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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fifteen years ago 
 
      
 
    The buzzer indicating the end of class blared loudly through the room. Willow felt the vibration echo through her body and shivered. Among many things she hated about high school, the annoying screech announcing the end of class stood right around the middle of her list. It couldn’t compete with the fact too many people filled the classes and halls, most of whom stared at her openly.  
 
    It also didn’t compete with the germs and sickness she felt almost vibrating through the air. Willow considered herself a scientist, even if others thought it was just a phase. She wanted to someday work on ridding the world of diseases that took the toll on a person’s body and whittled them down to nothing.  
 
    Her grandmother had died of one such disease when Willow was six. Willow and her grandmother weren’t particularly close, as if anyone in her messed-up family could be, but Willow watched as the cancer ate away at her grandmother, and Willow’s brain flipped a switch and started learning everything she could on the subject of diseases and how to fight them. 
 
    Obviously, that may sound a little crazy for someone that young, but Willow never let something like that stand in her way. When she came up with a task, her determination saw it through to the end. In her small lab at home, she already had different compounds she played around with on a daily basis. She wasn’t anywhere near ready for clinical testing on anything, or even preclinical, but given another year or so, she thought she’d have something to present. 
 
    The plan to enroll in a public high school ate into each day she should’ve been home working. She thought the idea of enrolling was completely idiotic from the start, but her parents declared it time for her to socialize and learn how to be around others before heading off to college. At ten, Willow didn’t belong in high school, like she hadn’t belonged in grade school five years before. 
 
    It wasn’t her anti-social behavior that made that a fact. It was the pure and simple fact she knew more at ten than every teacher she’d come across in the school. And that was a fact. 
 
    Take the class she was in as an example. Dr. Anderson had to be one of the smartest teachers in the building, but the idea he’d shared about a revelation in the in vitro fertilization process had flaws. Willow hated puzzles with pieces fitting together wrong, which his explanation did, so she’d corrected the problems in front of her, announcing them to the class. 
 
    Dr. Anderson had at first smiled at the interruption and her corrections, but at some point, his friendly expression changed. Willow had trouble reading people. Her brain told her too many times that the face in front of her didn’t really match what the person felt.  
 
    Her mother was a prime example of this. Pauline Jamison’s face almost never moved. Part of it was thanks to the injections she got to keep wrinkles away, another thing Willow saw as idiotic. But mainly, her mother was just a cold woman who didn’t let her emotions show. Willow’s father had provided the cold description in an argument she’d overheard once, and it stuck in her mind. 
 
    Willow didn’t know if most parents would be proud that their child was considered a prodigy and genius. All she knew was the announcement and the constant “weirdness,” as they put it, made them unsure what to do with Willow. She didn’t mind, at least not most of the time. It usually meant she got to spend more time alone in front of the computer, picking up more for her almost photographic memory to store, or playing with the small lab she had set up in her room. 
 
    “Miss Jamison, do you mind staying after class for a few moments?” 
 
    With her books tucked away in her backpack, Willow had been ready to head home for the day. Her driver was probably waiting outside for her. Knowing Mark, probably wasn’t necessary, but Willow thought it anyway. The man had been working for her parents for years, and he never missed a drop off or pick up. 
 
    Looking up to the front of the room, Willow saw that Dr. Anderson had his back to her, studying the general process of in vitro he’d drawn on whiteboard for the class to learn. He’d left parts out of what was on the board, which annoyed Willow, even if he’d spoken them aloud. He might as well have put the beginning and ending of a story up there. 
 
    The rest of the room had cleared out, as it always did the second the buzzer sounded. She understood the need to be anywhere other than the classroom, but the reality of her smaller body being pushed around in the crowds of teenagers rushing to escape their prison of the day always made her remain a few extra minutes in class.  
 
    She walked up to the whiteboard and looked at the scribbles. Dr. Anderson’s handwriting left a lot to be desired, but Willow really couldn’t complain. Whenever she bothered writing things down, generally her thoughts moved so fast that scribbles were all anyone else could see. They always made sense to her, and she supposed that was most important. 
 
    “You have a brilliant mind, Miss Jamison. Especially for this kind of stuff, which shouldn’t be possible at your age.” 
 
    There were no questions in his words, so Willow didn’t bother responding. It annoyed her parents when they wanted to have a conversation and Willow found nothing worth saying on her part. Not that they ever really talked about anything that interested Willow. Maybe if they tried, she’d have more to say. 
 
    “I wish I could study it,” he said as he turned to face her. Willow’s gaze remained on the board, but she saw the movement. “I deliberately put holes in the discussion today to see if you’d pick up on them.” 
 
    That statement caught Willow’s attention. Her head moved slightly to take in his expression. It seemed closed off, but that wasn’t unusual for someone dealing with her.  
 
    “But you went beyond just pointing them out. You brought to my attention the flaws in my hypothesis. I wouldn’t expect that from a college student taking this class, let alone a ten-year-old.” 
 
    His voice remained flat. Much like facial expressions, Willow couldn’t always tell the meaning behind a person’s words from their voice. That’s why she generally just stayed away from others. Her brain would try to pick up what it had trouble sensing or get caught up on one small aspect and time would float away. She’d stand there immobile thinking things through, while the world around her went on like she didn’t exist. 
 
    She didn’t mind the not existing part, but others did. They could tell she was never fully there in the conversation and annoyance always followed. 
 
    Dr. Anderson didn’t seem to mind, though. She saw his smile out the corner of her eye as her brain remained focused more on the board in front of her.  The idea of creating a life intrigued her. She’d been studying biology long before coming to Dr. Anderson’s AP class on the subject. She knew all about the normal way to make babies, but the idea of starting the process outside of the body was more her speed. 
 
    “You’ve indicated you want to someday cure diseases. Cure even the deadliest cancers, I believe you said.” 
 
    Willow nodded, absently. The conversation, like most, wasn’t going to hold her attention. What she wanted to do in the future seemed far off. Not that she couldn’t start on that road now. Adults just didn’t seem inclined to let her. Even if she did start mixing up compounds in her little home lab, which was a joke on the scale of what she dreamed of one day having, no one would seriously consider testing anything she produced. That’s why she had to work so hard to prove them wrong. 
 
    “My wife has been given a death sentence, sadly one that sounds like it’s going to be drawn out. I need you to find a cure for it, and I need you to start today.” 
 
    The words caught Willow’s attention again. She almost didn’t think she heard him right, but when she turned her full attention, his eyes had changed. Any happiness was gone from the narrowed slits. She rarely looked a person directly in their eyes, but she couldn’t help herself. The darkness etched in what were usually brown eyes but had turned black scared her. Willow had never felt the sensation before, but she knew it instinctively.  
 
    He turned from her as she tried to make sense of the situation. She heard the wheels of a large suitcase glide across the floor as it came into view. She didn’t have time to think about what it meant as she watched him take a cloth and bottle from a drawer in his desk. Willow told her body it needed to move, but she remained frozen. As the cloth lowered to her face, Willow cursed her body for not understanding the danger. Within seconds, she started slowly blinking and the world went dark.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Present day 
 
      
 
    It felt like a forest surrounded Willow. A hair tie usually corralled her blonde hair down her back, but she positioned her new inky locks to hide as much of her face as she could. She should’ve cut the knee-length hair to change her appearance even more. The new color from a bottle helped a little, but a shorter cut along with it would’ve been better to make her look like a different person. 
 
    If changing her hair was all it took to hide and stay safe, she wouldn’t hesitate to shave it off. She’d thought about chopping just some of it off, but it was awkward with the long, thick length, and she couldn’t trust someone else to do it. Plus, making it easier to see her face wasn’t the best idea.  
 
    Makeup did little to cover the thin scar along her left cheek, and she didn’t have contacts to hide her purple eyes. She hoped after another few weeks at the diner, she’d have enough money to take care of the latter. Then, maybe, she could consider cutting her hair.  
 
    The scar was still an issue, but maybe some better makeup would help. She’d gone with the cheapest concealer she could find, and it left a lot to be desired. No one had specifically asked about the scar. Eyes lingered on it, though, which drove Willow to hide behind the forest of hair as much as possible. 
 
    Until she could get some money together, the hair color change and some rub-on tanning lotion to darken her pale skin worked well enough. No one had recognized her, not that she gave people abundant chances, or that anyone would know who she was. Her job in the kitchen made it so only the few people working during her shifts and her boss/landlady saw her with any frequency.  
 
    And Connor.  
 
    The little boy pulled on her arm and pointed to his favorite box of cereal. Willow had known Connor since the day he was born, and not once had she heard the four-year-old speak. Knowing how demented his father was, Willow didn’t blame him. As a baby, he learned early not to cry, a lesson Willow also had to learn. The scar on her face was one of the punishments for not understanding that. There were times over the years that even her lack of general emotions didn’t help her. She hated crying, but her body seemed to think it necessary from time to time. 
 
    “So, you recommend the marshmallow one?” 
 
    The deep voice made Willow’s body tighten. Her lungs seized as her breath whooshed out of her. Connor wrapped his arms around her leg and squeezed. At least he could move. Willow’s fight or flight instinct was more of a freeze in place instinct. It always had been.  
 
    In the middle of a grocery store didn’t rank high as a place where that instinct came in handy. The store was small, much like the town they were hiding out in. They’d been on the run for three weeks and somehow managed to not draw any attention. Not that a man asking about cereal should register the end of the world is near, but Willow preferred to be as invisible as possible.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. There just isn’t anyone else around to ask what kind of cereal a five-year-old prefers. I figure you look about that age, right?” 
 
    Nothing about the man’s voice revealed menace, but Willow had learned when she was ten not to trust anyone. Now twenty-five, she knew firsthand that even pillars of the community could turn out to be monsters. 
 
    Darting a quick look to the right, where the man stood, she felt her eyes widen as she tried to school her expression to rid it of the fear welling inside of her. They were just a mother and son out getting groceries, she told herself. Act normal.  
 
    The problem with that sentiment was that Willow had no clue what normal was. The large man next to them seemed anything but normal, so he wasn’t helping the illusion. He stood at least six feet, towering over her five foot four, and had wide shoulders that tapered into arms bigger around than her legs. 
 
    If his deep voice was enough to freeze her in place, his sheer size made her heart want to stop. Not to mention the fact that she wasn’t the only one with a scar on her face. The small scar next to his lips wasn’t fully healed, with pink skin puckered slightly. Unlike her scar, which detracted from her overall looks, his made him seem dangerous, or maybe it was just his size that did that. Either way, danger was what she’d been trying to stay far away from while she and Connor attempted to start a new life. 
 
    Her eyes didn’t make it above his lips. She pulled Connor, whose small body had begun to tremble, against her even tighter and sidestepped to try to get away from the man as quickly as she could. They were in a store, so chances were he wasn’t about to snatch them up or anything, but she couldn’t take that chance.  
 
    “Hey, wait. Don’t run off, please. I just wanted a little advice.” 
 
    The man’s tone had never been harsh, but his new words were quiet and clearly meant to try to calm. They didn’t stop her from taking another step away. For getting away as quickly as she could, Willow had only managed to put a few feet of distance between them. Running from the store would only draw more attention. She didn’t know how her mind processed that idea, but she’d been in preservation mode for so long that she stopped questioning when her mind overruled her body’s need to do something. 
 
    “My nephew is spending the night at my place, and I have no clue what kids like to eat. I figured you two would have a little expertise on the subject.” 
 
     The idea made sense, in the real world, but Willow hadn’t lived in the real world for over a decade. In her world, words never meant what they should, and people couldn’t be trusted.  
 
    “All kids like the one with the marshmallows,” she said softly. Her words sounded disjointed even to her ears. 
 
    She didn’t want to say anything, but she’d barely started filling their cart with the groceries they needed and there wasn’t another store in town. She hoped an answer would get the guy moving on his way, so they could finish up and return to their tiny apartment. 
 
    “Yeah, I should’ve guessed.” 
 
    Willow eyed the man as he reached out to grab a box of cereal and put it in his basket. He didn’t move, other than his arm, showing her how close he’d been. She’d been right in front of that cereal. She couldn’t believe she’d let him get that close. The thought sent a shiver down her spine. 
 
    “Are you guys okay? I don’t mean to pry, but I’m not exactly sure what I did to make it so you’d rather be in Antarctica than in the cereal aisle with me.” 
 
    The guy was a talker. Why couldn’t he see her social cues and run the other direction? It was obvious he’d read the room right. Antarctica sounded like a perfect place for them, but there was no way they could jump on a plane and hide. 
 
    Willow had stolen only a couple hundred dollars in her mad rush to get away, so money was tight. Most of it had gone to train tickets to help them get away as quickly as possible. She had no identification for her or Connor, making air travel out of their reach.  
 
    Luck had finally granted her a little leeway when she found the job at the diner and Rachel, the owner, had taken pity on her by relenting to pay her in cash. Willow had considered putting another state between her and the man who’d kidnapped her, but Connor was tired and needed to rest. She figured hiding out for a month or two would be fine.  
 
    A small town in West Virginia wasn’t as far as she could get from Austin, but she figured it wouldn’t be the first place anyone would look for her. She went east because west was the logical direction for her.  
 
    After a few years of being stuck in a basement in Nevada, her kidnappers decided to move to another house they owned in Texas. She’d been in a trunk and blindfolded until she found herself in an identical lab and set up from the other house. It could have been the same place, but when she escaped, it became clear quickly they really were in another state. 
 
    The connections in those two states made it clear to her heading west was out of the question. With Connor’s safety on the line, she couldn’t do the expected. 
 
    As she thought about if and how to answer the man, Connor worked his way in front of Willow to her other leg. The tiny boy hadn’t served as much of a buffer between her and the man, but his movement left her right side almost chilly. 
 
    Trying to disprove his observation, Willow took a deep breath and turned to look the man in his eyes. Her brain instantly cursed the part of it that told her to be brave. There was a reason it stopped her from focusing above his lips. Her lungs froze again as she stared at the dark eyes looking back at her. She fell way too easily into the rich chocolate. 
 
    Connor pulled on her jeans to snap her out of the trance that rooted her in place. Looking down at him and the fear filling his blue eyes reminded her they needed to get out of there.  
 
    “We have to go,” Willow said as she turned away from the man and grabbed a random box of cereal to throw in the cart. Connor would just have to deal with not having marshmallows for a week. 
 
    She pushed the cart and walked awkwardly with Connor holding strong against her leg. It wasn’t quite the same as what she imagined a full-length cast would be, but that was only because his arms were wrapped below her knee. 
 
    “Well, maybe I’ll see you guys around. It is a small town, after all.” 
 
    The words relayed nice enough, and the man made no move to follow them, but Willow felt there was a threat in them. Not in the sense that she’d find herself locked in his basement for fifteen years. There was something else in his voice beyond her understanding. 
 
    Her life of seclusion didn’t prepare her for whoever the man was. She’d watched movies over the years, and even thought she had crushes on some of the actors. She didn’t know if it was seeing a man built like an ancient god in person or he was just so much more than anyone she’d seen before that caused an unease in her stomach. 
 
    Whatever it was, she had to get away from him. And she didn’t care if it looked like she was running like a fire nipped at her heels. For all she knew, it did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brayden watched as his pass sailed right by his teammate and into the waiting stick of an opponent turning up the ice. His frustrations over playing a piss-poor game came to a head as he cursed and skated backwards to try to get in a defensive position.  
 
    “Damnit.” 
 
    As far as curses, it ranked on the minor side and didn't begin to punctuate how much he wanted to hit something. If there was even half a chance he thought someone on either team would throw their gloves and let him vent some of the steam bubbling up inside of him, he wouldn't hesitate. Even if it meant fighting someone on his own team.  
 
    With ten seconds left in the game, no one was stupid enough to play into his chirping. As it was, even his taunts had been half-assed all night. 
 
    The guy who stole the puck wound his stick back from the blue line and let a last second shot go. Brayden figured Glenn could handle the shot from his position just inside the crease, but he went ahead and slid in front of the shot to block it. It was probably the only play he'd made all night that worked out as he expected. 
 
    And damn did it hurt. Kristenson had a wicked slapper, which Brayden remembered a little too late.  
 
    As the buzzer ending the game sounded, Brayden let his body relax on the ice for a second before getting up to his feet. All he wanted to do was go home, to his house eighty miles away, not his apartment in the city. Sadly, an early morning practice, which he'd made pretty clear he needed based on his performance, would keep him from making the drive. By the time he got out of the arena and drove over to Martinsburg, he'd have to turn around and come back. Since his house was a little farther west, getting back before the coach tore him a new one was impossible. 
 
    “Dude, you feeling okay?” Trevor asked as they skated over to the bench. 
 
    Trevor Hilton was the linemate Brayden had attempted passing to. If it was anyone else on the team, Brayden would've thought the look in the man's greenish, bluish eyes was pity. Having shared a living space with Trevor many times over their years together on the team, Brayden knew his friend was concerned. 
 
    Brayden stepped through the opening on the bench and made his way down the tunnel to the locker room without responding. As he went, he high-fived some of the staff and his teammates hanging around in the hall. They'd actually won the game, which did little to help his mood. 
 
    He couldn't shake the idea that he'd made a mistake the past weekend. It was Tuesday night, three days after seeing a woman and kid in the grocery store who clearly needed some kind of help, yet he'd let them walk away. Walk was sort of a generous description, because the woman practically ran down the aisle to get away from him. 
 
    He could understand her being a little intimidated. He was twice the size of her and didn't have the friendliest mug, but women didn't cower and run from him. And it wasn't just her. Kids, especially ones back home, knew who he was and clamored for his attention. The scrawny boy with her acted like Brayden would eat him for lunch.  
 
    The whole encounter left him feeling irritated. Not because of their reactions, but because of his. He knew they weren't from around Hedgesville. He knew everyone in his hometown, and he'd never seen either of them. Being newcomers wasn't a big deal, but the way they acted like they were abused in some way was.  
 
    Brayden had missed so many signs that his sister's ex-husband liked to use his hands to get his points across. He didn't think he was just reading into the woman's situation because of that. It wasn't like he ran around studying women to see if they were in abusive relationships. But it was clear something terrified that woman. It didn't help matters that her amethyst eyes took Brayden’s breath away when she'd finally graced him with her attention.  
 
    She was beautiful, even with the small scar he'd noticed on her face. The scar added another checkmark to the idea someone had hurt or was hurting her. Brayden didn't know what dickhead hurt her, but he'd worked himself up enough that he knew he had to do something about it. He just had to find her. 
 
    “Dude, seriously. Should I call a doc over? I know that puck hit you in the gut, but I'm starting to wonder if you banged your head on the ice or something.” 
 
    Trevor's voice managed to break through the chaos rambling around in Brayden’s head. On autopilot, he'd managed to get to his stall and had already shed his jersey. 
 
    Brayden sat down in front of his space and ran his hands down his face. He needed to get in the shower ASAP to see if the hot water could work any of the knots in his shoulders out. He didn't think it'd help clear his head, but he'd settle for some of the physical tension easing out of him. 
 
    “I don't need a doctor. I'm just in a funk that hopefully a good night's sleep will help.” 
 
    Brayden wasn't known for lying, but he really didn't want to talk about it. Judging by the way Trevor's eyes narrowed, the subject wasn't dropping anytime soon. 
 
    “It's about a woman, okay?” 
 
    Brayden hoped that concept would be enough to get Trevor to shut his mouth until they were alone. His friend knew he didn't like talking about personal matters in the locker room.  
 
    “You're joking.” 
 
    Trevor sat down next to him and didn't hide a new wave of concern in his eyes. His buddy knew how to make him feel like the biggest sad sap in the world. It’d been six months since his fiancé took off because she was tired of playing second fiddle to his sister’s “problems.” Like it was Suzy’s fault her asshole of a husband beat her. 
 
    Megan had given him an ultimatum. It was either focus on their wedding or there wouldn’t be one. Brayden had thought he loved her, but that fizzled the second the words left her mouth.  
 
    “It’s not like that. You know I’m a monk.” Brayden said the last word under his breath. 
 
    Too many of the guys heard his emphatic swearing off of women. The nickname Monk quickly followed, and Brayden instantly wanted to get rid of it. Thankfully, the rest of the room was celebrating and coming down from the excitement of the win.  
 
    The season was still early, but they’d won three games in a row. After choking at the end of the previous season, stringing together some wins was exactly what they needed. Brayden wished he could jump right in and enjoy it like everyone else. 
 
    “I know you tell yourself that, but we both know that wasn’t ever going to last forever. What’s her name?” 
 
    Trevor’s eyebrows raised suggestively. He couldn’t be more off the mark, but Brayden didn’t have the heart to tell his friend his heart was well and truly walled up, then secured with the biggest chain and lock possible. Trevor hated to admit it, but he was a romantic. 
 
    “I think you missed the part when I said it’s not like that. And, I have no idea, as far as her name. How about we talk about this during lunch tomorrow?” 
 
    Sighing, Trevor stripped his jersey off to reveal his pads. He looked slightly annoyed as he started removing them as well. 
 
    “Is this lunch anywhere near my place? Or is it in the middle of bum fuck Egypt West Virginia?” 
 
    Brayden smiled. If location was Trevor's only issue where the conversation stood, he was getting by easy. Sometimes his friend understood he needed space. Other times, Brayden cursed the fact they were practically brothers. 
 
    “I'm heading west after practice tomorrow. Come on. You know you love Rachel's cooking.” 
 
    For an adventurous foodie, or really any foodie, the grub they served at Rachel's Diner wasn't up to par with refined palates. Brayden had been eating there since he was a kid, so in his eyes there wasn't finer food around. Trevor wasn't exactly a foodie, but he always turned up his nose when Brayden got restaurant choice. 
 
    “There are five at least four-star restaurants within six blocks of your apartment. I don't get the four-hour round-trip drive for a greasy burger.” 
 
    Knowing Trevor grew up in St. Paul, Minnesota, Brayden knew his friend didn't understand the small-town love Brayden wore on his sleeve. He could cut it in the city, but it was nothing like being in a place where you knew everyone. Well, at least almost everyone.  
 
    That was the real reason he was rushing back so soon. Thursday, they had to head up to Philly for a game, and then Saturday they were flying down to Florida. If he didn't get the trip home out of the way, it would be Sunday before he had any answers. Brayden knew that those extra days could mean the difference between life and death. A shiver rippled through him as the thought registered. 
 
    As it was, he hoped it wasn't already too late.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Willow didn’t remember what it was like to feel at home. Being ripped away from her family at ten and kept in a basement for fifteen years sort of skewed her views on a normal home life. Even before she was kidnapped, she knew “normal” was never part of her life.  
 
    At ten, she was the youngest student in her advanced placement classes. She was already taking college science courses but hadn’t totally skipped high school. She could have, easily, but she decided to hang out for a couple of years to get used to being around students much older than her. Actually, that part wasn’t her decision. Her parents decided their brainiac daughter shouldn’t head straight to college. 
 
    The choice had been stupid in her mind back then, and Willow’s opinion on the matter didn’t change over the years. If her parents would have only let her skip the eleventh grade, maybe her path wouldn’t have crossed with the man she refused to think of by name. It terrified her to think that just letting it pass through her thoughts could conjure him up.  
 
    He wasn’t magic, so it was foolish to think it. He was just a man, driven by fear and wealth.  
 
    She hoped to never see either of her captors again. Of course, escaping with their kid in tow wasn’t the best way to make sure they wouldn’t come after her. But Willow couldn’t leave Connor alone with those monsters. 
 
    It wasn’t like they wanted him. He was their flesh and blood, and yet, they treated him like he was nothing more than an inconvenience. One drunken night celebrating something Willow accomplished created a child, and they couldn’t be bothered with him. 
 
    That left Willow to look after him, making sure he was fed and didn’t sit around in dirty diapers. She’d been lucky that her refusal to do anymore experiments until formula and diapers were bought hadn’t backfired. She worried they would just take Connor away, set him up for adoption or maybe even kill him. As far as she knew, no one else knew about him. She’d named him, and he’d never once been out of the house. 
 
    Thankfully, they saw him as more motivation for her to continue her work. Work she would undoubtedly have been stuck doing until the day either they or she died if she hadn’t run away. Work she’d been focused on almost twenty-four-seven since she was ten-years-old.  
 
    The first few months or so was spent studying everything thrown at her about biochemistry. There were people far-more qualified than her to kidnap and force into all the research. People who had real degrees and worked making drugs on a daily basis. They weren’t as pliable as a ten-year-old, though. 
 
    Willow found the cure she was tasked with in less than a year after she understood what they wanted. A part of her thought they’d let her go once she found something to put the cancer in remission. At the time, she still missed her family. She’d always be an outsider among her parents and sister, but they at least pretended to love her. She was fairly certain they did somewhere deep down, maybe, but over a decade away skewed her opinion on everything. 
 
    The only thing she knew was that she’d die to protect Connor. She couldn’t do that locked up. Running back to the family she only vaguely remembered wouldn’t help either.  
 
    For now, that meant hiding out somewhere no one would think to look for them. Looking around the small apartment she’d been able to rent above the diner she worked at, it neither felt like home nor safe, but it would do. 
 
    At least it came furnished. Connor was fast asleep on the couch after spending most of the day tucked in the back corner of the kitchen downstairs. Their living arrangements back in Austin weren’t top-of-the-line by any stretch of the imagination, but Willow knew the floral couch that felt almost like velvet to the touch was probably fifty years old. It doubled as their bed, which was the only way a bed would fit in the tight quarters.  
 
    Aside from the couch/bed, there was a small kitchen, basically just a sink, fridge and microwave, and a bathroom. The place was definitely meant for only one inhabitant, but two, one a child and the other practically the size of a child, fit fine. 
 
    A knock on the door brought Willow out of her thoughts. Panic raced through her as worst-case scenarios played out. Was it him? She never worried about his wife as much as she feared him showing up for her. 
 
    The wife was just as complacent in all his crimes, but he was the one who kidnapped her and punished her. He would kill her if he found her, and he could very well be standing outside the door.  
 
    Fear froze her in place until the knock sounded again. A scream sat on the tip of her tongue, but years of training kept it in. There wasn’t a phone in the apartment, not that she could call anyone for help. No one in town could save her if it was him on the other side of the door. 
 
    Her chest tightened as Connor stirred. The apartment didn’t even have a closet to hide him in. The only place for him to hide was under the kitchen sink, or maybe somehow tucked in the hide-a-bed. Willow’s thoughts were leaning towards the crazy side if that was one of the options.  
 
    The scary fact was that she seriously wondered if it would work. If it wasn’t her captor at the door, finding realistic places to hide Connor made it to the top of her list of things to do. She should have already planned things like that out but getting settled and trying to blend in had taken most of her brainpower. A sad fact when she was used to spending the majority of her days analyzing compounds and their effect on the human body. 
 
    “Laura, are you in there?” 
 
    Connor bolted up from the couch and stared at the door, almost like he could see the woman standing on the other side. Willow hated the fear etched in the boy’s eyes. He was only four. For God’s sake, someone knocking on the door shouldn’t scare years off his life. 
 
    “Coming,” Willow said as she rubbed a hand through Connor’s hair and stood. 
 
    She was getting better about answering to the name she’d made up for herself. As far as anyone in town knew, she was Laura Newman, and Connor was her son Peter. She didn’t know whether her captors even knew she’d named Connor, but she couldn’t chance anyone finding out either of their names. 
 
    Smoothing down her apron, something she hadn’t taken off since her shift ended over an hour ago, Willow took a deep breath. It did nothing to calm her nerves, even knowing the person on the other side of the door was her boss. Rachel didn’t show up often at her doorstep, but she had knocked once before to check on things. 
 
    The woman, who was only a few years older than Willow, always seemed to have a smile on her face. That smile was waiting as Willow opened the door and saw her boss with her own apron still on. The restaurant was open for another hour, and Rachel always closed the place down. 
 
    “There you are.” 
 
    Rachel’s smile faltered slightly as she took in Willow’s full appearance in a quick sweep with her eyes. Willow knew the other woman worried about her, but it shouldn’t have been a shock to see her still dressed for work. She couldn’t know that Willow only had two pairs of jeans and four shirts to go with them.  
 
    Clothing wasn’t important to her, and she wore whatever was handy, or whatever she happened to be wearing probably a little longer more than the normal person. Most people would’ve taken the apron off the second they walked out of the restaurant, but Willow found it helped keep her few pieces of clothing clean-ish a little longer. 
 
    “Here I am,” Willow replied when Rachel didn’t immediately say anything. 
 
    Willow hated having to drive a conversation. Her general speaking and interaction skills were a little stunted. Most of what she knew about being around other people came from what she watched on a small television she was allowed in her room when she made a breakthrough. 
 
    Rachel shook her head, causing her bouncy blonde hair to shimmer in the dim light above the door. With the lightbulb just shy of going out, it said a lot about how perfect the other woman’s hair was. 
 
    Her hair wasn’t the only thing perfect about Rachel. Willow’s boss had to be the star of the town, with her long, thin body and beautiful ocean-blue eyes. She looked like all she needed was a set of wings and she’d be the perfect topper to any Christmas tree. 
 
    “Of course. It was silly of me to think you’d actually spend your time off work hanging out anywhere other than your apartment. You do know there’s a perfectly good library and park in this town that I’m sure Peter would love to visit.” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time either place had been mentioned. The fact that it was eight o’clock at night meant both were poor options, but Rachel continued to try to make Willow and Connor feel like they were part of the community. Willow couldn’t come right out and say they were hiding out, so she took the suggestions with a smile. 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow. Is everything okay downstairs?” 
 
    Willow had been lost in her thoughts, so she didn’t hear any commotion. Not that Rachel would come running to her for help if something was wrong. She just couldn’t think of another reason the woman would show up at her door when the restaurant was still open. 
 
    Rachel rolled her eyes and shook her head. Apparently, the idea of Willow coming to the rescue was just as ridiculous in her mind. 
 
    “Everything’s great. But.” She paused, and her eyes looked like they held an apology. “Janie just called and said she’s come down with something and won’t be able to work in the morning. Do you think you can cover the morning shift and still come in for a few hours tomorrow night?” 
 
    The look had warned Willow that the words wouldn’t be positive. Getting more hours in was exactly what she needed, but Janie waited tables. Willow didn’t mind working in the kitchen, helping out with cooking and cleaning the dishes. There were only a few people in the kitchen at a time. The dining room always had at least a dozen people in it. During morning rush, there was usually close to fifty people out there. 
 
    “I know you said you wanted to stay in the back,” Rachel continued, “but between the tips and the extra hours, you’re talking at least a hundred bucks.” 
 
    Willow tried to hide how much the money would mean to her, but the widening of her eyes was sure to relay just that. In the grand scheme of things, a hundred bucks wasn’t a ton of money. It would make a big dent in their funds to run if anyone showed up looking for them. It was enough to buy them train tickets at the very least. 
 
    And there hadn’t been a sign of trouble. A few hours among the people she saw on the streets every day wouldn’t kill her. Willow told Rachel she was up for the extra hours and wished the woman a good rest of the night. That left Willow with about ten hours to try to deal with the nausea rolling in her stomach.

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t give me that look, Brayden Walker Ritchie. You have a lot of nerve showing your face here.” 
 
    The smile on Brayden’s face widened as his sister’s eyes narrowed into slits and she endeavored to pull off the “I’m going to kill you” look. Suzy had tried to master the look since she was a teenager, but it always came off more on the demented side than murderous.  
 
    He wasn’t sure exactly what look she thought he had. He’d just walked into his sister’s thrift shop with Trevor in tow. They were both starving after a long car ride, but Brayden wanted to see if Suzy had any details about his mystery woman and kid before they stopped at the diner. Since Suzy lived in town full-time, she probably knew all about the newcomers. 
 
    In her current combative stance, she wasn’t likely to dive right into the gossip, but Suzy lived for gossip. She’d been on the bad side of it for so many years, thanks to her ex-husband being a giant dick. It always surprised Brayden that she’d come back to town, after moving just across the state line into Hagerstown for a few years, and started right back up where she left. 
 
     She didn’t have any official title in the gossip tree, but Brayden liked to call her the queen bee. And the nickname was only partially because she towered her dark brown hair into a modern version of a beehive most days. Suzy knew everything that went on in town, and more often than not, was the reason why everyone else in town seemed to know everyone else’s business. 
 
    There were times that facet was annoying as hell, but Brayden hoped for once it would work in his favor. He just had to deal with the fact his nephew must have ratted him out. That was the only reason he could think of that would put Suzy in her current mood. It was odd that he hadn’t received a phone call to warn him an ass chewing would be her way of greeting. Suzy wasn’t one to bottle things up, at least not with her big brother. 
 
    “Does it help my case at all if I start out by saying I’m pretty sure Noah has an overactive imagination?” 
 
    He didn’t pretend her irritation came as a surprise. His night of babysitting hadn’t gone exactly as expected, but he really hadn’t known what to expect in the first place. It had been the first time Suzy had gone on a date since the divorce. She had almost backed out when her other sitter options had fallen through, but Brayden had stepped up. 
 
    Deep down, he wasn’t sure how he felt about her putting herself back out there. It was a big step for her, and he didn’t want to stand in her way. His protective instincts where his little sister was concerned were on high alert. He didn’t want to see her hurt again.  
 
    So, when she’d called and said she had gone through every one of her babysitter options and come up empty, he volunteered to watch his nephew for the first time alone. He even went as far as suggesting the tyke stay the night. Suzy had been clear it wasn’t that kind of date, but she deserved a nice night off. 
 
    “Did he imagine you keeping him up until after midnight watching horror movies? Or the boxes of candy he claimed you gave him that kept him buzzing after you dropped him off the next morning?” 
 
    Suzy’s voice normally held a mild tone. Not really high or deep, just kind of middle of the road. As she listed off his offenses, it dropped into a menacing timbre he’d never heard from his sister. He only heard that kind of tone from opposing players trying to scare him into giving the puck up. 
 
    Clearly, Trevor wasn’t prepared for the growling either. Brayden could hear a shocked intake of breath from behind him. His sister’s reaction, while not ordinary for her, wasn’t a shock. Brayden actually felt a tinge of pride that Suzy showed her anger. After living with her jackass ex so long, he often questioned whether her backbone remained in place. 
 
    “I can explain.”  
 
    And Brayden prepared to do just that, but Suzy held out her hand and shook her head. The hair piled up on her head had to weight a ton, making Brayden wonder how often she had to visit the chiropractor. Simply turning her head must have strained most of the muscles in her neck. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear your excuses. I want to hear you tell me it will never, ever happen again.” 
 
    “I’ve got a great suggestion,” Trevor said. His voice sounded bored, like it had the entire way from the city. “Don’t let big brother babysit anymore. Now, can we please get something to eat. Unless you’ve got some of those boxes of candy handy.” 
 
    As far as suggestions went, it sounded like a genius idea coming from Trevor. Trev wasn’t an idiot by any means, but his thoughts tended to get a little clouded by hockey, food and sex. He did mention food, so maybe that made the useful advice surface. 
 
    “No one asked you, Trevor. Go play in traffic or something.” 
 
    Oddly enough, that backbone Brayden had thought about always seemed to be there where Trevor was concerned. They never spent more than a few minutes in each other’s company, but Suzy made it clear those were minutes she wanted back without his presence. Brayden didn’t ask, and frankly, he didn’t want to know what was up with them. He only knew they hadn’t been together. And he preferred it stayed that way. 
 
    “Only if you lead the way, Suzanne.” 
 
    Suzy bristled hearing her full first name. Their mom was the only one who ever used it, and it generally only came out when she was in trouble or Mom had that concerned tone in her voice. She hated when their mom broke out the name. Suzy looked like she wanted to take a skewer and stick it straight through Trevor’s dick. The thought made Brayden cringe, and he wished he couldn’t read his sister as well as he could. 
 
    “Okay, before we get lost in one of your classic arguments, I only planned on being here a few minutes to ask if you know anything about a woman and kid showing up in town recently.” 
 
    The vehemence lifted from Suzy’s eyes as she turned away from Trevor and focused back on Brayden. He was usually able to know where her thoughts were, but the blank expression taking over her face gave him pause. A spark of recognition or confusion would’ve been normal. Brayden didn’t know how to read a blank face. 
 
    As the seconds ticked by, probably only two or three but could’ve easily added up to minutes, the knot in Brayden’s stomach grew. The festering that had started after meeting the woman made its way through his body and felt like an elephant sat on his chest.  
 
    Maybe he could read a blank face. His mind told him the only thing it could mean was that he was too late to help the woman and little boy. He hadn’t heard about anyone dying, or rather being murdered, in town, but that was instantly where his head went. There wasn’t another reason for the blank stare. 
 
    Trevor bumped shoulders with him and laughed. It took Brayden a second to register that as the ways the woman could’ve died played out in his head. None were pretty, but he kept coming back to some ogre wrapping his hands around her dainty neck and choking the life out of her. 
 
    “So that’s why you were so keen on getting back here. You’re new love interest is here.” 
 
    The words from Trevor brought Brayden out of his gloom and doom thoughts. He scoffed at the idea, still feeling the effects of letting the woman down. 
 
    Suzy’s echoing scoff and sigh fully made the images drift away. There was disgust in that scoff, not the horror and regret Brayden heard in his own. 
 
    “Big brother would have a better chance asking a fish out than trying to get Laura to agree to a date. I heard she practically put a knife to Benny’s throat this morning when he tried to touch her butt.” 
 
    Brayden’s heart stopped beating. Laura. Apparently, her name was Laura. And as of that morning, she was still alive. 
 
    The relief that spread through him was short-lived. What the fuck was Benny doing touching her? The man had been married for over a decade. 
 
    “Yeah, I know that look,” Suzy said. “You’re away so much you miss a lot of the gossip. Benny and Charlene are on the outs. Evidently, that means Benny thinks he can sleep with the whole town.” 
 
    That idea made Brayden’s eyes narrow. Suzy saw the anger brewing, judging by the way she quickly jumped to continue. 
 
    “At least most of the town. He knows better than to mess around with me.” She rolled her eyes and nodded in his direction, like that explained things. “Look, I’ve got a store to run, and I’m still pissed about your babysitting. If you’re only here asking about Laura, I’d advise not to, but I know you. And, since you’re probably on your way there, Rachel is the person to ask.” 
 
    Brayden wanted to ask for more information, but the bells on the door jingled, and Suzy fled to help a customer. There was no other word for how fast his sister turned tail and ran. 
 
    He had no idea how to deal with the lack of any clear information. The only thing clear was that he wasn’t the only one who noticed Laura, and he needed to make sure Benny, and the rest of the guys in the town, understood she was off-limits. He couldn’t be around to protect her all the time, and some of the guys could be dicks. 
 
    Yeah, he told himself, that was why he left without a proper good-bye with his sister and jogged across the street to Rachel’s. He assumed with all the whining about being hungry, Trevor wouldn’t be far behind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Willow felt every hour she worked in her bones. It was like someone took a saw to every one of them and made small cuts in them. Not enough to drop her into collapsing pain, but they seemed to rub on each other differently. Like there were a hundred new little points that took her steps closer to an arthritic old woman. 
 
