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			“But you don’t have a target on your back. I do. I’m no one special.”

			“Never say that,” he insisted, squeezing her hand tightly. “The moment I met you at Dirk’s, I knew you were someone special. The moment you walked through the doors of Secure One, you became family. That’s how Cal runs this place, so you may as well know that right now. You aren’t leaving here until we clear your name and find Kadie.”

			“Those are a lot of promises when you don’t know if you can keep them,” she whispered, her gaze on his lips as he focused on hers. That’s when she remembered not to whisper. She lifted her gaze until he held hers, and she was drawn to place a finger against his lips. “Remind me to speak louder if that’s what you need. I don’t want to make life harder for you.”
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			Chapter One

			The radio crackled to life, and Eric Newman reached for it. His army team brother, Mack Holbock, climbed from the car ahead of him. “We’ve got him covered from the front,” their team leader, Cal Newfellow, said over the radio. “What do you see from your vantage point?”

			Eric brought the radio to his lips. “We’re in position. Gunner ready to engage.” Motion caught his attention, and he noticed the back door of the diplomat’s car crack open. A little foot came out, and his breath caught. “The back door of the car is openin—”

			He never finished the sentence. An explosion rocked the air, and he was blasted backward in his seat. His head smacked the side of the Humvee from the percussion wave, and his gunner fell into the back seat. Just as the acrid scent of war reached his nostrils, Eric slammed down the accelerator and whipped around the raging fireball of the diplomat’s car. He had to get to the rest of his team. There was no way anyone inside the car had survived the explosion. He could only pray his team wasn’t dead alongside them.

			“Do you see the team?” Eric shouted to his gunner, but he got no response. He skidded to a stop when he saw the bodies. His three brothers had fallen alongside each other but were all moving. Crawling. Clawing their way toward him.

			Roman Jacobs was first to open the door, helping Mack and Cal into the Humvee, all three bleeding and covered in soot. Eric hit the accelerator and tore away from the carnage before Roman had closed the door. There was no need to render aid to the family in the car. They’d been vaporized the moment the bomb had gone off. They could do nothing for them, and it was time to get out of Dodge before someone decided they were a target too.

			Eric pulled alongside the helicopter in a matter of minutes, slammed the Humvee into Park and jumped out, nearly falling when his world spun in one direction before it flipped to the other. Doggedly determined, he helped Roman carry an injured Mack to the chopper, both of his legs a bloodied mess from flying debris. Roman’s lips were moving, but all Eric heard was the buzzing in his ears. He was used to that after an explosion. It had happened more times than he could count, but it was frustrating when he couldn’t communicate with his team. Cal, Roman and Eric piled into the chopper as it lifted off the ground, the sandy hellscape growing distant with every spin of the helo blade. Eric worked with Cal to stabilize Mack on a gurney so they could take stock of his injuries.

			Cal tried to wrap Mack’s legs with gauze but kept dropping it. It was what Eric noticed when he went to pick it up that had him shouting for Roman. “His hand!” he yelled at the man who had grown up with Cal as his foster brother. “I’ve got Mack. Help Cal!”

			Roman nodded and said something, but Eric couldn’t make out the words. He was dizzy and fell twice while trying to get Mack’s legs covered to protect the wounds. He would not be the reason his buddy became a double amputee. Mack gave him a thumbs-up, his lips moving, but Eric couldn’t determine what he said. He turned to face Roman when there was a tap on his shoulder. Roman had wrapped Cal’s hand in a beehive fashion to hold it all together, but Eric had seen the truth. He no longer had five fingers on that hand. Roman was saying something, but the only thing Eric heard was silence.

			“Can’t hear you!”

			Roman handed him earphones, and Eric threw them on, forcing himself to concentrate on listening below the ringing in his ears. That was when the truth hit him—under the ringing in his ears was nothing but radio silence.

			

			A TAP ON his shoulder made him turn, arm up, ready to block a blow. He was face-to-face with Efren, who took a step back. “You okay, man?”

			Eric dropped his arm and sighed. “Sorry—I got distracted by something.”

			“Hey, I know that kind of distraction,” Efren said, shaking his head. “Sometimes you can’t avoid it.”

			Efren had lost his left leg during the war. He knew how easy it was to get trapped in those flashbacks, which was one reason he fit in so well at Secure One—the team understood being in a war zone, foreign or domestic. No one judged you for slipping into the past when the conditions were right. Thankfully, the team was always there to bring you back to the present.

			Eric pointed straight ahead. “The car reminded me of the one that blew up the day everyone at Secure One got hurt.”

			The mission had gone perfectly wrong. Their team might have reached their destination, but the horrors that had transpired after were burned in Eric’s memory forever. Every night for the last fourteen years, he watched the replay of a little foot coming out of the door and then it falling to the ground, unbound by its body. He watched the horror show of Mack walking a few feet away from the car before he was tossed forward in slow motion and fell to the ground. He was alive, but the debris had hit his lower legs and severed the nerves beyond repair. He wore braces on both legs to stay upright now, but he was lucky to be walking at all. Cal, their team leader and owner of Secure One, had nearly lost his right hand. They’d salvaged a few fingers, but the hand was grotesquely disfigured. Cal wore a unique prosthesis to compensate for the fingers he’d lost that day, and it shocked Eric every time Cal pulled out a gun and pulled the trigger with precision.

			Eric had gotten the silent injury, literally and figuratively. By the time they’d gotten to the hospital, the ringing had started to subside, which had made how silent the world was even more evident. The doctors had told him that percussion injuries like his often resolved within a few days to a few weeks and to wait for his hearing to return slowly. After four months, they’d admitted that maybe there was a problem and ran some tests. They’d discovered he’d had severe sensorineural hearing loss, which meant his hearing would never return. While he wore top-of-the-line hearing aids, at the end of the day, when he took them out and set them on the bedside table, his world was silent again. It had been fourteen years, and he still wasn’t used to it.

			“Do you think we have a situation?”

			Eric’s gaze drifted back to the car parked in front of a darkened storage unit. “Time will tell.”

			“Should we call Cal?” Efren whispered from behind.

			“Whatever for?” he asked defensively. “I’m team leader while he’s in DC, and I’ve worked here as long as Cal and Roman. I can handle this.”

			Efren held up his hands in defense. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m so used to Cal standing over my shoulder that I don’t know what to do when he’s not. I’m surprised he even went to DC with everyone.”

			“It took some convincing,” Eric admitted, his gaze trained on the car in front of them as it sat idling by an empty unit at the back of the storage buildings.

			Convincing was an understatement. Eric had to threaten to leave Secure One for Cal to listen to his complaints. For years, Eric had diligently worked to level up Secure One in the security industry, but the team never seemed to notice. If it hadn’t been for him installing the latest technology and integrating their clients’ information into the computers, it wouldn’t have mattered that Mina was a world-class coder and hacker for the FBI. If he hadn’t found the adaptive outerwear and clothing for uniforms to help Mack, Efren and Mina change quickly while on the job, the team wouldn’t have been prepared when things went sideways. Ultimately, Eric was in the background, ensuring Secure One ran smoothly and efficiently. His ego didn’t require recognition for that. He’d been a member of an elite team of army police when he’d served, and there was no place for ego there. All he wanted was to be on a level playing field with Cal, Mack and Roman—just as they had been when they’d served together.

			Last spring, Secure One had been involved in a case that had gained national attention. Mack and his fiancée, Charlotte, had been responsible for finding and arresting the Red River Slayer, a serial killer terrorizing the nation. Charlotte was receiving a medal for bravery in DC, and Cal wanted to attend the event, so he’d asked Eric to lead the team in his absence. He had been stunned by the request since Roman wasn’t going to DC with them, and Roman had always been Cal’s right-hand man. Eric had jumped at the chance—but not to prove to Cal that he was capable. He’d proved that in the field time and time again in much more dangerous situations than surveilling a storage unit.

			Eric wanted—no, he needed to prove that he could still be an effective leader who others respected. If he didn’t, all the years he’d spent being a silent leader had been wasted—at least in his eyes. The rest of the team would say otherwise, but they were all coming from a place of leading the team in front of the public, which was an opportunity Eric had yet to have. He wouldn’t waste this chance to show his boss his leadership skills were sharper than ever.

			“I readily admit that I don’t understand all the dynamics between you, Cal, Roman and Mack. That said, I’d trust you to have my back any day on the battlefield. You and Selina are the two most underappreciated members of this team,” Efren said.

			“I can’t fault your observation skills, that’s for sure. I’m surprised you noticed Selina’s contributions, considering her prickly attitude toward you.”

			“Probably why I noticed,” he said, chuckling as he shook his head. “That said, it would be hard to miss. She’s putting on Band-Aids when she should be out in the field. Don’t get me wrong—she’s great at what she does, but I think she’s underutilized for her talents.”

			“I get the feeling you aren’t the only one who feels that way,” Eric said with a nod. “Selina may need to have a day of reckoning with Cal too. As for you, I don’t know what you did, but you sure rubbed her the wrong way. Usually she’s the sweetest, most easygoing person at Secure One.”

			“I wish I knew too. Selina has been prickly since the moment they introduced me to her. If you want my opinion, I think she’s hurt and angry that Cal hired me when it should have been her.”

			“That’s possible, but we needed help at the time, and Cal couldn’t worry about whose toes he stepped on or who got their feelings hurt. We were hunting a serial killer.”

			“I can agree and disagree on this one,” Efren said. “Yes, you needed help, but an EMT or nurse is easier to find than someone like me.”

			“Fair.” Eric was forced to agree with his logic, especially since they’d only procured him because he was a friend of Mina’s. “All I’m saying is I don’t think that crossed anyone’s mind. Mina knew you and said you’d come in fast.” He sighed and shook his head. “I guess I’m just as guilty as Cal for not suggesting he bring Selina in and hire a new nurse. I hope Selina sticks around long enough to have it out with Cal. She deserves her day in court.”

			“I hope she does too, and hey, if it takes the heat off my back, you won’t hear me complaining,” Efren said, tongue in cheek.

			The dome light came on inside the car, and Eric crouched low—Efren sat since his above-knee prosthesis didn’t allow him to crouch. “Get this on video, and make sure to get the make and model of the car and the plate,” he whispered, motioning for Efren to use the app on their tablet. It wouldn’t be fantastic quality, but it would give them something to go on.

			Two men climbed from the car, and Eric leaned in for a closer look. He had no doubt a crime had been committed or was about to be committed, and he wanted to see it go down in real time just in case he could still help the victim. Fettering’s was a self-storage for the rich and famous, but it was the middle of the night, and the rich and famous didn’t casually drop by their storage unit in the cold rain to pick something up. Efren and Eric were there to find holes in the client’s security and close them before bad things happened. He knew they’d just found a hole and a bad thing was about to happen.

			He motioned for Efren to pull on his night-vision goggles before he did the same. The lighting was nonexistent, which was another issue for Fettering to address, but the goggles would keep them from missing anything. He kept his gaze trained on the two guys opening the storage unit door while he pondered if what Efren had said was true. If it was, then he did owe Selina an apology. He knew what it was like to be constantly overlooked as an asset to the team, even when you were working your tail off every day. He’d chat with her and let her know that feeling hurt for being overlooked was okay. Then he’d encourage her to talk to Cal and demand the respect she deserved.

			“What are they carrying?” Efren whispered as the guys grabbed something from the car and carried it into the storage unit.

			“Whatever it is, it’s heavy,” he answered. The men shifted, and he caught a glimpse of the item. “It’s a trunk.” The two guys lowered it to the unit’s floor and then stood. They turned to face each other for a moment before they pulled the door back down and locked it. “I don’t feel good about it,” Eric said as the car pulled out the back exit.

			What he didn’t tell Efren was that he could read their lips. Whoever the Winged Templar was, that was who these guys worked for. Their expressions had told him they also feared him. Eric ran a hand along the back of his neck to see if the hair was standing up. His ingrained military intuition told him what those guys had just dropped inside the unit wasn’t seasonal clothing.

			“My gut is clenched as well,” Efren agreed.

			“First of all, two guys don’t go out at midnight to drop off something at a storage unit unless they want to be certain no one is around.”

			“True,” Efren said, moving his goggles to the top of his head to check his tablet screen. “What’s second of all?”

			“Second of all, because of the first of all we’re going to search that unit.”

			“Sure, it’s unusual for two guys to drop something off late at night, but I don’t know if it’s break-in worthy.”

			Eric slid his goggles to the top of his head. “The property management has a right to search any unit that displays suspicious activity. It’s in the lease they signed.”

			“And didn’t read.”

			“Bingo,” Eric said before he pointed at the tablet. “Are they gone?”

			“Sure are. They drove out of the gate and headed down the road. I still don’t understand why Fettering, who has more money than Heinz has pickles, put a storage business on his property. The clientele can be rather sketchy, and it’s a lot of coming and going at all hours of the day and night,” Efren pointed out.

			“All true, but believe it or not, there are a lot of rich people in Minnesota who need a place to store their off-season toys and goodies. Dirk Fettering is one of those rich people. He built these units to cater to his kind of people. Classy, not sketchy.”

			“Well, that felt sketchy,” Efren mumbled, motioning at the storage unit.

			“Exactly,” Eric agreed, taking his bolt cutters from his belt. “And that’s why we’re going to take a look.”

			Efren hoisted himself to standing and grabbed the tablet. “What does your gut say?”

			“I give it fifty-fifty odds that it’s either money or a body.”

			“A body doesn’t make sense. Eventually it would start to smell.”

			“Then let’s hope it’s money,” Eric said, pushing himself away from the building. He knew full well it wasn’t money. He was almost certain it was a body. The men had struggled under the weight of it, and you didn’t dump money in a storage locker and drive away. Why they’d dump a body here, he couldn’t say, but this was his chance to prove himself to Cal, and he wasn’t going to sleep on the job.

			“This is the perfect example of why that back entrance and exit is a problem. The lack of security back here is disturbing,” he said over his shoulder.

			“They have to swipe their card to get in, right?” Efren asked.

			“They have to swipe a card. It doesn’t have to be theirs. It’s easy to dupe a card with no one the wiser.” There was a guard at the front entrance to check people in, but not the back one. It had been their first suggestion when they’d taken the job, but Fettering had refused to consider closing the back entrance and exit from 8:00 p.m. until 7:00 a.m. He’d said as long as the person had a card, they had every right to be there. Eric knew that wasn’t the case, and after their initial walkthrough tonight, he’d put it back on the list as number one. What had just happened had proved his point.

