
and pains. Then her fingers trailed to the bandage covering his
exit wound. He’d changed it after his earlier shower. Ethan’s
stitch job was holding up, but after the marathon sexcapade he had
planned, he might need Ethan to thread the needle again.

If she was worried about his injuries, then he
wasn’t doing his job. He pressed his chest against hers, the
contact exquisite, and kissed her again. Long and deep. She rubbed
against him, her nails digging into his back. He was so hard, he
needed to free himself before the zipper left a permanent scar.
Levering off the bed, he took out his wallet and removed the strip
of condoms he stuck in there earlier. God bless Logan Bradley and
his well-stocked medicine cabinet. Then he unzipped his jeans
slowly so as not to injure himself. Annabelle pushed to her elbows
to watch and he grew impossibly harder. When he managed to work the
jeans and boxer briefs off, and don the condom, he glanced at her.
Her eyes were wide, her mouth open and she murmured, “Oh, my,”
without taking her gaze from his erection. It was the last
straw.

He wanted to go slow. Planned on taking his time to
explore every creamy inch of her skin. With the finesse of a
rutting bull, he dove for her, earning a surprised laugh as she
caught him. He smiled down at her and then she was kissing him,
stroking her tongue along his. Using his forearms, he spread her
legs and then slowly entered her, the feel of her silken heat
causing his eyes to cross at the tight fit. She was perfect. Made
for him. When he was all the way inside, he paused, letting her
body adjust to his size, savoring the connection. He threaded their
fingers together and trapped her hands beside her head. Then he
kissed her again, loving the taste of her, the feel of her soft
lips, the eager way she responded to him. He’d have happily kissed
her for hours, but the need to move was intense. He intended on
taking it slow as he eased out and pushed back inside, but his
intentions were shot to hell when she wrapped her legs around him,
the urgent sounds coming from her throat goading him beyond the
point of no return. He couldn’t hold back. He wanted her too much
and the feel of her was like nothing he’d experienced before. She
matched him stroke for stroke. He knew they’d be good together—but
not this good. He’d had frenzied sex, he’d had wild sex,
he’d even had kinky sex, but never anything like what was happening
between them right now. It was—cataclysmic.

Suddenly it was too much. The feelings were
powerful, overwhelming. He was close, so close. Then her back bowed
and her inner muscles clenched him hard. Her
eyes locked on his and something in his chest squeezed like a vise.
He had trouble catching his breath. She looked as surprised as he
felt. Then she tugged her hand from his and reached up to cup his
cheek in a tender caress. It was his undoing. He let go, hurtling
off the cliff to drift in euphoric bliss.

#

Annabelle wasn’t sure she was still breathing after
the most spectacular, incredible sexual encounter of her life.
She’d come apart not once, but twice. Fireworks were still bursting
in multi-colored splendor and her nerve endings sparked like they’d
been shot with a taser.

Just looking at Kellan, she knew he’d be good in
bed. With his muscled, chiseled body and movie star
handsomeness—not to mention the fact that he could put porn stars
to shame—he’d no doubt had plenty of willing women to hone his
craft. And by gosh, he had polished it to perfection. She’d never
felt anything like what she just experienced in his arms.

She was too weak to protest when he eased out of her
and left the bed, but he returned, slid beneath the covers and
gathered her close. She snuggled against him, feeling safe and
protected. Unlike the other night when he’d been in a drug-induced
state, he knew what he was doing this time.

Sleeping with him had been a colossal mistake. She
already admitted to herself that she loved him. She wasn’t sure she
could guard her heart now, knowing what it felt like when he moved
inside her, the look on his face when he came. He’d become the most
important person in the world to her, and she couldn’t imagine her
life without him.


Chapter Sixteen

Kellan slid out of bed, careful
not to wake Annabelle, as he’d done three more times during the
night. He couldn’t get enough of her. It was like he’d been on a
hunger strike and he’d been offered a prime seat at an
all-you-could-eat buffet. He couldn’t turn it down. Apparently,
neither could she since she’d responded eagerly every time.

He hadn’t told her about the accommodations when
they arrived at the compound later today. Though there were rooms
available in the same building that housed his apartment, he
planned on having her stay with him. His space was big enough for
two. He’d already given Luke and Logan a heads up that she’d be
bunking with him. After last night, would she think she had to
sleep with him? He didn’t want her to feel obligated, though he was
definitely interested. But he wasn’t moving her into his place for
the sex. Keeping her with him was the best solution.

He wanted to go for a swim or work out in the
fully-equipped weight room, but the stitches were putting a crimp
in his workout routine. He didn’t do inactive well. Maybe he’d try
the stationary bike.

After pulling on a t-shirt and shorts, he palmed his
phone before he eased out of the room and closed the door. He
checked his text and email. He’d set up an alert if there was a hit
on Annabelle’s stepbrother’s name in any police records but there
was nothing new to report. He and Vespa had disappeared.

He made his way to Logan’s weight room. Ethan was
already up and running on the treadmill. “Morning.” Ethan gave him
a sly look but returned the greeting. No doubt his coworker knew
what happened down the hall from his room last night. Annabelle
hadn’t been quiet…not that Kellan was complaining. Her enthusiasm
made him feel ten feet tall. Still, he didn’t like his
transgressions to be public fodder. He’d slept with a client.

“We all set to leave today?”

Kellan climbed on the bike and gave the pedals a
test spin. The movement didn’t pull his stitches, so he kicked up
the pace. “Yeah. No sense sticking around. Singleton’s gone
underground. No telling when he’ll turn up.”

“If he’s on the run for his life, he shouldn’t have
time to come after Annabelle.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

#

Annabelle’s hair was piled under a straw hat and she
wore a pair of black oversized Gucci sunglasses that covered half
her face. They were at a private airstrip in Burbank, about to
board a jet that would whisk them off to Indiana. The terminal was
small, with a few people milling about. No one paid them any
attention. She’d spotted an A-list actress and her professional
football player husband surrounded by bodyguards as they made their
way to the exit, two men pushing trolleys overflowing with designer
luggage in their wake. She thought she recognized the founder of a
popular social media app brush by her on his way to a private
plane. At the sound of teenage girls screaming
outside, she turned to see a group of four young men being hustled
to an exit where a white stretch limousine was waiting. They were
the latest boy band pop group with a hit on the top of the charts.
Security guards were doing their best to keep the adoring fans at
bay.

When the COBRA Securities plane arrived and the door
slowly lowered, she expected to see Wyatt Hollister, the man who
flew Ethan to California. She’d only met him briefly before he
collected Amelia and returned home. Instead, this man was five-ten
or five-eleven, with salt and pepper hair and a friendly smile. His
uniform was similar to the one Kellan wore the first time she met
him: dark polo with the COBRA Securities logo stitched on the
left side and khaki cargo pants. He looked
professional yet comfortable, which had to be so much better than a
suit and tie like the pilots wore when flying for major airlines.
Kellan introduced him as Chet Rudd, the lead pilot. When she
questioned him about Wyatt, Kellan told her that he was an agent
first and a back-up pilot when needed.

She was excited and nervous to meet his coworkers.
The ones she’d met or talked to over the phone seemed extremely
friendly and welcoming. She hoped she fit in
since she’d be staying with them for a few weeks, possibly
months.

Kellan guided her up the steps and into the belly of
the luxury aircraft. Though the color of the leather seats was
lighter, the interior reminded her of Rob’s private jet. The last
time she rode in it was when she quit her job in Seattle and flew
home to take care of him. He sold it soon after.

The men chose seats across the aisle from each other
with tables for their laptops. She headed for the padded couch
where she could stretch out. She’d picked a book to read from
Jade’s impressive stash of romance and mystery novels. It was the
latest thriller by T.A. Hudson. She’d been
totally shocked when Kellan told her that the T stood for
Taylor and that Annabelle would soon meet the
author. She was married to one of his coworkers. As interesting as
the synopsis on the back of the book had been, she couldn’t
concentrate on the words. Kellan had been distant all morning.
She’d woken up alone, but with a feeling of overwhelming happiness.
She’d showered and headed downstairs to discover both men
gloriously sweaty from working out. He’d smiled at her, but it was
friendly, not intimate. Taking her cue from him, she’d been
reserved. Did he regret what they’d done last night? Four
times?

As they packed up their belongings and placed the
clean serving dishes on the counter for Mrs. Hernandez to pick up,
she’d casually asked him about accommodations once they arrived.
Without looking up, he informed her that he planned on having her
stay in his apartment. Her heart had leaped until he added that
there was plenty of room and she’d have her own bed. Ouch.
That stung. Did that mean he didn’t want to share a bed with her?
And why did that bother her so much? She was his employer. He
should be strictly off-limits.

She closed her eyes and before she knew it, they
were preparing for landing. Kellan told her there was a private landing strip and a hangar close to the
compound. She glanced out the round window as they flew over the
blue waters of a large lake and then they were touching down with
nary a bump and rolling to a stop. Chet was an excellent pilot.

She’d stashed her backpack in the front compartment.
Kellan was already sliding the strap over his shoulder before she
could take it from him. He motioned for her to precede him down the steps. Chet was waiting at the
bottom and she thanked him for a smooth flight.

He smiled. “My pleasure.”

“Kellan!”

Annabelle’s head swiveled to see two gorgeous women
jumping up and down and waving their hands, much like the rabid
teenagers surrounding the boy band in Burbank. Jealousy like
nothing she’d ever felt consumed her, especially when he rushed by
her to hug them. Was this the reason he’d been distant? He had not
one, but two girlfriends waiting for his return? Disappointment
overwhelmed her. How could he make love to her so sweetly and
passionately when he had a harem waiting for him at home?

“Uh, ladies,” Ethan called out. “I’m home, too.” He
held his arms wide but they didn’t even spare him a look, so he
dropped them and sighed. “Damn FNG gets more love than I do. He
tossed his arm over her shoulder. Come-on Annabelle, you can cheer
me up.”

Kellan turned, saw Ethan’s arm around her shoulders
and scowled. She scowled back…until she recognized the women.

“You must be Annabelle,” Harlow Duquesne said,
rushing over to hug her. Then Cassidy Swain took a turn. She hugged
them back thinking, how surreal. She’d watched these two
compete on television the last few weeks. To
be standing with them—and they knew her name—wow, totally
unbelievable.


Chapter
Seventeen

“This place is incredible,”
Annabelle gushed as Kellan gave her a tour of the compound. He’d
pointed out all the buildings and facilities and now they were
motoring along the back forty where the houses were located. She
wanted to know who lived where. He felt like a guide for a
celebrity home tour like the ones people paid big bucks for in
Hollywood.

Though the houses were technically part of the
compound, you had to pass through an electronic gate to move from
one section to the other. It’d been installed when Luke and Logan
purchased the surrounding property to divide into plots. A back
entrance was used for construction crews, all properly vetted, but
they wouldn’t be able to access the business end of the facility.
He bumped the golf cart over the grass of an empty lot and then
made a U-turn to face the lake. Though there was a line of houses in front of him, the land was on a
ridge, almost like a second tier.

“It’s so peaceful and beautiful here.”

He’d thought so, too, when he purchased the plot. He
envisioned a house nestled in the trees that blended into the
surroundings, made of wood and stone with lots of glass, with a
huge deck overlooking the water. “It’s mine.”

Her head snapped to him. “You own this land?”

He nodded. Would Annabelle be content living here
with him? And what the hell—he barely knew her and already he was
thinking long-term? He’d just decided this morning that them getting together had been a mistake…at least while
they were bound by a contract.

“It’s perfect,” she murmured. “Have you designed a
house?”

“Not yet.” He had an idea of what he wanted, and
he’d perused floor plans, but nothing had been finalized. Starting
up the golf cart, he headed back to the offices. Since he was on
injured reserve until he healed and was cleared for duty, he had
time to take Annabelle to the shooting range and show her how to
fire a gun. He also wanted to teach her the basics of self-defense.
But first, he had a surprise for her. He parked the cart in front
of the building and opened the door, ushering her inside the
structure constructed of locally quarried Indiana limestone. Since
they didn’t entertain visitors or clients, there wasn’t a need for
a receptionist. Bypassing the stairs, he headed for the bank of
elevators and pushed the up button. When he realized she wasn’t
beside him, he turned to see her mesmerized by the wall of
glass.

“Impressive, isn’t it?”

“Are you kidding me? It’s amazing.”

He stood beside her and watched exotic fish swimming
along the coral rocks and water plants. “This is BeBe’s pet
project, no pun intended. It was recently completed.”

“I can see why there are benches. I could sit here
all day.”

“There are only a few fish, but she plans to add
more now that it’s done.”

When he was able to tear her away, they headed to
the top floor and he introduced her to everyone. He knew it had to
be overwhelming, but her smile never dimmed. He showed her his
office and then led her down a corridor and turned down another to
a wing of offices that hadn’t yet been filled. He opened a door,
guided her inside, and then closed it behind them. Except for Luke
and Logan’s large corner suites, the rest were the same generous
size, with space for a desk, visitor chairs and extra room for a
couch and bookcases. High definition televisions were mounted on
the walls that were also connected to the intra-compound network.
All the rooms were trendy with high-end contemporary furnishings.
Each agent was allowed input into the decorations. His was
masculine with dark wood and leather. If he had to describe this
one, it would be California dreaming.

Annabelle turned in a circle, taking in the light
aspen wood desk, the suede couch and leather desk chair, both the
color of sand, the tropical plants, the pale blue walls and the
pictures of the Pacific coast on the walls. Even the pendant light
over the desk was made of blue sea glass. “This is gorgeous. Whose
office is this?”

“Yours.”

She spun to him, eyes wide. “What?”

“I thought you could use it while you’re here.”

She stood stone still and for a moment, he feared
he’d miscalculated. Then tears gathered in her eyes. “Mine? You set
up space for me?”

“Yeah.”

“And the décor?”

He chuckled. “Totally BeBe’s doing. I just gave her
ideas.”

She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him.
Before he could reciprocate, she bounded away and rounded the desk.
“I even have a computer?”

“Yes, and it’s safe, so you can check your email. It
can’t be traced.”

She dropped to the leather chair and spun around,
the look of pure joy on her face punching him in the gut. “And a
window.” Then she turned back to her desk. “This is the perfect
set-up. There’s even a drawing tablet.” She jiggled the rollerball
mouse to bring the screen to life and gawked. “And my programs.”
She lifted her watery gaze to his. “How did you know?”

He shrugged a shoulder. He’d given Peter Dennis the
pieces of her hard drive and asked if he could at least find out
what the programs were so he could purchase them for her. Peter
took care of everything himself and even had the computer set up
and delivered to her office. The curved monitor was thirty-two
inches of UltraSharp definition.

Rising to her feet, she pushed back the chair and
walked around the desk and into his arms. “I can’t believe you did
this for me.” Then she was kissing him. It wasn’t a friendly thank
you, peck, it was a raging inferno, at least on his part. His body
ignited instantly and couldn’t get enough. She must be part
sorceress because she’d put a spell on him. She gasped when he
picked her up and placed her on the desk before stepping between
her legs. He groaned at the contact. He was achingly hard and the
sensation of her soft body cradling him was a
pleasure he never wanted to end.

He’d never had sex in an office, though Dana Deluca
had tried once or twice back when he was on the police force. Long
nights spent filling out boring paperwork together led to dirty
talk and roving hands. Despite being a cop, Dana was a bonafide
exhibitionist. He, on the other hand, had no desire for one of
their coworkers to walk in when he was bare-ass naked. He’d
convinced her to wait until they made it to either her house or
his. He couldn’t wait now if his life depended on it. If he didn’t
get inside her in the next ten seconds, there was a very real
possibility he’d explode.

His need was too great, so finesse went out the window. He lowered her back to the desk and
yanked her pants down to her ankles. Then he freed himself, slid on
a condom and was inside her, groaning at the way her body gripped
him tight. He wanted to linger and enjoy the sensations but pausing
jumped right out the window alongside finesse. It was hard and fast
and he had to slam his mouth over hers when she came to absorb her
cries. Or maybe it was the other way around.

She wrung everything from him, her inner muscles
milking him until he collapsed on top of her, their lower bodies
still joined. He thought after he’d had her once or twice, the
urgency would wear off, but if anything, it grew stronger. Now that
he knew what she felt like, the husky sounds she made, the look of
pleasure on her face when she climaxed, the need was bordering on
obsession. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get enough of her.

Slowly, he eased to his forearms and kissed her with
the gentleness he should’ve shown her earlier. In his defense, she
brought out the caveman in him—not that it was really a defense.
Reluctantly, he pulled out, grabbed a tissue, and disposed of the
condom before tucking himself back inside his cargos. He needed to
apologize. He’d taken her hard and fast on a desk, for hell’s sake.
Thank goodness BeBe purchased sturdy furniture. They were lucky
they didn’t knock the monitor off, sending it crashing to the
floor. That would’ve been fun explaining the shattered screen to
Peter. They weren’t in California anymore so he doubted an
earthquake defense would cut it.

“That was…wow,” she breathed.

Yeah, wow. He helped her adjust
her clothes and then he kissed her because he just couldn’t stop
himself.

#

Annabelle reclined in the comfortable leather
executive chair in her temporary office and stared at the huge
screen in front of her with complete and utter happiness. Kellan
had been called away, leaving her to figure out what had just
happened. She’d never had office sex before. Damn, she was missing
out! It was an incredible rush, knowing someone might walk in and
trying to be quiet. But the setting wasn’t what rocked her world,
it was the man. She loved him with all her heart.