    But the extra money made it totally worth it. Even if she almost got fired because an idiot customer grabbed her butt. She’d been looking over her shoulder for too long. It brought out protective instincts she had no idea existed. 
 
    The guys eating breakfast with him thought it was hilarious. Willow had no idea who the guy was. It didn’t matter. The jolt of fear she felt when he grabbed her shook her even hours later as she washed dishes from the lunch rush.  
 
    It was a good thing the day would bring in almost two hundred bucks to her funds. With that much money, her and Connor could move on to the next town. She hadn’t really thought about where that would be, but they couldn’t get there soon enough. 
 
    She just needed to get through a few more hours, and then tell Rachel she needed her check for the week. Willow hated leaving without giving more notice, but things like the scene in the dining room drew attention to her, and she couldn’t risk it.  
 
    It was almost time for her break before coming back to finish the day out in the kitchen. Knowing there were four more hours in her day that she’d be up just made her more tired. She had no idea how Rachel spent fifteen or so hours a day manning the diner. Willow had spent some all-nighters in the lab, but between running around with orders and dealing with the customers, she was spent. 
 
    Keeping her eyes opened seemed like a monumental task. The same could be said for Connor. He sat in the corner of the kitchen, his usual place when she was working. Each time she looked over, his eyelids drooped even more. She’d told him an hour ago to get some sleep, but he was fighting it out.  
 
    Where he got his stubbornness was beyond Willow. He’d been so meek before they ran. She took the displays of a personality as a good sign, but she worried a little where it may lead. If the stubbornness came out in the grocery store or something, it could cause a scene.  
 
    Yet, another reason to keep on the move. If Connor had thrown a fit the day in the grocery store when the man was asking about cereal or when he’d sat in the corner all morning while she worked, people would notice them. Of course, they weren’t invisible, but drawing attention instead of just blending in meant questions. 
 
    And neither one of them could afford people asking questions. She wasn’t sure how she’d made it this long without someone trying to dig deeper into where they came from. At nights, when she wasn’t too exhausted from work, she stayed up and went over her backstory to make sure if ever asked, she’d have answers.  
 
    It was actually kind of fun to have a make-believe life. She’d spent enough time dreaming of one over the years that it came naturally.  
 
    Laura and Peter Newman were from Duluth, Minnesota. She had various facts tucked away if anyone asked. School mascots, the Greyhounds and Hunters. Average snowfall, around eighty inches. Visions of Lake Superior she can describe from hours of staring at photos. The list went on for miles.  
 
    Then there was the story of Connor’s father. As stupid as it sounded, she thought keeping details close to the truth on that front made sense. Connor looked nothing like her, so the few times someone mentioned it, she said he looked like his father, which was true. Then she said he was dead, which was the truth she dreamed about. 
 
    The thought made her smile. Part of her felt evil for wishing someone’s death, but no one deserved it more than that heartless jerk. It was pathetic that heartless jerk was the extent of her vulgarities towards him.  
 
    Sometimes she felt like the ten-year-old girl who woke up in a dark basement. Her social development was pretty much stunted at that age. No matter how many movies she watched, she didn’t know what was real most days.  
 
    Like in the diner that morning, did the dad sitting with his two daughters really have a look of devotion in his eyes. Willow couldn’t remember ever seeing that look, but as he sat and joked with the girls, hanging on their every word, the first word that came to her mind was devotion. Was that how it was supposed to be? 
 
    Willow didn’t think it had ever been that way with her father, and it sure as hell wasn’t that way with the guy who took away over half of her life. Not that he was ever a father figure, but he’d been the male figure in her life forever. As sick as that thought made her. 
 
    A whimper pulled Willow away from her rambling thoughts. She needed to remember to keep the craziness hidden until she was alone. At least loading the dishes into the giant dishwasher was a task that didn’t need her full concentration. 
 
    Directing her gaze to the sound she heard, she saw Connor with a scowl on his face. The bustling of the other two people in the kitchen, Barry and Mel, working to get ready for the dinner crowd, wasn’t interrupted at all by the distressing noise. They obviously hadn’t been woken up by his nightmares before. Each time she heard the sound, Willow’s heart sank. 
 
    She grabbed a stained, but clean, towel from the counter next to her and dried her hands as she made her way over to where the boy slumped against the wall. She hated seeing the furrows in his brow. If she didn’t stop the nightmare from playing out, the whimpers would turn to screams. As much as she’d been thinking about staying under the radar and not being noticed, a screaming kid in the back of the diner would make all that worrying seem silly. 
 
    Over the weeks that they’d been in hiding, she found only one thing soothed him. It was something she’d done over and over when they were locked in that basement together when he was younger and crying set off his father. 
 
    “Hush little baby, don’t say a word. Mama’s going to buy you a mockingbird. If that mockingbird won’t sing, Mama’s going to buy you a diamond ring. If that diamond ring don’t shine, Mama’s going to buy you some fishing line. If that fishing line should break, Mama’s going to bake you a chocolate cake. If that chocolate cake don’t keep, Mama’s going to sing ‘til you’re fast asleep.” 
 
    As soon as she started singing, Willow noticed the furrows lessening. She rubbed them the rest of the way from his forehead as she finished up. It was a simple song, a version she remembered from her own childhood. And yet it was the only thing that stopped the nightmares. She only wished it worked for her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brayden’s guts being in knots before he walked into Rachel’s Diner was bad enough. Would Rachel really know about the woman? Was this Laura person really who he met in the store? 
 
    His brain was going about a mile a minute as he entered the diner, but even he registered he’d just entered an alternate reality. The normally raucous place was dead silent, and all eyes were glued to the back wall, where the kitchen resided. Well, most eyes, because a couple of pairs turned to glare at him and the disturbance the bells on the door caused.  
 
    He was beloved in the city. The mayor one time gave him the key to the city. Children ran up to him vying for his attention. Guys asked him to go out for drinks with them. Women, well, women generally made him feel like he wasn’t wearing any clothes. 
 
    People did not glare at him, especially not his aunt and uncle. But, sure enough, two pairs of the hardened eyes in his direction were from his own relatives. 
 
    “Why is everyone acting like someone died?” Trevor asked. 
 
    Brayden had let a similar thought cross his mind, but he didn’t want to think about death. He’d had a panic attack thinking the worst only a few minutes before. He was pretty sure his heart couldn’t take another one. Plus, he knew the scowls would only worsen if he spoke up. There wasn’t any disappointment there. Old Man Fisher looked like he wanted to gut Trevor.  
 
    There were only eight people in the diner other than Brayden and Trev, no one other than Rachel under fifty, so he figured there wouldn’t be a mad rush to kill Trevor. He still thought he’d have to brush things over to save his friend from an unnecessary surgery, though. Right as that thought hit him, something felt like a dagger ripping through his chest.  
 
    A voice didn’t always sound the same when it spoke versus sang. Brayden had been told he had a panty-dropping voice, but he sang like a cat was caught in his throat and trying to claw its way out. The woman singing the lullaby had the same thick, husky voice he remembered. 
 
    He found himself hanging on every word of what he thought was a familiar tune, but with slightly different lyrics. When she finished, Brayden wanted a piece of chocolate cake and he definitely didn’t want it to keep because he wanted to hear the woman sing again. He supposed the right word for it was enchanting, because she sure as hell had enchanted everyone in the diner.  
 
    They remained quiet until the sound of dishes rattling could be heard. Then a collective sigh went through the room, making it feel like the air all of a sudden returned to the room. It only took a second for the hum of conversation he usually heard when he came in the diner to resume, like they didn’t all just share an out-of-body experience. 
 
    And maybe the rest of them hadn’t, but Brayden could still feel the goosebumps on his arms. It made no sense for a lullaby to give him the chills. He’d spent hours worrying about the woman he was sure caused those goosebumps, but that didn’t explain his reaction. He wasn’t even sure how to describe his reaction.  
 
    The physical reaction was easy. Well, at least the goosebumps part was. There was a specific part of his body that was so confused about hearing the woman’s voice again that it decided to perk up. Not to the level Brayden’s jeans would be uncomfortable, but it wasn’t a reaction he wanted to think about.  
 
    Chances were good she was singing to her son. That shouldn’t turn him on. He was a sick man, who probably needed to invest in a shrink. 
 
    Before he could ask for recommendations from the other diners, he made his way to the push-open door that led to the kitchen. The voice had sounded far away, but like everyone else in the room, he knew where it originated.  
 
    He made it about six steps before Rachel appeared in his path, arms folding across her chest. If the daggers in her blue eyes were any indication, he wasn’t getting by her. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen determination in Rachel. 
 
    They’d been friends since they were kids, even dating briefly in high school. It lasted about a week before they both agreed that they were more brother and sister than dating material. He’d never thought about kissing Suzy, but he figured if he went deranged and did, it would be similar to the lackluster, weird feeling that happened when his and Rachel’s lips got close to each other. 
 
    They chalked the week up to giving it a try and went right back to being friends. In most relationships in their small town, you either ended things amicably or one party had to leave town. He only knew of a few cases when someone moved away, but those relationships generally exploded in a way that it was either someone move away, or someone was going to jail.  
 
    With all that in mind, she’d never really set her jaw as fiercely as what stood before him. He knew without a doubt that she’d tear him to shreds if he pushed his way forward. Since he’d been in the back before, it wasn’t because the kitchen was off-limits to customers. Unless she had a new policy in place, which he doubted. 
 
    “I just want to see Laura, make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    Brayden softened his eyes and gave Rachel a reassuring look. At least he thought reassuring was what he tried for. Her eyes only narrowed further. 
 
    “Uncle Fester, sit down and decide whether you’re having two triple bacon cheeseburgers or just one. You,” she said pointing at Brayden, “outside.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for Brayden to comment. Pushing passed him, she made her way to the front door and outside before Brayden had time to process the request. When he did let her command run through his head, he had to marvel at how much she trusted him. She’d just left a clear path to his objective.  
 
    The urge to take five more steps and push through the doors was strong, but he figured there was a reason for her little discussion outside. Chances were she knew a hell of a lot more about Laura than he did, so he found himself following her without question.  
 
    On his way out, he caught Trevor’s glare. There was sure to be a litany of things pissing him off, but Brayden knew the Uncle Fester comment was currently at the top of the list. Trevor and Rachel were the epitome of oil and water. Neither of them liked each other, and Brayden had never figured out why. It was worse than the friction between Trev and Suzy. At the moment, he had more important things to deal with than ponder that phenomenon for the umpteenth million time.  
 
    The air outside was on the cool side. Brayden didn’t have an issue with it since he lived most of his life on the ice, but Rachel shivered as he caught up with her. If he had a coat, he’d offer it to her, not that she’d accept. Being used to the cold meant he generally didn’t pull out the parka until temperatures dipped under twenty. 
 
    “You know, you could’ve just let me walk back there instead of freezing your ass off.” 
 
    A joke seemed like the best way to lighten the air a little, but Rachel’s scowl didn’t lessen, and her arms didn’t loosen from their positions across her chest. She seemed pissed along with the protectiveness, and Brayden didn’t understand why. He’d made it clear he only wanted to check on Laura.  
 
    “It’s just the change in temperature from burning your ass off to chilling it down. I’ll get used to it in a second.” 
 
    Her stance didn’t change, but at least the conversation was starting off civil. He figured she’d start screaming or something, which wasn’t her style, but neither was the “I’m contemplating your death” look she was giving off. That seemed to be the look on every woman he crossed. 
 
    “What do you know about her?” Brayden asked. “Is the abusive asshole still in her life?” 
 
    Rachel only let surprise cross her face for a second before she slapped her blinders back up. It happened too quickly for him to get any idea what part of his statement surprised her. He would’ve loved to know whether it was just that he thought there was abuse to begin with or that he’d asked about the guy. 
 
    “The question is what do you know about her? She’s worked her for a couple of weeks and there are maybe a handful of people in town who know her name.” 
 
    That seemed odd in a town as small as theirs, but Brayden let it pass. He actually liked hearing that not many people knew about her. As skittish as she seemed, he assumed she preferred it that way. 
 
    “Suzy gave me the name. I met Laura and her son in the store a few days ago. She seemed afraid, and the more I thought about it, the more I realized she could be in danger. So, is he around? Just point me in his direction and I’ll make sure the problem is taken care of.” 
 
    As Brayden wound himself up more thinking about punching whatever jackass hurt Laura, Rachel’s stance lightened. Her arms were still across her chest, but her eyes sheathed their daggers and the stiffness in her shoulders eased. 
 
    “I wish I could help you there, because I have some kitchen knives I’d love to run through the bastard.” 
 
    Rachel sighed and motioned her head to the side, indicating a bench in front of her building. Brayden didn’t want to sit down. He wanted to hit something, since she’d confirmed his thoughts about an abusive guy in Laura’s life. 
 
    As much as he wanted to stand, preparing himself for the fight, he followed Rachel. There appeared to be more to say on the subject of Laura, and he figured knowing before coming face to face with her, and potentially scaring her away was probably for the best. 
 
    “She’s getting ready to run.” 
 
    The words came out softly. So softly that Brayden thought for a second he’d imagined them.  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    He didn’t mean for his confusion to slip, but he hadn’t expected her to say that. Jumping in to explain why she was keeping him from Laura was where the conversation was supposed to go, not that she was going to be leaving. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rachel said, not skipping a beat. “I think I made a mistake today. I needed someone to work the front and I thought she’d like the extra money. I didn’t expect a customer to get grabby or that extra money to pave the way for her to get a pair of bus tickets out of town.” 
 
    Benny was going to pay for the grabby part, but he wasn’t the top priority on Brayden’s list. He didn’t care that Rachel sounded depressed either, which was unlike him. All he cared about was talking to Laura herself. He could sit there and learn more about her from Rachel, but his ass had barely settled on the bench before he stood and stomped towards the diner door with determination. If anyone, including Rachel wanted to stop him, he wasn’t going to play nice anymore. 
 
    He let it register that his reaction made no sense. At the moment, he really couldn’t let that sink in. All he knew was that Laura was not hopping on a bus and leaving town without assuring him that she wasn’t running back to that asshole who hurt her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Willow sighed as she put the last dish in the dishwasher. In a couple hours, she’d come back down to start her second shift and put them away. Just enough time for a power nap, which she needed more than oxygen as far as she was concerned. 
 
    She smiled over at Barry and Mel. Raising her hand, she attempted to wave good-bye but found that their eyes were glued to something behind her. Simple confusion on their faces shouldn’t have set off the dread she felt brewing in her stomach. As soon as she saw it, though, she felt the heat of someone else in the room, someone closer to her than they should be. 
 
    There was a hint of recognition, like she knew the heat. That made her stomach sink even more. Even with the recognition, something felt off about it. It wasn’t just dread filling her up. There was something else there. Something she couldn’t put a name to. 
 
    “Don’t run,” a male voice said softly. 
 
    He was closer than she expected, so while she didn’t take off in a run, she did jump out of her skin. How in the world had he sneaked up on her? She was always so careful about knowing her surroundings. 
 
    “Sorry,” he continued. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I just heard you singing and about the day you had and wanted to check on you.” 
 
    As her brow creased, Willow heard a sad whimper escape her lips. Someone other than Barry and Mel had heard her singing? Scratch the day she had and some do-gooder wanting to check on her. Someone else had heard her singing? 
 
    She was mortified. Not just from the singing, which was enough to send her running out of town never to be seen again. As he spoke, she knew she recognized the voice. She even knew where she’d heard it before, and why the pit of her stomach felt like fifty million butterflies had just taken flight. 
 
    In their only other conversation, he’d said he didn’t mean to scare her too. Clearly, their definition of those words differed, because he scared her deep inside her bones. She didn’t want to turn around and look in those brown eyes again. The ones that caught her and made her whole body tremble.  
 
    In the days since she’d seen him, she’d hoped he was just passing through. Maybe just in town for that babysitting he’d mentioned. Someone like him couldn’t actually live in town. Someone like him belonged in a big city where beautiful women could spend their days fawning over him. At least he seemed like an actor in her mind, and she figured that’s how actors lived their lives. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She managed to get out.  
 
    It was a miracle she said that much. Fine was the exact opposite of how she felt. And it had nothing to do with the long hours, her apparent singing being heard or her reaction to a customer touching her. It had everything to do with the inferno burning behind her and the man causing the fire. 
 
    She tried to ignore him, hoping her response would be enough to send him packing. To emphasize the point, she continued on her initial path towards Connor and bent to pick him up. Before she could blink, she was pushed aside. 
 
    “Here, let me.” 
 
    Willow knew she was small, and most people gave her weird looks whenever she carried Connor around. It wasn’t like she didn’t have the arm strength to do it. She’d never swept in and picked him up with as little effort as the man did, though. 
 
    Her breath caught as he turned and faced her with Connor tucked on his side. The boy’s head nestled into his neck and the even lift and fall of his back indicated his sleep hadn’t been disturbed one bit. If Connor had even momentarily been stirred, the whimpers from his nightmares would’ve turned into shrieks. 
 
    She didn’t know what to do with that knowledge. Willow could demand the man hand him over, but no matter how gentle he was, she would shift and jostle Connor during the process. If he came awake and the first thing he saw was the man, the response would end up being that shrieking she was trying to avoid. 
 
    “Where to?” he asked, like it was an everyday occurrence for someone else to help her out. 
 
    Wasn’t that a pickle. She refused to look up at his face. Whatever sympathy it held wasn’t something she wanted to see, nor did she want to get caught by his eyes.  
 
    Looking at his body didn’t help either. She’d noticed the shape he was in at the store. It would take a blind person not to see the way his buttoned-down shirt molded to his chest and the muscles in his arms.   
 
    His shoulders were broad, stretching every fiber of that blue fabric. His hands, as delicate as they were picking up Connor, were as big as her head. If she hadn’t already decided he was some famous actor, lumberjack would be in the running for possible occupations. It would make more sense given their location, but he was too pretty not to be in movies.  
 
    He was way too pretty to be stopping to help her. Willow didn’t know what to make of the man. He obviously held some concern for her, but she couldn’t figure out why. She was just a woman he’d met in the grocery store, one who’d said only a few words to him and ran in the direction as soon as her feet finally accepted signals from her brain. 
 
    “I can take him,” she said, trying not to get lost in his looks. 
 
    Finding a sudden interest in the mismatched tile floor seemed like her best option. She hated taking her eyes off Connor, but she could see him in her peripheral vision and didn’t think the man would hurt him. She had no idea why that thought would cross her mind, but she figured the gentle way he’d picked him up had something to do with it.  
 
    Most guys ignored Connor, if they noticed either of them at all. There was something different about this man. She didn’t know what it was, but she didn’t worry about him running off with Connor. She just wanted to keep Connor close. 
 
    “I have no doubt that’s true, but I’d like to take you guys home and maybe talk for a few minutes. I know that may come off creepy since you don’t know me. I just want to make sure you guys are okay.” 
 
    Creepy wasn’t exactly the feeling going through Willow. It should have been, and if the creep who tried to grab her butt earlier in the day said the same words, she was sure disgust would hit her hard.  
 
    The man in front of her seemed sincere, which was even crazier than the thoughts just going through her head. What was his incentive to help her out? She thought by now in her life she’d be able to recognize crazy guys who planned on kidnapping her, but she didn’t get that sense from him at all. And sadly, the whole kidnapping thing was the only reason she could think of him showing an interest.  
 
    Those shouldn’t be her default thoughts, but the only other man to ever show her interest, sans the butt grab, taught her guys have bizarre minds. Her wall against outsiders should be well on the process of building more layers.  
 
    And yet, she was curious about this man. More specifically, why in the world he showed her any interest at all and why she felt flutters in her stomach around him. 
 
    She looked towards Barry and Mel, who both stared in her direction with their mouths hanging slightly ajar. At least she wasn’t the only one who thought it was weird that the guy wanted to check in on her. 
 
    The hope that they’d vouch for the guy was dashed when the guy cleared his throat. Instead of just waking them from their stupor, it sent them rushing out of the room, straight into the front of the diner. Willow didn’t know if that was what he was going for, but it got her attention. 
 
    Turning her gaze around, her eyes gravitated all the way up to his chin. She could see Connor still hadn’t moved. He wasn’t usually a deep sleeper, and she didn’t have time to consider the sudden change. 
 
    “We’re just fine,” she said, her voice a little stronger than her other responses had been. “We live upstairs. If you go out the back…” 
 
    Her words trailed off as he turned and made his way out to the alley. She had a chance to blink and think about the groan she swore he murmured for only a second before she rushed after him. By the time she caught up, he’d already scaled the not quite rickety, but definitely in need of a coat of paint, staircase and was standing on the landing next to her door. 
 
    “Please tell me she cleaned the place up before she moved you guys in.” 
 
    His words almost sounded pained, but that made no sense. She hadn’t really thought about him seeing her living space, but the idea he had an inkling of what was behind the door made her feel a little embarrassed. It wasn’t something she felt often, so it caught her off guard. The thought of him seeing her personal things, or lack thereof, hadn’t crossed her mind. 
 
    “It’s clean,” she said a little defensively as she worked her way around him, careful not to touch any part of him, and opened the door. 
 
    No, it was not locked. That fact was apparently enough to illicit another groan from the guy. He made it sound like this was just as painful for him as it was her. The thought almost made her laugh, but she was too busy scanning for anything she wanted to hide from his view.  
 
    The action was in vain, since the usual sparse furnishings hadn’t changed since she went to work that morning. It still looked like no one lived there.  
 
    “If the little guy wasn’t in my arms, I’d have a few choice words for this. You can’t live here, Laura. Not with him. Shoot, not if it was just you.” 
 
    She shouldn’t have been shocked he used her fake name, but she was. He’d clearly asked someone for it. She assumed Rachel had told him, but she had no idea why he’d ask in the first place, or how he knew where to find her. There was so much confusion going on in her head at that moment, she was fairly certain she had no idea which way was up. 
 
    “Put him down on the couch, please,” she said.   
 
    Ignoring the comment seemed like the best way to deal with it. He was dressed nice enough that there was no way he knew what it was like to have no money to your name. He had no clue what a person was willing to do just to make sure there was a roof over their head. It didn’t matter if the roof sometimes leaked, judging by a couple of stains in the corners of the room. 
 
    “No,” he said firmly. “You guys can stay at my place. I don’t know what Rachel was thinking not just giving you her spare bedroom, but I’ve got a room for each of you.” 
 
    He retraced his steps before Willow could get a word in, taking Connor with him. What the hell was going on? And why did this guy think he had a say in any of it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew he was overreacting. Actually, he wasn’t. Taking them to his house instead of a hotel was a little intrusive, but they shouldn’t have ever spent a night in that dump. Brayden didn’t even make it more than a step in there and he filled the space. 
 
    How long had the two of them been there? The smell of the grease from the diner downstairs permeating the walls was enough to make him gag. Not to mention the couch, if you could even call it that, looked like it was a century old. And she’d asked him to lay the kid down on it. 
 
    No. He shook his head just thinking about it. 
 
    What was Rachel thinking? She seemed protective of the woman, but she’d let her live in those conditions. 
 
    “Wait,” a small voice called behind him. 
 
    He was already down the stairs and heading down the alley. He figured going through the diner to get to his car would only put more roadblocks in his way, so the long way it was. 
 
    “Would you slow down and talk to me, please. You can’t just take off with my son.” 
 
    Brayden’s long gait should have given him enough of a head start that he could get the kid tucked in his car before she caught up, but her huffs of breath made it clear she was running after him. He felt like a jackass for scaring her. That was the furthest thing from his goal, but he couldn’t think about where they’d been staying.  
 
    The last tenant Rachel had in that place turned out to be a prostitute. Everyone knew Candy, which apparently was not her real name, just a stage name, was a stripper, but they didn’t know she was screwing guys in the apartment for money. It didn’t matter how many cleaning crews Rachel got in there. The apartment was no place for a kid. 
 
    Brayden heard rumors that it wasn’t exactly straight sex Candy provided. He had some fun ideas when it came to the bedroom, but the things he heard about going on in that apartment were kind of gross. 
 
    “Please,” she said again. 
 
    The panic in her voice finally broke through, and Brayden turned to look at her. He was almost to the street, just a few more steps and he could’ve gotten them both in his car and on the way to a clean place. 
 
    She stopped and lifted her hand to her chest as she took a few deep breaths. Shit. He felt like an ass. Even if he was trying to help, he’d gone about it the wrong way. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you think I was taking off with your son. I just…that place…” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what to say. He wanted to come up with something that would make her trust him and come with him to his house.  
 
    She darted a look up to him. He noticed, yet again, that those purple eyes of hers didn’t make it all the way up to his eyes.  
 
    “I understand that someone like you doesn’t expect to walk into a place like that, but it’s fine for me and Peter.” 
 
    Yeah right, and if he felt even an ounce of conviction in her voice, he’d consider letting her sway is opinion. More importantly, he forgot in his shock of where she was living that the real issue was the dead man who gave her the scar on her cheek. He didn’t know why, but he’d decided there was no way it was a childhood injury.  
 
    “That place isn’t fine for a troop of performing cockroaches. I love Rachel and all, but there are plenty of other options of places to live.” 
 
    Something slithered in her eyes at his words. He didn’t know what the emotion was. It was there and gone in a blink of an eye. 
 
    “She said there aren’t any hotels within walking distance.” 
 
    The woman bit her bottom lip as she spoke. Unlike most of the women Brayden met, her lips were pale, naturally pale. Somehow, without an ounce of makeup on her face, he found her to be the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. The thought made him shake his head and quickly move on with the conversation. 
 
    “There aren’t, but a fifteen-minute drive is definitely worth not having to stay there.” 
 
    If his hands weren’t full with the kid, he would’ve pointed to the disgusting flea-ridden apartment. Rachel, and anyone else who knew they’d been staying there, was on his shit list for the foreseeable future.  
 
    “I’m sure that may be, but I don’t have a car. You can’t expect us to walk that distance every day, twice.” 
 
    Brayden hadn’t considered that. Not that it made any difference in the ideas he had. His thoughts were more focused on the fact that her eyes traveled the four inches from his chin to his eyes. The touch of anger he saw there again took his mind places it didn’t need to be.  
 
    He'd said he wasn’t trying to be creepy, but God he felt like the biggest creeper getting turned on by, well, basically everything about the woman. He wasn’t a monk, even with a dry spell after Megan left him. His libido shouldn’t throb through him like a train straining to get to the next stop. 
 
    “I don’t want you to walk anywhere. As nice as this town is, there are jerks like Benny out there, and I prefer not having to worry about whether one of them takes advantage of you. How many times have guys come onto you in the diner?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. He didn’t think the question was hard, but she wasn’t jumping to answer. 
 
    “Did I not hear the rumor mill right? Benny tried to grab your ass or something today, right?” 
 
    The question reminded him that a knife was mentioned in the retelling of the tale. He looked down at the woman in front of him and tried to figure out if she had the weapon on her. It had to have been just a steak knife from the table. She was so thin that anything in her pockets would clearly stick out, even under the stained apron she wore. 
 
    She laughed, which shocked Brayden enough he took a step back. Her lips curved up and he swore under his breath, quickly covering the kid’s exposed ear as soon as the word left his mouth. 
 
    Fuck him. Her scared and slightly angry looks were something. But when the woman smiled, unicorns might as well have just hopped out of the alley. 
 
    “Were you just trying to find where I hide my knife,” she asked, her words a little too sweet. 
 
    He shrugged, or at least started to and realized he didn’t want to jostle the kid. So instead, he tilted his head to the side and lifted the shoulder the kid wasn’t on. It was a sad portrayal of a shrug, but it was all he had. 
 
    “It’s strapped to my ankle. I figured Rachel wouldn’t like it very much if I wore it attached to a belt loop.” 
 
    Brayden wasn’t sure about that, but he was too shocked to mention it. He’d thought for sure she’d just picked up a knife from the table. His eyes glanced down to her ankles to try to ascertain whether she was joking.  
 
    No bulges stuck out of the jeans on either ankle. It was a little hard to tell for sure, since he didn’t know how far up her boots went, but by that point, he pictured the knife as a samurai sword, and he knew there wasn’t one of those hiding under her jeans.  
 
    She waited a few moments, for what he wasn’t sure. Then, she bent down and rolled up her right pant leg and deftly extracted a thin black blade from her boot. It was matte, so the sun didn’t glint off the edges. Brayden still expected it to as he swallowed hard. 
 
    Turning it from one side to the next, she showed off the fact it existed for a second. It was out a max of thirty seconds before she tucked it back into what he hoped was its sheath. Carrying something like that just in her boot had to be dangerous. 
 
    Not that he was a knife expert. He just dealt with sharpened metal on his feet every day and had more than once met the wrong end of a skate blade. 
 
    “Now, if you don’t mind. I’ll take my son. As it is, I was planning on moving on anyway. Since you’ve made it clear you don’t approve of my living conditions, I’ll try to find something better in the next town.” 
 
    It was strange to see the one-eighty performed in front of his eyes. He’d been worried about someone hurting the woman, and truthfully, he still was, but her meekness had evaporated, and he had a feeling she’d stab him before she let him put her son in his car. 
 
    He took a step back, not to make a run for it, like he thought flashed through her thoughts. The way her eyes darkened to almost black made it clear she went to a dark place fast. He just wanted to give her a little room. The four feet between them didn’t seem like enough. 
 
    “Come on. I just wanted to talk, and that apartment is in desperate need of a fumigation. If you don’t trust me enough to take the conversation to my place, how about we just go sit in a booth in the diner. I’m sure you know it’s between rushes, so we’ll have some privacy.” 
 
    The suggestion should’ve come sooner, but he didn’t want to share her. He’d rather talk in the alley than go in the diner, but the alley wasn’t much better than the apartment. 
 
    “My next shift starts in less than two hours now. I need to get my son and take a little nap, so I can pick up my paycheck tonight and be on my way. Far away from guys trying to touch me and butting into my business.” 
 
    The look that went along with the latter told him exactly who she thought was butting in. He couldn’t deny it. He’d been focused on finding her and as soon as he did, he practically dragged her away like a caveman. 
 
    As embarrassed as that made him, the idea that she was about to leave made his actions seem necessary. He knew nothing about the woman, other than the thought of her leaving felt like someone had just kicked him in the chest. 
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    It took everything in Willow not to cower. Other than the man’s size in general, he didn’t seem threatening. She wasn’t about to let him take them to his house, though. She had no idea who he was, and even if she did, being under the same roof as a man was the last thing on her list of things to do. 
 
    The only way she could think to assuage his plans was to grow the courage she’d only exhibited once before, the night she ran away with Connor. She wasn’t going to win any awards for her acting, but the look on his face seemed to indicate he was buying it.  
 
    No, he wasn’t handing Connor over with any quickness, but he wasn’t jogging to his car either. Willow had to wonder if the man was missing a few marbles. Her brain kept trying to play the sequence of events over in her head, and none of the last twenty minutes made a lick of sense. 
 
    “Are you running from his father?” 
 
    The question caught her off guard. So much so that it took her several seconds to come up with a reply. 
 
    “His father is no longer in our lives.” 
 
    “And he’s aware of that?” 
 
    Was this guy full of questions that dove way too deep for just meeting each other? After that probing question, she kind of wished she’d taken him up on the offer of talking somewhere private. She looked around them to verify there weren’t any busy-bodies lurking, then leveled him with a scowl. 
 
    “Did you not get the hint about me not needing a guy butting into my business?” 
 
    The bravado in her tone slipped when he didn’t quite return the scowl, but his eyes darkened. Weren’t there other damsels in distress in the town somewhere?  
 
    “My sister was married to a guy who broke her arm twice. She also had a miscarriage when they were together and claims he wasn’t the cause. But, knowing what I know now, it’s hard to see it another way. I know I’m stepping into places I don’t belong, but I promised I’d never let someone else go through what she did if I could help it. And after seeing the way both of you acted in the grocery store, I needed to verify you were okay.” 
 
    That declaration took every wind out of Willow’s sails. It looked like it took some out of his too, if the deep sigh and look towards the sky was any indication.  
 
    Her stomach knotted as she thought about what that woman must have gone through. Yes, Willow had been abused, but very little of it was physical. Her kidnapper couldn’t chance she’d have to go to a hospital.  
 
    At least then he couldn’t. She wasn’t sure exactly what he’d do if he caught her. She hoped he’d just kill her, but the bastard would probably take her back to the basement. 
 
    “Is she still alive?”  
 
    Whether the situations were the same, Willow knew abuse cases didn’t always have the outcome hers had so far. Not everyone got away. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said nodding his head. “She owns a little thrift shop in town, and he knows if he comes within a hundred miles of her, I’ll kill him.” 
 
    There was no give in his words. Willow believed whole-heartedly if his ex-brother-in-law showed up, the man would be dead. 
 
    Hearing the story and the mention of the thrift shop, she realized an introduction earlier that week wasn’t by chance. She’d thought Rachel’s friend had studied her a little more intently than socially acceptable but being clueless when it came to all things social, Willow hadn’t been sure.  
 
    “I’m guessing your sister’s name is Suzy.” 
 
    Up until that point after Willow’s shift on Sunday, Rachel hadn’t introduced her to anyone. Her boss seemed to understand her need to hide under the radar. It had felt weird and forced, but she got the feeling the two women were in the same boat as the man, thinking she was on the run from an abusive boyfriend, or husband. Both relationships were just as preposterous. 
 
    He nodded his head again. “That would be my kid sister. Look, I get that you want to be independent, but there’s something to be said for letting someone else take some of your burdens.” 
 
    “Like a complete stranger? You know how crazy that sounds, don’t you?” 
 
    Crazy seemed to be putting it mildly. She thought he’d gotten away from the crazy idea of him sweeping in and rescuing them from the apartment that didn’t meet his standards, but she had a niggling feeling they were right back to it.  
 
    “You’ve been working for Rachel, haven’t you? What if I offered you a job?” 
 
    If he wasn’t still carrying Connor, she would’ve run the other direction at the suggestion. She’d done a job for another crazy guy for way too long. And she had a feeling some of the looks he sent her way weren’t as nonsexual as her kidnapper’s. Not only that, she hadn’t felt an attraction on her side of things ever in her life before. She didn’t know if she wanted to understand how different relationships could be between men and women. 
 
    “Oh, God,” he said under his breath as he shook his head. “It’s not like that. I’m gone a lot for work, in fact I’m leaving tomorrow and won’t be back for about a week. I thought maybe you could housesit. That way you have a clean place to live, and I’ll pay you a thousand bucks.” 
 
    She gasped hearing the number he threw out. A thousand dollars? She’d never seen that much money in her life.  
 
    “If you want to stick around, I’m gone at least one week a month. Really, I’m only there about half the month, but most week’s I come and go from the city.  The place has a state-of-the-art security system and gate around it. The only way in is if someone inside the house hits a button, or you know the gate code.” 
 
    “And let me guess, you have a nice crypt in your basement to keep me.” 
 
    Willow bit her bottom lip hard as soon as the words left her lips. She should’ve said something more, well, anything other than what she just said. After stringing together minutes looking in his eyes, her gaze dropped.  
 
    “I was thinking you two could take over the master suite and the room next to it on the ground floor. Or if you prefer, there’s a sitting room in the master we can put a bed for the kid in.” 
 
    “Where do you sleep?” 
 
    She should’ve just said no, grabbed Connor and left. He was talking about money and security, though. That wasn’t something she could just walk away from without giving it consideration. As much as she didn’t want to rely on someone else, she needed work, and if he was serious, the money she could make in just a week would be enough to set her and Connor up somewhere new. She thought having a few hundred dollars for that would be nice, but over a thousand would make things less stressful. 
 
    “It’s nothing like that, Laura. By the way, my name’s Brayden. And, I have a master suite I call my own upstairs.” 
 
    “How often do you have people over?” 
 
    The one day dealing with the diner customers made her leery of too much time with others. She didn’t know who Brayden’s friends were, but he looked like someone in the movies she’d seen who has wild parties at his house. The words coming out of his mouth didn’t mesh with that. She could admit that, but she needed to know everything before making the decision. 
 
    “My family and maybe my friend Trev are the only ones who come out here. I’m not exactly a party guy, if that’s what you’re worrying about. Trev’s in the diner now, and I can introduce you. I think you may have already met Suzy. The only other people would be my mom and dad. They’re currently on a cruise I got them for their anniversary a few months ago, but they’ll be back in a couple weeks.” 
 
    The fact that they were still standing in the alley crossed Willow’s mind as she took in the list. One friend and his family. That wasn’t too bad, but she worried about the friend.  
 
    “When you’re on these trips, will your friend just drop by or anything?” 
 
    She wasn’t concerned about his sister and supposed his parents wouldn’t be an issue. A guy stopping by whenever he wanted made her queasy. What if he wasn’t as nice as Brayden seemed?  
 
    A scoff was her initial answer. She wondered if that would be the extent of it, but she looked up from the gravel at her feet to find one of his hands free and on his phone. 
 
    “I’m just letting him know I’ll be back to pick him up in a little bit. If that was you’re last hang-up, I’d like to put this guy down in the car. We’re broaching almost thirty minutes of me holding him, and as strong as I am, my arms are getting a little tired.” 
 
    Willow’s first instinct was to feel sorry for him, but she reminded herself she didn’t ask him to pick Connor up. Him being weakened wasn’t exactly a bad thing, because it’d be slightly easier to run if things went south. The chances of him dropping Connor went up the longer she stalled, though. 
 
    “So you’re saying I shouldn’t worry about your friend dropping by when you’re not around.” 
 
    She stepped forward as she spoke, holding her hand out to tell him to lead the way. When they got around the edge of the building, she realized she didn’t need him to lead. The black sedan with tinted windows among the older cars and pickup trucks stood out like a sore thumb. Willow didn’t even know much about cars, but she knew immediately which one was his. 
 
    “Trev travels with me, so no, he won’t be around when I’m not. He actually hates when I drag him out here.” 
 
    The lights flashing as they got closer only underscored her assumption about the car. She wondered about the money he claimed he could pay her, but the fancy car made it seem like a thousand dollars wasn’t much to him. Not that Willow knew a lot about cars, especially not current ones, but it seemed like something her parents would’ve had fifteen years ago. 
 
    He opened the back door and settled Connor on the seat. The boy was still fast asleep. It was a little strange, but not totally out of character. They were both exhausted, which was probably why she got in the front seat when he opened the door for her.  
 
    It wasn’t like they were officially moving in or anything. She still had clothes up in the apartment. She was just checking out how legitimate the offer was. Chances were that was a famous last thought, but the idea of moving somewhere new seemed easier if she had the extra money. And, she couldn’t deny the security features he mentioned were appealing. 
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    Brayden used to love road trips. Love was probably a little strong of a word, but the different atmospheres of cities and arenas fueled him. That had been when he was twenty-two and the experiences were all new to him.  
 
    At twenty-eight, the energy from the crowds still got to him. It was hard not to, because it was different each time he entered an arena. Different cheers and jeers came from different sections as the crowd changed. He never minded the boos, and when local fans came out wearing his team’s jersey in a sea of opposing jerseys, it made him feel unstoppable. 
 