			The two men reached the storage unit, and Eric glanced around the space. “We need better lighting and cameras back here too. We just lucked out that we were back here when they pulled up.”

			“Agreed,” Efren said. “Fettering built a state-of-the-art storage facility for big-name clients and then slacked on security measures. It feels a little suspicious to me.”

			“You’d be surprised how often that happens,” he said. “They get so caught up in the idea of what they’re offering people that they forget about the logistics of how to protect it. Got gloves?”

			They each tugged black leather gloves from their waistbands and pulled them on. Eric inspected the lock and chuckled at the simple padlock you could buy at the local hardware store. As if that would stop anyone who wanted to get inside. Sometimes people were far too trusting of other humans. He cut the metal band quickly and rolled the door up. Efren flashed his light into the cavernous space, and Eric wasn’t surprised to see the unit was empty other than the giant trunk.

			“Something feels off. Why do they have this giant storage unit for one trunk?” Efren asked.

			Eric shook his head as he stood with one hand planted on his hip. “I would guess that whatever is in that trunk is the answer. This was likely a drop, and someone else will come to pick it up.”

			“And if it’s not a drop?”

			“Then it’s a body, and the climate control will buy them a few extra days before it starts to smell.”

			“Are we going to open it, or are we going to call the cops?”

			“Oh, we’re going to open it,” Eric said, “and depending on what we find, we’ll call the cops.”

			He knelt, inspecting the locks on the trunk. They were surprisingly easy to get open with his lock-pick set. Once the three locks were popped, they lifted the lid. A smell hit him that he knew all too well. Copper.

			“Well,” Efren said as he stared at the dead body inside the trunk, “you called it. Last time I checked, a man’s head doesn’t belong in the middle of his chest.”

			“Nope,” Eric agreed. “Sure doesn’t. It looks like a call to the Bemidji PD is in order.”

			Efren flicked off the flashlight. “This is gruesome.”

			“Yes, removing someone’s head and sitting it on their chest to fit them in the trunk is a bit gruesome, but the manner of death also indicates—”

			“A mob hit,” Efren answered, and Eric tipped his head in acknowledgment.

			“That or a gang killing. Either way, this guy is not a Secure One problem. He’s a police problem.” Eric pulled out his phone to call the police, but internally he was cussing out the universe. The first time Cal trusted him with a solo job and he found a body. Not that he had any control over that other than how things went now.

			“Maybe we should wait and see if someone comes along to pick up the trunk,” Efren suggested.

			“We don’t know for sure that anyone is. Now that I know it’s a body, I’m legally obligated to report it. We’ll leave it to the PD to sort out. A dead guy in a trunk is above our paygrade.”

			“Fair point. If nothing else, a dead guy in a trunk is also incentive for Fettering to tighten security.”

			“We can only hope.” Eric’s tone was dry and nonbelieving as he connected his hearing aids to his phone via Bluetooth.

			After reporting the body to the police, they settled in to wait for a squad. Eric would update Cal as soon as he turned this over, and then he’d sit down with Dirk and find out exactly what kind of business he was running out here. Eric had every intention of proving he could do the job, even if it was the last thing he did.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sadie Cook pulled the curtain on a front window back slowly. She liked working the night shift because it was quiet and it was easy to finish her tasks, but tonight was anything but quiet. The rumor was they’d found someone dead by the storage units. She wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if the rumor was a fact. It was only a matter of time before someone figured out that the lighting was nonexistent in the back of the units, and with an exit built right in, it was bound to happen. Maybe now Mr. Fettering would stop telling them, the housekeeping staff, that it was perfectly safe to park back there. Safe or not, she didn’t have a choice but to stay and work for him as a housekeeper. The pay and the hours were what she needed to survive, but a dead body gave her pause. The last thing she wanted was to end up a dead body simply because she worked for Dirk.

			The flashing lights made her anxious, so she let the curtain fall and turned away from the window. She wanted to head home, but no one was allowed in or out until the police had taken everyone’s statements. She deduced that trying to sneak out would be an excellent way to end up in the interrogation room of the Bemidji Police Department. With a resigned sigh, she grabbed her phone. Since she had no idea when she could leave, she’d better make a call. She plastered herself along the wall farthest from the door before she dialed, just in case someone happened to walk past while she was talking.

			“Hello?”

			Sadie let out a pent-up breath with relief. “Julia? It’s Sadie.”

			“What’s up, girl?” her friend of five years asked.

			“I’ve been held up at work. Can you keep him a little longer?”

			“Of course. He’s sleeping anyway, so there’s no need to wake him. Everything okay?”

			“I don’t know,” Sadie admitted, a shiver of undefined fear running down her spine. “The Bemidji PD showed up after the security guys were here. Rumors are floating around that they found a body, but I can’t confirm. I also can’t leave until I talk to the cops.”

			“That sounds ominous, Sades. Time to pull the rip cord?”

			“I don’t think I’d get off this property without being stopped by someone, nor do I want to end up in the clinker for leaving the scene of a crime. I’ll be first in line so I can get home though.”

			“I meant in general,” her friend said in the kind of voice that told Sadie exactly what Julia thought about Dirk Fettering.

			“You know I can’t quit this job yet, Jules. Once we find Kadie, then I’m out. I promise.”

			“Okay—be safe. No need to worry about our little guy. He’s fine here. Take your time, and while the cops are there, ask them if they have any new leads on Kadie’s whereabouts.”

			Sadie grimaced at the thought as she told her friend goodbye. After stowing her phone back in her pocket, she picked up her cleaning supplies and left the bedroom. Julia was right. She would have to face the same detectives who kept telling her that her sister hadn’t disappeared but had left of her own free will. Sadie knew that wasn’t true. Her sister loved her baby boy more than life itself and would never willingly leave him. Something had happened to her, but the police refused to listen, much less look at the evidence.

			In fairness to them, there had been a note that said single motherhood was too much for her and she was leaving town, but it wasn’t real. Sadie knew her sister’s handwriting, and what was on that paper wasn’t it. If Kadie had written it, she’d done it under duress so Sadie would recognize the stilted writing as something other than her usual beautiful flowing penmanship. She’d even shown the police other samples of Kadie’s handwriting, but they still refused to help her.

			In the meantime, Sadie was trying to take care of Kadie’s eight-month-old baby boy, Houston. Thank heavens Julia could keep him while she worked because there was no way he was going into the foster care system, even temporarily. It was her job to keep him safe until Kadie returned. Since Kadie had never named a father, Houston had no one but Sadie to protect him.

			“Sadie Cook?”

			She jumped and spun, her cleaning kit tumbling to the floor as she stumbled backward. Strong, warm hands grasped her arms and kept her from falling at the last second. The man who had called her name, and kept her upright, was the epitome of tall, dark and handsome. His skin was perfectly tan, he had black hair in a crew cut that said military turned civilian and coffee-brown eyes that were pinned directly on her lips. Her skin heated from his touch, and whispers of a sensation she hadn’t felt in too long spiraled through her.

			“I didn’t mean to scare you. Are you okay?”

			“Fi-fine,” she stammered. “Sorry—I was lost in thought when you called my name.”

			“Are you Sadie Cook?”

			“That depends on who’s asking.” She noticed his nose had a misshapen bump near the top, telling her without telling her that he’d broken it once or twice in the past. The bump added character to his already intriguing eyes. Both were overshadowed by his lips though. Full, plump and pink, they’d make any woman yearn for a kiss. The way he stared at her lips made her wonder if that was what he was thinking about right now. How would she feel if this man planted them on hers out of the blue? Not even upset was the answer.

			Stop, she scolded herself. You have a baby to take care of now. You don’t have time for kisses from hot guys.

			After her internal chastising was over, she stiffened her spine and raised her chin as a slow smile lifted his lips. It was the kind of smile meant to be sly, but on this guy, it just screamed bedroom sexy. The worst part? He knew she was lusting after his lips.

			“My name is Eric Newman. I’m part of the Secure One security team.”

			Well, she wasn’t expecting that. She’d had the security guys pegged as much older and far less of a male specimen than the one before her.

			“I noticed a bit of commotion.”

			“You could say that,” Eric said with a chuckle. “I’m helping the police question the staff. Since I witnessed the incident, I know you had nothing to do with it, so don’t worry about that. I do have to ask the staff if they saw or heard anything unusual over the last few days.”

			Unusual? Like her sister disappearing into thin air? She resisted the urge to give this man more than he’d bargained for in answer to his question.

			“I don’t know what you mean by unusual.”

			Casually, he let go of her arms and placed his hands on his hips. “The same vehicle coming and going. People on the property you had never seen before. That kind of thing.”

			Sadie thought about it for a moment but finally shook her head. “That’s the problem, Eric. There are always people coming and going in the house, but I don’t know all of Mr. Fettering’s friends. You’ll have to ask him.”

			“I believe the Bemidji PD is doing that now.” The tone of his voice was patient, but she could tell he was on edge.

			“Something bad happened, right?” she asked. “Probably by the back exit.” She gauged his reaction and noticed his eyes dilate for a moment. Her words had hit the way she’d hoped.

			“What do you know about the back exit?” His tone told her this was no longer a friendly question-and-answer session. Now he wanted information.

			“That’s the exit Mr. Fettering makes us use, but I hate it. The lack of lights back there makes it unsafe as soon as the sun goes down, and I always told my friend if anyone wanted to commit a crime, that was the place to do it.” A shiver racked her body, telling the man in front of her just how much she believed that statement to be true. “I knew it was only a matter of time, but Dirk didn’t want to hear it.”

			“You’re observant,” Eric said. “Have you seen any suspicious activity back there before?”

			“No,” Sadie said, taking a step back. He was one of those men who pulled you into his atmosphere and held you there. It was disturbing and wonderful simultaneously, but Sadie knew she had to get out before she wanted to stay. “Can I go now?”

			“You can. I’ll check you off as having been questioned. You’ll need an escort to your car.”

			Sadie nervously swallowed before she answered, “That’s okay. I’ll be fine, but thanks.” She turned away to gather her supplies when he tugged on her apron.

			“No, I mean you’ll have an escort. No one is allowed in the storage area without a security guard. The back exit is closed, so everyone has to show identification and exit through the front. Are you working tomorrow?” Her nod was short. “When you arrive, someone at the entrance will direct you to the new parking area. I’ll take you to your car now if you’re ready.”

			Sadie frowned. They must have found a body. It was the only thing that made sense if they were being this cautious and demanding at the same time. Kadie’s face skittered through her mind’s eye, and she fought the urge to ask him if they had found a woman’s body. The way he looked at her, she wondered if he suspected she was hiding something. She had to stay off this guy’s radar if she wanted to find her sister and bring her home. “I just need to grab my coat.”

			He turned and motioned for her to go ahead, and that was when she noticed the device behind his ear with a thin wire attached to a translucent earpiece. It wasn’t a security piece. It was a hearing aid. A second glance told her he wore one on the other side too. The memory of how he’d stared at her lips brought heat to her cheeks when she realized he’d simply been reading her lips and not thinking about kissing her.

			Embarrassed, she grabbed her coat and keys from the closet and followed him out the door. After some fancy security talk and flashing her identification, they made it to her car without incident.

			“Head to the front of the units and exit there. Another guard will be there to check your identification,” Eric said, holding the door open for her while she climbed in.

			“Wow, you mean the help gets to leave through the front door tonight?” she asked, her words laced with sarcasm so he knew she was kidding.

			His sly smile told her he was amused. “Don’t get used to it. I’m sure by morning you’ll be parking at the pavilion and ridesharing on the back of a mule if Fettering has anything to say about it.”

			He shut the door on her laughter and waved her off as she headed for the front of the storage unit. She comforted herself with the knowledge that she may have to work tomorrow, but at least she wouldn’t have to see Eric or his kissable lips ever again.

			

			ERIC WATCHED SADIE drive off in a red Saturn that was probably as old as she was but showed no signs of rust from the Minnesota winters. The memory of her warm skin beneath his skittered heat through his body, sounding his internal alarm. Their short encounter had been enough to tell him she was a flame he’d better stay far away from to avoid getting burned. If this were a different time and place, he wouldn’t have let her drive away without getting her number, but he had no time for this now or ever. He had a job to do, which didn’t include wishing he could kiss those lips he’d read to the letter.

			He’d had to read her lips, so he was grateful that she had the perfect set. His hearing aids were good, but background noise was impossible to control in some situations, no matter how good your aids were. He’d learned quickly to read lips if he wanted to concentrate on the conversation. It was easier than asking What? all the time. Sometimes it was the only way he could follow a conversation or even have a conversation if he wasn’t wearing his aids. People took communication for granted until it became difficult. He’d been just as guilty of that sin until the moment it had happened to him. His experiences in the sandbox had taught him to take nothing for granted.

			He couldn’t stop thinking about Sadie though. Not just her girl-next-door looks or how tiny she’d been under his hands, but how he’d noticed a flicker in her eyes when he’d told her who he was. She’d been skittish, and his years of working security told him one thing—she was hiding something. If he had time to spare, he might look into her and her background, but he didn’t, and by the looks of this place, he wouldn’t have time for a while.

			The trill of his tablet stiffened his shoulders. He’d been expecting the call, but that didn’t mean he was prepared for it. He stepped into the empty guard booth at the entrance and answered the video call.

			“Secure two, Echo,” he said to the black screen, waiting for his boss to answer.

			“Secure one, Charlie,” Cal said, and then his face flashed on the screen. “Eric, what the hell is going on there?”

			“Cal,” he said, noting his boss’s mood. “I wasn’t expecting to speak with you until morning. It’s late in DC.”

			“Or early, depending on how you look at it, but I got your message and wanted an update.”

			“Bemidji PD is here, and they’ve taken over the investigation.”

			“Of a body dropped in a storage unit? You and Efren witnessed it?”

			“We did,” he confirmed, his attention pulled away for a moment by the ME van as it rolled slowly toward the exit. “We were walking the property looking for security breaches. The suspects didn’t know we were there when they pulled up. They unloaded a trunk that was a little too suspicious to be clothing or home goods. That was confirmed when we opened the trunk and found a dude with his head sitting on his chest.”