She’d started tumbling the first time she met him
and then a little more each day. Who wouldn’t love a man so
thoughtful, he’d arranged an office for her with everything she
needed and décor that reminded her of home? He
was one in a million.

She glanced at the framed picture of the Pacific
waves crashing against a beach. This office was only temporary
until it was safe to go back home. But where was home? It wasn’t
Seattle anymore. She’d quit her job and sold her condo. She’d
drifted apart from the friends she made during her tenure in the
Evergreen State. It wasn’t Los Angeles. She’d lost touch with her
high school and college friends, too. Rob’s house would be repaired
from the fire and then she’d put it on the market, so she’d have no
place to live.

Since discovering Rob left everything to her, she
hadn’t had time to plan her future. In the back of her mind, she
thought she’d stay in California, but that was because it was where
she was living at the time. The advantage to her career choice was
that she could get her business up and running here and then
relocate when the time came.

She glanced around the room. Three solid walls and
one made entirely of windows. It was painted a pale sea blue with
light aspen wood trim. Her office in Seattle had been on the
fourteenth floor of an upscale building with cutting edge design
and high-tech accessories. It paled in comparison to this one. She
couldn’t have designed a better space if she tried, right down to
the teal blown glass sand dollar
paperweight.

Kellan told her that she could use any of the
facilities and he’d pointed out the huge building that housed the
pool, exercise equipment, climbing wall, and
even a parkour course. No wonder everyone she’d met so far had been
incredibly fit. As tempting as it was to find a bathing suit and go
for a swim, there was one place she wanted to visit first.

Turning off the light, she headed down the hall and
found the elevator. Once she was outside, she spotted the building
she was looking for and started walking. A golf cart rolled to a
stop beside her. She turned to see a gorgeous blue-eyed blond man
smiling at her. For a second, she thought it was Ethan.

“Can I give you a lift somewhere?”

“You must be Noah.” One brow lifted and she smiled.
“Ethan told me all about you.”

“I am. And you’re Annabelle. Nice to meet you.” She
shook his hand and then slid onto the bench seat beside him. “I
hope the stories Ethan divulged were all good.”

“Not all of them…Nature Rain,” she teased. He
dropped his head to the steering wheel and groaned. Actually, she
lied. All the stories were good. It was obvious Ethan idolized his
older brother. She knew Noah had been shot several times not long
ago and she could tell how much it upset Ethan, but Noah looked
healthy now. “He also told me you’d been injured in the line of
duty a few weeks ago. How are you doing?”

“Great. I hope to be cleared for active duty soon.”
He pressed the accelerator and they rolled forward. “Where are you
headed?”

“To the facility where they train the dogs.”

“Wise choice,” he said approvingly. “I love watching
the furry agents in action.”

She laughed and then waved when he dropped her off
at the building and motored away. She opened the door and glanced
around, expecting it to smell like, well, a place that trained
animals. Instead, the air was clean and fresh and the building was
spotless. She headed to the right where she could see a huge open
arena. A small set of bleachers was set up behind a plexiglass
partition. Out on the wide open floor, a dark-haired woman was
issuing commands to a dog navigating several obstacles. The dog was
incredible, leaping effortlessly over a low fence and then
scrambling up a wall at least six feet tall. After another command,
he came to an abrupt stop. The trainer used hand signs this time
and the dog dashed for a pile of what looked like bags filled with
sand. He dug and burrowed until he came away with what he was
searching for, dropping it at the woman’s feet. She scratched his
head and gave him a treat.

“Can I hope you’re a new hire, here to help train
the dogs?”

She turned to see a man walking towards her with a
broad smile and a dog attached to a leash. She’d been so engrossed
watching the activity, she hadn’t heard them approach.

“Not an agent, just an observer. Is he a German
Shepherd?”

“Belgian Malinois. We do train some German
Shepherd’s, but most are like this guy.” He stroked the flank of
the mahogany colored dog. His coat was a deep reddish-brown with
black tipped hair.

“Is it okay to pet him? I know you’re not supposed
to interact with trained dogs when they’re working.”

“Sure. He’s off duty.”

She crouched down and scratched behind the dog’s
ears. His eyes closed in ecstasy and he rewarded her with a big
lick. She laughed. How could anyone mistreat these sweet animals
and pit them against each other? Robbie was the devil.

“I think Echo likes you.”

“Echo?”

“Most of our dogs are named
after the military alphabet. Alpha, Bravo, Charlie.”

“Delta, Echo, Foxtrot,” she continued.

“Yeah. We were all handlers in the military.” He
held out a hand. “Gabe Kline.”

She pushed to her feet. “Annabelle St. John.”

“What a beautiful name for a beautiful lady.” He was
smiling at her and still holding her hand. He was cute with curly
black hair and green eyes. He was tall, but not as tall as Kellan.
Muscular, but not as muscular as Kellan. Fit, but not as fit as
Kellan. Damn, she had a one-track mind. Tugging her hand away, she
said, “Nice to meet you, Gabe.”

“You, too, Annabelle. You’re not from around
here.”

It was more of a statement than a question, still, she answered with,
“I’m from California.”

“No kidding? A fellow Californian? Me, too. What
part?”

“Los Angeles.”

“I’m from Oakland.”

“Kline, it’s Echo’s turn for the course.”

“Coming,” he said over his shoulder to the woman who
was standing with her arms crossed, glaring at him. He rolled his
eyes. “Morgana can be a hardass
sometimes.”

“Is she in charge?”

“No, that’d be the guy up there. Staff Sergeant
hardass.” He pointed to a deck in front of a glass booth that
overlooked the facility. “Quinn Billings.”

She glanced up to see a tall, blond man wearing the
standard uniform of polo shirt and tactical pants. His thick arms
were crossed as he surveyed the action on the dog course. She
turned back to Gabe, surprised to realize he was wearing a t-shirt
and jeans. She thought all the agents wore the same outfit.

“Nice meeting you, Gabe. You, too, Echo,” she said
as she gave his head one last scratch. She started to leave when
Gabe called her name. She turned with a brow raised.

“I know this great Mediterranean restaurant in town.
They serve the best falafel. How about I take you there
tonight?”

She offered a friendly smile. “Thanks, but I’m…”
What did she say? Sleeping with Kellan? Living with him? Crazy in
love with him after a few short days? “With someone,” she finished,
hoping to gently let him down.

“Someone here?”

She nodded.

“Do I know him?”

“Well, he is the—” She almost used Ethan’s FNG title
and chuckled at herself. “He’s not been here long. Kellan
Polizzi.”

“Ah, I see. Well, can’t blame a guy for trying.”

“Thank you for the offer,” she said, meaning it. She
hoped they could become friends. She intended to spend a lot of
time with the dogs.

With one last wave, she headed for the steps that
led to the observation deck. The man Gabe said was Quinn Billings
turned before she topped the stairs. He’d uncrossed his arms and
faced her. He looked imposing.

“Hello, Mr. Billings. I’m—”

“Annabelle St. John,” he finished. Word obviously
traveled fast. Moving forward, he extended a hand. “Call me Quinn.
Nice to meet you.”

“You, too. You have an amazing facility.”

He turned to survey the grounds. “We do. Thanks.”
And then back to her. “You interested in learning how to train
dogs?”

“No…yes.” She shook her head. “Not necessarily train
them, but I’d like to help however I can.” She tilted her head.
“You knew who I was, how much do you know about my background?”

“I know about your stepbrother and his dogfighting
activities if that’s what you mean. I was
called in to use my contacts to help track down the illegal
ring.”

That made sense. “It sickens me that he was
involved. I thought that if I helped here, it might atone for some
of his sins. Even out the Karma.”

“You don’t have any atoning to do, but we can always
use the assistance. The dogs are always happy to meet new playmates
when they’re off duty.”

She smiled. “I would love that. Thank you, Quinn.
I’m not sure about a schedule or when I can be here.”

“Not a problem. You’re welcome anytime. If you need
something and I’m not around, Morgana Irving is my second in
command. She can help you. The other trainers are Sabrina Bradford
and Justin Atwell. I saw you met Gabe. He’s a probationary agent
along with Riley Santos. They’re temps right
now until they pass the tests to become agents.”

“Quinn, guess what?”

They both turned to see a young boy hurtling up the
steps two at a time. He stopped suddenly when he spotted Annabelle.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were in a meeting.”

“We’re just chatting. Annabelle, this is Kai Costa,
superhero, future dog trainer and all-around
good kid.”

“Good? Try great!” He rolled his eyes and Annabelle
laughed. He was adorable. “Are you a new agent?”

“No, I’m utilizing the services, though.”

“Kellan’s working on her case,” Quinn told him.

His eyes lit up. “Kellan’s back? I have so much to
tell him,” he said enthusiastically.

“What did you want me to guess earlier?”

“Oh yeah.” Kai grinned. “Dad had to run to town, and
I went with him. We got gas for a dollar forty-nine.”

“Wow, that’s a great price,” Quinn agreed.

Kai sighed dramatically. “Yeah. Unfortunately, it
was at the Taco Hut.”

Annabelle and Quinn both burst out laughing. Kai
looked pleased with himself. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw
Gabe turn to look up at them with a frown.

“How long are you going to be here Annabelle?” Kai
asked.

“I’m not sure yet, a few weeks at the least.”

“Dope!” Then Kai cackled like the Wicked Witch and
rubbed his hands together. “I have a new audience.”

“Should I be scared?” she asked Quinn, only half
kidding.

“Most definitely,” he answered, and Kai smiled
broadly.

“Charlie’s stall isn’t going to clean itself,” he
reminded Kai.

“On it. Laters!”

#

Phase One of Kellan’s plan to acclimate Annabelle to
her new surroundings was complete and, he had to admit, a roaring
success. They’d certainly christened her office properly. Sex on
the desk. Damn, that was a risqué move and he was usually more of a
straight arrow kind of guy. He hadn’t even locked the door.

Thankfully the surrounding offices were currently
vacant, but he didn’t think he’d have been able to stop even if
they were occupied. Hell, he couldn’t have stopped if a bomb
detonated a foot away. When he kissed her, the rest of the world
disappeared. His entire focus narrowed down to Annabelle: her
taste, her scent, the sexy way she reacted to him.

He’d thought himself in love before. Had even
considered proposing to Tess, a woman he’d dated seriously for six
months. At first, she got off on his job as a cop. She loved the
authority that came with his badge and bragged to her friends to
behave or she’d have her boyfriend arrest them. After four months,
they moved in together, but soon, the dangers of the profession
took a toll on the relationship. When an officer from a different
shift had been shot, Tess gave him an ultimatum: her or the job.
When he refused to pick one over the other, she made the choice for
him. She packed up and moved out without a goodbye. She’d been
ridiculously easy to get over, so she’d done him a huge favor. To
use a cop analogy, he’d dodged a bullet by not marrying her.

The feelings that rolled around inside
of him when he was with Annabelle were foreign. He was
navigating uncharted territory, but he refused to put a label on
it. It wasn’t just her beauty that drew him to her like a moth to a
flame. He genuinely liked her. She was sweet and down to earth. The
fact that she was running for her life but took the time to find
the autographed jersey to send to Andre—which they’d done this
morning before heading to the airport in Burbank—showcased her
caring and generous nature. Lust was in the mix, as well. It was
too early to fall in love, but he could see that happening the more
time they spent together. Which brought him to Phase Two.

“Hey, BeBe.”

“Kellan!” She rolled over to him and he leaned down
to hug her. “Welcome home. You’ve been missed.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to stop by
sooner.”

“No worries. I’m glad you’re okay.” She shook a
finger at him. “Don’t be getting shot again.”

“I’ll try not to,” he said drolly. “I brought you
something.”

Her eyes lit with happiness. “A present? Gimme!”

He handed her a gift bag and watched with amusement
as she ripped at the wrapping he’d paid extra for like a kid at
Christmas. She lifted out the snow globe with a look of wonder.
This one featured the skyline of downtown LA inside the globe. The
base was surrounded by Los Angeles landmarks.

“It plays music,” she said in glee. She cranked the
knob and I Love LA by Randy Newman started playing. “I love
it. Thank you so much.” She reached up an arm to hug him. “I know
just the place for this.” She backed her wheelchair up and zipped
around to the glass display case that Luke and Logan had built for
this very purpose in her office. BeBe loved snow globes. All the
agents brought them back for her from their various trips when
possible. She placed his between the ones
Mason and Sawyer purchased. They’d shopped together so that they
didn’t duplicate designs.

“Thank you again, Kellan.”

“Thank you for taking care of the office for
Annabelle. You knocked that one out of the park.” How she had
arranged everything in a few short days was nothing short of
miraculous. That’s why they all teased her about being part witch.

“She liked it?”

He chuckled. “Are you kidding, she may move in there
instead of my place.”

BeBe looked pleased. “I’m glad.”

“The space is perfect.
Hopefully, she can get her graphic design
business off the ground.” Hint. Hint. If you wanted
something done, you went straight to BeBe.

“I have no doubt she will.”

#

Knock, knock.

“Come in.” Annabelle hadn’t had a chance to catch
her breath all day. If she didn’t know better, she’d think Kellan
set her office up inside Grand Central Station.

Kai Costa stuck his head inside the door. “Hi,
Annabelle.”

“Hi, Kai. Come on in.”

He opened the door wider. “I’m not alone. I brought
my squad.”

Annabelle smiled. “Your squad?”

“Yeah, you know, my crew, my posse, my homies.”

An adorable band of kids filed in and she smiled at
them, wishing she had some candy or something to give them, though
their parents probably wouldn’t appreciate the kids leaving her
office on a sugar high.

“Allow me to make introductions,” Kai said
formally.

She hid a smile. “By all means.”

“This is Tiffany and her twin Sean. They’re Luke and
Layla’s kids.”

“Technically, Layla is our sister, but she and Luke
adopted us so now she’s our mom,” Tiffany pointed out. Annabelle
remembered the story. It’d been major headlines when Layla Brooks
returned from the dead.

Kai moved down the line. “This is RJ. He’s Carter
and Maggie’s nephew. He’s living with them for a while.” Ethan had
told her about RJ’s mom—Carter’s sister—and her drug problems.
She’d undergone an intensive rehabilitation program and was on the
road to recovery. She was hoping to regain custody of her son
soon.

“This is my stepsister, Gracie. She idolizes me,”
Kai boasted. Gracie rolled her eyes but didn’t disagree. “This is
Zoe Duquesne, Harlow’s sister. She’s visiting for a couple of
days.” Zoe waved enthusiastically and she waved back.

“And last but certainly not least—”

A beautiful little girl with the bluest eyes and
long black ringlets climbed on Annabelle’s lap. “Hi. My name is
Belle, too.”

“It is?”

The girl nodded, raven curls dancing along her face.
“Uh huh. Well, Bella. Isabella. Sometimes they call me Izzy.” She
pointed at the group, her button nose wrinkling. “I don’t like it.
I’m not an Izzy.”

“Yes you are, Izzy,” Kai teased.

She pursed her pink bow lips. “Am not. I like it
when my Daddy calls me Bella. Do you like to be called Belle?”

She did when it was Kellan calling her by that
nickname. “I do.”

“As I was saying,” Kai continued, “That moppet is
Logan and Jade’s daughter, Isabella.”

“Hey, I’m not a moppet.” She turned to Annabelle.
“What’s a moppet?”

She smiled and took liberties with the definition.
“A moppet is a beautiful young girl.”

“Am I a moppet?” Gracie asked.

“More like a Muppet,” Kai joked and then ruffled her
hair. “I tease.”

“It’s nice to meet all of you. I’m glad you stopped
by.”

“We’re actually here on business,” Kai said.

She raised a brow. “Oh, you are?”

“Yeah, we want you to design avatars for us.”

#

Kellan headed to Annabelle’s office to escort her
back to their place. Their place. It sounded so…homey. He
scoffed at himself. Right. She hadn’t even spent the night there,
yet and already he was moving her in permanently. It was too early
for any declarations or commitments. Still, it didn’t stop him from
picturing them designing a house together on the plot of land he’d
purchased. Maybe he’d show her the plans he’d been looking at and
ask her opinions.

He rapped on her open door. “Hey Belle, you ready to
go?”

In lieu of an answer, she shot out of her chair and
launched herself at him. He caught her in the air and staggered
back a step, concentrating on not whimpering when she impacted both
his bruised chest and tender exit wound. When he felt wetness
against his neck, the pain was instantly forgotten. Every
protective instinct he possessed fired to alert. “Annabelle, babe,
what’s wrong?”

He felt her shake her head and cling tighter, not
able to speak. Concern quickly turned to fury. Did someone say or
do something to upset her? If so, he’d be having a little mano a
mano with the perp, whoever he or she was. Nobody got away with
making his woman cry. He closed the door with his foot and carried
her to the suede sofa, easing down with her in his lap. His fingers
glided down her soft hair. “Talk to me, honey. What’s wrong?”

She pulled back and sniffed, tears sparkling in her
crystal blue eyes. “Nothing’s wrong.”

He caught a tear with his thumb. “Then why are you
crying? You’re breaking my heart.”

“These are happy tears. I can’t believe you did all
this for me.”

“The office? It was nothing.” Especially since BeBe
did most of the work. He’d just given her ideas. Plus, the rooms
were sitting empty. The bosses had planned for expansion when they
drew up blueprints for the building. He had no doubt they would be
filled soon. It just made sense for Annabelle to use one while she
was here.