    The planes, trains and buses he could live without. He spent travel time trying to relax as much as possible, but it seemed unwinding elusively stayed just outside his reach. Instead of allowing the time to be used clearing his head, he went through everything that could go wrong. From transportation, game, personal, even biological issues, he thought of them all. The biological was more about getting sick, and the many flus that never ceased to find their ways through the locker rooms. 
 
    This particular trip, the flu didn’t cross his mind. Almost a week had passed since he left Laura and Peter alone in his house, and he couldn’t stop thinking about them. He’d had to leave before Peter woke up, but Laura explained the boy didn’t speak. The information only added to the million questions he wanted to ask. Any and all of those questions were likely to send Laura running to whatever new city she’d picked out on a map, so he kept most of them to himself. 
 
    He called her every night to check in, mainly just to verify she hadn’t run. Brayden wasn’t worried about them there in the house. Most people, including his best friend, would think that made him an idiot.  
 
    Trev had used the word repeatedly in every conversation they’d had. Brayden spent every second he wasn’t required to be with the team in his hotel rooms just to not see the look in his friend’s eyes. Sadly, at that moment, Trev was standing at his hotel room door. The look of pure exasperation mixed with an inkling of worry appeared to be frozen on his face. 
 
    “You’re seriously not coming out with us. I know you’ve turned into an old man, but you scored two goals tonight and the guys want to buy you a couple of rounds.” 
 
    Another thing Brayden was getting tired of, heading out to the bar after games. Over his six years going pro, he went out plenty with the guys. And each time, he bought one beer and managed to make it seem like he kept pace with everyone else.  
 
    His friend knew exactly how much he liked going out with the guys, whether he scored during a game or not. Trev stopped even asking most nights, but this particular trip had him trying to drag Brayden out against his will. They both knew why Trevor wanted him to leave the room. While Trev was all about Brayden getting laid, he didn’t understand moving a woman and her son into his place.  
 
    For some reason, he couldn’t tell that Brayden lied out of his teeth when he said there was absolutely no sexual interest on his side of things. Brayden wished he could convince himself the same thing. It didn’t help that his dreams were filled of amethyst eyes staring up at him from his bed and black hair fanned out on his pillows.  
 
    “I need to call Laura and let her know I’m grabbing an early flight.” 
 
    Trev’s hand lifted and smacked his forehead before Brayden got to the and. The excuse rated among Brayden’s best, because it was true, but it was clear Trev didn’t appreciate it. 
 
    “That’s not something you need to waste time talking to her about. Just text her and get dressed.” 
 
    Brayden scoffed. If Trevor thought he was changing from the flannel pants he had on to anything else, he might as well keep hitting his head. Because it wasn’t happening. 
 
    “I already told you that she doesn’t have a phone. I call the house to make sure everything’s going okay.” 
 
    Scowling, Trevor shook his head. “All you have to do is look at your phone to know everything’s okay. You’ve got your house wired with cameras everywhere.” 
 
    True, very true. And it was taking all of his willpower not to tune in and check on her.  
 
    “How about you let me take care of my business.” 
 
    Brayden’s hackles were up. The conversation kept repeating itself, and he couldn’t take it anymore. That reason alone would’ve propelled him to take an early flight home. Even if Trev wasn’t driving him up the wall, he’d still be catching the flight at four in the morning.  
 
    The phone calls every night appeased him, but he still worried about the frail woman taking up residency in his home. He needed to talk to her more, make sure she wasn’t going to take off after he got home. She refused to reveal anything about herself, evading even the simplest questions, like where she’s from or where she’s going. 
 
    He could understand the need for privacy. She currently called his fortress of a house he had built to maintain his own privacy home. He just wanted to find something she found him trustworthy enough to open up about.  
 
    So far, all he felt he got from her was her name, while he practically told her his life story. Okay, so not once did he mention he was a professional hockey player who made millions of dollars a year. As outgoing as he seemed, letting her stay at his place and all, he really did want his privacy. Not that she couldn’t figure out what he did by looking around his house a little. 
 
    He wanted her to stay because she felt safe with him. Not because he had millions of dollars and could pay to set her up with a castle and a moat full of crocodiles to eat anyone looking for her. 
 
    “You told me you aren’t interested in this chick, so how am I getting into your business? I’m just pointing out the fact that you’ve lost your mind.” 
 
    The exasperated look on Trev’s face as he ran his fingers through his shaggy hair and shook his head punctuated his words. Brayden knew his friend didn’t understand the protective need driving him. He’d told him the bare minimum of what had happened with Suzy. He figured it was her story to tell if she ever wanted to, but Trev knew she’d been hurt, both emotionally and physically.  
 
    Knowing everything probably wouldn’t change Trevor’s thoughts on the matter. He’d still think Brayden had lost his mind, and he could live with that. 
 
    “Just go out and have fun with the guys. Since I’ve got to be out of here in a few hours, I’m going to try to get some sleep.” 
 
    Brayden moved to shut the door in his friend’s face, but Trev stuck out his arm to keep it open. He just stared at him for a full minute before he shook his head.  
 
    “I know things went shitty with Megan, but you can’t play house with some woman and kid and think you’re going to replace what you had.” 
 
    Before he’d opened his door, Brayden had actually been in a good mood. He’d had a great game, as the aforementioned two goals illustrated, and he was heading home to hopefully make some headway with the Laura situation. A situation he was sure he’d find a suitable outcome for all involved. 
 
    Then Trevor just had to say something as stupid as the shit pouring out of his mouth. It took everything Brayden had not to punch him. Rather than say anything to jeopardize his friendship, he ignored the push from Trev’s arm on the door and slammed it shut. Brayden was too exhausted to try to explain himself, and Trev made it clear he’d probably already had a few drinks before meeting up with the guys. 
 
    His mouth didn’t usually get the better of him, unless alcohol was involved. Yet another reason why Brayden didn’t want to hit the town with the guys. He was afraid with a little liquid courage, he may actually admit he had no idea what his feelings were for his house sitter. And God help him if he started sharing his dreams. He’d never hear the end of it. 
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    Bzz. Bzzzz. Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz. 
 
    Willow groaned as she rolled over in bed and wished she had something to drown out the unrelenting buzzing. She hadn’t gotten to sleep until at least two that morning. That was the last time she remembered looking at the clock next to the bed anyway. 
 
    After talking with Brayden on the phone for an hour, she couldn’t settle. She hadn’t expected the nightly calls while he was off on his business trip. It only took a couple of them to know she’d have trouble sleeping if he didn’t keep the calls up, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. 
 
    He’d claimed he just wanted to check-in, make sure she felt safe and there were no issues. There was no way for him to know that the calls alone were helping her feel safe. As if the giant mansion he called a house didn’t already do that. Something in his voice kept ensuring her that she made the right choice. She had no idea why the glimpses of his life story made her feel better, but they did. 
 
    The buzzer went off again, and Willow decided she didn’t want to just drown it out. She wanted to throw something out the window and hit the person trying to get in the gate. Willow’s exploration of the house had been restricted to the open living areas on the first floor and her room, so there weren’t a lot of options. But she was fairly certain she could lift the huge bowl on a table in the foyer that she saw no purpose for. It seemed heavy enough to do some damage, and that was all that mattered.  
 
    On the list of intended purposes for it, she was sure battering someone in the head wasn’t among the possibilities. It should be, and maybe if it worked how she planned, she’d have to send a note to whoever made it, suggesting they advertise it as a personal defense device. 
 
    Opening her eyes as another buzz rang through the house, she saw Connor standing next to the edge of the bed. While the gate buzzer simply annoyed the hell out of her, his face had worried creases etched all over it. 
 
    She closed her eyes and swore. It had only been a few days, and she’d already let her guard down. They were on the run, and someone standing outside at, she looked at the clock and groaned, six o’clock in the morning, should have terrified her. She knew it wasn’t him.  
 
    The man who’d turned her world upside down wouldn’t stand outside obsessively hitting the button. Connor was too young to understand that and probably thought their running was up. Moving into the big house had only confused the kid more. She explained the situation and got nothing more than a blank stare back from him.  
 
    The lack of communication wore on her sometimes and more often than not, she wished he’d say anything to let her know what was going on in that head of his. Shushing him, she sat up and pulled him into her arms. He wasn’t crying, but her soothing words usually chased the worry away. 
 
    “It’s not him, Connor. It’s probably just another delivery.” 
 
    She didn’t believe that for a second. The two deliveries that had come were much later in the day and didn’t involve someone jamming their finger into the buzzer a million times. Along with hitting the person with the bowl, Willow decided their fingers also needed to be removed. Well, at least the one that was driving her crazy. 
 
    “Let me go deal with it. You stay here in bed and think about what you want me to make you for breakfast.” 
 
    Giving him a quick kiss on the head, she moved to get out from under him and put him in the center of the bed. The poor kid would have creases permanently etched in his face, if the continued frown was any indication. She had to think of something to let him feel safe.  
 
    So far on their mad escape, she’d failed miserably on that goal. She’d hoped having the big house around them would ease some of the fear, like it had for her. Between the camera room where they could see every inch of the property and the gate keeping people out, he hadn’t bought the security features. While he sat unimpressed looking at the monitors, she’d marveled at them.  
 
    Bzzzzzzzzzzz. 
 
    Why couldn’t the person have waited until Brayden got home? He was supposed to arrive anytime, if the flight information he’d given her around midnight continued to be right. Whoever desperately needed to see him, should’ve had the same information. 
 
    Stumbling out of bed, she made it to the wall where there was a button to hit to talk to the gate. Every room in the house had one, which came in handy, because she didn’t feel like walking back to the den with the monitors to see the insane person. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Unlike with Connor, she let the sleep sound in her voice and maybe just a hint of her frustration. She’d given up the dream of throwing something out the window to hit them. Mainly because being on the bottom floor meant she couldn’t get a nice arch out of the throw. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” a woman’s voice screeched. 
 
    Cursing aside, Willow would’ve hated the woman just for her shrill voice. God, she sounded as bad as the incessive buzzing, just on a higher frequency. 
 
    “If you have questions, call Brayden. He’s supposed to be home later today.” 
 
    She had no idea who the woman was, only that she wasn’t getting past the gate. Willow looked over to Connor with a smile, hoping to see his worry lines gone. They were, but she didn’t know if the curiosity of his wide eyes was any better.  
 
    “You know what? I don’t care who you are. Just let me in. My code isn’t working for some reason, but I need to grab some files I left here.” 
 
    Willow figured if the woman had a code and it didn’t work, there was a reason for it. Not that any of her words mattered. She wasn’t getting in. 
 
    As the woman seemed patient enough to wait for a reply without hitting the buzzer, Willow decided she’d use the phone herself to see if Brayden could handle the situation remotely somehow. Her gut told her the woman wasn’t going to leave on her own. Since she’d picked up the phone she’d left on the bed the night before just in case, making the call was easy. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Brayden sounded winded as he answered. Willow wasn’t even sure he would, since he could’ve still been in the air. It was the first time she’d initiated a call, and the instant answer caught her off guard. 
 
    She smiled at Connor, hoping the stress that had popped up wasn’t on the surface. He still looked more curious than worried. Willow came down on the side that was a good thing. Curiosity didn’t generally lead to nightmares. 
 
    Before she could answer, another buzz went off. She gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Was that the gate buzzer?” 
 
    It sounded like he’d had a chance to catch his breath. And while his voice stayed on the calm side of the spectrum, she thought she detected a little fire in it. She wasn’t sure if that meant crazy woman at the gate at six o’clock was a common occurrence or he was just annoyed in general that someone dared to be there. 
 
    “It’s some woman claiming she left some papers or something. I told her to call you, but I get the feeling that’s not high on her list of things to do.” 
 
    He groaned loudly and cursed under his breath. Willow figured that alone meant she’d done the right thing. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s Megan. I’ll call her and try to figure out what the hell she wants. I know there’s nothing of hers in the house, so don’t let her in. I’m at my car now, but it will take me a couple of hours to get there. Hold tight and I’ll take care of it. If she’s not gone within fifteen minutes, call me back, sweetheart.” 
 
    Willow’s brain stuck on that last word. She stood there dumbly for a few seconds, not even realizing he’d ended the call. 
 
    Sweetheart? Did he call everyone that? She didn’t know, and it shouldn’t have caused her stomach to flutter. Her hand drifted over her stomach trying to stop the odd sensation. 
 
    “Brayden’s going to take care of it,” she said as she turned to Connor. 
 
    At the mention of the man’s name, the boy’s eyes squinted slightly, but the worry she’d woken up to didn’t return. She didn’t know how much she trusted the man either. For now, though, she’d let him handle things. 
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    Brayden wanted to find his bed and fall into it. Running on zero sleep was one thing but dealing with Megan compounded the fact he felt like an eighteen-wheeler ran him over, and then backed up and ran him over a few more times for good measure. 
 
    He’d accessed the front gate monitors to verify it was indeed Megan. He had no idea why his ex-fiancé decided to show up at his house, just a niggling feeling it had something to do with the fact the grapevine must have finally gotten to her about Laura moving in. He texted her, a very simple message. 
 
    Get the fuck away from my house or I’m calling the police 
 
    He had no patience for games at the moment. His phone was attached to the car’s Bluetooth, so he heard when the responding text came in. He hadn’t looked at it. When Laura didn’t call him back, he figured the problem was at least temporarily adverted. He didn’t think for a second Megan would sulk away to whatever crevice she’d crawled out of. It wasn’t her style. 
 
    There was a time Brayden had admired that about her. It felt like decades had gone by instead of months. And the funny thing was that he still didn’t feel broken up about the breakup.  
 
    After they first went their separate ways, he’d considered a weight lifted off of him. He had the time he needed to focus on Suzy and helping her get settled. He figured eventually he’d at least feel upset that three years of his life with a woman didn’t end with the walk down the aisle they both expected. But there was nothing. 
 
    No aches in his chest. No threats of tears over what he’d lost. Not even a need to take a bottle of Scotch and drown his sorrows. 
 
    He felt absolutely nothing for Megan, and it had taken them breaking up for him to realize it. As he reflected on that over the months they’d been apart, he found relief that they hadn’t gone through with it. Brayden had no idea how she felt, but the fact that it had taken her months to even try to contact him made him think she wasn’t all in either. 
 
    He’d deal with her later. Much later if he had anything to do with it. The fact that she wasn’t waiting for him in his driveway was the first thing to bring a smile to his lips that day. Seeing Laura peek her head around a curtain as he pulled up only widened that smile.  
 
    She made no move to wave or welcome him home, but the acknowledgement that she was still there and okay perked his attention. Missing her seemed foolish, since they’d barely spent more than an hour together in person. Yet, he knew the smile on his face had way more to do with the fact she was waiting for him than Megan being nowhere in sight. 
 
    He parked in the garage and managed to pull his suitcases out of the trunk before he noticed a slight crack in the door between the garage and house. Seeing a single blue eye studying him from three feet above the floor let him know who his watcher was. He continued smiling as he closed the trunk and hefted the suitcase with a carrying strap around his shoulder and started wheeling the other behind him. When he got to the edge of the car, he called out. 
 
    “Laura, I’m going to come through that door and don’t want to scare him. Do you have him?” 
 
    The eye he could still see widened before disappearing out of view. At least the kid hadn’t acted like the first time they’d met. He showed interest, which beat the hell out of the fear he’d seen previously. 
 
    “I’ve got him. Do you need any help?” 
 
    Her voice didn’t sound as firm as it had during their phone conversations. The hesitancy he heard made him wonder if his tone had come off harsh. He hadn’t meant it to, but maybe the lack of sleep and travel got the best of him. 
 
    “No, I can manage. I take it Megan left you alone.” 
 
    He pushed the door open, careful not to make hasty movements. Laura seemed to be getting used to him, but Peter was a new story. Brayden needed to make sure the kid didn’t see him as a threat. If Peter showed any signs of being scared, Laura would probably have the two of them out of there before Brayden could find a way to fix things. 
 
    “It took her about ten minutes to leave, but she stopped buzzing.” 
 
    Brayden’s focus centered on the little boy hiding behind Laura’s left leg. He had to coax his eyes from remaining on that thin leg, which did nothing to hide the kid. That leg, and its twin had been stars in some of his dreams lately. A fact concentrating on Peter hopefully hid from his eyes. 
 
    “Good,” he said as softly as he could. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t show up again.” 
 
    Once he got some sleep, he’d give her a call and verify she was only trying to check out the woman who was being rumored her replacement. Suzy had been able to verify that everyone around town thought along those lines. He’d called her after it seemed the coast was clear. She’d had plenty of choice words when she heard Megan showed up, and Brayden sort of hoped Suzy would make good on some of her threats. 
 
    “I know she wasn’t on the list you told me, but this is your house, so don’t go out of your way for us.” 
 
    The meek voice was back in force and Brayden bit his tongue to keep from cursing. He’d expected her to ask about Megan. Every other woman he knew would have, but Laura proved once again that she was different. 
 
    “Telling Megan to get lost wasn’t going out of my way.” He looked up to make sure she read the surety of that in his eyes. “I hope you guys have decided to stay a little longer.” 
 
    Changing the conversation away from Megan as fast as possible was best for everyone involved. He wished the woman no harm, at least not any harm that would cause lasting damage, but his voice had a tendency to not be able to stay calm when talking about his ex. 
 
    Laura studied him with those odd eyes of hers. He’d never seen anyone in person with eyes that color. There were some actresses who used contacts to achieve the same look, but hers were completely natural. She’d confirmed that much during one of their phone calls. 
 
    “If you’re sure we won’t get in your way, and you still need someone to housesit. If not, we can have our things packed in a few minutes and be on our way.” 
 
    Brayden wanted to move closer to her and grab one of the hands she wrung together. They’d discussed her staying as long as she wanted. She had to know he didn’t technically need a house sitter, but he wasn’t about to tell her she could just stay. He knew she wouldn’t take anything for free. He also knew the money he promised to pay her for house sitting made a huge difference in her life.  
 
    He’d paid her the grand before he left. She could’ve run at anytime if the money was all she wanted. She needed safety more than just money, and he’d counted on that. 
 
    He watched as she drew her bottom lip into her mouth and bit on it softly. Along with her hands that he imagined she didn’t notice were at war with each other, her body language spoke of how nervous she was.  
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I didn’t get much sleep last night and I’m about to fall flat on my face. Is it okay if I get a few hours sleep, then we can talk about how long you want to stay?” 
 
    As much as he wanted to get a firm understanding that they were welcome for as long as she wanted, he really couldn’t hang much longer. Judging from the dark circles under her eyes, she could use a little rest herself. 
 
    She nodded. “We’ll keep quiet. I can have dinner ready later, if you want.” 
 
    The concept of food made his stomach grumble. Along with no sleep, food hadn’t been a priority. A bag of peanuts and a couple cookies wasn’t exactly the breakfast of champions, but sleep came first. He was already afraid his eyes wandered to her lips too many times. She hadn’t seemed to notice, but his mind clearly needed some sleep to get things better under control. 
 
    “That sounds perfect. I’ll be up around noon, so we can talk. Maybe we can discuss getting some toys for Peter.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes widened at the suggestion. Good, there wasn’t fear in them, and Brayden wasn’t against the idea of buying the kid off.  
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    With her scientific mind, cooking should have been easy for Willow. If she had any recipes, it probably would be, but she couldn’t find a single cookbook in Brayden’s kitchen. When he’d brought them to his place, he’d said to help themselves to anything. He had plenty of food, and she didn’t want to leave, so they’d had cereal for breakfast and peanut butter sandwiches for lunch and dinner.  
 
    She figured the bread and milk would likely expire if they didn’t use them, so she didn’t feel too bad about eating his stuff. Although, she already planned on giving him back one of the twenties he’d given her.  
 
    Since she was cooking for him, she figured the whole kitchen was game. That meant her cooking repertoire needed to increase a hundred-fold. Staring in the fridge, for the fifth time, she looked in the crisper drawers and found some lettuce that hadn’t been opened and didn’t look like it’d turned to brown slime yet. The fridge door had at least five different dressings, so a salad immediately made it to the menu. 
 
    She still had hours to figure out if they were just having that salad or if she could figure out something to go along with it. A protein of some kind would be good, and he had plenty of those in the freezer. He practically had a full butcher shop in there.  
 
    Sighing, she closed the door and thought about opening the freezer. The heat must have kicked on, because she felt abnormally warm and a cold blast from the freezer seemed like the easiest way to cool down a little. 
 
    “Do you need me to run and pick anything else up?” 
 
    Willow jumped when she heard the deep voice behind her. It took a good ten seconds for her heart to feel like it wouldn’t catapult out of her chest. When her breathing was almost normal, she looked over her shoulder to check on Connor, who’d taken a spot on one of the stools around the center island. His height hampered him climbing up himself, so she’d had to put him there. 
 
    The grin on his face looked mischievous. She’d never seen the look on him, and she had to believe it had something to do with the promised toys Brayden had mentioned. Connor had been floating around since hearing that news.  
 
    It reminded her of everything he’d missed in his life. Once they escaped and were settled in the apartment, she’d bought him a coloring book with a small set of crayons and a pair of dinosaurs from a store that touted everything under a dollar. He loved the toys and had all of them on the counter in front of him. 
 
    “Don’t blame him for not warning you. I asked him to be quiet.” 
 
    Willow’s attention came back to the man driving her crazy, making her realize the heat she’d felt was from the large male standing directly behind her. She hoped the small whimper she heard in her head didn’t make to her lips. She was pretty sure it wasn’t fear that caused the response. There was something about Brayden that made her feel… different. She didn’t have a name for what his presence did to her. 
 
    “You asked him to be quiet?” She managed to squeak out. 
 
    He shrugged and took a small step back. He’d only been a few inches from her, and the step didn’t even make it a full foot. Did people normally stand that close. No one else had with her, but every time they were in a room together, he seemed to crowd her space. 
 
    “I went like this,” he said as he brought a finger up to his lips. “Since he smiled at me, I assumed that meant he wouldn’t sound the alarm. You know, I’m not expecting you to cook for me. I know we all have to eat, but I can cook for us or order something.” 
 
    Now that she looked at him, she could see his wet hair slicked back. He’d taken a shower. When he’d shown up that morning, he was in a suit. She’d thought he’d looked attractive in it, but the knowledge of him being fresh from the shower and seeing his biceps bulging from his t-shirt strained her breathing. It was a crime to look the way he did. She was sure of it. 
 
    “I figured we could have salads and some of the steaks from the freezer. Me and Peter can share one. How many do you want?” 
 
    The fact that there were about thirty in there made her think maybe one wasn’t enough for him. She’d seen the prices on them and had almost said she’d settle for just a salad. 
 
    With his promise of toys for Connor, which she wouldn’t let him buy, but at the same time couldn’t let the boy down, her budget was already going to take a little hit. Adding in another twenty for food wouldn’t break the bank, but it felt like the thousand dollars he’d given her would soon be nine hundred. In the grand scheme of things, she still had more money than she’d ever had, but they could eat for a full month with a hundred dollars if she spent it right. 
 
    “Please tell me all those facial gestures weren’t you calculating how much you owe me for the food you’ve eaten or are going to eat.”  
 
    Her eyes widened, and she wondered if she’d let something slip as she did the math. There was no way he could tell that was where her mind went. 
 
    “Really, Laura? I told you to help yourself to anything. You guys have eaten this week, right?” 
 
    He looked grief-stricken by the idea that they hadn’t. She didn’t need a reminder of what he’d told her, nor did she think she needed to remind him she replied by saying she didn’t take handouts. 
 
    “We ate. I figure with the steak for dinner, I’m going to owe you thirty bucks.” 
 
    His face quickly changed into one she’d seen many times on another man. With the fridge against her back, there was no space for her to step away from the look she’d come to correlate with physical punishment. Something must have shown on her face, because his expression moved to a sympathetic one before she could blink. 
 
    “Don’t think for a second I would ever hurt you or Peter. It just frustrates me that you think I’m going to let you pay me back for the food. As far as I’m concerned, the job comes with a salary, a place to live and food.” 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and sighed. Then he glanced over his shoulder. Her eyes were glued to him, watching to see if his mood reverted to a darker one. She was used to a man who could change between emotions fast enough it gave her whiplash. 
 
    When Brayden turned back to her, a smile spread across his face. She studied it, trying to decide if she really could trust the man. He’d asked her to almost every night they spent talking on the phone. She’d been non-committal, and he claimed he understood. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how in the world he could. Even with his sister’s experiences, he didn’t go through them. He had no idea what it was like to be a prisoner, never knowing whether he would live to see the next day. 
 
    “What exactly do you expect me to do for that incentive package? I think we both know the house-sitting position isn’t something you need. I went along with it because we need the money, but if we’re sticking around, you’ve got to let me do something.” 
 
    Willow had absolutely no clue what she could do for him. Her skills focused so much on chemistry and medicine. Neither of which he probably needed an on-staff expert for. She’d been surprised that the big house didn’t actually have a staff. Over the last week she’d expected at least a house cleaner to show up, but the only people to show up were delivery drivers. And of course the annoying visitor that morning. 
 
    His eyes darkened as he studied her. It wasn’t the same expression as when she thought he would hit her. She didn’t know what it should convey, but it wasn’t totally anger. She assumed that was a good thing. 
 
    “I don’t understand you. I just want to provide you both with a safe place to recover and heal from whatever’s been done to you. Can’t you let me do that without fighting me for it?” 
 
    Willow didn’t even have to think about her response. He’d heard the same thing plenty of times. He had to know it was coming. 
 
    “I don’t take handouts,” she said slowly. At some point it had to sink into his thick skull. 
 
    Rolling his eyes, he took a deep breath. She thought maybe she’d finally pushed him over the breaking point, but he reached out and his hand touched and stroked down her arm. The move at first made her skin catch on fire where he touched, but then a chill raced up her spine. And when he withdrew his hand, she felt somehow bereft. It made no sense. Of course, very little had where he was concerned. 
 
    “Then we’ll figure something out that you find acceptable. I don’t want you trying to pay me back for things you need. I’ve got plenty of space and money.” 
 
    She’d seen enough of the house that she knew both of those things. So, she nodded her head. Nothing had been solved, but after a week of living in the house and seeing smiles on Connor’s face, she knew she had to try to stretch things out a little. Soon enough they’d have to run again. For hopefully another week, she could try to pretend they were normal.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brayden knew Laura wasn’t purposefully trying to drive him insane. At least he didn’t get that vibe from her. That didn’t change the fact that he had no clue which way was up.  
 
    Spending a week away only made things worse. There were so many questions he wanted to ask. So many things he wanted to know about her, and their past. She switched from being scared of her shadow to standing toe-to-toe with him. It seemed the latter only came when he tried to help her, and she didn’t think she deserved it. 
 
    He’d said the night before that they’d figure out something she could do that “paid” for her stay with him, and so far no realistic solutions were mentioned. She talked about cleaning and cooking, shoot even gardening. It was the dead of winter, and while snow didn’t cover the ground, the grass fell dormant weeks ago. Even if it wasn’t, he hired some local guys to cut it. He didn’t have a lawnmower and asking her to mow the acres of lawn wasn’t happening. 
 
    She’d huffed a few times and tried to come up with other ideas. He had too, but his eyes kept drifting to her and all logical thought flew from his head. He’d see her lips moving, know she said something he should be listening to, but his mind focused solely on those lips.  
 
    They were thin, light pink, and he wanted more than anything to feel them on him. His lips would be fine, but his mind liked to torture him and think about what they’d feel like on and around other parts of him.  
 
    He deserved to burn in hell for his thoughts. And it almost felt like he was as those thoughts kept him up all night. Tossing and turning, trying to clear his mind and convince his dick it needed a new hobby, he found it impossible to sleep.  
 
    Maybe having her stay with him wasn’t his brightest idea. But the only other option was to see if Suzy or Rachel would give them a room. He knew either of them would, but they’d be in the same situation. Well, not his never-ending erection situation. They’d need to find a way for her to feel like she wasn’t free-loading. 
 
    He understood a little more why Rachel had set them up in the apartment. His opinion about it being the wrong place for them hadn’t changed, but he could understand. For being a person who needed all the help she could get, Laura didn’t want to accept any. 
 
    “What about my body?” 
 
    The words were soft, like almost everything about her. For a brief moment, Brayden thought he’d imagined them. Then he had to backtrack all his thoughts and figure out if he’d been muttering about her body and how in the world he’d explain his lust-filled thoughts. 
 
    He turned away from the stove, where he’d been hovering over a tea kettle. First thing in the morning, instant coffee was the only thing that would get him going. He’d tried setting timers on coffee makers and using the single cup variety. They weren’t bad, but something about the instant stuff just perked him up. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Was I talking to myself?” 
 
    Brayden had no idea. As flaky as his head had been, he didn’t doubt for a second it was possible. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Last night we seemed to run out of things I can do for you. So, I wondered if my body was an option. I know it’s not much, but I’ve heard it’s something a woman can sell when she needs money.” 
 
    No. His immediate reaction to her words were to stop at that one word and pretend she didn’t just say the rest of it. There was something off about the wording, but he couldn’t bother putting a finger on it, because he needed to make it clear her idea wasn’t happening. Not the way she’d spelled it out. 
 
    “Laura,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I’m trying to keep you safe from whatever asshole you guys are running from. I’m not about to take ‘payment’ for that with sex.” 
 
    That was one sure way to at least put a halt to his fantasies. It wasn’t quite an ice bath poured on his head, because her offering made him immediately think about the fact it had been on her mind. He hoped that meant he wasn’t the only one who felt the electricity between them. If she didn’t and had just offered to sleep with him with no desire on her side, he was going to go stick his head in the ice bath he’d just thought about. 
 
    “Okay, so you didn’t bring me here for that.” 
 
    As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t look away from her. And if he hadn’t, he’d have missed the split second that disappointment crossed her face. Her voice only echoed relief, but her eyes said something different. 
 
    It changed nothing. He was only trying to help her out, because that was what he did. She was off-limits, and there was absolutely no doubt in his mind he was going to burn in hell. But at least he didn’t act on the fact that his gut now told him she wanted him too. Maybe not to the levels where she stayed up all night thinking about how things would be between them, but she felt the spark. Or at the very least felt something. 
 
    “I told you when I mentioned the job, it wasn’t for sex. I’m not going back on that.”  
 
    He remembered the weird look that crossed her face when he mentioned the job. The sheer shock of him coming out and saying he’d give her something to do. He knew he’d never meant it that way, but he could only imagine how someone in her place would see it, and the look on her face had spelled it out. Horror.  
 
    Technically, he still didn’t know what her place was, but she had a kid and was on the run. At some point, sex had to be involved, and he only prayed it hadn’t been in a scenario like she was suggesting. It made him hate whatever asshole hurt her even more, which was starting to become impossible. If he ever found the guy, Brayden would gladly go to jail for killing the bastard. 
 
    “Is it really that hard to just let someone be there for you? If you won’t take it from me, what about family? Other than Peter’s dad, you have some, right?” 
 
    He didn’t want her to run off and find someone else. He wanted to be the one to get her through whatever it was going on in her life. It made no sense. Brayden had no problem admitting that to himself.  
 
    The look that crossed her face at the mention of family told him all he needed to know. Thinking about your family shouldn’t cause the eye-widening fear he saw in front of him. It took everything inside of him to not cross the kitchen to the doorway she stood in and wrap her in his arms. He didn’t need to know all the details to know that Laura had never had it easy. 
 
    “I think it’s pretty clear that I wouldn’t be here if I did. I can’t turn to them.” 
 
    Not that she didn’t have anyone. She just couldn’t turn to them. That added the question of whether that was because she couldn’t trust them or if they were in danger too to the list. 
 
    “Then for the time being, pretend I’m them. Would you feel the need to do stuff for your mom if she let you stay in your old room?” 
 
    One of the things he found so attractive about Laura was her expressive face. And the confusion that spread over it at what he thought was a simple question surprised him. It seemed like just a yes or no question. Actually, it should have just been a quick no. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, voicing the confusion he already saw. “It’s been a long time since I’ve spoken to my parents.” 
 
    “Because of him?” 
 
    She nodded, not needing to ask who he meant. He knew abusers sometimes separated their victims from everyone else, which explained a lot. At least to him.  
 
    There hadn’t been someone in her life to trust. She wasn’t specific on how long that had been the case, but since Peter was four, he figured years had gone by without someone having her back. 
 
    “How far behind you is he, Laura? I know you said he isn’t in your lives, but I get the feeling he hasn’t come to terms with that.” 
 
    Laura’s expression turned dark as she considered her answer. That’s at least what Brayden figured she did as she sighed and tilted her head a few times. She finally opened her mouth to say something when a scream erupted from behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just when Willow thought her heart had finally corralled itself, the sound of Connor screaming threw her whole body in motion. Surprisingly, Brayden was even faster, gliding past her as he ran into the living room. The distance was only thirty feet at most, but it felt like a mile.  
 
    When she saw Connor standing alone with his arm pointing towards the massive television, she allowed a small sigh of relief to escape. Brayden scooped the boy up and held him close as he rubbed the back of his head. Willow took that all in before she turned and looked at the television. Her knees instantly felt like nothing more than gelatin. 
 
    On the screen, there was a picture of her as a child next to a blurry more recent picture of her. It looked like she was walking into a store with Connor by her side. How anyone could compare the two pictures and think they were the same person was beyond her, but it seemed clear someone had. 
 
    “Authorities say that Willow Bethany Jamison was last seen fifteen years ago leaving school in Henderson, Nevada. The case was considered cold until a retired police officer on the case saw a woman he thought looked familiar in Charleston, West Virginia.” 
 
    The screen flashed to a man, who had to be in his sixties, maybe even seventies. His gray hair was just wisps on top of his head. 
 
    “I remember that case like it was yesterday. Pauline Jamison was devasted when we told her there was no sign of her daughter. She called every week, hoping we found some information. Everyone in the precinct had a picture of Willow, with those bright purple eyes of hers on their desk. We all got used to looking for them, and I couldn’t believe I finally found someone with the same color eyes. My skills have diminished a little since I left the force, so it took me a second to remember. By the time I did, her and the kid were gone. But I have no doubt it was her.” 
 
    The screen switched back to the blurry picture, but this time there was a picture next to it that looked sort of like Willow. The nose was wrong, too pointy and long to be hers, and the lips were fuller. She could see why people would think it was her, though. 
 
    She glanced over to Brayden, hoping he didn’t understand. Judging by the way his eyes were glued to the television, she had no doubt he knew. Her mouth opened to say something. She had no idea what to say, but she had to say something. 
 
    That was until she heard a voice she never thought she’d hear again. Her knees really did give out when her mother’s voice came through the speakers. 
 
    “We never gave up hope that she was still out there somewhere. Her twenty-fifth birthday is in three weeks, and we’re hoping she’ll finally be home to celebrate with us.” 
 
    Willow started gasping for air as she saw her mother, father and sister for the first time in over a decade. Her parents looked exactly the same. Her sister wasn’t seven anymore, but she could tell it was her. 
 
    It was too much. They were all there, still waiting for her to come home. Her lungs forgot how to function and the air in the room disappeared. 
 
    “Wh..” 
 
    She didn’t know if the sound came out or what she was going to say. She couldn’t think.  
 
    “Shh.” She heard and then Brayden’s face appeared in front of her. His lips kept moving, but she didn’t hear anything coming out of them. 
 
    “Connor,” she said. 
 
    He wasn’t in Brayden’s arms anymore. She needed the boy next to her, in her arms. If this was going out over national news, they had to leave. 
 
    Brayden looked confused for a second. Her brain was quickly coming back online. She couldn’t let the emotions get to her. They never had in the past, so she had no idea why they were now. Connor’s safety was the important thing. It didn’t matter that her family thought she was alive and wanted to see her. Keeping Connor away from his parents was all that mattered. 
 
    As it was, the more she thought about it, the more those people standing there didn’t seem right. The emotion was all wrong for members of her family. Simply because there was emotion there at all. It had to be a trick of the camera or they were actively trying to fool the camera. Willow didn’t think she’d changed that much over the last fifteen years, at least not deep down, so she couldn’t see her parents changing either. 
 
    “So, his name isn’t Peter.” 
 
    Willow registered his words and shook her head. She knew he’d said more when her brain couldn’t function, but she pushed his questioning look aside and scanned the room for Connor. The boy looked as terrified as she felt. Tears welled up in his eyes.  
 
    “He won’t find us. We’ll keep running. I’ve got enough money now that I’ll change my eyes, so they won’t recognize me.” 
 
    She didn’t know how much he understood, but he’d known the news on the television was bad enough that he’d screamed. He, like apparently everyone else she’d ever meant, could recognize her eyes. 
 
    Connor ran over to her, throwing his arms around her neck. She’d sunk down to her knees on the floor, so their heights were almost the same.  
 
    “Don’t cry. I promised I would always keep you safe from them. You know I’ve never broken a promise to you.” 
 
    This new development made that task monumentally harder. Instead of being anywhere, with chances higher for the western states, everyone knew a general radius of where they’d been. While her kidnapper kept his life private, he had millions of dollars at his disposal. He probably had private detectives everywhere. He’d have to tread lightly, but with enough money, she was sure he could do anything. 
 
    Willow started thinking about whether they should go north or south. Going back west seemed out of the question, since there was a chance of crossing paths. North went away from everywhere they’d been, but they were running out of real estate in that direction. 
 
    “We need to call the police.” 
 
    “No,” she practically screamed.   
 
    Staring at Brayden, she tried to make sure he understood there was no room for different opinions on that matter. She hadn’t forgot he was around, but at that point it was a technicality. Connor and she just had to get their stuff together and they’d be out of his life. 
 
    “But your parents. They’re looking for you. And the police can help put whoever took you behind bars. If they get to him before I do.” 
 
    “What do you mean if they get to him before you do?” 
 
    Willow had followed along with his words fine until then. She understood why he thought those were all good things. He didn’t know what was at stake. Just like she didn’t know why he’d even think about being near Connor’s dad. 
 
    His eyes hardened. The look scared her for a second, but his hand reached over and wiped her cheek. The touch made her feel the wetness there. She hadn’t even known she’d been crying. 
 
    “Because of these. I wanted to kill that bastard when I thought he was just an abusive ex. Knowing that he took you as a kid…” His words trailed off as he shook his head. 
 
    “You don’t even know me.” 
 
    Until five minutes ago, he hadn’t even known her real name. All he knew was that she showed up in town with a kid, running from something. He had no clue what she’d been through and what would happen if the police got involved. 
 
    “I know you’re planning on running. And if you’re not going to accept my help, I’m going to make sure someone has your back.” 
 
    In other words, the second she left, the police were his first call. If they weren’t already on their way. Chances were half the televisions in town had been on the news. She liked to think only a few people saw her, but after that waitressing shift, too many people knew she was here. 
 
    With Connor still clutched close to her, Willow stood and carried him over to the couch. Brayden moved with her, trying to take Connor. She shook her head and relayed with her eyes that he would get the boy from her over her dead body. He seemed to get the message and took a step back. 
 
