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In Safe Keeping

 

By Victoria Sue

 

He can’t save everyone…

Firefighter Lucas Attiker is mired in guilt by his inability to save his young son, who perished in a fire three years ago. When he rescues a troubled young man and his baby daughter from a Colorado forest fire, Lucas finally begins to forgive himself. But the wildfire is only the beginning of the dangers facing them.

Hell-bent on saving his daughter from his crime boss ex, Owen Michaels is on the run with the baby in tow—fleeing both the killers who are after him and the US Marshals Service deputies assigned to protect him. When his desperate flight lands them in the midst of an inferno, the man who saves them offers hope for more than just survival.

They might have escaped a blazing forest and a hail of bullets, but both men will need to risk their lives—and their hearts—to give a little girl a loving family… if they can make it out alive.




Chapter One

 

 

LUCAS GAVE the smoke-filled room one last glance. There was nothing left. He’d triple-checked. He confirmed with a hand signal to Forrester that he was moving, and couldn’t help letting out a sigh of relief as he exited the cabin and pulled off his oxygen mask as fast as he could.

“Too damn close, Attiker.”

Lucas looked up at his captain, but was saved from having to either acknowledge or apologize by the bottle of water that was thrust at him. He shot a grateful glance at Jacko, who had timed his interruption perfectly and was now passing the firefighter next to him a bottle as well. Lucas took long gulps of water and didn’t even flinch at the crash behind him when the roof caved in. They were in Rustic, a small tourist area popular with hikers and campers, forty miles northwest of Fort Collins, and at this time of year, a complete fucking nightmare of brush fires that could escalate faster than you could say tourist.

They’d contained everything in the last three days, and the ground pounders were combing the area, putting everything dead out. After being at the fire camp for more than a week, Lucas was nearly dead out himself.

“I hate to ask—” Captain Cassidy said.

“What is it?” Lucas interrupted, knowing Ray Cassidy wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.

“I need two in, two out, for the last campground.” This wildfire was an offshoot of the main battle thundering through fifty thousand acres to the west that had lasted for months. Lucas guessed they were lucky.

He nodded and glanced at Jacko. “We’ll take Ricky and Karen. They’re the most rested.”

Jacko turned, shouting orders to the other men just clearing up. They would need four firefighters. Two in, two out meant two to clear the structure and two to wait outside in case the first two got into trouble. They would alternate between buildings. “I thought this was the last one.” He nodded to the smoldering detritus behind him that had once been a cabin.

“There’s another six past the lake, but our info describes them as deserted. The cabins themselves aren’t even fully constructed, but the chopper pilot reported that he thought he saw isolated smoke. I just wanted to double-check before I let the ground pounders have at it,” Cassidy confirmed.

That made sense. The type-two crew—often not even full-time firefighters—usually just did the mopping up. The captain wouldn’t want them deploying unless he knew the flames were totally out. Lucas pulled himself to his feet and tried to look like he wasn’t going to have trouble staying upright.

“I can send Flint,” Cassidy said doubtfully.

Lucas grinned. “Nah, we’ll be quicker.” A spark of humor glinted in Cassidy’s equally tired eyes. They both knew that Amos Flint was thorough, but unfortunately, he took three times as long as anyone else. And the expense of having their type-two crew standing around waiting for instructions wasn’t good for anyone.

“On the plus side, as soon as you report the area clear, you can all go home,” Cassidy said cheerfully.

Hallelujah.

The US had more than a hundred hotshot crews. Lucas had toyed with the idea of joining one of them when he was younger, but the fires currently raging farther west were taking all the smokejumpers Colorado could get their Nomex-covered hands on, so Lucas had stayed where he was needed. Right now he and his team were leading the scouting party. He pulled his sweat-encrusted yellow jacket tighter and headed toward the utility vehicle Jacko had pulled up in.

Lucas shot a weary smile at Ricky and Karen. Karen was due to change station soon—fifteen years’ experience had gotten her a captain’s job down in Denver. Technically, Lucas only worked wildfires part of the year when the forest service pulled them in. During the quiet months, he went back to being a lieutenant of his small-town firefighting crew. He knew promotions were few and far between, but he wouldn’t swap his trees for apartments if they offered him double pay. He’d been lucky when Cassidy had kept the lieutenant’s post open for him three years ago.

Karen glanced at him as he climbed in. “We’re just double-checking it’s deserted?”

Lucas nodded, and they drove out past the small fire camp they had slept at for the past week. He’d seen the new area when it was cleared.

“How come the chopper’s not still looking?” Ricky asked Lucas. Ricky was their probie. Nine months on the job so far.

“Because the fires west of Fort Collins need them all. We’re done, except for the mopping up,” Jacko answered for him.

Ricky nodded and looked out the window, and Lucas followed his gaze. The countryside was beautiful in winter. Not that he didn’t appreciate the sun, but the dry weather brought so many problems with it, and they seemed to have completely skipped past fall this year. Over the years, he had known Greeley and Summerton to get the occasional snow flurry in September. He wasn’t the only firefighter who cheered that day.

“When was the report of smoke made?” Jacko asked.

“This morning at 0630, but the chopper made a second pass and nothing was seen, so they thought it was just smoke being carried from area two,” Karen explained. “There are only three intact cabins, but another six or so are in various stages of construction, and there’s a clubhouse that’s going to house some stores and possibly a restaurant in high season. They were hoping to open this section in the spring, but the contractor went under and there seems to be some dispute about who owns what, so it’s been standing empty.”

It took another fifteen minutes to reach the deserted cabins, and Lucas peeled himself out of the utility vehicle, not wanting to admit he had been struggling to keep his gritty eyelids up for the last five.

“I can’t get a signal,” Karen reported, almost instantly looking at her radio, and Lucas nodded toward the fifty-foot-high granite cliff face to the back of the cabins. That explained the poor reception.

The makings of a road had been started at the base of the cliff, but it ended on the rise, going nowhere. The forest stretched high behind the road, and smoke trailed from it. Lucas looked west. You could see the billowing black cloud, but it was blowing away from them. He didn’t like it. The fires might be contained, but the cabins were slam in the middle, and it looked like the construction was going to include a lake. The area had been excavated but was overgrown with tall grasses, another fire hazard.

He turned and walked to the first cabin. It didn’t even have a roof, and it took barely a few seconds to confirm there was no one there. Not that he’d expected anyone. Karen led into the second cabin. This was a little more finished. The roof and walls were constructed and intact, but there was no interior finish. He looked around for another minute and then followed Jacko into the third. On the surface, this one was as unoccupied as the rest, and while a quick search showed it was empty, there was an old sleeping bag and the detritus of a fire in the grate. Lucas stripped off his glove and checked the half-burned twigs—they were cold. Someone might have slept in here but not recently.

He looked up as Karen called out and went into the second room. She was looking at something on the floor and bent down to pick it up. “What is it?”

“A protein bar, unopened.” She turned it over in her hand. “It’s in date.”

Jacko shrugged. “Those things are good for months.”

“But bread isn’t,” Karen said, the urgency and worry apparent in her voice. There was an old rucksack on the floor that looked abandoned, with a half-eaten plastic-wrapped peanut butter sandwich in it. The bread didn’t look appealing, but he would have said it was two days old at best. “What do you think?”

“Search everything,” Lucas instructed, and they all fell into a practiced rhythm. After ten minutes of going through the partially built cabins, Lucas was satisfied no one was there. All that was left was a large structure that had been intended to be the clubhouse.

“Maybe it was someone passing through that decided to move quicker when they saw the smoke,” Jacko suggested. Lucas nodded, but his skin prickled.

“But you don’t think so,” Karen said flatly, her brown eyes flashing respect. Technically, after her promotion, she was his superior, but the respect was mutual. He shook his head, not knowing exactly how to express the feeling in his gut.

“Let’s do a thorough check.” There was what looked like some partially built storage structures behind the cabin.

“Lieutenant?” Ricky called. Lucas, Karen, and Jacko all went to the cabin door. Ricky was pointing toward the black smoke that was definitely not blowing in the opposite direction anymore.

“Shit,” Lucas said. The wind had shifted. “Is the radio working?”

Ricky shook his head and swallowed nervously.

“Jacko, get the truck going. Ricky, go with him. Karen, come with me.” Everyone moved quickly, and Lucas tried not to keep twisting his neck to see if the dark plume of smoke was getting closer. He had to be sure there was nobody around, but he wouldn’t put his team in unnecessary danger either. They cleared the last building and ran for the truck, then scrambled on board. “Get us out of here.”

Lucas would never have been able to say later what made him twist back around to look at the last structure, but as he did, he saw something out of the corner of his eye that nearly stopped his heart. Blue. A small edge of blue peeking out from the side of the building that looked all wrong, and he’d missed it.

“Stop,” Lucas yelled, and Jacko obediently slammed on the brakes, creating a cloud of dust. Lucas was on his feet before the wheels stopped turning.

“Lucas—” Karen started, shooting a worried look as the smoke was turning yellow, which meant the flames were growing nearer. The radio suddenly crackled.

“Location.”

Lucas heard the barked question from his captain and saw Karen calmly take the radio from Ricky. He jumped out of the truck and ran to the side of the cabin.

Fuck.

“What is it?” Jacko shouted.

It was an abandoned car. A heap of rust. He’d delayed them for what amounted to scrap metal that didn’t look like it was capable of driving anywhere. Smoke thickened the air as the wind whipped up. He could taste it. Angry with himself, he yanked on the door handle and then stood frozen in shock. Crouched on the front seat and obviously trying to start the car was a young man. Lucas had a second to register the guy’s terrified green eyes, huge against such a milky white face, and the vague impression he had seen him somewhere before.

Lucas reached out his hand and the man shrank back. “We need to go. The wind has changed, and the fire is heading toward us. Grab my hand.” For a heartbeat the man stared at him, and just as Lucas wondered if he understood English, he spoke up.

“F-fire?”

Lucas didn’t bother with another explanation as his fingers closed over the man’s arm, fully intending to haul him bodily over the seat, when a loud wail came from the back seat and he got his second shock of the day. A baby. Strapped into a car seat, red-faced in fear and possibly temper, she opened her mouth and wailed again. For the longest second, Lucas froze. Then he shook himself, backed up, and yanked open the back door. His fingers remembered how to unstrap the baby, even if his brain was trying to block it out. “Come on, sweetheart,” he crooned as tiny fingers grabbed his jacket and he pulled her out. Heart pounding, he unzipped his jacket and tucked her inside, turning her head away from the smoke. Mercifully, the man seemed to get his brain in gear, and he scrambled out. Lucas took his arm to hurry him along. “Run,” he ordered, seeing Karen coming toward them.

“Is he all right?” Karen asked, obviously seeing the man and wanting to check the baby herself.

“Where are we—” the man started to ask. Then he looked over Lucas’s shoulder, and his words died. Lucas didn’t need to see what had silenced him. He could taste the oppressive smoke tickling the back of his throat.

“We need to go. Now!”

Lucas let Karen guide the man toward the truck, as he tried not to think, not to remember. Now wasn’t the time. He couldn’t afford to get distracted. He took a last look over his shoulder, his hand cupping the little girl through his jacket, and hurried after them. Jacko had gotten back behind the wheel. Karen was helping the man sit, and Lucas threw himself into the first seat as Jacko gunned the engine. Lucas looked back to see the man reach out and open his mouth to ask for his child, but Jacko slammed on the brakes and Lucas pitched forward, nearly getting flung between the seats. His arms anchored him quickly to stop his forward motion and to protect the child just as a deafening crash assaulted his ears and the truck jerked and slid. Jacko grunted, twisting the wheel. There were loud thuds as rocks hit the vehicle, and the grind of metal and squeal of tires told Lucas that Jacko was losing the fight to keep the truck on the road.

The vehicle slid inexorably to the lake area and the grasses that would only take seconds to ignite. Lucas glanced at the window, knowing he had to keep his seat but itching to move. A half-constructed road had split. A few of the huge trees on the hillside had slid and cracked the tarmac of the half-built path. The truck wasn’t in danger of rolling because the incline wasn’t steep, but the road was completely blocked. Lucas took one look as the ground steadied. The smoke was getting intense. The fire was minutes away, and they were trapped. “Everyone out,” he ordered just as lusty wails echoed from inside his jacket. Karen and Ricky stood obediently.

“Give her to me.” The man’s high-pitched cry was heard over the baby.

“We have to move. The fire is—”

“Then we need to stay in here,” the guy’s terrified voice cracked.

Lucas shook his head. If the blaze overran them, inside a vehicle was the last place they’d want to be. They all had the new M-2002 fire shelters, and while each of them was trained so they could nearly deploy them in their sleep, they’d all hoped it would never come to this. Lucas didn’t give the guy a chance to protest, reaching over and yanking him to his feet as the others pulled their packs back on. The man reached for the baby, but Lucas grabbed the front of his thin jacket to pull the guy toward him.

“We have one chance. You do exactly as I say, when I say it.” And without waiting for a reply, he pushed the man forward, checking his own hold on the baby was still secure. They all jumped down and started running, Lucas’s grip on the man remaining tight. He looked to his right and saw the flames licking at the tallgrasses of the lake area, and scanned the smoke-covered trees. They were trapped. The houses would go up. The cliff side was impassible, and so was the road. They had no choice but to get in the shelters. He dragged the man along and stopped at the clearing where the truck had parked originally. The cliff face offered some protection, but they had to be far away from the truck in case of an explosion. Any farther and they would also be too near the tallgrasses.

“Here,” he ordered, and Jacko and Karen immediately ripped open their shelter packs. Jacko took over for Ricky as he fumbled, and he could hear his friend yelling hurried instructions. “Feet to the fire. Trap yourself in with your legs as tight as possible. Grab the handles, roll, and put your face down into the ground.”

“What are you—”

“Listen to me.” Lucas gave the man his full attention. The heat and the noise were getting unbearable. “This is a fire shelter—”

“But—”

“And using it is the only way we are going to survive,” Lucas interrupted, raising his voice over the noise and the terrified cries of the baby. “I need you to lie under me. I won’t crush you, but it’s going to be tight. Karen needs to take—”

“No,” he cried and clutched at the baby, who was still zipped in Lucas’s jacket.

Lucas didn’t have time to argue, much as he wanted to. The flames were racing across the grass, and the truck was nearly engulfed. They’d run as far away as they could. It was time to take shelter. “Down,” he yelled, and shook out the aluminum pack, stepping inside and wrapping them up. The baby was whimpering, and Lucas banked down his fear that they wouldn’t have enough air for all three of them, even if the pack kept them from being incinerated. At least his hands knew what to do, even if his brain was telling him what a tremendously bad idea it was.

“Oh God,” moaned the man, as he lay with his face pressed to the ground, the baby sandwiched between them and Lucas covering them both, trying to protect them with his body without suffocating them.

Wind suddenly gusted above them, and everything went still. A torrent of heat and noise swept over them, and Lucas determinedly anchored his legs and arms to keep them cocooned. He heard nearby trees whoosh as they burst into flames. Debris rained down on them, and then he cringed at the almighty boom signaling the truck had exploded. Lucas pressed his face into the hair of the man and held himself still.

Baby powder or something sweet tickled his nose over the god-awful stench of the thick smoke, and he fought to stay in the present. Not now. Now wasn’t the time.

He stayed icily rigid while the heat and noise raged above them. He tugged at the edges to keep them all enclosed, and prayed. Because of his height, he was the only one who had a larger shelter, but he was supposed to be lying on his front, and that was impossible with the baby.

He would never know exactly how long the burnover lasted. It was likely a few minutes, but he was sure it was all over for them, at one point. All he could do was take small breaths and hang on to the pack while whatever hell was wreaking devastation around them blazed on. The second he felt the noise ease, he counted another moment and heard Karen cry, “Clear.”

He had a panicked second where his muscles had cramped and he was terrified he’d crushed the baby, but then the pack was ripped off them and Jacko pulled him to his feet.

“Oh God. Oh God.” Tears streamed down the man’s blackened face, and the baby’s cries grew inconsolable. Karen quickly unzipped his jacket and lifted her out. Alive.

“Are you hurt?” Lucas barely felt the sting on his thigh where he had failed at sealing them in when the wind was at its fiercest. He ran assessing eyes over them both. The baby’s wrap was only lightly stained with smoke, and he took a shaky breath of utter relief. He lifted his head and saw Jacko checking Ricky. “Everyone okay?”

“Thanks to you,” Karen muttered and shot him a relieved smile as her hands quickly and thoroughly checked the child. Lucas focused back on the man in front of him. “They will send an ambulance or a chopper as soon as they can. We need to get you both to the ER.”

“No.” The man nearly wrenched the baby away from Karen and took a shaky step back.

Every alarm bell in Lucas’s head rang clearly and loudly. It was one thing being terrified when they first appeared in the panic to get safe, but surely now he would want a doctor to check the baby. “What’s your name?”

The infinitesimal pause before the man answered sealed the deal for Lucas. He knew the guy was going to lie before the words came out of his mouth. “J-John. And this is my daughter, Mia,” he said almost challengingly. No last names. Were they on the run… or worse, did the child not belong to him at all?

“She needs checking out.” She’d stopped crying, but she needed medical attention. “Babies can go from fine to critical in seconds.” Lucas didn’t sugarcoat his words. “Karen has first aid training, but we need to make sure she didn’t inhale any toxins.”

John—although Lucas doubted that was his real name—reluctantly gave up the baby to Karen, who unwrapped and checked her. Karen—with three children of her own—soon had the mite settled and rewrapped. “She seems fine, but she absolutely needs to go to the ER.”

John looked doubtful, and even though Lucas didn’t want to frighten him, he had to hammer it home. “Toxins can easily get into the lungs, making it difficult for her to breathe. The only thing that will confirm she is safe is a blood test.”

John staggered back, putting a fist against his mouth in an obvious effort to get himself under control. Lucas reached out instinctively, feeling like a complete shit. Karen shot him an understanding look. She clearly had the same suspicions he did. John’s knees wobbled, and his face went from pale to alabaster. Lucas had him on the ground, his head between his legs, in seconds. “That’s it. I got you. Just take a few breaths.” He glanced at Karen, who was holding the baby. “She looks fine, but we need to be sure. I’m sorry I frightened you.”

John took some steadier breaths, and Lucas crouched down, supporting him. They didn’t move for a few heartbeats, and Lucas gazed at the man, assessing him. He wasn’t burned, so his reaction had to be due to shock. Then the radio crackled. Jacko answered it immediately and confirmed they’d found civilians, including an infant, and that they needed a chopper. The road was still impassable.

“Thank you.”

Lucas was surprised when he heard the choked whisper from the exhausted man. He doubted the dark shadows under his eyes were just from the last twenty-four hours, though. John didn’t look like he had slept properly in weeks. “How old is she?” he asked carefully, knowing it was up to the cops to determine who “John” and “Mia” really were. Then he nearly forgot the question as John’s face softened and his eyes sought out the child. Whatever their circumstances, clearly John—or whatever his name was—was deeply attached to her.

“Seven months,” he said carefully, his voice holding a tiny bit of wonder, as if he could barely believe it himself.

Call him jaded. Call him a bastard. Call him whatever, but Lucas knew this guy was lying.

Just not about what.




Chapter Two

 

 

IN THE end, they all had to go to the ER—standard practice after surviving a fire. The chopper ride was brief, and Lucas didn’t get another chance to question John as they whipped his daughter away to pediatrics as soon as they landed.

Lucas was sitting, dozing on a gurney, three hours later, wondering if they had forgotten about him and he could just leave, when the curtain opened and Captain Cassidy walked in, accompanied by someone in a suit.

Two someones—a woman looking equally businesslike followed them in. Lucas shook Cassidy’s hand as it was extended and then looked expectantly at the two strangers.

“These are Deputies O’Connor and DuPree from the Marshals Service,” Cassidy said flatly. Lucas raised an inquiring eyebrow.

Redheaded O’Connor’s Celtic origins became obvious when Lucas heard the lilt in his voice. “We wondered if you could confirm that this is the young man you met during the rescue in Kerrygate this morning.”

He passed Lucas a photograph, and Lucas stared at John. Only it was a very different John from the one he had met. This man stood with his back to the camera, turning his head to look at whoever was taking the pic. And he was beautiful. Lucas had never used that adjective to describe a guy, but there was no other way to acknowledge his startling light green eyes and smooth skin, the tilt of his head at such an inviting angle. He imagined John’s lips were curved in humor, and maybe he even had a few laugh lines at the corners of his eyes. Not that Lucas had seen any amusement in his eyes earlier—all they’d held was fear. John wasn’t smiling in this photograph either. In fact he wore no particular expression at all. He just stood there, posing on the steps of a grand house that reminded Lucas of a place he’d seen in a travel brochure one of the guys had brought into the station because his fiancée had her heart set on Italy for their honeymoon. John’s eyes were just as luminous as he remembered, but his light brown hair was much longer, blonder, and tied back. He was wearing tight black shorts and an artfully torn tank top displaying a tiny waist that would have made half of Tory’s friends jealous. Lucas guessed the clothes probably cost a ton of money. When his clothes were torn like that, he usually threw them in the trash.

Lucas nodded. “John.” He paused, still having the nagging feeling he knew him from somewhere. “But I didn’t get a second name. Why are the Marshals interested? He knew something was off, and passed the photo back, catching the second look the marshals tossed at each other.

“I can’t reveal any details, but John and his daughter are at high risk. We need to get them into protective custody as soon as possible.”

“What?” Lucas said, bewildered. “But they’re—”

“Gone,” Deputy DuPree admitted. “As soon as it was confirmed that his daughter hadn’t inhaled any toxins, he slipped out while the nurse was hunting out more spare clothes for them. We’re checking CCTV, but while the ER has it for reception, there doesn’t seem to be any other cameras.”

There wouldn’t be, Lucas thought. He knew nearby Greeley had them, but he doubted even their local bank had any video surveillance. That was life in a small town.

Lucas tried to concentrate despite his weariness, but he still uttered the first question that popped into his head without filtering it. “If he’s at risk, why is he running from you?”

DuPree glanced at O’Connor, and they seemed to come to a silent agreement. “We have reason to believe there might be a leak in our department. What type of leak it is and how far it goes is still under investigation—”

“So he doesn’t trust you,” Lucas interrupted.

Another glance. “We can’t say,” O’Connor responded. “But he is definitely at risk until he has given evidence. We need to bring him in.”

“If I did know something, nothing you two are saying is exactly giving me the confidence to spill.” He put his hand up to ward off the angry objection before it was made. “He didn’t tell me squat. Not that there was exactly time. I didn’t even have a chance to ask why he was there.” Lucas glanced over at Cassidy. “Ask Karen. She thought the circumstances were suspicious as well. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure the kid was his, except you could see he was really worried about her.” You could. His face had softened when he looked at her, and he’d been highly protective of her, even when he could barely stand up himself. “Is she actually his daughter?”

DuPree’s lips twisted in an approximation of a smile. “What makes you ask?”

Lucas shrugged. He didn’t know how to explain his instincts had been screaming at him that something was wrong.

“It’s complicated, but yes. Or as good as.”

“I wish I could help.” And he did. He didn’t like the idea of John and Mia wandering around on their own. “Does he even have any money?”

O’Connor shook his head. “We don’t honestly know. If he does, it’s cash, because all his accounts are being monitored.”

Accounts? Plural? That was something else that seemed off. Lucas sighed and glanced at Cassidy. “Trying not to burn to death doesn’t give you time for chitchat, so….” Lucas shrugged.

Cassidy nodded and shuffled restlessly, reminding Lucas that his captain had to be as exhausted as he was. DuPree pulled out a couple of business cards and handed one to him and another to Cassidy. “If you think of anything else, please call me.”

“Who’s he giving evidence against?” Lucas asked.

Again, the look was telling. O’Connor sighed. “I can’t go into details, but he’d been in protective custody for more than two months. His detail—two marshals—were killed in a shootout three weeks ago, the night before he was due to give evidence. John and his daughter have been on the run ever since. He’s the prosecution’s star witness, and if he doesn’t deliver, an especially bad man will get away with things that should get him locked up for a very long time, if not permanently. We managed to delay proceedings, but the courts won’t wait forever.”

“To say nothing of our real concern that he’s on the run with a vulnerable child,” DuPree commented.

Lucas rubbed his tired eyes. “I wish I could tell you more.”

The marshals left and Cassidy shook his head. “I’ll call a ride for you. You were cleared, but they asked us to wait around till they got here.”

“Where do I know him from?” Lucas wasn’t stupid, and he’d noticed the careful look Cassidy had shot him a few times.

“He looked different the last time you saw him,” Cassidy admitted.

Lucas swung his legs off the gurney. “Who is he?”

Cassidy leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Remember when that children’s charity came to the station to shoot a calendar?”

Realization widened Lucas’s eyes. The model. He’d turned up for the shoot, with almost white-blond hair—obviously dyed—and those same stunning green eyes. Lucas had seen him for, like, five seconds before they had been called out. “He looks a bit different.”

Cassidy nodded. “He retired a couple of years ago. Got married, I think. I dunno. Karen recognized him, but I don’t think anyone else would now. I’ve been ordered to keep it hush-hush.”

Lucas stretched, needing a walk. “I don’t need a ride. I want to remind myself I can still breathe fresh air.”

Cassidy chuckled. “The crews have everything contained. Go home. I don’t want to see your sorry ass until Friday.”

Lucas nodded. That was good. Today was Monday, but he still hesitated. “I need a day, but if our crazy guy decides—”

“He’s been quiet for a few weeks, if it even is a ‘he.’”

Lucas fastened his boots. He knew the “he” Cassidy referred to was still a mystery. Their “crazy” might be male or female, could be one person or multiple people. Their company had been called out to two fires a month ago—one abandoned car that was too close to a wooded area this time of year and a warehouse that the investigators thought was arson.

Just routine stuff… except there were some striking similarities to previous blazes. It was starting to look like the same person, or persons, were behind them all, deliberately making them look like carelessness. Cassidy had shared his suspicions with Lucas a few days ago but had asked him to keep it quiet.

“Well, you’re gonna spoil me, giving me more than two days off.” Lucas straightened up, wincing as his back creaked. Shit, he was getting old.

“Not that you couldn’t have longer,” Cassidy continued. “You must have three years’ worth of vacation saved up.” Cassidy’s face fell. “Ah shit, Lucas, I didn’t mean—”

Lucas clapped his old friend on the back. He didn’t need people to keep tiptoeing around him. Other people coped with loss every day and went on with their lives. “It’s all good. I’ll have a think about it and get back to you when I’m not so tired.”

He waved to Gemma, the receptionist at the ER at Knowles Medical, knowing they were lucky to have an ER at all. Summerton itself was much quieter than nearby Greeley—barely fifty miles north of Denver—with a very small residential population. But in high season, that number tripled. The campgrounds, hotels, and guest houses were usually fully booked between May and September and over the holiday season. Even the winter was picking up, since good skiing was less than two hours away and Summerton’s hotel rates were more affordable.

He waved at Keith, one of the ER nurses just coming on shift, and slipped out into the dusk. It wouldn’t actually get dark until after seven, but since that was barely an hour away, the shadows were lengthening.

“Lucas?”

Jacko sat behind the wheel of his wife’s car. She’d probably driven it to work for her night shift in the hospital, and he was taking it home.

“Hey.” He smiled tiredly.

“Are you okay?” Jacko frowned. “The captain told me you had to stay a while.”

“I’m fine. I had to wait and talk to the marshals about that guy and his daughter.”

Jacko nodded. “They asked me, but I said we didn’t have time to exactly shoot the breeze.”

“He’s on the run. Some sort of witness to something.” Jacko had been on vacation at the time of the calendar shoot, Lucas remembered. He was glad he didn’t have to keep anything from his friend.

“With a kid?” Jacko looked horrified. He came from a huge family, and judging from the amount of sisters and cousins he had who were currently expecting, it was only going to get bigger. The thought reminded him to ask after Christine. She and Jacko had been trying to get pregnant for a long time and had finally decided to explore different treatment options.

“How’s Christine doing?”

Jacko’s smile twisted a little. “Rheanne, Chris’s baby sister, just announced she’s expecting. Ink’s barely dry on their marriage license.” Which wasn’t a prerequisite, obviously, but Lucas understood what Jacko meant. Of all people, he understood life wasn’t fair. “So, are you going to get in or what?” Jacko motioned to the door of the car.

Lucas shook his head. “Thanks, but I need the walk.” Jacko’s smile was understanding. Lucas promised to give him a call later.

He took a breath and tried to decide which way to go home. He had two choices—Main Street or through the park. He generally avoided the park, with the small duck pond and the children’s play area, because most days, he didn’t need the reminder. But today, knowing he was in some way responsible for saving a little girl’s life, he found the courage he didn’t usually have.

It was deserted, thankfully. Seeing an empty playground wasn’t as bad as hearing a full one. He could never walk through here during the day, or worse, when the kids had just gotten out of kindergarten. Stevie used to love the park. The giggles, the shrieks when Lucas used to swing Stevie higher, the pleading to go faster, no matter what Mommy said. Lucas slowed nearer the path that led to the bandstand that hosted the high school jazz band on Fridays, and the hill behind it, where open-air screenings of all the old favorites were often held. But it had been three years since he’d been back here, since he could stand to be back here. Sometimes he would still wake up with the sound of Stevie’s giggles in his ears, and the ache that accompanied them would only intensify when he opened his eyes to silence.

Tory had been so excited the night they had gone to see Brief Encounter. He’d had to stand there for more than an hour with an umbrella over them both when it had started raining because she’d refused to miss the ending.

He would have stood there forever if she’d asked.

Lucas blinked. He was so tired. Maybe… maybe he needed a change. Maybe he should take his years of experience and go do what Karen was doing. It was the very definition of masochism to stay in a place that reminded him of what he’d lost forever and would never get back. Maybe he should take some time off and go looking to see what other jobs were available.

As he crossed the deserted playground, he thought he imagined the first wail. It sounded familiar. But then, his son hadn’t sounded like that. Not even in the nightmares after the accident, when Lucas jerked awake, convinced Stevie had been crying for him… and dying inside when all he heard was silence. He knew being near the little girl in the fire had brought back everything he had been trying to avoid for the past three years.

“Sir?”

He swung around, knowing instantly what—or who—he was going to see. He hesitated for the space of a heartbeat before he opened his mouth and said something to make the man run again. “John, hey. Can I help?”

The young man from this morning was clutching a different set of blankets covering the little girl. Lucas walked toward him slowly, not wanting to spook him. He looked frightened. But on top of that, his face held a bone-deep sadness. A weariness, as if he had fought for as long as he could and was ready to give up.

“You both need help,” Lucas said matter-of-factly. “You have a lot of people trying to find you. They want to keep you safe.”

John scoffed.

Lucas blew out a breath, honestly wondering after the week he’d had how he was still vertical. Maybe he was asleep and dreaming. “Isn’t there anyone you trust?” He could think of a few names off the top of his head, but they were all local. And the impression the two marshals had given him was that this was a much bigger deal.

John shook his head and swayed slightly. Lucas moved quickly, frightened he was going to drop the baby, but John stiffened and yanked his arm away before Lucas could reach out.

Lucas scrubbed a hand over his eyes. “Look—” He’d better not regret this. “I live five minutes away, on the other side of the park. You can come with me. I have food and a bed, at least for tonight.”

John stared up at him, indecision written on his face.

“If you didn’t trust me a little, you wouldn’t have called out.”

John inhaled and blinked sharply.

“I’m going home,” Lucas said gently. It was like trying to coax a feral cat. “You have two choices. I promise not to call the cops if you stay tonight. But if you go, I’m calling them now. You clearly have nowhere to go, and she definitely can’t stay out all night, even if you can.”

John was clearly torn. “There was a number for a shelter on the wall as I left, but I didn’t get all of the address. I was looking for someone to ask directions, and I saw you.”

Lucas searched his pale face, trying to match it up with the memory he had of seeing the man. But then, he knew better than anyone that people changed. “It’s St. Catherine’s. Father Grayson is a good man.” Lucas pointed. “But it’s also a thirty-minute walk in that direction, and you’re both beat.” He looked at the clear sky. “It will drop well below freezing tonight.” It was getting there now.

“You promise not to call the cops?” John sounded desperate.

Being at the end of his own rope made it easier for Lucas to spot it in others. Fuck knew there had been enough times in the past three years that he’d only clung on by his fingernails.

And there’d been enough times he’d been tempted to simply let go.

Lucas nodded. He had no idea how much trouble he might get into for not reporting John right away, but he was done. They all were. “I give you my word I won’t call anyone tonight. We’ll get a good night’s sleep, have some breakfast tomorrow, and then we’ll come up with a plan. Okay?”

John nearly smiled.

“Just over there.” Lucas pointed to a small row of townhouses, or cottages, as Tory used to call them. Maybe he ought to move. He wasn’t surprised there was no one around. Mr. Jacobson would have already been settled for the night by the home nurses, and Jenny and Mick would be feeding their brood. He imagined Polly, who worked the night shift in the ER, would have left for work, and the Harveys were on vacation. “Mine’s the end one.” The one with the half-finished summer kitchen and small seating area. Three years, it had sat waiting.

That made two of them.

“Thank you,” John murmured, then came to a complete stop. Lucas had taken two more steps before he realized. He looked back, taking in John’s sudden stricken look, then glanced back to his home to see what had alarmed him.

“I never asked if you were on your own.” John paled even more. “I’m sorry. I might be putting your family—”

“I’m on my own,” Lucas interrupted. “And much as I sympathize, I wouldn’t be letting you in here if I had my own kids to worry about.” They shared a look. For a second, understanding arced between them. John nodded, and after a quick furtive look up and down the quiet road at the end of the park, he quietly followed Lucas inside.

Lucas led them both through the hallway into the small kitchen at the back. It was clean and functional now, when once it had been warm and cozy. He tried not to look at his house through John’s eyes. Empty. Bare. Silent.

Lucas glanced at the little girl. “What do you need for her, John?”

John looked down and gently eased the blanket from her face. She was asleep. Worn out. “I fed Mia at the hospital while we were waiting. She doesn’t need night feeding or anything.” He hesitated for a brief second, and again Lucas braced himself for the lie John was probably about to tell. He hated it, even if he understood why.

“I never got to thank you properly.” He paused for a moment. “And my name is Owen, not John.” He held out his hand, the one not supporting Mia. Lucas took it gravely, touched by the show of trust. The man’s skin was soft, but the shake was firm.

“The bedroom is at the top of the stairs, to the left. There are spare sheets and pillows in the closet. Bathroom’s the next room after that. Help yourself to anything there. You hungry?”

Owen shook his head. “Too tired.”

“Well, what they don’t tell you is when you become a firefighter, you have to learn to cook. So you’ll get a good breakfast, in any case.”

“I don’t know how to say thank you,” Owen said as he carried Mia toward the stairs.

“You just did.” Lucas watched them go up to the bedroom. He did his usual walk around the two small downstairs rooms to make sure everything was locked up, then grabbed two bottles of water. He left one outside the spare room door, since the light was on in the bathroom, and went into his own room across the hall.

Was he insane? He didn’t know how much trouble Owen was in, but if the Marshals were involved, that meant there was a threat to his life.

And Mia’s.

Maybe the karma fairy was giving him the chance to make up for not saving another child’s life. Maybe someone else was ready to forgive Lucas for the deaths of his wife and child… even if he could never forgive himself.




Chapter Three

 

 

“THIS IS the last one. I’m not doing any more.” The man—almost defensively—scanned the paper Damien Malvetti pushed toward him.

He looked up at the slight tutting noise Malvetti was making and tried not to shiver. The involuntary swallow down his too-dry, too-tight throat was unavoidable.

“Now, now….” Malvetti steepled his fingers together, and the man’s eyes were drawn to the movement. He tried to shut out the image of the gun held in Malvetti’s hand the last time they’d had this conversation.

And what Malvetti had done with it.

“You agreed.” He tried to sound confident, assured, but it sounded pathetic—whiny—even to him.

“No.” Malvetti shook his head slowly. “You are mistaken. Why would I agree to end our mutually beneficial relationship? I get certain tasks performed by someone with specialized abilities, and you…. Well, do I really have to tell you what would happen if we suddenly found ourselves no longer friends?”

No, no he didn’t. With sickening acceptance, he took the address, his hands barely shaking.

 

 

OWEN WASN’T able to sleep again. And that was all kinds of stupid, considering he’d finally had the first chance to rest safely in what seemed like forever. He could still taste the smoke, smell it in Mia’s hair. She’d been too worn out for a bath, but that was going to be his first job this morning. He gazed at the rays of sunlight creeping through the curtains and looked around the room. Plain, functional. He’d been too tired last night to notice much of anything, but the kitchen seemed pretty much the same. The small house was pretty—it could be so pretty. It would barely need much. A few accent rugs, the odd picture.

Owen reined himself in. This wasn’t his house, and letting his imagination run away with him wouldn’t do him any good. He was thirsty, and he picked up the bottle of water Lucas had left him last night. Mia was still fast asleep in her cocoon of pillows. Without second-guessing himself, Owen swung his legs out of bed and grabbed the small sweatshirt he had worn yesterday. He wrinkled his nose as the smell of smoke hit him, and he decided that going downstairs cold was better than smelling of fire.

He opened the door quietly and shivered, then crept toward the stairs in case Lucas was still asleep. Maybe he and Mia should leave before Lucas demanded an explanation? At least the carpet was kind on his bare feet. He walked past what he assumed was the living room door and into the kitchen.

Lucas swung around as soon as he heard him, startled, as if he had forgotten they were here.

For a split second, Owen was disappointed he obviously hadn’t made that much of an impression, and then Lucas smiled. Lazily, as if he was genuinely pleased to see him, and that none of it—not the fire, not the rescue, not Owen invading his home—was that big a deal.

Owen scanned the big burly guy in front of him and randomly imagined him on one of the firefighter calendars he had drooled over once upon a time—cropped dark brown hair and brown, almost hazel, eyes when he looked up and the light caught them. His skin was dark around his chin, showing where he would need to shave. He would have to be shirtless and clutching a kitten or a puppy, but he’d make the best pin-up Owen had ever seen. He’d looked bad-ass in his uniform, but jeans and a shirt didn’t make him ooze any less competence.

In another life, maybe?

“You smelled the coffee?” Lucas waved his mug by way of a greeting.

Owen inhaled the welcoming aroma and shivered, even though the kitchen was warmer than the hall. Lucas frowned, noticing immediately. “Don’t you have anything warmer than that?” He gazed at Owen’s sweatpants and T-shirt.

Owen flushed slightly. “They all smell disgusting.” He picked at his clothes. “They loaned me these yesterday, but I still think everything smells of smoke.” It must be him, even though he’d scrubbed every inch of his skin last night. Maybe he was trying to erase more than the smoke.

Lucas nodded, looking apologetic. “Of course. We’ll throw them in the washer.” Then there was a pause as Owen tried not to squirm while Lucas gazed at him. Lucas bent to a laundry basket and grabbed a pair of rolled-up socks, then tossed them to him. “These just came out of the dryer.” Owen immediately sat down on one of the three wooden chairs next to a small table and pulled them on his feet, then glanced over at Lucas, who was filling another cup. “Milk? Sugar?”

“Just milk, please.”

Lucas handed him the cup and pushed an open carton of milk toward him. “I’m assuming Mia’s asleep?”

Owen smiled ruefully. “If she was awake, you’d know about it.” He clutched the warm cup in his cold hands and heard Lucas make a tutting noise just before he pulled his own sweatshirt off, revealing a plain white tee. Owen tried not to notice the flat abdomen liberally sprinkled with dark hair before Lucas lowered his arms and passed him the sweatshirt.

“Here, put this on before you freeze.”

Owen didn’t attempt to object and immediately put his cup down and pulled the soft thick sweatshirt on and inhaled. He wasn’t going to put a name to what he could smell, but it was settling. Male. Warm. “Thank you.”

Lucas was looking at him with a little amusement, and he flushed again. The sweatshirt was huge on him. Not that Owen wasn’t used to being looked at, but it wasn’t usually because he looked funny. No, the kind of entertainment he usually did involved taking clothes off, not putting them on.

Silence settled over the room, and Owen knew he should explain, that Lucas was waiting for him to talk. Luckily a harsh cry from Mia brought temporary relief, and he hurried upstairs. Lucas followed. “Shall I get a bath started for her?”

Owen nodded gratefully, and Lucas carried on to the bathroom while Owen ducked into his room. He smiled immediately as a very indignant Mia looked up at him. She was sitting up, and her brown curls seemed to have taken on a life of their own. Her huge blue eyes were a startling combination with the darker hair, and a pretty red bow mouth completed the stunning picture. She hadn’t started crawling yet, but she was rolling over. He suddenly realized she could have rolled out of bed, and guilt swamped him.

“Hey,” Owen choked out, gathering her up and wrinkling his nose at the same time. She smelled awful, and this time, it wasn’t smoke. He swallowed a laugh and grabbed some wipes he’d “borrowed” from the hospital. She might look innocent, but some of those diapers were plain evil. There didn’t seem any point in putting on a clean one since she was going straight in the bath, so he laid her on the bed and took it off, deftly wiping her and then taping the whole mess up. He would take it downstairs once she was dressed.

Lucas looked up as Owen walked into the bathroom carrying Mia. When she saw the water, she immediately started to babble excitedly. He couldn’t help grinning—she’d always loved the bath at home. He used to lie in the Jacuzzi and let the bubbles swirl around her legs as he cradled her. Every luxury one could possibly imagine had graced his ex’s show house. Or as it turned out, Owen’s prison, that Damien had gleefully decorated with gilded bars.

He pushed the memory away. He should be thankful Lucas had a tub. Some of the motels he had been in only had showers, and he’d had to bathe Mia in a sink more times than he could count.

Lucas turned the faucet off and stood. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said and stood up without looking at Mia.

Not that she noticed, and after Owen tried the water—which was perfect—he lowered her into the bath. She sat up, but it was awkward as he had nothing to hold her safely. He reached for the bottle of soap.

“Here,” Lucas said and passed it to him. Of course, then Mia started wriggling and splashing, and Owen had to grab her quickly, dropping the bottle. He heard a short sigh from Lucas and guessed they were outstaying their welcome.

“I’m sorry. As soon as she’s dry, we’ll be out of your hair.” He looked up to check that the words had registered, and stilled for a second. Lucas was staring at Mia, but not as if she was irritating—almost as if he was in pain. He moved before Owen could say anything.

“No,” Lucas said firmly, kneeling down and putting both hands under Mia’s arms to secure her. “This isn’t your fault.” He glanced up. “And you both need feeding before we do anything,” he added before looking down at Mia, who was smacking the water with the flat of her hand. Water was going everywhere, and Owen couldn’t help the smile. He let go and was able to use the soap liberally—which Mia loved and desperately needed.