			“Mob hit?”

			“Or gang. Either way, it was odd to dump him there and leave. Unless it was a matter of convenience for these guys.” The name he’d seen on the guy’s lips ran through his head and he said, “I was watching them with our night-vision goggles, and one of the guys said the name Winged Templar. Have you ever run across that name before?”

			“Winged Templar?” Cal was silent for a moment and lifted his eyes toward his hairline while he thought about it. “No, but it sounds like a code name to me. If this is a mob hit, that could be the name of the hitman.”

			“Exactly what I was thinking,” Eric agreed. “I suppose I should tell the cops about it?”

			“Probably. At some point. Keep it under your hat for now. In case it has something to do with Dirk’s place rather than the dead guy.”

			“Heard and understood,” Eric agreed. “We always knew that the back exit was a problem, and tonight proves it. Maybe now we can convince Fettering to fix it. He’s not happy being the center of an investigation.”

			“That’s your job now,” Cal said. “But if it matters, I agree. He needs to close off that back entrance onto the property and add more lights. People should only be allowed to enter and exit through the front gate that’s staffed.”

			“With cameras that record and hold the data for thirty days.”

			“Agreed. What is your plan moving forward?”

			He asked the question in a way that told Eric to read between the lines. It was a test, and he’d better have the correct answer if he wanted to remain in control of the situation.

			“Tomorrow I’ll talk to Fettering regarding the security issues we discovered and how to fix them. After we go over all of the weak points of his property, Efren and I will head back to Secure One and let Fettering think about it for a few days. Once you’re back, we can implement the most important changes, like lighting and cameras. That will make our lives easier back at headquarters as well. Right now, he only allows one camera at the guard booth that saves the data for twenty-four hours. That doesn’t help us much.”

			“You know how hard I fought him on that. He hired us to be his security team and then tied our hands at every turn.”

			“True, but I’ve seen no less than five high-profile people in and out of the units over the twelve hours we’ve been on the ground. He promised discretion, and that’s what he gives them.”

			“Maybe, but the time for all of that has passed. Now it’s time to let us do our job properly. Besides, discretion is our middle name.”

			“As well it should be, but getting Fettering to believe that will be a much tougher sell. Anyway, don’t worry about us here. We’ve got this.”

			“I have no doubt that’s true, Eric. We planned to be home in three days, but if you need us sooner, just say the word.”

			“We’ll be fine. Roman and Mina are keeping things humming in the control room, and there isn’t much to handle here outside the scope of our business. The cops will deal with the body, and Efren and I already gave our statements. Just enjoy your trip, and know that I’ll reach out if something comes up that I need approval on.”

			“We’ll be back in seventy-two hours. I’m counting on you to have everything ready to go for when Fettering decides to let us add additional cameras and security measures. I want to move on it the minute he gives us the go-ahead, so he doesn’t have time to change his mind.”

			“Ten-four. Echo out,” Eric said before ending the video call.

			Eric let his shoulders relax and started a mental list of the equipment they’d need to do the job right this time. Unfortunately for him, his mind was focused on Sadie Cook and nothing else. She intrigued him, which was a rare occurrence when it came to women. He’d never been one to worry about what a woman was thinking when he was looking for a good time, but Sadie was different. He’d only spoken with her for a few short minutes, but that was all he needed to know she was the whole package. That was when he reminded himself that made her a woman he would never have.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			Why did I go this way? Sadie was kicking herself for taking that exit without checking if there was a way back onto the highway. The long, dark, winding road she’d been on for the last twenty minutes did accomplish one thing—it told her the SUV in her rearview mirror was following her. It had been behind her on the highway, and she’d convinced herself it was headed in the same direction until she’d taken the exit and they’d followed.

			She was exhausted after back-to-back shifts. She only had a few hours of sleep after getting home late the night before and heading back there this morning to do the work she didn’t get done last night after the body was found. Sadie would do whatever she had to do to protect Houston though.

			Now she was utterly alone on a dark road in middle-of-nowhere Minnesota, with a baby in the back seat. To add insult to injury, it had started raining about an hour ago, leaving the pavement covered in wet leaves and making it almost impossible to see. She couldn’t stop or even think about pulling over until she was somewhere safe and she’d lost the SUV behind her. Houston was who she had to protect right now, so she’d take it slow and easy but wouldn’t pull over. Pulling over was certain death, she had no doubt. If only she knew why. She hadn’t done anything but work hard to keep Kadie and Houston in her life. Now someone wanted to end hers.

			Sadie grasped the wheel tightly and accelerated, her gaze jumping to the rearview mirror. The other car was keeping pace. “Now what, baby?” she asked the sweetheart in the back. She’d planned to pull over and give him a bottle, but she hadn’t bothered to stop when she’d noticed the black SUV follow her down the exit. She’d fished the bottle out of his bag and propped it against the edge of his car seat. The clock was ticking down to when he needed to be changed and fed again. She couldn’t do that on the side of the road, so she had to find somewhere safe sooner rather than later.

			Her gaze focused on the horizon, and she searched for the lights of a city. There were none. All that stretched out before her was desolate darkness without an end in sight. She should have turned around and returned to the highway, but she’d been afraid the SUV would overtake her if she’d tried that. With dread, her gaze dropped to the gas gauge. It was down to a quarter of a tank. The last road sign she’d seen had said the next town was fifty miles. She had to have gone at least thirty by now. If she could keep the SUV behind her, she’d make it to a well-lit and populated area before she pulled over. It wouldn’t save her, but it might buy her time. She cursed the fact that she’d had to leave her phone at home and hadn’t bothered to stop and pick up a burner phone immediately. Without one, she couldn’t even call up Google Maps.

			With it, they might find you.

			Not that she knew who they were. Sadie had been minding her own business at work when she’d been called to the office and handed an envelope. The secretary couldn’t tell her who had delivered it, but her name had been on the front. Sadie had thanked her and tucked it into her apron until she’d had time to read it on her break. Inside the envelope had been three letters cut from a magazine and glued to a notecard. It had said RUN. After what had happened the night before, Sadie had heeded the warning. She’d grabbed Houston and done just that.

			With no idea where she was going, Sadie had made the short-term plan to get to Minneapolis and blend into the city for a few days until she could figure out what was happening. Did this have something to do with Kadie being missing or something to do with the body they’d found last night at Fettering’s place? Or was this someone playing a game because they had Kadie and wanted Sadie vulnerable so they could get Houston too?

			The truth stuck in her chest, and her hands tightened on the wheel a hair more. Suddenly, she wished she’d listened to Julia when she’d begged her not to go off alone with Houston. She’d said the note could have been a practical joke, which was possible, but Sadie knew better. The person who’d sent her that note knew something she didn’t and wanted to warn her. In hindsight, it could have been sent to isolate her. If that was their goal, they’d succeeded.

			Her mind drifted to that pair of lips she saw every time she closed her eyes. Was it Eric who had warned her? He ran security for Fettering’s complex. He could have insider information. If he wanted to warn her without compromising the investigation, an anonymous note was the only way. That was a bit farfetched, but nothing was off the table when you worked for a celebrity.

			Sadie had learned that truth several times over the last few years. Dirk had made his fair share of enemies. Some would even consider him cutthroat. Maybe he was in his business, but not in his personal life. Fettering was essentially a forty-year-old college frat boy who thought he knew everything but also wanted to be everyone’s friend. Sadie had served at and cleaned up enough of his parties to know who he was when the cameras weren’t on him. Working at his private parties put her on a different plane of household importance than others. Not that she wanted even an ounce of that hierarchy, but she had been eager and energetic when hired. That was her way of saying she’d been naive to the ways of some peoples’ worlds.

			Headlights filled her car, and a glance behind her showed the SUV coming up fast on her. Maybe they wanted to pass. Crazy to do it on a curve, but she slowed, hoping they’d go around her and leave her in peace. The car swung into the left lane, and she eased off the gas more, relief filling her chest. They were following her, but not for nefarious reasons.

			“We might make it after all, Houston,” she whispered, holding tight to the wheel as the car came up on her left on the curve. “We’ll find somewhere to stay and ditch this car,” she promised, wishing the SUV would get past her before someone came at them from the other direction. She eased down on the brake as the SUV accelerated, giving them space to clear the lane.

			Sadie sighed with relief when they swung over until she realized they wouldn’t clear her. She slammed on the brakes, but it was too late. She heard the crunch of metal as her head whipped to the side. The car spun, and she screamed, the sound bouncing around as they twirled at a dizzying speed toward the edge of the road. Sadie desperately grabbed the wheel again and twisted it to the left. It didn’t respond. Houston cried, glass shattered and then there was nothing but the rhythmic swish of the windshield wipers.

			

			ERIC RUBBED HIS eyes with one hand while he gulped coffee from his mug with the other. He’d been back at Secure One for less than four hours and was already covering a shift in the control room. Mina wasn’t feeling well, and Roman didn’t want to leave her alone. Eric had told him not to worry about it, but now, two hours later, he regretted his decision. At least he and Efren were in the same boat. Neither of them had gotten much sleep after dealing with Fettering last night, and the trip back to Secure One only added to their fatigue.

			“When is Cal coming back?” Efren asked.

			The person who answered surprised the hell out of him. “Tomorrow late afternoon or evening,” Selina said as she entered the control room. “He wants to get home sooner, considering the situation at Fetterings’. He’ll file a flight plan once he knows for sure.”

			“Hey, Selina,” both guys said in unison.

			She had a pot of coffee in one hand and a tray of sandwiches in the other. “I thought you might be hungry,” she explained as her gaze drifted across the monitors in front of Efren. “Everything status quo?”

			“Quiet, just how we like it,” Efren said, snagging a sandwich. He held it up. “Thanks.”

			“Don’t get used to it, Brenna. I’m not a waitress.”

			“I wouldn’t, and I’m aware,” Efren said when he swallowed.

			“Maybe you could cut Efren a little slack, Selina,” Eric said, grabbing a sandwich. “If you’ve got a beef, it’s not with him. It’s with Cal.”

			Selina spun on her heel and gave him a look that would wither weaker men. “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Eric. Nor his, for that matter. I was going to offer to take a shift so you guys could sleep, but I think I just changed my mind.”

			She stalked out in a way that left no room for argument.

			Efren whistled and shook his head. “I don’t even know what to say.”

			“Neither do I,” Eric admitted, turning back to the screen. “That’s not the Selina I’ve known for the last seven years. I wish she’d stop taking her angst out on you. It’s not right.”

			The phone rang, so Efren picked it up, answering with mostly yes, no, and are you sure? When he hung up, Eric eyed him. “Who was that?”

			“Bemidji PD. They have a warrant out for a suspect. That was a courtesy call to let us know they hope to have her in custody soon.”

			“Her?” he asked, and Efren shrugged.

			“That’s what they said. Apparently she works for Fettering.”

			Eric sat up straighter and leaned toward him. “What’s her name?”

			Efren glanced down at his pad and then back to Eric. “Sadie Cook? I have no idea who that is.”

			Eric’s heart pounded, and his mind spun a mile a minute. What on earth? There was no way Sadie Cook had anything to do with that body drop.

			“Efren, I interviewed Sadie. She’s this tiny little thing who was terrified of me! There is absolutely zero chance she has anything to do with that murder. I’d stake my career on it. We were there when the two guys dumped the body.” For a moment, he remembered that look of fear in her sweet blue eyes. Was it fear that she’d been discovered? No matter how hard he tried, Eric couldn’t get there with it. It didn’t make any sense whatsoever. There was no way she would order a hit and then have them drop the body at her place of employment. She drove a car almost as old as she was, which was a good indication that she didn’t have a lot of cash to throw in on a murder-for-hire plot. Something was going on with Sadie Cook, but it had nothing to do with the murder last night.

			“According to the PD, the dead guy was Howie Loraine.” Eric leaned back against the chair with a groan, and Efren paused. “What?”

			“A Loraine? They were involved in a multistate counterfeiting scheme about eight years ago. Last I heard, Dad was doing life, the stepmom was dead, and Randall Junior and Howie were running the legal business. Everyone suspected Randall Junior was also running a not-so-legal business, but no one could prove it. Howie was the youngest son and, shall we say, the most free-spirited. It still doesn’t make sense that they suspect Sadie.”

			Efren held up his finger. “Except that they pulled in one of the guys from our video. His version goes that Sadie is the one who hired him.”

			“This makes less sense now than it did last night,” Eric growled, turning to face the computer screens again. “Why would Sadie order a hit on Howie Loraine? Does she even know him?”

			“According to the chief, the dude refused to answer that question.”

			“Well, of course he did! You know damn well someone sent him in there to say that. It’s too clean and neatly drawn. The only way that guy got caught was if he wanted to—”

			A blur caught his attention on the screen. Before he fully registered what he saw, he was on his feet and grabbing Efren’s shirtsleeve on the way to the door. “Let’s go!”

			“What grid was that?” Efren asked as they ran out the door, weapons at the ready.

			“Lake side, northern edge!” Eric yelled back as they ran toward what he thought was a car driving onto the property.

			“Should we call Roman for backup?” Efren asked as he pulled up next to him.

			“No, let’s see what’s going on first. I don’t want to pull other guys from their grids until I know if this is a threat. If it is an attack, we can’t leave those areas vulnerable for them to infiltrate.”

			They both knew all too well about people trying to infiltrate Secure One. The last few years had been one attempt after another. Roman’s FBI partner and now wife, Mina, had been hunted by a madwoman and ended up at Secure One for protection. The Madame had then infiltrated Secure One and snatched Mina from under their noses. Cal had sworn that would be the last time Secure One was vulnerable to an outside force. They’d learned about the vulnerabilities of their property the hard way but put those experiences to good use. Secure One now had one of the most protected perimeters in the country. That said, they couldn’t stop someone with an axe to grind from trying. He was in control of this base now, and this was his chance to prove himself to Cal. Eric couldn’t risk taking the wrong action too soon. Once he assessed the situation, he’d make the call.

			They closed in on the grid section that wasn’t surveilled other than in the control room. It was outside Secure One property and owned by the county, which tied their hands. “It looked like a car driving into the ditch, but it’s raining, so it was hard to tell,” Eric said as they ran. What he didn’t say was that he thought he recognized the car. “That bank is steep. The only way down it is to roll. I’m worried someone’s hurt.”