    “Connor, honey. I need to go back in the kitchen to talk to Brayden,” she said as she sat him down. 
 
    The notion sent Connor’s head into a frantic shake. It had been days since he’d had a nightmare, but the events of the day were sure to make neither one of them get any sleep anytime soon. 
 
    “It’s okay. We’re still safe here. You did a good job letting me know about the TV. Why don’t you watch some cartoons for a few minutes? I promise I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She had to convince Brayden he couldn’t go to the police. There was only one way she could think of that would earn his agreement. Something she thought she’d never tell another soul. 
 
    The truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brayden gave Connor a smile as he followed his mom out of the room. Willow and Connor. They weren’t Laura and Peter. They were Willow and Connor, and Willow had been missing for over fifteen years.  
 
    He couldn’t think of all the hours she endured at the mercy of that monster without curling his fingers tightly into a fist. He’d never wanted to hit something more, which was saying something. His ex-brother-in-law had given him plenty of reasons to lose his temper over the years. Idiot opponents ran their mouths, saying anything to get him off his game. There’d been plenty of times his mother had been mentioned in ways that curdled his blood. 
 
    But nothing amounted to the red that covered all his thoughts when he thought about what had happened to Laura… or Willow. That was going to take some getting used to.  
 
    “Nothing you can say will change my mind on this, Willow. You need help.” 
 
    She sighed and walked to the center island. He was happy to see her scoot out a chair and sit. The news had taken most of his attention, but he saw her collapse when her mother appeared on the screen. It wasn’t until then that the tears started falling. 
 
    He could tell she had the weight of the world on her shoulders in the moment, and they couldn’t take the weight. As far as he was concerned, she didn’t have to deal with it alone. 
 
    “I can’t go to the police.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    She cut him off before he could get more than the single word out. She hadn’t looked in his direction, but she glared over at him. The look sent a chill down his spine.  
 
    “There are no buts. If I go to the police, they’ll take Connor away from me. I’m sure it’s no surprise that my life hasn’t been easy, but the only thing good about it has been that little boy in there. And I’ll die before someone takes him away from me.” 
 
    He felt the same way on the last point. No one would take her child away from her.  
 
    “His dad is either going to be in the ground or in jail. He can’t exactly fight for custody in either of those places.” 
 
    She shook her head and stared down at her hands on top of the counter. He couldn’t believe she thought someone would give Connor to his father. The asshole didn’t deserve that title. 
 
    “Theoretically, that’s true. The problem is that I’m not sure what will happen to Connor’s mother. There hasn’t been in day in his life when that woman cared for him, but if they don’t charge her too, I’m sure she’ll take him just to spite me.” 
 
    Brayden knew his jaw dropped open as she went on. His brain scrolled through everything he could think of happening since he’d seen her eyes in a photo of a little girl on the television. There was so much to remember. Not a lot had been said, but the reactions and nuggets he picked up seemed to be jumbled out of place. 
 
    “You said them. You told Connor that you would keep him safe from them.” 
 
    He didn’t know why he’d assumed it had just been a guy holding her captive. That seemed to be how most of the stories went. Creepy guy who had an obsession for little girls usually fit the bill. Throwing a woman in the mix? He had no clue if that meant things were better or worse for Willow. 
 
    She nodded. “His parents.” 
 
    He gulped in a breath and tried to figure out how to ask the question on the tip of his tongue. Bringing up what they’d done to her could only hurt her more, so he really didn’t want to ask. But he had to know. 
 
    “Did they both…” 
 
    Brayden let it trail off. He didn’t know if she’d understand, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. 
 
    “No,” she said shaking her head. “I know what you’re asking, and it was never like that.” 
 
    Furrowing his brow, Brayden thought about what that meant. Relief warred with confusion as he tried to figure it out. 
 
    “Don’t hurt yourself. I know why most kids are kidnapped. It just so happens I wasn’t like most kids.” 
 
    Her words seemed to be a riddle. He didn’t understand what point she was trying to get across, if there was even one there. The confusion addled his brain. He wasn’t even sure how to ask for an explanation. He really should’ve convinced his brain to shut down, so he got a few hours of sleep last night. 
 
    “I was twelve when it happened,” he supplied. She didn’t jump to fill in what she meant, so he figured he’d give her a minute or two to work it out. “Suzy was your age. It was all over the news and our mom freaked out. We couldn’t go out after dark and walking home from school immediately came to a stop.” 
 
    Since most of the other moms had the same reaction, it wasn’t completely embarrassing, but every kid in town basically had their life thrown into chaos. No one could compete with Willow’s uprooting, but he remembered things changing. 
 
    “I imagine Suzy wasn’t a junior in high school at the time.” 
 
    Was she purposefully trying to confuse him? His brain was already there. It didn’t need any more pushing. 
 
    “I don’t know of any ten-year-olds in high school.” 
 
    The corner of her mouth quirked up. She didn’t look away from the countertop that continued to hold her interest. Brayden wished she would. He thought maybe if he could see her face, things would magically make sense. He didn’t dare move from his spot. She was poised to run, and he couldn’t do anything to tip her in that direction. There was no hope of him being a functioning human if he didn’t know where she was and whether or not her past had caught up with her. 
 
    “You’re looking at one. Or at least I was. The man who kidnapped me was one of my teachers. His wife had cancer, and he wanted me to develop a cure for it.” 
 
    She said the words like they made perfect sense. She was talking about a ten-year-old curing cancer. Unless he’d completely gone off the deep end, which at that point was perfectly logical. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    It was the only thing he could say. He’d tried to let her tell the story at whatever speed and with whatever snippets she wanted, but from the point of her not being Connor’s mom, he was completely lost. 
 
    “I know. When I was a kid, I basically absorbed everything around me. They tested my IQ when I was nine and my score was around two-fifty. They called me a child prodigy.”  
 
    Something about that made her laugh. It was a sad laugh, and oddly enough, he could understand that. He wasn’t a genius, but he’d been good at hockey when he was a kid. It made him different than the kids who were into the more popular sports like football and basketball. It also meant he spent more time at the rink than just hanging out and playing with other kids. 
 
    “I wanted to go straight to college and on to changing the world. But my mom thought I needed more life experiences. When he first took me, I blamed her for a little while. I told myself that if she would’ve just let me take my college classes, he would have never noticed me.” 
 
    She turned over to look at Brayden. Her face was blank. He had no idea what that meant, or what to say to her story.  
 
    “It was my own fault. The other kids made fun of me and I thought I needed to stand out. So, on the first day of AP biology, when the teacher told us to write a short essay about what we expected to get out of the class, I told the truth. I wrote that I planned on revolutionizing the drug industry. I would make new compounds that not only worked better to cure the diseases we already had solutions for, they would cure even the deadliest cancers. The joke was on me, because, surprise, I’ve done just that.” 
 
    Brayden let silence fill the air for a few minutes. He thought they both needed that time. When she looked to him, he could see the silent tears streaming down her face. She’d had a few out in the living room, but they were nothing compared to the pair of rivers he saw. 
 
    They made him want to run to her and hold her tight. The urge to tell her that everything would be okay was hard to resist. He didn’t know if it would be, though. She was right about her dilemma with Connor. If she wasn’t his mother, they might take him away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    
Somewhere, Willow once read that telling someone your secrets made you feel better. Whoever came up with that pile of crap was an idiot.   
 
    Explaining the details of her world to Brayden didn’t make her feel like the world was all of a sudden sunnier. It made her feel like her life depended on how he reacted to the story. So far, he’d barely moved or reacted at all. Of course, she’d barely looked in his direction.  
 
    It was hard enough to say the words. Watching someone else react to them exceeded her abilities. The gazes she allowed confused her more than anything.  
 
    She knew her story sounded unrealistic. If she hadn’t lived it, she’d laugh at the absurdity of it. Chances were he wouldn’t understand if she spelled out the compounds she’d spent years working on, which was the only part of the story she thought she could back up. Obviously, the fact that she’d been kidnapped wasn’t at question. He’d seen the news. He didn’t even have to be told it was her. 
 
    But most kids weren’t kidnapped to find cures for cancer. There were days she couldn’t believe she’d actually accomplished at least a small part in saving people’s lives. Her initial work was the hardest, as it involved the brain and two tumors that couldn’t be operated on and didn’t respond to radiation or chemo.  
 
    The brain is sometimes funny that way. There’s this little blood-brain barrier thing that doesn’t like letting chemicals get anywhere near the brain. Not that explaining that and how she’d worked tirelessly to find a mixture of drugs that worked through it would get her anywhere. No one would believe her.  
 
    As far as she knew, that particular compound only had one user. Her access to the outside had always been limited, but her kidnapper liked to brag about the money he made because of her. Those taunts waited until after she’d moved to her third in vitro testing phase for a drug to treat hepatitis C.  
 
    Willow only saw things through the preclinical testing. What happened after left her little lab. She got updates when it was deemed important, which rarely happened other than the bragging.  
 
    “So,” Brayden said, dragging the word out. “What do we do?”  
 
     She’d been so caught up on her past that she lost sight of the now. More importantly, she forgot she needed to grab a bag of her and Connor’s things and run as fast as she could. 
 
    “There isn’t a ‘we’ here. At least not if you’re trying to include yourself. I’m all Connor’s ever had, and I won’t let them find us.” 
 
    Sliding off the chair, which she was a little surprised to find she sat in, Willow took a deep breath. They’d been on the run for weeks, and it wasn’t like she’d expected to ever stop. But something Hedgesville had felt right to her since they landed here. She couldn’t put her finger on it, other than most of the people seemed genuinely nice. 
 
    The guy across the room, who she hazarded to glance up at and caught the dark clouds spreading across the face. Well, she had been ready to think about how he’d let strangers move into his house and made her feel odd sensations, but the look made her breath catch in her throat. It also sent a warm feeling pooling in her stomach that she had no idea how to classify. He always seemed to leave her wondering what in the world her body was thinking. 
 
    “I already told you I’m not letting you walk out that door alone.” His words were rough, matching his look. “Now that you’ve explained it, I understand what’s at stake. It’s not just getting back the life that’s been stolen from you. You need to protect him.” 
 
    Willow found her head bobbing up and down. There was no other life for her. Keeping Connor from the evils in the world was it for her. He’d seen so much and had no reference to how things could really be. She didn’t have much reference on that front, but she’d give her life to make sure he got to feel the sun hitting his face every day. 
 
    “Let me talk to my lawyer.” When Willow started to shake her head, Brayden quickly pushed on. “There’s this little thing called attorney-client privilege. We can have him come here, so we can both talk to him and make sure he understands the conversation fully falls under that privilege. He’ll be able to tell us whether there’s legal action we can take to protect Connor.” 
 
    What was it with him and the non-stop “we” stuff? He had a life. She had no idea what that life included other than business trips and a huge house. But it wasn’t about to include running around the country with her and Connor, which she knew was all her life would be. 
 
    “The only way I can protect him is to stay two steps ahead. I’m already losing traction standing around talking about it.” 
 
    While the words came out of her mouth, her body did nothing to jump into action. Her legs felt frozen in place, even though they appeared to be made of pudding or something. They didn’t feel real. After spending so much time studying diseases and cures for them, her brain ran through what could be wrong with them.  
 
    There were tons of options, but she knew anxiety could cause it, so she didn’t have to go any further than it to have a diagnosis. Anxiety and she went hand in hand and had for as long as she could remember. It didn’t often make her legs weak, but there were too many added pressures.  
 
    “I’m not letting you go.” 
 
    The words said with no room for argument were part of the new pressures driving her anxiety. She didn’t understand where his words and actions were coming from. He didn’t know her. There was no reason for him to help her, and yet, that seemed to be all he wanted to do.  
 
    It made absolutely no sense. 
 
    “You said you’re going back to the city. Are you planning on locking me up?” 
 
    Willow didn’t think his gaze could get any darker, but it did. She swore even ten feet away his teeth ground together loudly enough for her to hear.  
 
    “No,” he said evenly. “I’m not holding you hostage. I’m not letting you walk away, though.” 
 
    That made no sense. He couldn’t have it both ways. Not if she wasn’t willing to stay. 
 
    The small part of her that wished someone would look out for them niggled inside of her. It had always been there. From the first day she found herself in an unfamiliar home, bound by whatever the madman who took her wanted, she’d hoped someone would rescue her. It took about six months before that hope all vanished.  
 
    Fifteen years later, she learned only she could save herself. She was the only person she could depend on. 
 
    “You don’t get to decide that. We need to leave before he finds us.” 
 
    The repeated sentiment didn’t seem to be getting through. He had to realize they weren’t safe there. She didn’t know if the danger extended to him, but he had to at least consider that his life was threatened with her anywhere near. 
 
    “Do you honestly think he’s going to get in here? If you don’t think my security is enough, I’ll higher a team to be here around the clock.” 
 
    He had to be joking. First the lawyer and now a security team. He didn’t know her. There was absolutely no reason for him to try to protect her. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Any words could have come out of her mouth. The confusion in her voice relayed everything going on in her head. At least she thought it did. The look on his face made her think she’d spoken a different language. Since she knew four, it was a possibility, but she was pretty sure English escaped her lips. 
 
    “Because as far as I can see, you’ve never had someone in your corner.” 
 
    The simple sentence boiled that warmth in her stomach and spread it lower down body. The stomach sensation had been weird enough, but something made her want to squeeze her thighs together. She had no idea what the reaction meant, and she wasn’t about to ask if he did.  
 
    He stepped into the room and came slowly towards her. Stretching out his arm hesitantly, he ran his big, calloused hand against her cheek before gripping gently. She’d been too busy remembering to breath to step away from him. The urge to clench her legs together overpowered her, and she shivered. 
 
    “Please don’t run, Willow. Let me help you.” 
 
    His hot breath brushed across her face. It smelled minty, but the masculine smell of him in general overwhelmed the scent. 
 
    All of it combined had her head trying to sit still on her neck. She was sure it didn’t move at all, but it felt like it spun clear around. 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    A word getting out was downright astonishing. The fact that it was in agreement should have scared her. And, it probably would. Right after she figured out why she wanted to kiss the lips her eyes dropped to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    
Brayden couldn’t hold back his sigh of relief. He understood completely that Willow didn’t trust anyone. Everything about her instantly made more sense.   
 
    Well, almost everything. He had no idea why lust powered through him every time he thought about her. Before, when he thought she’d just been hurt, he couldn’t deny the attraction. He still couldn’t deny it, but it felt wrong.  
 
    The fact that holding her close, staring into her eyes felt right was what made it absolutely wrong. He’d listened as she described the basics of her life. Stolen away at ten. Kept in a basement somewhere curing cancer. He still found that part hard to believe. Even though he didn’t doubt her words. She either had an amazing imagination, or she was a genius.  
 
    He hadn’t been around many people who could claim to be as smart as her, but he believed that book smarts didn’t make you smart about everything. If she really hadn’t seen the light of day since she was ten, she wouldn’t understand the concept of lust and what it made him want to do with her. 
 
    It didn’t help when he saw her gaze dart to his mouth. A small pink tongue slipped out to lick her lips. God, he wanted to chase that tongue back in her mouth.  
 
    Wrong. Wrong. Wrong. He let the word repeat in his head.  
 
    “Why does my body respond to your touch?” 
 
    The question was soft, and her eyes didn’t move away from his lips as she asked. She was a few inches shorter than him, but as she looked up and he down, there was no mistake what her focus was. 
 
    And that made him groan. Somehow, they’d gone from him hellbent on making her stay and her wanting to leave to him explaining why apparently the attraction wasn’t only on his side. That knowledge did nothing to help the warring going on in his head.  
 
    “Maybe we should discuss that later. I’d really like to call my friend Chris. He’s been my lawyer for years, and I’ve known him since we were kids. He won’t tell anyone else. There’s got to be a way for you to see your family again and keep Connor.” 
 
    He had no clue when it came to the law, but he couldn’t see anyone taking Connor from her. His real parents would hopefully be in jail if she came forward. Suzy had to fight tooth and nail to get custody of Noah, even with proof that his dad was an ass. That made it clear to him the courts didn’t always make it easy. 
 
    “You’re sure you trust him.”  
 
    Her eyes lifted to his for just a second. She never left them there long, even with his attempts to look like someone with eyes she could get lost in. It was for the best. He now knew that those amethyst eyes of hers were all natural and getting lost in them was high on his priority list. 
 
    Opening his mouth to answer, he cursed under his breath as his phone started ringing. The ring tone was Rachel’s. He knew she only called for emergencies, but he was dealing with his own emergency. 
 
    “Do you need to get that?” Willow asked, glancing down. 
 
    The phone stopped ringing for a second, leaving an almost echoing silence in the room. That lasted for less than a breath, because it started right back up. Whatever had Rachel calling, it wasn’t good. 
 
    “We need to finish this, but it’s Rachel,” he said as he fished the phone out of his back pocket. 
 
    Hearing it was her former employer, Willow’s eyes widened as she took a step back. He hoped she didn’t think there was a chance she’d go back to work there. Not that he wanted to run her life, but she needed to stay away from crowds, and if she needed more money, he’d find a way to give it to her.  
 
    “I’m a little busy right now.” 
 
    Rachel was getting the short end of his temper a lot recently. He hated that fact since they were so close, but he had too many things going on. Willow hadn’t been wrong that he needed to be in the city for practice and a game, and generally about a million other things team related. Faking a cough and calling in sick didn’t work well when the team employed doctors to double check bogus claims. 
 
    “Do you know?” Rachel’s voice was low, not quite a stage whisper, but it sounded close. 
 
    Brayden kept the groan and sigh he wanted to respond with inside. He wasn’t stupid. The whole town probably watched the news. The question was how many of them knew he’d brought Willow to his place. Trevor and Suzy knew, since he’d personally told them, but he hadn’t told anyone else. Willow probably hadn’t shared the news, so he hoped the knowledge stayed isolated. 
 
    “Know what, Rachel?” 
 
    The pause between question and answer took longer than necessary. He wasn’t sure how to play things. He trusted Rachel, but the full story belonged to Willow. While he thought he knew what they should do, it was her life up in the air. With that in mind, he went ahead and put the phone on speaker. Whatever Rachel had to say was important to Willow’s decision. 
 
    “About Laura. Or I guess her name’s Willow. Have you seen the news? Suzy said she’s staying with you. If that’s the case, you guys need to get gone fast.” 
 
     Furrows took over Brayden’s forehead. The words confused him, but Willow clutched her chest and looked to the door behind him, clearly looking to make a run for it. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Willow said repeatedly that she needed to leave. Someone reiterating that didn’t help things. 
 
    “I figure if she’s here and not in Nevada trying to reunite with her parents, she’s running from something. Everyone in the diner just saw the news and I counted five phones out immediately making calls. I can’t say who they’re all calling, but I’ve heard Holcomb and Janice mentioned.” 
 
    “Shit.” Brayden realized a second too late that his voice was louder than he expected. Biting his tongue, he clarified her words. “So you’re telling me our sheriff and a reporter already knows Willow’s been around.” 
 
    Willow didn’t wait to hear the rest of the conversation. She pushed by him and headed to the living room. He wasn’t about to stop her. If that was the case, they needed to move. 
 
    “That’s what I’m telling you. I haven’t heard your name mentioned, but if she doesn’t want to be found, she needs to get out of town now.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up. If anyone asks, tell them she left town days ago.” 
 
    Brayden hung up and tucked his phone in his pocket as he followed Willow on her quest to the room she and Connor shared. One perk of traveling so much meant he had a go bag already packed. Not surprisingly, so did she. 
 
    Looking around the room, she hesitated. It appeared there was more she wanted to take. 
 
    “I will buy you anything else you need. Let’s hit the road and try to get in front of this.” 
 
    She looked in his direction. Surprise crossed her face, like she hadn’t realized he’d followed her. He didn’t think it was from the words, because he’d made it clear, or at least he thought he had, that she wasn’t in this alone anymore. 
 
    “Where would you go if you were me?” She said the words slowly, like they had time for a conversation all of a sudden. 
 
    “We’ll head to my apartment in D.C. It’s not here and has great security, even better than here. I have some obligations with the team tomorrow, but I can get in touch with Chris and have him look into getting you custody or guardianship of Connor.” 
 
    He knew talking to a lawyer probably made her a little nauseous, but Brayden kept coming back to it being the best solution. The fact that she’d asked about whether he trusted his friend made him think she was warming up to the idea. 
 
    “Tell me about the security.” 
 
    She still hadn’t moved. It felt a little surreal that he was the one wanting to move and get somewhere she and Connor hadn’t been spotted.  
 
    “Can I tell you in the car? Because you were right earlier about needing to get out of here. As much as I love it here, this town is small, and people have big mouths. Word that you’ve been here has probably already made it out to all major networks.” 
 
    That got her moving, pushing past him again. He thought about grabbing the sad duffle bag she had over her shoulder but figured he might need to keep his hands free to carry Connor. His bag was already in the car, so other than grabbing the keys, he was ready to go. He hoped they could keep ahead of the media circus sure to follow them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    
Willow had no idea what was going on. Her brain, which normally processed things at the speed of light, seemed to go dead. She blamed the weird feelings she had around Brayden for it. They were the unknown in the situation, and for some reason, instead of focusing on getting her and Connor into a new hiding place, she kept going back to the sensation in her stomach and reactions to a man she still didn’t know. 
 
    He was driving things, both figuratively and literally. They’d been in his car for thirty minutes, and she’d been too dumbfounded to say anything. When she’d seen the news, she knew they had to leave, immediately. And yet, she found herself discussing things with Brayden. She told herself she just wanted to convince him to let them go alone. 
 
    That was before he mentioned there might be a way for her to keep Connor. He didn’t sound sure, but he did sound convinced he had a friend who would know. The question remained whether she could trust this other man. 
 
    It took a lot for her to trust anyone. She didn’t know why Brayden seemed to be someone she could, but she definitely blamed the weirdness in her stomach and the urge to pull him close to her. When they’d been just inches apart, she couldn’t breathe. That should have scared her to death. Her reactions to him overpowered anything else her brain wanted to tell her. 
 
    She kept replaying his words over, trying to figure out if she missed anything. The fog was a little thick, but there was one thing that stuck out in her mind. 
 
    “You said you had team obligations. What does that mean?” 
 
    He glanced over at her. She hadn’t missed the way his knuckles turned white as he squeezed the wheel with one hand and the gear shift with the other. The grim set of his face indicated his whole body seemed to be squeezed tight. 
 
    “I have a game tomorrow night. And a practice in the morning. In the city, you’ll blend in better, so we’ll have to decide whether you feel better staying in the apartment or coming to the arena. I promise anywhere we go, I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    The last words caused her belly to feel like it flipped over. They were said in such a deep, gruff tone that her whole body tingled.  
 
    Willow did not know him. She shouldn’t want to trust him, especially not when he made her feel this way. After being dead for so many years, her body and brain were not prepared for him.  
 
    It wasn’t like he was the first guy she met. She’d spent hours with Barry in the kitchen, and while he was friendly enough, her body didn’t wonder what his would feel like against it. And she never wondered what kissing him would be like. 
 
    And there were other guys. Not that she spent a whole lot of time with them. There was even the guy in the diner that tried to touch her. Her initial reaction then was to pull her knife. She’d shown Brayden the blade, but she never once thought about using it on him. 
 
    “A game? You’re an athlete?” 
 
    Somehow her brain stopped thinking about Brayden long enough to get through the rest of his words. She looked down at his body and noticed, not for the first time, his biceps peeking out from under his t-shirt. She’d been freezing when they pulled out of the garage and met the chill in the December air. He’d seemed to not care one bit but after seeing her rub her hands together had turned on the heat in the car. 
 
    He had the muscles to be an athlete. She supposed. Sports had never really been her thing, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d watched anything involving a team of people chasing a ball around. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I forgot to mention that. I’m on the Washington Senators.” 
 
    Senators? She supposed the team name made sense. So, he wasn’t an actor. The fact didn’t disappoint her. She always thought actors had crazy lives, with fans and media following them around everywhere. Being an athlete probably had some similar issues, but she figured the audience was probably a little smaller. Maybe. She really had no clue. 
 
    “Is that football?” 
 
    Her dad had loved football, and only football, so she didn’t have much to go on. She knew there were other sports.  But, other than golf, she didn’t know much, and she knew golf wasn’t generally a team sport. Not to mention, she didn’t think they played it much in the winter. 
 
    “No,” he said with a laugh in his voice. “I play hockey. I would tout that I’m generally on the starting line and have already scored twelve goals this season, but I’m guessing that won’t mean a whole lot to you.” 
 
    Willow wished it did. He was right, though, she knew nothing about the sport. If it had been football, she could have maybe pulled something out of her memory to make it sound like she knew about the game. Growing up where it did get cold overnight but had high temperatures that usually didn’t dip far below fifty meant ice, and any sports played on it, wasn’t generally a big topic of discussion. 
 
    “I know ice is involved, and that’s about it. I guess that means you aren’t an actor.” 
 
    Judging by the look of almost disdain that crossed his face, the comment wasn’t well received. He shook his head and focused on the road. They were still in West Virginia, driving down a highway with few other vehicles. The view of the tree-topped mountains in the distance was beautiful with the sun heavy in the sky above them. 
 
    “I’m afraid to ask why you’d think I’m an actor. Didn’t you look at any of the pictures on the mantle? Or sneak a peek around the house at all?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He looked over at her and raised his brow. “I don’t know a single woman who could spend a week at my place and not know how many pairs of underwear I have in my top drawer.” 
 
    Willow’s cheeks flushed. She had three pairs of underwear. The ones she had on when she ran and two pairs she picked up in a bin that were two for a dollar. The latter didn’t fit well, and she had to wash them every day after wearing them, but they were what she could afford at the time. She couldn’t imagine having a full drawer. The most she’d had in recent memory was five. 
 
    She glanced in the backseat to check on Connor. He’d recovered from his scream and the scare of seeing her on TV. It always amazed her how much he understood. Like when she explained that Brayden would be sticking around and helping them. Connor said absolutely nothing, as usual, but his eyes lit up and he smiled.  
 
    He was curled up next to the door sleeping. She wished her mind could turn off as easily. 
 
    “Sorry,” Brayden whispered. 
 
    The apology surprised Willow. Her head whipped around to look at him. She expected him to be looking in her direction as he had for most of the trip. Instead, she got a glimpse of his profile and a firm set of his jaw. 
 
    “There’s nothing to be sorry about. I’m not like most women, and so you have enough money to have lots of underwear. Neither of those are big revelations.” 
 
    Brayden laughed. It was low in his chest and sent the shivers up her spine again.  
 
    “I guess they’re not, but I shouldn’t have mentioned my underwear.” 
 
    That had Willow’s eyebrows going up. “Is it wrong to talk about underwear?” 
 
    She knew social situations weren’t her strong suit, but underwear seemed like an odd thing to be taboo. She didn’t listen closely to all the conversations around her in the diner, but people talked about clothes.  
 
    “No, but it’s not something we should talk about.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked.  
 
    Dropping the conversation was probably the right thing to do, but she wanted to learn. If there was a chance she could come forward and not lose Connor in the process, she needed to know how to communicate with normal people.  
 
    “Because you’re not sure why your body reacts to me and I’m trying to convince my body to stop reacting to you. Discussing what we wear under our clothes isn’t going to help.” 
 
    “You want to kiss me too?” 
 
    The question drew a groan from Brayden. She knew they were talking about bodies and not her crazy urge to kiss him in the kitchen. It was impossible to keep how hard it was not to slip up on her tiptoes and touch her lips to his from crossing her mind.  
 
    “Maybe we should talk about this later.” 
 
    It sounded like Brayden ground his teeth together as he spoke. She opened her mouth to ask why again, but he reached over and hit some buttons on the dash to turn the radio on. Apparently, they’d exhausted his desire to talk. Willow would be perfectly fine with that, if she didn’t have a million questions she wanted to ask. Sighing, she sat back in her chair and watched the world pass her by, like it always did.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    
Brayden held his breath as he unlocked his door. He’d spent most of the two hours in the car with Willow solely breathing through his mouth. When he suggested running to his apartment in the city, he hadn’t taken into account that meant being stuck in a car breathing in the delicate scent of her. He doubted she wore perfume, but there was something sweet in the air, and it didn’t help his thoughts.  
 
    He couldn’t fault her for asking questions. For being locked up since she was ten, she was remarkedly well-adjusted. Sure, the chemistry between them seemed to be a mystery to her, but she’d gotten away from her captors and found a job. That alone made her the most remarkable woman he’d ever met. 
 
    And she was totally off limits. 
 
    That idea seemed to be harder to grasp when she brought up the idea of them kissing. He had no idea if she understood where things could go between two people. With Connor in tow and her apparent knowledge of at least how drugs react in the body, she might not be totally clueless about things like how babies are made. He tried to do the math from the time she disappeared to now and realized she had to be in her mid-twenties.  
 
    Two or three years younger than him. Putting a pin on whether she seemed younger or older than say twenty-five was hard. Being locked up for so many years without world experiences would make him think younger but hearing her talk about what she’d been doing those years made him think she’d been a grown-up at ten. 
 
    Letting his guests into his apartment, Brayden stood back and watched their reactions. He hadn’t seen how Connor reacted to his house, but he’d seen Willow’s eyes light up in astonishment. They were a little more hooded at the moment, not really showing any emotion. She darted her head around to focus on different things, the large picture windows overlooking the city, the giant fish tank in the middle of the open room, the chef’s kitchen off to the right. 
 
    The space wasn’t as big as his house, and nowhere near as homey, but it suited his needs. Brayden entertained here and crashed when he couldn’t make the drive home. To him, it was an impersonal space meant to please others.  
 
    “You live here?” Willow asked. 
 
    Her nose scrunched as she looked around the room and settled her eyes on him. She still hid exactly what she was thinking, but Brayden got the sense she wasn’t happy about something. 
 
    “I generally split my time between here, my house and hotels when I travel.” 
 
    He shrugged, not really sure what she wanted in an answer. Her nose tweaked to the right a little as she turned and looked at the room again. He did the same, trying to see it through her eyes. 
 
    The only thing that even remotely resembled his house was the large television in the living room area. He’d paid someone to decorate and furnish the space, signing off on pretty much every suggestion made. He didn’t care what the place looked like. The only requirement was a bed big enough for him that was comfortable.  
 
    A pair of couches and a loveseat made a U around the TV. There was a massive brick fireplace off in one of the corners that had a couple of chairs and a small bookcase filled with random books next to it. The rest of the space was rather empty other than a long table he used to fill with food anytime he had the guys over. 
 
    For someone who’d been locked up most of her life, he could see it still being impressive, but he got the feeling that wasn’t the emotion Willow felt when she studied the room. It wasn’t like he knew her well, but she generally wore her fear so readily on her face that he had to believe she’d do the same with excitement. 
 
    Connor didn’t look impressed either. Well, maybe a little by the fish tank. He managed to pry his hand out of Willow’s grasp and wander over to look at the various colorful fish more closely. Brayden could maybe pick out a couple of the different kinds, but other than knowing when and how much to feed them, they were just a decoration to him. 
 
    “I know I stuck to just the bedroom you gave us, the kitchen and living room,” Willow said as her voice trailed off.  
 
    He thought for a second that would be the extent of the comment. She walked over to the bookshelf and glanced at the titles for a second before shaking her head. 
 
    “This is a joke, right? I don’t feel you here at all.” 
 
    The words stopped Brayden’s next breath. She’d admittedly not even looked at the photos on the mantle at his house, and she could tell he didn’t put any of him in the apartment? People who knew him for years hadn’t figured that out. Trevor even knew that he had someone else decorate the space but liked to comment on Brayden’s taste when it came to the place. 
 
    His best friend found Brayden in the apartment, but a woman who’d only known him for a week could tell the truth. He didn’t know what to do with that information, which left him standing there like an idiot. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said as she returned to a spot next to Connor by the fish tank. “You brought us here to protect us, and I’m stuck staring around your place. Where do you want us?” 
 
     Her voice returned to her quiet tone. She’d seemed upset at the revelation Brayden didn’t make the place feel like his home. It made no sense, but he’d heard the disappointment. 
 
    “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” He managed to say. His voice a little hoarse for some reason. “I’m just trying to figure out how you knew this isn’t the real me.” 
 
    He knew his two choices for living arrangements were different, but that didn’t mean his house was the real thing. He cringed a little thinking the modern, stark open room around them could be a preference. 
 
    “This doesn’t feel like a home,” she said matter-of-factly. “There’s no touch of nature here. It doesn’t even smell right. Your musk permeates your home. This place smells like cheap air fresheners.” 
 
    That made Brayden come out of his stupor and laugh. He liked the idea of her picking up the smell of him, and potentially liking it if she preferred his house because of it.  
 
    “When you get ten hockey players in here for a party, cheap air fresheners are the only way to clear out the stench when they leave.” 
 
    It had been a while since he’d had anyone over, but he couldn’t deny spraying the place thoroughly after they left. It wasn’t like they sat around having farting competitions or anything. A wrestling match or extreme video game playing usually happened, and those tended to lead to a whole lot of sweating. 
 
    “I see.”  
 
    Brayden raised his brow at the simple response. She looked down to Connor, and apparently the conversation was over. 
 
    Okay. Did she have to be so confusing? He usually had no clue about interrupting a woman, but Willow seemed to be in a class of her own.  
 
    “They won’t come over while you’re here.”  
 
    He tried to reassure her. He didn’t know if the idea was what had turned her almost solemn, but he wanted to make sure her protection was his number one priority. 
 
    She glanced over and smiled. Her lips so rarely curved up that his breath once again stuttered. She was going to kill him, and he was certain she had no idea. 
 
    “It’s your place, Brayden. If you need to have your friends over, we’ll make ourselves scarce.” 
 
    Connor’s eyes went wide as he looked up at Willow and darted his eyes to Brayden. Brayden could see the fear for what it was. For some reason the kid appeared to think staying with Brayden was the best idea. Brayden liked the way he thought, even if he couldn’t tell for sure he really did.  
 
    “What we need to focus on is next steps. You guys can’t live on the run.” 
 
    She didn’t seem ready to talk to a lawyer, but there had to be other things they could do to protect them. She’d already changed her hair color. Maybe some more temporary physical changes would give them some time. Willow would never admit it, but she was exhausted, and it showed in her eyes. Even knowing that, without some assurance their location was safe, he knew chances were she’d make plans to leave. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about getting some colored contacts. I haven’t had the money and have been too scared to approach anyone about it, but maybe if I have them, I can cut some of this hair off. I haven’t cut it yet because I think my eyes are my most recognizable feature and hiding them behind my hair is all I’ve got.” 
 
    The thought of her cutting her long hair made Brayden want to groan, but he had to admit it was smart. And, it was nice to hear they were thinking along the same lines as far as appearance changes.  
 
    “What about Connor?” The boy perked up hearing his name. “You’ve changed your hair since the camera caught you guys, but he looks the same, doesn’t he?” 
 
    The whole newscast had been about Willow, and Brayden’s focus hadn’t strayed far from her. While her kidnappers couldn’t be happy about her escaping, she had taken their child.  
 
    Willow nodded. “I didn’t think it was important before. His parents couldn’t tell you what he looks like. His mom hasn’t been down to the basement more than a few times since her treatments, and his dad was always too focused on me.” 
 
    The idea of the creep focusing on Willow made Brayden bristle. He told himself she’d insinuated that he hadn’t touched her, not like that. If she could qualify that, it meant she probably did have a small clue about the kiss she’d talked about wanting. Which was exactly where his mind didn’t need to go. 
 
    Brayden walked across the room to them, slowly to make sure the closeness didn’t startle either of them. Even slower, he reached out his hand to cup her face when he got to them. He could only think of a couple of times her eyes met his, and it was no surprise they were looking off to the side when he tried to get her to look at him. 
 
    “Willow,” he said softly, hoping she’d look. She didn’t, so he continued. “I know we don’t know each other, but I promise you that neither one of you will ever be at the mercy of that a…” His word choice wasn’t the right one with Connor next to them, so he quickly adjusted. “Jerk.” 
 
    Her lips curved up again as he caught himself. He spent too much time with the guys and on the ice trying to rile opponents. He was fairly good around Noah, but he slipped up more times than he wanted to admit. 
 
    The thought escaped his mind as tentative lips briefly pressed against his. If he blinked, he would have missed the movement. That’s not to say he’d not realize he’d just been kissed. No, that fact made itself evident as fire raced from his lips to his groin.  
 
    What the hell was that? The kiss was as innocent as his mom or sister greeting him. Granted, they didn’t go for the lips, but it wasn’t like Willow even opened her mouth. It was a peck and then gone. And yet, it made his mind go completely blank. 
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Willow wanted to clap herself on the back. She’d get to that right after she started breathing again.  
 
    Something had changed in the way Brayden looked at her. It was subtle, but it felt like before he knew about her there was something warmer in his eyes. Now, they seemed to take a protective-nature that hid what she’d started to think was desire. 
 
    Emotions had never been her easy for her, neither hers or others. Everything she knew she’d learned from absorbing what she could from the people around her and the television she watched. It didn’t make her an expert, but she felt around Brayden, something she wanted to do more. If the kiss was any proof, along with all the other sensations she’d felt around him, he was the key to unlocking something inside of her. 
 
    “Did I do it right?” she asked after waiting several seconds for him to say or do anything. 
 
    His wide-eyed confusion didn’t bode well. She knew men and women often turned kissing into an event that seemed like each participant was trying to eat the other’s face, but the soft kiss was definitely more appropriate for her unknown exploration. 
 
    Or at least she thought it had been. Since he still said nothing, she wondered if she should have gone for it all. Should she try again? 
 
    As she stood on her tiptoes to see if she could get it right, his arm that had fallen from her face reached out to grab her shoulder. His brown eyes lightened a little from the almost black they’d turned, and he looked at her. She forgot to look away as his eyes caught her.  
 
    “Tell me you didn’t do that because you think I expect it for helping you.” 
 
    His voice caused a shiver to run up her spine. It was gruff and quiet, like he had trouble getting the words out. 
 
    She immediately shook her head. He’d said a couple of times that he didn’t expect anything from her. If she thought he did, she wouldn’t have let him help her. It would be a change for her, being used for her body instead of mind, but she was tired of being used. 
 
    “I thought we talked about this in the car,” she said, letting the confusion show on her face and in her voice. “You touched me, and my body went warm. All I could think about was kissing you. I’m sorry if I did it wrong.” 
 
    The idea that she just completely sucked at kissing was easy to get behind. She’d thought it was nice, but she needed more practice. Once she practiced enough at something, she could master it. She just needed some more time. 
 
    Brayden let out a breath and shook his head. His arm was still on her shoulder, holding her firmly about six inches from him. Willow took in a deep breath and smelled the scents of nature the apartment was missing. Something about the place felt off to her.  
 
    She figured it was the bright white walls compared to the warm brown ones of his house. The open floorplan was also odd. Even with a fireplace, the room didn’t feel cozy at all. Not that the fireplace was lit. She didn’t think it’d change the coldness the room made her feel. At least the coldness she’d felt before Brayden touched her. 
 