“You take her,” Lucas instructed once she was rinsed. Lucas let go and soaped his hands and then ever so gently smoothed one over the soft brown curls, which sprang back up when he rinsed them with some water from the faucet. Owen didn’t seem able to think of anything to say as he watched greedily as Lucas carefully made sure Mia’s eyes were protected. Lucas rinsed her once again and slid his hands back under Owen’s. Owen jumped up to grab one of the soft blue towels warming on the rail and opened it out. Smoothly, Lucas lifted Mia out of the water and put her straight into Owen’s arms. Owen sat on the nearby stool and dried her, listening to her baby nonsense as Lucas left the room.

“Try these,” Lucas said, coming back, and Owen looked up, puzzled at the folded baby clothes he was holding out. “They might be a bit big.” Lucas shrugged, then turned and left again.

Owen heard him jog down the stairs. He pulled Mia securely to him to free his hands and picked up the clothes Lucas had placed on the side of the sink and opened them out. They were for a boy. He looked at the label—eighteen months. They would be big. He bent down to Mia. “I guess the two of us are playing dress-up, huh, sweetie?”

They were more than a little big, even over the diaper. The fact that Mia wasn’t walking and he could roll up the legs on the cute fleece pants was good. The matching blue sweater with a picture of Lightning McQueen fitted even better. There was even a pair of matching socks.

Why? It seemed a strange thing for Lucas to have lying around, but maybe he had family who visited. Mia giggled again and tried to pull at the towel before he could puzzle out where the clothes had come from, and he quickly finished dressing her.

He used the last diaper he had. He had stopped briefly in Loveland on Saturday, trying to find a store, when Paulo had seen them. He knew Paulo was one of the enforcers Damien had sent after him. Luckily, Owen had already been in the car, and a bus had pulled out straight after him, giving him the precious few minutes he had needed to get out of sight. He’d turned off as soon as he could, using side roads so he was less likely to be seen. Finally he’d ended up at the half-constructed vacation area. It was already getting dark, and he’d managed to bunk down in one of the intact cabins. He’d heard the fire trucks, but they had all seemed to be going in the opposite direction. The next day, he had seen the smoke in the distance, but he hadn’t thought it was an immediate threat. City life hadn’t prepared him for forest fires, and the chance he had taken in staying another night had nearly killed them both.

And it wasn’t even the thought of his own death that bothered him. It was the thought of his ex, Damien, getting his hands on Mia again—that was enough to end Owen right there and then. He dropped a kiss on Mia’s damp curls and swung her up. He quickly rinsed the bath clean with a small jug he found, then ducked into the room they had stayed in to get the dirty diaper and headed downstairs, looking around as he walked. Not so much as a photo. Then again, Lucas said he lived alone. Maybe he had just moved in, or maybe he wasn’t the sort to put up pictures? Owen was carrying the only family he had.

Or the only family that counted.

He walked into the kitchen just as Lucas was stirring something on the stove. Lucas glanced up. “I made eggs. Is that okay? Anything she can’t eat?”

“Thank you.” Owen was touched, and he hoped Lucas couldn’t hear the rumbling noises coming from his belly.

Lucas pointed to the chair. “I thought she could just sit on your knee. That okay?”

Owen pulled the chair out and sat down. Lucas put a cup of coffee where Owen could get it but out of Mia’s reach.

“What does she drink? I have water, milk, juice.”

“Just water, please. I need to go to the store and get her some things—milk, diapers definitely.” That was very urgent.

Lucas put a dish of fluffy eggs and a bigger plate of buttered toast down. “I thought you could share.”

Mia shrieked and immediately tried to grab the dish. Lucas chuckled and moved it out of her reach. They ate in comfortableish silence… or as quiet as it could be with a seven-month-old who loudly told Daddy to feed her, or at least, that’s what it sounded like. Lucas looked at his own plate when it was half-empty. “I put mushrooms, peppers, and ham in mine. I never thought you might have liked some of this.”

“It’s fine, thank you. This is great.” Owen didn’t add that he was a vegetarian. They probably wouldn’t be eating together again, anyway. Lucas took another two huge mouthfuls and stood up to get a small dry towel from a drawer. He rinsed it under the faucet and then put it next to Owen. “Sticky hands,” he said in explanation when he saw Owen had given up with the spoon and was letting Mia hold her own bits of toast to suck on.

Lucas watched her for a few seconds and then pushed his plate away unfinished, as if something had put him off. Owen understood. They needed to go. Where, he didn’t know, but outstaying his welcome wasn’t the way to thank this generous man. He wiped Mia’s hands carefully and looked up at the intense eyes that were gazing at him. He stood, holding Mia. “I’ll just go get our things and be out of your way.” The hospital had given them a change of clothes and that was it.

Lucas’s eyebrows went up. “Where you gonna go?”

Owen glanced at him. A heartbeat went by. “Away from here.”

Lucas nodded and stood. “How about we go into the living room and talk first? It’s safe for her to crawl around in there.”

Owen blinked but acquiesced. He didn’t want to have to explain anything, but he owed Lucas. Once for saving his life and, well, probably for saving their lives a second time. He knew Damien’s men were searching all the shelters periodically, to say nothing of the cops and the marshals.

They followed Lucas into a bright living room. There was just enough room for a small couch and a separate large old leather chair. He looked around. No pictures, no photos—just like the rest of the place. “Have you lived here long?” He set Mia on the floor, and she immediately rolled over.

“About twelve years.”

Owen gaped a little before he realized he was probably being rude. It wasn’t his business how other people lived their lives. He thought of all the priceless antiques he had hated in the casa he had run from. Lucas’s house was a million times better than that.

Lucas sat in the leather chair, looking completely at home. “You promised me an explanation.”

He had. “It might be safer for you if you don’t get one,” he replied baldly. Two dead marshals were a stark reminder of that.

Lucas didn’t react. “I recognized you. It took me a while, but I remember you being at the station.”

Owen’s shoulders sagged a little, but he didn’t deny it. “It feels like all that happened to someone else.”

“The marshals said you were a witness,” Lucas continued in a steady voice. “They also said your marshals had been shot and killed and that you’ve been on the run ever since. They mentioned something about a leak but didn’t elaborate. I’m guessing that’s the reason you’re running from them.”

Owen closed his eyes. Sometimes the fight was too hard. He felt a touch on his leg and opened his eyes to see Mia grabbing his sweatpants. Smiling. He smiled back. Or maybe, sometimes to protect those you loved, the fight wasn’t hard enough.

“I don’t know who to trust,” he admitted. “We were in an apartment—some kind of safe house they used—and Terry got a call. I didn’t even get a chance to ask who was on the line because I’ve never seen people move so fast in all my life. Terry grabbed the diaper bag, Barry lifted Mia from the small cot we had and handed her to me, and what seemed like only two minutes later, we were running from the building.” And being fired upon. He swallowed. “I’ve never been so scared in all my life. Barry got hit as we came out—”

“You were shot at?” Lucas interrupted, sounding shocked.

“Yes. There was more than one shooter. Terry bundled me between two cars. It was dark, around midnight, and pretty deserted.”

“Where were you?”

“Just north of Old Town in Fort Collins, but it was a Tuesday and really quiet.” Not like the weekends, which were kind of wild. “Mia woke up at the sound of gunfire. She started crying, so it was obvious where we were. There were footsteps, and Terry just stood up and started firing. He shouted for me to run. His truck was only a few feet away, but he was shot.” It hadn’t been the first time Owen had seen someone killed by a bullet, but he hoped to God it was the last.

Something told him that was unlikely.

“Terry must have shot them. I don’t know if they were killed, but they didn’t come after me.”

“Why are people shooting at you?”

And there it was—the question he had been expecting since yesterday and still didn’t know how to answer. “Are you sure you really want to know?”

Lucas didn’t reply, but then he didn’t have to. His confidence, some deep assurance on a different level screamed the answer to Owen. Trust me.

He glanced down at Mia, not only for the little bolt of courage he needed, but to remind himself of why he was here and why he would fight to his last breath to keep her safe. “Because I saw my ex-boyfriend kill her mother.” Lucas’s eyes widened a little, but he still kept silent. Waiting. Owen half smiled. “That’s a good interrogation technique you’ve got going on there.”

“Patience?” Lucas’s lips tilted upward at the corner, and from out of nowhere, Owen suddenly had the desperate urge to press his lips to that spot. Shocked, he jerked back a little.

“Did you know her?”

Owen refocused himself, pushing the inexplicable urge away. “She was my friend.” And he was the reason she was dead.

Lucas waited again, but Owen knew he had to answer. He would see the disappointment on Lucas’s face. Maybe even judgment. Disgust was a given, but he might as well get it over with. He shouldn’t forget that Lucas had saved his life yesterday, and even though Owen had sometimes been in that strange halfway place between fighting for your life and being ready to give up, he was the only thing keeping Mia from Damien. And if there was one thing he absolutely had to do for his best friend, it was to keep her daughter safe. Especially since he had failed so spectacularly at being a friend.

“I met Mary two days after I left home. A couple of guys followed me after I had used the cash machine.” He had been so clueless. “One pinned me, and the other took my cash and card. He wanted the PIN number, and I thought I’d be hard-core and refuse. Turned out they had a knife.” And really shaky hands. He would never forget the press of metal against his throat and the sheer terror he’d felt as it slid across his skin. “I thought they were gonna kill me, even after I told them, but Mary walked into the alley and called them by name. Told them to stop fucking with me.” And they laughed. He had thought he was going to die, and they had thought it was funny. “They took all the money I had left, but Mary stayed.” She’d even gotten him some water after he had puked his guts up. “That was four years ago.”

He glanced out the window, praying Lucas wasn’t going to want it all. He wasn’t ready for that.

“How did you get a car?”

Owen shot Lucas a grateful glance. Lucas could easily push, and Owen was in no position to say no, but as he focused on the deep understanding in Lucas’s gaze, he knew Lucas was giving him a breather. “I stole it.” He watched Lucas carefully, but again, there was no reaction. “I wish I’d gotten a better one, but it wasn’t even locked, and old cars are easier to hot-wire.”

Lucas’s eyes crinkled with sudden humor, and he laughed quietly. “I’m not surprised, if it was that blue Ford Taurus from the cabins. I think rust was holding it together.”

Owen stared. Lucas didn’t seem to be judging him. He’d done a lot of things over the years he wasn’t proud of.

“How long have you got to wait to give evidence?”

“I was supposed to give evidence to the grand jury three weeks ago so they could indict Damien, before we had to run. Now I’m not sure what will happen.” He didn’t know how he was going to last that long on his own. “I just want to disappear.”

“Not easy with a baby,” Lucas said doubtfully.

“I know.” Owen knew he was right. “But I don’t know who to trust.”

“Have you met Deputies DuPree and O’Connor? They’re the two who came to see me in the ER.”

“I like DuPree. She said her niece was called Mia.” He wasn’t sure about O’Connor, though. “I saw her with Terry a couple of times, once just after we left their offices the first time. I have absolutely no idea if I can trust either of them.”

“They can’t all be dirty. Jacko—remember him from the fire? African American? Big guy?”

Owen couldn’t help a short laugh. “You’re all big guys.”

“Well, Jacko comes from a family of cops. His dad and two brothers are on the force, and his uncle is a vice detective.” Lucas grinned. “It took months before his old man forgave him for becoming a firefighter. Anyway, we could ask Jacko to ask his uncle to check into the situation.”

That might work. It was just such a huge risk.

“You can’t run forever.” Lucas pointed to Mia, where she was chewing her fist. “Not with her, anyway.”

No. “So what? You’ll talk to Jacko?”

“How about this? You stay here with me while I sound things out. I don’t even have to mention your name—”

“No? How many witnesses running for their lives do you usually keep around—” Owen clamped his lips closed. He was joking, but his throat had suddenly gotten really tight.

Lucas’s face softened. He’d seen. Owen had a feeling Lucas didn’t miss much. “Why don’t you both plan to stay—at least for today. I don’t think you’re going to be any worse off, and you both need a rest.”

Owen nearly laughed. He possibly would have, if he hadn’t been keeping his lips clamped shut. A rest? When was the last time he’d had that? “I need some things for Mia.”

Lucas stood up. “Help yourself to anything in the fridge for her and make me a list.”

A loving home.

A father who knows what he’s doing.

But they’d start with diapers and milk.




Chapter Four

 

 

LUCAS DIDN’T intend to be gone long. But he also wanted to keep Owen and Mia safe, which meant driving to a Safeway far from his place. It was another twenty minutes, but he could hardly go into the local store and buy diapers and formula. The jungle drums would be so loud, you would be able to hear them in Denver.

“Lucas?”

Lucas turned at the shout and cursed to himself as he saw Jacko, Christine, and her mother, Serena.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” Jacko said as they walked closer.

Fuck. Of course he had to be in the aisle that sold everything for babies—from food to high chairs. What the hell was he going to tell his friend? He had to think, quick. Christine elbowed Jacko, and his smile fell as they got closer. Lucas put out his hand to try and forestall any embarrassed apologies.

“Hi, guys. I didn’t expect to run into you here.” He gestured at the shelves. “I went to see Larry Jacobson this morning. His grandson might be visiting next week, and he asked me to pick up a few things for him. They’ve got everything in this store.”

“How old is he?” Christine asked brightly.

“Seven months,” Lucas replied, keeping it simple. “He’s given me quite a list, none of which he’ll probably need, but it makes him happy to spoil him.” Lucas shrugged as if it was no big deal, but silently he was congratulating himself. Christine might be finding it hard around her sisters, but babies were still Christine’s favorite subject. Within minutes, he had everything on the list Owen had given him, plus a lot more.

Since Jacko had finished as well, they all walked up to the checkout together. He had picked up what Christine had wanted for her sister’s baby shower. When they realized it wouldn’t fit in her mother-in-law’s car, Lucas offered to take it in his truck and drop the bags off at their place later. It gave him the excuse he needed to talk to Jacko alone. He just wished he’d had a chance to get Owen some clothes as well, but he couldn’t come up with a story that wouldn’t make Jacko question his sanity. He was pushing it already.

Lucas went to the register next to them and looked back after he was done to see what was holding them up. The girl working the register was telling Jacko his card had been declined, and Christine wasn’t happy, especially when hers wouldn’t go through either. Her mom stepped up before Lucas had a chance to and paid.

Jacko was shaking his head. “Banks,” he said with a long-suffering sigh. “Chris lost her card last week, and instead of cancelling just that card, they’ve gone and flagged them all.”

“I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life.” Christine pouted. “Mrs. Jones from school was in the line and undoubtedly heard everything. I’m gonna give that bank manager what-for tomorrow.”

Jacko chuckled. “I need to go into town and get my Jeep from Ted’s this afternoon. I’ll stop by and take care of it.”

Lucas promised Christine he would be by later to drop the shopping off and to get Jacko “out of her hair.” Then he told Jacko to give him a call if he needed a ride and proceeded to load his shopping and theirs into his truck. The F250 had been a huge expense, but it was also exactly what he had needed the winter before last, when half the crew was struggling to get to the station because of the snow.

And it wasn’t as if he had anything else to spend his money on. He looked down at the bags in the truck. Maybe he had gone overboard a little. In fact, he would feel pretty stupid if he got home and found out Owen and Mia had gone.

He waved at a guy he knew from the station, then slammed on the brakes as a dog raced across the road in front of him. He heard a squeal of tires, but luckily, the Chevy Tahoe behind him was a good distance away or it might have hit him. He put up a hand in an apologetic acknowledgment, hoping the driver could see him. After another mile or two, his thoughts returned to Owen.

He slowed for a light and glanced in his rearview mirror. The Tahoe was still behind him, but that wasn’t surprising on the main road out of Greeley. He glanced at his phone while at a stoplight, wondering what Owen was doing, and realized that not only had he not asked if Owen had a phone, but he hadn’t given him his number in case there was a problem. Shit. He sped up a little when the lights changed, and in a half mile, he turned off for Summerton. He glanced in his mirror and noticed the Tahoe had turned with him.

Bit of a coincidence.

Without being conscious of the decision, he signaled again and turned left, away from the park and his cottage. Sure enough, the Tahoe turned as well. He signaled, slowed, and stopped on Main Street. The Tahoe pulled up three cars down. He sat for a few seconds and then opened the door and calmly but deliberately walked toward the truck. The road was busy, and he was sure the driver could see him. Just as he saw who was driving, the window lowered, and he huffed.

“Marshals,” Lucas acknowledged, looking at O’Connor and DuPree. “Did you forget to ask me something?”

DuPree chuckled and O’Connor shrugged. “Believe it or not, we were just passing Safeway and saw you loading your truck. It seemed like you bought a lot of stuff.”

“Especially since you live alone,” O’Connor added pointedly.

Lucas made a show of rolling his eyes. “Did you also notice Jackson Keefer, who you interviewed yesterday, and his wife and his mother-in-law? Or the fact they were driving his mother-in-law’s compact because Jacko’s Jeep is being repaired at Ted Cartwright’s garage, half a mile farther up the road?” He continued before either marshal could speak. “Christine—Jacko’s wife—has both her sisters and their children visiting from Vegas, and they weren’t going to be able to fit everything in her mom’s compact.” He spoke confidently, knowing technically everything he was saying was the truth, but until he had the chance to speak to Jacko privately, he wasn’t telling the marshals anything.

DuPree sighed. “We had to check.”

Lucas nodded. “You still think he’s in the area?”

“We have no idea, to be honest,” O’Connor replied. “There are absolutely no surveillance cameras in this town. No hotels have seen him. We even tried a shelter, and the father who ran it told us bluntly that if someone had been seeking shelter there, he wouldn’t tell us. Having said that, he promised to keep a lookout for the little girl, but I wouldn’t want to rely on that,” he added in frustration.

“There isn’t anyone around here that wouldn’t want to help,” Lucas confirmed.

“Yes, but their idea of help and our idea might not be the same thing,” O’Connor said. “Nothing good will come of civilians getting involved in this.” It was a warning. A friendly one, but a warning all the same.

“Doesn’t John have any family?” It would seem odd if he didn’t seem curious. But trying to remember Owen’s alias was a little tricky, now that he knew his proper name.

“Yes, he has parents who are worried sick.”

Lucas tried not to let his shock show and spoke in an attempt at mild surprise. “Well, if they’re local, maybe he’s headed there?”

DuPree shook her head. “Apparently they haven’t had contact with him in more than four years. He left home for the bright lights of Denver and never looked back. They didn’t even know he had a daughter.” DuPree chewed her lip, and O’Connor frowned at her.

Lucas was sympathetic. He had a feeling DuPree was being far more maternal than O’Connor would have liked.

“Well, I don’t like the idea of him wandering around the country and putting a little girl’s life in danger.” Lucas just stopped himself wincing at how holier than thou he sounded, but it had the desired effect. Both marshals nodded sympathetically.

“What was the name of that garage?” O’Connor asked.

“Everyone calls it Ted’s. It’s about half a mile up there on the right.”

DuPree grinned, shared amusement reflected in her eyes, but Lucas knew they would go check. He had to remember they were doing their jobs. He decided to stop in at Patty’s to pick up an apple pie. It would give the marshals a chance to get on their way. The pie wouldn’t hurt either.

 

 

LUCAS PULLED up at home and glanced at the clock on the dashboard. With the drive into Greeley, he’d been gone more than two hours, and he was hungry. He looked at the still quiet street. His neighbors Jenny and Mick both worked in Greeley, and Polly would be asleep. He ought to call in at Larry Jacobson’s place too. He’d grabbed at the excuse of helping his neighbor to explain his presence to Jacko and Christine, but he usually tried to visit the old man at least three times a week and walked his dog at least that much. He’d just take the shopping in and talk to Owen—make sure everything was okay—then he’d go to see him. Maybe take him some pie.

He hopped out of the truck, grabbed all six bags, then walked to the door of the cottage. He didn’t want to question his feeling of eagerness. He should want Owen gone, but for some reason he wasn’t going to try and sort out in his head, he hoped Owen hadn’t left. The cottage was quiet, still, and Lucas’s heart sank. He walked into the kitchen and dumped the bags on the table, then decided to check the living room.

He stopped on the threshold and felt his lips curving involuntarily. Owen hadn’t gone. He was curled up on the couch, bending his knees to fit, and Mia was cuddled up next to him. He wasn’t surprised Owen was asleep. He’d looked as exhausted this morning as he had last night, and Lucas wasn’t sure how much sleep the poor guy had actually gotten. His eyes roamed over Owen’s pale face, noticing the dark shadows under each closed eye and the slight scar at the corner of his mouth that he hadn’t seen before. Owen’s light brown hair wasn’t as long as it had been in the picture, and it was a lot darker. As he watched, Mia blinked her eyes open and focused on him. She wriggled immediately, and before Lucas even thought about it, he lifted her up, shushing her. He wasn’t sure who was the most surprised—Mia, that she had been told to be quiet, or Lucas, that he had voluntarily picked up a baby.

He’d always dutifully admired Jacko’s newest niece or nephew, but he had kept his distance. He wasn’t sure he could do anything more and still cling to his sanity. But holding Mia seemed the easiest thing in the world. He patted her rear gently, and she grabbed his shirt front. Maybe he found being around her easier because she was younger than Stevie had been the last time he’d seen him, or maybe saving her life had eased the huge weight of guilt dragging his every step. “Come on, let’s you and I go see what I got you in the kitchen and let your daddy sleep some more, huh?”

Thankfully, Mia agreed silently, and he went back to the kitchen, closing all the doors behind him. With one hand, he managed to rip open the packaging on the pop-out play area. It was the sort people used for yards and the beach, but it was perfect to put Mia in while he unpacked everything else. Within minutes she was happily investigating the toys he had bought and managing to hold her own sippy cup with some water. He put the coffee maker on and unpacked everything else. He made a plate of sandwiches and munched on one while he was waiting for the coffee. A knock at the door interrupted him, and automatically he reached for Mia and picked her up. He didn’t have a peephole, but he glanced through the window. When he saw Helena, one of Larry Jacobson’s home nurses, standing there, he opened it quickly.

She smiled sadly, and Lucas immediately knew what had happened.

“Hi, Lucas. I’m sorry to bring you bad news, but Mr. Jacobson passed away in his sleep last night.”

Lucas sighed. “Is his daughter here?” Personally, he was glad Helena had found Larry and not Cherry Jacobson. The woman was a rattlesnake.

Helena grimaced. “No. She’s not coming. She’s sending Drake’s here to collect him.”

It was cold of Cherry not to come herself, but it made sense that she was sending Drake’s. Drake’s was the local funeral home, and Larry’s death was expected. “Doc Sergeant has just been in to confirm death.”

Lucas tilted his head. “What about Bailey?” Bailey was Larry’s black lab. He would be lost without the old man.

She hesitated. “That’s the thing. Miss Jacobson is insisting she wants Bailey sent to the shelter. Someone’s already on their way to pick him up.”

“What?” Lucas blurted incredulously. Bailey was eight. He wasn’t a young dog.

“And I talked to Mr. Jacobson last week. He said when something happened, I was to ask you to take Bailey.”

“Absolutely. He can come here.” Larry had asked him the same thing just after the cancer had come back. Actually, what he had said was that there was a provision in his will to care for the dog. He was petrified Bailey would go to a kill shelter, but he understood with Lucas’s shifts that he couldn’t take him himself. Lucas had promised Larry he would make sure Bailey was looked after. Hell, if it came to it, his crew could adopt him. He was pretty sure he could persuade Cassidy to let the dog come to work with him. He glanced down at Mia, who seemed very content to be held. Stevie would have squirmed to get down at her age, and he swallowed around his tight throat.

Helena smiled. “I can see you have your hands full.” She paused, and Lucas knew he had to say something. She knew he lived alone.

“Family visiting,” he said.

Helena smiled again. “I’ll go get him, if that’s okay? I’ll inform Miss Jacobson.”

Lucas nodded and closed the door. He looked down at Mia, who was still gazing at him, completely fascinated. “So I guess we’re going to have company, huh?”

“What company?”

Lucas turned at Owen’s alarmed words and passed Mia into his outstretched arms. “The elderly man in the other end cottage died in his sleep last night. He has an old black lab I said I would rehome for him.”

Owen’s worried face devolved into sadness. “Oh, that’s awful. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Lucas forced himself to say the rest. “Jeanie, his wife—they’d been married over forty years—died after a stroke last year. He told me he was just counting the days till he could join her. Coffee?” Lucas turned and gripped the coffeepot. Startled, he felt a hand on his arm.

“You bought more than milk and diapers.”

Lucas nodded, still not trusting himself to speak. He heard the murmur of Helena’s voice and opened the door before she knocked. She was carrying a plastic sack with a few things in it for the dog. Bailey stood at her side.

“Hey, buddy.” Lucas bent down and caught the dog’s head, gently lifting it up. Soulful brown eyes stared back at him. He scratched behind Bailey’s ears gently, and Bailey leaned into his touch.

Helena handed over the bag. “The doc thinks he died shortly after we left yesterday. When we came in this morning, somehow Bailey had climbed on the bed—he’s not that agile, and we’ve never seen him do that before—but he looked like he’d lain there all night.”

“B-bee,” Mia babbled and wriggled to get down.

Helena smiled. “She’s adorable.”

Lucas thanked Helena and closed the door after she left. He would call Drake’s later and see when the funeral was. He turned around and saw Owen looking at Mia with an amused expression.

“What is it?”

“I’ve been trying to get her to say Daddy for what seems like forever, and nothing. She hears a dog’s name once….”

Lucas stiffened. Daddy. It crucified him every time he heard the word. When he looked up, Owen was watching him carefully.

“Look,” Owen said, hoisting Mia higher. She was leaning down, trying her best to get close to the dog. “I can see we’ve outstayed our welcome—”

“Why don’t you go to your parents’ house?”

Owen blanched and took a step back. Lucas immediately understood how that sounded. “Sorry, I was waylaid by the marshals on my way home. They were listing the places they’d searched for you. I didn’t tell them where you were.” He quickly told Owen about the supermarket and seeing Jacko’s family.

Owen relaxed. “And that’s why it’s a bad idea for me to hang around.” He made a tutting noise as Mia redoubled her efforts to get near Bailey. The dog immediately lay down where they stood, and Lucas glanced down.

“Bailey won’t hurt her. When Jeanie was alive, she and Larry used to run the movie screenings on Saturday mornings for the under-fives.” He’d seen that dog walking with a toddler hanging from each ear.

“Okay, then,” Owen said and sat Mia on the floor next to the dog.

“B-bee,” she babbled, and the dog raised his head and looked at her. She shuffled on her bottom to get a little closer to Bailey, and Owen seemed to be steeling himself not to grab her back up. Mia’s little leg came very close to Bailey’s head, and then with a sigh, the lab moved and laid his head on her lap. He didn’t even react to her earsplitting squeal of delight.

“He’s deaf, right?” Owen asked dryly.

Lucas shook his head and tried to clear his throat. Maybe he was coming down with something? “Are you hungry?” That hadn’t been what he was going to say. He tried again when Owen didn’t answer. “Let me visit Jacko later. At least stay until we can find something out.”

Owen met his gaze. “You keep asking me to stay, but I can tell we’re annoying you. I can see it on your face. It’s a big favor to ask, letting a random guy and a baby stay with you.” He paused. “I’m not a victim. I can take care of both of us, and I have money. I just need to get to a bank.”

All his accounts.

Lucas scrubbed a hand over his face. He knew he was sending mixed messages.

Owen bent down to lift Mia.

“Sit down,” Lucas said. “Have coffee with me, and then if you want to go, I’ll see if I can get you a ride or I’ll take you myself.”

Owen still looked suspicious and glanced at Mia, who was murmuring to the dog and playing with his ear. Every time her little hand stilled, Bailey nudged her for more. “I don’t think you like kids, and I understand. I really do—”

“No,” Lucas interrupted, slamming the coffeepot down and making everyone jump. “I like kids fine. I’m just struggling with what she reminds me of.”

“What does she remind you of?” Owen asked, his voice gentler.

Lucas reached into his jeans pocket and yanked out his wallet. In the very back, he pulled out a dog-eared photo and handed it over.

Owen took it and studied the picture of the smiling little boy. “Who is this?”

“My son. Stephen. He was two when that was taken.”

Owen glanced around the empty kitchen, which was obviously devoid of any other pictures.

“My dead son,” Lucas added, forcing the words out. “There was a gas explosion in the hotel he was in with his mom, and it started a fire. It was supposed to look like a fault, but it was arson. We think it was some sort of insurance scam, but since the owner died as well, nothing could be proven.” Lucas looked at Owen, desperate for him to understand. “It’s just that every time I see another child, I’m reminded that I couldn’t save my son.”




Chapter Five

 

 

OWEN STARED, trying to wrap his mind around the horror he had just been told. He looked down at Mia, who was now lying between Bailey’s legs and using the dog’s paw as a pillow. He couldn’t imagine. He thought…. Owen swallowed with difficulty and tried to articulate what he was feeling. “Then more than ever, we should go.”

“The Marshals are monitoring your bank accounts.”

Owen blinked. That wasn’t what he was expecting Lucas to say. “And you know because…?”

“I thought it was odd at the time. In the hospital, O’Connor said they were monitoring your ‘accounts,’” he said, using finger quotes. “I just remember thinking, wow, you have more than one.”

Owen sighed. “I have another account. It’s just getting to it.”

“Look, I don’t know, obviously, but these guys are used to finding people. They have the ability to look at everything like this. So unless we’re talking about some off-shore fund in the Cayman Islands—”

Owen wanted to laugh, but with what Lucas had just told him, he stopped himself. “It’s Bank of America,” he said, honestly not trying to be funny. “I have ten thousand dollars under another name.”

“I thought models made a ton of money.” Owen could hear the teasing in Lucas’s voice.

“Not ones who don’t think they have to worry about the future,” Owen whispered. “It’s money my grandad left me, but I couldn’t access it until I was twenty-one. I never dared try to get it when I was with Damien because I didn’t want him to know about it.”

Lucas arched his eyebrows. “That’s a hell of a good start, but not a solution. They’ll find you the first time you try to get any money out. Stay, while I talk to Jacko.”

Owen searched Lucas’s face. This man had been through hell.

Lucas gestured to the floor. “Besides which, I think you’ve just acquired a dog.”

Owen looked down and rolled his eyes. Mia was sitting again on the rug between Bailey’s legs, playing with his ear. Bailey had a paw gently resting on her leg, looking for all the world like he was comforting her. “I don’t know what to do,” he admitted.

“How about taking it one day at a time? You’re safe here today. I can’t see the marshals coming here now that we’ve talked and my explanations checked out. I genuinely think Jacko is our best chance of getting help.” He took a breath and glanced back at the floor. “You’re both exhausted, and you need to recharge. But we have to talk to someone.”

Owen didn’t respond.

“You do know you can’t run your way out of this. Not unless you are thinking of giving her up.”

“Absolutely not,” Owen said indignantly. “How can you even suggest that?”

“I wasn’t,” Lucas replied evenly. “I’d be the last person to try and separate you.” He turned before Owen could answer him and pulled the sandwiches he had made from the fridge. “Ham and cheese,” he explained.

Owen took a breath. “Then if we’re staying, there’s something you need to know.”

Lucas raised his eyebrows.

“I’m a vegetarian.”

Lucas smiled. “Do you eat cheese?”

Owen nodded. “But not parmesan.”

Lucas didn’t even blink. “No pizza, then?”

“There’s plenty of other cheeses that don’t contain rennet,” Owen explained. Lucas tilted his head and amazingly didn’t look bored. “My father took me elk hunting when I was thirteen. That year, he also got a tag for black bears. I saw him shoot a mom.” He paused. “And laugh.” He would never ever forget it. He hadn’t eaten meat since, even when his parents threatened to starve him. If it hadn’t been for Miss Elsie, their old housekeeper who’d snuck him food, he would have. The school nurse had even made some comment about his sudden weight loss, and he’d been hurried to the doctor.

“I thought it was illegal to hunt a sow accompanied by cubs?” Lucas asked.

“He didn’t care,” Owen said bitterly. “They thought it was funny.” Him and his buddies. She hadn’t run or even charged because she was protecting her babies. And she died because of it.

“After that, my mom and dad got into local politics and were happy to forget about me. I kept in the background until I graduated. Then pictures of me appeared online, much to my father’s disgust.”

“Why?” Lucas asked. “You rob a bank or something?”

“They wished I had,” Owen drawled and cut up some banana for Mia to suck on. “I went to a foam party.” Lucas looked blankly at him. “I’m gay,” he added. Maybe I should have started with that.

Lucas still looked blank.

“Not that it was a requirement or anything,” Owen continued.

“What’s a foam party?” Lucas interrupted.

“It’s where the dance floor is covered in suds, usually pumped out by a machine.”

“You’re kidding me?” Lucas grinned. “Fuck, I feel old.”

How old are you? Owen wanted to ask so badly, but instead, he said, “You don’t look that old.”

Lucas sent him a skeptical look. “I’m thirty-four.”

“I’m twenty-three in another month,” Owen replied. He was glad he hadn’t had to ask, and he risked some more. “I hadn’t come out to my parents. They would have had hysterics. The plan was to keep a low profile until I went to college in the fall.”

“But the party happened,” Lucas said.

“It was my friend’s birthday, Henry Laughton the Third. He wasn’t out either. The club had under-twenty-one nights—no liquor—but my friends bribed the doorman and snuck some vodka in.” He sighed. “I was trashed and acting really stupid. My dad was a city councilman, and my friend’s dad was the principal of the large private school we had all just graduated from.” He winced. “The pictures of me dancing half-naked with one of the waiters were bad. We think one of the bartenders sold them to the local press.”

Lucas got up to grab a towel, rinsed it, and absently started trying to wipe banana from Mia’s cheek. Her face looked so tiny next to Lucas’s large, capable hand that touched her so gently. Lucas looked up at him when Owen fell silent, and Owen had to scramble to remember what he had been saying. “Anyway, the pictures were online at 7:00 a.m. My dad woke me at nine when he found out, and I was out of the house by eleven.”

Lucas stilled. “You left?”

“They threw me out,” Owen said. He held up a hand. “Actually, no. Not at first. I was given a choice. A tutor. Online classes. A beard. Going away for college was officially off the table.”

“Something tells me you don’t mean facial hair.” Lucas poured a few puffs of cereal in a plastic bowl and put them in front of Mia.

Owen shook his head. “I told them I wasn’t interested in that sort of life. Dad let me pack what I could carry and gave me two hundred bucks.” And Mom had sobbed. His shirt had been soaked where she had thrown herself at him, but she would never go against his dad. His dad had dragged her off him in the end.

“What did you do?”

“Hitched a ride to Denver. My friend was grounded. I rang another couple, but Dad had already called around. Everyone had been forbidden to get involved.”

“But they were eighteen. How does that happen?”

“College funds, expensive lifestyles. All my friends moved in the same social circle I did, and they had too much to lose.”

Lucas scoffed. “They don’t sound like friends to me.”

Owen shrugged and scooped Mia off the floor. Her yawn was huge. “I got into the city and found odd jobs where I could.”

“That was lucky, but what about somewhere to live?”

“I took what was offered.” Owen bent his head and kissed Mia’s curls, waiting for the question. After a second when Lucas didn’t say anything, he looked up. Lucas was regarding him steadily, not one ounce of judgment in his face.

Mia shuffled in his lap and closed her eyes.

Owen met Lucas’s eyes challengingly. “After I left home, I got a motel on nights one and two. Night three was a shelter. Night four, I roughed it outside and my case was stolen. Night five, I was out of money and hungry. Night six was when I caved and went to the cash machine.” He huffed. “It only took me six nights to lose my pride and use the account my parents had transferred my allowance into. I was so righteous, up to that point. So convinced that just because I thought I was in the right, that everything would work out. I was a fool.” Owen shrugged. A naive fool. “Anyway, I caved and used the cash machine. Those guys saw me, and Mary saved my life.”

“Do you think they would have hurt you?”

Owen shook his head. “No. I meant that Mary kind of adopted me. She was a runaway. She said her folks were dead and she had been made to go live with her grandad, but they didn’t get along.” Which was probably a huge understatement. Mary had been a wild child and certainly wouldn’t fit the role her grandad wanted for her. “She never went into details, just that he was rich and stuffy. And spending his money came with too many conditions. So she had left.”

“How long were you homeless?”

Owen met Lucas’s understanding gaze. “About four months, but I was lucky. I crashed wherever Mary was. She taught me where to get food. Where to find occasional cash jobs. And to avoid the dealers,” Owen added quietly.

They were silent for a minute, and Owen appreciated the pause. “Mary heard about a new club that was auditioning. I had a good body, and I could dance. Benny, the club manager, wasn’t above charging extra for customers to get private dances. If you had the money, there were back rooms for private entertainment.

“I went in, tried out, and got offered a job. I was just trying to fudge the address when the owner came in. His manager wanted to throw me out, but Damien laughed and asked to see how good I was.”

“Your ex-boyfriend?”

“Damien Malvetti.” Owen waited for a reaction, but he didn’t get one.

“Never heard of him,” Lucas said, clearly guessing by Owen’s hesitation that he was expecting some sort of recognition.

“I was sick of not knowing where I was going to sleep at night, and despite Mary being so much against drugs, one of the local dealers had offered me a gig,” Owen said, not sure why he was pushing. Lucas didn’t need to know all this. He was baring his life. Baring my soul. “I said that I would only take the job at the club if Mary got one. It was a ridiculous demand—I thought Damien’s manager was going to explode. They had her audition, and she could dance a little, but he offered her a server job, and she was happier.”

But he’d seen something in Damien. Or rather, Damien had seen something in him. Owen had turned on every bit of charm he could, and by the time the dance was finished, he’d seen the bulge in Damien’s pants he didn’t try to hide. Owen knew Damien wanted him. “We shared an apartment—that Damien provided—with the other dancers. Mary waitressed. I didn’t see him that much, to be honest. And then one day, Mary came home all excited that a modeling agency was coming to the area. She said we should all go and get the free head shots they were offering.” And they had, standing in line for a ridiculous three hours until there was only him and Mary left. The photographer had asked him to stay after the shoot but told Mary she could go. “He didn’t want Mary, even though she was pretty, but he wanted me. I was ready to go back to the club, but Mary told me it wasn’t like when I had auditioned for the club, that I shouldn’t turn my back on opportunity just because the guy didn’t want my friend.” Owen’s voice cracked, and he swallowed down the regret, the shame.

“I was signed practically on the spot, and I never returned to work at the club. Time flew past, and by my twentieth birthday, I was sleeping in a penthouse.” And he had never looked back. He’d tried to contact Mary so many times, but when he finally got hold of the manager, he said she had gone. “Mary left the club. I called to arrange to send her money at first. Then I wanted her to come and live with me or get her own place, but I couldn’t find her.” Owen looked at Lucas. “I was always worried that Damien had fired her because I left, but he swore she had told his manager she’d only stayed because of me.” It would have been exactly the sort of thing Mary would have done, so all he could do was make sure the agency knew that if she got in contact, to tell him immediately.

Some nights, when he was back in Denver, he’d get a cab and drive around the city on the miniscule possibility he would see her, but he never had, not then anyway. “About a year later, I was on a shoot in the Cayman Islands, and I was partying in the bar afterward, and Damien came in. He recognized me right away, and I guess I wanted to show off. I had way too many drinks and ended up giving him a private show. In my head, I was showing him what he couldn’t buy, not anymore, and he was charming and attentive, and… I was such a fool.”

“No, you were young,” Lucas countered.

Owen met an understanding gaze, and the self-recrimination eased. Then he remembered he didn’t deserve to have it lessen at all. He’d thought he was in love, thought he had been loved, and had soaked every drop up until he had nearly drowned. He’d seamlessly gone back to the nice cars and the fancy restaurants. He’d vacationed in Nice and every other hot spot you could name. For the first six months, it had been fabulous. Then he missed his first shoot because they had partied too hard the night before, which Owen never did before work. “My agency would have dropped me in the end if I hadn’t retired because I became too unreliable, and I never made it big enough to get named contracts. It got so Damien and I were arguing every time I needed to go to work because he wanted to do something else. I never drank the night before a shoot, not after that first time. But after one particular argument, I woke up with the world’s biggest hangover and no memory of getting trashed.”

Lucas frowned. “Drugs?”

“Not voluntarily. That was an absolute rule—that Damien never pushed any on me, even though I’d seen him do coke a few times.”

“So you think it was deliberate?”

“Now I do, but I still trusted him then. Damien was loving and attentive. And the next morning, he surprised me once again.”

“With?”

“A proposal.” Owen sighed. “I didn’t accept, and it angered him. I was unwell for the next couple of weeks and had to cancel all my appointments. Damien flew in doctors who all agreed I was on the edge of nervous exhaustion and needed rest.” He rubbed his suddenly chilly arms. “Overnight, it was like I had undergone a personality transplant—agreeing to everything Damien said, convinced he was right. It seemed like all I could do was sleep.”

Lucas frowned. “And did they give you anything?”

“Something to build up my immune system.” He had been so stupid, so naive. “For another month, I seemed to be in a fog most of the time.”

Lucas’s eyebrows shot up.

“It sounds so much worse now that I’m telling someone else,” Owen admitted. “Anyway, eventually I contacted my agent, who said she could recommend another agent, but that would mean relocating back to New York. We were in Fort Collins then, so I sucked it up and tried to make a go of our relationship. I had no money by this point, but I never wanted for a thing. I didn’t realize how controlling he was getting.” Owen shrugged.

He’d been genuinely thrilled that Damien had bought him nice clothes, and it seemed churlish not to agree to whatever suggestion he had for wearing them. Then there was the way he spoke. Damien hated any sort of swearing, not that Owen swore much to start with. He was already conditioned, so Damien didn’t need to encourage him that much. “I dressed how he wanted, spoke the way he wanted, behaved exactly how he wanted.” Owen glanced at Lucas, but he was just listening. “He’d gotten me a personal trainer because he said I was getting fat—”

Lucas snorted. “Sorry. I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t know fat if you fell over it.” He waved a hand for him to continue, and Owen flushed.

“I’m lucky I’ve always been slim, but he was obsessed. It came to a head when his housekeeper brought in some of her daughter’s birthday cake. We were just talking over coffee, and Mariska gave me some. Next thing I knew, Damien had grabbed me by the hair. I’d never seen him so angry.” He’d thought Damien was going to kill him.

“Did he hurt you?” Lucas’s eyes seemed filled with storm clouds.

“Not physically, apart from the hair, but he fired Mariska. Her son was one of his gardeners, and he fired him too. He made it clear that if anyone encouraged me to do anything, they would be punished.