			They reached the fence, and he grabbed his walkie. He’d set off the all-hands-on-deck alarm before he’d left, so he hoped Selina was in the control room by now. “Lights on, fence off,” he requested.

			Relief flooded him momentarily when the spotlights came on and the gate clicked open. Selina still had his back. His relief was short-lived when they ran through the gate and found the car. It rested on its side with a tendril of white smoke whispering its way through the bent hood. His fears were realized—he knew the car. An older-model red Saturn that, unlike last night, was now crumbled stem to stern as one wheel spun lazily in the air.

			Eric paused for a moment. “Is that crying?”

			“Sounds like a baby to me,” Efren agreed.

			They sprinted forward, reassured that this was an accident, not a planned attack.

			“Help!” a woman screamed as their boots crunched through the leaves. “Help! I can’t get out!”

			“We’re coming! Don’t move!” Efren called out as they rounded the back of the car.

			“Houston! You have to get Houston out of the car!”

			“Sadie, it’s Eric from Secure One. You’re okay. Just let us assess the baby.”

			Glancing at each other, the men peered through the back windows. Sure enough, there was a strapped-down car seat holding a crying infant.

			“Are you hurt, Sadie?” Eric called to her.

			She pointed at her right leg. “My leg is stuck! Don’t worry about me! You have to get the baby out!”

			Efren grabbed Eric’s shirt. “The same Sadie the cops are looking for?”

			“It appears so,” he said. “We need to get her out of the car before we worry about her legal situation.”

			With a nod, Efren called out to Sadie, “Just take a deep breath. We’re going to help you. How old is your son?”

			“Almost eight months, but Houston is my nephew.”

			“Call Selina. We might need her,” Efren said before he ducked low again.

			Eric hit his walkie and requested Selina’s help at the grid. A medical professional would be helpful if they needed an ambulance, and if they couldn’t get Sadie’s leg free, they’d need to call the fire department. His gaze drifted to the smoke billowing from the engine, and he hit the walkie again, requesting fire extinguishers.

			If his luck held, they’d be able to free Sadie and get her inside the confines of Secure One. If he could talk to her about what had happened last night before too many people realized she was here, he might be able to run interference for her. Why he cared so much about what happened to her, he didn’t know, and he wouldn’t—couldn’t—take the time to figure that out right now. They had a job to do, starting with rescuing a baby and his aunt. Eric forced his gaze away from the baby’s chubby legs as they pumped against the seat. Another baby wasn’t going to die on his watch. He had enough to atone for. He didn’t need to add more to his already full dance card.

			The truth settled low in his gut. Sadie had been running. He didn’t know if that made her guilty or scared until his gaze flicked to hers for a millisecond. Scared. Terrified, actually, and they had to help her. She believed their lives were in danger. There was no other reason she would be out driving in the rain with a baby.

			Efren was walking around the car and pointed to the wheel well on the passenger side. “I think our best bet is to lower it back to four wheels and then try to get them out through the door that isn’t smashed.” He put his hand on top of the door facing up. “Opinions?”

			“That’s our only choice. Let’s do it now before the engine decides to go up.”

			The car was a lightweight sedan made of more plastic than metal. The two of them easily lowered it back into position, and once the wheels touched the grass, they tried the back door. Locked.

			“Can you hit the Unlock button?” Eric called out to Sadie. She said something he couldn’t hear. The rain and the wailing infant had rendered his aids useless.

			“She said it’s not working,” Efren said right next to his ear. Eric hated that the guys knew how much he relied on them to fill him in.

			“Give me your shirt,” he demanded, and Efren stripped off his sweatshirt and handed it over. Eric wrapped it around his arm and ran to the other side of the car. “Protect your head,” he yelled to her. She turned away, and Eric smashed his elbow into the cracked driver’s-side window. It fell inward, and he cleared away the extra glass to stick his head inside. “We’re going to get you out. Others are on their way to help.”

			“The baby first!” she cried.

			“I’m going to hand him out to my friend. His name is Efren Brenna. You’re on Secure One property, which was a handy place to crash.”

			“I didn’t crash. Someone followed me and then ran me off the road!” Sadie’s eyes were wild, and her chest heaved from adrenaline.

			Someone had run them off the road? Son of a... “We’re going to help you—just take long, slow deep breaths so you don’t hyperventilate.” Eric kept talking to her while he cleared glass off the seat and then turned to Efren. “I’m going to climb in and unlock the door that isn’t smashed. We need to take the baby out that way.”

			“Got it,” Efren said, lopping to the other side of the car to wait for him.

			Eric carefully slid into the car, pulling his legs into the tight space. At six-four, he wasn’t made for cars this size. “Everyone is going to be just fine. I’ve got a nurse on the way to check on the baby, so hang in there.”

			He finally got the door unlocked, and Efren pulled it open immediately. “How do I unlatch the car seat? I want to leave him in it until I’m sure he isn’t injured.” The baby had cried himself out and just whimpered as they worked to free him. He didn’t look injured at first glance, but Selina Colvert, their on-site nurse, would be the one to determine that for certain.

			“Pull the handle forward, and there’s a red button on the back.”

			Efren followed directions and had the baby out in no time. When Eric knelt in the front passenger seat, he realized freeing his aunt—and wanted murder suspect—would be a lot more complicated.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Air hissed between Sadie’s teeth when Selina touched the wound with antiseptic. Selina glanced up and frowned. “I’m sorry. I know it sucks, but I’m almost done.”

			Sadie worked up a smile and waved her hand in the air. “No apologies. I appreciate you fixing me up so I don’t have to go to the hospital. I don’t know who’s after me, but I can’t risk taking Houston back out on the roads right now.”

			“You’re absolutely certain that someone ran you off the road?” Eric asked as he walked around the med bay with Houston, jiggling and patting the baby as though his life depended on it. Despite the seriousness of their situation, she couldn’t help but smile. He was terrified of hurting him—that was easy to see. Then again, she might be afraid of the same at six-four and over two hundred pounds. Eric’s arms swallowed up Houston, and Sadie struggled not to love the whole image. Houston’s father had been a no-show, so the baby had never had a man in his life. She wondered what it must be like for him to be held in the strong arms of a man who cared, even for a little while. Was Houston afraid, or could he sense that everyone here had protected him?

			“I’m positive,” she said. “I took the exit to look for a place to feed and change Houston but noticed a dark SUV follow me down the exit ramp. I was already paranoid, so I kept driving rather than stop at the gas station. They stayed behind me, which could have been innocent.”

			“Until it wasn’t,” Eric said just as Houston started to cry again.

			Selina didn’t say anything, but she grimaced, which worried Sadie. They knew something she didn’t, but everyone refused to answer her questions.

			Sadie knew things didn’t look good for her. She was on the run with a baby that wasn’t hers, his mother was missing and she’d been run off the road. She couldn’t help but feel like the ante had just been upped and that her sister was in more danger than ever before. She had to find Kadie soon, or she worried her sister could be gone forever.

			“This needs a few stitches.” Selina broke into her thoughts, and Sadie snapped to attention. The plastic under the dashboard had crushed into a V during the accident and trapped her inside the car. They’d gotten her out, but not before a jagged piece had sliced her lower leg open. “I’m afraid it won’t heal if I don’t close it up.”

			“Do what you have to do,” she said, gritting her teeth and waiting for the burn of the needle. Everyone at Secure One seemed to trust Selina Colvert with their life, so she was grateful she didn’t have to leave the security Secure One offered right now. Selina set about her work, and Sadie was pleasantly surprised that she felt nothing but the sharp prick of the needle to numb it.

			“All done,” Selina said, applying a bandage to the wound before removing her gloves. “It only needed five stitches, but you’re going to feel it in the morning,” she explained, cleaning up her tray. “I’ll give you antibiotics to ensure it doesn’t get infected. It’s safe to shower since I put the waterproof cover over it. We’ll have to take them out in about a week.”

			“Thanks, Selina. I appreciate the help. Is there somewhere I can go to warm a bottle for Houston? He’s going to start screaming if I don’t.”

			“Sure, Eric can take you down to the kitchen. There’s no high chair, I’m afraid.”

			“No problem,” Sadie promised, standing and fixing her pants. “I can feed him in his car seat.”

			“Eric, can you take Sadie to the kitchen?” Selina asked as he continued to walk around the room with Houston, but he didn’t respond. Selina held up her finger and walked over to them, tapping Eric on the shoulder. He turned, and she signed something to him, to which he nodded and walked over, handing Sadie the baby.

			“Hi, Houston,” she cooed to the little boy. She watched as Eric fiddled with his ears and gave them a rueful smile.

			“Sorry—I turned my ears off when he cried and didn’t hear you. Selina said you need to go to the kitchen?”

			“Yes, please,” Sadie said, standing and setting Houston on her hip while she tried out her leg. It was sore, but she could walk with no problem. “He’ll need a bottle and food before I do anything else.”

			Eric exchanged a glance with Selina, who nodded, and then he ushered her out of the room and down a long hallway. “Sorry about back there,” he said, walking beside her while carrying the car seat.

			“Don’t apologize,” she said with a shake of her head. “Sometimes I wish I could shut my ears off when he’s crying. I never thought of it when I asked you to take him. I should be the one apologizing.”

			“I didn’t mind. He’s a good boy, just scared and confused.” The shrug he gave at the end of the sentence told her that Eric had liked his babysitting job more than he wanted to let on.

			“Once he eats, he’ll be off to dreamland, which is good. I need to figure out what’s going on.”

			“I can probably help with that.” She glanced at him, but his face was a mask of neutrality. “Let’s get him fed first, and then we’ll talk.”

			He flipped the light on, and they walked into a large commercial kitchen big enough to feed a small army. Then again, this place looked like it housed a small army, so it was probably needed. Sadie busied herself getting Houston’s food made and heating his bottle, but the whole time, her mind was racing to figure out who wanted her dead and why.

			

			ONCE HOUSTON HAD been fed and changed, Eric brought Sadie and the baby to the meeting room. He’d said he wanted to tell her what was happening but hadn’t divulged anything so far. After the long day, she was starting to fade, but Houston wouldn’t settle down like she had expected him to after dinner.

			“Give me the baby. You need to rest that leg.” He held his arms out for the little guy who practically threw himself into them.

			Sadie collapsed into the nearest chair while he tucked Houston into his arm and grabbed the half-finished bottle, popping it into his mouth. Houston sucked at it hungrily, which offered blessed silence to the room.

			“You look like you’ve done that a few times,” she said, her keen eye ensuring he was doing everything correctly.

			“I had six younger brothers and sisters, so I was feeding babies by the time I was seven.”

			“Wow,” she said with a shake of her head. “I can’t imagine having that many siblings. It must have been chaos.”

			“There were days I’m sure my mother drank once we were in bed.” His smile was rueful, so she knew he was joking, and she cracked a smile herself.

			“I would be surprised if she didn’t too. It was only Kadie and me in our family. Kadie is older by barely a year, and Mom called us her Irish twins. That’s why our names rhyme. Mom wanted us to be as close as real twins so we always stuck together in life. I have to find her.”

			Eric tipped his head in confusion. “Wait, find her? Is she missing?”

			Sadie nodded and swallowed hard around the panic clawing at her throat. Pushing back the tears was much more challenging, but she managed to say the words that terrified her. “Kadie’s been missing for almost ten days now. I told the police, but they don’t believe me.”

			“They think she ran away?”

			“Yes, but she didn’t! I swear to you she didn’t!”

			He rested his hand on her shoulder to calm her. “I’m listening, Sadie. You’re positive she didn’t get overwhelmed taking care of Houston?”

			“I have no doubt in my mind. Kadie is an excellent mother, and she has a strong support system. There was never a time that she couldn’t tell me she needed a break, and I would take over care of Houston. Something happened to her, I’m telling you!”

			Eric squeezed her shoulder to calm her, but it wasn’t working. She was barely holding it together. Then again, maybe he was why she was still holding it together. By rights, she should’ve been in a bed nursing her leg wound.

			“I’m listening,” he promised. “Walk me through it.”

			She held her arms out for Houston, and he gently laid the babe in her arms. Houston immediately rubbed his face against her shirt while she stroked his head. Sadie loved him like a son; she’d do anything for him, including risking everything to find his mother.

			“Kadie and I live together. I’m the younger sister but also the one with the most common sense. Kadie was always the fanciful child and the free and easy adult. At least until she had Houston,” she added quickly, so he didn’t think Kadie didn’t take care of the baby. “When she found out she was pregnant, I convinced her to move into my apartment so I could help her with the baby and she could save money. We worked opposite shifts, so while I worked, she had Houston, and while she worked, I took care of him.”

			“Where does she work?” Eric asked. “At Fettering’s?”

			“No, she’s a dental hygienist.” She gave him a crooked grin. “I know, a strangely responsible career for someone as free and easy as Kadie, but it worked for her. She finished school first since she was the oldest, and then I was supposed to go.”

			“Supposed to?”

			Sadie was embarrassed, so she kept her gaze glued to Houston rather than the eyes of the man who was too nice to her in her time of need. She couldn’t stand to see pity or disgust in his eyes. “Life kept getting in the way and I kept putting it off. Then Houston came along. He was more important. I’m only twenty-nine. I have plenty of time to go back to school.”

			He lifted her hand and squeezed it. “You’re a good aunt to that little boy. He’s lucky to have you.”

			“That’s why I worked nights,” she said, finally glancing up at him. There wasn’t pity or disgust in his eyes, just an earnestness to help.

			“Why did you work the day shift today then?”

			“Since Kadie disappeared, I’ve had to work my schedule around my friend Julia’s since she watches Houston for me.”

			“Which means you worked back-to-back shifts.”

			“He’s worth it.”

			“We do what we have to do, right?” She nodded rather than answer and kept her face turned to Houston’s. Soon, he was tipping her chin up to face him. “I need to read your lips while we’re talking, okay?”

			“So-sorry,” she stuttered, forgetting herself for a moment. “I’m tired and sore.”

			“Scared and hungry too?” he asked, and she nodded. “I’ll get you some food once Houston is asleep. In the meantime, tell me what happened the day Kadie disappeared.”