She reached behind him and grabbed a tissue from a
box on a side table. “Not just the office. The computer with the
programs I lost when Robbie destroyed my laptop.”

That had been all Peter’s doing. Kellan told him
what she needed, and Peter filled in the rest, insisting he knew
the kind of programs Annabelle would want to use. Apparently, he’d
been right.

“Not to mention the new phone that does practically
everything but wash and dry my clothes.”

That was all Tyler. The phones were like mini pocket
robots, doing just about anything you could think a phone capable
of, some things you didn’t expect and some that were just flat-out
freaky. Yet they were completely untraceable. Hell, the kid could
probably come up with a laundry app to wash and dry clothes if he
applied himself.

“Then I had a steady stream of people stopping by to
request that I either redesign their websites or create new
ones.”

Once again, BeBe deserved all the credit. He’d just
put a bug in her ear and she’d run with it. “Who stopped by?”

“First was BeBe Davis—I love her by the way. She
wanted me to create a website for her wheelchair basketball league.
She had all kinds of creative ideas and I was psyched to get
started but as soon as she left, your bosses dropped in with their
wives. Both Jade Bradley and Layla Colton want me to redesign their
personal websites. Can you believe that? An Academy Award-winning
actress and a Grammy winner. I mean, that’s the big leagues.”

“That’s awesome—”

She held up a hand to silence him. “They hadn’t even
left before Kendall Demarchis, Olivia Mylonas and Taylor Costa
showed up. I’m redoing the website for TKO Productions. Then Taylor
asked if I’d redesign her personal author website as well. Next
came Hillary Steele, wanting me to freshen up her husband Reed’s
web presence.”

Wow, he had no idea this many of his coworkers would
step up. Damn, he was getting chills.

“Next was Melody Colton, wanting a complete redesign
of her rather new Harmony! website.”

“I had no idea—”

“I’m not done,” she interrupted. “Kaitlyn Bradley
bopped in to ask if I’d design her a celebrity chef website.” He
opened his mouth to speak, but that hand came up to quiet him
again, so he snapped it closed. “Next were
Harlow and Cassidy. Harlow wants me to create a website to display
her artwork, while Cassidy wants me to design her web presence from
the ground up for her new dance academy. We’re talking logos and
brochures, everything. And finally, Kai Costa and his squad came in
wanting me to make them individual avatars.”

There was so much about that sentence that he didn’t
understand, starting with Kai having a squad—what was he, a
cheerleader?—and ending with avatars. But damn, his head was
spinning. “Honey, that’s great.” And would keep her busy for the
next millennium. Or two.

Her mouth quivered. “When I quit my job in Seattle,
I knew I wanted to open my own company someday. I hoped to entice a
few of my former clients to jump ship and take a chance with me.”
More quivering. “N-now I d-don’t have to do that. My clients will
include award-winning celebrities, a
best-selling author, reality television personalities, not to
mention successful companies. I-I’m completely…overwhelmed.” Then
she was crying again and hugging him tightly.

Damn. Overwhelmed? That didn’t sound good. “Are
these happy tears?”

“Y-yes. Definitely tears of happiness.”

His eyes closed in relief. Thank goodness. For a
second there, he feared he’d pushed too hard. He still wished she’d
stop. Tears, no matter the reason, made him uncomfortable. But
knowing he’d helped make her happy was worth the unease.

He never dreamed so many of his friends would
request her services. Though he’d love for Annabelle to work on the
company website, they had a department that took care of their
online presence. Besides, she’d have so much work to do, she
wouldn’t have time.

Suddenly, she sprung from his lap, her bony knee
making contact with an area not designed for sharp blows and his
eyes crossed. His whimper went unnoticed.

“Oh my gosh, Kellan, I have so much to do! I don’t
even have a name for my company.”

She started pacing, completely oblivious to the fact
that he was now the one crying. Not really, but he felt like it.
His poor manhood had been abused.

“I need to incorporate, probably an LLC, that’s a
Limited Liability Corporation, and I’ll need to design a logo.” She
threw up her arms. “Heck, I need my own website.”

He gingerly stood and tried to surreptitiously
adjust himself. He didn’t want anything upsetting her when she was
this excited. “Luke’s sister-in-law Rachel is a photographer. She
can probably take pictures you can use for designs.”

She blinked owl eyes at him, tears gathering again.
“You have to stop. I can’t take much more.”

Damn, he wanted to make her this happy every day for
the rest of their lives. Jolting from the random thought, he shook
his head. “You don’t have to do everything at once. Take your time,
get settled here first.”

“But I want to! Kellan, I’ve never met a more
wonderful group of people. I just got here and already they’ve made
me feel like one of them. They’re taking me shopping tomorrow and
then out to lunch.”

Screw it, he was done pretending. If it were up to
him, she’d be staying long after the will cleared, and she was free
to leave.


Chapter
Eighteen

Kellan opened the door to his
apartment and followed Annabelle inside. It was the first time she
was seeing where she’d be staying. After they arrived this morning,
he took her on a tour of the compound and then showed her to her
new workspace. Her day had been packed from
there. He’d finally managed to drag her away from her office when,
unbeknownst to him, his bosses had arranged a welcome party for
her, complete with tons of pizza and beer. Every agent not on
assignment and their families were present to greet her. He’d
watched her interact with his friends and it was as if she’d been a
part of their lives forever.

Several times during the evening, he’d hear her
laugh and turn to watch her. Mason Rossi and Sawyer Oldham, the two
men he’d spent the last few weeks with working side by side,
noticed. They’d sandwiched him and grilled him like a hamburger
patty, coercing him into admitting his feelings.

“That was fast,” Mason remarked. “You haven’t known
her long.”

“You knew Cassidy was the one when she almost plowed
you over on the sidewalk.”

Mason smiled unabashedly. “Yeah, I did.”

Sawyer was sniggering but stopped when Kellan turned
to him. “And you—the story I heard was something about Harlow in a
red bikini and you following her around like a puppy starved for
attention.”

Sawyer stood straighter. “Hey, I wasn’t following
her around. Her sister had been kidnapped, for hell’s sake. I was
doing my job.”

“I don’t hear you denying falling for her the moment
you met her.”

Sawyer slapped him on the back. “Got me there.”

Annabelle laughed and they all watched her smiling
at something Kai was saying to her. Judging from his animated arms,
it was quite a story.

“Is she out of danger?” Sawyer asked, all joking
aside.

“Not until her stepbrother is caught.” And they
didn’t know the intentions of the man called The Viper, either. He
could pull a Bixby and decide to use Annabelle to get back at
Robbie.

While she’d been filling her calendar with jobs,
he’d met with his bosses to figure out how to track the two men
down. They also conference-called their lawyers to put them on the
will situation in California, see if there were steps that could be
taken to speed the process along.

“This is nice,” Annabelle said, snapping him back to
the present.

“None of my doing,” he admitted. “It pretty much
came this way.” The apartments were contemporary with stylish
furnishings, fireplaces and balconies. He
noticed her checking out the open door of the bedroom. “Annabelle,
I wanted you to stay with me because I’m still on the job. I don’t
want to be too far away from you, even though you’re safe here
inside the compound. If you’d rather have an apartment to yourself,
that can be arranged. Otherwise, I’m fine sleeping on the
couch.”

Her brows puckered as she glanced at the oversized
sofa that would easily hold his six-four frame. “So, you’re saying
you sleep out here and I sleep in the bed?” He nodded. “What if I
don’t want you to sleep on the sofa?”

“I can make do on the floor.”

“How about you quit pretending to misunderstand me
and kiss me instead?”

His smile was wicked. “That, I can do.” Then she was
in his arms and he was kissing her.

#

Kellan slipped out of bed early and grabbed his
workout clothes. He’d have to be careful not to irritate the
stitches, but he was itching to get back to the gym.

Annabelle lifted her head and squinted, her hair an
adorable bird’s nest around her face. She wasn’t a delicate
sleeper. “Kellan?”

“Here, babe. I’m headed to the gym. Go back to
sleep.” He leaned down and kissed her soft lips. Though still
visible, the bruising around her eye had faded significantly.
Didn’t lessen his feelings of wanting to dig up Bixby’s rotting
corpse and kill him all over again.

She rolled to her back and latched her hands behind
his neck, tugging him down on top of her. The fact that she was
naked didn’t go unnoticed.

He groaned and fused his lips to hers. You’d think
after three times again last night, he’d be sated, but he felt the
opposite. He couldn’t get enough of her. He felt seventeen again.
He kissed a path across her uninjured cheek and licked the spot on
her neck that made her shiver.

“Umm,” she hummed, her fingers sifting through his
hair. “Will you take me with you?”

“I’d take you anywhere,” he murmured before
realizing she meant to work out. Hell, it didn’t matter. If she
asked him to take her to Mars, he’d call up that dude who built
that retro-looking rocket specifically for transporting people into
space and book a seat on the first flight.

If he didn’t stop kissing her, they’d never leave
the bed. He didn’t want her to be gossip fodder…not that his
coworkers would do that. Still, her absence would be noticed. His,
not so much since he was on injured reserve. Levering himself off
her, he looked down at her perfect body and all thoughts of doing
the right thing fled out the window. He was just about to leap on
her like a linebacker tackling a quarterback—only gentler—when she
shot out of bed and stiff-armed him out of the way.

“Just let me use the bathroom and I’ll be ready to
go.”

He dropped to the mattress with a sigh. It was his
fault, really. If he’d woken her with soft kisses and tender
caresses, they’d be having sex right now. But he’d wanted to let
her sleep after their nocturnal activities. Lesson learned for
tomorrow morning.

“Ready.”

He looked up to see she’d fastened her long blond
hair into a ponytail, and dressed in a perfectly acceptable outfit
of a royal blue workout tank and black shorts, but he had the
irrational urge to cover her with a baggy t-shirt. He didn’t want
anyone else to see the way the material hugged her perfect curves.
Call him a caveman, but there you had it. Some of the other women
wore much less. Kayla Hepburn’s typical attire was a sports bra and
spandex pants. And yes, he looked and appreciated, but he didn’t
want anyone looking or appreciating Annabelle but him.

“What’s wrong?” At her question, he realized he’d
been scowling. “Is this not okay to wear?”

“No. Yes. Hell.” He wiped a hand down his face and
stood. She looked so sweet and he hated that he’d put that look of
vulnerability on her face. He cupped her cheeks. “You look amazing,
Annabelle. You always look amazing.” He brushed a kiss across her
lips. “I just don’t want anyone else looking at you.”

He could tell that pleased her. “Right back at you.”
Then her hand strayed to the wound on his hip. “Are you sure you
should be working out yet? You still have stitches.”

“Babe, you’ve given me more of a workout the last
two nights than anything I could do at the gym and the stitches
held.”

She blushed prettily and he couldn’t help but kiss
her again. This was bad. This was so bad. He was falling for her.
Hell, if he was honest with himself, he’d admit that he already had
fallen.

#

The gym was buzzing with activity, even at the early
hour. He’d given Annabelle a quick tour yesterday, showing her the
plethora of choices including a wide variety of cardio equipment
and weight machines. If she preferred to walk or run, there was a
multi-level suspended track overhead that spanned the building. The
design was unique in that you could choose a flatter course or one with inclines that took you up another
level and back down several times for a more realistic outdoor
cardio experience. Whichever path you chose, there were both right
and left turns instead of the standard oval running track shape,
and it was wide enough that you could run side by side with a
partner and still have enough room for someone to pass.

There was a boxing ring, an obstacle course, and a climbing wall that rose all the
way to the lofty ceiling. There were rooms that were used for
martial arts and hand-to-hand combat training and for classes if
someone wanted to teach yoga or Pilates or step classes. Talia
Cohen’s yoga classes were extremely popular. The pool was
Olympic-sized and featured a diving well. The
facility was climate controlled with TV’s all around and music
playing, usually Dante Costa’s choice. If you wanted to listen to
something else, you could bring your iPod or use headphones
provided that were tuned to the televisions. Vending machines
placed around dispersed ice-cold bottles of water. It was trendy
and designer and better than any gym he’d ever used. Hell, at one
precinct, the workout room consisted of a concrete block cave that
sported mismatched sets of free weights, a universal machine with
several missing parts, and an ancient treadmill that only went two
speeds: turtle or fall-off-and-break-your-neck.

“I think I’ll go for a run on the track,” she
decided. She’d been in awe of the twisting overhead path as soon as
she walked in the building yesterday. Running was out for him, so
he chose a stationary bike. He’d give it a couple of days before he
started lifting again.

As he pedaled a slow warm-up, he followed her
progression around the course, pleased to note she’d chosen the
more difficult path. He lost sight of her when the track
disappeared behind the climbing wall.

“Hey, Kellan.”

He’d been so engrossed watching her, he didn’t
realize someone had claimed the bike beside him. He nodded to the
other man. “Hi, Gabe.”

Gabe followed his gaze. “I met Annabelle yesterday.
She stopped by the arena.”

As soon as Kellan told her about the canine training
facility, she’d wanted to volunteer her time with the dogs to
assuage her guilt over her stepbrother’s nefarious activities. He
enjoyed watching Quinn and the others train the dogs as well.

“She’s incredible,” Gabe continued. “How long have
you two been together?”

Kellan’s eyes narrowed at the other man, but Gabe
was too busy tracking Annabelle to notice. “A while,” was all he
said. Maybe he knew Annabelle had hired the company, maybe not. No
way would he correct his assumption that they were a couple…mostly
because it was true.

“You’re a lucky man.”

“Um,” was all he said. He didn’t like the way the
man watched Annabelle—was still watching her. He was just about to
tell him to keep his eyes to himself when Gabe swung off the
bike.

“I could use a spotter if you’re available. I need
to improve my numbers so I can pass Dante’s test. I’m ready to be a
full-fledged agent.”

It wasn’t wise for Gabe to ask him to spot, he might
accidentally on purpose drop the weights on
the other guy’s chest. It would almost be worth ripping a few
stitches, but sanity prevailed. “Sorry, I can’t.” He lifted his
shirt to expose the bandage over his exit wound and the bruising on
his chest. “I’m on the disabled list.”

Gabe winced in sympathy. “Looks like that hurt. No
prob. I’ll find someone else.” He wiped a towel across his face,
for what reason, Kellan had no idea. He hadn’t pedaled hard enough
to break a sweat.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Kellan’s foot slid off the pedal and he grabbed the
handlebars to hang on. “Sheesh, Amelia, you scared the hell out of
me.”

“Good. You disobeyed doctor’s orders.” She slapped
him on the back. “You weren’t approved for physical activity. Get
off and follow me. I want to check your injuries.”

Feeling duly chastised, he stopped the bike, mopped
his face with a towel since he had been pedaling hard enough
to work up a sweat and then wiped down the bike. He tossed the
towel in one of the bins placed around the gym and wondered what
Amelia would say if he told her that he’d engaged in far more strenuous activity the last couple of nights.
Deciding to keep his active sex life to himself, he entered the
rooms she used to diagnose and treat injuries and removed his
shirt. Amelia followed him inside and closed the door. She ripped
the bandage off his entry wound and her fingers probed the area.
“Those aren’t my stitches.” She turned him around, her eyes
narrowing at the deep purple bruise on his chest. “What the hell is
that?”

“My vest caught a bullet. No damage done.”

“I checked in with Ethan. Why didn’t he tell me
about it?”

“Probably because he’s sporting a matching
bruise.”

Her mouth tightened and she ripped off the other
bandage, none too gently. “I’m guessing you got out of bed well
before I told you could, were shot again and split open both sets
of stitches. This is Ethan’s work, no?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“You guys are going to be the death of me.” She
shook her head. “He did a pretty good job. It’s healing nicely.
They can come out in a couple of days.”

“The sooner the better. I need to start lifting
again.”

She glared at him. “Don’t push it.”

After she applied antiseptic cream on the wounds and
rebandaged them, he tugged his shirt back on. “Am I free to
go?”

“Yes, but don’t cross me again.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She followed him out the door and bellowed, “Ethan
Addison,” so loud, Kellan slapped a hand over his ear and
cringed.

Ethan dropped the loaded barbell he’d been ready to
push press overhead and spun around, a comical look of fear on his
face. Kellan’s laugh died in his throat. Annabelle was standing
with her legs braced, free weights in her hands. Gabe was standing
behind her—much too close—correcting her form. Kellan saw red. “Get
your needle and thread ready,” he muttered to the doctor, not sure
if the stitches she’d need to sew would be his or Kline’s. Someone
said something to him, he had no idea who or what. He was
laser-focused on his target, moving so fast people darted out of
his path like skiers avoiding an avalanche.

Annabelle glanced up and saw him. All the rage fled
at the pure happiness in her expression. “There you are. I was
worried when I couldn’t find you.”

He didn’t stop until his hands slid on either side
of her face and he kissed her, absorbing her surprised gasp. When
he managed to tear his mouth away, she blinked up at him. “What was
that for?”

“You look sexy all sweaty,” he said. When he looked
up, Kline was nowhere in sight.

Smart man.