    “There is no wrong when it comes to kissing, Willow. It’s just not something we should be doing.”  
 
    He stressed the we of the sentence. She sighed in frustration. His words said one thing, but the heat she’d seen in his eyes before he could hide it said something else. She may be completely dumb when it comes to kissing a guy, but even she saw he wasn’t totally unaffected. 
 
    She looked down at Connor, whose attention was more interested in the fish than the adults in the room. Willow wondered if Brayden’s issue with the kiss had to do with the boy. She thought she remembered her parents hiding intimate actions from her and her sister. She couldn’t remember a time she witnessed a kiss between them. Not even a peck on the cheek. The idea brought a smile to her face as she looked back up to Brayden. 
 
    His assessing look wasn’t one of scorn or disgust. It made her feel like he just didn’t know what to do with her, and she couldn’t help feeling the same.  
 
    “Maybe we can talk about it later tonight,” she suggested.  
 
    She nodded her head to accentuate what she thought was a great idea. When Connor went to sleep, Brayden could explain things to her and maybe show her the eating faces way of kissing. Her whole body warmed just thinking about it. His lips touching hers. She licked hers to moisten them.  
 
    Brayden groaned, making her dart her tongue back in her mouth. She’d looked back in his direction, but not at his eyes. She hazarded a quick look and saw they were edging towards black again. She looked around the room quickly to see if there was something messing with the lighting, but the sun hadn’t moved in the sky in the last five minutes, nor had any lights magically turned on. 
 
    “Why do your eyes keep doing that?” she asked as she looked back to him. 
 
    His brow furrowed as he took in a slow breath. He didn’t seem happy, which felt odd to Willow. She hadn’t been happy for years and was terrified of people. For some reason, though, she felt safe with Brayden and didn’t want to run from the attraction she felt. 
 
    It made absolutely no sense. She knew not all the naiveté had surprisingly fled after being locked up for so long, but she didn’t think she was being naïve about this. She’d studied magnetism between two objects, and she felt a strong pull in his direction. 
 
    It terrified her. Both the fact she thought she understood it and the fact that she didn’t want to run from it. Yes, she’d been ready to run from him as soon as she got enough money and after seeing herself on television. Her thoughts were scattering all over the place and keeping track was becoming problematic. 
 
    “What are my eyes doing, Willow?” 
 
    She liked hearing her real name on his lips, especially in the deeper voice. He seemed to say it more often than he’d said her fake name. It made her wonder if he was doing it to remember she wasn’t really Laura. He’d thought she was an abused wife or something on the run. Had his opinion of her changed knowing the truth? Was that why his eyes seemed to hide his feelings? 
 
    “They keep turning black. I think it means your mood or emotions in general keep changing, but I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “You are too perceptive for your own good.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t news to Willow. She hated the fact that she noticed every little thing sometimes. Somethings could hold her attention without her even realizing it. When she was younger, she lost time often because of it. Her kidnapper used to shout and scream when he’d find her lost staring at the centrifuge as it separated blood or other liquids she put in it for her research. 
 
    It was one of the reasons she tried not to look anyone in the eyes, especially not close to them. There was so much going on in an iris. The colors and flecks were too unique not to stop and marvel at. 
 
    “I imagine I am, but anyone would see the change in your eyes. Are you mad about what I did?” 
 
    She hadn’t really considered he’d be angry about the kiss. He’d mentioned his body reacted to her in the car. She thought that meant he liked her. The confusion started to muddle her thoughts. 
 
    “No,” he said harshly, before his expression turned lighter. “I’m not mad. I just don’t know what you understand, and I don’t want to take advantage of you. Like you said, we can talk about that later. Let me show you to your room, so you can get settled. Then I’ll pull out the delivery menus I’ve got, and we can decide what we want for dinner.” 
 
    That sounded like a good enough plan, and she supposed explanation. She’d told him her story, but they didn’t know each other. She only knew that he seemed to calm some of her fears. Plus, people would be looking for her and Connor alone. No one would expect to find her with someone like Brayden. Maybe that was part of the reason she didn’t fear being with him.  
 
    He moved to lead them down a hall she’d noticed by the kitchen. The group made it only a few steps before pounding echoed through the room. Willow froze, and she felt Connor attach to her leg. 
 
    Okay, maybe she wasn’t feeling as protected as she thought. Her heart sunk at the thought that they’d already been found. They’d only been on the run anew for a few hours.  
 
    “Brayden,” a female voice shouted. “I know you’ve come back to the city and there are no gates here. You’re going to have to explain to me why the fuck I’m hearing about you moving some slut into what should be my house. Just because we’re taking a break, doesn’t mean you can parade a whore around. They’re saying she has your kid.” 
 
    Like her, Brayden had stiffened at the knock. Once he heard the voice, his back tensed, and Willow could feel anger radiate off him. Her question of whether he was mad earlier seemed laugh-worthy. When Brayden got mad, you could feel it in the air. 
 
    Willow recognized the voice. The mention of the gate only solidified her recollection. It was the crazy woman from Hedgesville, and apparently she had a claim on Brayden. 
 
    “Ignore her,” he whispered as he continued forward. 
 
    As if hearing his words, another bang came from the door. “I know you’re in there, Brayden. You can’t ignore me.” 
 
    Brayden’s head shook, and Willow caught a glimpse of an eye roll as he made it to a door. He didn’t say anything as he stepped out of sight. Willow had been caught as she tried to figure out what in the world was going on. She hurried to catch up, dragging Connor along with her. 
 
    The pounding out the door quieted as she stepped around the corner. It could still be heard, but it was more of a dull tapping.  
 
    “Who is she?” Willow asked.  
 
    Part of her didn’t want to know. Something inside of her tightened as soon as the woman mentioned a break. Maybe Willow hadn’t read Brayden right. There could be another reason he didn’t want to kiss her. 
 
    “A very confused woman, who has completely lost her marbles if she thinks I’d ever get back with her.” 
 
    He squatted down on the floor and held out a hand to Connor. Willow’s chest felt like the elephant on it moved so not all of its weight sat directly on top of her. 
 
    “Come here, buddy.” 
 
    Connor had let Brayden hold him before, so it shouldn’t have shocked Willow to see Connor stepping forward and falling into Brayden’s arms. She wished she could do the same but stood back to watch the scene. Brayden’s eyes focused on hers.  
 
    “We were engaged, but I found out she has the compassion of a rock. We haven’t spoken or seen each other for over six months. Apparently, she found out about you and is regretting it. Or at least pretending to. Not that it makes any difference to me.” 
 
    “The fact that she’s pounding on your door and trying to get into both your home and apartment doesn’t make a difference to you?” 
 
    He shrugged as he picked Connor up and propped him on his side. After the signs of pure anger, he acted like nothing was off. Willow’s initial terror at the intrusion seemed long ago, even though it was only minutes. Her strange emotions made her feel like she was in the front seat of a roller coaster. She’d only been on one once, and her stomach felt the same.  
 
    That was why she didn’t do real emotions. They were so confusing. 
 
    “Only in the fact that it scared the two of you. I didn’t say we shouldn’t kiss because of her, if that’s what you’re worried about. My statement has nothing to do with another woman.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said quietly. 
 
    “I think we should talk about it later. After this little guy goes to sleep,” he added as he ran a hand through Connor’s short hair.  
 
    It was too short to really dishevel, but it caused Connor to laugh. Willow felt her world tilt on the axis as the sound hit her ears. She’d heard him laugh before, but there was something lighter about this one. The hair mussing switched to tickling, pushing the laughs even louder. 
 
    “Top it” he said, batting Brayden’s hand with his own. 
 
    Willow’s knees gave out and the ground hit her hard as she fell to it. It had to be a dream. The whole last week of feeling more secure than she had in the last fifteen years had to be her imagination. Because there was no way Connor just spoke his first words. 
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Brayden almost dropped Connor when he heard his voice. He looked down at him for a second before movement from Willow caught his eye. Connor slid down his body as he put the kid down to rush over to Willow. Her knees had already hit the hard floor, and it looked like the rest of her body wasn’t far behind.  
 
    He got to her before her head hit, but her body as a whole felt like a wet noodle. Her eyes, while still open, stared out vacantly as the world around seemed to cease existing. 
 
    “Willow,” he said softly. When she didn’t snap out of it, he shook her and said her name louder. 
 
    Connor whimpered beside Brayden. He looked over to see tears brimming the kid’s eyes. 
 
    “It will be okay, buddy. Let’s just get her up and in the bed. She’s a little tired from everything that’s going on.” 
 
    Brayden knew what had set Willow over the edge. She was strong, strong enough to run from a madman and start out a life on the run. Megan showing up had been a scare, but it was hearing Connor speak that sent her tumbling down. 
 
    She’d made it clear the little boy had never said a word. During their chats while he was on the road, she’d shared that she didn’t really know if it was possible for Connor to speak. He made noises, but she wasn’t sure that meant speaking could or couldn’t happen.  
 
    She had her answer now, and it seemed it was a little too much given everything else going on in her life. He couldn’t believe Connor wasn’t her child. The two of them wore their love for each other in every action and facial expression. Brayden could see it now in Connor’s face as Brayden picked Willow up and carried her over to the bed. The kid crawled up in the bed and kneeled next to her.  
 
    Willow’s eyes closed for a second, then sprung open as she sat up. Brayden jerked out of the way, so their heads didn’t collide. She looked at him for a moment, but her gaze quickly turned to Connor, who had a tear streaking down his face. Taking a seat on the edge of the bed, Brayden watched Willow come back to life. 
 
    “Honey, did you really just talk?” 
 
    Her arms spread wide, causing Connor to scramble up the bed. Brayden noticed the tears in her eyes as she blinked and tried to get rid of them. A part of him felt he should leave the room to give them this moment by themselves, but a bigger part of him wished he could wrap his arms around both of them and savor what he knew was a huge milestone. 
 
    “I sorry. I know I not posed to.” 
 
    “What do you mean you’re not supposed to?” Brayden asked. 
 
    He’d never been good about standing back and letting things happen around him. Most of the time he could convince himself not to get involved, but that hadn’t worked in his sister’s marriage. And it sure as hell didn’t seem to be working where Willow and Connor were involved.  
 
    “Shh,” Willow whispered to Connor. “You can talk and make all the noise you want. He’s not here to tell us no.” 
 
    She didn’t speak to Brayden, but he supposed he had his answer. Not that it sat well with him. Connor seemed happy with the reply and even gave a small smile as he pulled back a little to look up at Willow. 
 
    “Who is he, Willow? I’ll kill him right now and we can be done with all of this.” 
 
    Brayden tried to let the truth of how much he wanted to kill the guy show in his eyes, but she didn’t meet them to see it. The words didn’t shock her, if her tired eyes were any indication. He’d seen Connor sleep, and assumed Willow did the same off in her room the night before. Of course, he’d slept little and they’d spent hours on the phone at nights when she probably should have been resting. 
 
    “You can’t kill him, Brayden. I’ve already involved you more than I should.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath with her nose in Connor’s hair. Brayden didn’t know if she was just taking the boy in or was using the smell to calm herself. He wanted to know which it was, or whether there was another reason for the gesture. He found himself wanting to know everything about the woman sitting across from him. 
 
    “I’m not going away, Willow, and if I have any say, you aren’t either. I know you want to just keep running, but you guys deserve better than that.” 
 
    She deserved better than to have Brayden’s lust urging him to lean over and kiss her too, but he had some work to do to get that under control. The fact that he could still taste the sweetness of her lips on his didn’t help.  
 
    “Yeah, well, we’re here right now. I take it this is where you want us to stay?” 
 
    Her eyes lifted and glanced around the room. The spare bedroom had absolutely no frills. The box springs happened to have a frame under them, but the bed really was the only thing in the room. Brayden thought it’d be silly to deck out a spare bedroom he didn’t plan on using. The only reason a bed even made it in the room was because Suzy and Noah had decided to crash at his place when they came for a weekend in the city. 
 
    “If it’s not comfortable enough for the two of you, you can have my room.” 
 
    His room wasn’t much better, and it would take some work to get all his clothes out of it, as well as his shampoo and such from the attached bath, but he didn’t care where he slept. The dark circles under Willow’s eyes screamed that she needed a good night sleep. Wherever she thought that could happen was good by him. 
 
    She shook her head. “This will be fine. I was just checking.” 
 
    “Okay, then are you guys up for dinner? Now that we know Connor can speak, I say he gets to tell us what he wants.” 
 
    They hadn’t glossed over the fact that words sprang from the kids mouth, but the accomplishment seemed to get a little lost in Willow’s reaction. Brayden wanted to reward the kid and hopefully promote the words to continue.  
 
    Connor tilted his head so he could see Brayden. His eyes looked unsure as he squinted. Ever since Brayden mentioned getting him some toys, the kid had lost the look of mistrust. Apparently, the talking thing brought back the unease. 
 
    “You not mad?” 
 
    His voice remained quiet as it had been every time he opened his mouth. Brayden was shocked it didn’t sound hoarser. It seemed like a normal little kid voice to him. 
 
    “Come here,” Brayden said, opening his arms the same way he’d seen Willow. 
 
    Connor hesitated, looking up to Willow for guidance. She nodded and the kid hustled over to Brayden. His chest tightened knowing that whatever the asshole did to the two of them hadn’t completely broken them. He was fairly sure he didn’t want to know what the guy had done to make Connor afraid to even speak, but eventually, he hoped he’d get more of the story from Willow.  
 
    It was the only way he’d know how slowly to kill the asshole who hurt them.  
 
    Brayden tried not to think too much about that as he did his own deep inhale of Connor’s hair. He knew he wasn’t still in diapers, but the kid kind of smelled like baby powder. His nephew pouted whenever anyone called him a baby, but Brayden had stopped really thinking of him as a baby.  
 
    Hence them watching scary movies and staying up late. He didn’t know what the age difference was between the two boys, but he knew he wouldn’t do the same with Connor. There was an urge in him to make sure the kid was allowed to be as young as possible for as long as he could. As soon as they got dinner out of the way, Brayden had plans to show him what it was like to really be four. 
 
    Since his family often told him he acted like a two-year-old, he figured he had plenty of experience. Meeting Willow’s gaze over Connor’s head, he smiled. They definitely had a lot to talk about after Connor fell asleep. 
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“I think you should apply for guardianship of Connor.”  
 
    Willow had been staring out the window, looking at the unfamiliar skyline. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen so many lights. It was one of those things that could keep her attention, but Brayden’s words quickly broke the hold the lights had on her. 
 
    She whipped her head around to see him standing about two feet behind her. The nearness surprised her. She hadn’t heard him sneaking up on her. It said something about how stealthy he was, given she was used to listening for every pin drop. 
 
    “Is that what your lawyer friend suggests?” 
 
    After another round of Brayden claiming it was the right thing to do, Willow had assented. It was after eight, so she figured he’d get to it in the next few days. She hadn’t expected him to take his phone and immediately call his friend.  
 
    Thankfully, Connor had fallen asleep right after dinner, so he didn’t see the wide-eyed horror and fear filling Willow’s eyes. She’d made Brayden promise he wouldn’t say anything about them. And from the side of the conversation she heard, he hadn’t.  
 
    The story was about a friend of his who had taken on watching her neighbors’ kid because his parents were never around. For not being able to give the true predicament, Willow had to admit he’d done a good job. And from the mainly monosyllabic responses he gave, his friend didn’t push him or find the questions particularly odd. Willow probably read into that part, but when he’d hung up and explained the guardian stuff, he made it sound like it happened all the time. 
 
    She figured there were other options on the table, but Brayden seemed glued to the guardianship. Since she knew there were moments of frowns and gruff scoffs, there had to be more. 
 
    “His first suggestion was to call the cops.” 
 
    Willow nodded. She figured law enforcement would come up.  
 
    “I can’t say I’m an expert on guardianship, but I’m pretty sure they don’t hand it out to people have no biological claim on the child and have no means of supporting them. Plus, they’ll have to look into his parents.” 
 
    She didn’t see a legal paper making a lick of difference. It would only expose her and Connor. 
 
    Brayden took a deep breath. “Okay, so there are issues with the plan. I just really want you to have a claim on him, because I know how scared you are of losing him.” 
 
    She’d voiced the words already, but Willow wondered how much it showed on her. Brayden had been staring at her longer than Willow thought was acceptable. She didn’t really have a yardstick to compare it to. Surely only sparing a few glances at Connor while spending every other second looking at her was in some way improper. Especially, from someone who claimed they shouldn’t be kissing. 
 
    “Let’s talk about something else. You got your way with asking your friend his advice, so I think it’s time we talk about why the idea of kissing me scares you.” 
 
    Gracefully changing the topic of conversation would never be one of Willow’s strong suits. She couldn’t bring her cheeks to darken to the red she felt was necessary for her comment. She wasn’t embarrassed saying the words. A part of her felt like she should be, though. 
 
    The more she thought of the need and attraction she felt, the more she looked at it with her clinical eye. She’d read about biological needs. They hadn’t been required in her research, but the books she was given spoke of much more.  
 
    She knew Connor wasn’t delivered by a stork, the nonsense her parents once told her when she asked where babies came from. Connor had definitely not come from a stork. Willow had been on hand the day he was born. She cleaned him up and fell in love with him the second he was practically thrown in her arms. 
 
    “Maybe we should talk about why kissing me doesn’t scare you. You said he only wanted you for the medicine research.” 
 
    His look didn’t change, challenging her claim like his words did. She wondered for a second whether saying otherwise would change anything. Not being able to read him well, nor the ability to read between the lines, made it hard to know for sure where to take the conversation. 
 
    “I’m twenty-five years old, Brayden, and my hymen is intact. I know I asked you to explain things earlier, but I’ve figured out my body’s reactions. It wants to mate with you.” 
 
    Again, she felt her cheeks should darken and she should be embarrassed. The conclusion seemed logical. Her body heating around him had to be because it found him desirable as a mate. It picked up the strong qualities in him that would make equally strong offspring. 
 
    She’d thought maybe he felt some of the same. The way his jaw dropped open made her think otherwise. She imagined if he’d been eating, he would’ve choked rather than the slack jaw expression. 
 
    The man had been engaged, so he undoubtedly felt the urges before. Willow didn’t want to think of Megan, who’d managed to vanish by the time they emerged from the bedroom. She didn’t think the ex-fiancé would go away without a fight, but at least she’d gone away for the day. 
 
    “So.” Brayden got out before shaking his head. “You just said that.” 
 
    His words were lost, far away sounding. She could still feel his eyes on her, even though she didn’t lift her head to meet his. 
 
    “I spent the last fifteen years keeping my thoughts to myself. I’m guessing I shouldn’t be that straight-forward.” 
 
    A warm hand nudged her chin, trying to get her to look up. She didn’t fight the gesture, but she kept her eyes downcast. 
 
    “Do you meet anyone’s eyes?” 
 
    He’d have to be completely obtuse not to notice. She had to correct him, though. 
 
    “I’ve looked in your eyes before. They’re a rich color of chocolate with caramel flecks. And we already discussed the fact they get darker sometimes.” 
 
    “We did discuss that, although from your explanation, I think you know why they get darker.” 
 
    Her head moved up and down slightly. She had hoped the attraction was mutual, but it was nice hearing him confirm it. 
 
    “So you can look in my eyes, but you don’t like to. Is that because of him?” 
 
    “It’s not. And it’s not just you. I’ve actually seen more of your eyes than anyone else’s other than Connor’s in a long time. And most of the time I’ve only looked at his to know what he needs.” 
 
    She’d told him a lot, but she didn’t think he needed to know all the secrets of her brain. He wouldn’t understand the way it works. No one did, not even her. 
 
    “I think I’m flattered.” His words were flat, making her think it was a joke. 
 
    “I’d think you’d be more flattered about me wanting to mate with you, but I get the feeling this conversation about my eyes is meant to distract me away from it.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’m more than flattered about that. And since you were so straightforward about it, I won’t deny I feel it too. I want you so much I can’t even think straight.” 
 
    Willow felt his eyes drift away. She could guess the words he didn’t say. Her heart fluttered in relief. While her body wanted him, her head was smart enough to know giving in wouldn’t be the right thing for her or Connor. At least not right now. She needed her body to stop ruling her actions so she could think straight. 
 
    “You won’t touch me.” 
 
    His eyes didn’t dart back, and a stillness filled the room. As much as she knew it was right, she didn’t know how to feel about it. Rejected would most likely be the right word, but she thought it should hurt more. Not that she really felt any hurt. Maybe a little disappointment. Even with his admission and the tingles of something she felt from him, she’d known where the conversation would go. 
 
    If it went any other way, she would’ve taken Connor and left. Her body would hate her for it, but she didn’t need a man more focused on mating than making good on the promise of helping her. Yes, she knew her logic and thoughts were all over the board, but they seldom went in straight lines. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, clearing the silence. “If there’s nothing else, I think I’ll head to bed.” 
 
    Willow managed to smile as she tried to walk around Brayden. Tried being the important word as he reached an arm out to stop her. His grip was light, not much more than fingertips touching her forearm. She could’ve kept going if she wanted but waited. 
 
    “I have practice in the morning, so I might be gone when you wake up. There’s plenty of food, and I’m not just talking peanut butter sandwiches. You guys eat and hang out. I’ll be home around noon and hopefully have some contacts for you to try.” 
 
    “Do you have scissors here?” 
 
    She figured he did, but she didn’t want to rifle through his drawers looking for them. Her hair wouldn’t be easy to cut off. She’d cut Connor’s for years, so she had experience. But it was a little different cutting off your own hair. 
 
    “I can help you when I get home.” 
 
    He let go of her arm and twirled a strand of her hair around one of his fingers. There was no question about what she wanted the scissors for. She shook her head. 
 
    “I have a feeling I’m going to miss the long hair more than you,” he said. 
 
    There was a brief spark of warmth on her cheek from the brush of his lips before he stepped away and disappeared down the hall. She couldn’t remember a time she’d seen someone move that fast. 
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“I don’t care if you’ve turned into an old man. You’re going out tonight and getting drunk and laid.”  
 
    Brayden ignored Trevor’s loud comment as he sighed and sat in his stall. Trevor was already geared up for practice, while Brayden had literally run to make sure he wasn’t late. The morning hadn’t gone as planned. 
 
    He’d woken up, or rather decided to finally get out of bed after a night of zero sleep, hoping to grab some food and head out to run errands before he was due for practice. He stopped short when he found Willow and Connor taking bites out of sandwiches. Narrowing his eyes, he’d questioned whether they were eating peanut butter sandwiches. 
 
    She’d shaken her head and opened hers to show there was grape jelly along with the peanut butter. Willow had insisted that the jelly made it so it wasn’t just a peanut butter sandwich. He didn’t know if she was being a smart ass or her brain just worked that way. Either way, the technicality put him in a mood that continued hours later. 
 
    After he left, he headed to an eye doctor. He had perfect vision but had seen the specific doctor a few times when pucks had gotten a little too close to his eyes. He’d gone there because he figured they’d know about colored contacts, and they did. They knew that you had to have a prescription for them, which meant he needed to see the doctor and read all the little charts.  
 
    Walk-ins were frowned upon, but they made an exception. Brayden didn’t think he led the woman on, but after he walked out with his boxes of contacts, he found a folded piece of paper with a number on it. The paper was thrown away at the first garbage can he found.  
 
    Not that the woman wasn’t cute. He just didn’t care. 
 
    Once he had the contacts, he headed to a store and picked up some different colors of hair dye, general toiletries he thought a woman and boy needed, some clothes he hoped would fit and a cart full of toys. The shopping for the toys ended up being the only bright spot of the morning.  
 
    Every other moment, his thoughts were filled with Willow, mainly the fact that he had no idea what she wanted. Or how he felt about her. She came right out with the mating talk, but seemed happy when he said it wouldn’t happen. 
 
    He knew how his body felt about her. And how much he couldn’t trust it. She was innocent in a way he’d never experienced before. His friends would probably say he had a type, and Willow was the exact opposite. So sweet and smart.  
 
    Someone needed to tell his body that and convince it. Because his brain shouting that she wasn’t for him wasn’t convincing his dick. His thoughts had been unwanted before he found out who she was. Now that he knew, he felt dirty. 
 
    And that left him in no mood to deal with Trevor and his threats. He just wanted to get through practice and head home to try to make some sense of what Willow wanted to do next. It didn’t help that he only had a few hours before he had to be back at the arena for a game. 
 
    “Dude, are you drunk?” Trevor asked as he threw a towel at Brayden. 
 
    Even in his mood, Brayden caught the towel and tossed it next to him. He glared at his friend for a second as he stripped out of his clothes. 
 
    “So, I talked to Rachel last night. I thought about stopping by, but figured you were a little busy.” Trevor’s voice was low, making it so anyone trying to listen in would have to strain to hear. 
 
    Brayden’s movements ceased in what was sure to be comical for anyone watching him. His arms were up over his head with his shirt pinning them there. He sat frozen for what felt like minutes, not sure he heard Trevor right. 
 
    “No comment? I suppose that’s smart. Rachel made me swear to have your back, but you’re going to have to explain what the fuck is going on.” 
 
    He had to explain? Trevor had plenty of explaining to do himself. How the hell had Rachel gotten ahold of him, and who exactly initiated that call. The two of them hated each other.  
 
    Rather than get into anything with an audience, Brayden successfully removed his shirt and glared at Trevor. His friend was usually the most easy-going guy in the world, never sweating a thing. The look in his eyes didn’t look easy-going. Fear wasn’t the right emotion either, but it was close. 
 
    What the hell was that look for? Even if Rachel told Trevor who Willow was and that Brayden had run off with her, why in the world would that affront his friend?  
 
    “I’ve got everything under control.” 
 
    He didn’t add that he wanted to keep Willow away from him. Trevor rubbed every woman in Brayden’s life the wrong way. It was his gift, one Brayden didn’t want Willow dealing with. 
 
    “Really? Rachel seemed to think this was a little above your pay grade.” 
 
    “Rachel needs to mind her own business,” Brayden said as he started pulling on his gear.  
 
    Trevor muttered something, but Brayden tuned him out. If he didn’t get a move on it, the coach was going to chew his ass out. With no sleep and his head somewhere else, being on time was about the only thing he had going for him.  
 
    “What’s this I hear about Megan stalking you?” 
 
    Seriously, what the hell was Trevor’s problem today? Brayden narrowed his eyes and stared at his friend. He wasn’t usually dense, but he clearly missed every sign that Brayden didn’t want to talk about anything. Not helping matters, Trevor’s latest question was loud enough the rest of the guys milling around heard, and the room went quiet. 
 
    It wasn’t like the locker room was buzzing with voices, but there had been a quiet hum. Brayden felt the second that every single eye turned in his direction, waiting for a comment. He was going to kill Trevor. 
 
    Everyone knew Megan and heard some version of why the two of them had broken up before the wedding. The people Brayden wanted to know the truth did, but his personal business wasn’t something he actively talked about in the locker room. He’d listened as the guys came up with ludicrous explanations for the split. 
 
    Megan deciding Brayden’s dick wasn’t big enough. As well as the idea that he didn’t have one at all. He wasn’t capable of getting up. He only lasted ten seconds. 
 
    Yeah, they were all childish pricks, who couldn’t get their minds out of the gutter. It wasn’t like they didn’t all take showers in the same place and had every opportunity to see for themselves some of those stupid ideas weren’t true. 
 
    It should have pissed him off a little that every explanation claimed she was the one who’d called it off. Trevor hadn’t helped the speculation, probably purposefully driving it in the wrong direction. He could be a good friend when he wanted to. 
 
    “Did you call Rachel, or did she call you?” 
 
    Brayden continued to face Trevor as he laced up his skates, so he saw the surprised look that crossed his face before he could hide it. Did he honestly think Brayden was just going to sit there and take the beating he dished out? The Megan conversation was going nowhere. 
 
    His friend shook his head and stood up, walking closer to Brayden. “She called me, but it’s not important. I’m trying to get Handsy to reel his woman in. Megan showing up demanding to see you right now is not safe for anyone.” 
 
    The words were spoken even lower than the earlier hints about Willow. Brayden’s forehead creased in as he glanced across the room to Kelly Handley, otherwise known as Handsy by about everyone who knew him. The man’s eyes were narrowed slightly, but when he saw Brayden looking at him, he got up and left the room. 
 
    “Handsy and Megan?” The names were nothing more than a breath. 
 
    How had Brayden not known about that? Did he know about her showing up at both of his places? There were so many new questions flowing through his head that Brayden had to shake it to clear it. 
 
    The most important thing to note about the new revelation was that Brayden really didn’t care. Megan interfering with Willow’s and Connor’s safety was an issue, but he couldn’t care less what she did in her personal life. 
 
    “Yeah, rumor is it’s been going on for a month or so, but I think they had a fight. I can fill you in on the way to your apartment after practice.” 
 
    Trevor clapped him on the back, rougher than necessary, and made his way out of the locker room. Brayden rotated his shoulder to try to loosen the slight pain and watched his friend walk away.  
 
    Shit. Not answering the door when Megan showed up was one thing. Trevor had a goddamn key. 
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“So, what do you think?” Willow asked as she shook her head around to get rid of any loose strands. 
 
    In an odd way, even though she’d just cut off about two feet of thick hair, her short bob cut almost felt heavier than what was there before. When she’d thought about cutting her hair, the unruly length had kept her from proceeding, but it turned out it was easy to just grab it in her hand and cut a somewhat straight line. 
 
    She’d glanced in the mirror and hadn’t recognized herself. Her eyes darted away so fast, she may not have gotten the best look. It was the first time she’d had hair above her shoulders in about twenty years. As a kid, she’d wanted to grow it out. The option had been taken away from her, because like many options, having a haircut hadn’t been offered over the last fifteen years.  
 
    Neither had very many mirrors. She’d seen herself in reflections just fine and knew her body changed over the years. A good look in the mirror hadn’t been a high priority, and it still wasn’t.  
 
    It made another occasion when she felt like she should feel a particular way, but she didn’t have a name for the feeling, let alone experienced it. All she knew was her head felt heavier. 
 
    “Pretty,” Connor said. 
 
    That was one thing that made Willow feel, hearing Connor’s tiny voice. She remembered the wails when he was born and the few other times he’d cried, but most other sounds were few and far between. The huge relief that swelled through her almost hurt. 
 
    “I’m home,” Brayden’s voice boomed through the apartment. “With presents.” 
 
    Connor’s eyes widened, but he didn’t move. Presents could mean a lot of different things in their world. Usually, when her kidnapper mentioned them, a stack of books was dropped on her table. There had been times when the “presents” was a smack across the face because his day hadn’t gone according to plan. She never understood why he announced it as a present, but she’d carried a few bruises when she was younger to mark the occasions. 
 
    “Let’s go see what he’s got,” she said with a smile on her face. 
 
    The smile was all for Connor’s benefit. She didn’t think Brayden was the kind of guy who had a messed up sense when it came to the definition of presents, but she couldn’t know for sure. As they stepped around the corner to the living room, she had her answer. 
 
    Boxes upon boxes of toys covered the living room floor. Willow stared in amazement. How in the world had he gotten them all in the apartment without her hearing him at the door? 
 
    She looked up from the boxes, which had momentarily distracted her from the man who was becoming a Mount Everest size distraction. It wasn’t until that moment that she realized he wasn’t the only man in the room. 
 
    Her heart stopped as she realized why Connor clutched her leg in a death grip. The new man was just as big as Brayden. In other words, he had muscles for days too.  
 
    Their coloring was different. Brayden had a more olive skin tone, while the newcomer had fairer features, like blonde hair and probably blue eyes. There was an expression on his face, almost like a smirk. He clearly wasn’t surprised to see her there and didn’t seem to mind that he unnerved her. 
 
    Brayden’s eyes remained glued on her as he reached over and smacked the back of the other guy’s head. Willow gasped and bent down to wrap her arms around Connor. 
 
    “Don’t mind him. Trevor is just an idiot, who decided to follow me home. Rachel filled him in,” Brayden added when she frowned. 
 
    “Trevor, as in Trev, the guy you told me about?” 
 
    Her protector nodded. Out of the corner of her eye, Willow saw a grin spread across Trevor’s face. 
 
    “So you’ve already mentioned me?” Trevor asked as he nudged Brayden with his elbow. 
 
    Willow didn’t understand the gesture or the wink that followed his statement. The man reminded her of the guy in the diner she’d pulled her knife on. It was tucked her boot, and she wasn’t afraid to take it out. She stared at Brayden, trying to ask with her eyes whether that was necessary. 
 
    He shook his head and walked forward. The head shake looked like it was more to clear his head than answer her unspoken question. When he got to Willow, he leaned down and whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Sorry for ogling. I thought I’d miss the long hair, and I just realized I don’t.” 
 
    Willow held her breath as the words washed over her. Ogling? He thought he was ogling? She’d never thought his looks were lecherous. The moment to ask him to explain passed as he bent down and scooped Connor up. 
 
    The boy squealed and held on tight as Brayden threw him in the air and caught him. It felt right to hear him enjoying himself. Evidently, the other man in the room was completely forgotten when Brayden wanted to play. 
 
    “I got you a few things. I figured you haven’t gotten any birthday or Christmas presents, so you have some catching up to do.” 
 
    Brayden glanced at Willow, as if he expected her to complain. She wanted to, but she would wait until later to tell him it was too much. Connor had already seen it, and she couldn’t take the joy away from him. 
 
    He let Connor down and stared at him. Connor sidestepped, so he was closer to Brayden and could wrap his arms around his leg. Taking him closer to the toys also brought him about five feet from Trevor. The boy had decided he could trust Brayden, but Trevor was another story. Willow stepped forward to intervene, but Brayden was down on Connor’s level again brushing his hand through his hair.  
 
    “No one here is going to hurt you, Connor. I’ll make sure no one ever hurts you again,” Brayden said. 
 
    “Yeah, little guy. I’m not going to hurt you,” Trevor said as he squatted down and picked up a toy. “What kind of toys do you like to play with? It seems like your friend Brayden got you a little bit of everything.” 
 
    He looked at the toy in his hand, which seemed to be an action figure, and handed it over to Connor. On Connor’s part, he lifted his head a little to see the offered toy. Then he quickly looked back to Willow.  
 
    “It’s okay. Why don’t you pick a couple toys and take them back to the bedroom for a few minutes while we talk?” 
 
    She needed some clarification on what Trevor being there meant. Of course the apartment was Brayden’s, and his friends were free to come and go as he wished, but with her and Connor being there, she needed to make sure there were some lines that weren’t crossed. She also wanted to find out exactly what Trevor knew about her. Brayden used Connor’s real name. While she thought the information seemed safe with Brayden, she didn’t know about his friend. 
 
    Connor turned to see what Trevor still had outstretched to him. His small hands untwined from around Brayden’s leg and reached over to grab the toy. The movement wasn’t exactly a snatch, but it was quick. 
 
    “Here,” Brayden said, picking up some other toys Willow couldn’t see clearly. “These are some of my favorites. Why don’t you go start playing? I’ll be in to help in a few minutes.” 
 
    He ruffled Connor’s hair and pushed him back towards the hall Willow stood in. She smiled, happy to see his eyes wide and full of wonder as he looked at the toys. The few cheap ones she’d been able to get him were going to be long forgotten with the new shiny ones filling his arms. 
 
    Willow patted his head as he walked by. He didn’t seem to mind the idea of the adults talking without him. When she was a kid, Willow hated being left out of conversations. She had trouble understanding what was said most of the time, but she wanted to know everything. Since half the conversations were about her and how odd she was, it was her right to know. 
 
    Brayden straightened up and walked back to Willow. There was no leaning in to whisper this time. He just stood next to her and turned to face Trevor. Willow felt the heat of him spread up her left side. 
 
    “Sorry about him. I didn’t want to bring him, but Rachel called him last night and insisted I needed help.” 
 
    Willow glanced over at Brayden, noticing the stubble she thought she saw that morning had grown. Something urged her to reach out and touch it, to feel the bristle of it. If they were alone, maybe she would have.  
 
    “The way she tells it, you probably have a lunatic out there looking for the wife and kid he thinks he misplaced,” Trevor said. “She’s afraid he’s going to show up with a gun and shoot you.” 
 
    Watching the man’s mouth move didn’t help Willow understand what he was babbling about. Maybe it was because Rachel had passed some news along and it didn’t make any sense after Trevor deciphered it. 
 
    “I’m not anyone’s wife,” she said.  
 
    The thought was insane. Connor was clearly the man’s child, but she couldn’t be his wife. Someone would’ve noticed that marriage license. At least she hoped they would have. 
 
    “I said thinks. You’re obviously not his wife. There’s no jewelry on your fingers.” 
 
    The words were said like the cartoon characters spoke on the TV shows she watched with Connor. They lacked any bit of sincerity. 
 
    Opening her mouth to speak, she froze when she felt Brayden’s fingers slip across hers and then curl to hold her hand. She glanced down to stare at the joined hands, not believing her eyes or the instant fire that rushed through her. 
 
    “We don’t really have time to get into this right now. We’ve got to be out of here in,” Brayden said before stopping to look at the watch on his wrist. He cursed under his breath and sighed. “Two hours. I need to make sure Willow and Connor have had their lunch and are prepped for dinner. Then I’d like to play with Connor for a few minutes. All you need to know is that Willow is running from an asshole who kidnapped her fifteen years ago. She can’t go to the authorities right now because the asshole and his real wife are Connor’s parents.” 
 
     Willow’s focus was on Brayden, but she turned to see Trevor’s reaction to the last bit of information. His jaw hung open, again making her think of the cartoon characters. She wouldn’t have been surprised if his eyes popped out of his head. 
 
    “Wait a second,” he said, not hiding his confusion. “The kid isn’t hers? Are you telling me the kidnapee has become the kidnaper?” 
 
    “It’s a little more complicated than that,” Brayden replied. “For now, I don’t care what you do as far as hanging out here, but you can’t let anyone know they’re here.” 
 
    “Okay but answer one more question. Would you have told me about her if Rachel hadn’t?” 
 
    Looking between the two men, it seemed the answer to that question was exchanged with facial expressions alone. On Brayden’s face, he showed just the hard edge she’d grown used to in the last few days. Trevor’s, on the other hand, looked a little frustrated. She didn’t know how to take that, nor did she have time to consider it as Brayden pulled on her arm and led her to the kitchen. 
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The next week flew by like a whirlwind. Brayden grew more annoyed each day Trevor popped up without an invitation. Willow’s shoulder would be relaxed as she played with Connor, but the second his friend walked into the room, she stiffened. She never said anything about being uncomfortable around him, even when asked, but it was clear she didn’t like the other man around. It didn’t help that he’d taken up residence on one of the couches.  
 
    Brayden had told Trevor to get lost, but the guy was like a tick that got a good bite in you and already had his head burrowed in your skin. Sadly, no amount of oil or flame got him to back out. He wanted more answers to what Brayden was doing hiding Willow and Connor and why they weren’t just going to the police. For some reason, he didn’t understand the danger of losing Connor. 
 