“It was like a switch had flicked in him. He told me I was his possession. He’d bought me, so I was his property.” And he had been. “I was watched, never allowed out on my own. I thought originally the chauffeured rides and the bodyguards were my way of sticking it to my mom and dad, but I guess they had the last laugh. My grand independent gesture turned into a bigger prison than they had ever put me in.” And he missed his mom. She wasn’t perfect, but then neither was he.

“I was getting desperate. Damien barely let me out of his sight, and when I was allowed out, I had to be accompanied by either Paulo or Alain. Then I was summoned to Damien’s study and told to dress first. My clothes were laid out on the bed, but I knew the routine. I walked into the study when Damien and a man I had never seen before were doing business. I apologized because Damien never talked business in front of me, but Damien made me stay.” He shook his head. “And I was curious.”

The man was older than Damien by a good twenty years, and by the looks he was getting, the words and the gestures from Damien, Owen managed to work out that the man was being shown everything that Damien had, everything that the man would never have. Including Owen.

For the first time, Owen had just sat and listened and tried not to be sick. “I listened while the man talked numbers. Talked death. And I realized how fucking ignorant I had been. They were discussing the local campus and the dealers that were hooking the latest class of students, what they would hand out at parties to reel them in. They even talked about a ‘problem’ that needed resolving.” It had taken Owen five minutes to realize, in horror, that the “problem” was a college freshman whose father was in the Denver PD and couldn’t be bought.

“It was brought home to me very forcefully how willfully blind I had been, and I had no idea what to do.” He held a sleeping Mia tight to him. “Damien started including me in things. He would let me go to put files in safety deposit boxes for him. Paulo was there because I never went anywhere on my own, but I knew the pass codes.” He shrugged. “I made them up. I don’t know whether he was desensitizing me or actually considering having me get involved in the business, but all of a sudden I would be in the office when his business associates came in. He used to have these huge poker games that half the DPP came to.”

“The cops?” Lucas asked.

“Yes, and some detectives. Even a judge. I guess it was his way of showing me I had nowhere to go. But it had the opposite effect. I knew I couldn’t ignore what was essentially going on under my nose, so I eventually started listening in case I worked out a way to escape.”

Owen closed his eyes briefly, as if it would help. “Then I got a letter from Mary, begging for help. It had taken a while to get to me through my old modeling agency. She’d gotten fired from her job because she’d refused to have sex with her boss. She wanted me to ask Damien if she could get her waitressing job back.”

“What did you do?” Lucas stood and plugged in the coffee machine.

“I asked Damien, and even showed him the letter so he knew it was genuine.”

Lucas’s eyes narrowed, clearly hearing the self-mockery in Owen’s voice. “What happened?”

“He took a beautiful young woman whose only crime was being my friend. And he killed her.”

Owen watched as shock rolled over Lucas’s face. “He killed her?”

“Not at first. We went to the club. I was on my best behavior, dressed in exactly the clothes he had picked out. When we got there, Mary had just arrived, and she rushed over and threw her arms around me. I was so ecstatic to see her, I forgot that Damien was watching and how jealous he got. For the first time in months, I was seeing a friend.”

Lucas frowned and came and sat back down. “He was jealous?”

“It was ridiculous. She might have only been three years older than me, but she was more like my mom or my big sister.”

“And?” Lucas pressed.

“We visited, and then Mary went back to work. We left, and I heard that Mary had moved into the apartment Damien kept for the dancers. Damien was in a strange mood for a few weeks, and I didn’t know why. Anyway, it was six weeks before I could talk Damien into going to the club again.”

And it had been horrific. “I was expecting Damien to have me dance. He liked it when I’d put on a show for him and a few of his friends, but he said we were just going to watch.”

“Mary?” Lucas said, guessing correctly.

Owen’s throat tightened, but he had to keep going. “I barely recognized her. In six weeks, she had lost what looked like twenty pounds she didn’t have to spare, and she wasn’t dancing. She was stumbling all over the place because she was high. The other men thought it was amusing.”

“Had she done drugs before?”

Owen shook his head miserably. “She would never. Her mother OD’d when Mary was thirteen. She wouldn’t even take Tylenol.”

“And what?” Lucas’s hand was so warm.

A shudder ran through Owen. “Damien pulled me onto his lap and whispered, ‘That’s what happens when someone touches you without my permission.’” He’d nearly vomited. “I have never hated someone so much in my life. All I wanted to do was bring Damien down, but that meant staying where I was. I didn’t have any money, and Damien had told me Mary had gone. He had thrown her out.” He scrubbed a hand over his eyes when they stung. Lucas squeezed his fingers reassuringly before he let go.

“I started making anonymous calls to detectives when I knew there was a drug deal happening.” He paused. “Or I thought they were anonymous. I got called into Damien’s office and found a detective sitting there.” He’d commented about making something go away, and Owen had known he was talking about making someone vanish, as if that person was nothing but a minor inconvenience. He’d nearly had a heart attack on the spot. “The man laughed and stood up, shaking hands with Damien and myself before he left.” He’d taken both of Owen’s hands in his giant ones and said how pleased he was to finally meet him. “He said he hoped I knew how fortunate I was to have Damien and that I shouldn’t ever be so foolish again.” Owen was silent for a few moments, but Lucas didn’t push him.

“I thought Damien was going to kill me,” Owen whispered.

Lucas leaned forward. “Did he hurt you?”

Owen gazed at Lucas, nausea swirling in his gut. “No. What he did was a million times worse.”

Lucas frowned. “Worse?”

Owen shook his head. “Just let me get this out. If I stop, I’m not sure I can do it again.” Lucas tilted his head, looking at him, but he remained silent.

“Prostitution and sex trafficking are a large part of Damien’s business, especially sex trafficking. I’ve heard him say that girls are more profitable than drugs and there are less cops after them. And he didn’t differentiate—he sells boys too. The younger the better. He told me if I had been a couple of years younger when he saw me at the club, I would have been in a brothel or on a plane for a private customer the same day.” Owen laughed shortly, but the sound was devoid of humor. “I found out the club is where most of the deals happen, and he really likes runaways. They even ‘shop to order.’” It was disgusting.

“Go on,” Lucas encouraged gently.

“He has two main henchmen—Saul and Paulo. And before I got the chance to so much as beg for my life, Paulo dragged a woman in. She was obviously high, and I didn’t recognize her at first because she looked so… old. It was Mary, and I was stunned. I don’t think she even knew who I was, and I didn’t dare go near her for fear of what Damien might do. She was carrying a baby, a newborn. She stumbled, and I shot forward to catch the baby before she landed on the floor. Mary just laughed.

“I stood there, holding this dirty scrap. She had sores from a filthy diaper that didn’t look like it had been changed in two days. I didn’t know much about babies, but she seemed barely more than a few days old. She was sweating, shaking, and crying.” Owen took a breath. “Damien asked me what I thought he should do. He said the baby was an addict and going through withdrawal. She was in tremendous pain, and if it was an animal, the kindest thing to do would be to put it down.”

He’d been appalled and nearly forgotten that he was in trouble. He’d clutched Mary’s baby and protested, begged. “Damien said he would bring a doctor in, but if the baby was to live, she was my responsibility. If I slipped up, he would simply kill her like her mother. I was confused. I said I thought Mary was her mother. Damien just nodded and said I was right.” Owen brushed a hand across his face and took a shaky breath. “He looked at me, and before I knew what was going to happen, Damien yanked Mary’s head back by her hair and slit her throat.”

Lucas gasped. Owen rocked Mia even though she was asleep, as if to soothe himself. To remind himself they were still alive. He hadn’t known how much blood was in a human body until he’d seen it pool under Mary’s lifeless body. She had gurgled once, and Damien had laughed and told Paulo to take out the trash.

“He told me the next time I forgot who I belonged to, he would kill me, but not before I had seen Mary’s baby die just like her mother had. I didn’t know anything about babies. The doctor came once and told me Damien wouldn’t let him give her IV fluids that she desperately needed or anything for the pain. He said I just had to keep her clean and comfortable because he didn’t think she was going to last the night anyway.”

“But she did,” Lucas said and reached over. Owen held his breath while Lucas gently ran his finger down Mia’s face.

Owen understood. He could only think about that night when she was safe in his arms. He knew how powerful the urge to touch her was. To know she was here, with him.

“I don’t know how.” And Owen still didn’t. He had been an only child, and he hadn’t had anything to do with babies growing up, nor had he especially wanted to. He’d spent four years running away from his family, not thinking about making another.

It had been the longest night of his life. For nine hours, he had held Mia, rocking her, comforting her when she cried, and crying himself when she had been silent. And somehow that night, and in the months that followed, he had lost his heart to her and turned a blind eye to Damien.

“Did you name her Mia?” Lucas asked.

“I never saw her birth certificate, if she even has one, but Damien said she was to be called Maria, after her mom. He said he hated the name Mary. It was too plain. He thought calling her Maria was amusing.”

“And calling her Mia is…?”

A “fuck you” to Damien. “I never called her Mia where Damien could hear me, but yes, I liked it.” And calling her Maria always reminded Owen of her mom’s death. He didn’t need that image in his head every time he looked at his daughter.

“What happened to make you run?” Lucas put a refilled coffee mug next to him. He hadn’t even noticed Lucas stand up.

“Thank you,” he said and carefully shifted Mia’s weight a little to free his hand. “It was Damien’s birthday, actually. Our housekeeper used to watch Mia when I was needed to be on display. After an hour, Damien was well on his way to getting drunk, so I slipped out. I caught a DEA agent upstairs posing as a guest. He said he’d heard Mia crying, so I rushed into her room. Mrs. Olivera had just gone to heat a bottle, and Mia had woken up. I lifted her out, and she quieted immediately. It was only after she stopped crying that I realized he had followed me. He admitted who he was and that he had been trying to get me alone for a while. He basically threatened that if I didn’t help put Damien away, I would lose Mia. I didn’t have official custody—it wasn’t something Damien would have allowed. He liked having a way of controlling me, and the agent promised that if I helped them, he would get us both in witness protection throughout the hearing. I had quite a good bargaining chip with the Marshals with the safety deposit box locations, so I basically promised to give them those in return for keeping Mia. Then, after Damien was imprisoned, it would be up to me if I kept the new life I was offered. But either way, Mia would be my daughter.” Owen glanced up at Lucas, who sat with a worried expression on his face. “I did say you would be safer letting me go.”

Lucas shrugged. “I run into burning buildings for a living. What I don’t get, though, is why he hasn’t been arrested for murdering Mary.”

“Because at the time it happened, according to numerous witnesses, he was hosting a charity fundraiser sixty miles away in Denver. He can buy anything he wants.”




Chapter Six

 

 

“WHY WAS he so obsessed with you in the first place?” Owen was stunning, but so were a lot of men. Lucas wasn’t some innocent. He knew that this sort of thing happened in life, even if it did sound like a movie script. Owen sat with his chin resting lightly on Mia’s head.

“Have you heard of Keith Romescu?”

“The mayor? Sure,” Lucas said.

Owen nodded. “I used my mother’s maiden name, Michaels, when I was modeling, but my real name is Owen Romescu.”

“Your dad’s the mayor of Fort Collins?” And he understood how Owen would never fit in with his dad’s openly right-wing lifestyle.

“I’m sure Damien intends to use that to his advantage at some point, and I was never reckless enough to tell him he was wasting his time. I’ve been dead to my parents a long time, so threatening to kill me won’t make any difference.” He pressed a kiss to Mia’s head. “And they would never acknowledge the child of a junkie, so Mia, as a possible grandchild, isn’t any sort of enticement.”

“But she’s okay now?” Lucas blurted out the next thing that occurred to him.

“She seems to be. Every checkup is normal, even if her weight remains on the lowest percentile for her age. Of course, there could be emotional or behavioral issues as she gets older.” Owen shrugged. “The last pediatrician I took her to told me to enjoy her and stop looking for problems.”

Lucas relaxed. “I was a complete basket case when Tory got pregnant, all through her pregnancy, and every second after.” He tilted his head, trying to explain. “I think cops, doctors, first responders of any sort are the same. We always think the worst can happen because we’ve often seen it.” And he had.

He glanced over at the clock. “I think I ought to stop off at Jacko’s and give him his shopping, maybe take him for a beer.” He paused. “That sounds awful, but what I mean is that I need to get Jacko alone, and Christine won’t think anything of the two of us going out for a brew.” He chuckled. “Come Thursday, she’ll probably be calling me and begging me to take him out.”

“Why?” Owen smiled.

“Because every time he gets four or five days off, he decides to start a project and practically turns the house upside down while doing it.”

“Why is that so bad? He’s getting things done, right?”

“Oh, he gets nothing done.” Lucas grinned. “He starts it, gets stuck, and doesn’t finish it until some of us guys get invited around for a poker game or a barbeque. Then he suckers us into finishing the job.”

“Don’t the Amish call that a barn raising?” Owen was grinning back.

Lucas scrubbed his chin. He hadn’t had a shave yet, and it annoyed him. “Yep, I guess.” He stood up. “Why don’t you lay her down and try to get some sleep?”

Owen nodded, and then they both froze at the knock on the back door. Before either of them could react, the kitchen door opened and Jacko stepped in. “I was just going for the Jeep and I thought—”

His words cut off as he took in Owen and Mia. He froze in complete shock, then looked at Lucas. “Oh hell, man. What did you do?”

Lucas swallowed, taking in the horror-struck expression on Owen’s face and the appalled one on Jacko’s. Without waiting for an answer, Jacko stamped his boots and then walked over to the coffeepot. “New dog?” he asked, glancing back at where Bailey was curled up at Owen’s feet.

“It’s Larry Jacobson’s from the end house. He died in his sleep last night, and I’d promised him I would find the dog a home.” Lucas grabbed on to the subject with both hands while he decided what he should really be saying.

“Lucas found me in the park last night,” Owen said, saving Lucas the bother. “He let us stay while I figure things out.”

“They’re in danger,” Lucas added. “So you need to go and not be seen here.”

Jacko squinted at him while he filled a mug. “And you’re a superhero, of course.”

Lucas stood, walked over to Jacko, and put a hand on his shoulder. “This is different, buddy. This is about keeping your family safe.”

Jacko gazed at him, the unspoken “but you’re my family” in his eyes. “Convince me all that smoke hasn’t addled your brain.”

Lucas bristled internally. He had no choice. What did Jacko expect him to do? He forcibly put a brake on all his protestations. Jacko was just looking out for him. He glanced over at Owen and dropped his arm. Something flickered in Owen’s eyes, but Lucas couldn’t put a name to it. Owen stood with a still-sleeping Mia. “I’m going to take her upstairs.” Lucas turned and put his mug down on the counter.

“I’m going with Jacko to get his Jeep. I’ll lock the door. Don’t open it to anyone,” he instructed. Owen just shot him a woeful look and cuddled Mia closer.

“Go on.” Lucas gestured to the dog. “You’re on guard duty until I get back.” Bailey immediately got up as if he understood every word and padded out after Owen.

“Buddy, Lucas, he has to go.”

Lucas bit off a justification. He knew Jacko was concerned. “I was actually coming over to talk to you about what to do.”

“You mean, apart from dialing 911?” Jacko said incredulously.

“Don’t be naive,” Lucas snapped. Then seeing Jacko’s shocked expression, he regretted it immediately. “I’m sorry. I know you’re just looking out for me, but he was compromised. It’s likely someone in the Marshals Service is involved and setting him up. He doesn’t know who to trust.”

Jacko shook his head, but he smiled ruefully. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to bring your work home?”

Lucas chuckled in relief, pulled on his jacket, and pushed his feet into some boots he had by the door. Jacko drained his coffee, picked up his bags from the store, and walked out. Lucas grabbed his keys and took a step after Jacko, and then the expression in Owen’s eyes came back to him. A small shiver of something ran down his spine. He paused. “Jacko, I’ll be there in a minute,” he called, then turned around, closed the kitchen door, and took the stairs two at a time. Without knocking, he strode into the bedroom Owen was in. He took in the startled expression on Owen’s face as he turned around at the noise of the door opening, and the half-packed bag he had just thrown some things into. Mia was asleep on the bed, and Bailey was curled up next to her.

Owen was going to run.

Lucas leaned back against the wall and shoved his hands into his pockets, because his first instinct had been to reach out. “I won’t stop you if that’s what you really need to do. Just please promise me you’re doing it for the right reasons.”

Owen had frozen for the space of a few seconds, but he tossed a pile of diapers onto the bed. “What if my idea of a good reason and your idea aren’t the same thing?”

Lucas searched Owen’s face. “You think you need to leave because you are putting other people in danger.” Owen’s slight flush on his normally pale cheeks told Lucas he was right.

“You heard what Jacko said.”

Lucas pushed away from the wall and closed the distance between them. “I’m an adult, Owen. I can look after myself.”

“So am I,” Owen snapped out angrily.

“No one is saying you can’t.” He glanced at Mia pointedly. “You are only in this position because of her. Because you took responsibility for something that wasn’t your fault—”

“It was—”

“No,” Lucas interrupted and closed the remaining gap between them, sliding his hands onto Owen’s arms. “It was Damien’s fault and his alone.”

Owen looked up, the couple of inches difference in height making it necessary, but he didn’t try to pull away. Their eyes met. Lucas felt the softness of Owen’s exhale on his skin. “But don’t we all take responsibility for things that sometimes aren’t ours to shoulder?”

Lucas heard the irony in the question and acknowledged it. He nodded slowly, all the while breathing in the man he was almost holding in his arms. It wouldn’t take much.

The sound of an impatient car horn from below broke the spell, and Lucas let his arms fall. Owen took a step back but kept his eyes on Lucas. “I promise to stay until you get back, at the very least.”

Lucas smiled. It was something. “I’ll be as quick as I can.” He turned reluctantly and headed downstairs and back outside, then locked the door and got into Jacko’s compact.

“Sorry, but I don’t have much time before I have an airport pickup.” Jacko looked apologetic. “If you could drive this back to my place when we’ve got the Jeep, I’ll drop you off.”

“I didn’t want you involved—especially at the moment—but I’m out of ideas.”

Jacko glanced at him as they pulled out onto Main Street. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” He laughed shortly. “And if you use the same poker face you did this morning, giving me all that BS about buying baby food, at our weekly game you’ll be rolling in cash.”

“You don’t need another reason to give me all your money,” Lucas joked, because Jacko’s enthusiasm certainly outstripped his skill.

By the time they had gotten the Jeep, delivered the compact to Jacko’s, and were on their way back to Lucas’s place, Lucas had told Jacko a condensed version of the story, and Jacko was stunned. “My uncle G is flying home from vacation today, but I can try and call him between connections. He lands this evening, and I said I would collect him, but I’ll try and get ahold of him before that.”

Lucas nodded. He liked Jacko’s uncle. He was a vice cop and might just be who they needed to help Owen.

Jacko cautioned Lucas to be careful, to keep Owen and Mia inside and not risk them being seen. He also asked if anyone knew they were there, and Lucas said no. He discounted Helena.

Lucas wasn’t thrilled about involving anyone he didn’t know, but he trusted Jacko and Jacko trusted his uncle, so it seemed the best way to go. To be honest, it seemed the only way he could go. He was fresh out of ideas. He couldn’t involve the locals in this, and Owen wasn’t comfortable with the Marshals, so trusting Jacko’s uncle seemed the best of all the bad options.

Then to break the tension, they chatted briefly about the firehouse and who they might get to replace Karen. Jacko would be leaving as well in the new year—he’d applied to go into arson investigation. It was a good career move and definitely offered more money. Christine also liked the idea of him not being away for days on end when it was wildfire season.

He was someone else who was moving on when Lucas seemed to be going around in circles.

Jacko dropped him off, and Bailey met him at the kitchen door. He took the dog out onto the patch of grass across the road, promising him a better walk later, and then went into the kitchen.

And inhaled.

Damn, the house smelled wonderful. Owen walked into the kitchen from the hall. He was holding Mia, who leaned over so quickly to get to the dog, Owen had to grab her. He chuckled and put her on the floor. Bailey immediately came up to her and lay down.

Lucas inhaled again and glanced at the oven. “That smells fantastic.”

Owen flushed, and Lucas gazed at him for a second. He looked better and had some color in his cheeks. It suited him. Lucas quickly dragged his gaze away.

“I didn’t ever cook much, but we had a housekeeper that used a lot of old family recipes. This was easy, so I remembered it. You pretty much had everything.”

Lucas didn’t think he had anything that would be vegetarian and smell that good, but he managed not to say that out loud. He didn’t want to sound like some sort of caveman. But he was starving. “How long?” he asked hopefully.

“Ten minutes,” Owen answered.

Lucas washed his hands and opened the bottom cupboard. “Water obviously, but I have beer.” He reached in and pulled out a bottle of wine he liked. He looked at Owen. “Or I could open a bottle of Cab.”

Owen snorted. “This isn’t a date.”

Lucas turned back around to the cupboard so fast, he nearly got whiplash. There was a silence that hung over the kitchen. Lucas took his time straightening up and finally turned around. Owen stood frozen, as if he couldn’t believe he had said that.

“B-bee,” Mia squealed, and Owen hurried to rescue Bailey, who was in danger of having his ear pulled off. Not that the dog seemed to mind. But it gave them the distraction he needed.

A date. A date with Owen. And then as the kitchen grew quiet, he remembered a time when he’d been at home, more years ago than he cared to think about, trying to patch up his best friend Niall’s split lip before either of their moms saw. Not that his mother would have minded—she would have insisted on seeing to it herself—but she might have mentioned it to Niall’s mom. And they both knew it would be bad if his dad found out.

 

“Next time Rachel and her crew corner you, tell them you’re gonna get me.”

Niall scoffed. “Like you’d hit a girl.”

“She’s not a girl. She’s a bitch.”

Niall hissed as Lucas liberally dabbed antiseptic on the cut.

“Then say something else.”

“Like what?” Niall moaned. “They never touch me if anyone else is there.”

“Then we’ll have to make sure I’m always there,” Lucas promised, but Niall caught his wrist and shook his head.

“You can’t always be there, Lucky.”

Lucky. Niall was the only one of his friends who ever called Lucas that. He used to get a funny feeling in his chest every time he heard it. It was special. Niall looked at the alarm clock next to Lucas’s bed. “I have to go.”

“Why don’t you say I hit you?” Lucas suggested. Niall’s dad wouldn’t care about that. But he’d sure hate the thought of Niall being hit by a girl.

“Because everyone would know I was lying,” Niall said softly. “You don’t hit anyone, and you’d never hit me.”

“You could say we were practicing boxing or something,” Lucas offered.

“Then you’d get into trouble from your dad,” Niall added.

“I don’t care,” Lucas said. And he didn’t.

Niall laughed and flung his arms around him, and Lucas stood there in shock. And just as Niall realized what he was doing and went to step back, Lucas tightened his arms around his friend. They stood there another few seconds before Niall said he had to go home or he’d be late for dinner and that was never a good idea.

 

But Niall had still done something to make his father angry, and he’d missed school for a few days.

Three years later, Niall had gotten hit again… by his dad. That time the blow had been too hard, and Lucas hadn’t been there to save him.

It seemed like he was always too late to save somebody.

“Sit down,” Owen said gently, and Lucas blinked. Owen had sat Mia in the highchair Jacko had pressed on him before he dropped him off back home, insisting it was only gathering dust in their garage. He had given him a ton of other things he said they were storing for his sister-in-law, who would never notice the things were gone.

Jacko had said that wryly, and Lucas felt like shit. Jacko had always been there for him. But when his friend had mentioned how upset Christine was that her sisters were getting pregnant so easily and they’d been trying for what seemed like forever, he’d never pressed for more. He remembered Jacko excitedly telling him about some sort of fertility treatment, but Lucas had let the words wash over him.

He avoided talking about kids… which made him a selfish bastard and a crap friend. He could do better, was better, and he needed to stop having his own pity party and start thinking about others.

He pulled out a chair across from Owen and helped himself to the cheesy goodness in the dish in front of him. “Are you sure you found all this in my kitchen?” he joked, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

Owen grinned and put a little of the casserole on a small plate for Mia, then pushed it to one side to cool. “It’s just vegetable lasagna.” He paused. “And I’d love a glass of wine, if the offer’s still open.”

Lucas met Owen’s eyes, and something passed between them. An apology almost. He let his eyes rove over Owen, feeling like he had been given permission to look. “I like your hair darker,” he said absentmindedly.

Owen looked surprised, but then he smiled a little. “I had it white-blond for modeling, and Damien encouraged me to keep it that way.”

“So this color is another fuck you?” Lucas chuckled.

Owen’s smile widened, and he accepted the glass from Lucas. “It’s also circumstances, but yeah, I guess.”

Lucas hummed in appreciation at the food as he tried not to shovel it in with indecent haste.

“What did Jacko say?” Owen asked, checking the soft veggies were cool enough before moving the plate over to Mia.

“He’ll talk to his uncle. He thinks he might know someone he can trust in the CBI.”

Owen looked up, the question in his eyes.

“Colorado Bureau of Investigations. They investigate major crimes and have a lot of resources that the locals don’t have.” Lucas reached across the table and clasped Owen’s trembling hand. “We had to tell someone.”

Owen glanced down, and Lucas followed his gaze to where his hand was completely covering Owen’s. Lucas snatched it away as if he’d been scalded and picked up his fork. Why the fuck did he keep touching Owen?

Mia let out a peal of laughter, and Owen rolled his eyes. Mia had dropped a piece of half-eaten carrot on Bailey’s nose, and the dog was trying to lick it off. Lucas grinned.

“You’re supposed to eat your own veggies, Mia,” Owen admonished and surreptitiously added a lump of cheese to the carrot that disappeared down the dog’s throat. Bailey sighed and lay down immediately next to the little girl’s chair. Mia banged her spoon on the table and promptly threw some zucchini at the dog, which landed on his back. Lucas inhaled quickly and looked away, trying not to laugh.

“B-bee,” Mia cried and threw another piece of carrot, which Bailey caught and swallowed. Mia howled in glee, and Lucas burst out laughing.

“I think you’ve got a new convert to veggies.”

Owen rolled his eyes again. He glanced down at Mia, who yawned and then stuffed some pasta in her mouth. “I don’t think she’ll have any trouble sleeping tonight, even though she had a long nap this afternoon.”

Lucas nodded to the bags in the corner. “Jacko sent some other things. They were in his garage. There’s a bath seat, a car seat, and a whole bunch of other stuff.”

Owen glanced down at the table. “Thank you.”

“It wasn’t my bath seat,” Lucas teased, “but I know what you mean.” Lucas looked at Mia, who seemed to be finished. “Why don’t you get her settled and I’ll finish up in here. I have quite a big movie collection, if you’re interested.”

Owen nodded and stood, then reached over and picked carrots out of Mia’s hair. “I think you need another bath, sweetie,” he pronounced.

“And I’ll take Bailey out,” Lucas agreed and stood up himself. He quickly covered the lasagna and put it on the side to cool but left everything else. It was just getting dark, and he wanted to take Bailey through the park before it was too dark to see.

He turned back as Owen seemed to pause, and Mia extended her chubby baby fingers to him. Without thinking, he closed the gap and gently took hold of her hand. She immediately curled her fingers around one of his own. “I’ll be back soon,” Lucas said solemnly.

Mia tugged, and Lucas grinned at her antics.

Owen shook his head in bemusement. “I think you have a new fan.”

Lucas met Owen’s eyes. He couldn’t have looked away if his life had depended on it. “Do I?” he asked softly. If there’d been a little more lilt to his voice, it could even be considered challenging. But then Owen’s eyes narrowed, which snapped Lucas out of whatever the fuck he thought he was doing. He grabbed the leash Helena had brought around, even though he doubted Bailey would need it, some old plastic bags from under the sink, and chuckled as Bailey sat up, looking immediately interested. “Come on, then.” His breathing was a little fast. The chuckle had been forced to alleviate the tension, but Owen had already gone upstairs. What am I doing?

Bailey wagged his tail and stood patiently while Lucas clipped on the leash. Then they walked out the front door and toward the park. Still turning things over in his mind, he waited while a blue Explorer passed in front of him, and then he crossed the road. It was quiet, not surprisingly. He knew he owed the dog a decent walk, but he just didn’t dare risk leaving Owen on his own too long. He huffed out a breath. Didn’t dare or didn’t want to? What was it about Owen? His phone rang as he walked around the duck pond, which would soon freeze over.

“Hello,” Lucas answered.

“I just spoke to my uncle before his connecting flight.” Jacko didn’t waste time, and Lucas heard the urgency in his voice. “Lucas, do you actually know who this guy is?”

Lucas stopped walking. “Who, Owen?”

“No.” Jacko sounded worried. “No, not the kid. Do you remember that warehouse fire three years ago that we got pulled in on because it was so big?”

“Of course.” It had been much closer to Fort Collins, but they had needed all the extra engines they could get. It had been a huge place, but what had made it a million times worse was that it seemed to have been some sort of crack den or house for illegals.

“And do you remember the attempted prosecution of the owner?”

Did he? Three years ago, he hadn’t exactly been firing on all cylinders, and he certainly hadn’t been following the news. He’d spent the two months after the accident in some sort of fog. Everyone had carried him. He knew that, and the only thing that had jolted him out of his misery had been when Cassidy had announced that Lieutenant Mills was retiring and he was offering the job to Lucas. Lucas had been stunned. There had been at least two firefighters with more seniority than him, and Cassidy had even offered to keep the post open for another month while Lucas made a decision. He had been lucky with his friends, especially Jacko. He heard the sigh down the phone.

“Lucas, the owner was, is a guy called Damien Malvetti. He’s up to his armpits in drugs, prostitution, sex trafficking, trafficking of illegals, and the warehouse—” Jacko stopped, but Lucas knew what he was going to say.

“People died?” His voice sounded raw.

Jacko was silent for a few seconds. “Yes,” he growled. “Illegals. Seven families, all locked in one room.”

Lucas closed his eyes against the sudden nausea, knowing where this was going.

“Anyway, Malvetti managed to get out of it, blaming the whole thing on a manager, who coincidentally was found swinging at his home, along with a suicide note confessing to everything, the day after the fire.”

Lucas sighed. “And they believe it?”

“That’s why there’s been a big investigation into Malvetti over two years. They think they’ve got almost enough on him to peg him for multiple murders and a host of other charges. Uncle G tells me there was a huge multiagency sting. But so far, he’s dodged everything except the murder. A lot of it depends on their star witness.”

Owen.

“The kid currently holed up at your place has the cops, FBI, Marshals, DEA, CBI, and a ton more three-letter agencies all searching for him, to say nothing of Malvetti’s crew, who need him dead.”

Dead.

“I didn’t tell my uncle you had him, obviously, or the cops would be there now. But it would be safest for everyone if you let me come and get him after I pick up Uncle G. The kid’s toxic.”

Lucas frowned. It was hardly Owen’s fault. “And you’d take him where? He has no idea who’s dirty and who isn’t. Someone’s already tried to kill him once.”

“Without his testimony, the case will disintegrate. He’s the key… which means he’s in more danger than anyone can imagine. Malvetti is out, and I understand he wants his daughter back.”

Lucas was silent for a second. Was Mia Malvetti’s daughter? Owen hadn’t actually said. “How is that even possible?”

“I’m told Owen has a temporary care order, but if Malvetti gets off, the kid might go to him. There’s no paperwork on this kid at all.”

“No, I mean how is he not behind bars?”

“Because without Owen’s testimony they have no proof.”

“Who knows he’s with me?”

“No one, Lucas. But your rescue wasn’t a secret, and the captain told me at the hospital that the locals are jonesing for a story. You know the sort of thing—brave firefighter and tiny baby. There’s a chance Malvetti may come to check. The safest thing for all of you is to hand him over. Like you said, if you call anyone else, you don’t know who would show up. And it isn’t safe for you to just turn up at the local precinct with him. I can take him to the CBI.”

Lucas paused. The urgency, the worry was obvious in Jacko’s voice. Should he?

Jacko cleared his throat “You can’t save everybody.” The words, an echo from another lifetime, seemed to be following him around.

“Let me ask him. I will call you back.” Jacko reiterated he was on his way to the airport but he could come straight over afterward, and since it was nearly dark and Bailey seemed done, he quickly walked to the edge of the grass and looked up to make sure there were no cars coming down the road.

“Mr. Attiker?”

Lucas eyed the man who had gotten out of the luxury long-wheel-base Lexus LS that had been parked up the street. He only knew what it was because he had thumbed through some magazines while he was waiting for a dental exam a few weeks ago. “Yes?”

He gestured to the back seat. “Could we have five minutes of your time?”

Lucas couldn’t help the short bark of incredulous laughter. It was exactly like some damn movie script. “And who’s we?” He didn’t move, and Bailey whined softly.

He watched as a man immediately climbed out of the back of the car. The guy was around six four, lean, with tanned dark skin that looked natural. Lucas took in the suit he was wearing. At the same time, he registered it would have probably cost as much as the car. He knew who he was looking at. The urge not to shoot a panicked glance at his own house was nearly overpowering.

“Mr. Attiker? I’m Damien Malvetti.” As if there had been any doubt. They clearly knew who he was, which meant they knew what he looked like. Not that it was a secret.

Lucas plastered on a polite smile and extended his hand to take the offered one. “What can I do for you, Mr. Malvetti?”

Damien smiled. “I believe I owe you a huge debt of gratitude for saving my daughter’s life.” So Damien did consider Mia his, after all.

Lucas didn’t see the point in not acknowledging who he was talking about. “You’re welcome. But I understand they are missing?” He tried to imbue the right amount of concern in his voice.

Damien sighed. “I’m sure the police have explained that my boyfriend has certain mental health issues that make us all extremely worried. They are both in such a vulnerable position.”

Lucas wanted to scoff, but that would indicate a level of knowledge he wasn’t supposed to have, so he went with professional. “No. Medical information is confidential, so I wouldn’t have expected them to say anything. But I’m sure the police will do all they can.”

Damien nodded and rubbed his hands. “As I said, I owe you a huge debt, and I always settle my debts.” Lucas wondered if that statement had been meant to sound like a threat or a promise. It could go either way, which was what Damien possibly intended. “Perhaps you would be so kind as to invite me in and we can discuss how I can properly contribute to helping your station with a suitable donation to express my thanks?”

Lucas shook his head and tried not to look like he wanted to throw up. “I’m sorry, but I’m just going to work. But please call the main reception tomorrow and ask to speak to the duty lieutenant or the captain.” He nodded at Bailey. “I was just taking him out before I go.”

Damien tilted his head to the side, as if giving Lucas’s answer some thought. “That’s odd. When I inquired, I understood your crew was off until the weekend.”

Lucas shrugged. “Wildfire season hasn’t finished. To be honest, we’re lucky to get one day off.” He paused, hating to say it, but it was the truth. “Besides, I tend to let the guys with families take their time off.” He watched. No surprise met his comment. But then, he knew Damien Malvetti probably had his life story. “How did you find me?”

“I was hoping you might be able to help me,” Damien replied, ignoring the question. “Did Owen mention where he was headed?”

“Owen? You mean John?” Lucas tried to sound reasonable. “I had barely minutes with him during an emergency situation. It was only after we had arrived at the ER and he and his daughter had gone to pediatrics that I found out from the marshals that he’d gone missing.” That wasn’t a lie. “I really wish I could tell you more.” That definitely was.

Damien looked disappointed. “Perhaps I can leave my card in case he gets in touch.”

Lucas tried to look agreeable, so he took the card and pushed it into his pocket. “I’m assuming you’ve been in contact with the police?”

Malvetti raised a skeptical brow. “Unfortunately I seem unable to avoid talking to them.”

Lucas would just bet how inconvenient that was. “Look, I’m sorry, but I really have to go.” Bailey obediently got to his feet.

Malvetti stepped back but made no attempt to get in his car. Lucas had no choice but to walk back to his cottage while the man watched. Not that it made any difference. He knew Malvetti would already have his address. Once he’d disappeared from view, he paused until he heard the sound of the Lexus driving away. He didn’t want to actually have to complete the deception and drive to the station.

He grabbed his keys from his pocket and let himself in the back door just in time to be met by Owen clutching a sleeping Mia and the diaper bag. He was practically shaking.

“He’s gone,” Lucas said immediately, understanding he’d seen the car.

“But he knows.”

“Impossible.” Lucas took the diaper bag from Owen’s tight fingers and put it on the floor. “He found out where I lived. I told him the marshals had told me you’d gone missing.” Owen visibly trembled. “Look,” Lucas soothed. “If he was at all suspicious, do you really think he would have left?”

Owen sank onto the nearest chair. “What did he say?”

Lucas briefly wondered if he should filter it. “He thanked me for saving Mia’s life—” Lucas winced, and he realized Malvetti had never included Owen in that, just Mia. “—and he was hoping I might know where you were.”

Owen looked at him. “And?” he asked pointedly.

Lucas sighed silently. “And he asked me if I knew you had mental health issues.” Owen dropped his gaze to the floor, and Lucas’s heart jumped. He had thought Malvetti was making shit up, but…. He waited.

Owen stared at the floor for what seemed forever. “When I was fourteen, I thought I was in love. Absolutely and completely besotted with a boy at school. He was—they call it cutting.”

Lucas nodded and sat down on the chair next to him. His gaze fell on Owen’s arms. He’d worn long sleeves every time he had seen him, except when they were bathing Mia. And to be honest, he’d been too busy with the baby. Besides, he’d said it was a friend who was cutting, not him.

Owen settled Mia in the baby seat in the corner of the room and pulled off his sweatshirt. Lucas’s breath seemed to catch in his lungs. Owen folded it over his lap and then held his sleeve and pulled it up.

But you said a friend. Lucas almost didn’t want to look. The sleeve got higher until it passed his elbow, and as he turned his arm over, Lucas could see the faint scar. It was only about two inches long, but it had to have been deep at the time. Owen swallowed. “I didn’t want to die. I was ignorant and stupid and trying to make a point. I wanted him to understand how I felt every time I saw a new cut on his arms. In a fit of temper—fueled by what I thought was righteous anger—I took an art knife and cut myself.”

Lucas managed to take a breath.

“Except I had been way too angry, and the blood was….” He shook his head. “Thankfully, my friend shouted for help. He was used to cutting himself, so he quickly managed to stop the bleeding, even though it looked bad at the time. The school completely panicked, and my art teacher—we were working on a project—called the paramedics. I was taken into the ER.”

Lucas looked at Owen’s hand, barely visible under his own. He didn’t remember reaching out, but this time even being conscious of his actions didn’t make him take it away. He wasn’t sure how he felt, but Owen needed the comfort. Who am I trying to fool? Owen was staring at his hand but not attempting to pull his fingers away either.

“Both my parents arrived. Mom was crying. I tried to make out it was an accident, but it was obvious that no one believed me. The place I cut took some reaching.”

“What did your friend say?” He brushed his thumb over Owen’s wrist, and he would swear he felt his pulse jump.

“He wasn’t there. The teacher sent him home, but neither of us could say anything. Lee’s parents were even more obsessed with appearances than mine, and they didn’t know he cut, so trying to say I was making a point was completely impossible.”

“What happened?”

“I was admitted.”

“That’s shit, but you might have needed a transfusion, I guess.” He tightened his fingers a little and kept up the small stroking movements with his thumb. Owen didn’t pull his fingers away.

“It wasn’t that sort of hospital.”

Lucas stilled and looked up into Owen’s haunted face. “They didn’t.”

Owen nodded. “They didn’t believe me, even though I’d never done anything like that before.”

“How long were you in?”

Owen moved his hand and Lucas let go. “Three months.”

Lucas’s lips parted. “Three months?”

Owen nodded. “I had to have a private tutor for a year, and when I was released, all my friends were really skittish around me. My parents never let me out of their sight. Dad made out that I had lost so much weight because I was borderline anorexic, when it was really—”

“Because you wouldn’t eat meat and they were starving you into submission,” Lucas finished. Shit, some people. He thought of Jacko and Christine, who were desperate for kids, and A-holes like Owen’s mom and dad who didn’t deserve any.

“Can I ask you a question?” Owen said quietly.

“Of course,” he said, swallowing.

“It’s just—” He looked uncomfortable.

Maybe I shouldn’t have held his hand?

“The picture you showed me of Stephen. It’s obvious you look at it a lot….” His voice trailed off, and he glanced at the bare walls. “It doesn’t—”

That wasn’t the question Lucas had expected. “Tory took them,” Lucas said, trying to sound like it was no big deal. “She was having an affair, and she left me for the guy. She took everything with her.” He stood, unable to think about it. Tory hadn’t just left. She had stripped the house. Taken his home, his reason for being. Every toy, every photo, every keepsake. He’d come home after the accident to an empty shell.

It was as if she’d ripped his soul away. And it was the reason he didn’t have a family anymore—some had died and some he wished were dead.

“The only reason I have the pajamas was because they were in an old suitcase.”

After all these years, he still didn’t know what he’d done to make her hate him so damn much. She hadn’t simply wanted to start a new life for herself. It was like she’d wanted to end his.




Chapter Seven

 

 

LUCAS KNEW they had to leave. He didn’t trust Malvetti not to call the station. And if he did, he’d find out Lucas wasn’t there, and that he’d lied.

No, he had to call Jacko. He glanced at his watch. Jacko would be going to the airport and probably wouldn’t be able to get them for at least two hours. He didn’t feel comfortable waiting that long, and there wasn’t anyone else.

He immediately dismissed the thought of the next person who sprung to mind. He didn’t have any family—not anymore.

“What are you thinking?” Owen’s quiet voice focused him.

“I think we have to go tonight.” Owen sat up a little straighter as Lucas explained. “We can’t trust Malvetti not to come back. When he runs out of other options, he may call the station again, and they will say I’m not there.”

Owen frowned.

“He wanted to come in to discuss ‘donations,’” Lucas said, using finger quotes. “I told him I was working. But he challenged it because he knew my schedule.”

“Which would make him suspicious,” Owen agreed.

“But Jacko is on his way to the airport, and his turnaround is going to be at least two hours. I’m just not comfortable waiting that long.” He chewed his lip absently. “I know someone who has a place we can stay, a friend.” He actually knew two people he could drop in on, but he would rather walk over hot coals than ask the second one for anything. “It isn’t far at all, which is good because that means when Jacko gets us something, we’ll be close. At the same time, it’s pretty much deserted, which will give us cover.”

“That’s a lot of we’s in that sentence,” Owen said baldly. It didn’t sound like a question, but Lucas knew it was.

“You need help.” Lucas shrugged. “You don’t have to do everything on your own.”