Chapter
Nineteen

Over the next few weeks,
Annabelle settled into her new surroundings like a fish to water.
The morning after her arrival, several of the women including
agents, wives and/or girlfriends of agents and Dr. Amelia Howell,
took her on a shopping spree to end all shopping sprees. They
commandeered a bus for transportation that was normally used to
ferry the children to and from school. Melody Colton’s husband
Grant offered to chauffeur them around town.
He worked on his computer while they shopped. She was the proud
owner of a new wardrobe, including a swimsuit, workout clothes and
several pairs of shoes. Then they took her to a day spa they’d
rented for the afternoon and she was pampered with a
mani/pedi, facial (they used Melody’s
Harmony! line) and a deep tissue massage. They celebrated at
a Mexican restaurant with lots of chips and salsa and margaritas.
When she returned home happy and relaxed and just a wee bit tipsy,
she’d all but attacked Kellan and they made love all night. It was
the best day of her life.

She dove into getting her business operational. She
settled on the name St. John Designs and created a logo to go with
it. Then she prioritized her workload and took off running. She was
in her element, thriving. The only thing she loved more than going
into her office in the morning was returning to the apartment with
Kellan at night. His stitches had been removed and his injuries
healed, but he stayed on site and worked from his office since
technically, he was still working on a case—hers.

She spent at least an hour a day at the training
facility with the dogs. She’d become friends with Gabe and Riley,
the two who were still working to become agents, and even Morgana,
a tough nut to crack, had warmed up to her. Sabrina and Justin were
fun to be around, and Quinn was awesome, too. And she’d developed a special rapport with Echo, the sweet
Belgian Malinois she met on her first visit to the arena.

Another perk of living inside the compound was that
she was in the best shape of her life. She’d always taken care of
herself, but she could now do a dozen pull-ups without stopping—a
huge improvement from the zero she could do before. She kept
workout clothes in a locker at the gym so she could stop by any
time without having to return to the apartment. Dante Costa had set
up a workout program for her and she followed it religiously. She
discovered that she loved climbing the towering wall and Kai was
even teaching her parkour moves. Kellan and Kayla Hepburn had been
instructing her in self-defense techniques and her marks at the
shooting range improved every visit.

She wasn’t allowed to leave the facility without an
escort, usually Kellan. Robbie was still missing, as was Vespa.
They’d dropped off the face of the earth. The authorities in
California rounded up many of the people involved with the illegal
dogfighting ring and rescued several dogs,
some that had to be euthanized due to the injuries they suffered,
but Thompkins and his crew of three were still on the loose, which
meant The Viper was still out there, too.

Despite Robbie still being unaccounted for, she’d
never been happier. There was no longer any doubt she loved Kellan.
They hadn’t said the words, but she felt it from him, too.

Her phone rang and Gabe’s face appeared on her
screen. “Hey.”

“Hi, Annabelle. Are you busy?”

“Always.”

He chuckled. “Can you make time in an hour? I have
something to show you that you’ll want to see.”

“What is it?”

“If I tell you, it won’t be a surprise.”

She sighed dramatically. “Fine. I can make
time.”

“Awesome. I’ll see you then.”

She disconnected and set an alarm on her computer.
She tended to get so caught up in her work, hours would pass
without her realizing it. Kellan teased her about it, but she loved
what she did, so it didn’t seem like work. Clicking on a file, she
refocused on the website design for Cassidy’s dance academy, which
already had a waitlist for classes and the
building wasn’t even finished. People were signing up from all over
the Midwest for clinics and classes, her included. She’d always
loved to dance.

She’d taken Kellan’s advice and asked Rachel Colton
to be her official photographer and the woman had been ecstatic.
Her artistic eye was incredible. She took pictures of the various
stages of construction that Annabelle used for a video diary on the
progress of the academy.

A bell chimed, reminding her of her meeting with
Gabe. She saved her work, closed the file and grabbed the treats
she always took along for Echo. She loved all the dogs, but
Echo had become her favorite. When he wasn’t
hyper-focused on his training, he was a big, lovable goofball who
liked to climb in her lap, all seventy-two pounds of him.

Whenever she left her office in Seattle, she locked
the door, but she didn’t worry about that here. Not only was her
wing currently unoccupied, but everyone here was trustworthy.
Another big difference was her wardrobe. Gone were the professional
skirts, blazers and high heels, replaced with dressy yet casual
tops, pants and comfortable athletic shoes or
boots.

Her phone chimed a text as she was leaving the
building. It was Kellan letting her know he was thinking of her.
She smiled, her heart so full of love, it felt like bursting.
Thinking of you, too, she texted back.

Hopping in a golf cart, she drove to the training
facility to save time. Though she’d prefer to walk, she had no idea
what Gabe wanted to show her or how long it would take. She
shouldn’t be aggravated that he wouldn’t tell her what he wanted to
show her, but she had so much work to do and there were only so
many hours in a day.

She headed straight for the kennels when she entered
the building, hoping to find Echo lounging on his padded bed. He
was and he saw her before she saw him. He gave an excited yip and
then tail wagging, nudged her hand for a rub. She obliged and then
gave him the Quinn-approved treat.

“You spoil him.”

She turned to see Quinn walking towards her with a
leash in his hand and a smile.

“I can’t help it. He’s a sweetheart, aren’t you,
Echo?”

His tongue-hanging-out-of-the-side-of-his-mouth
doggy grin said it all.

“You’d make a great handler if you ever decide to
switch professions. I’m looking to hire at least three or four more
staff. We’re swamped with requests for dogs, thanks to the fabulous
and flashy new website.”

She smiled, pleased. She’d freshened up Quinn’s web
presence. Though housed inside the COBRA Securities compound, his
facility was a separate entity. They trained canines that were
placed nationwide. “If I didn’t love my job so much, I might
consider it.”

Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen to see
Gabe’s face. She hit the talk button, about to apologize even if
she wasn’t technically late since she was on site, but he cut her
off.

“Where the hell are you? You said you’d be
here.”

Taken aback by the tone of her friend, she didn’t
speak for a few seconds. “I am here, in the kennels.”

He exhaled audibly. “Annabelle, I’m sorry. I just
got off the phone with my dad and he wasn’t feeling well. He was
having chest pains that he assured me was indigestion. I tried to
talk him into going to the hospital to get it checked out, but he’s
stubborn as a mule. I took it out on you. I apologize.”

“None, necessary,” she assured him, understanding
now the reason for his distress. “I’m on my way.”

#

Tucker Nash loved his job working the entry gate for
COBRA Securities. His booth was actually a state-of-the-art office
with high definition monitors broadcasting feeds from cameras
covering every inch of the grounds, a television that he usually
kept tuned to CNN, a mini-fridge and microwave, air conditioning in
the summer and a heater in the winter. His chair was so
comfortable, he could sleep in it—and had. Pictures of his
beautiful wife and twin daughters sat on his desk and at the other
end of the space was a table where the girls liked to sit and draw
pictures when they visited.

Tucker wasn’t stupid—he knew his buddy Logan Bradley
and his partner Luke Colton created this position specifically for
him. A biometric scanner could easily do his job, and much cheaper.
But both men insisted he was needed, and he was deeply thankful.
Their encouragement had pulled him from a dark place. Without their
support, he wasn’t sure where he’d be today. It shamed him to admit
it’d probably be six feet under by his own hand, leaving his wife a
widow and his daughters without a father. He suffered from
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and sometimes had trouble dealing
with crowds. Working alone kept him sane. It also gave him time to
work on code for the computer security programs he helped Tyler
Redmond develop, like the latest one they’d almost perfected. Tyler
was an Einstein-level genius and the brains behind the programs.
Tucker’s specialty was finding bugs or loopholes that could render
the programs ineffective. They made a good team—and a hefty bonus
when Luke and Logan sold the programs to businesses.

Tucker was deep into the code, looking for any
weakness when a double beep sounded, alerting him that someone was
entering the outer gate using the electronic device attached to the
cars. He glanced at the screen and then back down at his computer
before his head snapped up again. His eyes narrowed. He knew every
single vehicle that entered the compound and he didn’t recognize
this one. He jumped to his titanium feet, having lost both legs in
the Hindu Kush serving in the military, the main cause of his PTSD.
Activating one of the cameras, he zoomed in for a better look and
froze. An SUV full of men decked out in all black with guns in full
view stopped to let three men out. In their hands, they held—“Son of a mother…RPG’s.” The
Russian-made rocket-propelled grenades would easily destroy any
target in their path.

He slammed his hand down on the red button he hoped
he’d never have to use. “Lockdown, lockdown. Initiate defense strategy. Incoming tangos. This is not a drill.
Repeat, this is not a drill.”

#

Wyatt Hollister stepped out of the hangar into the
sunlight and slid on his shades. The last time he flew the
Gulfstream, he’d felt an unfamiliar tug on the yoke. He’d learned
early on in his career in the Royal Australian Air Force to trust
his instincts. Even the smallest glitch could mean the difference
between a safe flight or a harrowing water
landing in the middle of the Hudson River. He’d shared his concerns
with Chet Rudd, the lead pilot. Chet took the plane up for a test
flight and concurred with Wyatt’s assessment that something wasn’t
quite right. Now the maintenance crew was going over the plane with
a fine-tooth comb under Chet’s direction. He had no doubt the issue
would be diagnosed and corrected in no time. They didn’t need him
sticking around, looking over their shoulders, so he decided to
head back and get in a workout.

The deep, reverberating thumping of helicopter
blades caught his attention and he glanced skyward. It couldn’t be
the COBRA Securities chopper. Though the office building sported a
landing pad on the roof, they kept the bird housed inside when it
wasn’t being used. He’d just passed it on his way outside.

This helicopter was flying low—too damn low. The
hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He squinted, trying to make
out any logo or insignia, hoping that maybe it was one of those
choppers that provided aerial inspection of power lines. Only…it
was headed directly towards the hangar. Something fell from
the bird before the pilot cut sharply away.
Suddenly Wyatt was lifted off his feet and hurtling through the air
as the world exploded.


Chapter Twenty

Annabelle left Quinn and Echo and
headed for the arena to meet Gabe. She spied him pacing back and
forth on the sidelines as Riley and Morgana ran drills with Charlie
and Delta. He looked up and spotted her, his body slumping with
relief.

“Annabelle.” He gripped her shoulders and pulled her
tight against his body. “Thank you for coming.”

When the hug morphed from comforting to
uncomfortable, she stepped back. “Are you okay?”

He blew out a breath. “I’ve been better. I wanted to
show you this new trick I taught Echo. I knew you’d enjoy it. But
the phone call has me rattled. My dad’s getting up there and we
have a long history of heart disease in my family. Both his father
and grandfather died of heart attacks.”

“I understand—”

Beeeeep. Beeeeep.

A shrill alarm blared through the building and red
lights attached to what looked like fire alarms flashed.

Lockdown, lockdown. Initiate defense strategy. Incoming tangos. This is
not a drill. Repeat, this is not a drill.

Annabelle glanced around in confusion. “What’s
happening?”

Gabe looked just as bewildered. “I have no
idea.”

Quinn sprinted into the arena with Echo on his
heels. “Gabe, Riley, get the dogs from the kennels and meet at my
office. Morgana, harness Charlie and follow me.” He grabbed
Annabelle’s hand and hustled her down the corridor.

She had to run to keep up. “What’s happening, Quinn?
What are tangos, besides a vibrant and playful Latin American
dance?”

Her attempt at a joke fell flat. “Military speak for
enemy. I don’t know what’s up, but I need to
get you safe.”

He stopped in front of a panel and punched numbers
on a keypad. The wall slid aside to reveal a hidden opening. “This
will take you to an underground bunker. I’m sending Gabe, Riley and
the dogs with you. Once the doors open, follow the hallway. It’ll
lead to the main chamber. Wait there with the others until you get
the all clear.”

Annabelle’s head spun, figuratively and then
literally as a blast shook the building and she fell to her knees.
Quinn urged her to the ground and covered her with his body. Echo
dropped beside her protectively. When the rattling stopped, Quinn
asked, “Are you okay?”

“I think so.”

He jumped up and helped her to her feet. She wanted
to hug Echo to thank him, but he was in full warrior mode and she
knew not to distract him. Gabe and Riley appeared with the other
dogs.

“What is this?” Gabe asked, indicating the
elevator.

“Get inside, both of you,” Quinn urged, ignoring the
question. “Tell them what I told you, Annabelle.” The door slid
shut and the elevator descended.

“What the hell? Open up.” Gabe slammed a hand
against the steel door. “Where are we going?”

“Calm down,” Riley snapped. “You’re upsetting the
dogs.”

He turned to her with a feral scowl and bared his
teeth. “You calm down. I don’t like enclosed spaces,” he
enunciated. “And we could be descending into the bowels of hell for
all I know.”

“It leads to an underground bunker,” Annabelle
jumped in, hoping to ease the tension between the two, currently
squaring off like pugilists before a title fight. “We’re supposed
to wait down here until we get the all clear.”

Gabe’s chest rose and fell rapidly and a line of
sweat broke out along his forehead. He really didn’t like tight
spaces, Annabelle thought. Then he forked a hand through his hair.
“Something’s happening. We should be up there.”

“We’re not agents yet,” Riley reminded him.

“Close enough,” he groused. “I did my stint in the
military so I’m pretty damn sure I can handle whatever’s going
on.”

“I did, too,” Riley reminded him.

Thankfully the door opened, and they stepped into a
well-lit hallway, the walls painted a crisp, bright white. The
floor was carpeted in durable rubber tiles. Her cell buzzed and she
stopped to check the screen. Kellan. Her shoulders slumped in
relief. He was okay. He wanted to know if
she’d made it to the bunker. She texted back that she had and told
him to be careful. What she really wanted was to have him here with
her. The underground lair might be secure, but inside his arms was
her safe place.

Gabe and Riley had continued walking, so she jogged
to catch up. The hallway opened to a huge open space where people
were already gathering from other corridors funneling into the
room. Amelia entered from one direction and BeBe wheeled in from
another.

She beelined for BeBe. “What’s happening?” she asked
the office manager, who looked as worried as Annabelle felt.

“I’m not sure, but I think we’re under attack.”

Breath lodged in her throat. Under attack? “Why
aren’t Kellan and the others down here yet?” She knew her voice was
frantic, but she couldn’t help it. That blast that knocked her to
her knees had to have been a bomb and it had been close.

Amelia squeezed her arm. “Hon, they don’t back down
from a fight. They run to it.”

#

Logan Bradley glanced at the other men gathered
around the boat-shaped conference table
constructed of cherry wood. His younger brother Dan sat to his
right, while his partner Luke Colton and Luke’s brother Grant were
on the opposite side. Resting on the table between them was a phone
that looked straight out of the Starship Enterprise. They were
wrapping up a teleconference negotiating the largest contract in
the history of their business. If all went as planned—and it was
pretty much a done deal—they’d need to add more agents to the staff
to handle the increased workload.

“Gentlemen, I believe we have an agreement,” Ross
Asher announced. “My lawyers will overnight the paperwork to you. I
look forward to doing business with you.”

They exchanged pleasantries with Asher and his team
and then Luke pushed a button to end the call. Silence reigned for
a solid ten seconds while they all processed what had transpired.
Then all at once, they let out a collective whoop, complete with
high-fives and back-slaps all around. They’d been working on the
contract for months. All the hard work and long nights just paid
off, big time.

“This calls for a celebration.” Dan reached under
the table and produced bottles of Dom Perignon in each hand. “What
do you say to some bubbly, my brothers?”

“I say, I’ll get the glasses.” Grant pushed back his
chair and stood, but before he could take a step, simultaneous
alarms beeped on their watches to coincide with ones ringing
through the building.

Lockdown, lockdown. Initiate defense strategy. Incoming tangos. This is
not a drill. Repeat, this is not a drill.

The earlier euphoria was instantly forgotten. Logan
slapped a button to activate the intercom. “Tucker? What the hell’s
going on?”

“We’re under attack! An SUV’s breached the
perimeter. Three men got out with RPG’s—” His words were cut off by
a loud boom that shook the building. “Oh hell, the airport hangar’s
been bombed.”

“War room, now.” The others dashed to their offices
for their weapons and comm devices. Logan whipped open a drawer to
grab his Sig Sauer and inserted his comm in his ear. Snatching his
bulletproof vest off a hook, he slid it on as he rushed outside.
His secretary Karen stood pensively beside her desk. He instructed
her to make sure the support staff descended to the underground
bunker as soon as possible, her included. She nodded and picked up
her phone to issue the orders.

“Where’s Grant?” Logan asked when they met at the
stairs, bypassing the elevators.

“He and Sawyer are heading to the airport to check
it out,” Luke told him as they sprinted down the steps.

They’d run through worst-case drills in case
something like this happened, so everyone was familiar with the
protocol. Any agent in the building should be on their way to the
war room. The others were to check in with the comms and await
instructions.

Logan was terrified for Jade, Isabella, Christopher
and Isabella’s poodle Fiji. The alert system was set up to ring to
the houses, so they should be on their way to the safe room. All
the homes had them built into the plans. Still, he’d fired off a
text asking Jade to contact him. His heart wouldn’t start beating
again until he knew his family was secure. When his phone beeped a
text from his wife letting him know they were okay, he was able to
breathe again.

Several agents were already gathered in the room
when they arrived. Peter Dennis rushed inside and aimed a remote at
the largest screen. A picture of the lake outside appeared. “Two
people in scuba gear are climbing out of the water now.”

Dan dove for the chair in front of a control panel,
his hand hovering over a switch awaiting instructions.

“Section fourteen,” Peter told him.

Dan keyed in the number and flipped the lever. As
soon as the intruders tried to breach that section of the fence,
ten thousand volts would shock their system and stop their
hearts.

“Land, air and sea,” Luke noted.