    Or the fact that Brayden didn’t want to lose either Willow or Connor. He didn’t understand the connection he felt to them, but he wasn’t about to let the outside world in until they were ready.  
 
    Willow wasn’t like other people. She could adapt. He had no doubt of that, but he saw the struggles to understand things. Her brilliant mind made her one of the smartest people he knew. Being locked away had prevented her from learning how to react to situations and read people.  
 
    She couldn’t pick up clues from expressions and gestures. Every time she tried, her forehead creased as if her brain sped up to find a solution to whatever question was in front of her. It happened dozens of times a day. Brayden wanted to reach over and rub the furrows until they erased but touching her was a dangerous game. 
 
    Not that he didn’t touch her. He’d been the first to reach for her hand, but since that moment, she sought his out often. They’d sit down to watch movies with Connor, and she’d curl up next to Brayden with their hands firmly clasped.  
 
    Her touch drove him crazy, and yet at the same time, he didn’t want to lose it. His body’s wants and needs were driving him to distraction, which showed in the two games and practices every day. If he didn’t wake up and get his head on straight, his coach was going to kill him. He hadn’t said it that plainly, but it was pretty clear in the growls and death stares in his direction. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Trevor asked from the passenger seat of the car. 
 
    It was bad enough that Brayden was distracted on the ice. Driving around with his thoughts on the woman in the backseat was sure to cause a pile up.  
 
    He couldn’t help it. In the apartment, her sweet smell lingered everywhere, but in the enclosed space of the car, it tried to suffocate him. Every breath reminded him of the lust coursing through his veins.  
 
    “We have to see if anyone recognizes her. I’m not leaving them here when we’re halfway across the country in Minnesota.” 
 
    Brayden had spent a lot of his sleepless nights trying to figure out what to do about the upcoming away games. The ones in the states were easy. He’d just hire a private jet to fly her and Connor to them. He’d verified the passengers wouldn’t go through security at the airport. 
 
    But they were crossing the northern border for a couple of games. Without identification and passports, he didn’t think she could travel into Canada, but he kept trying to come up with a solution.  
 
    The important thing was he didn’t want them alone in his apartment. Another city, hundreds of miles away seemed more secure, even if he couldn’t be with them for a few days.  
 
    They were on their way to the zoo, which had some big light show for the holidays. With Willow’s now short hair that she’d dyed a medium shade of brown and blue eyes, he didn’t think anyone would recognize her. She wouldn’t go unnoticed, though. 
 
    Her long hair and purple eyes made her seem younger. The new haircut brought out her cheekbones and her face in general. It showed that she was all woman underneath the barrier she’d built up. Not to mention the thick long hair had covered breasts that made his mouth water. He’d been attracted to her before seeing through her defenses, but his whole body tightened seeing her curves. 
 
    His eyes kept lifting to the rearview mirror where he could see her staring out the window at traffic. She catalogued everything. He wouldn’t be surprised to hear an immediate answer if he asked her later how many cars they’d passed.  
 
    “Yeah, about that trip. How exactly are you going to work that out? You guys don’t have ID, do you?” Trevor turned to look in the backseat. “Wait a second. How did you guys get here without ID? I don’t see you guys hitching rides, and I’m pretty sure you have to had ID for buses and planes.” 
 
    Trevor hadn’t been given much of the story. Brayden didn’t know every detail, but he did know the answer to that question. Since it was Willow’s story to tell, he let her decide what she wanted to share.  
 
    “I asked people I thought would be sympathetic to get the tickets,” she said with no inflection. 
 
    Brayden had bristled hearing that. She explained she looked for women who reminded her of her grandma. If he thought he could trust her take on sympathetic people, that would be fine, but even looking for elderly women wasn’t a safe option for her. The fact that she had trouble reading people meant her conclusions couldn’t be trusted. 
 
    “Really?” Trevor said, raising an eyebrow when he looked back to Brayden.  
 
    It was hard to say what Trevor had picked up after watching them over the last week, but her silence or matter-of-fact responses were hard to miss. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize she wasn’t a people person. 
 
    “She carries a knife in her boot. She may be small, but if one of the old women got out of hand, she could probably handle herself.” 
 
    “Really?” Trevor said again, staring at Brayden with a new look in his eyes. 
 
    If Brayden was a betting man, he’d say his friend thought he’d completely lost his mind. He wouldn’t be wrong, so Brayden just shrugged. 
 
    “I bought it at the first store we found. I know the right places to stab someone, even if I only have a pencil, but I thought the knife would make the task easier.” 
 
    Again, no inflections in her words, even though she was talking about potentially killing someone. She might as well have been reading the forecast. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    In contrast, every different “really” Trevor uttered had plenty of meaning. The latest one clearly said he thought Brayden needed to seek mental help. Brayden kept his eyes on the road, but he could feel the harsh stare from beside him.  
 
    They’d made it to the parking lot, so if Trevor felt the need to rush out of the car and get away from the crazy, Brayden wasn’t about to stop him. When Brayden parked, the opposite seemed to happen. While Brayden got out and helped Willow and Connor, Trevor stayed glued in his seat.  
 
    Willow looked around them at the crowds and seemed nervous. She didn’t show what she felt often, but when she was nervous her hands always wrung together. Connor had eyes as big as saucers as he looked around and saw the bits of decorations and lights he could see from their spot. The energy in him was contagious.  
 
    “Do you mind giving us a few seconds?” Brayden asked. He had to deal with Trevor before the idiot ruined the outing. “Why don’t you go get some cocoa or something.” 
 
    He handed Willow some money and smiled down at her. She looked lost, but she nodded. The stands with food and drinks weren’t far, only a dozen or so feet away. He didn’t want her to leave, but he had to deal with Trevor. The idiot probably had 9-1-1 already dialed on his phone. 
 
    “With marshmallows?” Connor said as he pulled on Willow’s arm. 
 
    She didn’t hide the fact being away from Brayden wasn’t what she’d planned, but she couldn’t disappoint Connor. Brayden didn’t plan for his conversation to take more than a few minutes, so he hoped to be back with them before they even had their cups. 
 
    Opening his car door, he slid in his seat and let out a frustrated sigh. Trevor put himself in the situation, so he couldn’t fault anyone but himself. 
 
    “Dude, you need to call the police.” 
 
    Trevor sat straight, staring out the window in front of him. He’d mentioned the idea a few times, even after he heard the reason why they weren’t.  
 
    “She’s a sociopath, maybe even a psychopath. How do you know she’s even who she says she is? She could’ve researched Willow Jamison and stolen her identity.” 
 
    It had been a while since Trevor’s psychology degree saw the light of day, but Brayden wasn’t surprised. He’d never questioned the truth when he saw it with his own eyes. Trevor hadn’t seen Willow before she’d accepted Brayden’s help. There was no doubt in his mind that she’d been hurt and was in fact Willow Jamison. There were too many details in the story she couldn’t have made up. 
 
    Before Brayden could share that information, someone pounded on the window next to him. It was a soft sound, from a tiny fist. He looked down to see Connor there with tears streaming down his face. No sign of Willow.  
 
    Hurrying to open the door, he picked Connor up and rubbed his back as the kid cried on his shoulder. Words were coming out of his mouth, but they were so muffled he couldn’t make them out. 
 
    “Shh. Connor, it’s okay. Where’s Willow? Did you get separated from her?” 
 
    Brayden searched the crowd in the distance. He couldn’t see Willow letting Connor get away from her. She was always so careful about keeping him close. 
 
    “Sh-She took her. My mo-mmy. Gun.” 
 
    Each mumbled word felt like a cut against Brayden’s skin. The public space should have been safe.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Trevor asked as he joined them.  
 
    Brayden glared at him, blaming him for the fact he wasn’t there when Willow needed him. They’d have words later, but finding Willow was the top priority.  
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Willow had been three people back in the line for hot cocoa when she felt something hard poke her in the back. Her nerves were already on edge with all the people around her. Crowds had always been one of her least favorite things because of how people brushed into each other and the voices collided to the point it was hard to make a single one out. She’d thought about whirling around to question the person behind her, but she’d heard the voice whisper in her ear.  
 
    “If you make any kind of scene, I’ll shoot the kid.” 
 
    The woman’s voice sent a chill down her spine. She didn’t deal with Gayle as much as her husband, but she knew the voice. And she knew if she was anything like her husband, she wouldn’t hesitate to shoot her son. 
 
    “You haven’t made this easy and will have to be punished for that, but right now we need to get out of this zoo without anyone noticing.” 
 
    It was easy to tell when Connor realized something was wrong. His arms wrapped around Willow’s leg, holding on for dear life. She needed to think, and she couldn’t do that if she was worried about him. 
 
    “Just take me, and I won’t make a scene.” Her voice sounded more confident than she felt.  
 
    Gayle laughed. It sounded normal enough, but Willow knew it was pretend. It wasn’t like she had any room to make demands, but she wouldn’t let them get their hands on Connor again. It was surprising enough that the missus was the one out collecting them.  
 
    “Like I have need for a rugrat,” she scoffed and pulled on Willow’s arm. “Leave him if you want. Once Greg’s feeling better, he might want him, but he’s only going to get better if you come home.” 
 
    Willow listened to the words, not really following. She patted Connor on the head to get him to look at her. As she was pulled along, he was being dragged with her because of his hold. She hated seeing the tears in his eyes, but she needed him to listen to her. They spoke without words for years, so she pointed towards the parking lot where they’d left Brayden. If she couldn’t protect Connor, she knew he would. 
 
    Connor understood, she could see that in his eyes, but he hesitated leaving her. She smiled and mouthed “please.” She could deal with the nightmare she knew laid ahead only if he was safe.  
 
    His arms unleashing her moved in slow motion, but he eventually let go and ran off. With all the people around, she hoped he’d find Brayden. They were still in the parking lot, basically. It was cold enough they had a few stands with drinks and food before you got into the actual zoo. 
 
    “Well there’s a weight off of you,” Gayle said, pulling Willow harder. “Get in the front seat and buckle in.” 
 
    The latter instruction seemed silly, but Willow followed it. Connor was still too close to disobey. She hadn’t expected them to be only a couple of dozen feet away from Gayle’s car.  
 
    When the woman moved around the car into the driver’s seat, she settled with the gun in her left hand pointed across her at Willow. She had no idea that Willow wouldn’t do anything that could jeopardize Connor’s safety. Gayle was the boy’s mother, but Willow cared for him as if she was. The fact that a person who struggled with emotions could care more than someone she knew had them always confounded her. Gayle had never hidden the fact she doted on Greg and hated Willow. Even when Willow had saved her life. 
 
    The woman before her looked nothing like the woman she’d first met with only peach fuzz on the top of her head. The chemo had hit her hard and made her frail. Willow figured that was the reason they hadn’t immediately moved to Austin.  
 
    Gayle’s brunette hair had grown back in thick thanks to Willow. And the woman had never offered a bit of gratitude. That didn’t really bother Willow. She would’ve probably only made her anger seethe more as the years went on, because Willow wouldn’t have responded right. 
 
    “What’s wrong with your husband?” Willow asked as the car lurched out of the parking lot. 
 
    She’d let the statement roll around in her head during the frantic motions, but it didn’t make sense. Greg had never been sick. In the years she’d known him, he hadn’t even had a cold. She tested his blood regularly, as he asked, and made sure he was one of the healthiest people in the world. 
 
    Since Willow was looking at Gayle, she saw her hard, green eyes turn her way. As she’d grown accustom to, she diverted her eyes, so she didn’t look directly at her.  
 
    “Did you really think you could leave him without something happening to him? He’s barely eaten a thing since I let you out.” 
 
    If Willow thought she was confused before, the new declarations tipped her over the edge. What was she talking about? Willow hadn’t thought Greg would be happy about her leaving, but not eating? That made no sense.  
 
    Not to mention the idea that Gayle had let her out. Greg and Gayle had both been out of the house when Willow had used a screwdriver she’d found to take the doorknob off the locked door to the upstairs of the house. If Gayle had helped her, one, that would have been insane given how the woman treated her over the years, and two, wouldn’t she have just left the door unlocked? 
 
    “You didn’t let me out.” 
 
    “For as brilliant as you are with the chemistry stuff, you really are clueless. I left the screwdriver for you to find and got him out of the house. He hated being away from you, so neither of those tasks were easy. Thankfully, one of his investors threatened to pull money if he didn’t show up for a dinner party. Even the money was starting to dim when it came to you.” 
 
    Willow sat there, trying to make sense of any of that. When she failed, she sat there quietly, not sure she wanted an explanation. 
 
    “Ugh,” Gayle groaned. “I hate when you go silent like that. It’s creepy. I’ve sat upstairs watching you on the cameras. You do know about them, right? He left you to your work, but he sat upstairs in his den and watched you.” 
 
    She did know about them. He installed them after Connor was born. She’d assumed it was so he could keep an eye on his son, even if he didn’t show any affection to him, but she never really thought about them after that day. Part of her was surprised they weren’t installed sooner, so he could make sure she was working and not plotting her escape. 
 
    He was in the basement with her in person enough around that time that the cameras didn’t matter to her. She focused on the work in front of her. It was the only thing that made sense to her. 
 
    “He gratified himself watching you.” 
 
    Willow had been lost in her own thoughts, watching where they were driving. She thought the conversation was over, so she didn’t expect the words. 
 
    He gratified himself? That had to be a mistake. She’d told Brayden her kidnapping wasn’t like that, and it never had been. Whatever Gayle thought she saw, she had to be wrong.  
 
    It was more likely she wanted to get a rise out of Willow. She’d already said she hated when Willow got quiet. That’s why she said that. It had to be. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Gayle asked when Willow remained motionless. “Whenever he wasn’t down there with you, he came upstairs and locked himself in the den and masturbated. The only time he left you was to beat off while he watched you and talked about all the things he wanted to do with you.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Willow decided the woman was completely deranged, and it was best to continue ignoring her. They were heading the wrong direction, which seemed more important. Instead of heading away from the city, the logical move, they were driving deeper into it. 
 
    “Do you not understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    Willow felt the gun jab into her side. She thought about the knife in her boot. Connor was safely away, but she didn’t think she could get to it without being noticed. She definitely couldn’t use it before Gayle pulled the trigger, so she considered the rest of the car.  
 
    Chances were it was a rental, judging by the Maryland plate she’d seen when thrust into the car. It didn’t seem like Gayle had spent much time in it. There weren’t the signs of use she noticed in Brayden’s car. His car was clean, and had a strong scent of leather, but she saw the fingerprints on the screen in the dash and specks of dirt on the floormats.  
 
    Gayle’s car smelled clean in an imitation way, like someone had sprayed a fake pine scent to cover up other smells. It also looked like it had been recently wiped down. Willow could see swirls of a cleaning solution on the dash in front of her. With Gayle busy supposedly planning Willow’s kidnapping, she wouldn’t have stopped to clean her dash. 
 
    “Of course you don’t understand. He took you when you were just a kid, so I’ll spell it out in way that should sink into that thick skull of yours. You know about biology, so you’ll understand this. My husband wants to get you pregnant.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t.” 
 
    Willow could’ve remained silent, but that path to logic needed to be disproved. How she went from Greg gratifying himself to wanting to impregnate Willow made no sense. Seeking pleasure didn’t mean procreation. Willow understood people could find pleasure in procreation, but nothing in what Gayle said led her to believe that’s what Greg wanted.  
 
    Not to mention most of the times she looked in his direction there was disgust on his face. She never understood that, but she never spent time pondering it either.  
 
    Gayle laughed. “Oh really? You think you know what my husband wants? Let me spell out the hell my life has been since you grew up.” 
 
    The car jerked as she turned a corner. Willow had no idea where they were, but it still seemed like they were going the wrong way. 
 
    “I guess I should be grateful it wasn’t until after you turned eighteen that things changed, but right around the time you became legal, he started accidently letting your name slip when we had sex. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he made me carry that brat to term, so he could give you a child. When I asked him to see my son, he told me the kid was yours.” 
 
    She stopped speaking for a few seconds, probably waiting for some kind of reaction, but Willow didn’t have one. She still didn’t believe anything Gayle said. Since the other woman seemed to want to talk, she’d let her get all the lunacy out. It didn’t take long for her to continue. 
 
    “I told him that was crazy. I carried the baby nine months and had the uterus the size of a watermelon to prove that little boy was mine. He laughed at me, like I was the crazy one. I’d just gone through twenty hours of labor, and he thought I didn’t know what was going on.” 
 
    Willow remembered the day and the hours of labor, but she hadn’t been part of any conversations. Greg had walked around the room nervously as Willow saw to the delivery. She didn’t see anything but concern for his screaming wife.  
 
    Once Connor had finally made it into the world, he’d instructed Willow to clean him up and deal with him. She’d seen no emotion as he finished cleaning Gayle up and escorting her upstairs. The whole ordeal after the birth had taken about an hour. She never heard Gayle ask for the baby and was left alone with Connor. 
 
    “He spelled it out for me. I didn’t believe him at first, but eventually I managed to get some of the baby’s hair and got tests done that verified the baby wasn’t mine. He used me as an incubator for your child.” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. Willow was surprised to hear a small sob. She looked over to see Gayle’s hand put the gun down for a second to wipe at her face. Her voice hadn’t indicated she was crying but retelling her crazy view of events evidently got to her. 
 
    Willow thought about reaching for the knife, but the calculations in her head told her it still wasn’t the right time. As if to prove that point, Gayle’s hand went back to the gun. 
 
    “Do you understand what I’m saying?” When Willow remained silent, Gayle screamed and jabbed her with the gun. “Answer me. Do you understand?” 
 
    “That you didn’t want to claim your son, so you’ve made up some convoluted story that he isn’t really yours?” 
 
    The backhand that flashed across Willow’s face told her that wasn’t the answer Gayle wanted. It was the only answer she could come up with, so she shouldn’t have asked if she didn’t want to hear the truth. 
 
    “No, you idiot. My husband drugged you and took some of your eggs to fertilize with his semen. Then he drugged me and planted them inside me. He said you weren’t ready to carry his babies yet, so I had to. He wanted to do it again, but he didn’t think my body would cooperate. I have no idea how he came to that decision, but I know he wants more of your kids.” 
 
    The idea was absurd. If Willow didn’t remember waking up groggier than usual a few times, she’d dismiss the whole idea. Her memory didn’t let her forget things and the cotton mouth she’d experienced with the grogginess came back in full force. She moved her tongue in her mouth trying to gather saliva. She knew it was her own mind that caused the reaction, but she got lost in working to solve the problem. 
 
    Another slap to her face and the cocking of a gun made her forget the fact her tongue felt swollen. She hated the sensation and wanted a glass of water. 
 
    “Did you zone out?” 
 
    “No,” Willow answered truthfully. 
 
    She was preoccupied, but not zoned out. If Gayle had said anything, she would have continued to follow the conversation. 
 
    “Good, because we’re almost there, and you need to be ready.”  
 
    Gayle’s eyes turned to Willow, but Willow didn’t acknowledge she could feel them on her. Her mind was divided by the words she still worked to process and the fact her lip had been cut open with that last hit. She could taste an iron flavor in her mouth as she sucked her lower lip to gauge how deep it was.  
 
    “Greg wanted to divorce me, so I wasn’t in the way of you two. He said that when he finally had you, he didn’t want me around. You have to understand that I love my husband. He saved my life when I was given a death sentence, and I would do anything for him. I thought you were in the way of our lives, but when you left, he went after you. A week later, he came home a different man. I have to force him to eat anything and all he does is stare at recordings he’s made of you.” 
 
    There was no response that wouldn’t end in Willow getting hit again. She was pretty sure the huge diamond ring on Gayle’s finger had cut deep enough in her lip that a stitch would be needed to close it up. So, provoking her wasn’t a high priority. It didn’t matter, because Gayle pulled into a hotel parking lot. It seemed Willow would be getting answers, or maybe just more insanity thrown in her face soon enough.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28  
 
      
 
    
Steam likely escaped Brayden’s ears as he sat in the police station waiting for any word about Willow. It had been over two hours since Connor showed up to tell them she was gone. At first, Brayden hadn’t believed him. He’d walked around the parking lot for fifteen minutes looking for her. 
 
    Trevor’s first thought wasn’t denial. He called the cops while Brayden performed his search. He’d been ready to keep searching when they caught up to him and started asking him questions. Even though Trevor had questioned her story, he’d quickly told the police Willow Jamison had been there with them, but one of her kidnappers got to her.  
 
    They were pretty sure that was what happened. Connor had been incoherent talking about a gun and his mommy. Brayden had never heard him call Willow that, but it wouldn’t surprise him if he did.  
 
    It made more sense than the woman kidnapper being there to grab Willow. They hadn’t spoken much about her, but Willow claimed she was only in the background. It was the guy who ran things, and the guy who would want her back. 
 
    Brayden felt the door open behind him. Detectives had been in and out of the room a few times since they’d stored him there. Child protective services had been called in to check on Connor, so the little boy had been taken from him not long after the police showed up. 
 
    Connor had cried, saying he was sorry over and over. He reached for Brayden as the pulled him away, making the man want to say screw it and snatch the kid back. He knew it was better to follow the rules, but he vowed Connor would be back with him before the day was over. 
 
    He’d called Chris and put him to work on that. His lawyer thought making sure Brayden wasn’t facing charges was more important, but Brayden had been adamant. Connor came first. Brayden had already told the police they needed to look for whoever taught Willow’s AP biology class. She’d never spoken his name, but he remembered when she told him about the class and why she was taken. 
 
    Brayden looked up when he saw movement cross his vision. He’d expected one or two of the detectives, who seemed to think he knew more than what he’d shared. The woman in the room wasn’t with the police, and he’d never met her before, but he knew instantly who she was. 
 
    Pauline Jamison stopped across the table directly in front of him. He’d seen her on television, saying her daughter would be home before her next birthday. If the cops would stop focusing on him, maybe she’d get her wish. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” she asked softly. 
 
    She wasn’t a keen observer like her daughter if she had to ask the question. Willow didn’t understand all facial gestures or why people made them, but she’d see the way his face softened and know he recognized her. 
 
    Pauline looked like her daughter in a way, but at the same time not. She was plumper than Willow, with her cheeks naturally filled over the years. Not at all like the sunken look Willow had. Her eyes reminded him of her daughter’s. Not the color, even though the blue eyes staring at him reminded him of Willow’s with her contacts in. The sadness etched in them was a close match. 
 
    “You’re Willow’s mother.” 
 
    There was no reason to pretend he didn’t know that fact. He was sure the police had given her some information about him before letting her in the room. He wanted to let her know they were on at least somewhat equal ground. 
 
    She nodded. Unlike Willow, who always wore her hair down, her mother’s hair was sleeked back into a bun. Altogether, with the hair and the makeup, which looked almost professionally done, Brayden was surprised at her appearance. He knew from living with Megan for years what the difference between professional makeup and someone doing it home could be. If Pauline had put all that on herself, it would’ve taken hours, something Brayden didn’t think a woman searching for her lost child had time for. 
 
    “I am. Apparently, the police think you have something to do with my daughter’s disappearance.” 
 
    Brayden opened his mouth to fight that claim, but she held out her hand to stop him.  
 
    “After they told me who you were, I looked you up, Brayden. You’re only a few years older than her and you were thousands of miles away when she disappeared as a child. Thankfully, they aren’t hanging all their hopes on you breaking and telling them where to find her.” 
 
    Her relaying that information and not the police wasn’t exactly reassuring. He wanted out of the room, so he could track Willow down himself and strangle whoever took her. 
 
    “Why are you in here and not out there demanding the police find her?” 
 
    The option hadn’t been given to Brayden, but he bet she was free to come and go as she pleased. She even managed to get in to see him, which he didn’t think was standard procedure. 
 
    “Because my grandson keeps calling out your name. He won’t settle for anyone else coming near him.” 
 
    What were the idiots out there telling this lady? She thought Connor was Willow’s? He’d made it perfectly clear to the police that Willow said he wasn’t. While Brayden’s heart ached to hear Connor was still upset, he couldn’t let Pauline think whatever story she’d been told. When things settled, he wanted Willow to keep Connor, but he didn’t feel the need to make promises to her mom about that. 
 
    “Connor isn’t Willow’s son.” 
 
    She smiled and pulled out the chair. Her settling in for a conversation didn’t ease the restless energy running through his body. 
 
    “If you’re saying that to comfort me, don’t bother. She has been missing for fifteen years. I’m not naïve about why she was taken or what probably happened while she was gone. We thought for years she could be dead. Knowing she’s alive and has a child is the best news I’ve heard in a long time.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Brayden said, dropping his voice. “Connor isn’t Willow’s son. She wasn’t taken by some sicko who had a fetish with children.” 
 
    For as much as he cared about Willow, he found it hard to talk to her mom. Something about her seemed fake. Not so much her concern for her daughter, which he hadn’t really felt, so maybe that was part of it. The overall front she presented was too ready for her close up and not enough mom finally reunited with her missing child.  
 
    “That’s preposterous,” she said as she shook her head. “The test we requested makes it clear that boy is related to me. I don’t know why you think he’s not her son, but a DNA test doesn’t lie.” 
 
    Brayden sat in shocked silence for a few minutes. It may not have been that long, but it could’ve been hours for all he knew. His brain couldn’t process the words coming out of her mouth. 
 
    “How could you possible have already done a DNA test? We’ve only been here for a couple of hours, and I’m sure you’ve been here even less.” 
 
    She shook her head again. “We arrived before you did. An acquaintance alerted us there was news about Willow, so we came here to find out. We’ve been in the city for days, thinking maybe she’d come here after being sighted in a town about seventy miles northwest of here. Of course, you know all about that town, since that’s where the two of you met.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she waited for a response. Did she want some kind of apology for not calling her and letting her know her daughter was running for her life? If that was case, she’d be waiting for a while. 
 
    “That doesn’t explain the DNA test. Even if you were here waiting, you’d still only have a couple hours to get it done. I’m pretty sure that’s not the way works.” 
 
    “It is in my world. I called in some favors and threw money at people until they did what I wanted. I just received the confirmation before I walked in here. Connor, as you like to call him, is my grandson.” 
 
    Brayden refused to think Willow lied to him about that fact. A botched test or one that only supplied what Pauline wanted to hear seemed more likely. He’d wondered too many times about how a man could hold back when it came to Willow, but her shy, unpracticed kiss made it clear to him another man hadn’t touched her. 
 
    “I call him Connor because that’s his name. If you’re really only in here because he won’t calm down, why didn’t you bring him in?” 
 
    He had trouble making sense of her motives. When it came to Willow, her protection was more important than making nice with her mom.  
 
    “You don’t like me.” 
 
    “What’s that got to do with anything? Right now, those assholes have Willow again, and I’m stuck in here waiting for someone to realize I should be out there looking for her.” 
 
    “And how exactly would you find my daughter? The police are already tracking the car she got in. From what I hear, they found out it was a rental and have located it via the GPS in the car. It’s only a matter of time before they bring her here.” 
 
    Brayden couldn’t help his mouth from dropping open. Maybe he’d missed the likeness to her daughter. The words were said with the same amount of emotion Willow usually used. He’d seen the woman making a heartfelt plea to bring her daughter home. He understood people could act differently in public and behind closed doors. The problem was he didn’t know which version of the woman to believe. 
 
    “Then why are we sitting in here?” The sentiment might as well be the theme for the whole conversation. “Whether the police want to let me out is one thing, but if your daughter is really on her way here, shouldn’t you be out there waiting for her?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve worked with the police long enough to know they won’t let me at the scene and will take at least an hour to get back here with Willow. I figured it was a good time for us to get to know each other.” 
 
    “And why would we need to do that?” 
 
    It sounded like Willow wouldn’t need a place to hide. That meant she could go home with her family. The thought of that made his stomach turn, but it was her life, and she deserved to have it back. 
 
    “I figured you were someone special to them when Connor insisted on seeing you, and I assume when she gets here, Willow will too. With that in mind, you can understand why I’d want to meet you.” 
 
    The way Pauline’s lips curved up was unnerving. He was pretty sure she was purposefully trying to make it impossible to read her. That’s his excuse for being blindsided by her next words.  
 
    “Not to mention the fact that I knew within two minutes of walking in here that you are in love with my daughter. And as nice as that may be, I’m never letting someone take her away from me again.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29  
 
      
 
    
As they made their way out of an elevator and to a door in the hotel Willow assumed the man she hoped to never see again was behind, she played with the knife in her hand. While Gayle made it around the car, she’d grabbed it out of her boot and slid it up her coat sleeve.  
 
    She’d heard a click earlier, which she took to mean the gun again in her side was cocked. She didn’t know a lot about guns, so it could have been the safety or something else. Willow wasn’t exactly a gambler, so she hoped finding out for certain wasn’t in her near future. With that uncertainty, she wasn’t ready to start stabbing. Gayle had already given plenty of proof her brain only fired on half the cylinders. Pushing her to pull the trigger probably wouldn’t take much. 
 
    Plus, the whole story about how Connor came to be in the world needed some corroboration. Given a lab, Willow could run the tests herself. She doubted one of those existed behind the door Gayle slid a keycard into. As soon as the lock made a noise and Gayle pushed the door open, something flew at the door and hit it with a thunk.   
 
    “I told you not to come back, you heartless bitch.” 
 
    Willow saw that the object was only a shoe. For as angry as the words that accompanied it sounded, she would’ve thought a knife or glass of some sort more appropriate. She figured the hotel had lamps at the very least. As she heard the door click behind them, she wondered if other objects would join the shoe. Throwing a man’s loafer seemed kind of tame. 
 
    Then again, the voice sounded weaker than she remembered. There wasn’t the boom he usually commanded life with. 
 
    When she got a look at the man sitting on the bed, eyes glaring daggers at his wife, Willow got a sense why his voice sounded off. Gayle had said he’d stopped eating, and it showed. Greg Anderson had always been a muscular man. He wasn’t at Brayden’s level by any means, but for a forty to fifty-year-old man, he was in great shape.  
 
    The man in front of her looked to be the opposite of great shape. He held a glass in his hand, filled with an amber-colored liquid. The room smelled of alcohol, so she assumed it wasn’t apple juice. 
 
    His face was gaunt, with dark circles under his eyes. While he did have clothes on, his light blue shirt was unbuttoned, exposing his chest and prominent ribs. It had only been about a month, so his calorie intake had to be under a thousand each day to lose that much weight. 
 
    It was easy to figure out when he realized Willow was in the room. The hard look in his eyes softened and his shoulders straightened. 
 
    “Willow,” he said in a deep voice. 
 
    While his eyes did soften, she didn’t get the creepy vibe she’d grown to associate with jerks wanting something more than she was willing to give. It wasn’t the borderline disgust she always associated with him, but it wasn’t unbidden lust either. 
 
    “I told you I’d bring her back. Now, do you want to do it here or take her home? I’m not sure you can get it up with that much alcohol in you, but the sooner you two have sex, the sooner you’ll realize we don’t have to get divorced for you to have your play thing.” 
 
    “Willow is not a play thing,” he barked out.  
 
    That was not a contradiction to the idea he wanted to have sex with her. Willow had to wonder how she’d missed those signs. She couldn’t read people if her life depended on it, which was clearly proven. 
 
    “And I am?” Gayle asked. “You didn’t exactly ask me when you impregnated me with her child. Are you planning on asking her sweetly to do the same thing to her?” 
 
    Willow watched as the glass in his hand flew across the room, landing on the carpet in front of Gayle right after it hit her in the shoulder. A few inches to the right and it would’ve hit Willow. Since Greg’s eyes didn’t leave her, she was surprised it didn’t hit her. Gayle cursed and pulled the gun away from Willow’s side to point it at her husband. 
 
    “You cocksucker. I bring your precious Willow back to you and that’s how you’re going to repay me? I found her living with a guy twice your size. Do you honestly think she’s still the virginal flower you’ve been wanting to sink your dick into? The people back in that Podunk of a town said they’d been living together for probably two weeks if she’s still with him. What do you think about that? She might already have someone else’s seed in there making another little bastard of a kid.” 
 
    There was a short cracking and a pfft sound that caught Willow off guard. Her eyes didn’t leave Greg, but a black object appeared in his hand. It took Willow’s mind a second to realize it was a gun. What was up with these two and guns? In the time she’d known them, neither of them had threatened her with one until today. 
 
    “Why the hell did you do that?” Gayle asked. 
 
    Willow was still catching up to there not being one gun pointed at her but two. Gayle folding down to the ground next to her told her she was even further behind than she thought. 
 
    “You shot her?”  
 
    The evidence in front of her told her she didn’t have to ask, but the words came out anyway. The red stain spreading from around Gayle’s body on the cream carpet answered the question. There was no inclination in Willow to help, which she thought there should be. After spending time with people who weren’t as screwed up as her in the head, she found herself thinking more about what other people would do in situations. And she was pretty sure they would administer some kind of help. 
 
    Of course, Willow could see the shot hit Gayle in the chest and the eyes staring up from the carpet didn’t have much light left in them. Willow was great with biology and chemistry, but she wasn’t a surgeon.  
 
    “I needed to see how you’d react.” The response brought her eyes back to him and the smile on his face. “Nah,” he said, waving the gun with his hand before putting it on the bed next to him. “I didn’t like that she walked in here with a gun on you or that cut on your lip. I take it she did that and not the hockey player.” 
 
    Willow’s body wasn’t exactly in full motion at the time, but the mention of Brayden caused her to still. Even though it would’ve likely killed her, she was pretty sure her heart stopped. 
 
    “Yeah, I knew about him before she started rattling on about him. Gayle was a lot of things, but smart wasn’t one of them.” 
 
    The mention of his wife in the past tense told Willow how cold the man in front of her could be. He’d kidnapped her to cure the woman, and fifteen years later he shot her himself. Willow again wondered how she’d missed things, like the fact their happy marriage wasn’t happy. 
 
    “Was she right about Connor? Is he somehow mine?” 
 
    His smile widened. “I still can’t believe you never did any tests on his blood. But that isn’t important right now. You’ve been a bad girl running away from me. Things were about to fall in place for us, and then you were gone. Just poof.” 
 
    He made a gesture with his hand at the poof. She stared at him. She had done tests on Connor’s blood, much like the tests she’d done on Greg’s, to check for illness. She’d never had a reason to run them against her DNA. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She understood even less as she heard a raspy breath and gurgle at her feet. A short second later, the labored sounds of breathing from Gayle stopped. It left the room quiet while Willow waited for Greg to speak. 
 
    “I know, darling. That brilliant mind of yours has never been able to focus on anything other than a scientific problem in front of you and your son. I don’t know what Gayle told you, but she didn’t understand it either. She thought my desire to be with you was about base needs. Like I really wanted to spend my days rutting around with you.” 
 
    He laughed, but the smile disappeared from his face. His look turned dark, but it was one Willow had seen many times. 
 
    “I never thought when I took you that I could fall in love with you. As sick as people will say I was, I didn’t look at you that way. It was hard not to when you became a woman and filled out, but it was never about just wanting your body. Your mind is a mystery that I wanted to spend the rest of my life studying. I thought we’d have more children. You love Connor so much, I thought it would make you happy.” 
 
    The use of the name she’d given Connor surprised her. Yes, she’d said it, but she never heard either of them use it. Gayle preferred brat and bastard, and Greg really didn’t talk about Connor before now. Willow had assumed he hated his son. His words didn’t sound like hate to her. There was an underlying feeling she didn’t want to put a name to. If she did, her perception of her entire life would have to change. 
 
    “Is he okay? I was so happy to see you that I forgot to ask about him. Gayle despised him, but you don’t seem grief stricken. I assume that means he’s still out there somewhere.” 
 
    Willow had never considered Greg a rambler, but he certainly made a case for being one. His brain had never been as focused as her, but he kept things to himself almost as well as she did. She supposed since carrying a conversation wasn’t her strong suit, someone had to do it. The room would be rather uncomfortable if they just stared at each other. 
 
    “Brayden will take care of him.” 
 
    Greg nodded. “The hockey player. I’ve seen you with him.” 
 
    Willow’s brow furrowed. She didn’t like the thought of being followed. Gayle clearly had been tailing her, but she’d made it sound like Greg barely left his bed. While he looked frail, Willow didn’t think it confined him to bed. Maybe he had pretended for his wife. 
 
    “I saw the way he looks at you. The way you don’t cringe away from his touch. I was close enough to hear our son speak.” His voice took on what Willow assumed was a wistful tone and then broke when he mentioned Connor speaking. “I wish I didn’t have to be so cruel to the two of you. Gayle would’ve killed you instead of letting you go if she knew how much I truly care. But that’s in the past. This Brayden will be good for you. He’s strong and can protect you. You’ll need that, because the road ahead won’t be easy for you, but I think he’ll keep the vultures away.” 
 
    What was he talking about? The rambling hurt her head enough that she reached up to massage her forehead. She didn’t understand anything. 
 
    “You should be going, Willow. The police will be here soon, and I don’t want you see what happens. I really do love you, even if you don’t understand that now. I think someday you will.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” This time she couldn’t keep the question to herself.  
 
    Being kidnapped wasn’t her idea of a good time, but he had her. He had a gun to her knife, which she’d basically forgotten about as her brain worked to process the chaos around her. It could do two things at once, but every nerve cell in her brain currently had other things to do. 
 
    “Gayle’s an idiot, who never thought things through. I don’t know how she got you, but I bet there are witnesses, and she’s been driving a rental car that can be tracked. I don’t want you to get hurt in the melee of police coming to rescue you, so leave.” 
 
    Even if her brain hadn’t fully caught up, Willow didn’t want him to change his mind about letting her go. Since he’d put the gun down and seemed resigned, she didn’t think it would. But she learned not to take chances. 
 
    With one last confused look at the man who’d been her captor for so many years, she turned, stepped over Gayle’s lifeless body and walked out the door. She let it close behind her without looking back. She’d taken a few steps before movement stopped her. As if summoned by Greg, the elevator doors opened, and men dressed in tactical gear poured out. One rushed to her. 
 
    “Ma’am, I need you to clear the hallway. I suggest you take the stairs.” 
 
    They were there to rescue her, unless some other crime was in the process of being committed on that floor. She thought about trying to calculate the odds, but she knew they were too far-fetched to even bother. The man didn’t seem to realize who she was, so Willow shrugged and headed for the stairs.  
 
    More men stood at the door, guarding the escape route. She thought about telling them who she was, but a loud crash and the sounds of bullets firing off in rapid succession stopped her. Weird sensations touched her body as she heard each shot, like they were nicking her skin. 
 
    “Target down,” a man’s voice said over a radio. “We’ve got one already deceased in the room, but it’s not Jamison.” 
 
    “Shit,” one of the men next to Willow said. 
 
    She’d barely gotten through the door when the shots started. The men saw her but were busy listening to what was happening behind her. She knew her presence didn’t compete with gunfire.  
 
    “You think they did her before they came back here?” another man asked.  
 
    One of them cleared his throat and nodded in Willow’s direction. “Excuse us, ma’am. As you can see, we have a situation here. It’s best if you head down to the lobby and keep out of the way.” 
 