			“It was like any other day,” she said with a shrug. “I came home from work and took over Houston’s care while she went to work. It was about an hour after she left when her work called to find out if she was coming in. She had never missed a day of work, and they were worried. Since I knew she’d left an hour earlier, I was frantic, thinking she’d been in a car accident or something dreadful like that. I drove her route to work, but she was nowhere to be found.”

			“Her car is missing too?” he asked, and she nodded. “You know that’s a pretty good sign that she did run, right?”

			“The note would also lead a person to think that,” she added, chewing on her lip. His brow went up, and she sighed. “I found the note in my room later that morning.”

			“A note that said she was overwhelmed and leaving town?”

			“Yes, but here’s the weird part. It wasn’t there when I changed my clothes after I got home from work, but it was there when I returned from searching for Kadie.” His brow went up higher. “That freaked me out because someone was in our apartment. I immediately loaded up Houston and went to stay with my friend Julia. Here’s the other thing. Kadie didn’t write the note. It’s not even close to her handwriting.”

			“Maybe she was in a hurry?” he asked, and she shook her head, setting her jaw.

			“Listen to me,” she hissed as she leaned toward him. “I know my sister and her handwriting. If she wrote that note, she purposely wrote it so I would know she was being forced. I showed the police. I even showed them samples of her real handwriting, but they aren’t listening!”

			He held his hand out, and she took a deep breath before she upset the baby. “I believe you, Sadie. You know your sister better than anyone, so if you say this is completely out of character for her, we work the case until we find her. Mina Jacobs, one of our operatives, could analyze the note’s handwriting.” He paused and grimaced. “I bet you don’t have it with you.”

			“I do,” she said with a nod. “It’s in my luggage. I took everything I thought I might need to find her.”

			“Good. Efren brought everything in from your car, so we’ll get Mina on that once Houston is settled.”

			“We need to call a wrecker for the car, right? I’m afraid it’s done for after that crash.”

			Eric smiled. “Oh, that car has carried its last passengers. We’ve moved it to one of our equipment sheds for now. You don’t need to worry about it until you’re feeling better.”

			Houston let out a wail, and she rubbed his soft head to soothe him. “I’m worried about him,” she said as he continued to fuss. “He was jostled in the accident. What if we’re missing something, and that’s why he’s so fussy? Maybe he did get hurt in the crash.”

			“I’m sure he’s got bumps and bruises the same as you do.”

			“I know I could use some Tylenol.” Her tone was joking, but he could tell she was serious.

			Eric turned, grabbed a black phone off the wall and then punched a button. “Hey, Selina,” he said when she answered. “Could you come to the meeting room with some Tylenol or Advil? Sadie is hurting.” He hung up the phone and swung back to her. “Selina is on her way.”

			“You didn’t have to do that,” she said in frustration. “I think I have some in my purse.”

			“Selina was on her way down anyway. She wants to check on you and Houston. Do you have any pain reliever for him?”

			“In his diaper bag,” she said, chewing on her lip. “I should give him some, but I don’t want to mask any problems we don’t know he has yet.”

			Eric was about to speak when Selina entered like a whirlwind. She handed Sadie a small cup with pills and knelt to check the bandage over her wound. Once she was satisfied, she stood up and glanced between them.

			“How is everyone?”

			“Houston is fussy, but hopefully he’ll fall asleep now that he’s had a bottle,” Sadie said, swallowing the pills with the water she’d grabbed from the kitchen.

			“I think he needs some Tylenol too,” Eric gently said. “Sadie is worried about masking any injuries we don’t know he has, which is a legitimate concern. What do you think?”

			“I think if we don’t, we’ll have an unhappy boy on our hands all night.” She turned to Sadie. “How about I take him to the med bay, give him the Tylenol and observe him for the evening? He can sleep on the gurney with side rails or in his car seat, whichever you think is better.”

			Sadie rubbed her palm on her thigh a few times before she answered. “I’m okay with that. I don’t want him to suffer all night, but I’m worried about him.”

			“Completely understandable,” Selina promised, kneeling next to her. “You love him and feel guilty about the crash, right?” Sadie nodded with half a shrug at the end. “Remember that someone ran you off the road. We don’t know why, but this wasn’t your fault. You had him buckled in correctly, and because of that, he wasn’t severely injured. I’m sure he has some sore muscles like you, but he’ll bounce back by tomorrow. I also have a heated blanket system to offer him some relief from those sore muscles if he sleeps on the gurney. I’ll be right there by him, so you don’t have to worry about him falling.”

			“Okay,” she said with a grateful smile. “Houston needs to sleep, and if you can offer him some comfort while keeping an eye on him, I would be forever grateful.”

			“I’m more than happy to,” Selina promised, patting her knee before she stood and gathered Houston’s diaper bag. “Would a bath be okay? It would allow me to look him over head to toe for large bruises or bumps without scaring him.”

			“He loves his bath time,” Sadie said, pushing herself up. “I’ll help you.”

			Selina held her hand out and motioned at the chair. “You have things to discuss with the team. I’ll get Houston settled for the night while you do that. Then, when you’re ready to sleep, you’re more than welcome to join him in the med bay.”

			Sadie chewed on her lip for a moment before she spoke, her gaze glued to her nephew in her arms. “Call me with any problems?”

			“Without question,” Selina promised.

			With a kiss to Houston’s head and a whispered I love you, Sadie handed him over to Selina.

			After they left, Sadie leaned back against the chair with a sigh. “Selina is an angel.”

			“Truer words were never spoken,” he agreed. “When you meet the rest of the team, you’ll see we all specialize in certain areas of the security business. That’s how we work cohesively as a team.”

			“Everyone I’ve met so far has been wonderful, you included. Thanks for all your help, Eric. We’ll get out of your hair as soon as I can figure out how to get a car that runs.”

			“I don’t think so, Sadie,” he said, sitting across from her. “Why were you running in the first place?”

			Her shoulders were hunched, and she stared at the floor rather than make eye contact, remembering at the last minute to look up so he could read her lips. “I was at work, and my boss gave me a note someone had left for me.”

			“What did it say?”

			“Run.”

			“That’s it? Just run? So you did?”

			Her nod was punctual. “My sister is missing, and they found a body the night before at my workplace. I don’t need a college degree to know something is off. I grabbed Houston and left town.”

			“Where were you going?”

			“I don’t know!” she exclaimed, jamming her hands into her hair. “I don’t know, okay? I just got in the car and drove.”

			“It’s okay,” he promised, awkwardly patting her shoulder. “Just take a deep breath.” She did, and he patted her shoulder again. “Good. You picked up Houston and took the back roads to avoid the highways?”

			She glanced up at him in question for a moment before she shook her head. “No, I was on the main highway headed to Minneapolis. I planned to get lost in the city for a few days until I figured out what to do. It was getting late, and Houston needed a bottle and food, so I took an exit, thinking I would stop at the gas station and take care of him. That’s when things changed.”

			“That’s when the SUV started following you?”

			“Yes, but I wasn’t sure if they were actually following me, so I drove past the gas station thinking maybe that’s why they took the exit. If they stopped at the station, I’d turn around and go back.”

			“But they didn’t.”

			“Nope,” she said, shaking her head. “They stayed behind me, so I kept driving. After an hour, I thought they’d decided to pass me, so I slowed down in hopes they’d go around me and I could finish the twenty miles to the next town in peace.”

			“That’s when they attacked?”

			“Yep,” she said with a sigh. “They swung the back of their SUV into my car, and you saw the result.”

			“If it makes you feel any better, slowing down probably saved your life.”

			“I’m glad I did something right tonight.” She added a wink and a smile, so he offered her a smile back.

			“You did many things right, including taking that note at face value. Are you aware there’s an arrest warrant out for you?”

			“What?” The gasped question was loud in the quiet room. “An arrest warrant? Why on earth would they put out an arrest warrant for me?”

			“For ordering the murder of Howie Loraine.”

			Sadie gasped, her mouth open, but no words came out. She blinked twice and then crumbled into Eric’s arms.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Sadie blinked several times until she realized the man holding her was not a figment of her imagination.

			“Welcome back,” he said, helping her to sit up.

			She accepted the water he offered and sipped it, her body zinging with the electricity of being touched by a man for the first time in too long. Sadie smoothed her hand down her neck and cleared her throat. “I don’t know what happened. The last thing I remember is you saying there’s a warrant out for my arrest, which is obviously a joke.”

			“I wish that were the case, but it’s not. The cops picked up one of the men who dropped the body in the storage unit. He told the police that Sadie Cook hired them to put Howie Loraine in the grave.”

			Her head swam again, but she took a deep breath and let it back out. “There must be another Sadie Cook because I don’t know who Howie Loraine is, Eric. You have to believe me!”

			He put his finger to her lips to hush her. “I do believe you. We did some digging into your records and can see that you live paycheck to paycheck and have minimal savings.”

			“I help my sister care for Houston and pay all the rent.” Her tone was defensive, and he took her hand.

			“And that makes you a wonderful aunt and sister. I wasn’t judging you. I was pointing out that there is no way you paid anyone to commit a crime. Do you know the Loraines?”

			“Again, I don’t have a clue who Howie Loraine is,” she said, rubbing her temple with the hand he wasn’t holding. She liked how his hand encapsulated hers. It made her feel safe as her entire world fell apart.

			“The eldest Loraine, Howie’s father, Randall, was arrested and jailed for a counterfeiting scheme he ran about eight years ago.”

			“I moved to Bemidji from Minneapolis five years ago, so that was before my time here. This Howie was his son?”

			“Yes, his youngest of three. Let’s just say Howie liked to play it fast and loose. Chances are whoever killed him was someone he owed something to.”

			“If that’s the case, why frame me?” she asked. “They don’t even know me.”

			“At least not on the surface—”

			“I don’t know them!” she exclaimed, jumping up and planting her hands on her hips.

			Eric stood, making her feel diminutive as he gazed down at her. “I believe you,” he said again, taking her hand. “What I’m trying to say is we can’t say that your sister didn’t know them.”

			Sadie tipped her head in confusion. Kadie? Her head started to shake before she even spoke. “No. Kadie tells me everything. I know everyone she knows and who she dates.”

			“Good. Then we need to start with Houston’s father.”

			“Okay, so that’s one thing she didn’t tell me,” Sadie admitted with a grimace.

			“You don’t know who the baby’s father is?”

			“No, but I assure you, it’s not someone with the last name Loraine. She never dated anyone by that name. Full disclosure?” she asked, and he nodded. “I’m not proud to say this, but Kadie told me she isn’t sure who Houston’s father is. She had a one-night stand and never got the guy’s name. About three months later, she found out she was pregnant.”

			“This is not an untold story,” he said, probably to make her feel better. It didn’t work. “That happens a lot. I’m saying that until we know why they accused you, we need to protect you and Houston.”

			“I don’t know how we would find out why they accused me if I don’t know who they are, Eric.”

			When he squeezed her hand again, a jolt of electricity ran up her arm to lodge in her chest. What was happening to her? She didn’t have time for entanglements or romance while running for her life alongside Kadie’s and Houston’s. Maybe that was why she reacted to the tall, dark and handsome stranger. He offered her a small light in the darkness, and she was grateful to him. Sure. That was it. Once he dropped her hand and never touched her again, she’d be able to convince herself of that.

			“That’s what we do here at Secure One.” When she raised her brow, he chuckled for a moment. “Okay, so that’s not our purpose, but we’ve been involved in some high-profile cases that we solved because of the targets on our backs.”

			“But you don’t have a target on your back. I do. I’m no one special.”

			“Never say that,” he insisted, squeezing her hand tightly. “The moment I met you at Dirk’s, I knew you were someone special. The moment you walked through the doors of Secure One, you became family. That’s how Cal runs this place, so you may as well know that right now. You aren’t leaving here until we clear your name and find Kadie.”

			“Those are a lot of promises when you don’t know if you can keep them,” she whispered, her gaze on his lips as he focused on hers. That was when she remembered not to whisper. She lifted her gaze until he held hers, and she was drawn to place a finger against his lips. “Remind me to speak louder if that’s what you need. I don’t want to make life harder for you.”

			When she dropped her finger, he cleared his throat as though he were as surprised by the contact—and her words—as she was. “Will do. You’re observant, which is good. That will help us with this mess. As for making promises I can’t keep, that statement proves that you don’t know what we’re capable of at Secure One, but you’ll learn. For now, you must put your leg up with some ice and rest until morning.”

			Her head shake was frantic. “No. There’s no time to rest. We have to start searching for Kadie.”

			“There is time for you to rest while I fill the team in on what’s happening. While I do that, Mina will look at the note. Our boss, Cal, flies back tomorrow afternoon or evening with the rest of the team. Once they’re here, we’ll have enough people to help us search for answers. We’ll find Kadie and clear your name, but we can’t do that if we’re exhausted. You included.” He stood and held out his hand to her. “Houston needs you to be strong enough to care for him while you’re here too.”

			Tentatively, she placed her palm into his. His hand was so warm that it instantly calmed her and made her feel like everything might be okay. “Don’t you have to turn me over to the police?”

			“Should I? Yes. Do I have to? No. We don’t have to do anything.”

			“But there will be repercussions for you if you don’t, right?” she asked, following him to the door. He took her elbow so she could lean heavily on him as her leg started to ache now that the local anesthesia was wearing off.

			“Only if we can’t prove that you’re innocent. Once we do, we’ll hand over the evidence and you to the police, and you’ll be cleared. That won’t happen until your sister is safe and the threat has been mitigated. The events of this evening are enough to tell me that whoever has decided to set you up plays to win. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			Sadie’s throat was too dry to speak, so she just nodded. She understood that she could have died tonight, and if she wasn’t careful and didn’t listen to everything this man told her to do, she could still find herself dead and unable to protect Houston. As they walked down the hallway to the med bay, she had to ask herself if all of this had to do with something she’d seen, heard or done at Dirk’s house. Nothing else made sense. Had she seen or heard something odd or unusual at work that she hadn’t registered?

			She begged her tired, concussed mind to think, but all it did was pound. The answers to the thousand questions running through her head would have to wait until she’d had some sleep and the headache dissipated. With any luck, her head would be clear by morning, and she could help the team sort out all the moving parts of this mystery. A glance at Eric told her that a guardian angel had been watching over her tonight when that car had tried to take them out. Both by keeping them alive and having them land on the property of a team that fought for the underdog, no matter the evidence stacked against them.