“Damn,” Logan muttered. “This is a sophisticated,
coordinated attack.”

#

Dante Costa was spotting Dorian Demarchis at the
bench press when an alarm sounded and a red light flashed
throughout the training facility. Then an announcement stated that
this was not a drill.

He dashed for the intercom as Dorian sprang to his
feet. Noah and Ethan Addison were right behind him, as were Kellan,
Kayla, Hillary and Alex Mylonas.

“All agents gather up front. Grab comms and a vest,” he announced through the facility.
Comm devices were located on charging stations around the gym and
the supply room near the entry held an array of Kevlar and weapons.
“The rest of you, proceed to the bunker immediately.”

“I’ll make sure everyone gets down there,” Amelia
offered. “Be careful.”

He fit his comm in his ear and checked in. “What’s
happening?”

“We’re under attack,” Logan told him. “Three men are
unaccounted for in the woods by the front gate, heavily armed with
RPG’s. Gear up. I need you to take the lead to neutralize them. Use
the tranquilizer darts if possible so we can find out who sent
them, but you have the authorization to use any means necessary to
stop them. Quinn has two of the dogs ready to hunt.”

“Roger that.”

#

Wyatt came around to discover his ears ringing and
every muscle in his body aching. He was disoriented, trying to
recall what he’d been doing before he was tossed at least thirty
feet through the air like a boomerang to land in a heap on the
unforgiving blacktop. He was lucky he hadn’t split open his skull.
He couldn’t tell if any bones were broken, but it felt like his
skin had been peeled off by a cheese slicer. It all came rushing
back to him when the acrid scent of smoke burned his nose. The
rogue helicopter. It’d bombed the hangar. An overwhelming sense of
grief washed over him. The entire maintenance crew had been inside
at his request: Manny, Laurie, Beau, Carrie and Jamal, not to mention Chet Rudd. It’d been their day
off, but he’d called them in and now they were dead. Not just
dead—incinerated.

Movement out of the corner of his eye had him
blinking to focus. The chopper was circling back. Horror struck
when his blurry gaze landed on the tank holding hundreds of gallons
of jet fuel. If they bombed it, it’d wipe half the city off the
map.

His whole body throbbed, but he ignored the pain and
scrabbled the last few feet to his SUV. Thankfully, he’d landed
close to the vehicle when he’d catapulted through the air. He
ripped open the door and withdrew his sniper rifle. Falling to his
stomach, he braced his arms against the ground and sighted the
pilot. He had a slight case of double-vision, but he’d faced worse.
Taking a deep breath to calm his heartbeat, he squeezed the
trigger, nailing the pilot between his goggle-covered eyes. The
man’s head whipped back with the impact and then he slumped over
the controls. The passenger shook him, frantically trying to
dislodge him as the chopper wobbled out of control. Then the
copilot jerked his wide-eyed gaze to where Wyatt was waiting calmly
to end his life. “Rot in hell, you son of a bitch.” Applying
pressure to the trigger, he put a slug through the man’s frontal
lobe. The chopper lurched and sputtered, going in a hard circle
before plunging nose-first to the ground in a giant fireball. Wyatt
rolled to his back, placed the rifle across his chest, closed his
eyes and his last thought before he gave into the darkness was,
what if they’d bombed the gas tank first?

#

Tucker followed the progression of the trespassing
SUV after it unloaded the three men with rocket launchers. His
timing needed to be precise and he was pleased to note that his
hand wasn’t even shaking—that is, until a loud boom sounded and the
ground rattled, sending him tumbling to the ground. Gripping the
counter, he pulled himself upright and focused on the monitor. He
finished briefing his bosses and then tuned out the chatter. When
an alert flashed on his computer, he hit a button. One minute the
SUV was speeding along the road, the next it was gone from the
screen, having dropped a jarring ten feet into a giant hole. The
steel panels in the road slid shut, trapping the SUV. The two
tangos were well and truly entombed inside an impenetrable box,
unable to open their doors or use their cell phones. The only light
would be illuminating a sign on the wall in front of them that
said: You picked the wrong people to mess with,
assholes.

Once the bosses were ready to question them, the
chamber would fill with knockout gas, strong enough to penetrate
closed windows. Cameras allowed them to observe the occupants,
making sure they were unconscious. Then the floor would ascend via
a hydraulic lift to bring the vehicle to the surface where the
perps would be cuffed, questioned and turned over to the
authorities. Eventually.

The hole-in-the-road trick was a Tyler brainchild.
Once they were safe from this current threat, he’d need to work on
coming up with other clandestine forms of security. There were
three men on the loose with enough ammo to blow the compound
apart.

“Two tangos in the SUV neutralized,” he said into
the comm.

“Good work, Tucker,” Logan praised.

He didn’t have time to bask in the compliment. His
eyes snapped to a monitor showing one of the men rushing towards
him before stopping and placing the rocket launcher on his
shoulder. Tucker grabbed his rifle as a bright light flashed. He
barely managed to dive out the door before the rocket impacted the
booth, igniting it into a gigantic ball of fire.

#

Quinn raced out the door with Echo, Morgana
and Charlie on his heels. He was down two
agents with Justin and Sabrina making a trip to Boston to deliver
Bravo to his new handlers. It was always tough to see a dog leave
once they were trained, but that was nature of the business.

There’d already been one explosion, but that had
been at a distance. The hangar, he learned through the comms.
Another detonation hit much closer and he whipped his head to see
Tucker Nash’s booth splinter apart. Damn, he hoped Tucker was okay.
Luke was calling for Tucker to check in, but so far, radio silence.
He indicated for Morgana to head that direction. Then the
high-pitched wheeze of a launched missile whizzed by, blowing up a
structure across the compound. Quinn’s heart skipped a beat to
realize it was the building that housed the daycare center and the
computer lab. The children studied there after school. Parents of
several agents took turns watching the kids. He prayed everyone
inside had made it to the bunker.

Unclipping Echo from his leash, he gave the command
to hunt and the dog shot off like a fired bullet in the direction
from where the latest rocket had been launched. The dogs weren’t
fully trained yet, but he was confident they’d get the job done. He
glanced over just as Morgana unclipped Charlie and the dog mirrored
Echo, racing for the other bomber.

Echo let out two sharp barks, indicating he’d
located his target. Quinn raced after him and heard a man’s harsh
curse just before a single gunshot sounded.

#

With Sawyer riding shotgun, Grant sped along the
road leading to the airstrip. They’d listened through the comms as
two more explosions rocked the compound. As they neared the hangar,
the heavy scent of smoke filled the air and colored the sky
black.

“Dammit, Wyatt isn’t picking up.” Sawyer slammed his
fist against the dash. They knew Wyatt had concerns about the jet
and had called in the maintenance crew to check it out. Sawyer had
been trying to reach their coworker since the bombing to no
avail.

Grant skidded to stop where two fires burned hot.
One was confined to a small area and judging from the blackened
skeleton, had once been a helicopter. The other was much larger,
where the hangar used to stand. Two more blackened hulls were
visible, one that used to be the Gulfstream, the other the company
helicopter.

“Over there.”

Grant followed Sawyer’s command to see Wyatt
Hollister’s SUV parked dangerously close to the flames. He headed
in that direction and parked several feet away.

“Where the hell is the fire department?” Sawyer
muttered.

Grant knew they were on the way, but it was too late
to save the building—or anyone who’d been inside. He swallowed
hard. He’d lost teammates in battle, including three close friends
from his last assignment. But this wasn’t war.

The heat from the fire crashed into him when he
opened the door and tiny bits of ash rained down. With the roar of
the flames and the utter destruction, it felt very much like the
apocalypse. As his gaze took in the devastation, he spotted a
foot…thankfully still attached to a body. “Sawyer, over here!”
Grant raced forward and dropped to his knees beside an unconscious
Wyatt, a rifle slung across his chest. Grant pressed two fingers to
his carotid artery to check for a pulse, letting out a sigh of
relief at the slow but steady beat. He nodded at Sawyer, who
emitted his own relieved exhale.

Sawyer eased the gun from Wyatt’s hands as Grant
performed a quick body check for broken bones, finding none that
were obvious. “Hey, Holly, can you hear me?”

His question was met with a low moan.

“Come-on, big guy, quit laying
down on the job.” No response to Sawyer’s quip.

This close to the fire, the heat was intense. Wyatt
needed medical attention, but they couldn’t return to the compound
until they’d been given the all-clear. He let the bosses know Wyatt
was alive but injured, the status of Chet Rudd and the maintenance
crew unknown at this time, though they all knew.

“We need to move him away from the heat,” Grant
said. The fire was growing so hot it hurt to breathe. “Let’s load
him in the back of my SUV. You can drive his back.”

He lowered the middle seat to give them enough room
to haul in Wyatt’s large frame, then he slid his hands under his
shoulders while Sawyer grabbed his feet. Wyatt groaned again when
they lifted him but didn’t wake up as they carefully slid him
inside.

“He took out the chopper,” Sawyer surmised as he
closed the hatch.

Grant turned to judge the distance from the huge
metal container to where the small fire still burned hot.
Dangerously close. He nodded slowly “They were probably coming back
for the fuel tank.”

Sawyer swallowed hard. “Damn.”

#

Standing under the spray of the shower, Kellan
rolled his neck on his shoulders, letting the hot water pound his
sore muscles. His workout had been particularly grueling today,
ending with a race to the top of the climbing wall against Alex
Mylonas. It’d been a photo finish, with both men declaring
themselves the winner.

Turning off the taps, he reached for a towel to dry
off and then dressed. Dante scheduled war games for all available
agents later today. The games would be a test Riley and Gabe needed
to pass in order to be one step closer to becoming an agent. A
glance at his watch told him he had enough time before they started
to get some practice in at the firing range.

He tossed his used towels in the bin and stepped out
of the locker room when an alarm sounded. For a second, he thought
it was something Dante added to the games, but the message
announced it wasn’t a drill. His blood turned to ice. His first
thought was Annabelle. He wanted to race to her office, but there
were plenty of people who’d make sure she got to the underground
bunker. Still, he fired off a quick text to check on her. Her
response was instantaneous, and he was relieved to know she was
safe. He’d be able to concentrate on taking down the people who’d
infiltrated the compound.

He sprinted to the supply room to gear up and
followed Dante outside. It looked like a battle zone with the guard
booth in flames and another building across the way burning as
well. Dante sent Dorian, Hillary and Alex in one direction, Noah,
Kayla and Ethan in the other and the two of them stealthily made
their way towards the offices. They were almost to the building
when Dante turned, yelled, “Get down,” and tackled him. They hit
the ground and covered their heads as a rocket whizzed by and
slammed into the building. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted
the flash from where the shooter took aim.

“I’ve got him.” Scrambling to his feet, he rushed
for the attacker with Dante on his heels. A dog barked sharply and
then someone emitted a high-pitched scream. Quinn’s dogs were on
the job. The man he was tracking was reloading a missile when his
head jerked up at their approach. He dropped the launcher and
reached for a gun but both he and Dante were quicker. His
fast-acting dart nailed the man in the thigh, Dante’s was a much
harder neck-shot. The man dropped like a felled tree.

“Status update,” Luke ordered through the comm. “Any
injuries?”

“One RPG tango down,” Dante informed the others.

“Make that two,” Noah said. “Echo nailed his prey,
but he was shot in the process. We need to get him to a vet,
ASAP.”

“Three,” Alex added. “Charlie got his, too. He’s
secured. We’re headed to the day-care center.”

“We’re right behind you,” Noah said. “Morgana’s with
Tucker. He’s shaken but unhurt.”

“We’ve got a downed chopper and an out of control
fire at the hangar,” Grant said. “Wyatt’s alive but injured. Status
of the rest of the maintenance crew unknown at this time.”

“The two approaching from the water are DOA,” Luke
informed them. “The monitors show that we’re clear for now. Ben’s
on the way to gather the tangos and bring them in for
questioning.”

“Talia and Hunter are on their way to take Echo to
the vet. Keep your comms on and stay vigilant,” Logan
instructed.

Kellan zip-tied the man’s hands behind his back and
then secured his feet. Dante ripped off the black balaclava covering half his face. “Look familiar?”

“No.”

Ben Colton rolled to a stop beside them in a Gator.
They lifted the man and dumped him in the back before he motored
off to gather the other captives. Dante and Kellan raced for the
offices where the missile tore a gaping hole in the side of the
building. The sprinklers had activated to help with the flames.
Kellan stepped over a flood of water and cursed. The missile had
taken out BeBe’s aquarium.

“Some of the fish are still alive,” Dante said.
“Grab something we can put them in.”

Fighting through the smoke, they found several
buckets in a supply closet to gather water and scoop the fish
inside. Ethan appeared and helped them save as many as possible and
carry them outside.

Sirens sounded and soon emergency personnel
converged on the compound.

“Fire department is on site,” Logan announced.
“Active threat has been neutralized, repeat, active threat has been neutralized.”


Chapter
Twenty-One

The underground bunker wasn’t a
bad place to wait, but the suspense was eating a hole in
Annabelle’s stomach. She had no idea where Kellan was or what was
going on. After his initial text, she hadn’t heard from him again,
not that she expected to since he was obviously occupied. If anyone
knew what was transpiring topside, they weren’t telling her. She
tried to stick close to BeBe, figuring that she’d be the first to
know, but BeBe looked worried, too.

At least six separate hallways fed into the main
room. There were comfortable couches and chairs spread around the
space, as well as padded beds for the dogs to bunk down.
Bookshelves held games and books and several tables were available
to work puzzles or play cards. There were even vintage arcade games
against one wall. A variety of food and drinks could be found in
the kitchenette and television screens hung on the walls. There
were smaller TV’s where you could binge watch your favorite Netflix
shows, if so inclined. It was like a fancy clubhouse.

Right after they arrived, she worried when she
didn’t see Jade or Taylor or any of the families, but BeBe told her
that all the houses had safe rooms and everyone on site had checked
in already. She was glad to know they were all safe.

Amelia had been unable to sit still. After hearing
the explosions, she wanted to be on the scene, helping anyone who
might need medical attention, but she was ordered to stay put until
further notice, much to her consternation.

Gabe had been pacing around like a caged animal,
too. Annabelle wasn’t sure if he was upset that he wasn’t included
in whatever was happening, or if he was worried about his father.
Probably both. At one time, he’d taken off down a corridor, but
she’d followed. She didn’t want him to be alone. He hadn’t heard
from his father and she was afraid he’d try to go to him. It wasn’t
safe for him to leave so she coaxed him back to the main room.

BeBe’s phone rang and Annabelle swung her gaze to
the other woman, who had a look of relief on her face. “She’s
here,” BeBe said into the phone and glanced in her direction. Were
they talking about her? Had something happened to Kellan? “I’ll
send her up.”

Annabelle jumped to her feet, ready to run to
Kellan’s side but BeBe waved her off. “Amelia, they need you
topside. The immediate threat is over but the rest of us have been
ordered to stay here until further notice.”

Annabelle plopped back down to the couch, watching
as Amelia sprinted down the hallway that led to the offices.

Another phone rang, this time Gabe’s. His brows
narrowed as he read the screen. He stepped away to answer. As she
watched him, his face reddened and the hand not holding the phone
clenched into a fist. He looked troubled as he hung up.

She stood and walked over to her friend. “Is
everything okay?”

He jumped at her voice. “Oh, uh, yes. I mean no. My
uh, my father had a heart attack. It’s serious. They had to rush
him to the emergency room.”

She clutched his arm. “Oh, Gabe, I’m so sorry.”

He looked around as if he didn’t know where he was.
“I need to get to the hospital.”

“He’s here in town?”

“Yes.” His troubled gaze met hers, then tears filled
his eyes. “I hate to ask this, but will you go with me? I’m
scared.”

BeBe said the initial threat was over, so it should
be safe to leave for a legitimate emergency. Besides, it would be
better than sitting around, worrying herself sick over Kellan.
“I’ll go with you.”

Gabe closed his eyes and swallowed heavily. “Thank
you, Annabelle. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. I don’t
think I’m able to drive.”

“What about the dogs?”

“Riley will take care of them.”

She turned to tell BeBe where they were going, but
she didn’t see the other woman. She thought about calling Kellan,
but he was otherwise engaged. She didn’t want to be the reason he
was distracted for even a moment.

She started down the hallway that led to the
training facility, but Gabe stopped her and motioned to the one
that led to the apartments. “My truck is this way.”

The corridor ended at an elevator. “Where will this
take us?”

“I have no idea,” Gabe admitted. “No one ever told
me about the bunkers.”

“Really?”

He shook his head. “This was the first I’d heard
about them.”

She hadn’t known about them either, but then, she
hadn’t been here as long as Gabe, nor was she a permanent resident.
The ride up the elevator was quick and when the door slid open,
they were in a small alcove that ended up being beside the
stairwell in the apartment building. She’d noticed the door but had
no idea where it led. Now she knew.

She smelled the smoke before she stepped outside.
The entire area was blanketed with dark gray clouds. Instead of
heading to the parking lot, she rounded the apartments and jolted
to a stop, staring in horror at the devastation around her. The
fire department was shooting a thick arc of water into the office
building through a gaping hole. Had anyone been hurt?

“Annabelle, I need to go.”

She forced herself to look away. Gabe needed her.
She’d drop him off to be with his father and then head back to see
if there was anything she could do. She turned and followed her
friend to his vehicle.

“Do you mind driving? I don’t think I’m in any
condition.”