“I know,” Owen whispered and glanced away. He looked down at Mia. “I should tell you to stay here. I should tell you that my problems aren’t yours. I should tell you that you’ve risked your life enough for us and—”

Lucas chuckled and stood up. “Go get your things. I’ll get together some food and supplies. The whole area is dotted with vacation cabins to the west, and I know my friend’s place will be empty.” He smiled. “We might have to rough it for a few days, but I’m sure Jacko will come up with something.”

“Cabins?”

“Nowhere near the fires,” Lucas confirmed, understanding Owen’s concern.

For a heartbeat, Owen didn’t move. “I’m completely out of cash. I managed to hide a little from the allowance he gave me for Mia and clothes, but it’s gone now.”

Lucas reached out and touched Owen’s arm briefly. “Stop worrying.” But Owen still pressed.

“If anything happened to you, I would never forgive myself.”

“And if anything happened to you, I would feel the same.”

Owen searched Lucas’s gaze. “Because that’s what you do. Save people.”

Lucas met his earnest look. “Not just that.” He waited while he saw the question in Owen’s eyes and wished he’d kept his mouth closed. He was becoming way too invested in Owen and Mia.

“That could be a dangerous habit,” Owen said carefully, as if he was trying to measure his words.

Lucas took a step closer, then hesitated as a small smile played on Owen’s lips. He arched an eyebrow.

“I was thinking how safe you make me feel.” Owen’s eyes widened, as if he’d let the words fall out without meaning to. It certainly wasn’t what Lucas had expected him to say.

Lucas nodded, then turned away to the sink. “Just doing my job.” But it was more than that. He knew it was more than that. He felt a hesitant hand on the back of his shoulder. Lucas turned warily.

“Were you?”

Was I? Lucas didn’t reply, but he saw the flash of something on Owen’s face. “No,” he said in a low voice. “I don’t know,” he admitted.

Owen nodded as if he understood. “Are you bi?” Then he flushed. “I’m sorry, please ignore that totally inappropriate question. I have no filter sometimes.”

Lucas was unable to hide his wince and saw the embarrassment creep over Owen’s face just before he turned to go.

“I don’t know,” Lucas whispered again and waited breathlessly for a reaction. In fact, another two steps farther and Owen wouldn’t have heard him. Owen stilled, then turned. But now wasn’t the time for any of this. “Saying I don’t know isn’t saying I don’t want to be. It’s saying I have some truths to sort out. I won’t lie. I’m drawn to you on a different level. It’s not just me helping someone out, and I’m not sure how to deal with that. You make me feel things I buried a long time ago.”

“It’s hard to trust yourself, especially when you lose something precious.”

Lucas knew, but he didn’t just mean that. He was fighting feelings he hadn’t had for a long time. And for once, this had nothing to do with Tory or Stevie and everything to do with his memories of Niall.

Mia snuffled a little and turned her head into Owen. Owen glanced down. “She used to do that when she was tiny. She’d make this piteous cry and nuzzle my clothes, looking for comfort. I wondered if Mary had ever fed her herself.”

“I think it’s instinctual,” Lucas said. “Stevie used to do the same with me. He’d bawl seconds after he realized I had nothing for him, and I’d have to hand him over to Tory.” Owen nodded and stepped back, and Lucas wondered if it had been the mention of Tory that had made him withdraw. “Friends?”

Owen’s face broke out into a slow smile, the kind that lit up a room. The kind that lit up a heart. “Friends,” Owen confirmed, and Lucas’s phone started ringing.

Lucas glanced down at it, almost offended at the interruption. He frowned and put a finger to his lips and turned the phone on speaker. “Attiker.”

“This is Deputy O’Connor. Where are you?”

“I’m just getting ready to leave for work.”

“No, you’re not,” O’Connor said baldly. “According to your captain, you are off until Saturday. And I understand from your station that Malvetti has just asked the same thing.”

Lucas paused. The last thing he wanted was to admit Malvetti had already been in touch with him.

“So I’m putting the locals on your house as a precaution until I get there.”

“What?” Lucas exclaimed, watching Owen’s face pale.

“This is a very dangerous man you’re dealing with, Attiker. I will be there as soon as I can. Then we need to move you both.” Then he disconnected the call. Lucas glanced at Owen, who was shaking his head in mute horror.

“Both? He said both of us. He knows we’re here,” Owen added unnecessarily.

“I think the decision just got taken out of our hands.”

Owen bit his lip, indecision written all over him. Exhaustion showed in his slumped shoulders and as he bent his head and pressed his lips to Mia’s tousled hair. Without questioning his actions and not driven by anything other than the need to offer comfort, Lucas stepped close. He pulled Owen to him, his arms easily reaching around them both, and just stood for a few heartbeats.

“You make this easy,” Owen muttered, his head bent into Lucas’s chest, but Lucas wasn’t sure if that should be the other way around. Owen—despite everything—made it easy for Lucas. There was no fight, no protest. He just wanted to be there. Owen lifted his head, and Lucas watched in fascination as the green in his eyes deepened. Lucas slid his left arm farther around Owen and a sleeping Mia. It felt right.

“O’Connor says he’s sending someone to watch the house until he gets here.” Lucas walked up to the window and pulled back the curtain a little just in time to see a car pull up across the street, with what looked like two men in it. Its engine was killed immediately, but no one made any attempt to get out. Lucas groaned. He guessed he should be grateful it wasn’t a cop car. He didn’t want his neighbors involved in this.

“I ought to go,” Owen said desperately.

“The cops have pulled up,” he added. “They can see both the front entrance and the one that leads to the road in the back.” The only things beyond the road were more yards, and he couldn’t start scaling fences with a baby. Lucas thought hard. He just didn’t see what else Owen could do.

Owen sat, landing with a whoosh, as if someone had pulled his pin. Lucas reached over and took Mia, who was blinking up at him with startled eyes. “I don’t see how you have a choice. I can make calls, but I just don’t see why O’Connor would have sent cops around to protect you if he was dirty.”

Owen brought his knees up and hugged them. “What are they doing?”

Lucas, still holding Mia, walked to the window and stood just out of sight. “Nothing. They’re just sitting there.”

Owen huffed. “And won’t your neighbors think it’s odd to have cops sitting around?”

“There’s no one home. Vacation, working. Besides, the car’s unmarked.” And Lucas stopped. O’Connor had said he was sending the “locals.” A cold feeling skittered down Lucas’s spine. Local cops wouldn’t be driving an unmarked car.

“Take her.” Lucas walked back over and gave Mia to Owen. He fished his phone from his pocket and dialed the last number on his phone.

“O’Connor.”

“Should we have an unmarked car watching the house?” Lucas didn’t even bother introducing himself.

The slight pause told him everything he needed to know. “If they’re still in the car, stay exactly where you are. Cops are on their way. I’m maybe five minutes out.”

“He says to hang tight.” Lucas peered again around the side of the curtain just in time to see the car door open and two figures get out. Fuck that. He wasn’t hanging around to see who was going to take a pot shot at him or Owen. They needed a diversion.

And he was going to get one the only way he knew how, and probably lose his job in the process. Maybe. The second number he dialed was answered right away.

“You’re off duty, you sorry son of a bitch. Don’t tell me you’ve found a fucking cat stuck up a tree ’cause—”

“Nine, one, one,” Lucas growled, and the voice was silenced.

“What do you need?”

“Just a drive-by. I need lights, sirens. Take this as a call but don’t get out of the engine or stop, no matter what happens. Understand?”

There was a second where the other crew’s Lieutenant Brady obviously considered his options. “Where are you?”

“At home,” Lucas confirmed, knowing what he was asking. “This is on me.”

“You got it” came the terse agreement and the line went dead.

Lucas gazed at Owen. “My guys will be here in five minutes. It’ll give us the diversion we need to make a dash for my friend’s cabin. Get what you need as quickly as you can. If O’Connor gets here first, we go with him.”

Owen hesitated for like a millisecond, then carrying Mia, he hurried to get his bag, Bailey on his heels as usual. Lucas ran to the darkened hall. There was a small window that showed the street without him being seen. One man gestured to the second, and they both took a step nearer the row of cottages. A car pulled into the street, and they both stepped back. Heart in his mouth, he recognized Mick and Jenny, his neighbors. He was just about to walk out, knowing there was absolutely no way he could risk anyone getting hurt for him, when Mick pulled up by their cottage and Jenny scrambled out. He thought they stayed at her mom’s every Tuesday?

He held his breath as Mick made no move to follow her inside, but just kept the car idling, and Lucas glanced at the men. They had retreated into the park, out of sight.

Now. They had to move now. “Owen, get down here.” Owen appeared carrying Mia after what seemed a long time.

“What is it?” He heard a car door and knew Jenny had gotten back in.

“We have to go now.” He grabbed hold of Owen and propelled him to the back door. They had seconds. He yanked it open, pulling Owen behind him. But just as he took a step toward the car, he looked up and saw one of the men appear around the end cottage. The man saw him at the same time. Lucas inhaled sharply as the second man followed him and raised his arm.

“Shit!” Lucas reacted just as a loud bang splintered the bricks too close to Owen’s face. “Quick,” Lucas yelled, yanking Owen back inside as another bullet smacked into the doorframe. Lucas slammed the door closed and bolted it. “Upstairs,” he called, scrambling for his phone. And then he heard it.

Sirens.

Loud fucking sirens. He could have cried in relief. At the same time as the street seemed to light up with flashing lights, he heard another car engine and his phone rang.

“Are you hurt?” O’Connor’s words were clipped.

“Are you here?” Lucas snapped, just as frantic. Knocking on the front door started Bailey barking, which startled Mia. She wailed in response. Heart hammering in his chest, Lucas shot an alarmed look at Owen just as the door banged open.

Deputy DuPree ran in, followed by Deputy O’Connor. “Get your things. We have to go.”

“The two men?” Lucas asked, following Owen and Bailey.

“They drove off when they saw the show,” Deputy O’Connor added dryly, stepping nearer. “You’re damn lucky I got a call from the cops, or we wouldn’t have gotten here in time. They had a gentleman come in asking about where the firefighter lived who had saved the little girl’s life because he wanted to thank him. Apparently, he became quite pushy when the desk sergeant said he couldn’t give out that sort of information but he could contact you through the fire department. The man refused to give a name, which also raised flags. The desk sergeant’s wife is a nurse. Helena Roberts? I believe you know her. Well, when he got home, she told him about her day and how nice you had been, taking in a dog when you had your hands full with a baby you had staying with you. He put two and two together, hoping it wouldn’t add up, and called us anyway.”

 

 

LUCAS LOOKED apologetically at Owen, and Owen hugged Mia close. Small towns. Whatever had given him the impression they were quiet? “Are you taking me into protective custody?” Owen didn’t mind DuPree, but O’Connor always seemed to look down his nose at him.

“Yes,” O’Connor confirmed. “And we’re leaving right now because I don’t trust those men not to come back.”

Owen glanced at Lucas. He didn’t want to go, but of course he couldn’t put Lucas in any further danger. And he wasn’t sure Lucas would want the marshals to take him, no matter what danger he was in or how badly Owen might wish they would. They met each other’s gaze, and Owen knew instantly that, rather than being glad to see the back of him, Lucas didn’t like this one little bit.

But he couldn’t ask. He didn’t want to cause any more problems for Lucas. “Will you get into trouble for calling 911?” The engine had driven off. Owen surrendered Mia, who despite having been woken up, settled immediately when Lucas held out his arms for her. Lucas shook his head and gently brushed a kiss on her forehead.

“No, we needed help.”

Owen nodded. Maybe if he did what O’Connor asked, he could make sure Lucas didn’t get into trouble. The image of Lucas cradling Mia would be burned into his brain for a long time.

He was just about to ask where they were going when O’Connor’s phone rang and the marshal stepped away to answer it.

“Have you got everything?” DuPree asked gently, and Owen nodded. Not that they had much. All his clothes and all of Mia’s were borrowed. She was sleeping in the pajamas Lucas had given her—the ones that had belonged to Stevie. Owen would make sure he got them back, though, because apart from one tiny picture, they were all Lucas had left of his son. Inexplicable anger shot through him, but this time it wasn’t for him; it was for Lucas.

DuPree answered her own phone, but as Owen glanced at her, she stilled and then said, “Understood,” and lowered the phone. “Are you ready?” O’Connor walked back in and grabbed the diaper bag from where Owen had left it.

Lucas nodded to the door and looked at Owen. “Go on, get in the car, and I’ll pass you—”

“You’re coming with us,” O’Connor interrupted and opened the door. “We can’t risk Malvetti’s men retaliating if they realize you’re involved.”

“Bailey!” Owen called as DuPree bundled him out, closely followed by Lucas, who passed Mia to Owen. He jogged to the idling Escalade and scrambled into the back. A cop car was stationed at either end of the street. O’Connor grabbed the dog’s collar and was last out of the house. “Car seat,” Owen called just as a squeal of tires was heard and a black car turned in from Main Street, driving way too fast. The cop car swerved to intercept it, but couldn’t react in time, and with a scream of tires and a crash of metal, the black car rammed it as if it were nothing. Everyone stilled for a heartbeat, and then the two marshals reacted.

“Get in.” DuPree shoved Lucas at the Escalade and ran to the driver’s side, drawing her gun.

But she wasn’t fast enough.

Some sort of automatic weapon started spraying the street and the car. DuPree flew backward under a hail of bullets just as Lucas flung himself in the front seat. “Drive!” O’Connor yelled and let Bailey go. He ducked behind a small parked compact and started firing round after round.

“Bailey,” Lucas shouted, and the dog leaped for the open car door just as Lucas accelerated. The car fishtailed slightly, but Bailey was in and the door slammed closed as Lucas twisted the wheel. “Get down,” he ordered, but Owen needed no instruction. He was bent over double, sheltering Mia as the windows cracked and exploded. He could hear more shouts and gunfire, and then he could have cried as what sounded like a dozen sirens were heard, but Lucas obviously wasn’t waiting for them. “Stay down” Lucas yelled above the shouts, the sound of more tires squealing, and Mia’s terrified cries. They swerved, then straightened.

Owen didn’t know how he managed to anchor himself because he’d had no chance to try for the seat belt. Lucas seemed to take another corner on two wheels.

“Are they still coming?” Owen shook, barely able to get the words out. Sirens suddenly blared out like they were in the car with them, and Lucas braked. Owen barely managed to hang on to Mia and stop himself from being thrown into the front seat of the car. Lucas yanked on the wheel and then shot forward. He heard another squeal of tires behind him and then a sickening crunch. Lucas looked in the mirror, set his jaw, and gunned it.




Chapter Eight

 

 

OWEN SAT up shakily. There was glass everywhere, but somehow, the window next to him was intact. Mia was crying like her life was ending, and he didn’t blame her. He held her close. There didn’t seem to be any glass on either of them.

“Are you hurt? Or Mia?” Lucas’s voice was strained but strong.

“No,” Owen said, breathing shakily. “But I don’t know how.”

“And the glass?” Lucas growled.

“It’s all over the other side.” He didn’t bother saying how dangerous this was. He had a seven-month-old in his lap—he reached over and pulled the seat belt across them both—and he didn’t know where they were going or what Lucas was going to do. He shushed Mia, who was inconsolable, and then Bailey pushed through the two front seats to get to them. Owen leaned over and made sure there was no glass on the seat, and Bailey determinedly curled up next to him. Mia instantly quieted. “What happened?”

“I thought we were going to get blocked by a cop car. He came from the other direction, but I swerved at the last second, and he sideswiped Malvetti’s goons. Cops pulled up, but the Mercedes fishtailed. I don’t know what happened to the second car after we cleared the houses.” Lucas shifted in his seat, glanced behind him, and pulled out to overtake a car.

“Where are we?” It was dark, and Owen had no clue.

“It’s the back way toward Greeley.” He hesitated. “We’re close to Jacko’s, but—”

“He won’t be back yet, and you can’t involve anyone else,” Owen said immediately.

“I agree.” Lucas shifted again and hissed slightly. Owen immediately noticed.

“Are you hurt?” His pulse thudded in his ears.

“Just a scratch,” Lucas said, dismissing it.

Owen bit his lip. “We need a different car. They’ll be looking for this one,” he added unnecessarily.

Lucas nodded, then glanced at the dashboard. “The gas tank was hit.”

“What?”

“And I doubt we have enough fuel to get us much farther. Hang on.” Lucas took the next right turn. Owen glanced down at Mia, who was touching Bailey and seemed happy with that arrangement.

It was dark, and Owen couldn’t see much. “Where are we going?”

“Ted’s garage, or rather, his back lot,” Lucas answered as he slowed, then turned again. There were streetlights this time, and Owen saw that they were on some sort of small-town main street.

After another few seconds, Lucas slowed again and turned left just after a garage. The road widened into a lot, where various cars and a tow truck were parked. Lucas pulled up next to what was obviously a car covered by a tarpaulin. Bailey sat up when the car stopped.

“You have another car here?”

Lucas nodded curtly, and though Owen was burning with a hundred questions, he kept silent. He gathered Mia close and opened his door at the same time Lucas got out of his. Owen heard the hiss of breath again and looked over at Lucas. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” Lucas confirmed and walked to the car. He bent and pulled the tarp off, revealing a small Toyota SUV. It was older but looked immaculately maintained. Owen glanced at Lucas. If this was his car, why did he keep it here?

Lucas fished in his pocket and winced. Owen stepped forward. “Let me see.”

“It’s nothing. I just got nicked by glass,” Lucas said, dismissing it again and opening the rear door. He called Bailey, and the dog immediately jumped in. Owen peered in and then stilled. A car seat. It had a child’s car seat. It was probably for an older child, since it was front-facing, but it was considerably safer for Mia than sitting on Owen’s knee.

And then Owen understood why the car was here and not at Lucas’s. Or at least, he understood some of it. But he wasn’t about to start asking questions at this point, and he quickly altered the straps and got Mia settled. Bailey had clearly appointed himself the baby’s guardian and nudged until his nose was once again touching her foot. Owen saw Lucas grimace and hold his side as he reached to pull the tarp over their getaway car, and he scrambled out to help. They soon had the Escalade covered. Lucas reached into his pocket for his cell phone and shot off a quick text, and then he dropped it on the ground and stamped on it. He looked up.

“Ted will have someone come and take the car out for a drive today. I just wanted to warn him not to bother looking and I would explain later.”

“And he won’t?” Owen asked, understanding phones could still be traced even turned off. It looked like Lucas was going to send Damien on a wild goose chase. Smart…. He followed Lucas back to the Toyota and got into the back seat next to Mia.

“No, he won’t.” Lucas slid in. Owen thought he was moving a little gingerly and wondered if he should offer to drive. “Where are we going?”

Lucas grimaced. “We have a couple of choices. We could go to my friend’s cabin just south of Rock River, as we’d planned. It’s maybe a couple of hours away. Or we could get a motel room.”

“Are you sure no one will come looking for this car?”

“We’re out of options,” Lucas said and started the engine, then headed back to the road. “I guess you’ve worked out that this was my wife’s car. It was returned to me after she died, and I never knew what to do with it. I suppose I should sell it, but…. Anyway….” Lucas cleared his throat. “Ted keeps it here. He looks after it for me.”

“You have some good friends,” Owen said wistfully.

Lucas smiled. “Ted’s youngest got himself into a little trouble a couple of years ago. Trying to impress a girl, he ‘borrowed’ a car his dad was working on and ended up wrapping it around a tree. I was one of the first responders, and I knew the car’s owner. He agreed for me to set a punishment to avoid prosecution.”

Owen smiled, despite how crazy everything was. Maybe he was in shock. “What did you have him do?”

“He washed the engines all summer long, and we even took him on a couple of ride-alongs.”

“That’s great,” Owen enthused as exhaustion washed over him.

“Yep, he’s a probie over in Cheyenne now.”

Owen was silent. He wished he’d had someone like Lucas on his side. Things might have been so different. But then he wouldn’t have Mia, and he wouldn’t swap her for the world. He looked across, and sure enough, her eyes were shut. It was almost guaranteed in a moving car. He glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It was only eight, but it seemed like hours had passed.

“Why don’t you try to get some sleep?” Lucas met his gaze as he looked in the mirror, but dark as it was, he couldn’t get a read on him.

“Are you okay? I actually wondered if you wanted me to drive.” He had a feeling Lucas had more than a scratch.

Lucas shook his head. “I promise, if I feel tired, I will let you drive, but I’m going to head for my friend’s cabin. He keeps a key under the mat. It’s a bit of a cliché, but there’s not exactly anything there to steal. I don’t think he visited this summer at all. His kids are teenagers now and want a little more excitement than skinny dipping and fishing.”

Owen hesitated again.

“Trust me,” Lucas said, and Owen didn’t need to see his face this time. He heard it loud and clear, so he shut his eyes.

 

 

SOMETIME LATER, the car pulling to a stop woke Owen. He sat up and blinked. They were on a quiet road. It was dark, but in the headlights, he could see the snowcapped mountains in the distance. He covered his mouth as he yawned and glanced in amusement at Mia, who was snoring slightly.

Then he looked at Lucas, and his heart hammered. “Lucas?” He was gray. His lips were drawn tight, and his breathing was shallow. Owen quickly opened his door and hurried over to Lucas’s side. He opened the door, but Lucas didn’t move. “What is it?”

Lucas shook his head and eased his hand away from where it had been pressed against his stomach. It was red. “What the hell?” Owen asked and then clamped his mouth closed before he said anything else. “Let me see,” he added gently, and Lucas nodded, then dropped his hand. Owen bent down and gently eased up Lucas’s sweater. He couldn’t help letting out a slight gasp. The T-shirt was saturated in blood. “Glass did this?”

Lucas shook his head. “I think a bullet caught me. I thought it was glass,” he argued, “but I’m thinking this is worse.”

It was certainly getting worse. “You need a hospital,” Owen said. “Where are we?”

Lucas’s clammy hand covered his. “We can’t go there.”

“You’re hurt,” Owen said gently. “And I watch enough TV to know that if you don’t have a matching wound on your back, the bullet is still in there.” He looked around, wondering if he could bang on someone’s door to use their phone.

“You can’t dial 911,” Lucas groaned as if he was reading his thoughts. Even though it was cold out, Owen could see the beads of sweat on his upper lip.

“We have no choice.” He looked around. “Are we anywhere near an ER? I could drop you at one, and then I guess I could keep going.” Or try. He nearly broke out in sweat himself at the thought of being on his own again. But the risk to Lucas was too great.

“The nearest ER is a good hour away.”

Owen peered up the deserted road, then turned and hurried to the back of the car. He quickly pulled out a fresh diaper, then came back and eased up Lucas’s sweater again. He didn’t want to mess with the T-shirt, so he opened the diaper and pressed it to cover the wound. Lucas went white, but apart from an indrawn breath, he made absolutely no sound.

“I’m going to have to find someone and call 911,” he repeated. “This is serious, and as much as I don’t know who to trust, we are definitely out of options.”

“No,” Lucas said weakly.

Owen bent down. “Lucas, we’re out of choices here, and I refuse to let you die.” The last word came out far too high-pitched, and Owen bit his lip.

Unbelievably, Lucas chuckled.

“It’s not funny,” Owen said.

“No,” Lucas agreed with a sigh. He opened his mouth but seemed to falter, then nodded as if he’d made a decision. “I know someone. He’s a doctor.” Lucas seemed to be forcing the words out, and Owen couldn’t tell if it was because of the pain he was in, or if he didn’t want to involve anyone else. “He doesn’t live that far away from here.” Lucas rattled off an address. “Just head down here five miles and then turn right at the crossroads. There’s a track just after, that climbs for about another mile. His cabin is at the top, and it’s the only one.” Lucas closed his eyes again, as if the effort to talk had been too much.

Owen thought quickly. There weren’t any houses on this deserted stretch, and even if he called 911, the ER was an hour away, and it would likely take an ambulance at least that long. He didn’t think Lucas could wait.

“I need you to get out of the car,” Owen said, making up his mind. The central console was too high for Lucas to climb over, and the least amount of movement he made, the better. Lucas opened his eyes and nodded.

Owen bent down and gently eased Lucas’s legs out of the car, and then put his arm around Lucas. “On three,” he instructed. He was strong, but Lucas was huge, and Owen had to take nearly all his weight. He doubted Lucas would have enough room between the car seat, Mia, and the dog, so he walked him the extra couple of steps around the hood and got him into the front passenger seat. He made sure the seat belt was tight across the padding covering his wound and hoped the five miles wouldn’t take long.

“How do you know he’ll be there?” Owen asked, glancing at Lucas as he accelerated.

“He’ll be there,” Lucas mumbled, and his hand fell away from where he was pressing on the wound. Owen kept his eyes forward but reached over with his other hand.

“Lucas, keep it pressed in,” he urged. When he got no reply, he glanced over. Lucas had his eyes closed, and his head lolled to one side. Icy fingers tickled Owen’s spine. “Lucas,” Owen cried. He sped up. “Lucas!” No answer. He drove forward as Lucas had instructed and started seeing a few cabins set back from the road, but the place was pretty much deserted. Owen bit his lip. He didn’t dare go too fast. He didn’t know where he was. The night had been icy. Mia was in the back, but he needed to get Lucas to this doctor as quickly as he could.

Just what he would do if the doctor wasn’t there when he arrived, he didn’t know.

Heart hammering, Owen turned onto a gravel road. The car listed as the wheel drove in a deep rut he couldn’t avoid, and Lucas moaned. “Hang on,” Owen whispered, torn between wanting to keep both hands on the wheel and one hand pressed to Lucas’s side. He squinted as they rounded some trees and he arrived at the T-junction. The track was a little harder to see, and he nearly missed it, but they climbed steadily until Owen saw smoke curling from a chimney. He brought the car to a stop outside a cabin and jumped out shouting for help as he ran around to Lucas’s side.

He heard the cabin door open. “Lucas is hurt,” he yelled. “It might be a bullet, but he won’t go to a hospital.” He yanked the door open, and Lucas seemed paler, if that was even possible.

“Bring him in,” a gruff voice ordered. Owen turned to tell the man he needed help to move Lucas, then froze. For what seemed like forever but was barely three heartbeats, he just stared at the man.

Then the man pushed the wheelchair he was sitting in backward. “Well? I can’t come get him.”

And the words kicked Owen back into gear. He bent and shook Lucas’s shoulder. “Lucas,” he yelled, and Mia woke up and started crying. “Lucas, wake up.” He unclipped the seat belt and lifted Lucas’s legs to swing them around.

“W-what?” Lucas opened his eyes and then hissed in pain.

“We’re here at the doctor’s, but I can’t get you out on my own.” Owen put his palm on Lucas’s cheek, willing him to stay conscious. “Come on.”

Lucas blinked up at him, and Owen wasn’t sure he was taking everything in, but he nodded, and as Owen pulled, Lucas heaved himself out of the car. He swayed, but Owen ducked under his arm to steady him. “It’s not far.”

Lucas didn’t answer, but they made it into the cabin. Owen had a second to appreciate the roaring fire and the heat blazing from it and saw the couch in front of him just as Lucas sagged against him.

The man in the wheelchair nodded to the couch but remained silent. Lucas took a step and his legs folded. By sheer force of will, Owen got him to the couch, and the man wheeled himself immediately closer. “Go get your kid quickly, because I’m going to need some help.”

Owen suddenly became aware of Mia’s indignant cries, and he shot back out of the cabin to the car. He grabbed the diaper bag from the back and ran around to the other side, letting Bailey jump out, and then bent in to quickly unstrap Mia. She stopped crying immediately, and Owen hurried back inside with her. The man was wheeling himself back to the couch with a box balanced on his knee. He looked up. “I need hot water. There’s a kettle on the stove. Get me the scissors out of the first drawer on the left and a plastic bowl from the cupboard.”

Owen put Mia on the floor, and she seemed happy next to Bailey, and then he hurried to do what he was told. The man took the scissors from him and started cutting away Lucas’s T-shirt. Lucas was lying—eyes closed—seeming unconscious.

The man peeled the diaper off the wound, and Owen swallowed and turned away.

“There’s some forceps in the box. Disinfect them.” He nodded to the plastic box on his knee.

Owen steeled himself to obey and quickly lifted the box and opened it, unscrewing the cap on the bottle of disinfectant, then tipped it liberally into the bowl and over the forceps. His mind was running a mile a minute with questions. This man hadn’t even introduced himself, and he hadn’t asked who Owen was, hadn’t asked what had happened to Lucas. Owen filled a glass bowl with the boiled water and brought it over.

“My name’s Owen,” he said as he handed over the forceps. The man paused and pulled on a pair of gloves, then ripped open a big sterile pad. He took the forceps and bent down to peer at the jagged edges of the hole in Lucas’s side. He pressed on the side of the wound and carefully inserted the forceps, and Lucas moaned but stayed still, then his body went slack again. Minutes later, after a bit of fishing around, he pulled out what was obviously a bullet. The man studied it for a second.

“It’s in one piece,” he pronounced, and dropped it onto the diaper, which was also on the floor. Owen went back into the kitchen area and picked up a trash can, then brought it back to the couch. He brushed off the fact that the man still hadn’t either acknowledged him or introduced himself. He had other things to worry about. He glanced over at Mia, who was watching them and playing with Bailey’s ear. She seemed completely unfazed.

The man dabbed the wound, but even Owen could tell that, apart from the gush when the bullet had come out, the bleeding was slowing. “It really needs suturing, but Steri-Strips will have to do,” the man murmured to himself, and quickly changed his gloves, then tore open a small packet and applied thin plastic strips to close the hole. He tore open more sterile pads and a bandage to hold them against Lucas’s blood-encrusted skin, managing to get it underneath and around him, wrapped securely. Then he leaned back and looked critically at Lucas.

“Could be worse. He needs antibiotics. You can both stay here until he wakes up, and then I can give you a prescription to pick up as you head out of town.”

“You want us to leave?” Owen blurted, then flushed. “I’m sorry, of course you do.” It was obvious that Lucas didn’t want the bullet wound reported.

The man glanced at Owen, and Owen was rendered silent by the pain reflected in those dark hazel eyes. “Trust me, Lucas won’t want to stay as soon as he wakes up and realizes he’s here. He must have been desperate to come here in the first place.” It wasn’t a question, so Owen stayed silent while the man put the things he hadn’t used back in the box. Owen bent and picked up the trash. There was blood everywhere. On Lucas, on the couch.

“Thank you.” Owen offered his hand, and the man’s eyebrows rose. The expression reminded him so much of Lucas that he suddenly realized they had to be related, but the man’s bushy beard and mustache made it difficult to tell.

“You’re welcome,” the man answered finally and took Owen’s hand. “And I’m Mark.” He wheeled the chair into the small kitchen and put the box away. He hesitated and looked over at Mia. “Help yourself to anything you need for her.” He eyed the fireplace and the empty dog crate in the corner. “That crate actually opens up as if you were going to flat pack it. I guess it would make some sort of fireguard if she’s crawling around. You might want to move the furniture too.”

Owen followed his gaze and went to wash his hands. He opened the crate, wondering how to make a safe play area for her. Mia’s lip wobbled a little, and Owen guessed she was hungry. He quickly changed her soggy diaper and then filled the kettle again. He had some powdered milk, but then opening the cupboards, he spotted some instant oats and decided to heat some regular milk and leave hers for emergency. In no time, Mia was full, but unfortunately now she wanted to explore. He eyed the crate and the fireplace, which was set back and seemed to take up the whole end wall. He doubted it would safely cover all of it. He quickly dragged a stuffed chair at a right angle to the sofa and opened the crate up at each side, flattening it, then tucked it across the small opening. It meant Mia had a safe space on the floor, wedged between the wall and the furniture. He gathered up her teddy and a few teething rings, which were the only toys he had, and put her in the makeshift playpen.

She cooed and stuck out her fingers to Bailey, who was watching with interest. “B-bee.”

Owen shook his head. “I can’t, sweetie.” Bailey stood up and cocked his head toward her, and then with a bound that looked too big for an older dog to make, he was in the playpen with Mia and immediately lay down next to her. Owen threw his hands in the air. “What am I going to do with you two?”

He glanced over at Lucas and decided the next thing he would do was try and make him a little more comfortable. Mia was batting the dog with her teddy, and Bailey didn’t seem to mind in the least, so he emptied the bowl of disinfectant, refilled it with soapy water, and grabbed some dry cloths he would normally use for sticky hands from the diaper bag.

Lucas was still asleep. Or at least, he hoped he was asleep. But Mark was a doctor, and he hadn’t seemed too worried. He eased Lucas’s arms out of his sweatshirt, and using the same scissors, he cut away the rest of the ruined T-shirt. Then he pulled the strips of material from his shoulders and set about cleaning as much of Lucas as he could reach. He knew there would be some under him, but a bit of blood wasn’t going to kill him, whereas moving him unnecessarily and starting the bleeding again, might.

He gently but thoroughly washed all of Lucas’s chest, belly, and arms, and wiped the couch. It was a long time since he had seen any part of a man’s naked body. Exactly five months. He wished it had been longer and pushed the memory back down.

“Here.”

Owen jumped slightly. He hadn’t even heard Mark come back in, and he turned to see Mark wheeling himself in with a T-shirt and a sweater over his lap.

“Thank you,” Owen said and stood up, then took the bowl to the sink.

“Let’s try and move him as little as possible. Like I said, he should be sutured.” Mark helped as they gently turned Lucas and redressed him. He never stirred, and Mark touched his fingers to Lucas’s neck. “Was the diaper he had over his wound the first one, or had you changed it?”

“No, it was the first. He said flying glass had nicked him.” Owen looked at the large clock above the fireplace. “He drove for around two hours with it.”

He hadn’t known, but he still felt like shit.

“He wouldn’t have let you drive anyway,” Mark said, as if reading Owen’s mind. “He’s a stubborn bastard.”

Owen risked a question. “Have you known each other long?”

“All his life,” Mark said quietly, but didn’t elaborate. “I’m not too worried about the blood loss, but infection could be an issue.” He glanced at the window, and Owen followed his gaze. The sky was dark, the stars hidden behind heavy clouds. “Where were you heading?”

Owen hesitated, and Mark shook his head. “Never mind.” He glanced over at Mia. “How old is she?”

“Seven months.”

Mark nodded. “I’ll watch them while you move the car. There’s a barn out back. I don’t get many visitors, but I’m guessing you don’t want it seen.” Owen squirmed slightly, and Mark sighed. “Look, I don’t know what happened, but I know there’s only one reason my brother would be desperate enough to come here—”

Brother? Of course.

“And that’s because anywhere else, he would have to report a bullet wound. So go move the damn car before it causes you any more trouble than you are obviously already in.”

Owen went. There was no point arguing. Lucas’s brother? They obviously didn’t get along, because Lucas had never mentioned him. There’s only one reason my brother would be desperate enough to come here.

Owen would have loved to have a brother. He’d often wondered why his parents had bothered even having him, because as soon as he didn’t live up to their carefully crafted image—actually, make that sooner, since he’d had a steady stream of nannies—they had given up on him. He didn’t care what Mia wanted to do when she was older. Nothing would ever make him stop loving her. He drove the car around the back of the house and parked it in the barn. Then he hurried back to the house, and feeling the cold on his cheek, he looked up.

It was snowing. Crap. Now what did they do?




Chapter Nine

 

 

THE MAN could hear his heart furiously pounding as he clutched the phone, Malvetti’s angry words drowning out the noise around him. He’d been so close to ending this nightmare. So close to getting the kid. He couldn’t believe his luck when he’d found out where she was. He’d almost had his freedom. It had been practically in his grasp, but now Owen and the baby were on the run again. But not for long. There were only so many places they could hide. He would find them. And then he would get his life back.

He had no idea why Malvetti wanted the kid. He certainly didn’t seem to care that she was at risk, only that Owen had managed to elude him. That Owen—anyone, even—had dared to take what belonged to Malvetti. He had a thought, a slight twinge of something, before he blocked it out. It certainly wasn’t guilt. He’d passed that a long time ago, paying for his mistake over and over until he had thought he would drown in guilt and debt. But it was nearly over. All he had to do was give Malvetti back what belonged to him.

 

 

OWEN DOZED for a few hours lying on the floor on the blankets Mark had given him. He opened his eyes blearily as Mark poured some dried dog food into a dish for Bailey. He’d never even thought of that.

“Do you have a dog?” Owen asked, looking around, then over to the couch, where Lucas slept. Owen had woken a few times to see Mark checking Lucas, but in between, he’d sat in the corner with his laptop.

Mark watched as Bailey licked the bowl clean and then lapped up some water. “I foster some dogs for the local shelter when they get too many,” he said quietly. “They tend to give me puppies that don’t need walking.” He said it matter-of-factly, with no trace of bitterness. Owen’s eyes strayed to the chair, and he wondered, not for the first time, what had happened.

Mark wheeled over to Lucas and felt his pulse again. “He seems to be okay, but I’d still be happier with antibiotics.” He fell silent, then glanced at the window. Owen watched him. It was just getting light. Lucas moved slightly, and Owen hurried over.

“Get him some water,” Mark instructed and wheeled himself back out of the way. “I have some travel mugs in there,” he said quietly, pointing toward the cupboard. Owen hurried over, pulled one out, and filled it. Lucas groaned again as Owen got nearer.

“Hey,” Owen said, sitting down carefully so as not to make the couch bounce. He tipped the mug a little and just wet Lucas’s lips. Lucas pressed them together and opened them again but didn’t open his eyes.

“Try some more,” Mark said.

Owen slid his hand around Lucas’s neck and lifted his head, then poured a little more water onto his lips. Lucas swallowed, and encouraged, Owen tried some more. Lucas gulped, then coughed and grunted in pain. Owen could have cheered when his eyes blinked open.

“It’s water,” Owen said. “Do you want any more?”

Lucas didn’t reply but nodded, and Owen held the cup to his lips. Lucas seemed to be able to drink okay, and relief washed over Owen, leaving him a little shaky. He laid Lucas’s head back and watched him take a couple of steady breaths. Mark wheeled himself to the small table where he had been working and shook out two pills from a bottle. He came back and passed them to Owen. “He can have these, now he’s swallowing. It’ll hurt like a bitch.”

Lucas’s eyes flew open as soon as Mark spoke, and Owen almost wanted to step back at the hatred that flared in them.

“What the fuck?” Lucas nearly roared and tried to sit up. His cry of pain was immediate, and Owen grabbed his arms.

“Stop it. You’ll start bleeding again,” Owen scolded, and firmly pressed Lucas back down.

Lucas glanced at Owen in complete confusion. “What’s he doing here?”

Owen hesitated. Lucas obviously didn’t remember.

“You came to me. You needed someone to fish that bullet out of your gut,” Mark replied evenly, then swung his chair around and wheeled himself out of the room. Owen heard the bedroom door close a few seconds later. He searched Lucas’s face.

“You told me where he was, saying he was a doctor. I didn’t know he was your brother,” Owen explained. “I wanted to find somewhere to call 911, but you wouldn’t let me.”

Lucas blinked a few times, then nodded and relaxed back a little.

“Take these pills,” Owen encouraged.

“No,” Lucas gasped out. “We need to get moving.”

Owen laughed shortly. “And go where?”

“I don’t care, so long as it’s not here,” Lucas groaned.

“Fine,” Owen said. “Then we’ll get in the car, and I’ll drive you to the nearest ER like I should have done last night. Except who knows if you’d have still been alive when we got there?” He stood up, and Lucas caught his arm.

“No, you can’t.”

“Okay,” Owen agreed. “As soon as you can get yourself to the car, we’ll go.” It was an ultimatum without it actually being one. He didn’t think Lucas could actually sit up without help, let alone walk anywhere, but Owen stood back. Lucas took a few short breaths, grabbed the back of the sofa with his left hand and heaved himself up.

Or tried to.

He went so pale, Owen thought he was going to pass out again. “Lucas.” He rushed forward and helped him lay back down. Sweat broke out on Lucas’s brow. “You can’t go anywhere unless it’s in an ambulance. If you insist on leaving, then I will take Mia and drive off. Mark can call the ambulance for you after I leave so they can collect you.”

“No—”

“I have no choice, and neither do you,” Owen snapped. “Make a decision, because it might snow, and I need to find a shelter before we get stuck.”

Lucas stared at Owen. “I can’t stay here.”

This time Owen heard Mark come back into the room, but he didn’t turn around. “Why, Lucas?”

“Because he thinks I killed Stevie and Tory,” Mark said without inflection, as if he was commenting on the weather.

Owen swung around in astonishment, then turned back to Lucas expecting a denial, but Lucas kept silent. His eyes, focused and unforgiving, stared at Mark.

“But—” Owen started to say something, then stopped, not sure he should ask.

“They were in a hotel when it caught fire. It was an explosion. A gas explosion. I was just heading back up the stairs when it happened, and the force from the explosion knocked me back down five stairs. It wasn’t far, but the way I landed was enough to do this.” He pointed to himself and his chair.

“At least you lived,” Lucas snarled. “You lived while they burned to death. While they died. In agony.”

Mark’s nostrils flared. “They were in bed,” he whispered. “They would have been asleep.”

“And that makes it better?” Lucas yelled in fury.

Mark opened his mouth but then closed it. He shook his head.

Then it had been an accident. Owen looked at the sheer hatred shining in Lucas’s eyes and tried to weigh that up with how gentle he had been with them. How protective of Mia and caring with Bailey. He understood resentment, but this went way further than that. There was something else… and then understanding slammed into him like a freight train. He must have made some noise, some sound of understanding, because Lucas’s focus turned on him. “Yes,” he said and pressed a hand to his stomach. “The bastard that used to be my brother was having an affair with my wife, and he took them from me. Took them and got them killed.” Lucas spat out the last words, and his face contorted in pain.

“Lucas, please don’t,” Owen whispered.

“She left a note,” Lucas carried on, forcing out the words, and Mark glanced up. Owen stared from one to the other. Lucas focused on Owen. “It was waiting for me when I got home after the accident. She’d taken everything because she was going to start a new life and—” He swallowed. “I wasn’t going to see Stevie again because he wasn’t mine.”

He glanced at Mark, but Mark was staring at the floor. His shoulders slumped as if he had no fight in him.

Lucas finally looked at his brother. “It was like losing him twice.”

Oh God. Owen looked at Mark. Was he really saying that Mark was Stevie’s father?

Mark raised his eyes to Lucas. “She wasn’t running away with me. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that. I took her to the hotel because she wasn’t in a fit state to drive anywhere.”

Lucas laughed coldly. “Whatever you have to say to justify it to yourself.” Lucas closed his eyes, his face a mask of pain.

“For God’s sake, I’m gay.”

Complete silence met Mark’s words, but then harsh disbelieving laughter echoed through the cabin, ending with a hiss as Lucas pressed his hand on his side.