			

			“WHAT DO WE KNOW?” Mina asked as soon as everyone was gathered in the conference room.

			“Cal called and they’re flying back in the morning,” Eric said to open the meeting. “They should be here no later than nine. He knows we need help.”

			“Good. We need the entire team back here if we’re going to have enough staff to go around,” Mina said.

			He pointed at her. “Exactly what I told Sadie before I forced her to rest with Houston. I got as much out of her as I could tonight. She was exhausted and in pain.”

			“How did she react when you told her there was a warrant for her arrest?” Efren asked.

			Eric lifted a brow at him. “She became so overwrought that she passed out in my arms.”

			“Hard to fake that,” Mina said. “Not impossible, but hard.”

			“She wasn’t faking,” Eric said between clenched teeth. He wanted to jump down Mina’s throat but held himself back. He had to play it cool, or they would start to think this was about more than just helping the underdog. “Once she came to, it was easy to see that she had no idea what was happening.” He walked to the whiteboard where he’d written a list of information and tapped it with his finger. “This is the timeline of events since a few weeks before I met her at Dirk’s.”

			“Wait, her sister is missing?” Mina asked, pulling a notepad in front of her. “I didn’t see a missing person report on our basic background check of Sadie.”

			“The police blew her off. Kadie left a note, but Sadie says there’s no way her sister wrote it.” He turned to Efren. “Sadie said the note and a sample of her sister’s handwriting were in her car.”

			“I put everything in the guest room since I didn’t know where they’d be staying,” Efren confirmed.

			“I’ll get to work on running those samples through my programs in the morning,” Mina said, and Eric turned to her. “If we can prove without a doubt that two different people wrote those notes, that’s another point on Sadie’s side of the column that she’s being set up.”

			“I don’t need columns to tell me that,” he said, leaning on the table. “The woman has no idea what’s going on. She’s just trying to care for her nephew and keep them alive. We need to do a deep dive on both Sadie and Kadie to see if they’re tied to the Loraines in a way even they aren’t aware of on the surface.”

			“Where is the baby’s father?” Roman asked from where he sat at the table. “He might be our best place to start.”

			“She doesn’t know. All Kadie would say was that she wasn’t sure who the father was. She had a one-night stand and never got the guy’s name.”

			“Do you think Sadie would agree to a DNA swab of Houston?” Mina asked, and everyone turned to her expectantly. “If we run the baby’s DNA through CODIS, it’s possible the father could be in the database.”

			“Or a family member,” Roman said, standing and leaning on the table like Eric. “Good thinking, babe.”

			Mina smiled, but Eric could tell she still wasn’t feeling well. Her face was drawn, and her skin had a pallor. It was time to wrap up the meeting so everyone could sleep.

			“That’s a great idea, Mina,” Eric agreed. “I’ll talk to Sadie about it in the morning. It might take some convincing, but I’ll do my best.”

			“In the meantime, I’ll do the handwriting analysis and start a background search on Kadie,” she said, writing on a pad.

			“In the morning,” Roman said firmly, glancing at her, and she nodded. “We all need to call it a night and start fresh tomorrow.”

			“Agreed,” Eric said, his frustration mounting at the lack of information and the late hour. “Efren and I will do shifts with the rest of the guys to cover all the accounts. I’ll turn everything over to Lucas at 5:00 a.m. when he comes on shift. We’ll reconvene when Cal is back and Sadie is rested.”

			Everyone agreed and they gathered their things before they left. Eric insisted on taking the first shift so Efren could take his leg off and rest his limb. There was no sense in trying to sleep right now. If he did, his mind would conjure up the horrors he’d already lived through once. Better to keep his mind busy trying to help Sadie.

			When Eric strolled into the control room, he stopped short. Lucas Porter was at the monitors with his trusty companion, Haven, under his feet. “Lucas? What are you doing here? Your shift doesn’t start for a few more hours.”

			The man turned to him with an easy smile. “I know, but after all the commotion, I couldn’t get back to sleep, so I thought I’d help out with the accounts so you guys could rest.”

			“That’s appreciated, Lucas.” He pulled out a chair and fell into it. “I’m exhausted, but my mind is swirling. I’ll sit here and stare at a computer monitor until I fall asleep or the sun rises.”

			Lucas chuckled as he hit a toggle switch to flip his screen to a different camera. “I’ve been there. I’m so lucky to have Haven to keep me on the straight and narrow now. Ever think about getting a service dog?”

			Eric glanced at him for a moment and shrugged. “I have, but my lifestyle doesn’t lend itself to caring for a dog. I’m often off on jobs that wouldn’t work with a dog in tow.”

			“They’re trained animals, Eric,” Lucas said with an eye roll. “They can be away from their person. They don’t like it, but they can. They can also be invaluable in the field because, again, they’re trained animals.”

			Eric ran his hands over his face a few times and slowly leaned back in his chair. “I don’t need a dog as much as better hearing aids.”

			“I wasn’t talking about your hearing loss.”

			Lucas fell silent, and Eric held his tongue. He knew Lucas was talking about his PTSD. After all, that was why Lucas had Haven, but Eric preferred to pretend he hadn’t seen the horrors of that day every time he closed his eyes. Pretending was more manageable than admitting he had no control over anything that happened in this world. His chuckle was sardonic when it left his lips. It wasn’t but a few months ago that he’d been telling Mack he needed to find help for his PTSD from that day when their worlds had exploded. Talk about the pot and the kettle.

			“If the team needs extra hands, Haven and I are in,” Lucas said. “Whether in the control room or the mobile command station. I joined Secure One because I believe in what you guys do.”

			Eric nodded once. “Noted, but now that you’re here, it’s because you believe in what we do. We’re a team, and you’re part of that team now. Once Cal arrives, we’ll meet with all the big names. You want in?”

			“Absolutely,” the man said, sitting up straighter. “Anything I can do to help.”

			Eric thumped his back and nodded. “We’re lucky to have you, Lucas.”

			They were lucky. They all knew it. Lucas had been working as the head of security for Senator Ron Dorian’s estate when they’d crossed paths. After Secure One had saved the senator’s daughter and taken down a serial killer terrifying the nation, Lucas had emailed to ask if they ever hired other disabled veterans to join the team. The email had come at an opportune time for both of them. With all the press they’d gotten starting with taking down The Madame and The Miss and solving the Red River Slayer case, they’d had more clients than manpower. Cal had pulled Lucas in for an interview immediately.

			The fact that Lucas had severe PTSD from his time in the war wasn’t a sticking point for any of them. Everyone on the team had it to some degree. When a human experienced war, it changed them on a molecular level. No one left their time in the military without some form of PTSD, whether they’d served in peacetime or wartime. Lucas controlled his with medication and by keeping Haven by his side. He was also meticulous, insightful and eager to prove himself as a team player. Cal had hired him immediately after his background check had cleared, so he’d been working for them for almost six months. Eric had been the underdog enough times to know what Lucas was feeling now that he had his feet under him.

			“It’s time for you to spread your wings around here,” Eric said, pushing himself to stand. “In fact, since you took the initiative to cover for me, I’m going to bed. The main team will be back in play at 9:00 a.m. I’ll get you in on the meeting. Good enough?”

			“Better than good enough. See you then.”

			He held his fist out for a bump, which Eric delivered before he turned and left the room. Suddenly, his burdens didn’t seem so heavy. It was time to lay his head down before the start of what was sure to be another busy, confusing day.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Houston banged on the table and squealed with the glee of an eight-month-old with scrambled eggs. Through the large serving window, Sadie watched one of the men refill his plate from the chafing dishes and sit beside Houston to eat. She liked that the kitchen was set up so the cook never had their back to the dining room.

			“What is going on in here?” Eric’s voice boomed through the kitchen, and Sadie spun away from the stove, spatula still in hand, as her heart pounded against her ribcage. She couldn’t be sure if it pounded from the scare or from having his voice surround her again.

			“Uh, breakfast,” she said, remembering to speak clearly since there was so much noise in the other room. “Are you hungry?”

			“You’re supposed to be resting.”

			She returned to the pan and stirred the eggs momentarily before facing him again. “Where did you get the idea that a woman with a hungry infant gets to rest?”

			Eric smiled, and she did an internal fist pump to get that much out of him. He was always so stoic. Maybe he came by it naturally or maybe it was the job, but seeing his smile at the start of the day was lovely.

			“That’s a fair point, but why are you feeding everyone?”

			Rather than answer, she turned to the stove, flicked the heat off and made him a plate. She answered as she handed it to him. “Because everyone was hungry?” His brow lowered to his nose, and she bit back an eye roll. “I made Houston breakfast, and one of the guys wandered down when they smelled food. Before long I had an entire pack of hungry men lining up for breakfast. It’s like no one ever cooks for them.”

			Eric was already shoveling food into his face, but when he swallowed, he grinned at her again. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had a cook here. Cal has been buying premade meals for the freezer and someone cooks something every few days, but it’s not like when Charlotte was cooking.”

			“Who’s Charlotte?” she asked, checking on Houston over her shoulder. He was strapped securely into a chair with his baby sling, but with so many people telling him he was cute and making sure he finished his breakfast, she had no worries he’d get hurt.

			“Mack’s fiancée. Charlotte is the reason they’re in DC. She received an award at the White House for the Red River Slayer case.”

			Sadie snapped her fingers when she remembered. “That’s right. She started working here as the cook?”

			“She started as a sex-trafficked woman who found refuge here during a case. When she stayed on at Secure One, she replaced Marlise in the kitchen when Marlise was promoted.”

			“Who’s Marlise?” She felt like she was playing Who’s on First? with this guy.

			Her confusion made him laugh, and he shook his head as he set his plate down. “In fairness, you haven’t met the whole team yet. Marlise is Cal’s wife. They should be back any minute.”

			“Thanks for the information. I would hate to put my foot in my mouth. That said, if they’re on their way, I’d better clean up this mess so we can get to work.”

			“We?” he asked, raising a brow.

			“You don’t think I’m going to sit here meekly while you rescue me, do you?”

			“The thought had crossed my mind—not rescue you so much as help you out of this jam.”

			Sadie worried her lip between her teeth as she watched Houston blow raspberries at Mina. “I do need help out of this jam. I have no idea how to keep Houston safe and clear my name at the same time.”

			“That’s why we’re going to fight for—”

			“Secure one, Charlie,” came a voice from the doorway.

			Eric snapped to attention and turned to the giant of a man blocking the door. “Secure two, Echo.”

			“Secure three, Romeo,” Roman said from the dining room.

			And so it went around the room as it appeared to be how they welcomed their team back into the fold. When everyone started talking at once, Sadie grimaced as the decibel level climbed. She couldn’t help but wonder how Eric even functioned in that environment. Then she noticed him flick his finger near his ear before he did some fancy handshake with the man in the door. It was impressive, considering the steampunk-looking prosthesis Cal wore on his hand.

			“Glad you’re back, boss. How was the flight?”

			“As gentle as dove’s wings,” the man said, his eyes crinkling as he smiled.

			Something told Sadie this man could be as sweet and loving as your nana, or as hard and mean as an assassin. She hoped she never saw the latter.

			“Good to hear. I’m glad you’re back. We need the manpower.”

			“As always,” Cal said with a chuckle and a shake of his head. “You must be Sadie?”

			He stepped around Eric and stuck his hand out for her to shake. It was a unique experience when his three prosthetic fingers wrapped around her flesh. “I am. It’s nice to meet you, Cal. Eric was schooling me on the who’s who of the Secure One team.”

			“Good to hear since you’ll see these faces for the next few days. I need to get settled, and then we’ll meet in the conference room in thirty?”

			“I’ll be there. Do you want breakfast? There’s plenty here,” Sadie said, motioning at the warming dishes on the counter.

			“You made breakfast?”

			“The baby was hungry,” Eric answered, and she pretended not to notice his eye roll.

			Cal’s laughter cut above the din of voices, making Sadie smile. “One thing led to another” was her only explanation.

			Cal grabbed a plate and dug into the eggs. “I’m not one to turn down good home cooking. We’ve missed it around here. Thank you for feeding everyone.”

			“It was no problem,” Sadie said, knowing she wore a ridiculous smile. Seeing someone appreciate her work was gratifying, and she tossed a withering look of I told you so at Eric. “I work as house staff for Dirk, but I often help out in the kitchen when there’s a big party. I love it when I get a chance to stretch my cooking wings. Anyway, I’ll clean up the baby and meet you in the conference room in a few minutes.”

			She tried to walk past Eric, but he grabbed the crook of her arm. “I’ll be down to your room to escort you in ten.”

			“I don’t need an escort,” she said, shaking her arm free of his grasp. Every time he touched her, electric heat slid through her belly. That needed to stop if she was going to get out of Secure One with her life and her heart intact. He lowered his brow and waited until she sighed. “Fine. See you in ten.”

			Sadie plastered a smile on her face and walked into the dining room to collect Houston. She didn’t like being ordered around by a man, even if he was trying to help her, but she forced herself to remember she had bigger problems. Eric was trying to keep her out of jail so nothing happened to Houston. She would lose him to CPS if they took her into custody, which was out of the question. Her only objectives were to find Kadie and keep Houston safe. She’d do whatever she could to make that happen, even if it meant being bossed around by a tall, dark, brooding stranger. She would go as far as making the ultimate sacrifice so Kadie and Houston could live. Sadie had already come to terms with the idea that she might not walk away from this situation alive, and she was okay with that as long as Houston was safe.

			After wiping Houston’s face and freeing him from the sling, she swung him into her arms and waved as she left the room. It was time to start the day and stop thinking about the man who had an unseen power over her after such a short time. When they were together, his warm hands and the look in his eyes didn’t help matters. She had to focus on her goals, to clear her name and bring Kadie home. Anything else was a distraction she couldn’t afford.

			

			AFTER A SHARP rap on the door, Eric dropped his hand to his side and shook out his shoulders. He was steeling himself for the fight to come, but there was no choice. If Sadie didn’t agree to the DNA swab for Houston, it would cut them off at the knees when it came to finding Kadie. He’d convinced Sadie to trust them when she was skeptical and untrusting of everyone and everything, so he hoped for that reason she’d listen to the reasons why they needed Houston’s DNA to find his mother and keep her nephew safe.