“Of course.” She took Gabe’s keys and unlocked the
door. She drove slowly by the office, gasping when she realized
BeBe’s brand new aquarium had been destroyed. More fire engines
were parked further down the compound shooting water over another
structure. She wasn’t sure, but she thought it might be the
day-care center. She prayed everyone had gotten out. The booth that
usually housed Tucker Nash was reduced to a pile of smoldering
rubble.

“What the hell happened?” she murmured.

“It looks like Armageddon,” Gabe agreed.

A police car with flashing lights blocked the exit,
but there wasn’t a cop in sight.

“Go around it,” Gabe instructed her. “You won’t
damage the truck.”

She drove off the pavement and into the grass to
avoid the cruiser. Once she was clear, she returned to the road but
jumped when Gabe banged his hand against his cell.

“Dammit, my battery’s dead. Can I borrow yours?”

“Sure.” Annabelle dug in her pocket and handed it to
him.

“Thanks.” Gabe took it from her, pushed the button
to lower the window and tossed both phones outside.

She slammed on the brakes. “Hey, what did you do
that for?”

“Drive, Annabelle. Now.”

“But my phone—” The words died in her throat when
she spotted the gun in Gabe’s hand.

“Gabe, what are you doing?”

He ignored her question. “I said drive, bitch.”

She faced forward and pressed the accelerator. The
automatic gate stood open, probably for the emergency vehicles that
were still arriving.

“Turn right.”

“But the hospital is to the left.”

“Turn right, Annabelle.”

“Gabe, don’t—”

“I said turn right! And keep your damn mouth shut.
Do what I say or face the consequences.” The sound of a hammer
being cocked echoed in the confined space.


Chapter
Twenty-Two

The war room was packed with
COBRA Security agents as well as members of the Bloomington Police
Department. Several people were sitting around the large table,
others in folding chairs or leaning against the wall, as Kellan was
doing. They’d lost six people today, including their head pilot,
Chet Rudd. The entire maintenance crew had been inside the hangar
when the bomb dropped, killing all five personnel. Three agents had
been injured: Tucker Nash with various cuts, burns and abrasions; Wyatt Hollister, who was currently
undergoing treatment from Dr. Amelia Howell, condition unknown; and
Echo. Talia and Hunter McGrath had raced him to the vet for
emergency surgery. No news on him yet, either.

The coordinated three-pronged assault had been timed
to attack simultaneously. Four of the tangos had been killed, two
in the helicopter and two when they attempted to scale the
electronic fence. Two more were suffering from dog bites that would
be treated. Probably. Three others were still unconscious. They’d
run the plates on the SUV, but it’d been reported stolen yesterday
from a nearby town and was a dead end—except for the tag attached
to the windshield with a piece of clear duct tape.

The door opened to Quinn Billings, who escorted
Riley Santos inside. Her worried gaze bounced around the room. “You
wanted to see me?”

Luke wasted no time getting to the point. “Your
electronic pass was used by the perps to gain access to the
compound today.”

She took an involuntary step back, a hand covering
her heart. “What?” She shook her head. “That’s not possible?”

Peter Dennis aimed a remote at a monitor. A
magnified image of the stolen SUV’s windshield appeared. “We
recovered the device from the vehicle.” He punched a button and the
screen split to show a copy of a file with the same pass and
Riley’s name and signature. Then both images disappeared to be
replaced with one of Riley’s tag-less car.

“I have no idea how they got it. I didn’t do it, I
swear.”

“It’s the same number,” Logan pointed out.

“I haven’t driven my car in weeks.” She sent a
beseeching look at Quinn. “I’ve been training hard to pass the
tests. Between working out, practicing firearms, hand-to-hand
combat and training the canines, I haven’t had time. I barely have
the energy to fall into bed at night.” She glanced nervously around
the room, her eyes landing on her friend. “You can ask Morgana. Our
apartments are next door to each other.”

Morgana walked forward. “She’s telling the truth.
The only time she’s left the compound lately, I’ve been with her
and we used a company vehicle.”

“She has been training intently,” Dante agreed.

“And I believe her,” Quinn stated firmly.

“Me, too,” Morgana concurred. “I’ve gotten to know
her well during our time here. There’s no way she would do
something like this.”

Tyler Redmond piped up. “I have photos of the five
men who were captured, along with the two who are deceased. I don’t
have headshots of the duo from the helicopter, well, you know, for
obvious reasons.” Seven faces popped up on the screen. “I’m running
prints now.”

“Do you recognize any of these men?” Luke asked
Riley. “Could they have accessed your vehicle?”

Kellan pushed away from the wall, his gaze locked on
one of the photos. No, it couldn’t be. “I know him,” both he and
Ethan said at the same time.

Logan’s gaze was sharp. “Which one?”

“Number three,” he said

“How do you know him?”

Kellan would’ve answered but blood roared through
his ears like a runaway locomotive.

“We ran into him in California. His name’s
Thompkins,” Ethan informed them.

“That’s Thompkins?” Luke asked. “We should get a
hit—”

“I got a hit and yep, Thompkins,” Tyler cut in. “And
get this—he used to be a cop.”

A bad feeling washed over Kellan. The staged
attacks, the bombings…was all this an attempt to grab Annabelle?
Had they decided to make her pay for her stepbrother’s crimes since
he’d disappeared off the face of the earth? Thank God she was safe
in the bunker. Kellan headed for the door, Ethan on his heels.

“Where are you two going?” Logan called out.

“To talk to Thompkins.”

“He’s still out,” Peter said.

“I’ll wake him up,” Kellan promised.

It turned out he didn’t need to. Thompkins was
slowly coming around when Kellan burst into the room where he was
being held. Ethan was right behind him, followed by Luke, Logan,
Dante and Dan.

“Let us take the lead,” Logan said. “You two stand
out of sight for the time being.”

Kellan wanted to argue, but he trusted his bosses.
He and Ethan moved behind Thompkins, who was lying on his side on
the concrete floor, his hands and feet bound. The other four men
stood in front of him with their arms crossed. A very formidable
wall.

Groggily, Thompkins lifted his head and when he
realized he was restrained, he jerked against his bonds.

“Won’t do any good,” Logan drawled.

Thompkins grunted when Luke and Dante picked the man
up by his bound arms and dropped him into a chair, none too
gingerly.

“This will go easier on you if you answer the
questions,” Luke instructed.

Thompkins was belligerent. “Go to hell.”

“You’ve got quite an attitude for someone in a whole
world of hurt,” Dan taunted. “Four of your comrades are dead, dude.
Not one, not two, not three. Four. That’s half your team. The rest
of you are in some serious do-do.”

Thompkins narrowed his eyes and glared.

Dante flicked a raised-brow glance at Dan. “Do-do?
Really? What are you, twelve?”

Dan grinned self-deprecatingly. “Kait’s bitching at
me to quit using so many bad words.” No one pointed out that bitch
wasn’t exactly flattering. Then he faced Thompkins again. “Unless
you start answering questions, you, my compadre, will conveniently
disappear off the face of the earth.”

“You won’t kill me,” Thompkins asserted.

Dante moved close until he invaded the man’s
personal space, his massive arms crossed over his chest. “Try me.”
The words uttered lowly and lethally made Thompkins jerk back.

Luke indicated Dante and Logan. “These two were Navy
SEALs. They know how to kill you about four hundred different
ways.”

“All painful,” Logan added helpfully. “Start
talking, Thompkins.”

“How do you know my name?”

“From us.” Kellan and Ethan moved into view. He
didn’t look surprised to see them.

Kellan grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him
upright. “You lied to me. You said you wouldn’t go after
Annabelle.”

Thompkins ground his teeth. “I didn’t lie. It wasn’t
my decision.”

“Are you saying the mysterious Viper ordered you to
what, grab her?”

Reluctantly, Thompkins nodded.

“You failed,” Dante pointed out.

“No shit, Sherlock,” Thompkins spat.

“Let me guess,” Ethan said, “You still don’t know
who this Viper person is?”

Thompkins shook his head. “Not a clue.”

#

Annabelle wished she’d been able to get a message to
Kellan. By the time he realized she was gone, she might be dead.
She’d never get the chance to tell him that she loved him. Why
hadn’t she said the words the last few weeks? She certainly felt
them, had from the moment they met.

There was still time. She wasn’t dead yet. “Why are
you doing this, Gabe? I thought we were friends.”

“We are,” he insisted. “This is a business
transaction. Nothing personal.”

Annabelle scoffed. “How can it not be personal? I
trusted you and you betrayed me.”

“I haven’t betrayed you. Look, Annabelle, they
offered me a shit-ton of money. I couldn’t pass it up.”

“So our friendship has a price. Good to know.”

“If you’d dated me instead of that meathead Polizzi,
things might’ve worked out differently.”

She turned to gape at him. “You sold me out me
because I chose Kellan over you?”

He shrugged. “Just saying.”

She faced forward, fuming. She’d been nice to him,
had counted him as a friend. A true friend would never forsake
another for money. “You’ve totally screwed yourself, you know.”

“I’ll be filthy rich. I don’t need to screw myself.
I’ll be screwing anything with two legs and ginormous knockers.
Chicks dig rich guys.”

She felt like gagging. He was disgusting. It’d be
worth it to watch his downfall. “You burned your bridges with COBRA
Securities, so you can never go back. You’ve been there a
couple of months, right?” She didn’t wait for
his acknowledgment. “You know how good they
are. There’s no place in the world you can hide. They will find
you.” Of that, she had absolutely no doubt.

For the first time, his cocky façade started to
crack and he shifted nervously on the seat. “They won’t come after
me.”

“You’re right.”

He jerked his gaze to her and he nodded vigorously.
“Yeah, I mean, come on, why would they?”

“They won’t have to come after you because my
stepbrother will kill you.”

“Your stepbrother,” he scoffed. “Please. He’ll have
to find me first.”

“You do realize he’s the one who hired you,
right?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know who writes the checks—or
in this case, sends the wire transfer—nor do I care.”

“Let me ask you this, genius. Have you been paid
yet?”

More fractures appeared in his mask. He frowned. “I
get paid after I deliver you to them.”

“Oh my God,” she laughed. “I can’t believe you could
be so naïve.”

Pain exploded in her face and her head snapped to
the side. She wasn’t prepared for the blow as he backhanded her
with the gun. She lost control and the car swerved violently.

Gabe grabbed the wheel. “Watch where you’re going,
bitch!”

She pulled off the road and slammed on the brakes.
He could hit her again, but she couldn’t see a damn thing with
tears filling her eyes. It was the opposite side from the one that
Bixby injured weeks ago.

“Look, I’m sorry Annabelle. I shouldn’t have hit
you. I’ve never battered a woman before. I don’t know what came
over me.”

She didn’t accept his apology. She gingerly prodded
her cheek. It was sore, but she didn’t think the zygomatic bone was
broken. Cracked, maybe, judging from the throbbing pain. She opened
her mouth wide, and moved her jaw from side to side, testing the
pain level. Tolerable.

He sighed. “Okay, now you’re just wasting time.
Drive, for hell’s sake. I’ve got places to go, boobs to fondle,
asses to slap and tickle.”

Gag. How could she have ever considered this
vulgar Neanderthal a friend? She contemplated aiming a swift chop
to his trachea to collapse it or jabbing her
fingers at his orbital sockets, but his gun was trained on her. It
could easily go off in the struggle and she didn’t stand a chance
at point-blank range.

Easing back onto the two-lane road, she focused
with her good eye. She might provoke him to
hit her again, but if she was driving to her execution, she wanted
answers first. “You think Robbie will let you live after you’ve
seen his face?”

“Who’s Robbie?”

She rolled her good eye. This again? “The man paying
you to betray me.” She’d drive that point home as often as
possible, even if it didn’t faze him.

“I haven’t seen anyone’s face, except your beautiful
one.”

Oh no, he did not get to say things like that
now. “Shut up, asshat.” She almost smiled when Kellan’s insult left
her mouth. “And you will see him when you hand me over to him.” Was
he seriously this stupid?

“Hey, are you kidding? I’ll be his hero,” he
boasted. “He hired a freaking hit squad and they failed, whereas, I
did not.”

They might’ve failed in grabbing her, but they’d
certainly done damage to the compound. Nausea settled in her gut
when pieces started to fall into place. “It was you who gave them
the information and means to infiltrate.”

“It was me.” He sounded genuinely proud of
himself.

“But your plans were thwarted when you were ordered
to the bunker, weren’t they?”

“That bastard Billings never told me about that damn
dungeon,” he groused.

A light dawned. “That’s why you wanted me to come by
this morning. It wasn’t to show me a trick Echo learned. It was so
they could easily grab me.”

“Yep.”

“Let me guess…your father was never ill.”

He chuckled. “He’s been dead for fifteen years.”

And he’d be rolling around in his grave to know what
his son had become. “What about the people that might’ve been
killed today? Did you consider that? Did you even care? Or the
property that was destroyed?”

He shrugged. “Eh, collateral damage.”

Gabe Kline was a psychopath. “How could I have been
so wrong about you,” she muttered under her breath.

#

“If you don’t know who The Viper is, how are you
getting paid?” Kellan challenged Thompkins. “I know you’re not
doing this out of the goodness of your black heart.”

Thompkins narrowed his eyes. “Money wired to an
account.”

Dan opened the door. “I’ll get Tyler to follow the
money.”

“Won’t do any good,” Thompkins called out after him.
“I’ve already tried.”

“You don’t know Tyler,” Ethan smirked.

A sharp rap sounded on the door and then Peter
Dennis stuck his head inside. “Guys, I need you to see this.”
Thompkins cleared his throat as they filed outside. “I need
something to drink.” They ignored him and followed Peter to the war
room.

“I ran a scan on the gate pass, and I found a rogue
fingerprint.” He hit a button and Gabe Kline’s unsmiling picture
popped up on the screen.

Warning bells started clanging in Kellan’s head.
Annabelle was good friends with Kline.

“Oh my gosh, I just remembered—he borrowed my car
last week,” Riley spoke up. “I completely forgot.”

Now the bells transformed into crashing cymbals.

“What’s your take on him?” Logan asked Quinn.

“I trust him with the dogs. He’s a hell of a
handler. I hired him based on solid recommendations from his
commanding officers. But once he stepped away from the military,
he’s become lazy. I spoke with Dante earlier in the week about his
work ethic and he agreed with me.”

“He’s a slacker trying to get by on his dubious
charm,” Dante confirmed.

“Not to pile on or anything, but he passes off most
of his duties to Riley,” Morgana told them.

Quinn pinned her with a frown. “How come I don’t
know about this? You should’ve come to me immediately.”

She shrugged. “I’ve spoken with him about it and he
promised to change. I didn’t want to bother you unless it became an
issue. My priority is the dogs. We do what needs to be done for
them.”

Quinn gritted his teeth. “I’ll call him up from the
bunker.”

Riley stopped him before he could place the call.
“He’s not there. His father had a heart attack. He left to be with
him at the hospital.”

“His father is dead.”

The bells and cymbals erupted into a whole freaking
marching band in Kellan’s head. He hit Annabelle’s number on speed
dial. It rang four times and then clicked to voice mail.

Logan dialed a number on the phone in the middle of
the table and put it on speaker. As soon as BeBe answered, he
asked, “Are Gabe Kline or Annabelle St. John with you?”

“They were both here earlier, but I don’t see them
now. Hold on, let me ask Karen.” There was a pause and then BeBe
said, “Karen saw them disappear down the corridor leading to the
apartments about ten minutes ago, but they haven’t returned.”

Kellan’s heart was racing. “Tyler, can you
track—”

“Already on it. Annabelle’s phone is on site, close
to the front gate but stationary. Gabe’s phone is…same place.”

“He ditched them,” Luke surmised.

“He doesn’t have a GPS-enabled watch since he isn’t
an agent,” Dan said.

“Wait—I’ve got him,” Tyler announced. “I pinged his
truck.”

“Send it to my phone,” Kellan tossed over his
shoulder as he headed for the door. He stopped abruptly when Ethan
blocked the exit. “Get out of my way.”

“You can’t go charging out there without a
plan.”

Yes, he could, and he was about to show them how it
was done.

“Ethan’s right, Kellan,” Logan said. “You’re not a
lone wolf. We do this together.”

Kellan swallowed hard. Every second Annabelle was
gone meant she was that much closer to The
Viper.

“He won’t kill her,” Ethan said gently. “If he wants
her to pay for her stepbrother’s crimes, he’ll need her alive to
access the money.”

Kellan took a shuddering breath. Ethan was right.
They needed her alive to access her accounts. And he trusted his
coworkers with his life—Annabelle’s, too. “Okay. Let’s do
this.”

#

Since Gabe ditched his phone along with Annabelle’s,
the one he was currently using had to be a burner. His gaze
ping-ponged from the screen to their surroundings and back again.
“Turn here,” he instructed her.

They were in the middle of nowhere, careening down a
dirt path that cut through a swath of trees. There were no houses
around or any other signs of life. She had no
idea how Kellan would ever find her. She had to believe he would or
she’d have absolutely no hope.

A dilapidated structure with dingy white siding came
into view. Gabe told her to park the truck and get out. Feeling
like she was walking the green mile, she made one last attempt to
reach the part of Gabe that had been her friend the last few weeks. If she entered this remote,
ramshackle house, she wouldn’t be leaving alive.

“Don’t do this, Gabe. We can turn around right now,
get back in the car and get out of here. I’ll double whatever
they’re paying you. You can take the money and go anywhere you
want.”