Owen had no choice any longer. “Enough is enough.” He wouldn’t put them through this. Lucas opened his eyes in confusion. “You put your life at risk for me. You got hurt. It’s hurting you even more being here because you wouldn’t let me take you to a hospital.” He stood up. “I’m sorry for what you’ve both been through, but I won’t put you in this situation any longer. My mistakes are my own. I’m going to find somewhere to lay low until we get closer to the grand jury hearing, and then I will call the Marshals.”

“You can’t.” Lucas reached out a shaky hand, his lips pinched tight in pain, and Owen threaded his fingers through Lucas’s.

“I have no choice,” Owen said, even though it was the last thing he wanted to do. Now that he knew what had happened, he wouldn’t make either of these men relive their pain.

“You can’t,” Mark said into the silence, and Owen looked up, a denial on his lips. But Mark wasn’t looking at him—he was looking at the window—and Owen’s heart sank. It wasn’t just snowing. The blizzard had come on so thick and so fast, he wouldn’t be able to go anywhere for a while.

 

 

LUCAS DREW a shaky breath. His stomach was on fire.

“Please?”

He opened his eyes and saw Owen holding two tablets in his hand and a cup of water. He didn’t want to take them, but he didn’t know how much more pain he could bear. If they were to have any chance of getting out of here soon, he needed to at least be able to stand up. He opened his mouth, and Owen dropped the pills on his tongue and then held the travel mug. He swallowed gratefully and then winced again when he realized his bladder was full. He glanced around, wondering how the hell he was going to make it to the bathroom, or indeed, where it even was.

“I guess you’re going to have to use this,” Mark said flatly, wheeling himself back into the room. Lucas hadn’t even noticed he had gone. It was a plastic bottle for peeing in, like the ones they had in the hospital, and Lucas immediately understood why Mark would have it. “I couldn’t suture you up, despite you needing it. If you move, it will likely rip them open. If you open that wound up again, you may be forced to go to the ER anyway. It’s up to you.” Mark set the bottle down on the floor and wheeled himself over to the table. He picked up his laptop and put it on his knee, then left the room again. Lucas heard a door close.

“Do you need some help?”

Lucas shook his head instantly and swallowed, willing himself not to redden, although why he should feel embarrassed was beyond him. Owen was just a guy.

Liar.

Owen wasn’t just anything. But even if he thought he could sort out in his head exactly what Owen was, now wasn’t the time. He looked over at Mia, who was snuggled in a nest on the chair, watching them both. Then he glanced at Owen. He wasn’t going to be able to do this lying down. “You might have to help me sit up.”

Owen frowned. “I think that’s a bad idea.”

Lucas could feel the flush crawling up his neck, and Owen shot him a disgusted look. “You should be so lucky,” he said flatly, which of course made everything ten times worse. Lucas swallowed. He didn’t mean that Owen found him irresistible.

“I…. Would you at least prop me up?”

“Oh, for goodness sake,” Owen huffed out but gently eased Lucas up and stuffed two cushions behind him. Lucas clamped his lips tightly closed, because it really fucking hurt, and Owen passed him the bottle. Lucas’s fingers were shaking so much, it slipped. Without another word, Owen quickly and efficiently unzipped Lucas’s pants and positioned the bottle. “Pee,” he ordered.

It was over in a minute with a minimum of fuss, and Lucas kept his eyes closed the whole time. He felt Owen’s fingers barely graze him as he lifted his shorts back up and zipped his pants. Lucas blew out a relieved breath once he knew Owen had gone to the bathroom. That hadn’t been as bad as he had feared.

He took another two or three steady breaths and felt the pain in his side ease a little. Owen came back into the room, and he heard him talking to Mia and opened his eyes. She was sitting on Owen’s knee.

“Is she okay?”

Owen nodded. “She’s had far more excitement than any seven-month-old baby should have, but physically she’s fine.”

Bailey yawned and stood up, pointedly walking to the door.

“You’re kidding me,” Owen said and looked out the window at the fury outside.

“Well,” he said, standing up and putting Mia in the makeshift playpen. “I guess if you’ve gotta go.” Mia obviously didn’t like being relegated to the playpen and made her disgust known very loudly. Lucas huffed in frustration that he couldn’t help, but at the moment, he wouldn’t trust himself with a baby. Hell, he couldn’t even hold a plastic bottle. Owen shot her an apologetic look as he opened the door, and even Lucas felt the blast of cold air. Owen grabbed Bailey, who was giving the distinct impression he was going to change his mind, and pushed him out the door in front of him. Mia’s wails tripled in volume.

“Hush, Mia, he’ll be right back,” Lucas tried to soothe her, but Mia cried like the world was ending, and he wasn’t surprised when Mark wheeled himself back into the room and went straight over to the playpen.

“Hey, sweetheart,” Mark murmured, bending down to lift her up. Mia, of course, stopped crying immediately.

Traitor.

Mark solemnly wiped the tears from her cheeks and looked up. “The dog?”

Lucas nodded, not trusting what might come out of his mouth if he tried to talk, and he stared at Mark. He’d seen him twice in three years. Once, right after the accident, when Mark was in the hospital and had called, begging him to visit. Lucas didn’t know why, to this day, he had gone. He’d never have believed his brother—who’d always been there for him—could have ever done this to him. Then he started adding things up. The number of times he’d been on his twenty-four straight and Mark had called at the cottage to check on his family. At the time, Lucas had been grateful. He’d thought his older brother had his back… when he’d probably had Tory on hers.

He screwed his eyes up at the image. The disgust. He’d walked into that hospital room and he’d given it to Mark with both barrels. He’d told him if he ever tried to contact him again, he would kill him. And he had meant it. Mark had tried to deny everything. He remembered Mark saying something about him arriving just as Tory was packing, but the words were flung at Lucas’s back as he stormed out. The second time he had seen Mark was in court, when the cops had proved it had been the owner who had set the fire deliberately, thinking to cash in on the insurance… only he hadn’t survived the explosion.

He supposed Mark hadn’t known that Tory had left the note, explaining she was going to meet her lover. If it hadn’t been for that damning piece of paper, Lucas might have believed Mark’s lies.

He’d hated his brother for so long, he was exhausted. He couldn’t believe he had told Owen to drive here. He didn’t even know why he had remembered that Mark was now living at a friend’s cabin. He, Mark, and Tory had even stayed here a couple of times during skiing season. Mark enjoyed skiing and so did Tory. Lucas has always preferred hanging out by a cozy fire with good company. Mark always said he’d bring a girlfriend, but not surprisingly, none had ever appeared.

For a second, he tried to remember the girls Mark had dated and couldn’t name any. But that didn’t mean a thing. He was older than Lucas, already at college when Mom died. His love life hadn’t been exactly of interest to Lucas.

The door opened, and Owen and Bailey burst in. Lucas opened his mouth to say something, but a huge yawn took him by surprise. He blinked carefully, watching Owen peel off his jacket and hurry over to Mia, who was playing with Mark’s shirt. “She’s fine,” Mark confirmed. Owen nodded and turned to Lucas.

“How’s the pain?”

Lucas took an easier breath. It was subsiding. “Better.”

Mark sat Mia back on his lap and fastened the small strap over her that was designed to secure someone in the wheelchair. He then wheeled himself into the kitchen, murmuring something about some breakfast.

Owen came closer to Lucas, and Lucas suddenly smiled. Owen seemed surprised but smiled back. “How do you feel?”

He relaxed. The pain had subsided to a dull ache. He yawned again and brought his hand up. “Sorry.”

Owen shook his head. “You have absolutely nothing to apologize for.”

But he had. He glanced over at Mark, but Mark was taking no notice of them. He focused on the question. “It doesn’t hurt as much, so that’s good.” He patted the couch. “You can sit.”

Owen studied him for a second but sank down. Bailey settled nearer the fire, obviously not feeling like he had to guard anyone at the moment. “I was going to put a fire in at home.”

Owen looked puzzled. “You have one.”

“No,” Lucas shook his head. “I meant a….” He had to think. “A fire pit,” he said, almost triumphantly when he remembered the word. “For outside.” He yawned again and stretched a little without it hurting. He was warm, and he gazed up at the ceiling. “I like high ceilings.” And he did. Not that the cottage had any. But that was okay—they were a bitch to paint. He looked back at Owen, and the couch seemed to tilt a little, or Owen was. “Are you okay?” he said in concern. “You can lie down. There’s room.” He patted the couch again, and Owen’s smile was suddenly enormous. He looked happy. He deserved to be happy.

“I love your smile,” he said honestly. “Mom always said you can tell what a person’s like by their smile.” He swallowed. The memory didn’t hurt quite so much this time. He glanced over at Mark to tell him so, but he seemed very far away. Mark might not even hear him. He reached for Owen’s hand, and Owen jolted a little as if he was surprised, but Lucas didn’t know why he should be. He liked holding hands. He liked holding Owen’s hand. “It’s so soft.”

He looked up to tell Owen, but then the room suddenly swayed. “Whoa,” he murmured.

Owen glanced over at Mark. “Mark, what exactly did you give him?”

Lucas beamed. He didn’t care. He was going to ask Owen something and he’d forgotten what, but it was important. “I’ve forgotten,” he said, a little frustrated.

Owen squeezed his hand. “You can have a nap if you like,” he said encouragingly. Lucas thought about that. He could. He was tired. And Owen was here.

“And you won’t leave?” he said, trying to sit up. Suddenly it was important that he stayed.

Owen pushed his shoulder gently. “I won’t leave,” he assured him.

Lucas tried to focus, but Owen looked a little blurry around the edges, soft. His skin was soft. “I like you,” he pronounced solemnly. “You remind me of Niall.”

“Who’s Niall?” Owen asked.

“I loved him,” Lucas admitted. “He was my best friend in the whole world.”

Owen looked sad, and Lucas didn’t want him to be sad. “Lie down here,” he instructed.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“No.” Lucas struggled to get up, but his arms didn’t seem to be working properly, and he didn’t know why. He heaved himself with determination and winced. “That hurt.”

Owen stood up. “Will you stop it? You’re going to make it start bleeding again.”

“But you’re not safe,” Lucas said. How could he have forgotten? He looked over and saw Mark. He had a baby on his knee, which looked cool and kind of funny.

“I’m sorry,” Mark said, wheeling over. “But I knew if I gave him something just to take the edge off, he’d be convinced he was better and attempt to leave. He needs to stay still. He should be asleep by now, but he’s fighting it.”

“Who’s fighting?” Lucas’s pulse picked up. “Get behind me,” he urged Owen.

Owen glanced at Mark but squeezed Lucas’s hand. “We’re okay. We’re safe. Everything’s okay. You can go to sleep.”

“No,” Lucas said and struggled. He knew there was something wrong. He had to get up, and he tried to move his legs. The pain in his side made him gasp. He set his jaw and fought to get up. Someone was going to hurt Owen. He had to stop them.

“Lucas, hush.” And suddenly his arms were full. The space beside him that had been achingly empty for so long was filled with a warm body. Lucas tightened his arms reflexively. He had him. Owen was alive. He took a shuddering breath and closed his eyes in relief. He was going to open them right away but struggled. He should move. He tried, but he was so tired. It seemed he was always fighting, and he just needed….

“Hush,” Owen’s voice murmured in his ear, and Lucas took an easier breath. “That’s it. I’m safe. We’re all safe, and now it’s time for you to rest.”

“And you won’t go?” Lucas didn’t know whether he’d just thought the words or spoken them. He honestly didn’t know if he was dreaming. The kiss was nice, though. He was awake enough for that. The light touch on his forehead that soothed everything, calmed the hammering in his heart and the panic that squirmed just below his skin. He was floating. He wouldn’t have minded the touch again and tried to lift his head to ask.

But then he forgot what the question was.




Chapter Ten

 

 

OWEN CLOSED his eyes in utter relief as he felt Lucas relax and his breathing even out. He’d wait just another few seconds to make sure he was really asleep, and then he would move. He opened his eyes to see Mark watching him. The man’s steady gaze was enough to make Owen get up. Mark nodded to the table, and Owen saw some wraps and a few different fillings laid out. A quick glance showed him he had plenty of choice, and Mia didn’t seem to be in any rush to come off Mark’s knee.

Mark might not feel the same way, though.

“Do you want me to take her?”

Mark looked down. She was sucking on some soft pasta. “She’s fine,” he said. “You ought to eat and then catch some sleep yourself.” He nodded to Lucas. “He should be out for a good two, three hours.”

“I guess those pills were strong.” He tried not to think about what Lucas had said.

“If you’re wondering, Niall was our next-door-neighbor’s kid. Him and Lucas were like a double act for a long time. But Niall died.”

“Died?” Owen’s eyes widened. It seemed like Lucas had lost everyone close to him.

“But that wasn’t on me,” Mark said, almost as an afterthought.

Owen swallowed and looked at the food. He wasn’t sure he was hungry anymore.

“Sorry,” Mark said. “Ignore me. Eat your food, or my little brother will never forgive—” Mark stopped and shook his head as if annoyed he had said anything.

Owen glanced at his empty plate but didn’t take anything. “He came here.” He wasn’t exactly sure what he was trying to say.

“Because he was desperate,” Mark agreed solemnly.

“No,” Owen said. “Because he trusts you. Even if he wouldn’t admit that to himself.”

Mark didn’t reply, but just picked up the salad and helped himself. Owen nearly rolled his eyes. They were both the same—stubborn as hell. Mia chose that moment to throw some pasta at Bailey, but Mark quickly diverted her.

“You’re good with kids,” Owen said after another few minutes, knowing he was probably opening a can of worms.

Mark’s face softened, and he looked down at Mia. “Babies are—were—my business.”

“Why were?” Owen said challengingly.

Mark raised an ironic eyebrow, as if he knew what Owen was doing. He tapped a hand on the side of his wheelchair. “I would have thought it obvious.”

Owen shook his head. “You deliver babies with your hands, not your feet,” he said bluntly.

Mark met his eyes. “I can see why Lucky likes you.” He paused and cleared his throat. “Lucas,” he amended.

“I don’t know why,” Owen said. “We’ve caused him nothing but trouble.”

Mark just raised inquiring eyebrows.

“I’m on the run.”

Mark sighed. “I kind of gathered that. But I also know that you can’t be a criminal because my brother’s moral compass is set due north.” Owen studied him, not sure it was entirely a compliment. “That’s not right,” Mark admitted. “He also saves people because that’s his job. He doesn’t judge if someone is good or bad before he runs into a burning building. Now I’m not a psychiatrist, but I’ve studied enough to guess he is trying to make up for the ones he couldn’t save by being a bit overzealous with the ones he can.”

Owen had figured as much. He knew, better than most, that experiences shaped a person. And he guessed he owed Mark an explanation, so he gave a shortened version of what had led to them turning up yesterday.

Mark listened and didn’t offer any comments until he was finished. “Clive’s cabin is only ten miles farther away, if that. You could hole up there, but there are no supplies at all. He only uses it in the summer, so I doubt the generator has been checked in months.” He frowned and handed Mia a piece of banana, which she immediately shoved in her mouth. “I wouldn’t risk trying to travel even ten miles in that car. It wouldn’t get you down the hill, the way it’s snowing. And taking a seven-month-old into a situation like that is simply reckless.”

Owen glanced down, but he knew Mark was right.

“It makes far more sense for all of you to just stay here.”

“But they’ll find us.”

“I doubt it.”

Owen knew he looked skeptical.

“The cabin isn’t in my name,” Mark admitted. “It’s actually a friend’s place, where we used to come for vacations, long weekends, that sort of thing. He refuses to take a dime for it now, says he owes me.” Mark sighed. “It was a difficult delivery. Preemie after seven years and three stillborn births. The little guy is nearly five now.” He smiled a little. “Anyway, when I first came here, it was going to be temporary, just for a few months while I decided what to do with my life. Now, he pays all the utilities, and I send him a check every few months. He didn’t want that, but I told him I would leave if he didn’t cash it. I still have an email address registered to the hospital that I use. I don’t even have a cell phone.” He nodded to the phone on the counter, which was obviously a land line.

Owen remembered the laptop. “What do you do?”

“Grade papers. Teach some online classes. That was already set up, and I simply continued. I sold my condo and car.”

It was as if he’d dropped off the grid. It sounded deliberate, or was it just circumstantial? Did he have a life, or had he become a ghost of his former self? “What about your friends? Neighbors?”

It was Mark’s turn to look skeptical. “My nearest neighbor is half a mile away. I’ve never seen them. I pay for groceries to be delivered once a month.”

It was deliberate. It sounded like both brothers were being eaten alive by guilt.

“Go get some rest,” Mark encouraged, then looked down. “This little barbarian’s fine.” He smiled at Mia, who was now trying to tug his beard. “Go stretch out on the bed in there.” He gestured behind him to the bedroom. Grateful, Owen stood up, knowing he ought to get some sleep while he had the chance. He walked into the bedroom and closed the door, sure that if Mark needed him for Mia, he would come and get him. He gazed around the plain room, and his eyes were immediately drawn to the small picture at the side of the bed. He picked it up and sat down on the bed with a whoosh.

It was a photo of Lucas, Mark, and a very pretty young woman holding a baby. They all waved to the camera. He didn’t need anyone to tell him who the woman and child were. His heart ached for both brothers.

 

 

LUCAS STIRRED and tried to swallow, but his throat was incredibly dry. The hand that had just been touching his wrist moved, and he felt a cup against his lips and took a grateful swallow. “Thank you.”

When Owen didn’t answer, he opened his eyes and found himself looking at a pair of hazel ones very similar to his own. His mom would have said identical. It had tickled her that they had both inherited her coloring and not his dad’s. He looked around the small room and saw Mia in the playpen with Bailey on guard. “Where’s Owen?” He tried to sit up and winced.

“Asleep,” Mark replied and shook out two tablets and held them out to him. Lucas shook his head.

“They’re just acetaminophen.”

“Sure, they are.”

Mark didn’t reply, but just set the bottle on the table next to the couch and turned and wheeled himself back to the larger table where his laptop sat. Lucas swallowed and reached for the water again. He was warm, and his head throbbed more than his side. Then he picked up the bottle, scanned it, and swallowed two tablets. The thank-you stuck on his tongue, but he had to say it anyway. “Thanks.”

“How did you two meet?”

“Wildfire. Up in Kerrygate. He was trapped.”

Mark nodded. “I saw that on the news. I wondered if you’d been involved.”

Had he? Or was Mark just saying that? “I’m surprised you stayed around here.” He was. He hadn’t questioned it when Mark had texted him. He’d just been angry that Mark had thought he would care where he was. Maybe he thought Lucas would forget.

Forget the worse day of his life.

“He needs to stay here,” Mark said mildly, ignoring Lucas’s comment.

Lucas stared at his back, knowing Mark meant Owen.

“I’m not easily traceable, and according to the weather, we’re likely to be snowed in for at least two days. That’s good news for both of you. Every day nearer to his grand jury testimony is one less they’re at risk.”

Lucas narrowed his eyes. “He told you?”

Mark answered without turning. “Yes.”

Lucas gazed at his brother. “We’re not staying,” he said stubbornly.

“You’re putting the child in danger. She’s safe here.”

Inexplicable anger boiled up inside him. “There’s no way I’d leave a child with you,” he spat out.

Mark turned and scowled. “You can’t take a baby out in this weather. It’s not safe.”

“Safe?” Lucas yelled, ignoring the pain in his side and the hammering in his head. “What isn’t safe is letting you be responsible for anything. Last I looked, I haven’t murdered any children.”

“Neither have I,” Mark roared.

Owen appeared quickly and lifted Mia into his arms.

“At least we’re even,” Lucas taunted. “Technically, I guess we both lost a son.”

“You sanctimonious asshole,” Mark growled. “Stevie was not my fucking kid. I couldn’t have kids, even before this happened. And I’ve got the medical file to prove it, any time you want to look.”

The only thing Lucas heard over the roaring in his ears was the sound of Owen’s gasp. “What did you say?”

Mark shook his head and started wheeling himself toward the bedroom.

“Oh no, you fucking don’t,” Lucas snarled, and by some sort of superhuman effort, he heaved himself to his feet and got to the door before Mark did. His hand closed around the side of the chair. “There’s no way you would know something like that and not tell me.”

“About what? You know I had an emergency inguinal hernia repair when I was a senior. It screwed up the delivery system. I could have further surgery to repair it, but what’s the point? Problems with sperm ejaculate weren’t something I was gonna discuss with my fourteen-year-old brother. And Mom knew I was gay.”

Lucas scoffed incredulously, and then thoughts, memories, rushed through him. Their dad always pushing Mark about when he was gonna bring a girl home, and his mom shushing him a little too quickly.

Lucas inhaled quickly. “Mom knew?”

Mark nodded miserably. “I once asked her if she thought there was something wrong with me. And she said my only problem would be disappointing all the girls.” His lips twisted.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Lucas was dumbfounded. Something close to panic gripped him. If Mark was speaking the truth, he had been wrong. Very wrong.

“Circumstances. I wasn’t out. I got to college, and then Mom died. It seemed like you had enough to cope with without your brother’s problems. Then the guy I was dating asked for time before he came out, so we flew under the radar.”

And Lucas had been so wrapped up in his own life, he had never asked. Was it true? Was he wrong? But then why would Tory make up a lover? He felt an arm around him and let Owen guide him back to the couch. He only just made it before his legs folded under him. The pain in his side was making him light-headed, and he was so fucking hot. He tore the sweatshirt off.

“Mark?” Owen murmured and put a hand on Lucas’s forehead.

His hand was so cool, and Lucas closed his eyes—against the hurt, against the truth, against the knowledge that he had lost so many years.

No, not lost. Thrown away.

“Why would she lie?” He didn’t understand anything.

“She actually said it was me?” Mark sounded bewildered.

“No.” Lucas closed his eyes again. He was struggling to focus. “She said she was leaving me for someone who really loved her.” His voice cracked. “Someone who knew how to treat them both properly. And not to bother looking for them because Stevie wasn’t mine anyway.” He had wanted to die. “They hadn’t let me get anywhere near them. Jacko knocked me out.”

“Wait,” Mark said. “You were there?” The absolute horror rang in his voice.

Lucas nodded but didn’t have the strength to open his eyes.

“He’s really hot,” Owen murmured, and Lucas felt another hand against his skin. He swatted it away as guilt swamped him.

“Don’t,” he snapped.

“Shit,” Mark said, and Lucas couldn’t help the hiss of pain as someone touched his side. “He has a fever. The wound is infected.”

“Then we have no choice,” Owen said. “He needs to go to the hospital.”

Lucas dragged his eyes open. “No.”

Owen shook his head. “We have to.”

Lucas reached out a heavy hand and closed it around Mark’s wrist. “No. If they find me, they find both of them.” His head was swimming, but he pushed his eyes open. “Promise me. Please.”

Mark stared into Lucas’s eyes. He nodded once, and Lucas let his hand drop, relief coursing through him. He felt a smaller hand take his own, and he forced his eyes open. “It’s the only way, Owen. Mention my name and they’ll know exactly where to look for you. Mention a bullet wound and it’s the same thing.”

He closed his eyes once more. And this time, if Mark offered him some more of those tablets, he wouldn’t object.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

THE MAN sat at the table with the others, silent and unmoving. They still hadn’t been found. Malvetti had called him, demanding to know where they were. Sure, like he was able to snap his fingers and make them appear. They were backed into a corner and couldn’t stay hidden forever. He just had to make sure he brought them in. He needed the leverage. He’d give Malvetti what he wanted, and then it would be over. Finally over….

Someone made a comment, and he narrowed his gaze to the cards he was holding, feeling a familiar excitement chase away the sick feeling in his belly. Pocket Jacks…. And he threw a few chips down.

 

 

“I HAVE to call someone,” Owen said into the absolute silence when Lucas’s grip became slack.

Mark seemed to shake himself to the present and tipped his head to the window. “You can’t go anywhere. The only way someone is going to get in here is with a helicopter. That means everyone will know. You heard him.”

“But—”

“I have no antibiotics,” Mark interrupted and wheeled himself into the kitchen. “Very true.”

He started opening cupboard doors and pounced on an unopened jar. “Get the kettle boiled and bring me the box of first aid supplies.”

Owen jumped up and hurried to help. He glanced at the jar Mark was examining. “Honey?” he said in amazement.

“Certain honeys have been used for years for their healing properties.”

“But—”

“And I was sent two of these by my friend.” He sighed. “Doctor Jeremy Highland is a skin specialist in Sydney, Australia. He moved there with his family last year. I sometimes have trouble with infection.” He nodded at his legs. “I had an antibiotic-resistant ulcer for a long time, and Jer sent me some Manuka honey.”

Owen gaped, still not sure the man hadn’t lost his mind. But Mark went on. “Manuka honey is increasing in popularity because antibiotic-resistant infections are on the rise.” He wheeled himself back to the couch. “It worked for me.”

“But what if it doesn’t work for Lucas?” Owen asked pointedly.

Mark sighed. “I’ll make you a deal. If he’s no better in six hours or the infection is spreading, I will dial 911 myself.” He lifted Lucas’s T-shirt. The skin was red around the padding. “Pass me the Sharpie from the table.”

Owen did as he was asked, and Mark drew a line where the redness had spread to. Owen understood what he was doing. “Now, we wash the wound in salt water and slather honey on the sterile pad.” He looked ruefully down at Lucas. “One way or the other, we’ll soon know what we have to do.”

 

 

AS NIGHTS went, it was one of the longest of Owen’s life, and that included the night he’d spent with Mia in his arms after Damien had killed Mary. Mia slept in Mark’s bed. Bailey slept on the floor right next to her.

Owen didn’t sleep, and neither did Mark. They both stayed awake and watched for any sign that Lucas was worsening.

Sometime around three in the morning, Owen stripped all the covers off Lucas at Mark’s direction and wiped a cool wet cloth over Lucas’s fiery skin—his face, his neck, his chest. He repeated the movements time and again until Mark finally said to stop for a while.

Then he just sat and held Lucas’s hand. He was in danger of falling asleep himself when he felt Mark’s fingers curl around his wrist, and he opened his eyes.

Except the fingers belonged to Lucas. He was looking at him with fever-bright eyes. He licked his lips, and Owen smiled. “Do you want a drink?” He held the water bottle to Lucas’s lips, and he swallowed greedily, letting go of Owen’s wrist. He sensed Mark move behind him, but Mark remained silent.

“I’m sorry,” Lucas groaned. “I—”

“Hush.” Without thinking, Owen placed his finger over Lucas’s lips. Lucas quieted instantly, and Owen, shocked at his own daring, smiled apologetically. “You have nothing to be sorry for.” He withdrew his finger, but Lucas grabbed his wrist again.

“I can’t seem to stop touching you.” Lucas said it like it was a puzzle. Something to be worked out, wondered over.

Owen had no answer, and he was very conscious of Mark sitting just behind him. “We’ve been through a lot in a few days. Trauma makes people close.”

Lucas just gazed at him. “Did I tell you that you remind me of Niall?”

Owen nodded. He wasn’t sure he liked being reminded of a child. “Your neighbor. I’m sorry he died.”

“So was I,” Lucas whispered. He tightened his fingers. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Owen’s heart sank, though he didn’t know why. He should be praising any higher being that existed that someone had sent Lucas to the campground that day. He also had no doubt that an hour after Damien got to him again, he would be dead. It was selfish to want more. Selfish and completely irrational. He should be grateful Lucas thought of him as a friend, not disappointed because he didn’t see him as anything else. Owen touched his forehead. Lucas seemed cooler, and he drew a shaky relieved breath.

He risked a glance back at Mark, who simply nodded, showing he understood. He glanced back at Lucas, whose eyes were closing, and confident that Lucas wouldn’t remember, he slid his palm up to cup Lucas’s cheek. Lucas’s eyes finally slid shut, and he didn’t open them again. Owen counted another few heartbeats, luxuriating in the feel of stubble beneath his fingers. His hand slid lower until he could feel the thud of Lucas’s heartbeat. It was settling, reaffirming, and so very vital. Then Lucas sighed and turned his head, rubbing his cheek against Owen’s hand. Owen stilled. He might have even stopped breathing. But after what seemed like forever, the only pulse he could hear thudding in his ears was his own.

 

 

OWEN YAWNED, and awareness rushed in. He’d fallen asleep. And somehow, he was lying on the couch with his back flush against a very warm, very male body. He prayed he could get up while Lucas still slept, and he opened his eyes cautiously to the dim dawn light. At least there was no sign of Mark, though he heard water running in the bathroom. He tried to slide out from under Lucas’s arm that was flung over him, but it perceptibly tightened, and he felt a gust of breath on the back of his neck.

Owen stilled. He assumed Lucas was still asleep and didn’t want him to wake up while they were both in this position. It was way too awkward. But instead of moving like he should, he seemed to sink further into Lucas’s warmth.

He tried to think about Lucas dispassionately. Mark had said trauma brought people closer, and that was true, but taking out all the shit that had happened to him in the last few months didn’t alter the fact that he was very attracted to Lucas. Capability was his Achilles’ heel, and Lucas had it in spades. Cocooned in warmth and safety, he could dream. And for the first time in a long time, his body was getting on board with the dream. Or certain parts of it were. To say he’d lost any inclination or desire in the last year was putting it mildly.

Not that it had seemed to bother Damien. His demands hadn’t lessened in the least. And as much as Owen never wanted to remember, it seemed he couldn’t forget.

 

“Shh.”

Owen tried not to shudder as Damien’s finger traced the edge of his jaw, and his eyes strayed to the man crouched on the floor—shaking, sweating, pleading for his life almost incoherently. The stain on the man’s pants where he had pissed himself when Damien shoved the gun into his mouth, was spreading.

Owen was expecting to see blood, but the empty click of the gun had been even more shocking. Damien’s laugh, however, hadn’t been. Then the second sound, a round from Paulo’s gun with the silencer attached, had been almost anticlimactic. Damien’s fingers pressed on Owen’s cheek, making him look when he tried to turn away as the man slumped lifelessly to the floor.

“See,” Damien demanded. “See what happens when fools think to betray me.”

Owen just nodded. He knew. And barely a minute later, Damien had made him strip and fucked him, just to make doubly sure he would always remember.

 

Owen blinked the horror away and shivered, shrinking back into the comforting heat behind him. He ought to go see if Mia was okay. But then, just as his brain was trying to send the instruction to his body, he became aware of the absolute silence behind him and knew Lucas was awake. He very gently—because he didn’t want to touch Lucas’s dressing—turned onto his back. He’d never been especially brave. He’d only done things he’d been forced into, first by his parents and then by Damien. So he honestly had no idea why he was turning to look at Lucas instead of getting up and putting some distance between them.

Lucas was gazing at him. Mark had announced some hours ago that they had gotten the better of the infection, and while it would take a few more days to really clear up, it shouldn’t worsen. Owen didn’t remember making a conscious decision to lie down. Maybe he never had. Maybe his body had just gravitated to the person who had kept them safe, or maybe his body had totally different reasons. He wasn’t hard, but it wouldn’t take much.

“I should move,” Owen said cautiously. If Lucas had lifted his arm or nodded or done anything to say he agreed with that statement, Owen would have been off the couch like a rocket, but Lucas just smiled.

“I think you’ve earned the right to be lazy for a few minutes, and there isn’t anywhere else you can go.” Which was true enough. One couch. One bed.

“I don’t want it to be awkward,” Owen argued.

“Absolutely not,” Lucas agreed.

“And you’re not worried?”

“About what?” Lucas smiled again. “I don’t think you’re going to squash me. I think it’s you who should be worried.” Owen tried to decide if Lucas was being deliberately obtuse or simply unaware that Owen might be viewing Lucas as something other than his protector.

“How are you feeling?”

Lucas’s smile fell. “Ashamed. Confused. Angry with myself. Bitter.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.”

“I know,” Lucas agreed. “But you heard everything yesterday. I was wrong, and I don’t know how to start trying to make it right. I’m not sure it isn’t too late.”

But no matter how bitter Lucas had been, Owen thought he now hated himself more than he had once thought he hated his brother. The guilt he had felt for so long had probably been a little easier to bear when he could blame Mark. Now that target was gone, and he was back to blaming himself and hating what he had accused his brother of. “I can’t imagine how hard that must have been for you.”

“I just feel like such a failure. And I have no one to blame but myself.”

Lucas eased himself onto his side a little, but not once did he move his arm—the one still very firmly around Owen—although there wasn’t really anywhere else he could put it. The leather couch was huge, but there were two of them on it.

Owen waited for Lucas to elaborate. “We were having problems. Tory even moved back in with her folks over Christmas, but then she found out she was pregnant and we decided to try again. She hated my job,” Lucas added. “And it wasn’t just the odd hours and the danger.” He was silent for a few seconds, as if he was trying to sort things out in his head. “Firefighting isn’t just a job. It’s a way of life. I’m actually the only one on my team who doesn’t come from a firefighting family. Well, except for Jacko. But to outsiders, I guess it can be a little overwhelming. We live and work with each other, and then, when we get days off, we’re generally in and out of each other’s houses. All the wives are friends. It makes sense because only the wife of a firefighter understands what another firefighter’s wife is going through.”

“Like cops,” Owen agreed.

“Except Tory didn’t like that. Her dad was in the Army, and they had moved a lot when she was a kid. You’d think she’d want to put down roots, but when I inherited the house, I think she wanted me to fix it up, then sell it. She craved city life. But it would have strangled me.”

“You inherited it?”

Lucas nodded. “From my uncle Eric. Mom’s brother.”

“You’ve never mentioned any family.” Then again, up to yesterday, Owen hadn’t known Lucas had a brother.

“My mom and dad were in their late thirties when they met. Both their parents were dead, and my mom just had a younger brother. They were stunned when my mom got pregnant with Mark right away, and then had me four years after. What I didn’t know was she was diagnosed with breast cancer just after I was born. It was treated successfully.” He paused. “But it came back when I was eleven. She died when I was a junior. Dad struggled for a long time, and the day I graduated high school, I got a call from my uncle Eric to tell me Dad was dead.”

Owen gasped. “An accident?”

Lucas shook his head. “No, a bullet. I didn’t even know Dad owned a gun.”

“Suicide?” Owen whispered, completely horrified.

Lucas nodded. “He left a note apologizing to us both, but saying he knew we would be okay. He’d even dialed 911 before he pulled the trigger to make sure I didn’t find him, and he went into the garage so there would be no mess in the house.” Lucas said the words lightly, but Owen couldn’t imagine how heartbreaking it must have been. “Mark was determined to be a doctor even then and was halfway through his degree. I was thinking about being a cop, but I hadn’t really decided, and anyway, everything was arranged for college. The note said he had waited until we were settled, but that he couldn’t bear to spend another day without Mom.”

“I am so sorry,” Owen said and clutched Lucas’s hand.

He heaved a sigh. “So was I, but as hard as it was, I understood. My dad wasn’t strong. He had chronic arthritis and he was tired. He once told me there was one perfect person for everyone and that someday, we would both understand how amazing it is when you find them, and that you should never, ever, let them go.”

Tory. Except Lucas hadn’t let her go; she had left. Owen wished he hadn’t asked.

“Mark went to medical school, and we didn’t run into each other much. I never even realized or thought about the fact I had never seen him with a girl.”

He was there. He’d said he was at the fire. How had that happened? And as if Owen had asked the question aloud, Lucas started talking. “Because we’re such a small station, we help out on other calls when we’re not fighting forest fires. We were the third engine because the motel was so big.” He swallowed. “I saw Mark’s truck. It was parked out front, and one side of the motel was fully ablaze when we pulled up. Jacko knew what I’d seen, right away. He recognized Mark’s Chevy, and he tackled me before I could run into the flames. It took two of them to bring me down,” he said, almost as an afterthought. “It seemed like forever before we could go in, and I wasn’t allowed, anyway.”

Lucas paused for a few seconds, as if deep in the memory. “He was one of the few to be rescued alive, and I went in the ambulance with him. I’d texted Tory a few times to let her know I wouldn’t be home on time. I didn’t want another fight. We’d had enough of those,” he added. “I thought she was still pissed at me when I never got a reply, but I waited while they operated. Mark had fallen awkwardly, and a huge splinter had embedded itself in his back. I stayed with him for nine hours until Cassidy and Jacko came in with the cops. I thought they were there about the fire—” Lucas’s voice caught. “But they were there to tell me who else they had identified.”

Lucas turned his head, and they both heard noise from the doorway. Mark sat there, frozen, agony gouged on every line on his face. “I went home,” Lucas continued, looking at his brother. “Jacko nearly had to carry me from the hospital. I wanted to stay, but I was in no condition to. Then I got home and saw Tory’s note. Since you were there, I assumed you were the man she was running away with. I didn’t even notice all the blank spaces on the walls until the day after.” They stayed silent, both looking at each other, both mired in regret and loss. “It was easier,” Lucas admitted. “It was easier blaming you than blaming myself.”

Bailey whined and Owen stood, practically pushing Bailey toward the door and grabbing Lucas’s jacket on the way. As he closed the door behind him, he only hoped there wouldn’t be another fight while he was gone.




Chapter Twelve

 

 

AFTER OWEN and Bailey left, the silence was deafening. Just as Mark opened his mouth to speak, they both heard a cry from the bedroom. Mark wheeled himself out, but before Lucas could dredge up the courage to speak, Mark was back with Mia.

“Where’s the diaper bag?” Mark said hesitantly and wrinkled his nose a little. Lucas was tempted to laugh, but he didn’t.

“Give her here.” It was a demand, and Lucas couldn’t have done shit if Mark wanted to make it difficult, but he silently wheeled her closer and Lucas picked her up. He couldn’t help the smile as the smell hit him. “I’m not surprised you handed her over,” he muttered, but Mark didn’t reply, just got the diaper bag and brought it over. Lucas needed to apologize. He needed to say a lot more than that, but he didn’t know where to start. It was like being thrown into a minefield. One wrong step….

Lucas pushed himself up a bit higher and ignored the stab at his side. It wasn’t as bad as he’d been expecting. “Come on, monster,” he said. “Let’s make you a little more human, huh?” He laid her on her back and peeled down the small tracksuit bottoms she had on. His fingers remembered what to do, but even he wanted to gag when he saw what was in her diaper.

“Good God,” Mark said, gagging a little and backing away quickly.

Lucas silently agreed. He lifted her legs free. “Pass me a wipe.”

“I don’t think one’s going to be enough.”

Lucas’s lips twitched until he remembered what they should really be saying, and he quickly used two or three to get Mia as clean as possible. Then he taped the whole mess together and silently handed it over to Mark.

Mark glared at Lucas, as if he was passing him explosives. He met Lucas’s eyes for a second but then lowered them and took the diaper, wheeled into the kitchen, and dropped it in the trash. “She really needs a bath,” Lucas said, but he put on another diaper, not wanting to risk another bomb going off when they weren’t looking. He scooted her up to sit against him and anchored her with his arm. Where is Owen? They needed a buffer, and while he knew they had to talk, he didn’t know where to start.

Talk? He needed to grovel. He needed to beg his brother’s forgiveness.

The door opened, and Lucas automatically shielded Mia from the icy blast. Bailey ran in, and Mark went to get the dog some breakfast.

“B-bee,” Mia cooed delightedly and waved her arms and legs.

Owen unwrapped himself from his many layers. “It isn’t snowing at the moment, but it looks like it’s going to.”

Mark came back in from the bathroom holding a bottle of shampoo. “This is unscented.” He gestured to the sink, and Owen nodded, walking over to Mia.

“The diaper was pure evil, but we managed to vanquish the horror,” Lucas said, looking at his brother all the time.

Owen smiled and picked her up. “Were you a horror?”

“I was thinking of declaring a state of emergency,” Mark said. “Maybe breaking out the nuclear shelter and containment suits.”

Lucas chuckled inanely. Then he fell silent. So did Mark. He wanted to say so much, and he didn’t know where to start. There could definitely be no more shouting in front of Mia. It was just plain wrong. She’d had enough upset already in her seven months, and he wouldn’t be responsible for any more. “I don’t know what to say.”

Mark shrugged. “If I had been the big brother you needed when Dad died, none of this would have happened. Hell, when Mom died, even.”

Silence. Regret. “It wasn’t your fault.” And he wanted to scream, to cry, to beg. “I should have known better,” Lucas admitted. And he should have.

“Why?” Mark said. “She was your wife. Of course you trusted her.” Mark was silent for a moment. “And I don’t blame you for not trusting me. I left you, didn’t I?”

Lucas glanced down. He hadn’t understood it at the time. His big brother, who had always been there for him, was suddenly a stranger. “Why did she lie?”

Mark sighed. “About you not being Stevie’s dad? Maybe she didn’t. Maybe she was just angry and hurt. Maybe she regretted it as soon as she left, but because of what happened, she never got a chance to say she was sorry. That it wasn’t true. We all have things we regret. We all have things we say in the heat of the moment that we wish we could take back.” Then he wheeled himself into the kitchen to close the subject. Lucas watched while Owen bathed Mia. To be honest, Owen was almost as wet as Mia was by the time he’d finished, and watching the little minx get clean reminded him he needed to do the same. He was sweaty and needed to pee. He probably even still had dried blood on his back and wondered if he smelled half as bad as Mia had.

Mark made some oatmeal and cut up a few small pieces of banana for her. Then he wheeled himself up to the table with her breakfast. “How about I feed the monster and you two can take the bathroom?”

Lucas met his gaze. How had he known? But then, he supposed it wasn’t rocket science.

“You can’t get the dressing wet,” he warned. “So no shower. I’ll redo it when you come out.” And with that, he held out his arms for Mia. Bailey scooched under the table, obviously waiting for any breakfast that might fall in his direction.

“I doubt you’re gonna want oatmeal, Bailey,” Lucas observed dryly, and Owen shot him a grin. He returned the shared humor, remembering the first time Mia had thrown vegetables at the dog.

Owen walked over to him. “What can I do to help?”

The couch was low, and Lucas had no idea how the hell he’d gotten out of it yesterday. It took both of them and a lot of silent curse words before he was on his feet, but he made it and immediately felt better.

Mark only offered one suggestion. “No getting it wet.” Lucas bit down the first answer he came up with, and just nodded. He made it to the bathroom slowly, with Owen’s help.

“How about you pee while you are still vertical?”

Lucas nodded, and even though Owen hovered, he managed it himself. He lowered himself gingerly onto the stool by the sink, and Owen ran some water. He rubbed a hand ruefully over his jaw and wished he had the energy for a shave, but the small effort of getting in here had completely wiped him out.

“I can do it later for you,” Owen said, obviously noticing his movement. “But how about we just get you freshened up?”

“I can probably manage,” Lucas lied.

Owen just looked at him. “You could,” he agreed, “but I’m worried you’ll pull your wound open. Besides, there’s blood on your back. You couldn’t reach it.”