    They didn’t know who she was either. It made her wonder how the people in the room knew she wasn’t Gayle. At least five of the men sent to rescue her had seen her and apparently didn’t know what she looked like. They’d probably been given the security camera footage of a woman with long blonde hair and been told she had purple eyes. That made no sense with Brayden being involved, but that was the only explanation she could think of. 
 
    “I’m Willow Jamison, and as you can see, I’m not dead.” 
 
    The men stared at her, some with their mouths open, for a few seconds. Then an avalanche of actions ensued, sweeping Willow up with it.  
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Brayden threw his keys across his kitchen counter and cursed.  
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Sorry, man,” Trevor said as he put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Shrugging away from the touch, Brayden walked around his friend out to the living room. He’d gone to the kitchen first because there weren’t piles of toys reminding him of the two people who seemed to be out of his life now. Staring at the toys they hadn’t gotten around to opening, he cursed again. This time a litany of every word he could think of, and he’d learned a lot over the years, not all in English. 
 
    From the chain of events he’d been able to piece together, Willow had been rescued, brought to the station, reunited with her family and swept away about an hour before anyone thought to let Brayden know.  
 
    After her mom had flat out told him she knew he was in love with Willow, and his resulting silence did nothing to change her opinion, he knew her mom would want to protect her from him. He still didn’t understand that whole conversation, but she was on the verge of getting her little girl back, and he probably looked like an obstacle.  
 
    He wasn’t. At least he didn’t see it that way. Whether Willow had a regular upbringing or not, she was a woman capable of making her own decisions. With the need to run and hide gone, he didn’t think for a second her choice would be to stay with him. He hoped, but he wasn’t optimistic about them staying. They’d only known each other for a few weeks. While he didn’t deny he started falling in love with her the second he saw her, he wasn’t sure how she felt, or if she could feel those kinds of emotions.  
 
    She clearly loved Connor, but that was a devotion to a little boy she saw as a son that developed over years. She’d relied on Brayden to help keep them safe, and seemed attracted to him, but any strong emotions on her side didn’t make it to the surface. 
 
    “Look, I know you don’t want to hear it, but this is for the best.” Trevor stopped his words for a second when he saw the death glare Brayden thought those words deserved. “Seriously, dude? I know you have a thing for her, but it’s not like you two make a lot of sense. I still stand by my sociopath diagnosis, even if they claim she’s some kind of genius. You’re smart enough, but you can’t compete with someone like her.” 
 
    Brayden wanted to tell Trevor what an idiot he was, but a knock at the door stopped him. He didn’t want to get his hopes up, not that he could stop his heart from skipping a beat. The soft, almost tentative knock sounded like something Willow would do. He could picture her there and didn’t kid himself about setting himself up for disappointment. A girl from down the hall probably only wanted to sell him some cookies or something. 
 
    That didn’t change the fact that he ran to the door and threw it open. A growl to scare away whoever dared bother him was on his lips. It died quickly when he saw it was in fact Willow standing there, looking up at him. Her violet eyes almost showing a hint of relief. 
 
    He didn’t bother with words. He swept her into his arms and picked her up. He registered the stitches in her lip and the dark bruise on her cheek; he even heard her startled gasp, but that didn’t stop him from pulling her close to him and holding on to her for dear life. 
 
    She was okay. No one had bothered mentioning the injuries, and he hadn’t let himself think about her getting hurt. He hoped the damage to her face was the only injuries. 
 
    “You’re here,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “And you’re really strong,” she replied, her breath sounding a little labored. 
 
    The idiot that he was, Brayden was crushing her. He quickly loosened his hold and let her slide down his body to get back to her feet. Having had a few seconds to let some of his anxiety out, he looked in the hall behind her and found it empty. 
 
    “Where’s Connor?” 
 
    He could’ve asked where the new entourage that should be following her was, but Connor’s whereabouts was more important. He’d heard both of her kidnappers were dead, so that should’ve relieved the new anxiety burbling up, but it didn’t. 
 
    “He’s with my parents. They’re kind of like you as far as wanting to buy him presents. We were at a toy store when I slipped away.” 
 
    “You slipped away?” Brayden didn’t think he could get more jumbled. 
 
    She was with her family, who had to be watching her like hawks, and she just slipped away from them? Why? 
 
    “Umm, I think I’m going to let you two catch up,” Trevor said, tapping Brayden on the shoulder. 
 
    The path out of the apartment was blocked, but Brayden quickly pulled Willow in to make a route for his friend to leave. With Willow there in front of him, it wasn’t like Brayden had time to entertain anyone else, so he was happy to see the backside of his friend heading down the hall. Closing the door, he looked back to Willow. 
 
    If he hadn’t noticed the stitches already, he would’ve kissed her. As impractical as that was, he felt the urge to do it anyway.  
 
    “I needed to see you,” she said, dragging his thoughts away from her lips. 
 
    He’d briefly forgotten what they’d been talking about. She had left her parents, with Connor to come see him. Thinking of Connor again, that reminded him of what her mom had said. 
 
    “They think Connor is their grandson.” 
 
    With his real parents dead, Brayden supposed Willow could just adopt him and make that true. But it was odd how sure Pauline had been about it. 
 
    Willow nodded. “He is.” 
 
    Brayden had expected about any other answer than that. He wasn’t sure how to respond, so he repeated her words and made them sound like a question. 
 
    “He is?” 
 
    “I wasn’t the only one doing experiments. Evidently it was my egg used, so biologically, he is their grandson. He just developed in another woman.” 
 
    She lost him in the explanation. Her matter-of-fact voice didn’t help matters. He was pretty sure she’d just confirmed Connor was her son and not a hint of emotion touched her voice. She loved that little boy, and even for him, she could sound robotic. 
 
    “So he is your son. Shouldn’t you be with him?” 
 
    Not that Brayden was upset about her showing up on his doorstep, but she’d been kidnapped only hours ago. Again. Connor had been a wreck, and she should really be with him. 
 
    “I told him I was coming to see you, and he liked the idea. He wanted to come, but I told him I needed to see you alone.” 
 
    “Do your parents know you left? Because I met your mom. She’s likely to kill me if she thinks I had anything to do with you running away.” 
 
    If Trevor wanted to brand someone a sociopath, Brayden needed to introduce him to Pauline Jamison. Just thinking about the woman’s almost heartless expressions gave him chills. 
 
    “I won’t let her hurt you.” 
 
    As if that simple declaration made it so. Maybe with Willow it did, but it still didn’t explain why she was there. 
 
    “Okay. Why do you need to see me alone?” 
 
    He shouldn’t be looking a gift horse in the mouth, but he’d spent half a day in crippling fear for her safety, and then had her ripped away from him again. He didn’t imagine the visit would last long, so the ripping was bound to begin again soon. 
 
    She stared up at him, actually meeting his eyes and holding the connection. He knew she didn’t like to make eye contact, and he didn’t remember her ever doing it so close to him. She’d removed the contacts at some point, leaving her purple eyes open for him to stare into. They were an interesting shade. He’d thought amethyst and violet before, but specks of blue were also in there. 
 
    “Before my life turns into a whirlwind, and I’m forced to prove to the world I’m not a little kid anymore, I want you to make me a woman.” 
 
    Brayden had grown used to odd things flying out of her mouth. But, had she really just asked him to take her virginity? No, he thought as he shook his head. His brain just thought about sex too much for its own good.  
 
    There was no way Willow meant her words that way. No way. And he’d believe that, if it wasn’t for the fact her eyes darkened to a purple that bordered on black and her tongue darted out to lick her lips. He saw the slight wince as she touched the spot with stitches.  
 
    “You’re going to have to tell me what you mean, because in my head, that came out that you’re here for sex.” 
 
    Her head moved up and down, while her eyes stayed on his. 
 
    “Isn’t that what ‘make me a woman’ means? I know I’m not great when words aren’t literal, but I thought I heard that somewhere.” 
 
    He knew he had to look like a complete idiot, but he stood there in utter shock. She was there to ask him to sleep with her. 
 
    “I thought you said you wanted to. You’re leaving tomorrow for Minnesota, and apparently, I’m supposed to be on some show. I don’t know, my mom set it all up, and I’m confused. But I know that at least for a while, we’ll be separated.” 
 
    That seemed like a lot of words for her to say at once compared to her usually simple statements. They spoke for hours the first week he’d been on the road, but it had mainly been him carrying the conversation. Asking questions and her straightforward answers. He understood her now and knew it wasn’t all about her being evasive.  
 
    With that in mind, the idea of her mom setting up what he assumed was an interview rankled him. Willow didn’t belong in front of TV cameras. She belonged cuddled up some place where she could forget about the last fifteen years. Not relive them. 
 
    She was right about him having to go, though. It was Sunday and he wouldn’t be back until the next Wednesday. He had four games during those days, not to mention practice and travel. When he’d planned on taking her with him, he knew they wouldn’t see much of each other, but he’d at least know she was safe. 
 
    It didn’t feel right leaving her to the vultures out there. Brayden didn’t have much of a choice in the matter, but he knew sleep wasn’t going to come easy on the trip. He wondered if they could go back to doing the nightly calls.  
 
    “Are your parents talking about taking you back to Nevada?” 
 
    A change of topic made more sense than talking about her request. His body had tensed as he pondered what she meant and getting the confirmation didn’t help matters. Technically, things had awakened at just the sight of her at his door. He was tight and hard, and a cold shower needed to happen soon. 
 
    She shrugged. “You don’t want to have sex anymore.” 
 
    Yeah, that was how conversations went with Willow. As if the words weren’t bad enough, she reached over and grabbed the front of his jeans.  
 
    “Fuck,” he said as her hand curled around him. 
 
    Brayden had never been with a virgin before, but the woman in front of him was not the scared, delicate flower he had in mind when he thought of them. 
 
    “You’re engorged.” 
 
    No shock. No fear. Just, ‘you’re engorged.’ His tombstone would read: Here lies a man who died because of his good intentions. 
 
    “I am,” he said as he took her hand and removed it from his dick. “It seems to be a state I find myself in a lot around you. So, clearly, the question isn’t whether I want to have sex. It’s a matter of there’s a lot of shit going on in your life right now and running over here to have sex with me shouldn’t be one of them. You should be with your parents. They haven’t seen you in years, Willow.” 
 
    She shrugged again. “I don’t miss them. Truthfully, I don’t think I ever really did. I miss Connor, but I know he’s waiting for me. Early, when Gayle took me, I missed you. I only trust you, and I want you to do this for me.” 
 
    As if her words were some kind of conclusion. She reached down and tugged her shirt off. If Brayden had been thinking clearly, he would’ve tried to stop her. As soon as she exposed her pert breasts, he knew he was a goner.  
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The current running over Willow’s skin made her feel constrained, like her body would wrap inside itself at any moment. She’d known coming here and telling Brayden what she wanted could’ve gone many ways. As much time as she’d spent observing him, she knew he’d hesitate. But he seemed capable and the way his eyes stared almost hungrily at her chest told her he was close to giving in. At least that was how she decided to interpret the fire in his eyes. 
 
    He wanted to understand her request. They’d talked about mating before and separated with the acknowledgement it wouldn’t happen. At least not that night. Things were different now, and Willow wanted him. She’d spent more time around men today than she ever had in her life. Big hulky police, who she guessed were supposed to be attractive, but not a single one of them made her feel like Brayden did. 
 
    Truth be told, she didn’t know if she’d ever see him again. As hard as that was to stomach for her, she had to be practical. He had a life, and even though she’d become a part of it for a few weeks, he might not want to be a part of hers now. The way her mother talked, they would be hopping around making in-person appearances for the foreseeable future.  
 
    The thought nauseated her, but she figured she should try to make the woman happy. Her mother had looked like a fountain with the streams of tears down her face. Willow knew it hurt her when she’d avoided her outstretched arms and went for Connor instead. Or maybe it didn’t. What her mother felt wasn’t something Willow had ever grasped. 
 
    “I’m going to hell for asking this, but are you absolutely certain?” 
 
    Movement caught Willow’s eyes, annoyingly since she’d done such a good job staring into Brayden’s eyes. She saw his fists clench and then unclench repeatedly. The movement confused her. Rather than let that go, she reached down to take one of the hands and held it against the bare skin of her chest. 
 
    Brayden groaned and flexed his fingers to grip her breast. The heat that she felt every time she was around him pooled low in her body. Exploring what he did to her body was more important than taking her next breath. It could be her only chance to capitalize on the moment before fate dragged them apart.  
 
    “Willow,” he said. His voice registering deep and penetrating. “Are you viewing this as a clinical study or just something you want to get out of the way and think I can help you?” 
 
    “Does it have to be either of those? Can’t it be because my body feels like it’s on fire when you touch me like this. If not, how about the fact that I’ll never trust another man to touch me like this again.” 
 
    Both statements were a hundred percent true. She knew it was probably foolish to even trust him, but something told her she could. If the choice came down to seducing him now or never feeling a man’s touch, she knew which option she planned on picking. 
 
    He groaned again and reached under her butt with his free hand, somehow easily picking her up, while still offering the pleasures his touch on her breast gave. He pinched her nipple between his fingers and rolled it around. She gasped as a small touch of pain she could only describe as sweet flowed through her. 
 
    “Brayden,” she whispered.  
 
    If she thought the inferno burning her before was anything, she went nuclear when his head bent down and sucked her other nipple into his mouth. She said his name again, but this time the neighbors probably heard it.  
 
    “Shh,” he cooed, only reiterating her thought. “In my dreams, you do plenty of screaming, but I want to make sure you understand what’s going to happen if we continue.” 
 
    He stopped his game long enough to tilt her chin, so her eyes met his. They’d drifted shut as the sensations took over her body. 
 
    “Do you know what you’re asking me to do?” 
 
    She groaned in frustration. Were they seriously back to that? 
 
    “We already discussed that I know what’s going to happen. You’re going to thrust into me, break my hymen and eventually ejaculate. If you don’t understand how it works, I’m pretty sure I can figure it out and make sure we hit those steps.” 
 
    He shook his head and narrowed his eyes. A scream bubbled up from her as he tossed her backwards. She hadn’t realized they’d moved from the entry, so along with being tossed, the fact that she saw a dresser cross her vision confused her. Things became a little clearer when her back hit a soft pillowtop bed. It was so high off the ground that she didn’t have long to fall. 
 
    Brayden laughed as he stood over her. The look in his eyes gave her a little pause. She’d thought he looked hungry before. The way he looked at her made her feel like prey, and rather than scare her, it excited her.  
 
    “This isn’t an experiment, Willow. I’m going to show you pleasure you never dreamed of, and then I’m going to do it again.” 
 
    Again? The idea made Willow gulp. Didn’t people rut like animals? A quick insertion, a couple of thrusts and then it’s gone? She hadn’t considered anything that related to pleasure. Sure, her body felt wonderful anytime he was near, but she didn’t think the act necessarily equated to pleasure. At least not for her. 
 
    “Now, you understand. Are you still sure about this? I’m going to do everything I can to fulfill that promise, but it’s probably going to hurt a little at first.” 
 
    She’d felt the large girth of his penis. Telling her it would hurt a little seemed like an understatement. She didn’t know much about how big men were in general, but she knew how tight she was, and she’d be terrified if she didn’t know her body would adapt. 
 
    Her eyes drifted down to his jeans. The fabric was worn and showed off the hard length of him. She’d already taken off her shirt, but he was still fully dressed. That seemed unfair. Plus, she wanted a better picture of what hid beneath his clothing. 
 
    “Take your clothes off.” 
 
    His eyebrows raised as his smile widened. Evidently, he thought it was funny she commanded him. 
 
    “I love how you always speak your mind,” he said as he followed her directions by lifting his shirt over his head.  
 
    Actually, it was two shirts. And as his muscular torso appeared from underneath, Willow was glad to see them both gone. His body was perfect, every muscle group on display. A dusting of hair covered his pecs and trailed down to where a V formed at the top of his pants. 
 
    “Tell me you aren’t naming different muscle groups in your head.” 
 
    It scared her a little to hear how well he knew her. Her mind could have easily gone that way, but something else drew her attention. 
 
    “No naming, just admiring. I’ve never seen a nude male body outside of a book. It is fascinating.” 
 
    Her eyes roamed over his butterscotch-colored skin. It appeared smooth, but she saw several scars of various ages. As much as she wanted to try to be in the moment, the need to analyze every part of his skin overruled. She wanted to touch and feel each mark, then speculate on what made it, the amount of destruction done and how long ago it happened. 
 
    She hustled to get on her knees and reached out to run a finger along the scar she thought had at one time been the worst. The skin along the six-inch scar was paler than the skin around it but looked like it had been healed for a while. It started at his waist and cut diagonally down to the top of his jeans. 
 
    Brayden took in an audible breath, but he didn’t stop her from running her fingers across it. While the skin felt smooth under her touch, she imagined the roughness of the scar as it healed. She could imagine how much it itched and how many stitches it had taken to close it up. Around thirty she figured. She had three for the little cut on her lip. 
 
    As Willow traced the one scar, she looked at the others, quickly added up stitches. Not all of them would have needed them, but she imagined the fact that they left scars at all meant most of them were deep. 
 
    It made her wonder where else she’d find scars on his body. She remembered when they first met that his lip had a small scar next to it. It had healed in the weeks since then, becoming just a trace of a cream-colored line.  
 
    Her one scar, the one that had never really bothered her before, made her feel a little uncertain. He had so many, and none of them that she’d seen took away from the beauty that was Brayden. On the other hand, her scar stood out against her pale skin. The lotion to darken her skin had faded and the pink of the scar made itself known.  
 
    Men were supposed to have scars. It proved to women they were battle-ready and able to protect them. Willow’s scar showed how weak she was. It’d been there since she was eleven, but that didn’t change her opinion of it.  
 
    Brayden’s large hand moved to caress her face. His thumb rubbed against the scar on her cheek. Thankfully, the bruising and cut she’d received earlier were on the opposite side of her face. 
 
    “I took a skate to the gut my first year in the league. How’d you get yours?” 
 
    Willow’s eyes had been fascinated by the sight of him, so minutes flew by since she’d last looked up at him. When she did, the fire she saw in his eyes sent a shiver down her spine. Without a doubt, he was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen, whether on television or in person. He took her breath away, making her anxiety to speak even more pronounced. She was surprised she’d ever been able to get a word out around him. 
 
    “Knife,” she whispered.  
 
    He growled as he leaned to kiss the scar. The gentleness behind the act made goosebumps pop up and down her arms. 
 
    “If he wasn’t dead, I’d kill him. Did he do this to your face?” 
 
    She shook her head. Her thoughts had been a whirlwind that afternoon, but she’d started to think about things differently, or at least rethink how events of the past had gone. There were so many things she’d clearly missed. She wanted to stop thinking about them, which had driven her to Brayden. He made it easy to think about other things. 
 
    “Can’t we just focus on us?” 
 
    After being babied by her mother and fawned over by the police and doctors, then hearing the shouts of reporters wanting every detail, Willow needed an escape. She needed to hide away somewhere to calm the pain building in her head.  
 
    Brayden kissed her scar again, just as tenderly as the first time. Then his lips were on the move, trailing kisses from her cheek down to her neck. She heard the sighs escaping her mouth with every touch but couldn’t do a thing to stop them.  
 
    “For now,” he whispered in her ear before sucking her earlobe into his mouth.  
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Brayden kept waiting for her to tell him to stop. He knew she wouldn’t. When Willow Jamison decided she wanted something, her focus was too keen to change her mind, but he still thought there was a chance she’d change her mind about this. 
 
    As he nibbled her earlobe and moved back to her neck to suck a small piece of skin into his mouth, Willow’s hands went behind his back and her nails dug into his skin. For being so small and fragile, she sure had a grip on her. 
 
    He smiled and let go of the little love bite he’d made. With so many other marks on her skin from the assholes who’d taken her, he wanted to leave one mark created with the affection he felt for her. He’d love to suckle her whole body and spend hours teaching her how his touch felt on every inch, but he wasn’t naïve enough to think they lived in a bubble. 
 
    It was surprising someone hadn’t already showed up at his door to collect her. Knowing that, he knew it was stupid to give into her wants and teach her why her body responded to him. He didn’t care. Living close to her had killed every good sense he had, and there was a strong chance he didn’t have much to begin with. 
 
    “Lay back on the bed,” he said as he pushed her in that direction.  
 
    She followed without hesitation. Her chest heaved with every breath. The movement mesmerized Brayden, the small rise and fall of her breasts almost hypnotic. 
 
    “You’re going to kill me.” 
 
    The words were soft, more to himself. Willow didn’t seem to notice, so he continued with his initial thought of stripping the jeans off her legs. She’d told him to undress, and he’d done all he was willing to do before she was naked. If he didn’t have something holding him back, he’d tear into her like a teenager whose girlfriend finely gave him the thumbs up.  
 
    That’s exactly how he felt. Although, the pure lust and desire to bury himself deep inside of Willow was new. He’d never wanted to be inside a woman as much as he did her, which is exactly why his pants stayed on. 
 
    He moved to unbutton her jeans, but her hands quickly met his. While his thoughts were on taking things slow, hers clearly weren’t. She unbuttoned, unzipped and had her jeans and underwear off before he even had a chance to see the color of her underwear. 
 
    Then she reached for his. For half a second, he forgot everything as she got him unbuttoned and unzipped. She was about to yank his jeans down, when his sense finally snapped to, and he stopped her greedy hands from their quest. 
 
    As if her intentions weren’t enough to distract him, her beautiful body sat before him. He’d imagined what she looked like beneath her clothes. His nights were filled with what could be, but they didn’t hold a candle to the milky skin or the soft patch of fuzzy blonde hair at the apex of her thighs.  
 
    He pushed her back on the bed. Smiling, he started his exploration of her body by nipping gently on her left breasts just to the side of the nipple. Then he sucked the rosy button into his mouth. 
 
    Willow’s torso arched off the bed as she let out a strangled scream. He smiled as he settled himself over her body, with a leg nudged between her legs. While he tasted and drew in her nipple, his right hand moved down to another button he hoped to have in his mouth soon. 
 
    Whimpers left her lips as he ran a finger through her slick heat and used the liquid to start rubbing slow circles across her clit. Her hips thrust gently upwards as he shifted to give her other breast its due attention. His ministrations continued until her pants grew confused-sounding and frantic. 
 
    The soft sounds were going to drive him crazy and probably keep him up at nights as he imagined them, but they also meant she was getting close. Brayden trailed soft kisses down until his tongue could take over from his fingers. He lapped at her juices, letting the sweet flavor of her linger on his mouth. She tasted like a fresh peach, with a little salt on top to draw out the flavor. He could spend a full day licking her, but they didn’t have a full day. If his earlier thoughts were true, they didn’t even have a full hour. 
 
    So, instead of enjoying all the deliciousness he could take, he locked his lips on her swollen nub and sucked. Her pants became a wail as her trembling legs locked around his head and her hips thrust forward. Her climax rocked through her, while he continued to suckle and get his fill. 
 
    When her body went slack, he made quick work of stripping his pants off. Her hazy gaze landed on his upturned cock and made it tighten even more, which shouldn’t have been possible because the damn thing was about to explode. 
 
    He came back down on the bed, wishing he could kiss her lips. The flush of her skin would make it hard to hide what they’d been doing but tearing open her stitches would make it even worse.  
 
    Instead of seeking out her lips, he settled for a spot just below her ear that seemed to be the most sensitive spot he’d found, at least above her neck. Her legs, even in their weakened, sated state, wrapped around his back as he lined himself up and started pushing himself inside her. 
 
    His breath was heavy as he tried not to force himself in. His brain and body both wanted to thrust and claim Willow for himself, but he had to take this part slow.  
 
    Apparently, Willow didn’t get that memo. As soon as he was a couple inches in, she thrust her body up into him, sheathing him fully. 
 
    Oh. Fucking. God.  
 
    They both stilled. Brayden was pretty sure he stopped breathing altogether, but his body and brain had disconnected. So, he had no clue.  
 
    The warm tightness enveloping him was all he could think about. Not even the faint cry Willow let out made it to his head fully. It was all about her and her needs, so he should’ve been paying closer attention. 
 
    Yeah, and he should’ve realized she wouldn’t let him take it at an appropriate speed. She needed time to get used to him, open herself up for the intrusion. But no, Willow, being Willow, just jammed him in there. 
 
    “That wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    Her voice made it through the haze, causing Brayden to look down at her. He almost expected to see some tears in the crooks of her eyes, not her wide eyes and smile. He’d thought it before, but her happy satisfied look erased any doubt that Willow would be the death of him. 
 
    He took a deep breath and inched himself out of her, feeling her muscles ripple around him. Any thought of stamina was long gone. He was lucky he hadn’t lost himself the second she pulled him inside. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    He pushed back in, trying to establish a pace that wouldn’t totally embarrass him. She’d already stated that sex was just a few thrusts and it was done, but he wanted to show her that the art of love-making had nothing to do with the mating habits she’d read about. What animals did was similar to the human version, but between them, it would never just be rutting. 
 
    She nodded. Her body thrust up into his, asking without words for more. He picked up his pace and let out a curse as he felt his balls tighten. Slamming his body to hers, he let himself go. Somehow, surprising the hell out of him, her body convulsed at the same time, and he felt her gripping his dick as he poured himself into her. 
 
    It wasn’t until that moment that he realized he hadn’t put on a condom. No wonder it had all felt so damn good. Not that being with Willow alone wouldn’t have driven him mad. But he hadn’t been with a woman without protection ever. From a young age, before Brayden even figured out what to do with a woman, his father had ground the importance of wearing a condom into him.  
 
    Willow literally made all his sense disappear. She’d become the most important thing in his life, and he hadn’t bothered to protect her. Chances were she wouldn’t immediately understand what he’d done, but he wasn’t going to hide it from her. He started to pull out and tell her he was sorry, but her words stopped him. 
 
    “Don’t pull out yet. The chances of insemination increase if you stay locked in place. At least that’s how it works in some animals.” 
 
    Okay, maybe she did understand.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33  
 
      
 
    
Brayden stared down at Willow. A look of confusion replaced the panicked look she’d seen on his face for a second. She felt full, like her body would explode at any second, and he’d almost looked grief-stricken. With the emotions rolling over her, grief didn’t seem right, but maybe it was different for a guy.  
 
    “You want to get pregnant?” 
 
    The confusion she thought she saw on his face echoed in his voice. The question made her brow furrow. 
 
    “That is what happens when two species copulate? You did know that, right? With all the talk about whether I knew what I was asking for, I figured you did.” 
 
    He’d mentioned graduating from college and had one time been engaged. How could he not know the outcome of sex? Willow’s expression was sure to match his as he leaned back and slid out of her.  
 
    She hadn’t been counting, but she figured he’d been in there for about a minute after she’d felt him ejaculate inside of her. That would have to do. Her stomach warmed at the thought of his seminal fluid swimming inside of her. In just a couple of weeks, she’d know whether the insemination was successful. 
 
    While she wasn’t sure if she would ever see Brayden again, she’d at least be able to have a part of him. That was why she’d had to get away and see him. The thought of him touching her and seeing where the heat they’d started before was part of it, but she needed the chance to take a small piece of him with her. 
 
    Judging by the look on face, he hadn’t thought it through. She could read some emotions on him, but whatever he thought about her assertion was something new. 
 
    He shook his head as something rumbled in his chest. “I’m well aware of what can happen during sex, Willow. It’s not all about having babies, though. Maybe in other species it is, but for humans, some of us like the pleasure that comes along with it.” 
 
    Willow nodded in agreement. She hadn’t imagined how otherworldly it would feel. Her whole body felt like it came alive when he licked her. And when she felt him inside her… She felt her body warm just thinking about it. 
 
    The whole thing was beyond words. Eventually, she was sure she could describe it, but her body still held the heat and sweat from the coupling. 
 
    “I can see why. I never thought creating a life could feel like an out-of-body experience.” 
 
    It wouldn’t have surprised her if Willow at one point floated above herself. She scooted up on her elbows to take a look at Brayden’s whole body, most importantly the part of him that had given her so much satisfaction.  
 
    She’d tried to catch of glimpse of him as his pants flew off, but her mind was a little preoccupied. The red appendage with moisture, some of hers mixed with his, surrounding it looked just as swollen as she’d felt behind his jeans earlier. She wondered if the state was usual or if it relaxed.  
 
    In animals, she knew it did, but she didn’t have a lot of experience with human anatomy in that sense. The books she read over the years had generalities when it came to the male organ. Until now, she’d been fine not knowing more. Seeing him in that state, as it strained up to his abdomen, made her want to learn everything about it. 
 
    “Please stop staring at it. I’m trying to convince it that isn’t happening again until we have a very long talk.” 
 
    Her eyes moved up, a questioning look in them. Did he mean her staring at him was some how effecting it? Was it supposed to go down, but couldn’t with her looking at it? That didn’t make any sense. She conceded that he knew more about his body than she did, but it still seemed odd. 
 
    “You want it to happen again?” 
 
    There was no question she did. The reason she looked down, along with her general curiosity, was that she wanted to know if he could do it again. The likelihood of conceiving had to go up the more you did it.  
 
    Of course, he didn’t seem to understand that the goal was to make a baby. She’d thought beforehand it would be a once in a lifetime chance, and his quick confusion had only punctuated that. 
 
    “Yeah, I figured it would happen plenty of times, not today, obviously, but this was never going to be a one-time thing.” 
 
    His mouth opened to say more, but Willow interrupted him. She wasn’t sure she’d heard him right.  
 
    “You want to do it again, in the future?” 
 
    When she hadn’t been able to find him between the police station and the hospital, Willow had convinced herself Brayden washed his hands of her. It didn’t make any sense, but nothing was making sense, so she went off where her mother directed her. The longer she stayed away, the more she knew she had to see Brayden just the one last time and try to convince him to have sex. 
 
    It had been easier than she thought it’d be, but she wasn’t about to question that. Now he was talking like they’d see each other again and her chest hurt. The pain differed from the one when she thought she wouldn’t see him again. It was similar to the explosion she’d felt brewing as he licked between her legs. Well, sort of. She didn’t have a lot of emotions and feelings on record to describe them accurately. 
 
    “You didn’t honestly think we’d have sex, and then I’d show you the door, did you?” 
 
    The confusion returned to his face, not that it really ever left. His hand reached over and cupped her face. 
 
    “You thought I’d have sex, potentially getting you with a child, and never see you again? You don’t have to answer, because I can see it in your eyes. Are you crazy?” 
 
    His face changed again to a look she wasn’t sure about. Maybe hurt, it was sort of a combination of the confused one and the disgusted one she thought she’d seen on Greg’s face before.  
 
    She didn’t have an answer for his question. Over the years, at least the ones before she was kidnapped, she heard the question many times. Some people didn’t even bother making it a question. She was different, so that clearly meant she was crazy. At least she didn’t feel the same hurt she had before when someone asked. Brayden’s words meant planned on seeing her again. 
 
    “Don’t answer that either,” he quickly added. “Willow, if I would have just had sex with you and pushed you out the door, I’d be using you, and that’s not who I am. I agreed to have sex because I want to build a relationship between us. It was stupid of me not to spell that out, but if you were just hoping I’d get you pregnant and walk away, we have a lot of talking to do.” 
 
    As a smile spread across her face, Willow winced at the pain stretching her lips caused. Hoping wasn’t the right word, but it had been expected. He wanted more. She didn’t know how more worked, but she was willing to learn. 
 
    “I think we need to talk.” 
 
    Starting that conversation was totally up to him. She watched shows were people had “relationships,” but she didn’t know how to go about them. Most of the nuances surrounding them seemed unnecessarily confusing. 
 
    It didn’t matter if they made sense to her. If Brayden wanted to try, she’d do her best.  
 
    He opened his mouth to say something, but a pounding from the other room stopped whatever words were about to come out. He cursed under his breath as he stood up and started grabbing clothes. 
 
    She got up as well. He threw her clothes in her general direction as he stepped into his jeans. She caught them but tossed them on the bed. 
 
    “You need to put those on, Willow.” 
 
    The pounding grew louder, making Willow jump. It had been sort of muffled, but the insistent noise grew. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    She didn’t move to get dressed. She wanted to continue whatever talk she and Brayden were starting. 
 
    He looked over at her, his clothes all on now. Shaking his head, he walked closer and grabbed her shirt from the bed. 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say your parents have figured out where you’re hiding. And they aren’t too happy about it.” 
 
    Willow’s eyes widened. He thought that noise was coming from her parents? The thump, thump, thump sounded like a log hitting something, not a person’s hand on a door. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Since she made no motion to dress herself, Brayden worked her shirt over her head and put her arms in the holes. Even if it was her parents, couldn’t they just ignore them. What was going on in his bedroom held much more importance than her parents looking for her. 
 
    “Yes, Willow, and I wouldn’t doubt it if they brought the police with them. So, we need to get out there and show them I haven’t kidnapped you.” 
 
    The idea made Willow laugh. It shouldn’t, because she remembered a time when she feared him taking Connor away from her, but that was different. 
 
    “It’s not funny. At least not to them, sweetheart. You’ve been missing for fifteen years, and then runaway the second they got you back. After that stunt, I doubt they’ll let you out of their sight ever again.” 
 
    He grabbed her underwear from the bed and held them out for her to step through. They repeated the process with her jeans. The clothes scratched against her skin, even though the shirt at least was soft cotton. She wanted to be naked again, just her skin against his. According to him, that wouldn’t happen any time soon.  
 
    She was ready to stand her ground right there in his bedroom, but his hand closed around hers and pulled her from the room. No amount of dragging her feet stopped his trajectory. She realized that quickly and stopped trying. She hoped he was wrong about who was at the door. Trevor had been there, maybe he forgot something. 
 
    Before opening the door, Brayden turned her and smoothed her hair. He didn’t seem to like what he saw, judging by the sigh he let out, but he stopped fussing over her and swung open the door as the force outside shook it enough that Willow was sure it would break soon. 
 
    She groaned as she saw the ever-unflappable Pauline Jamison standing in the doorway. She’d seen her tear up on the television and in person when they were first reunited, but that wasn’t the woman she remembered. Willow remembered the woman in front of them, her eyes glowing with something Willow had never put her finger on.  
 
    “Willow Bethany Jamison, what the hell do you think you’re doing here?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34  
 
      
 
    
The urge to slam the door shut was hard to shake. Brayden didn’t like the look on Pauline’s face, and her tone downright pissed him off. He knew Willow needed protected, but she was a grown woman, and he trusted her to make decisions. Or at least he did before he found out she had every expectation that he would get her pregnant. 
 
    He still thought she could make her own decisions, but they had to talk them out before they took action to make sure they were on the same page. As far as having a baby, Brayden needed some more time to think about it. Not that he would hate if they had just made a child. He just hadn’t seen kids in his immediate future. 
 
    “I needed to talk to Brayden,” Willow said, a hint of defiance clear in her voice. “He’s going to Minnesota tomorrow, and I wanted to verify when he’d be back.” 
 
    As a habit, Brayden didn’t think Willow lied. Yes, there was the whole pretending to be Laura thing, but he’d observed her doing things because they made sense to her and not really caring what other people thought. He wondered if the question of when he’d get back would really have popped up if her mother hadn’t shown up so soon. He doubted it, since they’d gone over his travel plans before. It was only a few hours ago that she had been part of them. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter when he’ll be back. We'll be back in Henderson in a few days. We need to get the decorators in to make changes to your room.” 
 
    Brayden imagined the room hadn’t been touched in fifteen years. He kind of wanted to take a peek at it and see what ten-year-old Willow considered her sanctuary at the time. Pink and dolls everywhere wasn’t something he even considered. She probably had her own lab set up in there. Beakers and test tubes more than likely sat on a table with whatever other equipment she could convince her parents to buy. 
 
    “Where’s Connor?” Willow asked instead of commenting on the move. 
 
    Pauline looked only surprised by the subject change for a second. It was a little astonishing she let even that much slip out. 
 
    “He’s downstairs with your father. They found some statue he liked in the lobby and stopped to talk about it.” 
 
    Chances were she’d commanded them to stay down there, but Brayden wasn’t going to correct her. He hadn’t even met her husband, and from what he heard, that wasn’t a shock. While Pauline stood in the spotlight when it came to finding her daughter, Nicholas Jamison threw his money around trying to find anyone willing to talk about who took Willow. 
 
    After a little research, Brayden found out that Nicholas was a self-made millionaire. Some gizmo he invented twenty years ago that was still put in every plane that went up in the air. Brayden hadn’t dived in to what exactly it did, but clearly some people considered it important. And if that wasn’t enough, Willow’s mother came from old money. She probably had a huge trust in her name by the time she was born. 
 
    “The horse,” Willow said.  
 
    Brayden didn’t doubt that was the statue that caught Connor’s eyes. He loved looking at the bronze sculpture of a horse in the lobby. He always said he wanted to ride it, but the ropes barring anyone from touching it kept him away. Brayden had friends back home with horses, and once things had settled down a little with Willow’s new disguise and his scheduled, he’d decided to see if Connor liked horses in real life. 
 
    Of course, any plans he’d been making were all up in the air. He still wanted to do all the fun things he’d dreamed about sharing with Willow and Connor, but a Pauline-sized road block stood in his way. 
 
    “What?” Pauline asked. “Oh, yes, I suppose it was a horse. It doesn’t matter. We need to get going if we’re going to make that interview in time. I just got a call that they’re sending someone to pre-tape segments before the sit-down interview tomorrow. I’ve got a stylist waiting at the hotel. We have to do something about that dreadful haircut and color. I’m still trying to decide if we want to hide the damage on your face or leave it to garner sympathy.” 
 
    She’d already turned and started walking down the hall, like her words would be followed without question. Brayden had positioned himself in front of Willow slightly, allowing her mom to see she was there and fine, but not grab her and run. Apparently, the woman didn’t stoop to the grabbing and run level. 
 
    She clearly didn’t know anything about her daughter, which pissed him off. She’d had zero social interactions over the years, so while she learned more from books, what she did and why she did it was how she’d more than likely always been. She didn’t rush to do anything, especially not if someone commanded it. He’d learned that the hard way. 
 
    Willow needed to analyze the situation and decide for herself whether a course of action made sense. The whole world was a puzzle to her, and while Brayden would never see it the same way she did, it had only taken him a few days to figure out she did. 
 
    Did her mom really think that had changed over the years? He wished he could figure out what Pauline was thinking, because he didn’t understand her. She had her daughter back. She should be throwing her arms around her and holding her tight, not ordering her to get made-up for some interview. 
 
    The touch of Willow’s hand in his kept Brayden from demanding the woman show her daughter some sympathy. As much as he wanted to butt in, it probably wasn’t his place and he worried there’d be a restraining order slapped on him.  
 
    “You should go with her,” Brayden said reluctantly. “For now. I’m sure you’ve memorized my phone number. If anything happens you don’t like, call me and I’ll be there.” 
 
    He didn’t go into the fact that his plane left early in the morning and he couldn’t leave her and Connor there without someone to protect them. While the kidnappers were gone, he didn’t know that he trusted anyone else with the pair. He hoped his gut feeling about her mom was wrong, but she’d already told him to back off. Or at least that was how he took the “she’s not going to let anyone take Willow from her” comment. 
 