He staggered to a stop, no doubt calculating the
numbers in his head, but it was too late. Two large men appeared
with guns in hand, putting the kibosh on her plans. Before she
could process what was happening, one of them put a gun to Gabe’s
head and pulled the trigger. She screamed as half his face exploded
into a fine red mist. She dropped to her knees, her stomach
revolting. She was still retching when she was jerked roughly to
her feet and towed inside the house. The wooden steps leading to
the door were concave with age and creaked ominously with her
weight. Rusty nails protruded from the handrail. The interior
wasn’t much better. Portions of drywall were missing, as was most
of the ceiling, exposing water-stained rafters and cobwebs so huge,
Spiderman himself could swing from them. Dust motes danced in
shafts of light slipping between pieces of plywood nailed over the
windows. The room was empty, save for a wood desk with a black
leather chair facing away from her.

Annabelle wiped her mouth on her shoulder and
prepared to face the one man she hoped to never see again.
“Congratulations, Robbie. You found me.”

The chair oh-so-slowly rotated
and when it came to a stop, Annabelle’s jaw hit the floor.

“Not Robbie.”

No, this couldn’t be happening. She had to be
dreaming. It was just a figment of her terrified imagination. Maybe
she was concussed from Gabe’s vicious blow. She closed her one good
eye and opened it again, but the same face smiled mischievously at
her. “Oh my God. Vespa?”


Chapter
Twenty-Three

Annabelle gaped in shock at the
vision in front of her. She looked like the same woman her
stepbrother married: big blond hair, waifish figure, generous
breasts. But gone were the dazed eyes and the vapid expression. In
their place was a keen, shrewd gaze and an expression that was both
chilling and deadly. “Vespa? What are you doing?”

“I prefer you call me The
Viper. Vespa The Viper. Catchy, isn’t it?”

The eye that wasn’t swollen shut widened.
“You’re The Viper?”

She looked pleased with herself. “I am. What, you
don’t think a woman can be snakelike? How do you think all the
little snakelets in the world get born? Or is it you don’t think a
woman can be lethal?”

Oh, she did, but none of this made sense. “I thought
The Viper was the one calling the shots with Bixby and the
dogfighting ring.”

“That would be me, yes, among other…we’ll call them
pursuits.”

“But…why would Robbie be in debt to Bixby if you
were the one actually in charge? Wouldn’t that mean he owed you the
money?”

“Now you’re catching on.” At her confused look,
Vespa added, “Oh honey, you don’t think I married that loser for
his looks, do you?”

Yes, she had. Her impressions of Vespa had been of a
big-boobed blond bimbo with the brains of a tsetse fly. That had
obviously all been an act and a good one. The
woman in front of her was intelligent, calculating and stone
cold.

“How did you find me?”

Vespa leaned back and steepled her French-manicured
fingertips together. “Rather easily, actually. When Bixby grabbed
you—which was all him, by the way. I never would’ve condoned him
kidnapping you, darling stepsister.” And didn’t that make her feel
ever so better? “I would’ve killed that
bastard myself for torching what will soon be my mansion if
Thompkins hadn’t beat me to it. Thankfully there wasn’t much
damage.”

My mansion, she wanted to shout, but she had
to pick her battles.

“Anyway, the two handsome hunks who rescued you
teamed up with Thompkins to find you. He used to be a policeman. A
dirty one,” she smiled, “but a cop, nonetheless. Did you know he’s
the man your lawyer Archie called about the video you filmed of
Robert and Bixby? He’d worked with Thompkins before and thought he
could trust a former cop.” She chuckled. “His mistake, right?”

Annabelle wanted to throw up. Dear, sweet Mr.
Windham put his faith in the man who killed him.

Vespa waved a hand. “But I digress. Thompkins was
smart enough to get their fingerprints off something, I’m not sure
what, nor do I care. He still had friends on the force who ran them
and got a hit on Mr. Polizzi, a brother in blue. He schmoozed his
current whereabouts from a former coworker and the rest,
as they say, is history. Then it was just a
matter of putting a team together and finding someone willing to
further our cause.”

“Gabe.”

“Yes, adorable but selfishly greedy Gabe. It should
make you feel better to know he balked at giving you up at first.
It took a substantial bump in the original offer to secure his
cooperation.”

What the hell did numbers matter when she didn’t
plan on paying? “It doesn’t make me feel better.”

Vespa chuckled. “No, I suppose it wouldn’t.”

She still couldn’t wrap her head around Vespa being
the one in charge. “You’ve come a long way, haven’t you, Louisa
May?”

Vespa cocked her head. “Who?”

“You don’t remember your original name, Louisa May
Milner from Idaho?”

Recognition dawned. “Ah, you mean Venus. Her name
was Venus, she was a showgirl,” she sang to
the tune of Copacabana. “Poor little airhead. I mean, who
comes up with a name like Venus Voluptuous? I met her in Vegas. It
was ridiculously easy to convince her she had star potential. I
persuaded her to move to LA and then I conveniently stole her
identity.”

My God, the woman was pathological. “After you
killed her?”

“Well, there couldn’t be two women named Venus
Voluptuous running around now, could there? I mean, it’s not the
most inconspicuous name.” If she was expecting Annabelle to answer,
she had a long wait. Apparently, she didn’t because she continued,
“I did pay homage to her by taking the name Vespa Valentina.” She
held up both hands, her first and middle
fingers forming V’s. “Louisa May liked her vees. Would you like to
know where I got the name Vespa?” Annabelle
could care less, but Vespa forged on. “My last husband was riding
one when he met his untimely demise. Cute
little lemon yellow one.”

Last husband? How many were there? Was she some kind
of serial husband killer? Vespa The Black Widow didn’t have the
same panache as Vespa The Viper. “Let me guess—you helped his
untimely demise along?”

Vespa smiled slyly. “Now why would you say a thing
like that?”

She wasn’t going to play along with the woman. “You
took your name from your dead husband’s scooter. Then why do you
call yourself The Viper?”

Her smile was a wicked slash of white. “One bite
from me and you die.”

Annabelle wanted to roll her eyes. How melodramatic.
“Where does Robbie fit into all of this?”

“Careful research. I targeted him specifically for
his inheritance. Then the idiot had to go and get himself disowned.
I’d invested almost two years of my life to him that I couldn’t get
back.”

“What would you have done if he had inherited the
money?”

“What do you think?”

“Put him on a Vespa and run him over?”

The Viper threw back her head and laughed. “I do
like you, Annabelle. It will be a pity to have to kill you.”

She swallowed hard, praying that by keeping the
woman talking, Kellan would have more time to find her but then,
how would he? Did he even realize she was gone? She kept vigilant,
looking for an opportunity to either escape or
gain an advantage, but she was outnumbered. The two goliaths
standing guard at the door looked more than capable of squashing
her like a cockroach. Even if she managed to grab Vespa’s gun, she
wasn’t sure if a bullet would stop either one.

“Is that what you did to Robbie? Did you kill him?
Is that why I haven’t been able to find him?”

“Oh, Robert isn’t dead…though he might wish he was,”
she murmured, an evil grin tipping her lips.

“Then where is he?”

“He’s here. I need my dear husband alive, at least
until he claims the fortune after your death.” She made a
sympathetic sound.

“I want to see him.” She didn’t, but she was
grasping at straws.

“Really?” Vespa tilted her head and fixed her with
an intent stare. “I thought you hated your brother.”

“Stepbrother,” she corrected automatically. And she
did hate him. In fact, he was the last person in the world she
wanted to see—check that, second last. Vespa The Viper had
slithered her way into the top spot. Look at that, she could still
crack jokes.

“You know what, since I like you, Annabelle, I’ll
honor your last request. Lewis, bring Robert to me.”

Annabelle slowly turned to see the man Vespa called
Lewis drag what looked like an emaciated
corpse into the room and deposit him on the floor.

She took a step forward. “Robbie?”

Her formerly fastidious stepbrother’s hair was
tangled and matted, his face covered in bruises and blood. His
clothes were soiled and hung on his slender frame. He looked like
he’d lost thirty pounds since she saw him last. She dropped to his
side. This was what Vespa did to the dogs she pitted against one
another, but Robbie was a human being.

“F-forgive me, Annabelle,” Robbie whispered.

It wasn’t an easy request, but Robbie didn’t look
like he’d hold on much longer. It might be better for him if he
didn’t. If her forgiveness would bring him a measure of peace, she
had to do it—for Rob, if nothing else. “I forgive you, Robbie.”

With closed eyes, he wheezed out an exhale and
nodded. “Thank you.”

She pushed to her feet and glared at Vespa. Sweeping
a hand to indicate Robbie, she asked, “How could you do this to
him? Have you no soul?”

Vespa stood and rounded the desk to lean against it.
“What do you care? You hate him, remember?”

“This is inhumane. How do you expect him to claim
the fortune after you kill me if he can’t even lift his head?”

“Dear, sweet, simple Annabelle, there are so many
ways. Robbie could have any disease from cancer to Aids and it’s
ravaged his body. He’ll need the money for his treatment, and his
loving wife will be at his side to make sure he gets the expert
care he needs to make his remaining days as comfortable as
possible.”

Annabelle pointed to him again. “He’s not going to
make it much longer. He’s practically dead already.”

Vespa reached for the gun lying beside her on the
desk and then pushed to her five-inch stiletto heels. “Then it
looks like we better get this show on the road.”


Chapter
Twenty-Four

The plans had been finalized and
they were finally on their way to rescue Annabelle. Ethan had gone
back to question Thompkins and returned with the information that
there were only four guards with The Viper. Thompkins hadn’t met
them, didn’t know anything about them or the house where the GPS on
Kline’s truck indicated they were holed up for now.

It would’ve been much faster if they could’ve used
the chopper and fast-roped down, but that
option was out since it’d been destroyed in the bombing. Four SUV’s
full of his coworkers were racing to the house. He was a passenger
in one driven by Ethan, with Noah, Mason, Sawyer and Kayla Hepburn.
Using satellite imaging, Peter found a road that led to the
property behind the house. They were headed there. Once they were
in position, two crews would take up positions on either side of
the house, while one vehicle approached from the front to engage
the guards. They’d have the house surrounded. Kellan’s crew would
then sneak in from behind and rescue Annabelle. He refused to
entertain any other scenario.

They closed in on the spot where the properties met.
Ethan parked and they silently filed through the copse of trees
that butted up against the back of the property. Mason led the way
and stopped when the house came into view. He lifted binoculars to
his eyes.

“Two guards outside. Kline’s down, half his face
missing.”

Well, that saved Kellan from killing the man
himself.

Sawyer opened a silver case and sent Tyler’s
bug-sized drone airborne so they could observe inside the house.
The derelict structure leaned heavily to one side. The bug slipped
in the open door where two men were standing guard—or rather
sitting. The room was empty except for a desk and chair. Drywall
was gone from the walls to reveal termite-chewed studs and chunks
of the ceiling were missing, the rotting roof rafters visible.
Kellan’s heart leaped with unfettered joy to
discover Annabelle alive. She was crouched over someone on the
floor, while a woman leaned against the desk. Most of the windows
were missing, their gaping maws covered with plywood or duct-taped
black tarp except for one inside a bedroom with a soiled mattress
on the floor.

He tapped the screen Sawyer held in his hands.
“That’s our entry point.”

Noah slipped by and used a pair of wire cutters to
snip an opening in the fence.

“We’re approaching the front now,” Luke announced.

A cloud of smoke kicked up as the SUV barreled down
the dirt road. The two men outside shot to their feet at the
approaching threat. Kellan led the way, sprinting for the side of
the house. Kayla peeked in the window and then applied suction cups
to the glass while Mason used a glass cutter to carve a large
square hole. As soon as Kayla lifted the pane out of the way,
Kellan launched himself inside.

Gunfire sounded outside as he inched his way to the
room where Annabelle was being held. His coworkers were behind him,
letting him take the lead. One glance told him that the two inside
guards had fled outside to help their comrades. He glanced at the
body on the floor in shock. Robbie Singleton. He looked a step away
from death’s door.

Using hand signals, he counted down from three and
they burst into the room, guns blazing. A woman was standing with
her back to the wall, her gun pressed against the base of
Annabelle’s skull. Annabelle’s eyes locked with his—check that.
Eye. Singular. One was swollen again and by God, he’d get
retribution this time for someone hurting her.

“Hello, gentlemen,” the woman purred.

Kellan shook his head and blinked. It couldn’t be.
The woman looked exactly like Robbie’s insipid wife, Vespa.

“You’re The Viper?” How was that possible. So many
things didn’t add up.

She smiled with pride. “I am, and I’m afraid you’ve
wasted your time. Annabelle is coming with me and you are going to
stand back and let us walk right by.”

“Like hell,” he snarled.

“Show them, Annabelle.”

He met her gaze again, trying to convey assurance
that he’d get her out of this alive. Without breaking eye contact,
she peeled open each side of a blue button-front shirt to reveal a
vest loaded with heavy-duty explosives.


Chapter
Twenty-Five

During the last few weeks, Kellan
had taught Annabelle how to shoot a gun with decent accuracy, how
to break the hold of someone trying to grab her, and how to defend
herself in several scenarios. He did not teach her how to disarm an
explosive.

When she heard a vehicle approach, she knew the
cavalry had come for her. Somehow, Kellan had found her. But then
Vespa held a gun to her head and forced her to don a heavy vest
laden with explosives. Then the room filled with people. Ethan,
Mason, Sawyer and Noah. Her eye locked on
Kellan. She was so happy to see him, tears gathered. She might very
well die in the next few minutes. Getting to see his face one more
time was a small blessing she didn’t think she’d be afforded.

Vespa ordered her to show them the vest. Grabbing
either side of the shirt the woman forced her to put on to cover
the explosives, she opened it, never taking her gaze from Kellan.
His eyes moved from hers to the vest and his jaw tightened. She was
shocked to see the level of rage in his expression when he looked
up again.

“See this?” Vespa wiggled a small black device.
“It’s a dead man’s switch. I’m sure you big, strapping men know
what that means, but if I let go of this button—boom! You’re all
human confetti.” She spared a glance outside. “Seeing as how the
shooting has stopped, I assume you’ve killed all of my men. Pity.
Call your boys off. Annabelle and I are leaving now.”

“You don’t think you’re just going to walk out of
here, do you,” Kellan asked, his voice a low and deadly rumble.

“As a matter of fact, I do.” She lifted her hand.
“Dead man’s switch. Remember? You shoot me and—kaboom. We all die.”
She nudged Annabelle forward. “Have one of your men out there bring
a vehicle and leave the door open. Don’t forget to tell them about
the switch.”

Annabelle knew they were all wearing comm devices,
but Kellan made a show of punching numbers on his phone and pacing
across the room. Vespa turned her so they could follow his
movements. His coworkers were all standing with their guns at their
sides, ready to spring into action. She sent them grateful smiles
that they’d risked their lives to come to her
aid.

Annabelle had never seen Kellan have an animated
conversation, but he was having one now, gesturing and pacing. His
voice was agitated as he argued with the person on the other end of
the line.

“I think he’s having trouble securing our
transportation, don’t you, Annabelle?” Vespa didn’t expect a
response. “How about I give him some incentive.”

Before she could react, Vespa pointed the gun and
fired.


Chapter
Twenty-Six

Kellan was doing his damnedest to
keep Vespa’s attention focused on him. He paced away from his
coworkers, yelling into the phone, feeling very much like George
Costanza in that episode of Seinfeld where George’s boss
nicknamed him Koko because he was flailing around like a monkey.
One glance at Vespa’s amused smile and he saw that his ruse was
working. She was obviously entertained by his antics. The next
thing he knew a gun went off and he felt a searing burn in his leg.
Annabelle screamed.

“Koko down,” he mumbled, dropping to one knee. He
tried to control his breathing, but the pain was excruciating.

“I wouldn’t do that, gentlemen.”

He lifted his head to see Mason, Sawyer, Ethan
and Noah all pointing their weapons at Vespa,
but she just wiggled the dead man’s switch with a malevolent
grin.

She never saw what was coming.

Kayla Hepburn dropped from the rafters and latched
onto Vespa’s hand to keep the button depressed. Vespa let out an
earsplitting shriek and tried to buck Kayla off. His whole attempt
to distract Vespa was for Kayla to scramble into place without the
other woman realizing what was happening.

He reached for Annabelle, but his leg wasn’t
cooperating. Then Mason was easing him to the floor. Ethan helped
him out by racing to her and lifting the vest strapped with blocks
of C4 over her head. Noah took it from his hands and sprinted
outside. Sawyer attempted to help Kayla but Vespa was thrashing
about and managed to clamp her teeth on Kayla’s hand. Kayla yelped
in pain. It was enough for Vespa to wrestle control of the device
away and release the button.

Mason covered him as a loud boom sounded
outside.

“Annabelle,” he croaked, struggling to get up and
find her.

“Lay still, bud,” Mason said. “I don’t want to have
to apply a tourniquet.”

That didn’t sound good. Then his face contorted in
agony, his teeth clenching as darkness danced along the periphery
of his vision. “Damn, Mason,” he hissed.

“I know. Sorry. I need to apply pressure to stop the
bleeding.”

“Kellan?”

Annabelle’s beautiful face appeared and despite the
excruciating pain, he smiled. She was here and she was safe.

“Love you,” he said before the blackness consumed
him.