He was probably saying that so Lucas could save face. And to be honest, Lucas felt like keeling over. He regretted coming in here in the first place. He glanced at Owen. “You’d make a good nurse. You’re very diplomatic, and instead of telling me what a stubborn bastard I am, you’re trying to make me feel better.”

Owen grinned. “If we agree you’re a stubborn bastard, are you going to stay still and let me do what I want?”

Lucas clamped his lips tightly closed. The sudden urge to…. What? Join in? Tease? The urge to ask Owen exactly what he had in mind rode him hard, but that sort of comment was going in a direction he couldn’t think about now.

So Lucas closed his eyes and remained silent while Owen very gently peeled the T-shirt off him that Mark must have given him at some point. Because it wasn’t his. And as each slight movement pulled at his side, he tried to think about anything else….

 

“That was amazing!” Niall was waiting and high-fived him as he left the locker room. Lucas had been the last out. The coach had just wanted to check that his shoulder was okay. One more game and they were in the playoffs. It was the first time their school had gotten this far since Lucas had started there, and the coach was obsessed that they remain injury-free. At least until the end of the semester. Lucas chuckled and returned Niall’s enthusiasm.

“Fag.” A group of seniors pushed past them, and Lucas heard the coughed word as they walked by. Lucas stiffened and took a step after them, but Niall stopped him, putting a hand on his arm.

“It doesn’t matter, Lucas.”

“Yeah it does,” Lucas objected. “They can’t say shit like that.”

Niall gazed at him, the way he often did. “It isn’t a lie.”

Lucas frowned. “It doesn’t matter.”

Then he noticed the faint bruise on the side of Niall’s face. Before he could think about it, he lifted his hand to Niall’s cheek. Niall jerked back, and Lucas dropped his hand. “Sorry, did I hurt you?” He wouldn’t hurt Niall for the world.

Niall swallowed. “No, but you can’t do that here.”

He’d meant touching his face. Lucas looked around. “There’s no one here.”

“You just can’t do that,” Niall muttered.

Lucas studied his friend. He knew where the bruise had come from, and he’d tried to convince Niall to tell someone. But somehow, this didn’t seem to be about that.

“Do you want to come home for dinner?”

Niall sighed. “I don’t know.”

“What’s wrong?” He knew there was something. “There’ll be plenty of food.” And Lucas knew his dad wouldn’t mind. Niall being there would save them both from the one-word conversations that were all they seemed to have now that Mom was gone.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Niall said.

“Why?” Lucas asked, feeling completely out of his depth.

“Self-preservation,” Niall said bluntly.

 

All this time, Lucas had thought Niall had been worried about angering his dad. It hadn’t taken much to set him off. But for the first time, Lucas wondered if Niall had meant something else, meant someone else. Maybe that Niall’s feelings for him were stronger than his own, or maybe not stronger, but just different.

“Look up.”

Lucas blinked himself back to the present. He lifted his chin carefully, and Owen gently washed his face and neck. Then he patted that part dry and worked his way down Lucas’s chest and over his back. He dropped the cloth into the water, and Lucas opened heavy eyelids. It had felt so good.

The silence seemed to go on for a couple of beats too long. “Do you want me to leave you to do the rest?” Owen asked. Lucas glanced up at him. He didn’t know. He honestly didn’t know. Owen must have taken his silence as agreement because he turned and took a step toward the door.

“Wait,” Lucas blurted out without even realizing it. “Please.”

Owen turned back, but he didn’t say anything.

“I started dating Tory in college. I never had a girlfriend at school. I’d hooked up a few times but nothing serious. Niall was the closest I got to having someone in my life.”

Owen leaned back on the door. “As a brother? Or something else?”

“Something else,” Lucas admitted. Owen didn’t respond. Lucas tried to rearrange his thoughts, to slot Niall into the place in his life where he should have been in the beginning. “My mom always called me a homebody. All I ever wanted to do was stay around here. I enjoy living in Summerton. I like that everyone knows everyone else. I like not worrying about locking my doors or ever having to wait for an invitation before I visit someone.”

Owen nodded, but he still didn’t speak.

“Niall died, you know.”

“I’m sorry,” Owen’s voice was very quiet. Gentle.

“I think….” Lucas swallowed. “I think if he hadn’t, we would have ended up together.”

“You loved him?”

Lucas nodded. “I was very immature. Things in my world were black and white. I dated some girls because it seemed that was what you did, and I never questioned it. I was too slow for Niall.” In fact, the more he thought about it, the more he realized Niall had wanted more from him, as well. “Mom’s death threw everything out of whack. At sixteen, instead of experimenting with my sexuality, I was trying to get my security back. And that meant what I had been brought up with—a mom and a dad. A girl and a boy. I think Niall knew that.”

“Tell me about Tory,” Owen said. It seemed like an odd request, but Lucas couldn’t help the smile that curved his lips.

“She was a force of nature. She sang. She was in the drama club at college.” He bit his lip. “She wanted to move to one of the big cities, like Hollywood,” he added ruefully. “But she got pregnant a month before we graduated, so we got married.”

“Did you want to get married?” Owen asked.

Lucas nodded. It had seemed perfect to him. “Her mom and dad were very strict Catholics, and she was close to them. An abortion would have been out of the question.” He shrugged. “So we got married quickly and quietly. I got left the house and became a probie in Loveland.”

Owen frowned. “But I thought Stevie—”

“No, she wasn’t carrying Stevie. She lost this baby at five months. She blamed herself because she had been away for the weekend at a bachelorette party. She hadn’t been drinking or doing anything that might hurt the child, though. We found out later the baby had a heart defect. It had been a little boy, but he had died possibly up to ten hours before she had started bleeding. She’d resented the baby at first. Felt trapped. I even promised to move to California, if that was what she wanted, once I was out of probation.” Lucas sighed. “She ended up on antidepressants. We struggled for a long time when she didn’t seem interested in anything. We fought over insane things, and she even moved back with her parents for a short while. Then all of a sudden, she got a job.”

“Which was probably a good thing?”

“It was great. She worked for one of the local papers on the weekend section—family stuff, entertainment.” He frowned. “I think they were even talking about a dating app. It was like having the Tory I fell in love with back.” And he smiled. He had loved her. Whatever their circumstances, he had forgotten all the good times they had. It was easy to forget, and it shouldn’t have been. “Then she told me she was pregnant with Stevie, and she came back home.” He swallowed.

“And you had no inkling anything was wrong?”

Lucas shook his head. “We tended to fight over ridiculous things that I thought most couples did. I thought we were just going through a bad patch. She resented me working overtime, and I said she didn’t complain at the extra cash it brought in.”

And he didn’t care if she had been seeing someone else now, or if it had been bitterness that had made her lie. She had been forced into a life she hadn’t wanted. And everyone said things in the heat of anger. That the other man hadn’t been Mark was all that really mattered. It was time to let it go. “I made so many mistakes. First with Niall—”

Lucas’s throat closed. It had been there, right in front of him, all the time. Exactly the future he had always wanted. Niall must have thought he wasn’t interested. “He must have gotten so frustrated, thinking I didn’t care.”

He opened his eyes at the touch on his arm, not having realized he had closed them. Owen was kneeling in front of him, both of his hands wrapped around Lucas’s wrists. “He knew,” Owen said implacably. “But he also knew you weren’t ready. He would have waited for you.”

“How do you know?” Lucas blinked against the sting in his eyes.

Owen gazed up at Lucas. “Because I would have.” Then, very slowly, very carefully, so Lucas knew exactly what was going to happen before it did, Owen’s lips gently brushed his own. For a second, they were even breathing the same air. Owen moved back, letting go of Lucas’s wrists, but Lucas’s hand caught his arm.

“Don’t go.”

Owen waited. Lucas was suddenly scared.

“You should be sending me far away.”

Lucas was shaking his head before Owen had finished that sentence. “If this situation was normal, I’d ask you out.” Owen smiled, and Lucas caught sight of a tiny dimple just to the left of his lips. He didn’t know how he had missed it before.

“You mean, when we’re not running for our lives?”

Lucas’s hand slid to Owen’s chin, and he tilted it up a little. With the same deliberate slowness, he lowered his head, and the touch of lips was just as good as a second ago, but this time, he caught the faintest moan from Owen, and the noise settled somewhere in his gut. “I could stay here forever.”

Owen’s smile was so gentle.

“Are you going to say anything?” But what was he expecting? A declaration?

Owen tilted his head, as if considering the question. “I’m not Niall,” he said eventually.

“Meaning?” But Lucas thought he knew.

“Just make sure you’re kissing me. Not a dream. Not an expectation, or worse, trying to absolve a regret.”

Lucas smiled lazily. “I think I know the difference, but to be absolutely certain, I’m thinking we might need to do it again.” Lucas caught the widening of the pupils he was gazing at. The reaction. And his eyes slid lower to watch Owen’s tongue slide along the edge of his lower lip before he tugged it with his teeth.

“Maybe we ought to try another one. Just to be sure,” Owen agreed. The last word was almost breathed from lips that were nearly touching his, and he slid his fingers over Owen’s skin and around to the nape of his neck, bringing him closer.

Pain jabbed at his side, and he winced a little.

Owen noticed and drew back, cupping Lucas’s jaw. “Let me finish helping you clean up.” Owen eased a little farther back, and Lucas dropped his hand. The feeling of loss was immediate.

“You might have to do it for me,” Lucas said, more daring than he imagined. “I don’t think I’m strong enough.”

“What if I’m not either?” And Lucas knew, as Owen met his eyes, that they were talking about two different things.

“I would never hurt you.” He knew that.

Owen smiled a little. “No, you would never mean to. That’s completely different.”

“We keep saying we’re friends, but then we reach this point.” They pulled back—it was like a dance.

“And there’s not just me.”

Lucas smiled. “Yeah, instant family. We even got a dog.” But somehow, that must have been the wrong thing to say because Owen jerked back. Lucas snagged his wrist before he got too far away.

“What did I say?”

Owen hesitated. “We’re not exactly in a normal situation.”

“And you’re worried I’m just replacing one family with another, as if they’re interchangeable.” Lucas dropped his hand.

“A little bit,” Owen replied honestly.

And somehow Owen’s honesty calmed Lucas. He could cope, if he knew what he was fighting.

“If it was about that, I could have already found it. You wouldn’t believe how many women are in love with the idea of having their own fireman.”

“Like badge-bunnies?” Owen crinkled his eyes, but Lucas didn’t know if it was in humor or disgust.

Lucas decided to go with humor. “Yeah. Mirabelle, who occasionally works in the office, has been known to arrange her schedule to align with mine.”

Owen’s eyebrows rose. “And who’s Mirabelle?”

Lucas chuckled and decided to come clean. “She’s the sixty-four-year-old grandmother of one of our probies. She brings in the best chicken parm you’ve ever had in your entire life.”

Owen scoffed. “And why does she work when you’re there?”

“Because her grandson is in my crew. She fell out with her son a long time ago, and it’s the only way she gets to see Ricky.”

“I wish my grandma was still alive, but she died when I was around ten,” Owen said wistfully.

Lucas edged a little nearer and took Owen’s hand, lifting it to his lips and kissing the palm. Owen stilled, but then he pulled his hand away and Lucas let it go.

For now.

He glanced down. “I can wash myself, but I can’t get these pants down on my own.”

Owen seemed relieved at the change of subject. “Just tilt and I’ll ease them off.” Owen worked quickly and efficiently, and Lucas was down to his boxers in seconds. He pressed his lips closed at the stab of pain when he moved too fast. Owen frowned and pulled the waistband away so he could see the wound. Fresh blood stained the white padding. Lucas breathed through his nose.

Owen shook his head, and without a word, he had Lucas bathed in no time. And Lucas was too sore to appreciate any of it. A wave of exhaustion rolled over him and he fell silent, just trying to do what Owen asked. He honestly wasn’t sure how he made it back to the couch and had a second to appreciate the clean sheet that had been draped over it before he sank down and closed his eyes.

He knew it was Mark who changed his dressing shortly afterward, but if he pretended to be asleep, he wouldn’t have to have the conversation he dreaded, but knew was coming. Within minutes, he didn’t have to pretend anymore.




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

OWEN KNEW Lucas was awake before he even opened his eyes. He could sense him staring. “How do you feel?” He blinked awake to find Lucas rolled to the edge of the couch and gazing down at him on the floor.

“I hate that you have to lie down there.”

Owen’s lips twitched, and he glanced over at a still-sleeping Mia. “I would have thought a big burly fireman like you was used to having someone sprawled out at their feet.”

“Burly?” Lucas whispered in mock outrage. “I didn’t feel very burly last night.”

“But do you feel better this morning?”

“Yes, nurse,” Lucas teased.

Owen wriggled his shoulders because they were stiff. Lucas immediately lifted the blankets. “Get in.”

Owen held his breath. The kiss last night had been perfect.

“I’m not in any condition to jump you,” Lucas groaned. “God, that makes me sound like a horny teenager.”

“I wouldn’t have minded knowing you as a horny teenager,” Owen replied, feeling very brave. But then, he was on the floor and out of reach.

“Then take pity on an old man who just wants a cuddle?” And he smiled. Lucas had an amazing smile that made Owen melt. And before he had finished telling himself what a bad idea it was, he was under the blankets. But for safety’s sake, he lay with his back to Lucas’s chest. But that didn’t stop Lucas from putting his arm over his waist and tugging him a little closer.

“Mind your side,” Owen warned.

“My side’s fine,” Lucas mumbled. “It’s my front that currently needs some attention.” Owen closed his eyes. He could feel exactly what sort of attention Lucas needed.

“I really enjoyed being kissed last night,” Lucas said.

“I’m trying to pretend it didn’t happen,” Owen said. Then as he heard the sharp inhale from Lucas, he turned to look up at him. “I didn’t mean that how it sounded. I just….” He blew out a breath. “I don’t want to be an experiment.” That would finish him faster than Damien ever could.

“I would never do that to you,” Lucas promised. He fell silent for a few seconds. “I’m coming to terms with being bi, because yes, obviously I am. But even as a teenager, I never felt the need to be physically intimate with the girls I dated. There has to be a connection before I can be with someone. I thought there was something wrong with me. Don’t get me wrong—I had sex with women before I met Tory, but sometimes, I did it because I knew it was expected.” He licked his lips. “It was completely different than the way I feel about you.”

Owen was interested, despite himself. “I think you’re demisexual.”

Lucas frowned. “Not bi?”

“As well as bi,” Owen said gently. “It just means you have to form an emotional connection with someone before you are sexually attracted to them. I used to look at all sorts of things online when I was trying to keep out of Damien’s way, and I was interested in counseling—teens especially. With my upbringing, and the fact that I’m gay, I thought I’d be in the position to really help someone.”

“There you go, then,” Lucas agreed and stopped any more talking by bending down and pressing his lips to Owen’s cheek. Owen relaxed, shuffling onto his back, and returned the kisses, slipping his tongue inside Lucas’s mouth and being rewarded with a low groan. He tried to slide his hand around Lucas’s neck, but there was a distinct lack of room. He broke off, and Lucas chuckled ruefully.

“B-bee!” The cry from the floor made them both look over. Mia was definitely awake, and Bailey was nudging her side. Owen groaned.

“Timing, huh?”

Lucas grinned. “Let’s train Bailey. Aren’t there a million Disney movies where the dog takes care of the kids?”

Owen pressed another quick kiss on Lucas’s lips, and then he reluctantly got up and, smiling, went to see to his daughter.

 

 

THEY WERE cabin-bound for another two days. The snowstorm raged outside, and Owen didn’t especially mind. Mia was safe. Lucas and Mark weren’t exactly comfortable around each other, but they seemed to have declared a truce for the time being. It helped that Lucas slept a lot. Mark had provided extra blankets and pillows, and Owen and Mia slept together on the floor. Mark had offered his bed, but that would have been ridiculous. He knew Mark would have certain needs, and while Mark’s upper body seemed strong, Owen didn’t know if he would be able to get off the floor.

Besides, they were fine. He liked being close to Lucas. There had been short hurried kisses and long slower cuddles, and he could tell Lucas was feeling better because he was beginning to show how frustrated he was getting.

“What does she weigh?” Mark asked out of the blue on the second evening.

“The last time I checked, she was fifteen pounds on the nose,” Owen answered promptly, glancing down at Mia. “That was three weeks ago.”

“And she’s how old?” Mark ran a knowing eye over her.

“Seven months.” Owen knew his tone was a little defensive—Mia was definitely on the small side. “She was born addicted to heroin.”

Mark nodded and smiled as she grabbed the finger Owen had been holding her spoon with. “But she’s sitting up, which is average for this age. She’s very aware of her surroundings, and though I don’t have the proper equipment to examine her, I don’t think you have any development issues to worry about. Did you adopt?”

Owen froze. “My—”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Mark said with a shrug.

But Owen felt he owed the man. Apart from the bombshell he’d dropped three days ago, Mark had been nothing but helpful. He’d even ignored Lucas when Lucas had been less than civil. “My ex-boyfriend murdered her mother in front of me as a punishment. I’d contacted the cops. Mia’s mother had been my best friend, so he figured it was the best way to teach me a lesson.” He felt the hand brush his arm and turned to see Lucas watching him, silently offering comfort. Mark looked shocked but didn’t say anything more. Owen and Mia were sitting on the floor near the couch, and Mark wheeled himself over from the table where he had been working.

“It’s the cry that gets you,” Mark said. “They cry and cry and nothing you do can help.”

Owen tilted his head up at Mark inquiringly.

“I worked in South America for a time. I dealt mainly in obstetrics, but I was told—and saw enough evidence to believe it—that more than seventy percent of so-called street children drink heavily. Sniffing glue is another huge problem. I saw it manifest as Fetal Solvent Syndrome, similar to the effects of alcohol.”

“I was a probie in Loveland,” Lucas spoke, surprising Owen. “We got called out to a reported fire in a dumpster by an underpass where some of the homeless camped out. There was a young girl who gave birth right there and then, because it happened too fast for the paramedics to move her. The mother was high, but the baby started having seizures within seconds of being born. They tried. They even got her to the ER, but she didn’t make it.”

“And glue is cheap by comparison,” Mark continued. “We live in a world where kids sniff glue to escape the fact that they are cold, starving, and hurt.” He looked at Owen. “You are doing a good thing.”

“Have you ever thought of going back?” Lucas asked Mark.

Owen held his breath. It was the first direct communication they’d had since he, Mia, and Lucas had arrived. Everything else had only been general comments, not requiring interaction. Even when Mark had changed Lucas’s dressing.

Mark stared at him. “I’d be more of a hindrance than a help,” he said cautiously, as if half expecting Lucas to take a cheap shot.

Lucas nodded. “I can see how the lack of infrastructure in some places would make it difficult, but there are enough poor areas of the US that need a baby doctor just as badly.”

Mark just stared at him, and Owen wasn’t sure whether Mark was surprised that Lucas had spoken to him or that he was actually considering it.

Mark looked out the window. “We might have a problem tomorrow.”

Owen realized that the subject had been firmly closed, and then he processed what Mark had said.

“What?” Lucas asked sharply before Owen could.

“If it’s clear enough, I will get my groceries delivered. It may not be, but they’re pretty used to the snow around here. If it stops tonight, the plows will start to clear the roads tomorrow.”

“But with all this snow, isn’t it unlikely they’d make it up here? It’s not as if there are a lot of people needing to get to work or anything. Wouldn’t they take care of busier roads first?” Owen asked.

Mark nodded. “That’s a possibility, but they may still try. It’s a local farm store, and they’re pretty resourceful. I just wanted to put it out there.”

“Maybe I should go,” Owen said without thinking.

“Absolutely not,” Lucas said, and tried to sit up as if Owen was about to walk out the door.

“You’re better off staying here as long as possible,” Mark said. “Lucky needs another few days—” He stopped abruptly, and Owen knew he’d slipped up with the nickname. He glanced nervously at Lucas.

Lucas swallowed, and knowing what was coming, Owen picked up Mia, murmuring something about a nap, and very definitively closed the door behind him.

 

 

“ARE WE going to talk?” Mark asked after silence had settled over the room.

“I don’t know how,” Lucas admitted. He didn’t think there were enough words of regret in the entire English language.

Mark closed his laptop and turned around properly. “If you remember, it would have been Mom’s birthday, and we were meeting to take flowers. You were supposed to be off, but someone had called in sick.”

Lucas inhaled sharply. He’d forgotten.

“Tory was furious. You’d had a row because you’d taken the shift.”

Lucas closed his eyes. Fuck, that had been true. But Captain Cassidy had been desperate. The flu was making its way around the town and they were three men down. “I was supposed to take her out that night. And I’d had to cancel the previous two times, for the same reason.” He’d never seen Tory so angry. She’d accused him of loving his job more than he loved her. He’d snapped and said she hadn’t complained about the new couch she had bought with his overtime pay. Then he’d slammed the door and gone to work. Those were the last words they had ever spoken to each other.

“I got there, and she was packing, throwing everything into suitcases. I tried to talk to her, but she wouldn’t see reason. She was even dragging photographs off walls and couldn’t seem to calm down. Even Stevie was getting upset.” Mark looked at him as if begging him to understand. “She was in no state to drive, and I was worried she was going to do something stupid, something dangerous.” He shook his head, speechless because of the obvious irony. “I said I would take her to her parents, but she didn’t want that, so I took them to the first hotel we drove past. I was going to get them safe and then meet you at home when you came off shift and explain what had happened.” He shrugged. “But it didn’t work out like that.”

Lucas didn’t know what to say. If Mark had tried to tell him this earlier, he knew he would have shut him down. Damn his own stupid stubbornness.

“And the other?” Lucas growled.

“Being gay?”

Lucas nodded. “I can’t believe you never told me.” Lucas had always told Mark everything… until the day came when he couldn’t anymore. “Did you think I would care?”

“Honestly? No. It was just easier at the time to keep quiet.”

Which he understood. “Do you have any idea who Stevie’s father is?”

Mark stared straight at Lucas. “I’m looking at him,” he said bluntly. “A piece of paper doesn’t alter the way you felt about Stevie, even if what she said was true. Has there been any time you stopped considering him your son?”

Lucas shook his head. “It might have mattered, if he’d lived. Medical or something.” Now he just didn’t want to know. Mark was right. Stevie had been his in every way that mattered.

“I don’t think that she was seeing someone when she left. She didn’t make any attempt to call anyone or ask me to take her anywhere.”

“Maybe she was just angry. Hurt. Wanted to lash out in the only way she knew how.” Lucas was silent for a few seconds. “It doesn’t matter anymore.” And it didn’t. He wouldn’t love Stevie any less, and it was time to move on. He didn’t want his memories of Stevie spoiled by something unimportant. He’d lost enough time as it was.

Mark hesitated. “I wanted to tell you this for so long, but—”

“I was too stubborn to listen.”

“I don’t blame you.”

Lucas was silent for a few minutes. Stevie’s loss would always hurt, and nothing would ever take that away, but somehow, he might have a shot at getting his brother back, and that made it a little easier. “But I should have trusted you.”

Their eyes met. “Maybe,” Mark allowed, “but we were only close growing up. I was away so much, and when Mom died, I never even considered changing colleges to be closer to you and Dad. You dealt with all that on your own. Even when Dad killed himself, I stayed where I was. I seem to have spent half my life burying my head in the sand. I made excuses for my career, telling myself that being a good doctor was the most important thing and that you understood that.”

“You always seem to be able to patch me up,” Lucas said at long last, looking down at his side.

Mark chuckled. “I think that’s why I became a doctor. I had plenty of practice in first aid with my fool brother.”

It had been true. Every madcap and dangerous scheme Lucas could think of, he’d do, and Mark had always been the one to cover it up before their mom saw and had a fit. Of course, trying to bend his arm back after he had dislocated his wrist from falling out of the tree had backfired because it hadn’t been dislocated. The reason it was bent at a funny angle was because it had been broken. Lucas had screamed and fainted. Mark had panicked, completely convinced he had killed his brother, and ran inside shouting for their mom.

It had been the first of many times Lucas had needed his big brother. Mark had always patched him up, and he had forgotten that. He stood up, and Mark frowned. “What are you doing?”

“What I should have done a long time ago,” he admitted and walked over to his brother. He bent down and hugged him. After a second, Mark lifted his own arms and hugged him back. “I’m so sorry. I never gave you the chance to explain, and I left you with all this to cope with on your own.” He tapped the wheelchair.

Mark leaned in close for a few seconds but then sat up, and Lucas stepped back. “I felt like I deserved it, with the way I ditched you. When I moved back and started visiting you, I felt like I was making amends for being MIA for so long.”

“It’s called going to college,” Lucas said dryly.

Mark nodded. “Until karma came and bitch-slapped me hard.”

“This wasn’t your fault.”

“No,” Mark said. “But it wasn’t yours either.”

Lucas took a breath, feeling a little lighter. Maybe it really isn’t. He went and sat back down.

“Owen seems a nice guy,” Mark said, completely changing the subject.

Lucas wasn’t sure how to reply, because he wasn’t entirely sure where to start. “It’s complicated.”

“Good. Nothing worth anything is ever simple.”

“I want more,” he replied baldly.

“And…?”

“He thinks I wouldn’t want him under normal circumstances.” Lucas gazed at his brother, taking in the full mustache and beard, which seemed odd. Mark had been clean-shaven all his life. “You’ve gone native?”

He ran a hand sheepishly over his face. “It’s easy.”

“Is it?” Lucas challenged, knowing neither of them were talking about Mark not shaving. It seemed like he wasn’t the only one hiding from the past.

“Have I persuaded you to stay here?”

“I don’t know if it’s safe. He was supposed to be a witness—” He paused. “I’m not completely sure about the legalities.”

“It’s not just about the case finally going to the grand jury,” Mark added. “It’s for as long as it all lasts, as well. I doubt if this sort of thing will be over soon.”

Lucas cursed to himself. He’d been concentrating on the hearing and an arrest as the finish line. It could actually go on for months.

“And what about Mia?”

He sighed. “I know.”

“She would be safer here.”

“But I don’t think you would be,” Lucas argued.

“Who is it?” Mark asked and opened his laptop.

“Damien Malvetti. There was a warehouse fire. He was charged with a bunch of violations, but the manager conveniently committed suicide.”

“When?” Mark started typing.

“About the time of the accident,” Lucas admitted. “I think the fire happened shortly afterward, four weeks, maybe. Six at the most after. I’d just gone back to work.”

“This the one?” Mark turned the screen around, and Lucas stared at the burnt-out shell he remembered.

“Yeah.”

“Owned by the Malvetti Company. Apparently, the DA had previously tried to file charges for gun running, sex trafficking, and illegal narcotic distribution. But nothing could ever be proven.” Mark whistled. “This guy is seriously bad news, Lucas.”

Lucas nodded miserably. He knew. Jacko had tried to warn him. “Jacko told me.”

“And I take it Owen’s worth it?”

Lucas blushed. Fuck, he hadn’t done that in years. He nodded again, too embarrassed to answer out loud.

“So we need to find someone we can trust,” Mark concluded, saying exactly what Lucas had been thinking for days.

“I can contact Jacko. His uncle is in the CBI or vice, something like that.”

Mark nodded. “As much as I hate to say this, I don’t think you have any choice. You need professionals. Big guns,” Mark added with a small smile. “Even if you did stay here for another two weeks, you and Owen would still be vulnerable once it goes to the grand jury. You will both need to be somewhere safe then. I think Jacko’s your best bet.”

Lucas nodded. He couldn’t do this on his own. They needed help.

 

 

OWEN SAT on Mark’s bed and listened with sickening dread. He’d taken Mia out of the room in the hope the brothers would start talking, but she had curled up and fallen asleep nearly as soon as he lay down, and in the quiet, he could hear every word.

He’d been desperate to get Mia to safety, but that didn’t mean he wanted to hurt other people in the process. He glanced at his daughter. He loved her with all his heart, but was he really doing the right thing? It was only the thought of her going back to Damien that kept her with him. What should he do? Lucas had already been hurt once, and there was no way he was fit enough to do any sort of driving. He’d need another week at least to heal, but Owen was terrified he might not have that. Mark might consider himself off the grid, but he didn’t trust that either. The Marshals or, worse, Damien’s goons, could possibly put two and two together.

He glanced out the window. It had stopped snowing a few hours ago, and as much as he hated to leave somewhere he felt safe, he knew he was on borrowed time. He also knew Lucas and now Mark were at risk by being with him.

Was his best choice calling the Marshals or Jacko? Unfortunately, he thought he was going to have to do it without letting Lucas find out. And that meant getting away from the cabin and finding a phone. And soon. In fact, if he thought about it, the only time he could do that would be tonight. He’d wait until Lucas was asleep, and somehow—and he had no idea how—they’d go.




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

WHAT DID he do? The more Owen thought about it, the more he knew he really didn’t have any other choice. He had to involve the Marshals before something happened to Lucas or Mark. He wasn’t sure what he had been thinking. Or maybe he was being a little hard on himself. He had been going with the Marshals, twice now, but they’d been shot.

Owen rubbed the ache between his eyes. He was getting paranoid. But then, maybe he had good reason. He stood up. Bailey needed to go out, right? And then he could start the car, check the battery. Making some sort of decision, he picked up Mia. He needed her to be awake now, so that she would hopefully stay asleep if, no when, he left. He had no choice. The bubble he’d been living in for the last few days had to burst eventually. And he had to leave before anyone got caught in the blast.

It was quiet when he went into the living room. Mark looked up from the kitchen area where he was just putting a tray in the oven. “It’s vegetable rice with an avocado salad. I’m grilling chicken for Lucas.”

Owen looked over at Lucas, who was just standing up. He could manage fine now. “I think it’s time I tried out the shower,” Lucas said with conviction. Mark nodded.

“You can uncover the wound. I actually have some plastic shield stuff to stop it from getting wet,” Mark said, wheeling himself toward the bathroom.

Lucas walked steadily over to Owen. “How are you holding up?”

Owen shrugged. “Okay, I guess.” His mind was full of working out how to get him and Mia out of here.

“Uh-huh,” Lucas murmured, sounding unconvinced.

“I’m glad you’re talking to each other.” If there was one good thing to come out of this mess, it might be that Lucas and Mark could start to heal. Lucas caught his hand, and Owen finally met his eyes. It was so unfair. He had finally found this perfect guy, only to realize he couldn’t keep him. He took a step backward to the door, and Lucas let him go. “I’m going to take Bailey out.”

“Then we need a plan.”

Owen froze for a split second. “Yes,” he agreed.

“I think I’m okay to drive tomorrow.”

He nodded. He wouldn’t be here, so he had no need to argue. He called Bailey and grabbed Lucas’s jacket from the hook.

He went to the barn. Bailey peed almost immediately and kept close to him as he let himself into the large space that would easily have taken two cars, but only had the small SUV they had arrived in. He’d made sure the keys were in his pocket. The car hadn’t moved for a few days, and he needed to make sure it started. There was also the problem of gas, since he never looked to see how much there was. Lucas had driven for a few miles, and he seemed to remember them stopping for gas. He stilled as an awful thought occurred to him. “Credit cards,” he mumbled. Dear God, he hoped Lucas had used cash.

He took a step toward the car, debating what to do, when Lucas’s hand reached around and took the keys from him, making him jump.

Lucas gazed at Owen. “Were you waiting until I was in the shower, or were you going to take off once everyone was asleep?”

Owen stopped pretending. “I have no choice. You heard what Mark said about Damien. He won’t leave any stone unturned. We’ve been okay while we were snowed in, but I don’t dare leave it any longer.”

“I agree.” Lucas smiled for some completely insane reason and walked forward to eliminate the gap between them. Owen knew he should move, but his legs didn’t seem to be onboard with that decision.

“Shall I tell you how I knew what you were thinking about doing?” Lucas’s hands closed over Owen’s arms, and he felt his warmth seep into his skin. Owen shook his head, trying to pull back, and Lucas chuckled, ignoring him. “Because you didn’t react when I said I would be okay to drive tomorrow.”

“Exactly,” Owen said weakly, very aware of how close Lucas was standing. “That’s the reason why I need to go, and why you need to stay here.”

He knew he wasn’t making much sense, but it was hard to reason when he was scared all the time. “You make me forget,” Owen tried to explain. “You make me feel like I could have a normal life, and that’s really dangerous.”

“We will have a normal life,” Lucas soothed. “We just need to put a psychopath behind bars first. You’ll see.”

We. Lucas had said we. Did that mean he saw a future involving them both, or was Owen hearing what he wanted to hear? He paused. When had he made that decision? That he wanted a future involving Lucas?

“It’s not safe. I can’t put you at risk.” Owen tried to reason with him. “I’ve already gotten you hurt once.” He looked down to Lucas’s side as if to prove his point, but Lucas gently put two fingers under his chin and tilted Owen’s face up. Lucas’s warm breath ghosted over his skin.

“You didn’t get me hurt. Your finger wasn’t on the trigger, and you didn’t take bribes.” He was so close. Owen really ought to step back, but then Lucas’s hand slid from his chin around the back of his neck to hold him still. The only thing in danger of giving way were his knees.

“But…,” Owen protested, but Lucas’s tongue flicked out and licked his lips. That small action seemed to drive all thought from his brain, and suddenly, Owen couldn’t remember what he was objecting to.

“You kissed me before,” Lucas said.

Yes. Yes, he had.

“I really enjoyed it.”

Owen’s mouth went dry.

“It feels right. You feel right.” That hadn’t sounded like a question. It had sounded more like an answer.

“I have people after me. Bad people,” Owen replied, wondering why he was trying to think of objections when all he wanted was to wrap his arms around Lucas and kiss him until he forgot why he should think it was a problem in the first place. Then, of course, because he was trying to forget his problems, everything came rushing back. “I have a daughter.”

Lucas nodded. “Really? About two feet tall? Throws veggies at the dog? Poops nuclear waste? That daughter?”

Owen couldn’t help a smile.

“And a dog,” Lucas added.

Owen frowned. “No, it’s you who has the dog.”

“Nope, you can’t possibly separate them.”

Owen sagged. “I may have to,” he whispered.

“Then think of it this way. If they knew where you were, they know you were with me. At least if I’m with you, I get protection.” He huffed. “It makes absolutely no sense whatsoever for us to be apart.”

Owen searched Lucas’s expression for any hint that he wasn’t 100 percent set on this, or that he wasn’t completely suicidal even, but Lucas just stayed still and let him look. Owen took a step to close the distance, as if making a decision, and Lucas opened his arms as if agreeing with it.

“You feel good.”

Owen rested his head on Lucas’s shoulder. It hadn’t been what he’d expected Lucas to say, but he wasn’t complaining. “So do you.”

“I can’t call Jacko until the morning because he’s on his twenty-four,” Lucas murmured.

Owen gazed at him. “So we can’t go anywhere tonight.” He said it like he hoped for it. So Lucas would know it wasn’t a question or just a compromise, but maybe even a promise. Lucas smiled, murmured something that sounded an awful lot like “exactly,” and then he cupped Owen’s chin and tilted his head up to angle it with his own. They had a second. A second of complete awareness that felt more right than anything Owen had felt in a really long time. And then, just as quickly, it was gone because Lucas’s lips were on his, and the ability to be aware of anything except what Lucas tasted like was beyond him. Owen moaned into the kiss and felt Lucas let go of his chin and slide his arms around Owen’s back.

Muscles strained under his hands even through the jacket, and for a brief second, he let go so he could slide his arms underneath all Lucas’s layers and feel skin. So good. Heat surrounded him. Prickles of desire danced on his skin and rushed through his veins, and he stood on tiptoes, wanting more.

Lucas moaned, and need overwhelmed Owen. “Lucas,” he pleaded and buried his head in the crook of Lucas’s neck. Lucas just stood and rubbed lazy circles on his back while their breathing calmed.

Owen eventually stepped back, and Lucas took both his hands and placed one over his heart. Owen could imagine the steady thud. He had lain next to it. He didn’t want to be a replacement for Niall. He didn’t want to be someone Lucas rescued. He wanted to be wanted for himself.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Lucas said, almost reading his mind. “I know you’re not Niall. And it’s true I may have a—” He paused and blushed. “—a hero complex, I think they call it. But….” He brushed a thumb along Owen’s jaw. “I rescue people a lot. Maybe not quite as dramatically as the way we met,” he admitted, “but I’ve had to get animals out of storm drains, trees, and abandoned buildings. I’ve pulled people out of wrecks, fires, and broken elevators.” He chuckled. “Even a boat once, but it was being towed by a car at the time.”

“I thought you fought forest fires?” Owen asked.

Lucas shook his head and pulled Owen back into him. “Not exclusively. We respond first. There are different rules depending on whether the fire is on state or federal land. If we can’t handle it, we need to know where to get help—from federal resources for funding or for manpower. First and foremost, though, we are a local fire service. But that changes, depending on the time of year and on whatever else happens to be on fire at the time.”

Owen luxuriated in the feel of Lucas’s warm body and the heart thudding steadily next to his. For a few seconds, he dreamed of always having this. “How did you come across the boat?”

Lucas chuckled and dropped a kiss onto Owen’s hair, his hands running up and down Owen’s back. “Last summer, we had to evacuate a campground that was right in the path of a fire. This older couple were already leaving and had their boat hitched behind them. The road to get into the campground has a hell of a steep drop on the right and this idiot in an Audi decided they weren’t driving fast enough, so he decided to pass them, just as a truck was coming in the opposite direction.” Lucas shook his head. “We were literally five minutes behind them, and nearly saw it happen. The car pulling the boat skidded and tipped. The lady did her best, but the boat stopped just short of going over the cliff. It was just seconds away from dragging the car over with it. We couldn’t get close enough to the back to unhitch it. Peters managed to get the other door open and pulled out the guy, but the driver couldn’t get her door open.”

Owen’s heart thudded anxiously, even though Lucas was safe now.

“They were trying to stabilize the car with chains, but the front end was a mess. There was nothing to hook the chains to. Cassidy ordered me off. The car was slipping, and there was nothing we could do.”

“Oh God,” Owen said. “What did you do?”

“They had the sunroof open. It was one of those huge panoramic ones.” Lucas grinned. “I just reached down and pulled her out.”

“You what?”

“I mean she stood, and Martin helped, but yeah, we got her out and down seconds before the whole thing slid over the edge.”

“It’s like something out of a movie.” Owen was astounded. “I can’t believe it.”

He tightened his arms around Owen. “Yeah. But my point is, not once was I tempted to bring any of them home.”

“You didn’t exactly bring me home. I ambushed you,” Owen murmured and snuggled into Lucas’s warmth.

“There you go, then. This is all your fault.”

And Owen smiled, despite everything.

“We need to check the battery.” The regret in his voice was obvious. Lucas let go and opened the car door. “We should leave it running for a while,” he murmured, then bent down to the pocket in the door and pulled something out. Lucas froze and Owen glanced down to see what had him so transfixed. It was a key ring, except it was the sort you could put photographs in. As he held it up, Owen saw the picture of Lucas holding Stevie’s arm up to wave at whoever was taking the picture. Lucas—in full uniform—was laughing. His joy was obvious.

“Jacko took it.”

Owen glanced up in surprise at the stunned whisper. He’d expected him to say it had been Tory. “It was the station open house. They have one every year, and we raise money for different charities. Tory came the first year, but she didn’t really enjoy it. After that, she’d just drop him off and then take her mom out to lunch.” He smiled a little. “Jacko and I used to do this skit for the kids. We’d pretend there was a baddie—an arsonist—who crept around and had me by the throat. We’d shout fire—that was the signal for me to drop—and Jacko would get whoever was playing the baddy with the hose. The water pressure was so strong, it would nearly lift them off their feet and throw them backward. The kids always thought it was hysterical.” He glanced back down at the picture.

“He looks so happy,” Owen said, his throat tightening. Lucas nodded.

“My favorite was the one of him in my helmet. He was holding it up with both hands and shouting Daddy at the top of his voice.” Lucas paused, his voice cracking. “I think it was in one of the boxes that Tory took. I always had a crappy phone. The pics were awful, so I stopped bothering. It was Tory who took most of the photos.”

“Didn’t Stevie’s grandparents have some you could copy?”

Lucas shook his head and straightened up a little. “They visited me at home the day after the fire. They made it quite clear that Tory and Stevie’s deaths were my fault. That they died because I left them alone too much. They said that they were arranging the funerals and that I wasn’t welcome.”

“No,” Owen said in disbelief. “Are you saying you didn’t go to Stevie’s funeral?”

Lucas shrugged. “What was the point in causing them more pain? Going to the funeral wouldn’t have made my family’s deaths easier for me, so why should I make it harder for them? They were the religious ones, and if they took comfort in that….” Owen put his hand over Lucas’s, and Lucas made some noise in the back of his throat, a hurt sound of anger, of need, of confusion. Owen couldn’t stand it and stepped in closer, wrapping his arms around the back of Lucas’s neck. Lucas dropped his head onto Owen’s shoulder and gave him a little of his weight.

They stood in that position for a moment. Owen luxuriated in being able to offer even a tiny measure of comfort to the man who had given him so much. Lucas lifted his head but didn’t step away. Owen had heard countless times in movies, in books, of time standing still. It didn’t. It was just that all his attention was laser focused on the lips in front of him. He wasn’t a hero. He had only done what he had been forced to do. He didn’t run into burning buildings or even save cats. It was Lucas who did that, over and over again. But in this small second in time, Owen felt powerful. He knew what Lucas needed, what they both needed, and he spread his fingers through Lucas’s hair at the back of his neck to urge him closer. Owen’s heart beat steadily, and with a confidence that amazed him, his lips tilted into a smile.

He needed this kiss. They both did. Lucas’s eyes seemed to darken in acknowledgment of what was about to happen. He could see the pulse in Lucas’s neck, beating so hard that Owen could imagine it drowning out the sound of his own heartbeat. Lucas’s lips parted, so close that they were sharing the same breath. A ghost of it warmed Owen’s skin. They had kissed before—a moment ago, then two days ago in the bathroom, when it had been the promise of so much more, and then hurriedly, in stolen moments. Lips brushing, arms holding, sneaking moments of intimacy whenever they got the chance, between Mia needing them and Mark being present. This was different, and Owen moved the fraction he needed to close the gap.

He caught Lucas’s eyes fluttering shut before he closed his own, before Lucas’s lips touched his, and before strong arms dragged him closer. It was very different. Lucas was strong, but Owen found his own strength and matched every movement. Their lips brushed and need parted them, Owen’s tongue delving into Lucas’s warm and willing mouth. Sucking, licking as if he would never get enough. A small groan seemed to break free of Lucas’s chest, and Owen jerked back. “Did I hurt—” But his words were swallowed whole as Lucas took possession of Owen’s mouth again, his arms tightening, their hands cradling each other.