			The door cracked open, and Sadie stuck her head out. “Hi, I’m almost ready to go. We’ll be out in a few minutes.”

			She went to close the door, but he held it with his palm. “I need to talk to you privately first.” Fear skittered through her eyes. “Don’t worry,” he whispered, stepping closer to the door. “It’s not Kadie.”

			The door swung open for him to enter, but not before he noticed her shoulders relax a hair. Once he was inside, she pushed the door shut and walked over to the floor, where Houston was playing on a blanket. She picked him up and tucked him into her arms as though she alone could protect him. She couldn’t, and he hated to be the one to prove that to her, but he’d have to if she wanted to get out of this alive.

			“You’re not taking Houston from me.”

			He took a step closer and cocked his head. “I have no plans to do that. Why would you think I would? You’re both safe here until we sort out how you’re involved in this mess. Just take a deep breath and hear me out.”

			She nodded once, but he noticed she didn’t let go of the baby. “Usually when someone says hear me out, they have something bad to say.”

			“Not so much bad,” he said, lowering himself to the bed to sit. “Maybe uncomfortable for you, but I want you to understand why we need to do it.” She motioned for him to explain, so he did. “We need to take a DNA sample from Houston. It’s just a swab of his cheek. Once we have his DNA, Mina can run it through CODIS to see if there’s a match.”

			“What is CODIS, and why does it matter?”

			“CODIS is a DNA database that the FBI developed. It’s filled with DNA profiles from all over the country. If you have a sample from a crime scene or victim, you run it through the database to see if it matches anyone’s profile already on file.”

			Eric watched her eyes and waited. Since losing his hearing, he’d mastered the art of hearing what a person said with their eyes. He saw the moment the ball dropped. “You’re trying to find his father.” Eric tipped his head in agreement. “No. It doesn’t matter who his father is. He’s not going to help us find Kadie.”

			“You can’t say that with certainty since you don’t know who Houston’s father is yet. If we can find his father, that gives us a new path to try to trace your sister’s whereabouts. It will also help us see if there’s a connection between your family and the Loraines.”

			“I’m telling you, Eric, we don’t know the Loraines!”

			He held his hand out to calm her so she didn’t upset the baby. “I know what you’re telling me, but my job isn’t to take your word at face value and stop looking. That doesn’t do anyone any favors. For all you know, you ran into one of the Loraines at Dirk’s, had an interaction with him and never even knew who he was. If we can tie you to a Loraine, then we have better insight into why the cops think you wanted one of them dead. Does that make sense?”

			“I understand why you want me to do it,” Sadie said, walking up to him. This time her eyes yelled the fierce determination of a mama bear. “But I am not this baby’s mother, and I cannot give you permission to find the man my sister has decided won’t be part of his life. If she wants to find out who the father is, she can run the DNA test once we find her.”

			“That doesn’t help us now, Sadie. You’re not hearing me,” he said, frustration filling the room so much so that Houston started to whimper. “Taking Houston’s DNA may be the only way to find his mother. We have nothing to go on, the police refuse to look for Kadie and with the arrest warrant active, we can’t even take you outside the compound. If you don’t agree to this, our hands are essentially tied. Every minute that we don’t do something is another minute that Kadie is in danger.” He’d tried to deliver that harsh reality with kindness, but he saw the grimace of pain on her face before she turned away.

			Sadie kissed the top of Houston’s head to calm him as she paced around the room. Every time she looked at the baby, Eric noticed her eyes overflowed with the love of a mother despite not having given birth to him. He had to respect that she was Houston’s protector, but at the same time, he had a job to do. There was a woman missing and in danger and another woman being accused of a crime she hadn’t committed. Secure One was the only protection Sadie had, and he prayed she saw that before it was too late.

			When Sadie turned back to him, she had a mask of neutrality firmly in place. “If I agree to this DNA swab and you find Houston’s dad, can you promise me we can go down that path without contacting him? There’s no way I’m going to introduce Houston to his father without my sister’s permission. Do you understand me?”

			Eric held up his hands in defense. “I read you loud and clear. There’s no reason we have to contact Houston’s father in a public fashion. Mina needs a name, and then she can find everything we need to know.”

			Sadie brushed another kiss across the top of Houston’s tiny head, and he reached up and patted her face as though he was giving her permission to do the test. She laughed, though Eric could tell she wanted to cry, and kissed the baby’s palm.

			“You have my permission, then. The only thing that I want is to get Houston’s mama back. Whatever happens to me is inconsequential as long as he’s with Kadie.”

			“Never say that again,” Eric said, standing and stalking across the room. He stood in front of her as white-hot anger tore through him at the thought that she would sacrifice herself for her sister. Did she think so little of herself that she believed no one would miss her? He’d only known her a few days, but when she left Secure One, he knew she would leave a gaping hole in the part of him that he hid from the world. “What happens to you is consequential, both to this little boy and your sister. Never, ever let yourself believe that you’re inconsequential, sweet Sadie. That’s a good way to give up when the going gets tough. I don’t know you that well, but I do know that’s not your constitution, so get that straight in your head this instant.”

			Her eyes widened at his tirade, but he noticed her spine stiffen when she raised her head and gave him a jaunty salute. “Sir, yes, sir,” she said with a small smile on her lips.

			“Good,” Eric said with a nod. “We’ll make sure nothing happens to either one of you while you’re under Secure One’s roof. With any luck, we’ll reunite your sister with both of you in seventy-two hours. First, we need to give Mina a path to follow.”

			“Then let’s hit the woods,” she said, taking a step back as though being that close to him was unnerving. Maybe it was. In fact, he hoped it was. Because as long as she was unnerved by him, she would keep her distance. If she came too close, he couldn’t promise that the mutual heat flaring between them wouldn’t consume them.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Sadie walked through the door of the conference room with Eric and came face-to-face with the full force of the Secure One team. She stopped short at the end of the long table, and Eric put his hand to the small of her back.

			“Thanks for joining us, Sadie,” Cal said from where he stood at the whiteboard.

			Sadie glanced around the table with a nod. “Thank you for trying to help me with the nightmare my life has become. I’ll make breakfast, lunch and dinner for two weeks if you can find the reason someone wants me dead.”

			“Don’t say that too loud,” Lucas said with a chuckle. “It’s been months since we’ve had anyone to cook for us. Everyone sure did love a hot breakfast this morning.”

			“I’m glad it made them happy, and I’ll gladly make dinner tonight too. We all have to eat, and it makes me feel like I’m contributing to the team while I’m here.”

			“I can’t argue with that,” Cal said. “Unnecessary, but if you want to, no one else will argue either.” He winked, and she blushed, glancing down at the table for a moment until Mina spoke up.

			“Where’s Houston?”

			“I left him with Selina,” Sadie explained. “Eric suggested it would be easier without him here.”

			“She needs to focus on the plan without worrying about the baby,” he explained before turning to Efren, who sat on the left side of the table. “I told Selina you’d be down later to fill her in on the plan.”

			“Great,” Efren muttered. “It’s like you enjoy throwing me to the wolves or something.”

			Sadie was confused why everyone was snickering, but she figured that was a story for another day. “Selina did the DNA test for Houston before we left. We have to find my sister, and if that’s the only way to do it, then it was a chance I had to take.”

			Mina motioned Sadie over to an empty seat next to her. “It may be the only way to find her, which sounds dramatic, but when someone disappears into thin air—not even leaving a digital trail—it’s nearly impossible to find them. Houston’s father is the only unknown in her life, correct?” she asked.

			“At least to us,” Sadie agreed. “She swears she doesn’t know who he is, but I wonder if that’s true. Either way, that doesn’t help us now.”

			“Exactly,” Mina agreed. “If we can find Houston’s father, there may be a connection there that we don’t have right now. Every second we waste is another second Kadie is in jeopardy.”

			Sadie took a quick glance around the room. “You mean, you all believe me? You believe that Kadie didn’t run away?”

			“I looked at Kadie’s note this morning,” Mina said, slipping it out from the folder on the table. “I believe Kadie wrote this because she left you a secret message within the note. She purposely wrote it so you would question the authenticity of it. At least the authenticity regarding her intentions.”

			“I don’t understand what you mean,” Sadie said, her gaze sliding to the note. “I read that one hundred times and never saw a secret message.”

			Mina held up her finger and pulled out a copy of the note with most of the words blanked out. “It almost escaped me, but when I scanned it into the computer, I noticed that some of the words were darker than the others. It was hard to see with the naked eye, but the computer magnified it. I concentrated on just those letters and got the message she wanted you to know.”

			“I didn’t run. Taken. Protect Houston. Find me,” Sadie read, her eyes filling with tears as she gasped for breath. Her world started to spin, and Eric grasped her shoulders and squeezed, bringing her back to center. “I knew it.” Her voice gave out, and she closed her eyes, resting her forehead on her palm. “I knew she’d never leave Houston that way.”

			Eric rubbed her shoulders as the room fell silent and she worked to keep it together for both Houston and Kadie. “Do you need a break?” he asked, resting his warm hand at the base of her neck.

			Sadie lifted her head and wiped a wayward tear from her cheek. “No, I’m okay. This makes it clear that she’s in danger and we can’t waste a minute.”

			“Give us a timeline on how long she’s been missing,” Cal said from the board, making a new column to write in.

			“It’s been ten days now. Kadie went to work like any other day. I know my sister, and there wasn’t a hint that anything was different that morning when she kissed Houston goodbye. An hour later, her work called to see if she was coming in. They told me she hadn’t arrived and wasn’t answering her phone.”

			Cal wrote October thirteenth on the board. “Okay, so you went looking for her on the thirteenth?”

			“Immediately. I put Houston in my car, and I followed her route to work. She wasn’t anywhere along any of the routes she would normally take.”

			“You didn’t find her car abandoned either?”

			“No,” Sadie said, sucking in a breath. “That part worried me the most and was another reason the cops wouldn’t look for her. They said she had to have run if she had her car.”

			“Not necessarily,” Lucas said from across the table. “If enough people were in the car that stopped her on the road, it would be easy to take her and her car.”

			Cal pointed at him and wrote Multiple attackers on the board. “What did you do after you went looking for her?”

			“I went back to my apartment hoping she was there. She wasn’t, and that’s when I found the note on my bed. It hadn’t been there when I left to look for Kadie.”

			“Is the building open to anyone?” Cal asked.

			“No, you need a key to get in the front of the building and another key for the apartment. The apartment was locked when I got home.”

			“Which means they had Kadie’s keys at that point to get in and out without being noticed.”

			“I didn’t even think about that, to be honest. It’s possible the apartment complex still has the security footage!” Sadie said with excitement.

			“Lucas,” Cal said from the board. “After the meeting is done, take Sadie to the control room and work with her to contact the apartment management about security footage?”

			“You got it, boss,” Lucas answered, shooting a smile at Sadie.

			She felt better knowing that all of these people had her and Kadie’s backs. “Should we ask for as much footage as we can get?” she asked, turning to look at Eric. “Just in case they came back?”

			“That’s not a bad idea,” he agreed, glancing at Cal for confirmation. “You haven’t been back since you found the note from Kadie?”

			Sadie shook her head and turned back to face Cal. “After I found the note, I was super freaked out. I gathered all of our things and took Houston to my friend Julia’s. We’ve been staying there ever since. She watches him while I work.”

			“I agree with getting as much footage as possible, then. If you haven’t been back, you don’t know if they came looking for something in the apartment or left a ransom demand,” Cal pointed out.

			“I never thought of that!” She gasped the words more than she spoke them. “I should have stayed at the apartment, but I was so scared for Houston that I didn’t even think!” Tears filled her eyes again and she choked on a sob. “I’m a terrible sister!”

			Eric’s fingers squeezed her shoulders. “You’re not a terrible sister. You did the right thing. Staying in the apartment was dangerous when you knew they could get to you there. You had no other choice.”

			“Eric’s correct,” Cal said as Mina handed her a tissue. “We just have to consider all possibilities when it comes to why these people took Kadie.”

			“But if they left a ransom demand and I never got it, they may have hurt Kadie!”

			“No,” Eric said, squeezing her shoulders again. “It’s not a secret where you work, correct?” Sadie shook her head no. “Considering the note you got yesterday telling you to run, we all know someone else is aware that you work for Dirk. I would venture a guess it’s not hard to ask around in Bemidji for directions to Dirk’s place. If they wanted ransom, they’d know where to find you.”

			Cal motioned for Eric to stand next to him at the whiteboard. Sadie didn’t know if that was because he wanted his help or if it was because that way Eric would be able to hear him better. If there was one thing she noticed about this team, they all worked together to support each other and work around their disabilities.

			“I didn’t think of that, to be honest. Mostly because I wasn’t part of the events at Fettering’s place, but I think we’re all on the same page now,” Cal explained. “Sadie, did Kadie act normal during the weeks leading up to her disappearance?”

			Sadie appreciated that he’d said disappearance and not that she’d run. She paused to think about his question, recalling the last month before Kadie had been taken. “For the most part.”

			“But?” Eric asked, drawing out the word.

			“It’s probably nothing.”

			“Give it to us,” Cal encouraged her. “You never know what might be important.”

			“Well, she started taking Houston out every night for a walk. Even if I offered to keep him for her on my nights off, she insisted on taking him. She claimed she was trying to lose the baby fat, but she had no baby fat. She barely gained any weight with Houston.”

			“How long were the walks?” Eric asked, while Cal had the marker posed on the board.

			“Hours? She was gone so long a few times that I got worried and called her. She didn’t answer the calls but texted me she was fine and would be home soon. How long she was gone on the nights I worked, I can’t say.”

			Cal wrote it down on the board. “Which means she could have been trying to get in shape or she could have been secretly seeing someone?”

			“Again, yesterday I would have said no, but today I can’t say that and believe it.”

			“Anything else?” Mina asked, taking her hand in hers. “A change in eating habits, sleeping habits or attitude? Anything she may have said that made you wonder at the time but then you forgot about?”

			Sadie racked her brain to come up with anything that might help them find Kadie. “There were a few times she was late getting home from work last month. I mean like hours late, not just a few minutes.”

			“That had never happened before?” Mina asked, and Sadie shook her head.

			“No, and she used to always text me to let me know if she was going to be late. She didn’t do that those times. I called her work, and they told me she’d left at her normal time.”