#

Annabelle recoiled as a gun exploded so close to her
head, she feared her eardrums had shattered. Then her eye widened
in horror as Kellan dropped to one knee, his khaki tactical pants
instantly turning red. Vespa shot him!

She jumped to her feet intending to go to him, but
Vespa clamped onto her arm. Then the woman dropped her hold and let
out a shriek that, if Annabelle hadn’t already been rendered
temporarily deaf, she was sure would’ve been quite shrill. There
was a struggle behind her, but then Ethan was in front of her
removing the vest, so she ignored it. As soon as it cleared her
head, Noah grabbed it from his brother and disappeared. Now Ethan
was the one restraining her. She tried to break his hold, but he
pushed her to the ground and covered her with his body as an
explosion rocked the cabin.

Noah reappeared, announcing that he’d flung the vest
into the woods, his voice sounding far away. Breaking free from
Ethan, she scrabbled across the floor for Kellan. A sob caught in
her throat. There was so much blood.

“Kellan?”

His pain-filled eyes blinked and then he smiled. His
lips moved, but she couldn’t hear what he said before he passed
out.

“Why is there so much blood?” she asked Mason, who
was calmly tending to the wound.

“The bullet nicked his femoral artery.”

“What?” He repeated the sentence, louder this time
and Annabelle gasped. People died from that, and rather quickly.
Hands gently tugged her back as more of his coworkers surrounded
him: Logan, Dante, Sawyer and Noah. They tore
the fabric away from the wound but all she could see was blood.

“He’ll be okay,” Luke said, obviously the one who
urged her back to give them room to work. “These guys all have
combat field training.”

Distantly, she realized her hearing had returned
because Vespa’s high-pitched shrieks were causing her head to
pound. Kayla and Ethan hauled her to her feet, her arms and legs
bound, her face twisted in a mask of rage.

“I’ll kill you,” she screeched, spittle flying. “I’m
The Viper! I’ll kill all of you.”

Several policemen filed inside the house, two of
them wrestling a still-fuming Vespa away. Annabelle’s gaze passed
over Robbie. She’d forgotten all about him in the melee. Dan was
crouched over him, then he looked up at her and shook his head.
Robbie was dead. She should feel something, shouldn’t she? Either
sadness or joy. Instead, all she felt was numb.

The men surrounding Kellan lifted him and rushed
outside. An ambulance was already waiting, and they loaded him
inside.

Panic flared. They were leaving without her. “I need
to go with him.”

“I’ll take you.”

She raced outside with Luke. Several police cars,
their red and blue lights flashing, were scattered around the area.
She noticed the sheet covering what was left of Gabe’s body.

“He fooled me,” she murmured, staring at the white
cloth.

“He fooled us all,” Luke said, opening the door for
her to climb in his SUV. Then they were speeding after the
ambulance.

How long did it take to bleed out from the femoral
artery? Three, maybe four minutes? She swallowed. Time seemed to
stand still, but it had to have been at least five before they
loaded him into the ambulance. He’d never make it to the emergency
room in time. It was too far away. “How long will it take to get to
the hospital?”

“Too long,” Luke said, confirming her thoughts.
“They’re headed for the compound. Dr. Howell is standing by for his
arrival.”

She felt a little better knowing Amelia would be the
one to tend to his wound.

Luke tried to reassure her. “It was just a nick of
the artery. The guys stabilized him before transporting him.”

She prayed that was true and Luke wasn’t just saying
it to make her feel better. She didn’t think she could go on
without him. It was too much to think about, so she asked, “How did
you find me?” She thought after Gabe ditched their phones, there
would be no way for Kellan to know what happened to her.

“Gabe stole Riley’s electronic gate pass,” Luke
said, glancing over her shoulder as he passed a vehicle puttering a
good twenty miles under the speed limit. “The perps used it to
enter the compound. We were able to pull Gabe’s print from it. Once
we ascertained you two were missing, it was a matter of tracking
the GPS on his truck.”

She wanted to apologize for everything that had
happened. Because of her, hell had rained down on their lives.
Parts of the compound were destroyed. She had no idea how many
people were hurt or, she swallowed heavily, killed. But her throat
was too tight to talk.

It seemed like forever before they were turning onto
the road leading to the compound. Maggie and Carter McQueen were
standing guard with deadly-looking machine guns propped against
their shoulders as they waved Luke through. When they reached the
spot where Tucker Nash’s gatehouse used to stand, her stomach
dropped. One glance at the building that used to be the daycare center and it fell all the way to her feet. So
much destruction.

The ambulance was parked straight ahead in front of
the gym, the lights flashing, the back doors open, but the bay
empty. Luke screeched to a stop beside it and she was out of the
SUV before he turned off the engine. Plans had been drawn up to
build a separate clinic for Amelia when she came on board full
time, but she was currently working out of rooms inside the workout
facility. Annabelle skidded to a stop to see Mason and Sawyer
standing outside the closed door. They were both covered in
blood.

They turned when she approached. She must look
horrible because they both quickly reassured her that his vitals
were good, and the bullet only grazed his artery. They’d stopped
the bleeding before they arrived.

Now there was nothing to do but wait.

#

Annabelle sat beside Kellan’s bed in the make-shift
hospital room inside the gym. Wyatt Hollister was resting in
another bed, having been injured when the airport hangar exploded.
They both had IV’s pumping liquid in their veins. Amelia had
assured her that they would both make full recoveries. Still, she’d
feel better when both men opened their eyes.

The lights had been dimmed but the television was on
with the sound muted. She’d found an episode of Wheel of
Fortune and glanced at the screen every so often to try and
solve the puzzle, but her heart wasn’t in it. She’d been distraught
to learn that the entire maintenance crew and their head pilot had
been inside the hangar when the first bomb dropped. The explosion
had been instantaneous, helped along by jet fuel that burned hotter
than gasoline, so they didn’t suffer. It was a small
consolation.

She’d also been horrified to find out that Echo had
been shot. She knew he’d had surgery and had pulled through, but
she didn’t know his current status. She wanted to visit him, but
she wasn’t leaving Kellan’s side.

Every employee had stopped by to check on their
coworkers. She could hear heavy machinery rumbling around outside
as Luke and Logan wasted no time with clean-up. Still, it would be
a while before the compound was back to normal.

Despite a serious aversion to hospitals, even
temporary ones, BeBe rolled inside the room. A few weeks ago, BeBe
told her that she used to race bikes and had been training for the
Olympics when she was hit by a car that never stopped. She’d been
paralyzed from the waist down, ending her dream for gold. She was
one of the nicest, most efficient women Annabelle had ever met. She
didn’t let her injury keep her down. She was proud of the moniker
she’d been gifted with: hell on wheels. It fit her perfectly.

“Any change?” she asked.

Annabelle shook her head. Kellan hadn’t regained
consciousness yet, but Amelia told her that he probably wouldn’t
for a while. Once again, she’d added a sedative to his fluids. “I
have to slip it in when they don’t notice,” Amelia defended
herself, “otherwise, these guys would never get the rest their
bodies need to recover.”

“I have some news for you,” BeBe said.

Annabelle sat up straighter in her chair, hoping the
news was good. She could use some right now. “What is it?”

“Vespa was being detained in a holding cell until
her arraignment. When the cops went to get her, they found her
dead.”

“What? You’re kidding?”

BeBe shook her head. “She used a bed sheet tied to a
bar on the window. Funny thing is, she had a cellmate who swore she
had no idea what happened.”

Annabelle couldn’t picture the woman who so brazenly
called herself The Viper taking her own life. She probably thought
she’d get out of the charges. “Do you think the cellmate did
it?”

“I don’t know, and the cops aren’t saying.”

Frankly, Annabelle could care less which scenario
was true. Vespa was dead. That’s all that mattered.

BeBe stayed for a while and then left when Amelia
returned to check on both men. When Annabelle was alone again, she
switched the channel to a rerun of The Office.

“This is a good one,” a raspy voice said. “Jim
impersonates Dwight. Bears, beets, Battlestar
Galactica.”

She jerked around and jumped to her feet. “Wyatt!”
She was too relieved to laugh at the sad Dwight Schrute impression.
“I’m so glad you’re awake. How do you feel?”

His eyes were closed, but his lips were turned up in
a grin. “Smashing.”

“Smashing as in grand, glorious, first-rate?” she
hoped.

A deep chuckle sounded and his lids blinked open.
“Smashing as in I feel like someone carried me to the top of a
twenty-story building and tossed me off, but no worries. I won’t
cark on ya. What happened?” She told him about the explosion
and the attack on the compound and how her former stepsister-in-law
was responsible. The hand not connected to the IV covered his eyes.
“Chet…the crew…”

“Wyatt, I’m so sorry.”

His hand dropped away, and blue eyes pinned her.
“Not your fault, and don’t try to tell me it happened because of
you.” He blinked. “We’ll continue this discussion once I’m not so
damn knackered.” Then he promptly
fell back asleep.

“Belle?”

She spun around so fast she almost tripped over her
own feet rushing to the other bed. “Kellan!” She cupped his face
with her hand, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Thank God you’re
awake. I was so worried…why are you scowling?”

His jaw was clenched tighter than a cheapskate’s
wallet. “Because I’m angry.”

“You’re angry? Why?”

“You were hurt.” His voice was gruff as his fingers
brushed against her tender cheek. “So damn sorry.”

“Kellan, you found me.” Her hand covered his.
“Against all odds, you saved me. I’m the one who’s angry—at Vespa
for shooting you. I was so scared, Kellan. There was so much blood.
I was afraid that you’d found me only for me to lose you. Please
don’t ever get shot again. I love you so much.”

“I love you, too, babe. And I’ll never leave you.
You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried.”
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Epilogue

Annabelle smiled as the plane
banked to the right in preparation for landing. She’d spent the
last four weeks in California wrapping up ties to her old life.
She’d stayed by Kellan’s side while he healed from his injury, but
then things happened quickly. After attending funerals for the
victims—that Annabelle insisted she pay for, along with trust funds
for the families—Rob’s will had been finalized with the assistance
of COBRA Securities lawyers. She now owned more money than she’d
spend in a lifetime.

She had no doubt that she wanted to move to Indiana
and spend her life with Kellan and the entire crew. They made her
feel like part of the family from the first day. She loved her job
and she loved her friends and she loved Kellan, not necessarily in
that order. It would be a good life.

During the nights she spent alone, she’d come up
with plans for charitable contributions. When she first learned
that Rob had left everything to her, Mr. Windham had her draw up a
will in case anything happened to her. She split the money between
causes that honored all three of her parents: military veterans in
honor of her father, a scholarship at her mother’s Alma Mater, and
cancer research for Rob. She still planned to donate a substantial
amount to each of those, but she’d also established generous trusts
for Andre and for Andy Garvey’s daughter, Callie that included
money specifically set aside for college, as well as for the
children of the maintenance personnel who’d been killed in the
hangar bombing. She also wanted to launch a foundation for animals,
specifically dogs rescued from illegal fighting. Those poor animals
deserved a shot at a happy life.

Rob’s house had been thoroughly cleaned from the
smoke damage and listed. It sold after three days on the market.
The new owner wanted to keep most of the furniture including the
baby grand piano, so the pieces had been written into the final
price. It saved her from having to try to sell or donate the items
she didn’t want to keep for herself. Those had been loaded onto a
moving truck and were en route, along with her Lexus—after she paid
a hefty fee to retrieve it from long-term parking. Most of her
belongings would be kept in storage for now.

Luke and Logan didn’t know it yet, but she was
signing over the house in Aspen and the one in Hawaii to COBRA
Securities. They could use them as safe houses or vacation houses
for agents. She would have first dibs though
when she wanted a get-away with the man she loved.

She insisted that she pay for the damage Vespa
caused to the compound. Luke and Logan argued that insurance would
cover it, but it wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t been staying
there. She’d been shocked at the devastation. The airport hangar,
Gulfstream and helicopter had been incinerated. The daycare center flattened. Thank God the children had been
away at school. A hole the size of a tank had been blown into the
office lobby, destroying BeBe’s aquarium, and Tucker Nash’s booth
had been demolished as well.

Tyler told her that the attack pointed out
weaknesses in their security that he’d be able to correct, one
being a biometric scanner at the front gate. Now it would take a
retinal scan to enter instead of an electronic tag on the car. He’d
also developed weapons that were attached to posts and trees around
the compound that could be remotely activated if someone tried to
sneak inside with an RPG again. He had several more concepts that
he planned to implement.

When the plane rolled to a stop and the Fasten Seat
Belt sign clicked off, she stood and removed her bag from the
overhead compartment. A perk of first class was that she’d be one
of the first to disembark. Kellan was meeting her at the
Indianapolis International Airport. He texted that he had a
surprise for her. They’d spoke every night on the phone, but they
hadn’t talked marriage. Her heart galloped in her chest. Could it
possibly be a ring?

#

Kellan stood with his surprise for Annabelle, his
eyes locked on the jetway. She was scheduled to arrive any moment
and he was filled with excited energy. It’d been a month since he’d
seen her—thirty days to be exact. They’d talked each night apart,
but it wasn’t the same as holding her in his arms and kissing her
soft lips. He’d have jetted off to California with her but Amelia
wouldn’t clear him to fly, and then with the destruction of the
compound and the new contract the bosses negotiated, they were
swarmed with work. Luke and Logan were about to hire more
agents.

After spending time back home, he wondered if she
was questioning her decision to move. She assured him that she was
looking forward to coming back, but things looked different when you were away for any amount of time. Take
for instance his feelings for her: they weren’t the same as when
she left. They were a hundred time stronger. He knew what it was
like to wake up in bed without her cuddled at his side and he hated
it. Muddling through the day, knowing she wasn’t waiting for him in
her office or their apartment was torture.

Together, they’d gone over plans for their house and
he was officially on the builder’s schedule. It had every feature
Annabelle wanted, including a separate office suite, though Luke
and Logan told her she could keep her current
one. She hadn’t decided if she’d take them up on their
offer. He knew she felt guilty occupying a room that could be used
for a new hire, but most of her work directly benefited the company
through family ties.

He was just about to check the arrival board again
when he spotted her walking down the gateway and his breath caught.
She looked even more beautiful than he remembered. She let out an
excited shriek when she recognized him. Arms wide, she dashed
towards him. He opened his arms and closed his eyes, anticipating
the impact of her soft body against his, but it never came. His
eyes snapped open and he glanced all around, his arms falling to
his sides. Then he spotted her crouched down, fawning all over his
surprise.

“Echo! My sweet boy, you look so beautiful. Do you
feel better? Who’s a good boy?”

“Uh, hello?”

She smiled up at him and his heart did that happy
dance it did every time she looked at him. Slowly rising to her
feet, she threw her arms around him.

He breathed in her scent and hugged her tight. “I
missed you so damn much.”

“I missed you, too.”

Then he was kissing her. Heaven. Right here. This
was the air he needed to breathe. He would’ve kept going if not for
the people that kept breezing by them with knowing chuckles or
naughty suggestions. He eased back with great reluctance.

Her smile was brilliant. “Thank you for bringing
Echo. I missed him.”

“He’s the surprise I told you about.”

“Well, it was a good one.”

“No, I mean he is the surprise…as in, he’s
yours now.”

Her eyes shot to his and she clutched his arm.
“What?”

“He’s recovering, but after his injury, he won’t be
able to perform at the level a working dog needs to do the job.
Quinn will still train him, but he’ll need a family to take care of
him and love him.”

She lowered her lashes and then looked up at him
again. “Is that what we are? A family?”

“What do you think, Echo?”

Surreptitiously, he handed the dog a box and then
gave him the command they’d been practicing for a week.

Echo stood on his back legs and placed his paws on
Annabelle. He nudged her with his nose so she would take the small
blue box from his mouth. When she did, Kellan gave him another
command, then dropped to one knee. Echo plopped to his tummy.

“Go ahead,” he encouraged the dog.

“Woof-woof-woof-woof.”

Annabelle covered her mouth, tears shimmering in her
eyes.

“Allow me to translate. In dog-speak, Echo asked if
you would marry us?”

“Yes.” A sob escaped, then she threw her arms around
him. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

Echo bounded up with an excited yip and they
included him in the embrace. Family. His family.
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Notes

 I hope you enjoyed The Viper, the fifteenth book in the COBRA Securities
series. Several characters from previous books made appearances in
The Viper. If you would like to read their
stories, you can find them here:

 


Logan, Jade and Isabella Bradley from The Fan

Dante, Taylor, Kai and Gracie Costa from
Hide and Seek
and Kidnapped

Dan and Kaitlyn Bradley from Killer
Cuisine

Luke and Layla Colton from Face the
Music

Hillary and Reed Steele from Tough as
Nails

Sawyer and Harlow Oldham from Hunted

Grant and Melody Colton from Say
Goodbye to Melody

Mason Rossi and Cassidy Swain from Last Dance
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From Velvet

Thank you so much for purchasing The Viper. I hope you enjoyed Kellan and Annabelle’s
story. If you did, I would appreciate you leaving feedback. Thank
you!

The sixteenth book in the COBRA Securities series
will be out this spring. Golden Girl is
former Navy SEAL and current COBRA Securities agent Noah Addison
and Olympic gold medalist Peyton Durant’s story.

If you would like to read the story of one of the
characters from my books, let me know. You can reach me through the
contact page
on my website or my Facebook Fanpage.
I'd love to hear from you. And be sure to like my Fanpage so you can take part in giveaways.

Thank you again for your support!
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