It was Owen’s turn to moan into the kiss as his body tightened in response, and only the need for oxygen pulled him back. He panted as Lucas turned his attention to the skin on his neck, gently nibbling. “Oh God.” Owen’s jeans were suddenly so much tighter than before.

Lucas straightened up and glanced toward the cabin. “Do you think there’s any chance my brother has gone to bed?”

Owen shook his head. “But don’t you need help to get in the shower?”

Lucas’s eyebrows rose, and he smiled wordlessly, holding out his hand. This time, Owen took it with no hesitation.

Mark smiled at them as they walked back inside. He had already started eating, with Mia sitting on his knee. He nodded to the small kitchen. “I put yours in to keep warm. I know you mentioned needing a shower.”

Owen bent down to give Mia a kiss. “Do you mind?” He looked at Lucas. “I think you’d be more comfortable.”

Lucas snorted and threw his head back in a deep throaty laugh, ignoring Owen’s blush and Mark’s grin, and simply snagged Owen’s hand and guided him to the bathroom.

“Lucas,” Owen hissed in admonition as they went into the bathroom and shut the door.

“He’s a doctor.” Lucas shrugged as if that explained everything. He turned to Owen. “Come here.”

Owen sidestepped him and turned on the shower. It wasn’t instant hot water. “I need—”

“To be in my arms,” Lucas finished for him and pulled him close. He smoothed a random hair off Owen’s face.

“If I’m in your arms, I can’t undress either of us.” That was all it took for Lucas to step back and hold out his arms invitingly. Owen immediately complied, easily ridding Lucas of his jeans, socks, and Mark’s sweatshirt until he stood in a T-shirt and shorts. Lucas quirked one brow as if to ask why he had stopped, and Owen daringly decided to complete the last items very slowly, pressing small kisses to every part of skin revealed.

When he’d finished, Lucas was breathing very heavily, his cock jutting out, hard and dripping already. Owen deftly removed the square of padding over his wound and used the spray Lucas handed him.

“My turn,” Lucas said definitively, brooking no argument. Owen pulled in a steadying breath as Lucas took his time lavishing the same care on Owen as he’d received. Owen was dreaming. He must be. No one had ever taken their time to make Owen feel good. Sex as a teenager had been mutual fumbling in an effort to get off as quickly as possible. As an adult, Owen had either voluntarily been drawn to dominant men, or in the latter few years, the dominance had always been about control. In his innocence, Owen had gotten off in the early days on Damien getting off. Damien’s pleasure had fueled his own until it was too late to realize all his choices had been stripped away.

He had never had this, this give and take. Lucas was still guiding him where he wanted with small sounds of pleasure, his eyes closed in anticipation, but he took his time to discover what Owen liked as well. It had taken Lucas barely moments to realize the skin just below his ear was really sensitive.

Lucas moved back and clasped Owen’s hand, drawing him toward the shower.

“Are you okay?” Owen asked in concern. It was the most Lucas had moved since he had been injured.

“I won’t be unless you get in here,” Lucas said and stepped under the spray, pulling Owen in with him. The shower was amazingly large for the small cabin, and it looked recently remodeled. Then Owen—much to his embarrassment—realized why. Mark, of course. But he had stopped noticing the wheelchair after the first day. Mark was as large a personality, regardless of how he had to move around, and the wheels never affected his strength or capability.

“Turn around,” Owen urged, his fingers itching to wash Lucas all over. Lucas did, widening his legs and leaning forward against the wall with his fingers splayed. Owen started with the back of Lucas’s neck, then moved to his hair, his back, the wide strong muscles gracing his shoulders, and the long dip to his waist. His parted legs were an invitation Owen couldn’t possibly ignore, and the sounds Lucas made were all the encouragement he needed. He trailed his soapy fingers lower, pressing warm wet lips to Lucas’s spine, and cupped Lucas’s balls where they hung so temptingly.

“Fuck….” Lucas drawled out the word. “So fucking good,” he breathed. As much as he didn’t want to, Owen carried on lower and soaped Lucas’s wide thighs and calves.

“Turn back around,” he whispered, and Lucas did so. Owen took in the half-lidded stare, the flush on Lucas’s throat, the parted lips begging to be kissed, and started to sink down to his knees before Lucas caught him.

“No.” Lucas shook his head. “You never have to get on your knees for me.”

Owen smiled. “I know.” He cupped Lucas’s jaw, and Lucas brought his own hand under Owen’s, turning his head and kissing Owen’s palm. Owen felt the action much lower than Lucas had probably intended. “I want to.” Lucas’s pupils dilated in response to the admission, but in reality Owen loved this. He loved to be dominated. Loved to be in this position. When he was younger, he’d dreamed about doing this for someone who loved and respected him. He sank down unimpeded this time and licked his lips, focusing on Lucas’s cock. He bent his head, the spray beating down on his back, and took Lucas in one smooth movement.

Lucas arched in response, his hands resting gently on Owen’s head, and let loose a heartfelt groan. Owen tasted precum, and sucked and licked, grazing his teeth along the length, fondling Lucas’s balls as he felt him swell. Hands still soapy from Lucas’s skin, he felt underneath and fingered the skin along Lucas’s taint. The slight thrust of Lucas’s hips told Owen how good he felt.

“Owen,” Lucas growled warningly. “If you keep doing that, I won’t be able to stop.”

Good. He didn’t stop, but just increased his suction, and with the tip of his finger, found the rim of Lucas’s hole. He had a sudden realization that this was likely the first time someone had done this to Lucas, but the guttural groan and sudden pulse filling his mouth with cum effectively wiped away any doubt. Owen swallowed quickly and tongued Lucas until he felt the throbbing ease and drew back, suddenly shy. He felt Lucas cup his chin and raised his eyes to meet the hazel ones staring down at him.

“If I was back to full strength, I would lift you up, have you wrap both of those gorgeous legs around me, and fuck you until you didn’t even know your own name.”

Owen’s lips parted in shock, the dirty talk, the order, going straight to his own cock, and he stood on shaky legs.

Lucas smiled. “My turn.”




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

LUCAS WATCHED as Owen licked his lips. The normally cool green eyes were dark with lust. His lips were red and swollen. His chest rose and fell rapidly with each hurried breath, and he leaned toward Lucas in anticipation. Lucas pushed him back against the wall. He liberally soaped his hand and let his eyes trail up and down Owen’s body admiringly, until the flush staining Owen’s cheeks spread to his neck. He leaned in, one hand unerringly finding Owen’s thickened cock and his lips settling on Owen’s, swallowing the whimper as Owen felt his fingers close around him. His slickened hand gripped Owen’s length, twisting his wrist and scraping his thumbnail over the sticky tip. He swallowed all the sounds pouring from Owen’s throat. The happy sighs, the lustful pleas, the moans, the inarticulate words that Owen seemed to have no control over. He grazed Owen’s throat with his teeth as Owen leaned back, his eyes closed in ecstasy. Lucas was convinced the only thing holding Owen upright was the door he leaned on and Lucas’s body pressing against him.

He cupped Owen’s balls and reached behind him as Owen had done to him, never hesitating as he inserted the tip of one soapy finger, easing the skin stretched tightly around Owen’s hole. “Lucas!” Owen gasped, his eyes flying open, and Lucas was completely unable not to take Owen’s mouth and taste the pleasure, relishing the affect he was having on him. With another pump of his fingers and one more twist, cum spilled over Lucas’s hand as Owen returned his kiss ferociously.

Lucas leaned back and opened his eyes. Owen’s own dazed ones flickered open a few seconds later. “You are stunning,” Lucas breathed, and Owen smiled lazily, happily. Words—whatever he had been going to say—caught in Lucas’s throat. Somehow Lucas had to keep Owen safe and by his side. They’d get through this, and then maybe they could have a real relationship. He wanted to say all that, but he wasn’t sure how. Owen didn’t deserve more pressure than he was already facing, so he just pulled Owen away from the wall and into his arms. He wanted Owen to feel safe. To always be safe.

A few seconds later, Lucas realized the water was cooling. Owen seemed to notice at the same time and reached up to turn it off. Wordlessly they dried each other off, Owen taking care to be gentle with Lucas’s side, Lucas never dreaming to be anything else with Owen.

They dressed. Owen was still in borrowed clothes, but he didn’t care, and they walked into the living room together. Mark looked up and nodded to the nest he had made for a sleeping Mia. Bailey was curled around her protectively. “He’s been out,” Mark confirmed, then wishing them both a good night, he wheeled himself into his own room. Lucas pulled Owen down on the couch and Owen snuggled in close, his eyes closing almost immediately.

 

 

THE NEXT morning, as soon as the clock rolled past nine, Lucas walked over to Mark’s phone and picked it up.

“There’s another option,” Mark said. “I forgot last night, but I know a Fed. An assistant special agent in charge. He’s local, and if Malvetti has done half the things you say, he’s probably already involved.”

Lucas hesitated. “Can you trust him?”

“I don’t know,” Mark admitted. “I mean, I’ve delivered all seven of his kids, and he would never upset his wife, but I can’t guarantee anything.”

Lucas glanced at Owen. “Your call.”

“Jacko,” Owen said reluctantly. He wasn’t sure he could trust another stranger.

He dialed Jacko’s number, while Mark and Owen watched anxiously.

“Hello?”

“It’s me,” Lucas switched it to hands-free when Jacko answered.

“Fuck, Lucas. What the hell happened? Are you okay? Did you get hurt? Where the hell—”

“I’m fine,” he said, effectively cutting Jacko off. “We’re safe and holed up because of the storm, but I need help.”

“Anything,” Jacko said fervently. “Tell me where you are and I’ll come get you.”

Lucas hesitated, but Jacko’s Jeep would navigate the roads much better than the SUV. Then again, he didn’t want Jacko in the line of fire. “No,” he said. “Did your uncle give you any info on someone he trusted?”

There was a pause. “You have to understand Owen is hot property right now. He just urged me to bring you in.” Jacko swore. “I know a ton of guys, but at the same time, I don’t know who to ask. If Owen comes with me, I can guarantee you he will be safe because I can get him in the back way. If you call the Marshals, I can’t make that promise, because the leak is definitely with them.” He paused. “My uncle told me there’s one marshal in particular who’s been asking questions. An Irish guy.”

O’Connor. He must have survived being shot at, and he hoped like hell that DuPree had. That he’d survived that night was definitely convenient… if he was the leak.

Lucas met Owen’s eyes, and he nodded, so Lucas gave him the address, and Jacko said he would be there in around two hours.

They were all quiet. Lucas managed to cram some food down, but Owen didn’t eat at all. Mark was cuddling Mia while Owen got their things together.

“I want you to come with us.” Lucas sat down next to Mark.

“Uh-huh.” Mark looked skeptical. “Does Jacko have a minivan? Because there’s no way your friend is going to be able to get four people, a wheelchair, and a baby seat in a car.” That was true. Lucas didn’t like it, but it was true.

“How about I go with Jacko and you two wait here?” Owen suggested.

Mark burst out laughing before Lucas got the chance to say anything. “Like he’s gonna let you out of his sight. No, you three go with Jacko, and I’ll wait until you call me.”

Lucas gazed at Mark and took a chance. “If you were thinking of sticking around here, I know where there’s a sweet end cottage coming up for sale near mine. It needs work, but it’s nothing I couldn’t help with. And you’d get it for a good price.”

Mark met Lucas’s eyes. “I have a standing offer to join a partnership in Greeley, or even a medical center nearer Fort Collins.”

Lucas let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, and then they all heard a car engine.

“It’s an old silver Jeep,” Mark commented, looking out the window.

“That’s Jacko,” Lucas confirmed and got up to go to the door.

Jacko jumped from the Jeep and jogged over to Lucas. “Are you okay?”

Lucas clasped his hand and shared a hug. “I am now. Ready when you are.”

Jacko nodded and followed Lucas as he stepped back into the cabin. Owen stood up and gathered Mia to him. She looked in interest at the new arrival. He smiled and walked over to her, chuckling. “You always did manage to rescue pretty ladies, Lucas.”

Lucas caught the smile on Owen’s face before he glanced back at Jacko, but Jacko missed it. He shook hands with Mark and then walked back outside. Lucas grabbed the bag of baby things and the small pack of dressings and spray Mark passed to him.

“Just in case,” Mark murmured. Lucas stood for a second, not knowing what to say. Mark smiled. “Go,” he ordered softly.

Lucas clasped his brother’s arm, nodded, and just steered Owen out.

Mark grabbed Bailey’s collar as he tried to slip past. “Don’t think so, buddy.” Bailey whined, and Mia heard him.

“B-bee,” she cooed.

“We can’t, sweetie,” Owen said and tried to hush her. Mia squirmed. “B-bee,” she cried louder, and then Bailey barked and twisted. In a flash, he was free of Mark and sprinting across the yard to them.

“You’re kidding me.” Jacko laughed. “Sorry, doggy, but you’re gonna have to stay with Lucas.”

“What?” Lucas’s head shot up, just as he was putting a bag in the trunk.

“What?” Jacko parroted in confusion.

“I’m going with you,” Lucas said slowly.

Jacko shook his head. “Not possible. I’ve spoken to my uncle. Everything’s set up, but I have to take Owen and Mia in on their own.”

Lucas scoffed. “I don’t think so.”

“Think for a minute,” Jacko reasoned. “Owen and Mia will be taken into protective custody, but that won’t include you. And if Malvetti finds out you’ve been the one hiding them, you’re putting both yourself and Mark in danger.”

“Damien already knows,” Owen said dryly. “O’Connor insisted Lucas came for his own protection, and that was before they tried to stop us at the cottage.”

Lucas frowned. “Why would that put Mark in danger? No one knows where we are except you.”

Jacko sighed and rubbed his head. “You’re a stubborn bastard.”

Lucas grinned, and he took Owen’s hand, pulling him closer. Jacko’s eyes widened as he looked from one to the other.

“This is why I’m coming. The Marshals protect couples together.”

“What the hell, Lucas? Are you insane?” Jacko exclaimed.

Lucas’s eyes narrowed. “Be very careful with whatever words are the next to come out of your mouth.”

Jacko’s mouth fell open. “I don’t mean that. You know I don’t mean that, for fuck’s sake.”

“Then what exactly do you mean?” Lucas asked silkily. But no one would mistake the tone for anything other than the warning it was intended to be.

“Lucas, don’t,” Owen said quietly.

Lucas glanced at Owen and forced his anger away. Then he deliberately put his arm around Owen and glanced back at Jacko. “I go wherever he goes.” If the Marshals wouldn’t take Lucas with them, he’d just have to manage on his own. At least he’d know that Owen and Mia would be safe. And when it was all over, they’d come home.

Whoa.

Come home?

Lucas faltered a little, even as they were heading for Jacko’s Jeep. Was that what he wanted? Owen to come home. Owen and Mia?

Yes.

Definitely yes.

Owen tried to hush Mia—she didn’t like the idea of being strapped in a car seat. Owen glanced up. “She’ll go to sleep as soon as we get going,” he said as the fussing got louder.

“Stevie used to do that.” Lucas glanced back around. “He went through a colicky stage at about four months when he wouldn’t sleep. I thought Tory was going to leave him at Goodwill at one point.” She’d been tearing her hair out, and each time he went on shift, she drove to her mom’s place. “I’d come home and take him out in the car, driving until he fell asleep. You wouldn’t believe the miles I put on the car that summer.” And he had. Truth be told, he had loved it. It had been a special time for him, and sometimes, if they’d had a quiet shift, he used to take him back to the station. None of his guys were on, obviously, but it was a small place, and Esther, the captain’s assistant, often used to beg Lucas to bring Stevie back with him after he had finished that morning.

Little by little, he stopped noticing when Tory had stayed a few extra nights at her mom’s place, and she would visit with her girlfriends in the city. He should have realized there was something wrong then, but he was cocooned in a perfect world. He had a job he loved, and he thought his family was happy.

Maybe he should have—no. He had to stop blaming himself. At some point, it just had to be enough already.

“How about you get in?” Lucas turned to help Owen because Mia was making her opinion of the whole thing very obvious. Jacko chuckled and came back around to the back seat. “I ought to practice,” he said, just as his phone started ringing. Jacko huffed and ignored it. The cell stopped ringing, then started again. He fished in his pocket for it but fumbled, and it dropped on the ground.

Owen leaned forward to pick it up. He glanced at the screen as he passed it to Jacko, and froze.

Jacko held his hand out. “That will be Christine ragging on me to get something from the store she forgot.”

“It wasn’t Christine.” Owen’s voice came out strangled, just as the phone stopped.

Jacko shrugged. “Come on, we need to get moving.”

“Lucas?”

Lucas glanced at Owen and stilled. Owen’s eyes were wide and pleading. His hands were fisted, and as Lucas watched, he struggled to swallow. “What’s wrong?” He took a step forward. “Owen, what’s wrong?”

Jacko shut the car door with force. “I figured you would have stayed with Mark, Lucas,” Jacko said in a defeated voice. “I’d hoped you’d have stayed with Mark.”

And every hair Lucas had on the back of his neck stood up. He looked at Jacko in confusion. “Why, Jacko? Why didn’t you want me to come with you?” Jacko reached for his arm, as if he was going to pull him forward, and Lucas jerked back.

“Why?” Lucas growled.

Owen immediately opened the car door and had Mia out in a second.

“We need to go,” Jacko argued. “This is ridiculous.”

Lucas looked at Owen. “Who was calling?”

“It said Big G. The caller ID said Big G,” Owen croaked out.

Lucas frowned. “Big G is Jacko’s uncle.”

But Owen shook his head in agitation. “Big G is also one of Damien’s cop friends. If there was a problem with an arrest of a dealer or something, Damien would always say that Big G would take care of it.”

Lucas looked at Jacko. “Big G stands for Malcolm Greer.”

Owen shook his head. “I don’t know what his name was. I only saw him once.”

Lucas thought about Jacko’s uncle—the larger-than-life detective who worked a lot of sex trafficking cases.

“He had two fingers missing from his right hand. He was holding a glass when I last saw him,” Owen said.

Lucas’s heart thudded. Malcolm had nearly lost his hand when a perp had shot wildly. They had managed to save it, all but the two end fingers. He took a breath and forced the words out with sickening finality. “Jacko, just go. Get out of my sight.” He would go to prison for a long time.

How could he have been so wrong? Jacko had been his friend. His buddy. For years.

Lucas held his hand out to Owen. “We’ll wait for the marshals. They’ll be here soon.”

“Not soon enough,” Jacko said sadly, and pulled a gun.




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

LUCAS FROZE. What the actual fuck? “Jacko. What the hell are you doing?”

Jacko shook his head and waved the gun at Owen. “Get in the car.”

“He’s not going anywhere.” Lucas released his hold on Owen, taking a step in front of him.

“Don’t think I won’t shoot, Lucas.” Jacko’s fingers tightened on the grip.

Options flashed through Lucas’s brain, but this was his friend. It made no sense. “Jacko, what’s going on, buddy?”

Jacko sneered. “Buddy? What’s that? A dollar’s worth of Psych 101?”

“No,” Lucas replied evenly. “It’s what I always call you.” He wanted to look at Owen to reassure himself, but he kept his gaze on Jacko.

Jacko sighed. “You should have stayed with Mark. It would have saved you all this.”

“All what?” Lucas asked. “Jacko, whatever mess you’re in, we can sort it out.”

Jacko shook his head.

“We’ve had each other’s backs for nearly eight years. Let me help you.”

“Yeah?” Jacko replied bitterly. “You got a spare two hundred grand you can give me?”

“What?” Lucas yelled. “Two hundred thousand dollars. What do you—” Then a memory of Jacko’s card being declined at the store shot through him.

“It was embarrassing when Chris’s mom had to pay for the groceries,” Jacko agreed, seeing the understanding dawn on him. “It was even more embarrassing that you saw it.”

“Why do you need the money?” Lucas asked in a quieter voice. He understood Jacko must be broke, but money problems didn’t turn people into killers.

“Do you have any idea how desperate Chris is for a baby? I promised her. I promised her the money for IVF.”

Lucas shook his head in bewilderment. “Which is nothing like two hundred K. It’s what—ten, fifteen a go?”

Jacko leaned back against the car, but he didn’t lower the gun. Then another awful thought occurred to Lucas. “But you didn’t even have the money for the first time, right?”

“Yes,” Jacko said belligerently. “I saved all my overtime. Worked every hour I could. I thought I would get the lieutenant’s post, but what did Cassidy do? He saved it for you,” he spat.

He was right. Cassidy had left it open, because at the time, Lucas was a mess. He’d never thought about someone else being denied the chance. “If you had the money, then why—”

“Because once isn’t usually enough,” Jacko yelled. “It takes four, five tries sometimes. Where the hell was I supposed to get that sort of cash?”

“You could have asked me, for starters,” Lucas snapped.

“That was how I met Damien,” Jacko whispered, as if Lucas hadn’t spoken. “Uncle G used to go to the club with his buddies all the time. He was always asking me to go, but I never had the cash for that sort of stake.”

And suddenly, understanding rocked through Lucas. “You tried to win it at poker.” It made a sick kind of sense.

“Uncle G was always rolling in it, and he started giving me tips. They had a game set up with entry stakes, and he asked me.” Jacko sounded lost.

“Your uncle played at the club. I never saw you, but there was a back way in for people who didn’t want people to know they were there,” Owen said.

Lucas gazed at Jacko. “Is that true?”

“I started going regularly. I was winning big-time. I even had the money for four treatments in the bag.” He stopped.

“Then you lost,” Lucas said flatly. “Did he lend you money to continue?”

Jacko didn’t answer, but then he didn’t need to.

“But your dad.”

Jacko glanced at Lucas in disbelief. “My old man? That bastard wouldn’t piss on me if I was on fire.”

“So he doesn’t know?”

Jacko shook his head. “To say he doesn’t approve of gambling is putting it mildly.”

Lucas was silent for a few seconds. “I have twenty grand, and I can easily borrow some. Why—”

“It’s too late.”

“For what? You can’t throw your life away for a paltry two hundred grand. We’ve been in life-and-death situations together nearly every day for fuck knows how long. Money is nothing. We can get that.” He glanced at Owen. “But what you’re doing now is threatening a federal witness, and that’s a whole different ball game.”

Jacko shook his head. “You don’t understand.” He straightened up, firming his grip on the gun.

“Then make me understand,” Lucas pleaded. “Christine will forgive you, Jacko. You were just trying to get her the baby she wants. What you both want. And you have the chance to train as an arson investigator. That’s much better pay. Please don’t throw it all away.”

“Training? I don’t need training. Who needs training to investigate arson when they have a natural aptitude?” Jacko scoffed, but the words sounded hollow.

Lucas narrowed his eyes. Natural aptitude to investigate fire? No. Lucas felt the color drain from his face. He prayed Jacko didn’t mean what it sounded like. Not a natural aptitude to investigate arson, but to commit it in the first place? Somehow the conversation had just shifted. The threatening edge to Jacko’s voice was now threaded with resignation—as if he’d accepted his behavior, which was far more dangerous than being scared.

“I thought I might do better somewhere else, so I started to go to some private games.” He gazed bleakly at Lucas. “I’m gonna lose the house. She loves that house, Lucas. She ain’t never gonna forgive me for that.”

Lucas shook his head. “She will, she—”

“It isn’t just money,” Jacko continued, as if Lucas hadn’t said anything. “I got asked for a favor, some professional advice to halve the debt.” His lips twisted in a mockery of a smile. “And twenty people died.”

Everything was silent. The wind whipped up a little snow, and it suddenly seemed much colder.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Lucas wasn’t sure he had heard properly.

“I didn’t know.” Jacko’s voice cracked, his eyes pleading for understanding. “He needed advice on how to burn a warehouse quickly. He needed someone that knew how to stage it. He told me he had evidence he needed to get rid of.”

Nausea churned in Lucas’s gut as the nightmare coalesced into reality.

“I thought it was drugs,” Jacko exclaimed. “Paperwork, even.” Jacko’s chest heaved. “I even arranged it so I would respond in case something went wrong.”

Owen made a strangled sound and glanced in horror at Lucas. He’d worked it out as well.

“There were five kids. Five dead kids. And the fire hadn’t even touched them. It had been smoke.” Tears pooled in Jacko’s eyes, but he didn’t lower the gun. “I didn’t know. But as soon as I realized what I’d done, I went to Damien. I was furious and told him I was going to the cops.” No one said a word for a few seconds.

“And Damien laughed,” Jacko continued. “He laughed and said he had people who would swear they had heard I threatened it in retaliation for the money. And he had the proof about the money. I dropped my first winnings into a separate account, and he’d found out about it. And I had no way of accounting for suddenly getting forty grand. So I became his. Damien said jump, and I did it. There have been other fires since then. Not as big. One was an insurance thing I had to make credible, and the other was a threat. And then a few small ones to make the whole thing look careless. No more people,” he added, as if that made it better.

“It’s been you all this time?” Lucas said. “You’re the one who’s been trying to cover up the bigger stuff by making it look like we had a crazy.”

Jacko didn’t reply, but he didn’t need to. “So I’m stuck… which means you all are too.”

“And this is how you want to live?” Lucas asked with sickening clarity.

Jacko shook his head. “He’s my way out.” He waved the gun at Owen.

“Fuck that,” Lucas snapped. “You have a huge bargaining chip. The Feds are desperate to take Malvetti down. I bet you could—”

Jacko laughed. “You mean negotiate? Maybe just do five life sentences instead of ten? And that’s assuming I didn’t get the needle?”

Lucas rubbed his eyes. What a fucking mess. What a fucking waste. “If you don’t stop now, this will be your life, Jacko. You really want to live like this? And what happens when Christine gets pregnant?”

Jacko shook his head. “No,” he agreed. “He said if I delivered the kid, it would all be over.”

“And you believe him?” Owen asked.

Jacko didn’t answer.

Owen glanced at Lucas. “That makes no sense.”

You’re not kidding. But he managed not to say it out loud.

Owen shook his head. “No, it really makes no sense. He doesn’t like Mia. He was never interested in her, whatsoever. It was always about keeping me in line. Control. I don’t understand why he suddenly wants her back.”

Jacko clasped the gun in both hands. “Owen, get in the car. If you don’t, I will put a bullet in your daughter, right after I shoot Lucas.”

“But you will have to do that anyway, won’t you, Jacko? You can’t let me live, now that I know.” And there went the eight years they had fought fires together, side by side, gone in an instant like the smoke they’d battled. Jacko had just crossed a line. “Don’t make this worse.”

“Worse than what?” Jacko scoffed, but his hand shook.

Jacko was right. Whatever he did now couldn’t be worse than murdering twenty people. Than— “Jacko?” Lucas’s head shot up as something just occurred to him. “You said you arranged to be working so you would get the call… which means we were just coming off a twenty-four. No one found any timers, which is why they couldn’t pin it down to arson and blamed vagrants or crackheads. There is no way you could have set a fire that would have gone off at 3:00 a.m. when you’d been working since 9:00 a.m. the day before. Our shifts haven’t changed since I started working there. It would have been impossible.”

Jacko shook his head. “I said I told them how. Showed them the combustible. I didn’t say I was actually there.”

Lucas nodded, a glimmer of hope starting in his chest. “Then what makes you think you are gonna go down for murder? You just need a good attorney. The IVF. You were desperate for a baby. You’re a firefighter with a spotless record, and you were blackmailed by a mob boss who has killed a lot of people.” He swallowed. “Jacko, the Feds would give their right arm for the information you have. I’d bet anything you won’t even end up doing time.” Lucas could see Jacko trying to work it out. Maybe they had a chance.

“And what about the other fires?” Jacko challenged. “I definitely set them.”

“And nobody died,” Lucas reminded him.

Jacko dropped his gaze a second before Lucas saw the truth in them. Other people had died, and Jacko had lied to him. Jacko tightened his grip on the gun and waved it at Owen. “Get in the car.”

“You going to kill me, then? I’m assuming unknown assailants were going to ambush your car on the way there?” Lucas asked, knowing Jacko couldn’t leave him as a witness. Reporting an attack by Malvetti’s men would be easy if the only person left alive was a seven-month-old baby who couldn’t ever tell anyone who had really killed her daddy, especially after the attack at Lucas’s house.

How could he have been so wrong? How had he missed it?

Owen shot a defeated look at Lucas. An apology. Then Jacko suddenly seemed out of patience and grabbed for Mia, as if he was going to wrench her out of Owen’s arms. Mia shrieked in fear, and Bailey lunged, barking.

“Call off the dog,” Jacko warned, and Mia, not liking the noise, burst into tears. Bailey leaped for Jacko, teeth snapping, lips curled.

The gunshot stunned Lucas, but the yelp as Bailey hit the ground broke his heart. “Bailey!” Owen cried out. Jacko faltered, seeming as stunned as everyone else, and Lucas reacted. He flew at Jacko and tackled him hard, going down in a tangle of arms and legs. He fought like his life depended on it. He was strong, but so was Jacko, and pain sliced through his side. His fingers connected with cold metal, and—

The second shot was even louder than the first.

He waited for the pain. To react. To take one last gasp or to take none. Lucas grunted and pushed a completely limp Jacko off him. He sat up, not wanting to believe what he was going to see, and heaved a shuddering breath. Jacko—eyes wide open—blood spreading all over his jacket from the hole in his chest, would never take another one.

“Bring him here,” Mark yelled in frustration from the cabin door. Lucas leaned down and put two fingers on Jacko’s neck, but he knew there would be no heartbeat. He glanced at Mark and shook his head, then climbed to his feet and took off his jacket.

He draped it over the still form of the man who had once been his best friend. He picked up the gun from the ground and tucked it into the back of his waistband.

“Lucas?” Owen asked, his voice frantically trying to hush Mia. Lucas rushed over to where the dog was lying, as still as Jacko. He carefully gathered Bailey up and hurried to the cabin. Mark nodded to the kitchen table, and Lucas laid him down. He pulled the gun from his waistband and tossed it onto the sofa with disgust.

“Go,” Mark ordered desperately, trying to staunch the blood with towels. “There’s a dead man outside, and it could have been you. You need to call Agent Gallagher, and you need to do it now.”

Lucas grabbed for the phone, but he fumbled it. He tried a second time and dialed the number Mark rattled off.

“Who is this?” a voice asked urgently.

He put the phone on speaker. “This is Lucas Attiker, Mark’s—”

“Are you with Owen Michaels and his daughter?” Gallagher interrupted. Owen met his gaze. It answered the question of whether Gallagher was involved.

“Yes.”

“And are you okay?”

No. I killed someone. His best friend. “Yes.”

“Where—”

“Mark says I can trust you.” It was Lucas’s turn to interrupt.

He heard a low laugh. “Yeah? Well. What I actually think he said was that my wife would wash my mouth out with bleach if there was any dirt on me.”

Lucas glanced at Owen, but Owen was tearing dressing packs open with one hand. It was too normal. Gallagher sounded too normal. He was even trying to make a joke, and Lucas glanced down at the phone, at his hand—smeared with blood. Except it didn’t feel like his hand. It didn’t feel like him at all. “Jacko is dead.” There was a pause.

“Jacko?”

“Jackson Keefer. He came ostensibly to take us to his uncle Gerald in the DPP, but he’s working for Malvetti. I think they both are… were.” He heard hurried words in the background and looked over to the table where Mark was working on Bailey. Mark was trying to save a life, and Lucas had ended one.

“We’re on our way.” Gallagher was back on the line. “This guy isn’t messing around.”

“No,” Lucas replied. Killing someone had made him realize that.

“We’ll be there in ten minutes, possibly five.”

“Minutes?”

“Yeah. We spoke to your friend, and he confirmed the whereabouts of his cabin, only it was empty. We were just leaving.”

Lucas had never thought of that. “Do you need our address?”

“No,” Gallagher said. “I have your location. I’d rather not involve the locals, but they may be able to get to you faster.”

Lucas raised two eyebrows at Owen.

Owen shook his head. “There are already three dead marshals. I don’t want to risk anyone else.”

“Two,” Gallagher said. “O’Connor had surgery. DuPree took two rounds in the shoulder, but she’s okay.”

Lucas watched the relief appear on Owen’s face.

“Make sure you’re ready. Travel light. Whatever you need for the child, we will buy. Mark?”

“I’m busy,” Mark answered, not looking up from Bailey.

“You’re coming too,” Gallagher said, “so finish up.” Then he disconnected the call.

“How is he?” Lucas asked, but Mark didn’t answer. Then again, maybe that was his answer, and he just didn’t want to say.

Lucas looked around the room. He should move, get the stuff from Jacko’s car, but then he’d have to go outside. Suddenly, he heard a noise from outside, and he knew it was way too soon for the marshals. And there was no way it was a delivery truck. It sounded like a big powerful engine, and Owen paused. He’d obviously heard it as well.

“Get the hell out of here,” Mark roared, and because he had no choice, Lucas grabbed hold of Owen and hustled them out the door. They had only seconds to get to Jacko’s car, and they were just a fraction too late.

A large black Escalade followed by a Lexus pulled into the yard.

“It’s Damien,” Owen whispered. But Lucas didn’t need the confirmation.

 

 

EVERYTHING SUDDENLY seemed very quiet to Owen. Even the noise of the doors opening and the men spilling out of the cars was muted. He wondered if it would be louder when the gunfire started. He wondered if it would hurt. Lucas swore as they were surrounded, and he had his arms pinned behind him by one of Malvetti’s goons.

Owen glanced up and took in the arrogant tilt of the manscaped jaw of the man who stood in front of him, the bronzed skin and dark brown, almost black eyes, the pristine white shirt, and the suit that he knew cost thousands of dollars.

Damien gazed at him for a long moment before he turned his attention to Lucas. “It would have been so much simpler if you had simply handed him over the last time we spoke.” He didn’t wait for a reply, just gestured to Paulo, who ran over to Jacko’s body and lifted Lucas’s jacket. He dropped it and hurried over to Damien and whispered something to him.

Damien looked at Lucas. “You shot Keefer?”

Lucas nodded curtly. “He gave me no choice.”

Damien shrugged as if in agreement. “He was a fool.”

Owen saw Lucas’s jaw tighten, and he managed to look threatening even while restrained. “I’m also the man who saved your daughter’s life.” Owen wanted to object to Mia being referred to as Damien’s daughter, but he knew Lucas was saying it for a reason. Unfortunately, he didn’t think Damien cared.

He glanced at Owen but didn’t say anything to him.

“And am I supposed to be suitably grateful?”

Lucas shrugged.

Damien’s eyes strayed to the cabin. “Who’s in there?”

“A disabled man. He’s in a wheelchair and is no threat to you.”

Damien smiled. “Your brother.” He nodded to Saul, who jogged to the cabin.

“Neither of them are any threat to you,” Owen implored.

“I think you’ve just insulted a firefighter,” Damien mused. “From what Jacko told me, they consider themselves bad-asses. I mean—” Damien paused for dramatic effect. “—this man was willing to shoot a friend to defend people not able to do it themselves.”

“I shot Keefer before he could shoot me,” Lucas snapped. “I understand he was in a jam. Wives cost. Mine sure as fuck did, but loyalty’s loyalty. He made a mistake thinking it didn’t count.”

Owen stared in confusion at Lucas for a second, wondering at his harsh words, but Lucas kept his eyes on Damien. What? Then Owen understood. His wife. He was trying to put himself on the same footing as Jacko.

And Damien didn’t know about them. He glanced back at Damien, but Damien’s face was devoid of expression. Not that it would fool Owen.

“I admire loyalty,” Damien continued conversationally. Owen’s eyes widened. Was Damien going to fall for it?

The gunshot from the cabin was loud.

“No.” Lucas reacted in fury, but Damien’s men held him firmly. The injustice, the outrage was etched in every line of Lucas’s body. Owen squeezed his eyes shut and curled over Mia. Mark.

“Owen?” Damien demanded Owen’s attention, and he looked up. Satisfaction, triumph, and something else glittered in Damien’s ugly dark eyes, and then he simply held out his hand. “We need to leave. I have a plane waiting.” He looked up at the gray sky. “This country is far too cold, anyway.”

Owen’s breath caught in his chest, and Paulo raised his gun toward Lucas. “He saved Mia’s life. We would have both burned to death.”

Damien paused, a smile playing on his lips. “Are you saying I owe him something?”

Owen nodded but didn’t dare look at Lucas. Damien glanced back at the cabin, obviously wondering why Saul hadn’t come out. He gestured to the other man who wasn’t holding Lucas, and the man obediently jogged to the cabin. He put his hand on the door handle just as it opened and a gun fired. The man jerked hard and flew backward. Paulo let go of Lucas and ducked behind the car at the same time Damien did. Owen scrambled to move, desperate to get himself and Mia to safety, just as a cruel hand grabbed his arm.

“Not so fast,” Damien growled and yanked Owen and Mia in front of him.

They could hear the squeal of tires and an engine revving up the lane. Owen froze, petrified for Mia as Malvetti’s men turned at the noise, and two large Explorers nearly skidded to a halt in a flurry of snow. Men poured out, all raising guns.

“Stop or I put a bullet in him.”

Silence. Even Mia was quiet. No one moved. He felt the cold metal push against his temple. Terror tasted acrid on his tongue.

“Owen?”

Owen jerked. Lucas. Lucas had stood up, his arms raised in surrender, and what seemed like every gun was pointing at him. He heard the incredulous mutter behind him, but Damien didn’t drop the gun. “What exactly do you think you are going to do?” Damien scoffed and took a step back, dragging Owen with him toward the open Lexus. If Damien got to the car, it would be game over. Too late for him and too late for Mia. He didn’t even want to think about her in Damien’s hands, if she lasted that long. He scanned the agents in front of him, and saw the frustration on every face. There wasn’t one of them who would shoot while he held Mia. Damien had an effective shield.

Damien took another backward step, the gun pressed to Owen’s temple all the incentive he needed to do exactly as Damien wanted.

“The station told me you had been in touch, wanting to sponsor the charity open house,” Lucas said completely out of the blue. Damien muttered, “Imbecile,” and took another step back. Lucas took one forward, away from the car, away from safety, and Owen saw the questioning look Paulo sent his boss. No, they would shoot. As soon as Damien got to the car, he would order Lucas killed, and Lucas would die. He didn’t even have a gun.

“It’s usually a good day. Lots of children, families. We usually put on a show. Do you remember, Owen? How I told you Jacko and I put on a show?”

“Stronzo,” Damien muttered. “Why should I care—”

“Fire!” Lucas screamed, and Owen, who had been ready as soon as everyone thought Lucas had lost his mind and mentioned Jacko, simply dropped. An explosion of gunfire ripped over his head as he curled protectively over Mia.

And then just as suddenly as it had started, the gunfire stopped.

Owen didn’t dare even breathe, but shouts of “Clear” went up, and strong arms helped Owen to his feet. He opened his mouth to say something, but all of a sudden, there seemed to be too many people around. An ambulance rolled into the yard, and EMTs jumped out.

And Lucas turned and ran to the cabin. Owen tried to see what was happening and took a step, only to be ambushed by EMTs. He got a glimpse of at least four bodies on the ground, and then Mia was taken from him, and he was bustled into the ambulance before he even got a chance to say a word.




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

OWEN PEERED out of the window. His hospital room was three floors up. Both he and Mia had been pronounced fine, but the doctors wanted them to stay overnight for observation. He ached to see Lucas, but apart from the doctors and nurses, he hadn’t seen anyone. He was kind of assuming Mark was okay, since he must have been the one shooting from the cabin, but he’d be happier knowing for sure. He had two cops outside his room, but there wasn’t any point asking them anything.

The door to his room opened, and Deputy DuPree walked in. She smiled kindly. “Rough couple of days, huh?”

“Is Mark okay?” he asked immediately.

She nodded. “Yes. He shot and killed two of Malvetti’s men with Keefer’s gun.”

“Where’s Lucas?”

“Being questioned, but we don’t expect him to be long.” She walked over to Mia and smiled.

“Questioned,” gasped Owen. “But why?”

“Because he fatally shot Mr. Keefer,” she said dryly.

“But it was self-defense.”

“We have procedure that has to be followed.” She looked apologetic.

He guessed so. He really didn’t want to ask the next question, but felt like he had to. “Damien?” He had heard the gunfire, but so much had happened, so quickly,

“Alive and under armed guard.” She said the words as if it was a pity. “No one is allowed near him. You will still have to testify, but either way, you won’t have to worry about him anymore. You’re going into protective custody.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m sorry, but we have to leave now.”

Owen sank down on the bed, his knees seeming unable to hold him up. He glanced over at Mia, who was still sleeping, and wondered how long Lucas would be. Then he wondered why Lucas hadn’t come up to check on him, and little by little doubt crept in until it was all he could think about. They hadn’t talked about a future. They’d spent a week together, under less than favorable circumstances. And they’d kissed. The night in the shower had been amazing, but—

“Is Lucas being taken into protective custody too?”

DuPree nodded. “I have other marshals ready to escort him to his location as soon as the initial interviews are over.”

Unease skittered up Owen’s spine. She’d said that like they would be in different places. He remembered what Lucas had said at the car, when he had pulled him close. He’d told Jacko that they were together. This is why I’m coming. The Marshals protect couples together. Were they a couple?

“But we should be placed together. Couples always are.”

DuPree’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m sorry,” she said hesitantly. “I spoke to Lucas and told him we were moving you, and that Lucas and Mark would be relocated afterward with their own marshals. He never said anything about you two being together.” She looked embarrassed.

Owen tried to process her words. “He didn’t say we were together?”

DuPree shook her head. “No, but we can sort this out after you get situated. We really need to leave.”

Owen barely heard her. Lucas has changed his mind. The knowledge, the heartbreaking realization hurt. And the worst thing was that Owen didn’t blame him. He’d been a fool—a fool that no longer needed saving.

Lucas never took home the strays he rescued.

DuPree glanced at the door nervously, as if she was expecting someone to come in, then turned back to him. “There’s a car waiting downstairs.” She was clearly in a hurry, but Owen wasn’t completely sure he was ready to be ordered around again. He’d had enough of that to last a lifetime.

“Malvetti might be under guard, but I still don’t have any reason to trust the Marshals.”

DuPree stilled. “If I’m ever asked, I’ll deny it,” she warned. “He’s dead, and there’s no direct proof as yet.”

“Who’s dead and proof of what?”

She chewed her lip. “O’Connor.”

Owen’s eyes widened. He’d wondered about O’Connor. “I’m so sorry.”

DuPree shook her head. “He didn’t make it, but there were several suspicious money transfers to his bank, as well as some questionable telephone activity. I think the brass would like it kept quiet, but we are not absolutely sure who to trust. That is why I need you safe.”