    Pauline was halfway to the elevator before she turned around with an exasperated look on her face. Her gaze floated down to where Willow’s hand held onto his for dear life. The exasperation quickly changed over to anger. 
 
    “But she said she’s taking me to Henderson. I don’t want to go there.” 
 
    Brayden hadn’t liked that comment either. He expected it, but it rankled hearing Pauline make that decision for Willow. And if he knew anything about Willow, if she didn’t want to go, Pauline was going to have one hell of a fight on her hand.  
 
    “Call me tomorrow and we can talk about it,” he whispered. “For now, keep an eye on Connor and don’t let them force you to do anything you don’t want to. You and I both know you’re an adult, but I think she sees you as her little girl still.” 
 
    He hoped her mother didn’t treat her like that as a child, but he had a feeling that’s how they decided to deal with Willow’s genius. Pauline was in for a fight if they thought the same treatment would work with adult Willow.  
 
    “I can call you anytime?” 
 
    Willow’s eyes moved from him out to where her mother waited, her hands on her hips like the stance would make anyone move faster. Brayden had to shake his head as he followed Willow’s eyes to her. The woman was on the road to lose her daughter again. This time it wouldn’t be someone taking her. Once things settled down a little, he’d explain the facts of life as he saw them.  
 
    “You can, but during games and practices you’ll probably have to leave a message. As soon as I can, I’ll get back to you.” 
 
    He wished he had a regular job where taking time off for personal matters wasn’t frowned upon. For illness, deaths and babies, the team was lenient on when and how long time off was granted. As much as he wanted to try to convince someone that his current life required some time away, he knew the request wouldn’t go anywhere. 
 
    “Okay.” She nodded before squeezing his hand. “I’ll go check on Connor.” 
 
    While Pauline’s eyes burned holes in him, Willow stepped away and followed her mom. Brayden did not want to watch her go, but the pain in his chest was dull compared to what he’d felt when he thought he’d never see her again. The slow grinding of a vice around his heart was livable. At least for a little while. 
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“Why are you two not packed?”  
 
    Willow’s mother’s voice didn’t lose an ounce of the shrillness Willow remembered growing up. The sad fact was that her mother seemed to love hearing herself speak, so after eight days together, Willow was ready to jam something in her ears to permanently render herself deaf. 
 
    She knew there were better, less permanent, ways, but the point where she cared was fast approaching. She’d done what her mother had said for those eight days, getting primped and prodded, thrust in front of cameras and driven around town in a fancy car. Willow figured if she followed directions for the time being, when she stopped, it wouldn’t hit as hard. She’d talked about it with Brayden, and he seemed to think otherwise, but she was focused on the path in front of her. 
 
    Pauline looked around the room and focused on the open suitcases she’d left for Willow to pack. With how big the room was, she was surprised her mother could focus on anything, Willow surely couldn’t, even after being in Brayden’s grand places. 
 
    Her mother had commandeered the penthouse suite, which had multiple bedrooms. Willow and Connor shared one and her parents another. Willow figured that was to keep her under lock and key, since getting two separate rooms would’ve been more cost effective. Of course, her parents hadn’t worried about the cost of things for years. Knowing how much lodging and basic necessities cost and how hard they were to get when you had nothing, Willow hated thinking about how much all the stuff thrown at her probably added up to. 
 
    She kept a guessing total and was up to one thousand three hundred and fifty dollars. She rounded everything up, so she didn’t have to keep track of the change. She still had some of the money Brayden had given her. Well, most of it, and she figured five hundred would be a good down payment on what she owed her parents. The other four hundred she needed to make sure she could get back to Brayden’s house.  
 
    With Pauline knowing where he lived in the city, Willow wasn’t about to head there. It would be easier, but she’d found a train that would take her and Connor to Martinsburg. Then they just needed to find a ride from there. She didn’t think that would be too hard. She’d done it before over a longer distance, with less money.  
 
    This time she wouldn’t have to pray someone would help buy her tickets. Along their whirlwind tour, a camera followed them while Willow received a government issued ID with her name on it. She’d brought up the idea to have something official with her name, and her mother ran with it. Willow didn’t explain how the little plastic card made what she was about to do easier. 
 
    “Connor isn’t feeling well. I don’t think he should get on a plane.” 
 
    Willow glanced over to where Connor stayed huddled under the blankets on the bed they shared. Pauline had offered to get them to bring in his own bed, but both Willow and Connor had put a stop to that idea immediately. It was almost as bad as the original idea that Connor would have his own room. The two had been sleeping together since the day he was born. Neither of them wanted that to change.  
 
    Connor had come up with the idea to pretend to be sick. They’d stayed up the night before, after they’d both spent time talking to Brayden on the phone, and came up with the idea. When Connor heard they were moving away from Brayden the day before, he’d thrown the temper tantrum Willow couldn’t. She’d somehow managed to keep her laugh away when Pauline had looked at her like she should somehow get him to stop crying.  
 
    Pauline had no idea how Connor showing his emotions made Willow feel. While she still kept most things bottled in, he was ready to let out everything he’d kept in for the last four years. She was proud of him and hoped one day she could do the same. Her problem was the keeping things in had started long before she’d been kidnapped. 
 
    There were no actual rules or punishment if she didn’t do something her parents wanted, aside from banishment to her room, but her mother wanted her daughters to be like her. Her sophistication had been passed down from a long line of aristocrats, if the family lineage could be believed. Willow always glossed over when Pauline started talking about the family tree, which said something about how dull the conversations were. Willow wanted to know everything about everything but hated those talks. 
 
    She didn’t blame her mother for being what some would call cold. Willow’s brain flowed in a way that made emotions feel useless. If anything, they hampered her progress. 
 
    Meeting Brayden had changed that. Even before that, working with Rachel and the other folks at the diner had shown her not everyone closed up like her family. But it was Brayden who made her feel things, and she wasn’t about to let that go. 
 
    “Let me call a doctor. I’m sure they’ll bring something to make him feel better.” 
 
    Before Willow could reply, her mother’s phone was to her ear as she turned back to her room to make the call. There wasn’t even a question of what was wrong. Thankfully, there wasn’t anything, made clear when Connor’s eyes peeked open to see they were alone again, and he threw off the blankets. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said as he sprang up and started for the door, running as fast as his little legs would take him. 
 
    One thing Willow knew from growing up was that both her parents hated germs. If anyone sneezed, they’d bring in a full cleaning crew to disinfect the whole house. She’d probably have the doctor there within ten minutes, but the chances of anyone else coming in were finally zero. 
 
    She and Connor had discussed whether they should take anything with them. Her parents had bought them enough clothes to get them back to Nevada and some toys for Connor. And yet they had both put on the last clothes they had on before ending their trip on the run. Clothes Brayden had bought for them.  
 
    It wasn’t so much the person who did the buying, although to Willow it made a tiny difference. Truth was, the fancy expensive clothes made Willow itch, and Connor preferred his jeans to the trousers and button-downed shirts her mom insisted he wear. 
 
    Willow quickly counted out the money she decided to leave and pocketed the rest. She thought about leaving a note, but she really didn’t have anything to say. Her earlier sentiments about not wanting to go were being ignored. And her assertions that her and Connor belonged with Brayden received every bit of distain her mother could offer. Her father sat quietly, only tsking when he thought a statement deserved it. 
 
    Pauline and sitting quiet didn’t belong in the same sentence. She’d gone on and on about how Brayden’s backwoods pedigree wasn’t good enough. It didn’t matter that he’d pulled himself out of the mud and made something of him. They’d set Willow’s sister up with a proper husband, and they’d do the same for her. 
 
    Marriage wasn’t something Willow had even considered. She supposed that seemed backwards since she hoped she was pregnant with Brayden’s child, but in her mind the two things didn’t have to equate. Her examples of marriage, her parents and Greg and Gayle, didn’t lead her to believe walking down the aisle made the world a better place for you. 
 
    All she knew was Brayden was the only person she felt safe with. It didn’t matter that she’d been taken a second time with him around. That wasn’t his fault. Trevor had distracted him, and Brayden had apologized every night since then.  
 
    Willow would never blame Brayden for that. If Gayle hadn’t reached her then, she eventually would, and chances were she would’ve hurt someone to do it. Willow didn’t want to think about Connor or Brayden being hurt because of her.  
 
    Hopefully, that was all in the past and they could move on with their lives. Willow’s hand caressed her stomach as she closed the hotel room door with the other. Maybe it wouldn’t be just the three of them.  
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Looking down at his phone, Brayden cursed. It was the third time an unknown number had tried to call him in the last five minutes. Since he’d seen Megan’s number pop up on his phone a couple of times during his road trip, he assumed it was her, but he couldn’t chance it. At least not if the person thought it was important enough to call three times in a row. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    The greeting could have been nicer. If he thought for a second it was Willow calling, he would’ve toned it down, but he had her hotel room number saved in his phone. He’d missed her call the night before, which had worried him, but he figured she and Connor had conked out after a busy day. She’d mentioned her mother running them around everywhere.  
 
    “Is this Brayden Ritchie?” 
 
    He recognized the harsh female voice instantly. He’d never heard a voice so shrill, and he’d heard plenty of voices in his life.  
 
    His mind quickly went through all the reasons Pauline could want to talk to him, and none of them were great. Willow already explained to him that her mother wanted to marry her off to someone she thought was worthy. That contradicted what Brayden hoped Willow wanted her future to look like, but he’d only told her that she should do what was best for her. 
 
    Granted, if she really was pregnant with his child, what was best for her would have to include him. There was no way Brayden would let his baby grow up not knowing him. 
 
    “What can I do for you Pauline? I’m getting ready to get on a plane.” 
 
    Trevor and he had been moving to board when the call came in and Brayden decided he couldn’t wait to answer. The look Trevor leveled him with told him it was his own funeral for holding things up, but they had at least ten minutes before the plane would take off. 
 
    “With my daughter and grandson?” 
 
    Brayden had started to spin around and pace, but the words stopped him in his tracks.  
 
    “I’m in Montreal on my way back to D.C. Are you telling me Willow and Connor aren’t there?” 
 
    It had been a surprise Willow’s parents hadn’t already jetted them back to Nevada, like Pauline had promised. Willow had explained there were more interviews, so they’d be sticking around a little longer. She’d hoped to see him when he got home. He’d be there in about two hours, and it sounded like she wouldn’t. His heart sank as he hoped he’d misinterpreted her words. 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t have them stashed somewhere?” 
 
    Answering a question with a question had always been one of Brayden’s pet peeves, unless he was the one doing it, of course. It just became the thing he hated most in life. 
 
    “Where are Willow and Connor, Pauline? If you don’t know, you should call the police, not me, since I’ve been out of town for a week.” 
 
    She laughed. The woman actually laughed at him. 
 
    He pulled the phone away from his ear and looked down at it. He wanted to throw it across the runway, but he needed answers. 
 
    “You think I haven’t called the police? After we checked the phone logs from Willow’s room, we found out she’s been talking to you for hours every night. The only thing she left that I didn’t know about in the room was five hundred dollars. If she planned on running away, I’m pretty sure she would’ve taken that with her, unless she had you sending her money. So, where is she, Brayden?” 
 
    That was a question Brayden very much wanted an answer to. He assumed they’d already checked his apartment. He hoped the manager let them in, instead of them kicking down the door.  
 
    He didn’t want to think about Willow and Connor wandering around D.C. without someone with them. Her parents should have had someone guarding her door. They walked around with a security squad from what he’d seen on TV. Why didn’t someone have Willow in their sights at all times? 
 
    His phone buzzed, indicating an incoming call. He looked down at it again to see it was his mother. That was a little strange. His parents had been on a cruise but had gotten back two days ago. His dad called to let him know both of them were safe and looked forward to showing him all the pictures they’d taken when he came home in the middle of the week. 
 
    The reason Brayden loved his parents so much was that they didn’t generally butt in or call all the time to check on him. Since he planned on seeing them the next day, the only reason for a phone call was an emergency. 
 
    “Look, Pauline, I have no clue where they are, but you better believe I will find them when I get back. And you better get it through your thick skull that Willow isn’t a little girl anymore. She’s a grown ass woman who can control her own life.” 
 
    With that, he hung up and switched over to his mom. He had to take a deep breath before letting out the yell festering in his lungs. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Mom?” 
 
    His voice sounded calmer than when he’d answered Pauline’s call, but his tone was off. He knew it and he knew she’d know it. 
 
    “Why’s something got to be wrong for a mother to call her son?” 
 
    As if the question didn’t throw him off, Evelyn Ritchie was actually whispering. Brayden couldn’t remember the last time his mom didn’t boom out whatever she wanted to say. He’d heard his name yelled a few too many times as a kid with her loud voice to not realize something off. 
 
    “Because I know you, Mom. Now what’s going on? I’m getting ready to get on a plane, and evidently I have a mess waiting for me when I get home.” 
 
    Brayden had never hidden anything from his parents. When Megan turned out to be a bitch, he immediately let them know. He felt like an idiot for not seeing it sooner, but he figured they had a right to know in case she started anything. With the phone calls he’d ignored from her, he was afraid that time had finally come. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe you want to head this way before getting too involved with whatever mess is there. There’s a young woman and her son in your house. She claims you gave her the gate code and told her where the spare key was. I called Suzy and asked if she knew anything about it, and she told me I should call you.” 
 
    Never had a bigger sigh of relief spread through Brayden. Someone was clearly messing with him to wind him up so tight and pull the spring so soon. His body felt like trembles raked through it.  
 
    “Willow and Connor are there? Can I talk to her real quick?” 
 
    Nothing but her voice would make all the anxiety dissipate. He needed to hear her and then maybe he could breathe again. 
 
    “Brayden?” Willow’s voice asked hesitantly.  
 
    An avalanche started at Brayden’s head and worked its way down his body. It was really Willow, and for some reason she was in his house. The whys of that wasn’t important to him at that moment. Just knowing that she was would get him through until he could get there. 
 
    “I’m getting on a plane right now. I’ll be there in less than three hours.” 
 
    He hoped he could find a private plane that would take him from D.C. to Martinsburg. Otherwise, it would take him another hour. He’d sprout wings and fly himself if he had to in order to get to her as fast as humanly possible. 
 
    “Okay, see you then.”  
 
    He thought he heard a smile in her tone. She sounded happy to hear from him, and clearly didn’t realize the turmoil he’d experienced in a short amount of time.  
 
    “Can you put my mom back on the phone, sweetheart?” 
 
    Sitting there and talking to her all day would have been fine, but his time was running out and he needed to verify a few things. The most important thing, that Willow and Connor were safe, made everything else trivial in a way, but he needed to make sure they stayed that way. 
 
    “Sure, here she is.” 
 
    “Brayden?” his mom asked half a second later. Her voice wasn’t quite back to usual, but it didn’t sound like she was telling him a big secret anymore. 
 
    “Yeah, Mom. Before you say anything, I’ve only got a second here. That woman and kid are the most important things in my life, so I’m going to need you to stay with them until I get there. If Dad’s not busy, I’d like him there too. People are looking for them in D.C., so I imagine soon enough they’ll show up there. I’ll call Chris and get him up-to-date on things and have him verify there are no legal issues here.” 
 
    “Legal issues? Why would there be legal issues?” 
 
    Her voice hit her usual volume with those questions. Brayden shook his head, not that she could see it. 
 
    “I’ve got to go. Just keep them there for as long as she wants to be.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    
As the hours ticked by, Willow grew anxious. The sideways glances she caught from Mrs. Ritchie didn’t help. She’d been instructed to call her Evelyn, but the woman scared her a little. Being on a first-name basis seemed like something she’d have to grow into.  
 
    When the woman and her husband had shown up, not bothering to knock, Willow had stood in the living room like a statue staring at them. Her fight or flight response clearly still needed work. Connor had been just as bad, running to grab onto her leg and using it as a barrier. 
 
    After things were sorted out with Brayden, she’d explained that they were fine waiting for him on their own. Mrs. Ritchie had stared at her for several seconds before shaking her head and explaining that Brayden asked them to stay.  
 
    Of course he would. She knew it had to have been a surprise to hear they were there in the first place.  
 
    “So, why does my son claim you and your son are the most important people in his life?” 
 
    Willow’s hand paused from where it smoothed out Connor’s hair. His head was in her lap, as he’d fallen asleep waiting for Brayden to show up. He’d been tired before the minor chaos, but after learning Brayden was on his way, he’d boldly claimed he’d stay up and wait for him. The poor kid only made it about an hour. Two hours later, and he was still fast asleep. 
 
    “Actually, he said you were the most important things in his life. I guess qualifying it to just people is too limiting. When did you guys meet?” 
 
    The woman had been sitting on the question for a while. Willow wondered why, since she didn’t think she could wait two hours to ask something she needed and answer to, but she just shrugged. 
 
    “A couple weeks ago. You were on a cruise.” 
 
    Willow remembered Brayden said something about buying the tickets for it. They’d talked about his parents at length. She knew they were both retired. His mom was once a school teacher and his dad fixed cars. Willow didn’t trust teachers much, not only because of her obvious life experience, but because they never really challenged her. She always thought a teacher should be able to put a test in front of her that at least gave her pause. 
 
    “Yes, we were,” Mrs. Ritchie responded. “I know my son didn’t cause that bruise on your face. Care to tell us who did?” 
 
    Reaching up, Willow rubbed the fading bruise. It had turned a light shade of yellow. Her stitches had dissolved and just a small cut remained on her lip. In another day or two, the evidence of the assault would be gone. 
 
    “I asked you to hang out, not interrogate her, Mom.” 
 
    Brayden’s voice cut through every other noise in the room. Not that there was a lot, but Willow had been zeroed in on everyone’s breathing. It was a technique she’d learned over the years to tell when Greg was in one of his moods.  
 
    Willow found herself on her feet before she realized she moved. Connor’s small whimper alerted her he wasn’t still in her lap. She looked down to make sure she hadn’t just thrown him off her and saw he’d curled in a ball but otherwise didn’t seem disturbed. 
 
    “I heard the car doors, Brayden, so I thought I should at least try to get some answers before you threw us out.” 
 
    While Willow’s eyes couldn’t move away from Brayden to see if his mom was serious, her brow furrowed. She’d been listening for any sign of him being home and hadn’t heard a thing. That wasn’t what confused her, though. Willow knew how excited Brayden was to have his parents home. 
 
    “You’re his parents. He wouldn’t kick you out.” 
 
    Mrs. Ritchie laughed, loudly. Willow heard her husband chuckle a little, but it was drowned out by hers. The raucous noise almost got Willow to turn away from Brayden, but his eyes rolling up kept hers glued to him. 
 
    “Ignore them,” Brayden said and opened his arms. 
 
    Willow smiled as she ran forward and let those arms wrap around her. She’d been so scared the last few days that her parents would sweep her away, but now that Brayden was back, the fear vanished. 
 
    “Your mom called just before mine did. You took about ten years off my life, Willow. Why didn’t you tell me you were running?” 
 
    As soon as Brayden spoke, the laughs in the room went silent. Willow was surprised it had taken her mom that long to call. She and Connor had been gone for over twenty-four hours at that point. 
 
    “We had to act fast. Our plane was going to leave in a couple hours. Connor and I didn’t want to go, but they said we had to. I tried to say no, but she said the decorators were coming and some caterers or something.” 
 
    Willow could’ve gone on with her babbling, but Brayden raised a finger up to her lips and hushed her. Her anxiety of hearing all the plans ahead for her had ticked into full gear. She’d dealt with the idea that every day could be her last for years, but it didn’t terrify her as much as being away from Brayden and dealing with her mother’s idea of how her life should be. 
 
    “Sweetheart, I told you I would’ve come and got you. You were supposed to say safe until I did. I guess you got on a bus or train or something to get here?” Brayden asked. 
 
    She nodded in response. Willow had already explained why she couldn’t stay. He said he’d come and get her, but she was scared he’d be too busy. They’d gone over his schedule and he had two games at home this week before having to leave again. That didn’t leave him much time to drive across the country to find her.  
 
    “I know you’re an adult, Willow, but there is one thing I agree with your parents on. You shouldn’t be out in public without someone with you. Your face has been all over the news, even up in Canada. People know who you are, and sadly too many of them will try to hurt you.” 
 
    It wasn’t like Willow didn’t consider that. Both she and Connor had worn hats while they traveled, and she hated looking anyone other than Brayden in the eye, so they got around easy enough. 
 
    “We were careful. I have an ID now, so I can buy the tickets myself.” 
 
    She reached down to her back pocket and pulled out the small card. Brayden smiled when he saw it, but his lips turned down a little when he saw the money she also pulled out. 
 
    “Did you leave your parents five hundred dollars to pay for stuff they bought you?” he asked. 
 
    Her mom must have mentioned the money. Willow sighed, she knew it wasn’t enough, but it was the most she could part with at the time. 
 
    “I’ll pay them the rest back. Now that I have the ID, I can see if there are any jobs that pay more than the diner. They spent a lot, and even though we didn’t ask for it, I’m going to pay it back.” 
 
    A gasp from behind her made Willow turn around. She expected the room to be on fire or something, but Mrs. Ritchie merely stared at her with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I know I’m supposed to be a fly on the wall right now, but I just realized why you look so familiar. You’re the little girl.” 
 
    Willow looked down at her very adult body and sighed. She had a feeling she’d always be known as the little girl who’d been kidnapped. For most people, she didn’t care how they saw her, but she didn’t want Brayden to think of her as that little girl. She hoped after what they’d done together he didn’t. 
 
    He nudged her head up and leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead. The smile on his face made her lips turn up a little.  
 
    “As you can see, Mom, Willow is very much an adult. But, like most women, she once was a girl, and this particular girl has been locked away from the world for way too long. Sadly, for the world, as long as she allows it, I’m going to insist on keeping her protected from all the idiots out there, which apparently includes her own parents.” 
 
    “So I gathered. I’m guessing that’s the legal issues you mentioned on the phone?” Mrs. Ritchie asked. 
 
    Brayden nodded. “Yeah, Chris says unless they file for guardianship of Willow, claiming she can’t take care of herself or Connor, there’s nothing they can do.” 
 
    The grin on Brayden’s face seemed to say that was good news, but Willow wasn’t sure. He’d talked about guardianship when they didn’t know Connor was her son, but she thought that was only for a child.  
 
    “They can do that?” Willow asked.  
 
    She’d waited a second to see if anyone wondered the same thing, but Mrs. Ritchie didn’t speak up. Mr. Ritchie seemed to defer to her, but Willow didn’t think it was the same as her own parents. There was something about the way they could sit in comfortable silence that felt different. 
 
    “No,” Brayden said as he shook his head. “I mean, technically, they could, but it’s not something they can prove in court. You’ve already shown you can take care of each other.” 
 
    Brayden raised his hand to caress the cheek that still held the scars of her most-recent ordeal. She’d never be rid of all the scars, but she hoped with Brayden’s help she could at least get rid of the ones that hid beneath the surface. 
 
     “You don’t have anything to worry about.” Brayden swore. “It’s time for you to start living your life, sweetheart. Are you ready?” 
 
     Willow wasn’t sure her parents were out of the picture, especially her mother She’d forgotten how horrifying the woman could be. But to answer whether she was ready to start living, Willow knew her answer. 
 
    “I’ve never been more ready for anything before in my life.” Willow bit her lip as she thought about that meant. “We can stay with you while I figure out exactly what that means, right? I found out this morning that I’m not pregnant, but we can try again in a few weeks.” 
 
    A throat cleared behind her, Mr. Ritchie’s this time. Willow didn’t bother looking. She wanted to see if Brayden was disappointed by her news. 
 
    “I think that is definitely our key to head out,” his mom said. “Before we let you to continue your talk, I should probably mention why we came over. Megan called us earlier today asking for some money. I told her she lost the privilege of calling us and asking for money when she put her needs over Suzy’s. We wanted to make sure she didn’t show up here trying to take something.” 
 
    Brayden cursed but quickly bit his tongue after a gaze in Connor’s direction. He’d mentioned he needed to work on his language. Willow didn’t understand why, but she deferred to what he thought was best on that subject. 
 
    “She’s tried to get in, but we’ve kept her away. I’ll make sure she doesn’t bother you again.” 
 
    “It’s not a bother, Brayden. You know how much I love giving that woman a piece of my mind.” 
 
    The voice was closer. Willow heard the movement behind her as they shifted around her to the door, but her focus was on Brayden. He hadn’t answered her question. 
 
    “I’ll still make sure she understands her problems aren’t ours anymore,” he said. “Thanks for coming by and sticking around until I could get here. We’ll be over tomorrow to look at pictures.” 
 
    “If you find yourself too busy working on giving me more grandchildren, you won’t hear me complaining,” she replied. 
 
    Willow opened her mouth to say it would be weeks before they could try for a baby, but Brayden shook his head. He turned for a second to wrap his mom up in a quick hug and then shook his dad’s hand. 
 
    “Thanks for waiting to ask questions. We’ve got some stuff to figure out.” 
 
    Whatever emotion crossed his parents’ faces was lost on Willow. She watched them walk out and waited for Brayden to turn back. When he did, she wasn’t prepared for his lips to crush against hers. The kiss was quick, but it took her breath away. 
 
    “To answer your question, Willow, you can stay with me forever if you want. You can have the room you had before or move upstairs with me. If you want some time not under my roof, I’ll find you a place close by. If you insist on working, I’ll help you there too. I’m serious, Willow, you are the smartest woman I have ever met, but it’s time for you to learn how to live your life and what you want in it.” 
 
    As Brayden pulled her in for a hug, Willow thought about that. He’d mentioned wanting a relationship, so along with learning all this stuff about what she wanted in life, she had to learn how something like a relationship worked. There was one word that kept coming to her mind when she thought about it. Every time she watched something with a boyfriend and girlfriend or husband and wife, the word love came up. 
 
    While she knew the dictionary definition, and thought she felt that way about Connor, she wondered what it meant for a relationship between a man and woman who aren’t related. It had to be different, but she wasn’t sure how. 
 
    “Can you describe love to me, Brayden? Is it important for relationships?” 
 
    Brayden’s eyes widened as he took a step back. She instantly thought she said something wrong, but he reached down and grabbed her hand, squeezing gently. 
 
    “Out of all the things you’ve asked me, that’s got to be the hardest to answer.” 
 
    He paused and ran his free hand through his hair. His cheeks puffed out for a second before he let out a slow breath. 
 
    “Is it required for a relationship? No. I can say that without a question it is not required. Some people base their relationships on sex alone, and it can work for them. I haven’t seen your mom and dad together in person, but from what you’ve told me, that relationship isn’t based on love, and I doubt it’s based on sex either. That would be power relationship. There are different kinds of relationships based on every possible need.” 
 
    “What about your parents?” 
 
    Willow hadn’t spent much time with them, but it was clear there was some affection there. At times, they looked at each other and seemed to have whole conversations without even speaking. 
 
    “That’s the kind of relationship I’ve always hoped to find. Those two love each other so much it makes my stomach turn sometimes. You’ll understand what I mean after you spend more time with them. I thought I’d found that before, but meeting you made it clear I hadn’t.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Willow wasn’t sure she’d heard him right. Her eyes darted up to his to try to get a read on him. She’d let her mind wander to every interaction she’d observed between his parents, trying to determine what part showed they loved each other.  
 
    The smile on his face didn’t reveal whether she’d misheard. Not even his leaning down to kiss her cheek softly gave her a real clue. 
 
    “Let’s move back to when you asked me to describe love. It’s different for everyone, but for me, I knew I was in love with you when Connor told me you were gone, and I thought my world was over. I have been hit by two-hundred-and-fifty-pound guys into boards that aren’t forgiving and been sliced open by skates, and not one of my injuries felt as bad as the pain that took over my body in that moment.” 
 
     She saw that pain echoed in his eyes, or at least some of it. She understood the pain he mentioned. She didn’t know if hers reached quite the extreme level he mentioned but hearing her mom’s plans for her that didn’t include Brayden, she’d been close to hyperventilating. She’d never been a huge crier, but at night after Connor went to sleep, she let the tears fall. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ll ever feel that way towards me, but I know you feel it towards Connor. You’re not broken, Willow, even if you feel that way sometimes.” 
 
    “I’m not normal.” 
 
    Obviously an understatement, but pointing out all the ways she was at least fractured wouldn’t help. A part of her knew it was unfair to pursue whatever Brayden thought they could have together. He deserved to have a woman in his life who wasn’t crazy and didn’t practically need a babysitter.  
 
    “No one is, sweetheart. If you think I am, you have a lot to learn about me.” 
 
    Her response to that was delayed as he bent down to brush his lips against hers. The brush turned deeper as he opened her mouth with his lips and his tongue dove inside her mouth. The surprise intrusion made her gasp. As she fell into the kiss, her mind tried to remember that she needed to tell him how much she wanted to learn everything he wanted to teach her. After all, with the right teacher, she had a feeling she’d be a very good student. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    
Brayden looked over at Willow, trying to decide if her grip on his hand was from nervousness or she just liked holding his hand that much. In the two months since they’d officially been dating, she made it clear that his touch soothed her. They’d both needed a lot of soothing as the aftermath of her ordeal and the fights with her family began.  
 
    Not surprisingly, the Jamisons disputed Willow’s decision to move to Hedgesville. The guardianship hearing was a waste of everyone’s time, which the judge was nice enough to voice. After the hearing, there hadn’t been any contact between Willow and her family. Even before it, she’d kept them at arm’s length. 
 
    Walking in on a discussion in his living room three weeks ago after practice told Brayden how big of a piece of work Pauline Jamison was. She stood in the middle of the room, complaining about how Willow didn’t appreciate her, and Brayden was just using her to get his name in the papers. 
 
    Willow responded by telling her mom that she loved Brayden and if she ever said anything else negative about him, she would never speak to her again. Brayden had been ready to give his own response, including escorting the woman out. Hearing Willow say the words for the first time had stopped him in his tracks.  
 
    He’d basically told her that he loved her, but neither of them had come out and said the three simple words. He thought it was too soon to expect her to say anything in kind, so he’d shown her every way he could how he felt.  
 
    A week after the confrontation, they sat through the guardianship hearing and Brayden thought he’d actually hit a woman. Behind closed doors, Pauline never shed a tear or really tried to comfort Willow, but in the middle of the courtroom, she put on a show. The waterworks were on full blast as she went on and on about how Willow had been brainwashed and needed the support only her parents could provide. 
 
    When Willow took the floor, she explained she had a place to stay and was taking college courses to get her degree, while working part-time. If that didn’t make her capable of taking care of herself and Connor, the judge was crazy. Thankfully, the judge found humor in the declaration and called an end to the farce. 
 
    They believed that was the end to the drama, but Willow’s life had a few more wrinkles to iron out. Which brought them to the current heavy grip against his hand. 
 
    “You know, if you want to do this alone, I can wait outside.” He leaned over and whispered the words in her ear.  
 
    They’d been sitting in a conference room at a lawyer’s office for about ten minutes. Chris had accompanied them, as no one really knew what the summons to the office meant. Willow had just received a letter asking her to be there.  
 
    “If you leave, I will cut you in your sleep.” 
 
    Willow didn’t bother keeping her voice low. Brayden laughed. The response was exactly what he expected.  
 
    “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.” Chris hummed after his words. 
 
    Brayden kissed her cheek and considered teasing her some more, but the door to the conference room opened. A woman in a pantsuit walked in with a large folder in her hand. She stopped when she got a glimpse of the people in the room. Her eyes focused on Chris. 
 
    “Lindsay?” Chris said as he stood. 
 
    Lindsay Molton? Brayden looked over at Chris and then back to the woman. He supposed it could be the girl they both chased around the playground when they were eight. Lindsay had moved out of Hedgesville during their sophomore year of high school, and Brayden hadn’t kept up with her subsequent moves. Her parents got divorced or something and custody seemed to be an issue if he remembered right. 
 
    No one moved for a second, but the woman quickly recovered. Her blue eyes cleared, and she smiled slightly. Brayden recognized the smile and had to think about what a small world it was.  
 
    “Chris,” she said with a nod. “I didn’t know you and Brayden would accompany Ms. Jamison.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I didn’t know you were Thomas Greenfield. The letter Willow got said we were supposed to meet him.” 
 
    Lindsay’s blonde hair bounced as she shook her head again and made her way to the table. Her focus moved from Chris to Willow and her smile grew. She took a seat at the table and reached her hand across the table towards Willow. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Jamison. I’m an associate of Mr. Greenfield. He asked me to go over the will and paperwork.” 
 
    “Will?” Willow asked. She ignored the hand, like she always did when it came to someone trying to touch her. Lindsay didn’t seem to mind, so maybe she’d been warned. 
 
    Brayden had the same question. The letter had given no indication what they were doing there. He assumed it had something to do with her family, especially since they’d been so quiet, but he was fairly certain no one had died. 
 
    “Yes, are you sure you want to discuss this with others in the room? I’m not surprised you aren’t aware of your inheritance, given the circumstances, but some of this is quite personal.”  
 
    Willow’s free hand moved to cover their attached hand. Brayden didn’t want to leave, but he left all decisions up to Willow. 
 
    “I don’t keep anything from Brayden, and it sounds like having my lawyer here is a good idea.” 
 
    “Okay, well, you and your son are the sole heirs to Mr. Anderson’s estate. His lawyer in Austin just got everything cleared through probate, which seems surprisingly quick given those circumstances I mentioned. Of course, these are the kind of circumstances you only see in movies.” 
 
    Lindsay sighed. A slight smile crossed her face before her eyes moved so Chris became her focus. Brayden watched the split second she looked at his friend before her eyes darted down to the table. Glancing at Chris, he saw his eyes were glued to the woman.  
 
    It made him wonder if they’d seen each other since they were kids. He couldn’t see a visible connection between the two of them, but he felt there was something he missed at some point over the years. He and Chris were close. That didn’t mean they knew each other’s every secret. 
 
    “But the will is pretty clear cut. He’s got a trust fund set up for Connor when he turns eighteen, totaling,” she said as she opened the folder she sat on the table in front of her, “sixty million dollars. Mr. Anderson’s company and all assets associated with it, along with his five properties, eight cars, a boat and the remaining two hundred million dollars in cash goes to you.” 
 
    As she read off the list, Lindsay tapped the paper she read from. Brayden had gotten stuck around the Mr. Anderson part, but the list worked its way through the haze. Willow’s grasp went from crushing to slack as she listened.  
 
    They hadn’t said much about her kidnapper since his death. Willow had wanted to put the whole thing behind her and move on with her life. She had Connor to think about, which meant she busied herself finding the best way to provide for him. While they lived with Brayden, Willow was big about providing something to the household.  
 
    He didn’t try to stop her, even though he made enough money that she didn’t have to worry about it. He didn’t even bother explaining that, because he knew it was a waste of breath. From the sounds of things, money wasn’t something she needed to worry about. 
 
    “What?” Chris asked. “Mr. Anderson?” He turned to look at Willow but raised his gaze to Brayden when she sat there frozen. “That’s the guy who kidnapped her, right? Connor’s dad?” 
 
    Willow shivered and came awake at the words. Her hands both clutched Brayden’s tightly. 
 
    “Brayden is Connor’s dad. He lets Connor call him that. You’re supposed to be working on the paperwork to make it official.” 
 
    Her head swiveled to look at Chris, making it impossible for Brayden to see her face. What was she talking about? Paperwork hadn’t been mentioned. Connor had started calling him daddy and Brayden didn’t correct him. The first time he’d said it, Brayden had sat there silent, wondering if he’d heard him wrong. 
 
    Willow had quickly affirmed the idea.  He had no idea she’d decided to talk to Chris about making it legal in some way. 
 
    “I am working on what you asked, but as I told you before, you’ve got to tell Brayden before we can make it official,” Chris responded. 
 
    “I told you, he says it’s okay if Connor calls him that.” 
 
    And for Willow that was all that mattered. Brayden wanted to let her idea sink in. He figured they’d eventually get married and he’d ask about adopting Connor. Willow being Willow had already tried to put things in motion. Brayden was still getting used to the way she dealt with everyday life. It made each day an adventure. 
 
    “And I’m pretty sure that’s a conversation we should go over later,” Chris said.  
 
    Brayden wanted to keep on the subject, but Willow moved back to the inheritance she hadn’t been expecting. She didn’t have to tell him that to know everything she’d just heard was a surprise to her. 
 
    “He had a boat?” 
 
    Keeping his laugh in wasn’t a possibility. His genius of a girlfriend just heard her bank account was about to be millions of dollars richer, along with owning eight cars she didn’t know how to drive. And the part she questioned was whether the jackass who kidnapped her had owned a boat. 
 
    Leaning over, Brayden kissed Willow’s temple. His arm snaked across the back of her chair and pulled her closer to him. 
 
    “Sweetheart, I’m going to have to spend the rest of my life trying to predict what’s going on in that head of yours. I hope you’re okay with an only semi-rich hockey player as a one-day husband.” 
 
    She leaned back, her beautiful eyes looking up at him. They held confusion and surprise. His words held a joking tone, but her reaction made him think she hadn’t picked it up. 
 
    “You want to get married?” 
 
    Was the idea that hard to believe? He did his best not to crowd her, but he liked to think he’d made it clear he didn’t see what they had as temporary. Even if he constantly told her she had options when it came to her life. 
 
    “But I haven’t told you I love you yet. You said to wait until I’m sure and seemed to indicate that should take a while.” 
 
    Brayden’s eyebrow cocked up at Willow’s words. So maybe she wasn’t confused about where he saw things going. 
 
    “After what you’ve been through, I just don’t want you jumping at the first guy who sweeps you away to his home and tries to protect you.” 
 
    Her face scrunched up as if the thought hurt her. Brayden didn’t like thinking about her with someone else, but he didn’t hide the fact she had options. It didn’t matter how many times she told him no one else made her feel the way he did. He knew chances were someone else in the billions of people in the world could make her quiver with light touches and kisses. 
 
    “But I do love you. I’ve known since the day you told me you love me, because how you explained that you know. You said to wait, so I have been.” 
 
    Brayden sucked in a breath and held it. Did she really just say that? He’d heard her say it to her mom, but that could’ve been just her way to get the woman off Brayden’s back. He’d have to ask her to repeat the words after they finished the kiss he pulled her into. He’d spent weeks getting to know her soft lips and he’d thought he knew every taste. They somehow tasted just a little sweeter hearing those words come from them. 
 
    “I love you too, Willow Jamison,” he said as he pulled away. “What do you say we head back to our place and talk about what we want to do for the rest of our lives?” 
 
    There was of course more paperwork to go over and things to sign. Brayden really couldn’t be bothered with all that. He was busy thinking about his future wife and son, and the many babies he saw in their future. He probably should be thinking about getting a ring and making it official, but the idea of spending the day with Willow locked in their bedroom while his parents watched Connor seemed like a higher priority. 
 
    They had the rest of their lives to figure out what the will meant and what she wanted to do with her newfound company and possessions. For now, all Brayden wanted to do was tell her over and over, with words and body, how much he loved her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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