“But if he was involved, why would they have shot him?” Owen didn’t understand.

“It could have been for many reasons. Maybe the guys with the guns were too low level in Malvetti’s organization to know he was a contact?” She rolled her injured shoulder. “It could as easily have been me.”

Owen shook his head. It seemed Damien could infiltrate any organization. “I never saw O’Connor with him.”

“We were only brought in when your first marshals died. So you wouldn’t have.” He could hear the regret in her voice, and he understood she would be upset that they had been betrayed.

“I’m not going anywhere without Mia.” He wasn’t ever letting her out of his sight again.

“I would never expect you to.” Her phone rang, and she answered it. There was a pause while she was obviously listening to something. “Yes. Five minutes.” She put the phone back in her pocket. “No problem, Owen.”

Owen was out of choices. “Where are we going?”

“To a safe house.” She walked over to the crib. “She is so adorable.” DuPree looked up and smiled. “May I?”

“Of course,” Owen said, picking up the diaper bag.

“Come on, Maria,” DuPree murmured and bent to lift her up.

Owen froze. He didn’t dare breathe.

Maria. DuPree had called her Maria. No one called her that except Damien. Which meant at some point, DuPree had heard him. Only she’d said they hadn’t been involved in the case back then. He looked up and met her gaze. The dawning realization of the slip showed on her face. He held his arms out for Mia in a silent agonized plea. A reaction.

But DuPree was faster. With one hand, she easily drew her gun. But she didn’t point it at him. No, she bent it so it was aimed at Mia.

“No,” Owen whispered, unsure of how he’d been able to make any sound at all.

“Let me tell you how this is going to happen,” DuPree said calmly. “We’re going to walk out of here. We’re going to get in the elevator and go all the way to the parking garage. Then we’re going to get in the car that will be waiting for us. If you so much as breathe at the wrong time, I will shoot your daughter. Are we clear?”

Owen blinked, incapable of making a sound except for a tiny whimper. She gestured to the door. “I’ll be behind you.” And she slid the gun under Mia’s blanket.

He took an agonized step and stopped in shock as the door opened and Lucas walked in. Lucas smiled as soon as he saw him. The big-hearted, goofy lopsided grin that normally wrapped Owen up in safety and warmth.

But not even Lucas was going to stop him from getting burned this time.

“Attiker,” DuPree said, as if nothing was wrong. “Sorry we can’t stop, but I have to take Owen to be interviewed.”

Lucas took a step closer to Owen, his smile deepening. “No worries. I’ll come, and then Mia and I can cuddle while Owen answers your questions.”

DuPree frowned, and Owen’s pulse raced as he saw her hand move slightly under the blanket. The one clutching the gun. He had to make Lucas go. “No.” He cleared his throat. “No, that’s okay. DuPree is going to take me to a safe house afterward.”

Lucas stilled and looked at DuPree. “Why does he have to go to a safe house?” His voice hitched slightly.

“Just following orders,” DuPree answered firmly.

Lucas looked confused. “But that makes no sense. And I just left Gallagher. He said he would join me up here in a few minutes.”

“Owen….” DuPree gestured to the door, and Owen took a hesitant step forward. Lucas didn’t move.

“Lucas,” Owen said desperately. “Let me go do this, and then we can talk afterward.”

Lucas gazed at Owen for a second, but then he turned to DuPree. “Why does Owen need protective custody?”

“Because of Damien,” Owen answered, trying to keep the desperation out of his voice. “We can’t do anything until the grand jury testimony. I know you mean well, but I need some time. Let me get through this and we’ll talk.”

Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Oh, we’re gonna talk plenty when we get home.” He looked at DuPree. “I don’t understand. You promised me you would tell him as soon as you got here.”

“Tell me what?” Owen looked from one to the other.

“Damien didn’t survive the shootout.” Lucas looked at Owen. “It’s over. He was declared dead at the scene, but you’d already left in an ambulance.” He looked at DuPree, confusion flitting across his face. “Why didn’t you—”

“Stand back,” she snapped, and the blanket slipped, showing the gun still pointing at Mia.

Lucas stilled. “It was you?” he asked incredulously.

DuPree nodded. “So you see,” she said conversationally. “You and Owen will both be joining me downstairs.”

“Why?” Lucas asked, and Owen knew he wasn’t questioning her last instruction but asking for a reason.

She paused, and Owen saw the bitterness glinting in her eyes. “Because he has proof,” she spat out, nodding to Owen. “Do you really think Malvetti’s death will stop the investigation?”

Lucas narrowed his gaze on her. “This makes no sense. You’re compounding this.”

DuPree’s laugh was shrill. “You really think I could possibly make this worse? Fuck, you’re naive.”

“Then what good will taking us do?” Owen asked. Lucas was right; it made no sense.

“Oh, I don’t want you, but since I don’t want this conversation repeated, you will all come.”

“Mia?” Owen blurted out. “You want Mia? Why?”

“I don’t want Mia. I want the locations of the safety deposit boxes you promised.”

“But—” Why would she want those? Damien was dead.

“Owen, do as I say or I’ll put a bullet in Lucas. Lucas, the same goes for you. Trust me,” she hissed. “I have nothing to lose.”

“Let Owen go,” Lucas pleaded.

DuPree shook her head. “That makes no sense. Surely you can see that makes no sense.” She tightened her grip on the gun. “Test me and I may decide to cut my losses and shoot the baby.”

Owen drew in a harsh breath. Lucas was going to die, and his only crime had been doing his job and doing it well. Owen would die in a heartbeat for Mia, and hope she was strong enough to survive her parenting, but the thought that Lucas would offer himself, even if it was futile, made him fall for the man a little bit more. What a waste. What an awful soul-sucking waste.

He glanced at Lucas, who was reluctantly walking in front of DuPree. The corridor was nearly empty, and she nodded toward a door at the end, indicating a fire exit.

“And you promise Mia will live?” Owen asked, not really sure why. Her promises didn’t mean anything, after all.

“She’ll live a life of luxury,” she replied tersely.

The door at the end of the corridor opened, and before anyone could react, O’Connor appeared, followed by Gallagher. Owen stopped, stunned to see the marshal. And before he even thought about it, he blurted out, “But you’re dead.”

Something must have shown in DuPree’s eyes. In her manner. In something, because before Owen could blink, O’Connor and Gallagher had drawn their guns and were pointing them.

Straight at Mia.

“No,” Owen cried and turned to DuPree. “Please.”

“You have nowhere to go, Lorraine,” O’Connor said. “Put her down on the floor and back away.”

“Nobody move,” DuPree shouted in panic.

O’Connor kept his weapon trained on her. “Why?” he choked, looking at his partner.

“You wouldn’t understand,” she whispered. There was agony in every syllable.

The door opened and another man in a suit entered. He took in the situation immediately and drew his gun, also aiming it at DuPree.

“Mia,” Owen cried and took a step, but Lucas pulled him back.

“Drop the weapon, Marshal,” Gallagher ordered. “There’s nowhere to go.”

She ignored him and looked at Owen. “Take your daughter.” She spoke in a strange hollow voice, as if all the emotion had been wrung out of her.

Owen pulled out of Lucas’s grasp.

“Don’t move,” Gallagher snapped, his gun not lowering for an instant. “Put her on the floor.” The other man inched forward.

“Here,” DuPree encouraged Owen, looking him in the eye, and held out a still-sleeping Mia. “Here. I don’t want to drop her.”

And before Owen could react, Lucas stepped in front of both guns pointing at DuPree and held out his arms for Mia. DuPree gazed at him, utter defeat registering in her eyes, and let Lucas take the baby out of her arms. Then, before Lucas had a chance to move out of the way, she stepped back, turned the gun on herself, and simply fired.




Chapter Eighteen

 

 

OWEN DIDN’T want to let go of Mia anytime soon, even though she’d emptied the bottle he was still holding and had gone right back to sleep some time ago. Gallagher was sitting with them, trying to explain what he knew.

“It wasn’t money DuPree wanted,” he said, the disgust apparent in his voice. “Her sister was a heroin addict, and Damien kept her from going to prison. We don’t know the details yet, but the sister’s boyfriend—her pimp—died in a stabbing two years ago. He was found with a knife sticking out of him and looking up at a whole lotta nothing, as they say. We’re gathering evidence, but it’s our guess that the sister did it and Damien had proof.”

“He has files on dozens of people,” Owen agreed. “He would find things out and save them, sometimes for years, and I guess she was convinced I knew where the files on her sister were kept. I also think that’s why he took me. I think he was hoping my dad’s political aspirations might help him. I can write down the passcodes and let you know where everything is.”

Gallagher glanced at Lucas. “Keefer’s uncle has been arrested.”

Lucas nodded. Owen felt so bad for him. Jacko’s would be another funeral he wouldn’t be able to attend.

Gallagher stood up and looked at Owen. “Mark is well and is being kept in the hospital tonight, much to his disgust, because he’s missed his last three appointments. Being snowed in gave him a bit of a break, but people will only be patient for so long.”

Thinking of Mark’s work brought tears to Owen’s eyes. Bailey. Bailey had saved them from being taken by Jacko, and he had died for it, for them. Owen dreaded hearing Mia ask for B-bee. She had lost so much already in her short life.

“She’s asleep,” Lucas murmured, and Owen looked up. Gallagher had gone, and he hadn’t even noticed.

“Is it over?”

“Yes.” Lucas stood and walked toward them. He bent, and before Owen realized what he was going to do, he lifted both Owen and Mia into his arms.

“Your side,” Owen protested.

Lucas just brushed a kiss on his head, then turned and sank down onto the large armchair at the side of the bed. “It’s over.”

Owen just nodded and let his head fall back onto Lucas’s shoulder.

 

 

OWEN MUST have fallen asleep, because he woke up to the sound of someone speaking. For a panicked second, he missed Mia. Then he heard a voice and looked to his left. Lucas was standing at the window with Mia in his arms. Owen stilled as Mia lifted her tiny hand and touched Lucas’s cheek. Lucas bent and brushed a kiss on her forehead.

“Of course, there are lots of lady firefighters now, if that’s something you want to look into after college. You can be anything you want. Just don’t let your Uncle Mark try to bully you into becoming a doctor—even if he’s already putting some money aside for your college fund.”

Owen bit his lip to stop the noise trying to work its way free from his heart, but Lucas must have sensed it, because he turned and smiled, his eyes softening. He came over and brushed a kiss on Owen’s hair and sat down, propping his feet on the bed and settling Mia on his legs. He held both of her outstretched hands and made silly faces at her.

The door opened and a nurse popped her head in. “Would you like some breakfast, Mr. Michaels?”

Owen pulled a face, and the nurse chuckled and left. He rolled onto his side to watch Lucas and Mia.

“Good morning, Daddy,” Lucas said in a silly singsong voice and waved Mia’s hands. “Are you ready to go home?”

Owen’s breath caught. Home? Where was that? He didn’t have a home. Lucas raised his head when he didn’t answer. “And by home, I mean back to my house.”

“Your house?” Owen asked, not knowing how he felt. His head was still spinning from the last few hours—no, scratch that—from the last God knew how many months. Lucas’s gaze stayed on his, but he lifted Mia and stood up, then kissed the top of her head before giving her to Owen.

“I know you feel overwhelmed. Probably the same as I do, but your choices are a motel or my house. I obviously want you both there. But I understand if you want to go somewhere else for a while—even though I don’t like it,” he said with a reluctant smile. “I know you must feel that your choices are limited. You need to recover. We need to get to know each other—”

“When we’re not running for our lives,” Owen repeated the words from before.

Lucas bent down and cupped his cheek. “You’re already in my heart. I want you in my life and in my bed.” His smile twisted. “But we can start with you in the spare room. You’ve had enough choices forced upon you, Owen. I don’t intend to make me one more.”

Owen’s breath caught. He means it. He wanted Lucas, desperately wanted him, but something held him back.

There was a brief knock at the door, and the nurse came back in, holding the door open. Owen smiled widely as Mark appeared. “I have something for Mia,” he announced and wheeled himself through.

Owen sat up in complete amazement at what he was seeing. Mia took one look at the black Labrador curled up on Mark’s knees and giggled. “B-bee.” She held out her arms.

“But….” Owen was speechless.

“The ambulance brought them both in,” Lucas explained. “It was a close thing last night—Bailey had lost a lot of blood. But seeing as how Dr. Matthewson, who has surgical privileges here, has been desperate to get Mark to join his practice, they did a deal. The hospital saved Bailey’s life.”

Mark grinned and wheeled himself up to the bed. Lucas bent down and gently lifted Bailey onto the bed, where he sighed and curled up happily next to Mia, who immediately bent and smacked a kiss on his head and started playing with his ear. “He’s stoned because they gave him the good stuff when they found out what he had done.”

Owen blinked hard. “I can’t believe it.”

Lucas squeezed him. “And you can’t separate them.” Bailey licked Owen’s hand and closed his eyes.

“No,” he whispered and looked up at Lucas.

“And this is where I’m out of here,” Mark said. He held up his hand before Lucas could make any objection. “I’ve got a ride back to the cabin, but I’ve also got a Realtor, and she’s approaching Mr. Jacobson’s attorney about the end cottage.” He shrugged. “If I’m going to work in Greeley, I need to be closer.”

Lucas jumped off the chair and hugged his brother. “Call me and I’ll come up tomorrow.”

Mark nodded at the bed. “No rush. I think you might have your hands full for a few days.” He smiled at Owen and wheeled himself out.

“You ready to go home?” Lucas asked, turning and holding out his hand to Owen.

“Yes,” Owen said. Yes I am.

 

 

IT WAS another two days—days of quiet walks and even quieter dinners. Bailey was spoiled rotten even if he couldn’t join them on their walks yet. The only kisses had been casual pecks, and Owen couldn’t work out whether that was because Lucas wasn’t rushing him or he was regretting his impulsiveness in letting them stay here. They had slept in the same bed, though. Owen had drifted off, wrapped securely in Lucas’s arms, and he had loved every second of it. But there was no way today would be anything but complete shit. It was finally Jacko’s funeral, and Lucas couldn’t go. One more person Lucas couldn’t say goodbye to.

Captain Cassidy had been around to report that Christine had moved out and gone to live with her sister. Everyone at the firehouse was in shock. No one was supposed to know exactly what had happened, but there were enough rumors flying around. Jacko’s father, however—being the uptight bastard that Jacko had described—had made sure his other sons kept silent, so Lucas would never have any problems. Keefer had put in for retirement, and one of Jacko’s brothers had accepted a transfer and promotion to Vegas. His uncle had been arrested. The lower ranks of Malvetti’s organization were all singing like canaries, as the saying went.

They had gotten back from walking Bailey nearly two hours ago, and while Owen had fed and bathed Mia, Lucas had cooked. She fell asleep soon after she finished her milk, and he settled her in her new travel cot in the room he had used that first night.

It seemed like a lifetime ago.

Finally, knowing he had no other excuse not to go downstairs, he went down and walked into the kitchen. Lucas looked up from the oven and studied him. And suddenly, for no apparent reason other than sheer relief, Owen’s eyes filled.

Lucas threw down the dishcloth and hurried over. “Hey.” He hooked his finger under Owen’s chin and gently tilted his head so he was looking at him.

“I’m worried you won’t want us now we don’t need saving,” Owen blurted out, then cringed. Because he hadn’t planned to say that at all. He was thinking it, but he wasn’t going to say it. “Because you’re so good, and you—”

“And I’ve been telling myself the same thing,” Lucas admitted, wiping the moisture from under Owen’s eyes and pulling him in close, wrapping his arms around him.

“You have?” Owen nuzzled into him.

“That once you’re okay, you won’t need me,” he admitted. “I mean, not unless you’re planning on setting fire to anything.”

Owen smiled. Just knowing Lucas had had the same worries already made him feel better. “I’m worried that I’m depending on you too much. And that I need to stand on my own two feet.”

“Uh-huh,” Lucas nodded. “Because running for your life, being betrayed by law enforcement, getting trapped in a wildfire, reporting a crime when you knew it might cost you your life, turning your back on luxury and money because you didn’t like what it made you… isn’t standing on your own two feet?” He pulled Owen back in close and tucked his head under his chin. “For fuck’s sake, warn me when you truly decide to become independent.”

“Well, when you put it like that,” Owen mumbled, and he felt Lucas chuckle. He looked up, but he didn’t try and pull away. “I am so sorry about Jacko. I know today will be so very hard.”

Lucas rubbed a hand up his back. “I’m dreading talking to Christine.”

“Do you have to?” Owen was surprised.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I mean, I killed him. Whatever he did, I was still the one who pulled the trigger. Gallagher had originally said that some details were secret until the grand jury indictment, but now that Malvetti’s dead, there won’t be one. I don’t know if she will get his pension. It’s a huge mess.”

“It’s not your mess, though. He tried to kill you.”

Lucas’s shoulders sagged. “I know. I didn’t want to believe it, but he was just that desperate.”

And Owen understood. Lucas had been in an impossible position, and he had chosen them. Chosen to do the right thing. And here Owen was, vacillating over whether he should be here or not. Lucas was everything he’d ever wanted in a guy. So what was holding him back?

Because you don’t think you’re enough for him. And that was it. The crux of the matter.

“What thought just went through your head?”

Owen swallowed. “Why do you ask?”

Lucas smiled. “Because you were sad.”

Owen blinked. Sad? “How—”

“You get a look in your eyes,” Lucas continued. “A look that says you’ve had enough. I saw it the first time at the park. When you were standing there, clutching Mia. It was like she was the only thing that was stopping you from completely giving up.”

Owen looked down. His throat was tight, burning in that way it did when everything was just too much. When he was a step away from giving in. When he had no idea why he was still fighting. He opened his mouth to say that a small part of him was still in that place of utter hopelessness. Only he didn’t.

Because Lucas’s warm lips were suddenly fastened over his, and everything—the nightmare of the past few years, the self-doubt, the fear, the constant wondering if he was good enough to keep himself safe, never mind someone else who depended on him for everything—was gone. And all that was left was the sensation of Lucas’s lips on his and the utter desperate need to feel nothing else.

And then, out of nowhere, his body woke up. Heat flowed through his veins. Sparks lit nerve endings. Lucas moaned slightly and deepened the kiss, feeling the way Owen suddenly responded. He was alive. Alive, and so very needy. He wound his arms around Lucas’s neck and pressed his body flush against him. He wanted to feel everything, everywhere, all at once. He’d gone from mildly warm to spontaneously combusting in a heartbeat.

Lucas wrenched his lips away. “I—are you hungry?”

He was ravenous. “Not for food.” And he started tugging at his clothes. Lucas grunted and lifted him off his feet. Lips bruised and fought. Hands seemed to be everywhere, which was good but not quite where he wanted them. Where he needed them. “Upstairs,” Owen begged. He wanted sheets, a bed. To be horizontal. He was desperate enough to be taken against the wall but knew he would regret it.

He took a small step back and clasped Lucas’s hand. “Dinner will wait, but I don’t think I can.”

Lucas’s hazel eyes darkened. His breath hitched and he inhaled. “Oh God.” And Owen smiled. This he could do. Lucas had always been the rescuer, but not this time. This time it was Owen.

“Come with me.” Owen threw one glance over his shoulder as they climbed the stairs, just to make sure he had Lucas’s attention—and he did. Lucas licked his lips as he followed him, and Owen felt amazing.

He led the way into Lucas’s bedroom and turned as soon as they were through the door. “Do you have protection?”

Lucas nodded to the bedside drawer, and Owen stepped in closer, his fingers pushing up Lucas’s sweatshirt.

Then it was Lucas’s turn to flush when Owen surprised him by brushing the front of Lucas’s chest and reaching for his nipples. Owen lifted his head in a silent entreaty, and Lucas made some answering noise and dipped his. Just a fraction. It was an intimate exchange of lips, so light and soft he wanted to never stop. They were so attuned to each other, and as one kiss slowly and seamlessly eased into another, he forgot everything except his burning desire for the man he held in his arms.

Owen moaned and pulled away. Lucas pressed his hand to Owen’s chest, spreading his fingers and just catching the tip of one nipple. Owen must have made some inarticulate noise because Lucas stilled for a second and then deliberately drew a circle around it with his fingernail. Goose bumps sprinkled across Owen’s skin, but it wasn’t because he was cold.

“You like that,” Lucas murmured. His voice was half full of wonder that something so simple could cause such a reaction, but Owen had a thing for nipple play. Giving and receiving. “Sensitive there, huh?” Lucas’s voice was full of mischief, and before Owen had a chance to think of a response, Lucas bent and lifted Owen in his arms, then deposited him gently on the bed.

“Caveman,” Owen teased, and Lucas leaned over him, tracing the same path his nail had made but with his tongue.

“Oh my God,” Owen gasped and shuddered at the amazing sensation. Lucas raised his head. “You would be beautiful with these pierced.”

Owen heard the low whine in the back of his throat. He’d never…. Or would he? Owen closed his eyes, awash with the sensations flowing over him.

“I could take them in my teeth,” Lucas continued, not seeming to care that Owen was fast losing his grip on the here and now. “Suck them between my lips. Roll them with my tongue. And just when you think it can’t get any better….” He pressed his nail right onto Owen’s hardened nub.

“No,” Owen pleaded and grasped Lucas’s wrist. And he hasn’t even touched my cock.

“Why no?” Lucas teased and slid his hand lower, down Owen’s abdomen.

“Oh,” Owen gasped and curled his fingers into fists.

Lucas let out a hum of satisfaction. “This isn’t about staying power. It’s just to make you, make us, feel good.”

“Both of us,” Owen insisted, not sure how or why he was still talking. But it was important.

Lucas cupped his balls, and Owen gritted his teeth. Those fingers carried on their slow and sensual exploration. Owen tried to reach Lucas, but he was sprawled over him. “Hush. Let me look after you.”

Owen moaned and fell back, every touch, every softly spoken word pulling him further and further under Lucas’s intoxicating spell. And when Lucas’s fingers curled around his length, he felt the answering pulse echo through his body. He turned his head, mutely begging for Lucas’s tongue, his lips, his taste. And even as he was offering another gentle surrender, Lucas surprised him again, covering his mouth and simply taking.

Every hesitation, every fear, every doubt, was gone in a maelstrom of spinning sensations, of whispered words and urgent touches. Lucas coaxed, and with a flick of his wrist, the cajoling turned into an urgent demand. Then with a whoosh of pleasure, the fire in his gut spilled over into Lucas’s hand.

He barely felt Lucas extricate himself and climb out of bed. Too many endorphins were winding their lazy way around his bloodstream, and he was floating along with them. He felt Lucas’s warmth immediately when he returned, though. Felt the soft breath and the touch of his lips against his.

“That was amazing,” Owen breathed.

Lucas leaned in. “That was just step one.”

Owen’s eyes opened. “Step one?” he teased.

“Uh-huh. There’s no hurry.”

Owen lifted his hand to cup Lucas’s cheek. “When you say there’s no hurry—”

“I mean we have the rest of our lives.”

Owen let the words settle in the room, settle in his heart. They felt so good, so right.

“I know you’re worried that Mia is the draw. That it’s about her, not you.”

Owen thought about that. “I guess you couldn’t separate us, anyway.”

“But like I said—”

“You don’t take in strays.” Owen grinned.




Chapter Nineteen

 

 

LUCAS STOOD in the back bedroom a few days later, watching while Owen changed and dressed Mia.

And he hurt.

It always hurt, but coming right on the heels of Jacko’s betrayal, he wanted to crawl under the comforter with Owen and not come out.

Owen wanted to go to the cemetery. With him. It had been Ray Cassidy who had let slip to Owen last week that today was the third anniversary of Stevie’s and Tory’s deaths. In another month, his little boy would have been six and already in school. Sometimes he couldn’t imagine what Stevie would have been like, and then sometimes, he saw his son as clear as day. The cheeky smile. The mischievous laugh. He strode over to the changing mat and with a small smile picked up Mia and held her close, burying his face into her belly and blowing a noisy kiss, which had her squealing in delight.

It was the only thing that stopped him crying like a baby.

Owen put the palm of his hand on Lucas’s back. It felt good. He was glad Owen was going with him. Owen had asked if he wanted to get a sitter for Mia, but Lucas needed her there. It was as if her being alive made Stevie’s death less painful. He wasn’t sure why or how and didn’t really want to overthink it, but she did. He was glad Owen had ordered a cab. He didn’t want to drive, and while Owen could, he would rather hold him. Hold them both.

Lucas was quiet in the car. Mia was in the car seat and chewing on her fist. They turned the corner into the cemetery, and Lucas took a breath before he looked up. He could count the seconds to the point at which the corner plot would be visible. He had done this drive so many times. The first time, he never even remembered getting home. The words on the stone had just about finished him off.

Stephen Attiker—beloved son of Tory Attiker. Missed and loved.

And a date.

No mention of him at all. It was as if Stevie didn’t have a dad. As if Lucas didn’t exist. Had never existed.

Tory’s was the same, except her mom and dad had “Beloved daughter of…” and added their names.

Lucas raised his head as they turned in, knowing what he would see.

Except he didn’t.

The fire engine stood at the entrance. His company was lined up—the honor guard. The path to his family’s corner grave was marked out by his crew in full dress uniform.

Ray Cassidy stood with Father Grayson. Mark was in his chair next to the priest. Lucas sat in stunned silence and waited for his heart to settle, and then he got out, turned, and unstrapped Mia to give himself another second. If anyone spoke to him, he didn’t hear them. Then small baby arms clutched him tightly around his neck and he could breathe. He looked at Owen.

“Do you want me to take her?”

Lucas shook his head. He needed her. He needed to feel the little girl, whole and safe and very much alive.

He had to blink a few times as the priest spoke, and when he read the words added to the stone, he glanced at Owen through a mist.

“It was Mark,” Owen murmured.

“I spoke to Gerald and Melanie,” Mark explained. “I politely told them a few home truths. They didn’t want to come today, but they have a lot of photographs and some clothes, even a few toys Tory kept at their house. You would be welcome to go and get whatever you like. I believe Melanie has already had the pictures copied for you.” Mark glanced at Owen. “And the invitation is for all of you. They would very much like to meet Mia.”

Lucas swallowed down his tight throat and read the new engraving underneath Stevie’s name on the stone.

“Beloved son of Lucas Attiker. Always loved.”

He didn’t realize he was crying until Mia nuzzled his face and he felt her wet cheek.

 

 

THEY WENT home in a cab, despite many offers of rides. Owen didn’t think Lucas was up to socializing. Besides which, he had their own little dinner planned. They had things to talk about—things that had been left unsaid all week.

“That’s odd,” Lucas said as they pulled around the park and saw two Greeley police cars and a silver Mercedes parked outside the cottage. They watched as two cops got out of the cars as the cab stopped. Then an older gentleman and a young one in a suit got out of the Mercedes.

“Do you know them?” Owen asked.

“I know Martin Samuels,” Lucas said. “One of the policemen. He has a brother that’s a firefighter in Fort Collins. I’ve worked with him on some bigger fires.”

Owen got Mia out and turned as Lucas shook hands with the two cops. He glanced curiously at the older gentleman, and his heart stuck in his throat.

Because the man couldn’t take his eyes off Mia… and Owen had a really bad feeling about it. He hoisted Mia closer to him and heard the other cop ask if they could go inside. Lucas glanced his way and stepped back to Owen, put a reassuring arm around him, and guided him inside.

The older man missed nothing. He gazed expressionlessly at Owen and followed them. Owen caught sight of someone else in the Mercedes—a woman in some sort of uniform—but he wasn’t close enough to see who it was.

Owen walked into the kitchen and grabbed some toys for Mia. He got her sippy cup from the fridge and returned to the living room, where everyone seemed to be standing around. Owen put Mia down and turned to Lucas.

“What can I do for you?” Lucas asked the men.

The younger man stepped forward and offered him some papers. “My name is David Greer.” He nodded to the older man, who was still staring at Mia. “This is Judge Simon Baxter, and these papers give him sole custody of Maria Baxter, daughter of Mary Baxter, and his great-granddaughter. We brought the authorities with us in case you dispute my client’s claim.”

Owen sank down on the couch, reaching over and gathering Mia to him. “No,” he whispered. “That’s not possible. She’s my daughter.”

The attorney shook his head. “There are no legal adoption papers filed.”

“But—” And then he realized. The two marshals who had promised Mia would be his were dead.

“Samuels?” Lucas prompted the cop. “Is this true?”

“I’m afraid so. Mr. Damien Malvetti had no legal claim on Maria—”

“Mia,” Owen interrupted. “She’s called Mia.” He was numb. He didn’t know what to say.

“Mia,” the cop corrected, glancing nervously at Baxter, but the older man made no comment.

“My client has been searching for his granddaughter for the last three years. He only learned of his great-granddaughter’s existence from speaking to a Miss Mariska Vaughn, who I believe was employed as a housekeeper by Mr. Malvetti. While she no longer worked for Mr. Malvetti at the time Mia came to live there, she had friends on the staff. I spoke to Agent Gallagher, and I have read your account of Mary Baxter’s death.”

And Owen, even though Baxter was ripping his life apart, felt sorry that the older gentleman had found out that way. He was surprised Gallagher—

“It was you,” Owen suddenly exclaimed, looking at the judge. “You were the reason Damien wanted Mia. It wasn’t my parents he’d hoped to blackmail. He knew who Mary was… and he was saving Mia to use as leverage.” It made perfect horrible sense. Why bother with a small-town mayor when you had a high court judge? And DuPree must have known as well, and thought Mia was her ticket out.

Owen wiped a hand across his face, and Bailey stood up and leaned into Owen’s leg. Mia immediately cooed and leaned down, so Owen sat her in the playpen, trying to make sense of how rapidly everything was going wrong. He looked up at Baxter. “One day I would have lost her anyway. One day, Damien would have gotten what he wanted, and you would have had her back.” He looked at Lucas, his eyes stinging. “She was never going to be mine.”

Lucas sat down next to Owen and pulled him close. He looked at the judge. “You can’t just come in here—”

“Actually he can,” Greer said quietly. “He has the legal right. That is the reason why we brought the officers with us.”

Owen was so cold. He curled into Lucas. Mia was babbling away, completely unfazed by what was happening. Of course, Bailey was curled up at the side of the playpen. They were inseparable.

“We asked for immediate removal and were granted it because of the circumstances under which the child has been living.”

Owen looked up. “What do you mean, circumstances?”

“Running from law enforcement. Being involved in three armed shootings. Having her life threatened on those occasions, if not more. Even if my client didn’t have a spotless reputation, I understand Mar—Mia has been assigned a case worker who was due to call around today and make an assessment. It is very likely she would have been placed in emergency foster care anyway.”

Owen nodded miserably.

“Owen?” Lucas said gently. “We’ll get an attorney.”

“And do what?” Owen blurted out and then put a hand over his mouth when his voice cracked. He lowered it. He gazed at Lucas. “Everything is true. She has been around madmen. She was there when Damien tried to kill me and others. She was there—” And he hadn’t cried. He hadn’t made a sound, not wanting to distress her. And when Damien had climbed off of him, Damien had thought it was funny and had insisted on her being in the room from then on.

“And she’s been loved.” Lucas took Owen’s hands in his. “You did all that to save her life.” He glanced at Baxter. “Owen saved Mia’s life the night your granddaughter was murdered. Did you know that? At an age when most people would be still in college, he took full responsibility for an infant and was made to suffer for it.” Lucas ended his sentence on a snarl. “He’s spent months of virtual imprisonment by that madman when he could have escaped, just to keep Mia safe. He’s risked his own life more times than you can possibly imagine, just for her. If that isn’t being a good dad, I don’t know what is.”

The attorney glanced at the judge, and the judge nodded. “And as such, my client is willing to grant supervised visits—”

“Well, isn’t that big of him,” Lucas interrupted. He wasn’t about to act grateful. As if this man wasn’t about to destroy Owen faster than Damien had been able to.

“B-bee.” Mia suddenly clapped her hands, and Bailey pricked his ears up. He stood up, cocked his head on one side, and then with a bound, he was in the playpen. Mia shrieked in delight and tugged Bailey’s ear to make him lie down next to her.

The attorney waved a hand at them both. “And that exactly illustrates her disgraceful neglect. Letting a dangerous animal—”

“David,” the judge interrupted the attorney and sat down on the old leather chair next to the playpen. “It’s a Labrador, and I’m pretty sure he hasn’t got a dangerous bone in his body.” Judge Baxter extended his hand to Bailey, and Bailey sniffed it, then licked it.

“Traitor,” Lucas muttered for a second time.

The judge looked at the cops. “Officers, would you be so good as to wait in the car?”

The two cops looked at each other in surprise but quickly acquiesced. He then turned to his attorney. “David? I believe you might find a coffee machine in the kitchen. Go and get it working, please.”

David gaped.

“Or tea if there is a kettle?” He patted Bailey again. “I’m afraid I favor the English tradition of only steeping my tea in boiling water.”

Owen was convinced he was having an out-of-body experience.

Judge Baxter scratched Bailey’s ear and smiled at Mia, who was watching him carefully. He turned to Lucas. “Why is my great-granddaughter living here?”

“Because her dad’s here,” he said pointedly.

Baxter smiled. “No, I phrased that poorly. What I meant to ask is… why is Owen here?”

Lucas didn’t reply immediately. He gazed at the judge as if sizing him up and then looked at Owen. “Because I’m in love with him, and I want them both to be my family.”

And even though everything was shit, Owen’s heart beat a little faster, pushing against his ribs as if straining to get closer to Lucas. It was as if it knew where its home was.

Judge Baxter turned to Owen. “And how do you feel?”

A fresh round of tears made Lucas look blurry, but Owen wiped them away. “What do you care?” he asked angrily. “The way I feel about Lucas is none of your damn business.”

And the judge put his head back and chuckled. Mia shuffled nearer, clearly fascinated.

Owen looked at Lucas, and Lucas sighed, nodding, and looked at the floor. Owen realized Lucas had misunderstood. “I said it was none of his business, not that it wasn’t any of yours.” Lucas looked up, and even in the middle of everything, it was so important that Lucas knew the truth.

“I promised I wouldn’t rush you,” Lucas said hoarsely.

Owen reached out and took Lucas’s hand, pulling him close.

“I love you.” Owen squeezed his hand, then kissed his fingers, realizing he should have said this a long time ago. “I fell in love with you when you told me you didn’t take in strays and then proceeded to do just that. I fell in love with you when you used your body to shield a perfect stranger from a forest fire. I fell in love with you when you opened your home and your heart. When you would have died for us.”

He looked at Baxter and smiled at Mia. “I will never be rich. I will never live in a big house. She won’t go to a private school. She would live here with her two dads and her dog and go to the park and feed the ducks. Maybe ride the swings and watch the open-air movies and get ice cream after, or spend the evening sitting on her uncle Mark’s knee when he comes around for supper.”

“Or maybe,” Lucas said and reached over to lift her up. “She might sit on her grandad’s knee when he comes instead.” And carefully, Lucas handed her to the judge. Owen wanted to snatch her back, but he knew what Lucas was trying to do.

Baxter held her gently, and his eyes misted over.

“She is the exact double of Mary at her age.” He looked up at Owen. “I was too rigid, too controlling. Always knew what was best for other people.” Baxter swallowed. “I might as well have handed her the syringe myself.”

He looked at Lucas. “I know you. I didn’t realize until I walked in, but when you started speaking so passionately, I remembered who you were.”

Lucas gazed at the judge in confusion.

“I never followed it up, apart from a phone call to your station to thank you, because we’d just found out Mary had gone missing days after it happened.”

“After what happened?” Owen asked.

Baxter smiled at Owen. “Your young man saved my wife’s life. He dragged her out of her trapped car seconds before the boat we were towing pulled the car over the side of the cliff. She had a stroke three months ago and wasn’t strong enough to come. But you saved her life, and you made it possible for her to know our great-granddaughter.”

He dropped a kiss on Mia’s head. And then he stood, hitching her up on one hip. Owen scrambled to his feet in panic. She was going? He was taking her now? And then Baxter smiled and held her out to Owen. “I hope Grandma and Grandad may be included in the movie some weekends. I’m an old hand at feeding ducks.” His eyebrows rose as Lucas took Mia because Owen seemed frozen.

“We may have to negotiate on the school, however,” he added dryly, just as Greer came back into the room.

“There’s no kettle. I’m afraid—”

“It doesn’t matter.” Baxter waved a hand airily.

“We’ll get you one for next time,” Owen blurted, because much to his stunned amazement, he realized what was happening. Baxter fished a card from his pocket. “Contact my office and we’ll see about legalizing all this.”

“Or how about you come around on Friday, and we’ll talk about it,” Lucas suggested. “It’s a bit cold for the ducks, but family is always welcome. I’ve actually got a summer kitchen I’m hoping to finish, but maybe not by next Friday.”

Baxter nodded and took a step to the door but then turned back. “Mary lost her way because I was too mired in appearances. I needed to learn to love someone anyway, even if they don’t fit your expectations. I will never make that mistake again. I look forward to seeing you both on Friday.”

And while still holding Mia, Owen felt Lucas’s arm slide around his shoulders. Then they both stood at the window and watched Simon—as he insisted they call him—leave after promising to see him in a few days. Owen cuddled Mia, and Lucas cuddled them both.

“You can’t change your mind now,” Lucas murmured and turned Owen around to face him. “You just promised you loved me in front of a judge. Doesn’t that make it legal?”

Owen snuggled closer, and Mia wriggled, wanting to be let down. He laughed and sat her down next to Bailey. Her protector. Then he stepped back into Lucas’s open arms and sighed happily. His protector.

Except as Owen closed his eyes and tilted his lips up to meet Lucas’s kiss, he knew deep down that it wasn’t Lucas’s strength he needed. It was his love.

It was love that had kept them safe. And he knew that it always would.
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Former helicopter pilot Maverick Delgardo’s injuries ended his Air Force career, leaving him bitter and one drink away from becoming an alcoholic. When his sister asks for his help on a private protection case to babysit a disgraced pop star, Mav reluctantly agrees.

Deacon Daniels, onetime lead singer and idol to his teenage fans, saw his career and reputation ruined when a reporter’s exposé led to a devastating scandal. Without money or a job, a heartbroken Deacon has lost custody of his baby niece. And just when he thinks his life can’t get any worse, a stalker’s threatening messages escalate to murder.

Mav only agreed to one meeting, but his protective instincts kick in, along with an attraction to Deacon. When the body count increases, however, Mav is unsure he is up to the task of protecting Deacon from a killer. But it is too late for Mav to step away, now that he’s lost his heart, and he must find the strength to reassure Deacon and his niece that they are in safe hands no matter the cost.
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Enhanced World: Book One

 

Talon Valdez knew when he transformed into an enhanced human, his life and his dreams were finished. Reviled, mistrusted, and often locked away, the enhanced are viewed as monsters, despised by the public, and never trusted to serve in the military or any law enforcement agency.

Years later he gets a chance to set up a task force of enhanced to serve in the FBI, but with one proviso: each enhanced must partner with a regular human.

Finn Mayer dreamed of joining the FBI from the time he was fourteen and made every possible sacrifice to make it happen, including living with his selfish mother and bullying, homophobic brother and never having a boyfriend. But his undiagnosed dyslexia stopped his aspirations dead in their tracks. His last chance is to partner with Talon, an enhanced with deadly abilities who doesn’t trust regular humans with their secrets and wants Finn to fail.

Four weeks to prove himself to the team. Four weeks for the team to prove itself to the public. And when another group threatens their success—and their lives—four weeks for them to survive.

 

 


[image: C:\Users\ashle\Dropbox (Dreamspinner)\cover_images\W\WhoWeTrulyAre_v2.jpg]



 

Enhanced World: Book Two

 

Talon’s deadly abilities are spiraling out of control. Desperate to keep Finn safe, Talon struggles to protect the man he loves with all his heart and not become the greatest risk to Finn’s life.

Finn has no choice but to offer himself as bait for the evil forces kidnapping enhanced children, facing danger he is untrained and unprepared for, and he will have to do it alone.

Does Talon have one last fight in him? Will he slay everyone who wants to destroy Finn and the team, or will he finally discover that to defeat their enemy and the ultimate threat, the biggest battle he has to face is one with himself?
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Enhanced World: Book Three

 

Gael Peterson has spent years hiding behind the enhanced abilities he wears like a mask, even though he is an important, confident member of the FBI’s exclusive H.E.R.O. team. The hurt and betrayal of his mom’s abandonment and his father’s fists are secrets buried deep beneath the ugly scars on his face, and he doesn’t trust Jake, his new regular human partner, with any of them. In a world where those with special abilities like Gael’s are regarded as freaks and monsters, it won’t be easy for him to rely on Jake to have his back, especially when the abilities of a vulnerable nonspeaking enhanced child make that child a murder suspect.

Tempers rise and loyalties are challenged, and when the serial killer targeting the enhanced finally sets his sights on Gael, not only will Gael have to trust Jake with his secrets, he might have to trust him to save his life.
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A Story from the Enhanced World

 

Deaf since childhood, Sebastian Armitage had a promising musical future until his dreams were shattered when he transformed at twelve years old. In a world where enhanced humans are terrorized and imprisoned, his life shrinks around him even more as he suffers the torment of his father’s experimental research to enable him to hear.

Gray Darling—struggling with the scars left by his experience in Afghanistan—agrees to provide short-term personal protection when anonymous threats escalate into assault on those closest to Seb.

As the lines between protection and attraction blur, Gray and Seb can’t ignore the intense feelings drawing them together. But secrets and betrayals might prove deadly, unless Gray is willing to risk it all. And Seb must find the strength to make his own future and sing his own song….
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In Safe Hands

 

“In Safe Hands is a fast paced action thriller that kept me guessing to the very end.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“Such an amazing book. I loved every one of these characters. It is so well written. And I’m so glad I got the chance to read it. It’s one of those I will want to reread over and over again.”

—Love Bytes

 

The Strength of His Heart

 

“…this series is very well written and grabs you by the heart strings….”

—Scattered Thoughts and Rogue Words

 

“Victoria Sue did it once again. She wrote another incredible book in the Enhanced series.”

—Gay Book Reviews

 

Guarding His Melody

 

“I know I can always count on Victoria Sue for a great book every time and Guarding His Melody is no exception.”

—Kimmers’ Erotic Book Banter




VICTORIA SUE fell in love with love stories as a child when she would hide away with her mom’s library books and dream of the dashing hero coming to rescue her from math homework. She never mastered math but never stopped loving her heroes and decided to give them the happy-ever-afters they fight so hard for.

She loves reading and writing about gorgeous boys loving each other the best—and creating a family for them to adore. Thrilled to hear from her readers, she can be found most days lurking on Facebook where she doesn’t need factor 1000 suncream to hide her freckles.
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