			“Did you confront her when she came home?” Cal asked.

			“No. Kadie always apologized and said she lost track of time at the grocery store or running errands. I took it at face value since she’d come in with bags.”

			“And she had no excuse for not letting you know?” Eric’s question was curious but also moody—as though it made him angry that her sister would disrespect her.

			“Her phone was dead both times.”

			“Or that’s what she told you,” Mina said, and Sadie answered with a shrug.

			“Is it fair to say that Kadie’s personality had changed over the last month?” Cal asked, and this time Sadie nodded.

			“I never really thought about it, to be honest, but it had changed. I would say for the better, actually. Kadie was a new mom, working and trying to juggle everything on little sleep, so I was happy when she started walking with Houston. It got them out of the house, and Houston slept better, so she got better sleep as well. I wasn’t home at night, so I couldn’t get up with him to give her a break.”

			“I just have one question,” Mina said, her brow lowered. “How did you work all night and then take care of Houston during the day? When did you sleep?”

			“In bits and pieces,” Sadie answered with a chuckle. “I napped when he napped, and when she got home at three, I slept until nine and then went to work. Working the night shift for Dirk meant tasks that took longer but were less physical. If I had an evening shift for a party, Julia would watch Houston until Kadie got done with work.” She paused and then sucked in a breath. “Julia could be in danger if anyone figures out that she knows me.”

			“I have surveillance on her,” Cal said. “She hasn’t been approached by anyone as of yet.”

			“I need to let her know I’m okay,” Sadie said, but Eric shook his head.

			“Can’t happen. Too risky.”

			“She could call using a Secure One line. They can’t be traced,” Mina gently said.

			“No,” Eric said again, taking the same stance he had earlier in her room. It screamed dominance. “Any contact with Julia could put the woman at risk if they think she knows something she doesn’t.”

			“If that’s the case, it’s already too late,” Cal said. “By way of association, if anyone discovers they’re friends, she’s going to get a shakedown for information. Sadie needs to call Julia and let her know she’s safe but give her no information about where she’s staying. It’s all over the news that Sadie is wanted for murder, so I’m sure Julie has to be shocked and worried, right?”

			“Absolutely, but she won’t believe it,” Sadie said with conviction. “She’s probably terrified though.”

			“Does she work somewhere during the day?”

			“Yes, she’s a receptionist at a staffing agency.”

			“You’ll call her there. There could be a listening device at her home, so it’s smarter to call her where she can’t be overly loud about who is on the phone. The call will put her mind at ease and also get us information. We’ll give you a list of questions to ask her, but we need to know if anyone has contacted her about you in a way we can’t surveil.”

			Sadie could tell that Eric didn’t like it, but he finally gave his boss one stiff nod.

			“Do we have everything up on the board that we know so far?”

			Eric held up his finger and grabbed a marker. He wrote the words Winged Templar on the board and circled them. “This name is still an unknown entity. Mina, have you had any luck tracking down that moniker?”

			Mina shook her head. “No. I couldn’t find anything connected to the mob, but we both know that means nothing. I’m still working on it. Don’t give it to the cops yet.”

			“I have no intention of doing that,” Eric said with an eye roll. “They’ll assume it’s Sadie’s mob name or something equally ridiculous.”

			Sadie couldn’t help it. She snorted with laughter, slapping a hand over her mouth. “Sorry, but this whole thing is outrageous.”

			Cal was grinning when he spoke. “The update I got from the Bemidji police earlier this morning was that Howie Loraine was killed in typical mob-style pointblank range before his head was removed to sit upon his chest. They are currently doing a deep dive into Sadie’s life to see how she’s connected to the mob.”

			“For heaven’s sake!” Sadie growled, anger and righteous indignation filling her. “I’m not connected to the mob in any way, shape or form. I’m an underemployed maid trying to help my sister raise her son. I didn’t put a hit out on anyone! Like, how does one even go about that? Is there a number in the phonebook? Do I google 1-800-HitsRUs?”

			Mina slipped her arm around her shoulder. “We know, Sadie. Cal is just telling us what the police are doing in their investigation. It’s important to know if they’re keeping you as a suspect or tossing out the warrant.”

			“Mina is correct. We know you have no connection to the mob,” Cal said. “We’ve already done backgrounds on you, but we’ll let the police busy themselves looking for a connection that isn’t there while we do the hard work of solving the case.” Everyone around the table chuckled at that comment. “You see, the Bemidji police are missing the most important person that Secure One has, and that person is Mina. She will find the important connection if there’s a connection to be found.”

			Eric must have noticed she was confused because he returned to the whiteboard and pointed at a picture on the board. Below the picture were arrows, one going to the name Sadie and one to the name Kadie. “If Mina can find a connection between Howie Loraine and you or Howie Loraine and your sister, then we can trace where the interaction occurred. Once we know the point of contact, we can dive into Howie’s life at that junction to see why someone set you up to take the fall for his murder.”

			“Wait,” Sadie said, standing from her seat. “Is that a picture of the Loraines?”

			“Of the three boys, yes,” Cal said. “This one here,” he said, pointing to the middle man in the picture, “is the victim, Howie, this is Randall Junior.” He pointed to the man on Howie’s left. “And this is—”

			“Vic.” Sadie walked up to the whiteboard to peer at the image. How could this be possible? Her heart pounded in her chest as she stared at the image. She had to be mistaken. There was no way the answer was this simple. She put a shaky finger on the man to the right of Howie. “I think this is Vic.”

			“Victor Loraine?” Cal asked with surprise.

			She spun toward him with her breath quick in her chest. “Is that his name? We only knew him as Vic.”

			Eric came up behind her and grasped her shoulders almost as if he knew she needed the warmth of his hands to ward off the chill of the truth. “You knew him as Vic? How do you know him?” he asked as Cal picked up the marker again.

			When Sadie spun around to face him, she was immediately pulled in by the intensity of his gaze. “Um...” She forced herself to look away for a moment. If she didn’t, she’d never finish a thought. “I... We...met him at a Halloween party.”

			“How long ago was that?” Cal asked.

			“I want to say it was, like, two years ago? I know it was before Kadie got pregnant. She had an instant crush on him, and they danced together at the party. He asked her out before the night was over.”

			“You’re saying Kadie went out with Victor Loraine?” Eric asked.

			“She went out with this guy,” Sadie said, pointing at the man in the picture again, “but he told us his name was Vic Larson.”

			“We just found our connection, people,” Eric said. “Mina—”

			“Already on it,” she answered as she started typing into her laptop.

			“Why would he lie about his name?” Sadie asked.

			Eric met her gaze again and held it. “I can’t say for sure, but he’s the only Loraine son who has stayed above the law. He may not like to associate with the name.”

			“He’s the family’s black sheep, so to speak,” Cal explained. “I imagine using his real last name in this state is difficult. Larson gives him anonymity.”

			“Okay,” Sadie said, “even if that’s true, what good will it do him to lie when he eventually has to come clean about it?”

			“I can’t say, but we found our connection regardless.” He turned to Mina. “Can you work with this?”

			“Are you kidding me?” she asked with a chuckle. “You’re making this too easy on me. I’ll update you soon.” She stood and walked over to the board. “Sadie, do you remember how long Kadie dated Vic?”

			“As far as I know, they only went out once.”

			“Do you think this could be the one-night stand Kadie was referring to?” Eric asked as Cal wrote on the whiteboard.

			“No,” Sadie insisted. “It was long before she got pregnant with Houston.”

			Mina dropped her hand from the board. “As far as you know, Kadie only went out with Vic once? You can’t say for certain that they didn’t go out more than that and your sister didn’t tell you?”

			“Honestly, three weeks ago, I would have told you no. But today, I can’t say that and believe it. I’m starting to think Kadie kept more secrets than I realized. We always vowed to tell each other everything, but clearly I’m the only one who stuck to that vow.”

			“Listen,” Eric said, catching her eye again. “It’s possible that the secrets she kept were to protect you and Houston. Don’t assume the worst until you know why she did what she did, okay?”

			Sadie nodded, trying to break their connection but was unsuccessful. She was connected to him if he was in the room, like it or not. When Eric stared at her lips like he wanted to kiss them senseless, she didn’t want to break the connection.

			He’s reading your lips, Sadie. Nothing more. She kept telling her brain that, but it wasn’t listening. She wanted him to kiss her senseless, which was a bad idea when she was up to her neck in deception. At this moment, she didn’t know up from down, and allowing Eric to get close would only complicate the situation. Sadie swallowed hard and reminded herself she had to be strong for Houston. She had to concentrate on finding Kadie before it was too late.

			A phone went off and everyone checked theirs, but it was Efren who was being paged. He stood and grabbed his notepad. “I’m needed on the west side of the property. There’s a section of the fence that’s offline. Are you guys okay here?”

			“Go,” Cal said with a nod. “When you’re done, we’ll hopefully have footage to watch from the apartment building. Find me in the control room.”

			“Ten-four. Tango out.”

			“Let’s adjourn for now,” Cal said, putting the marker back on the whiteboard. “Once Mina has time to run some of this information down and we get some of the footage from the apartment building, we’ll come back together. In the meantime, you know how to reach each other if situations arise.”

			Everyone nodded and stood, leaving the conference room for their stations. Sadie still hadn’t broken her connection with Eric.

			“Are you ready to call the apartment management?” Lucas asked when he stood.

			Without taking her gaze off Eric, she nodded once. “I have to check on Houston first though.”

			Eric grasped her shoulder and squeezed it. “I’ll check on him when I go down to fill in Selina since Efren got called away. If he’s sleeping, we’ll leave him alone. If he’s happy, he can stay with Selina until you’re done on the phone. Here,” he said, turning and grabbing a black box off the table. “Take this walkie. I’ll keep you updated on his status.”

			Sadie slid it from his hand, his warm skin brushing across hers with just the hint of warmth and tenderness. She wondered what it would feel like to have him caress her face, her body or to have him hold her through the night.

			Stop. Focus.

			She held up the walkie. “I’ll be waiting.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Eric stuck his head inside the door of the med bay and noticed Houston asleep on the gurney. Selina stood from the computer and walked over to the door, motioning him outside to talk.

			“You must have eyes in the back of your head,” Eric said as a greeting.

			“I saw you on the computer screen. Is there a problem?”

			“No, why would there be?”

			“Because you’re here instead of Brenna.”

			“He got a call to fix a fence. I told Cal I’d fill you in.”

			“Any day is a lucky day when I don’t have to deal with that guy,” she said on an eye roll.

			Eric bit his tongue to keep from popping off on her. Whatever was going on with her had nothing to do with Efren Brenna. He was just the unfortunate person she’d picked to wear her target and take her bullets.

			“How’s the baby?” He held up the walkie. “I promised Sadie I’d let her know as soon as I saw him.”

			“Sleeping like one.” Selina glanced back to the gurney for a moment, and a smile filled her face. “He’s such a good boy. As long as he’s fed and dry, he never makes a peep.”

			“That’s helpful considering what we’re dealing with right now. I’m glad he can be away from Sadie for a bit while she helps us with the case. She’s calling the apartment management now to see if there’s any security footage from the day Kadie disappeared.”

			“Someone did deliver the note to her room,” Selina agreed.

			“And that someone had a key, which means it’s possible they were caught in the lobby somewhere. Will you keep Houston until she’s finished working with Lucas?”

			“Houston is not a problem. What can I do to help while he’s asleep?”

			“Keep working on the DNA, and let us know the moment it’s available so Mina can get it into CODIS. We found a connection to Sadie and the victim from the storage unit.”

			“Do we have a name for the victim? I’ve been down here since they showed up, and no one has filled me in.”

			“Howie Loraine. Mob-style execution before his head was removed and put on his chest to fit in the trunk. They’re claiming Sadie paid for the hit.”

			Selina said nothing, but her eyes were wide as saucers. Eric wasn’t sure she was breathing so he grasped her arm. “Selina?”

			She jumped and took in a quick breath. “Did you say Howie Loraine?”

			“Yeah, the youngest of the Loraine brothers...do you know them?”

			“N-no,” she stuttered. Her lips said one thing, but her eyes said another, and Eric was instantly on edge. “I just remember when their dad was arrested. That was messy.”

			“Yeah, and the fact that one of Randall Loraine’s sons was killed mob style tells me they’re still somehow wrapped up with them.”

			“So how are Sadie and this Howie kid connected?” Selina asked, her shoulders straightening as she dropped a mask down again. Her reaction to that name was visceral and something Eric couldn’t ignore, but for now, she had slipped back into operative mode.

			“They don’t, but Houston’s mom, Kadie,” he explained, pointing at the baby, “dated Howie’s middle brother, Victor. Mina is running that down for us right now to see how long they dated and if Kadie ever met any of the other brothers.”

			“Do you think Vic—Victor is Houston’s father?”

			He saw a bit of fear on her lips when she said the name before she locked it down again.

			What was going on with her? This wasn’t the same woman he’d worked with for years. Something had changed during the Red River Slayer case, and she hadn’t been the same since.

			“Sadie doesn’t think so, but I’m planted solidly in the other camp. I think there’s a good possibility that Houston is a Loraine. If Mina finds a timeline of how long they dated and when they were last seen together, it could line up.”

			“If that’s the case, we have to protect this little boy, Eric. No one can know he’s here. No one.” Her hands were shaking, and he held her shoulder to calm her.

			“What am I missing here, Selina? What do you know that I don’t?”

			She glanced around the hallway, her eyes filled with fear and worry. There was something else there that Eric couldn’t put his finger on, but he was deeply concerned for the woman in front of him.

			“Just take my word for it. If that boy is a Loraine, they’ll do anything to get their hands on him. No one can know he’s here!” she hissed, her voice low enough he couldn’t make out her words clearly and had to read her lips.

			Before he could say another word, her face changed again and she was back to the calm, organized Selina he recognized. “I’ll get the DNA to Mina for upload. If Houston is related to the Loraines, we’ll know soon enough since Randall will be in the system as a convicted felon. I’ll keep you posted.”

			With that, she turned, slid the med-bay door shut and walked over to Houston. Eric noticed the shudder that went through her as she stroked the baby’s downy head. That left him to wonder just what Selina was hiding from the rest of the team.

			

			LUCAS SHOULDER BUMPED Sadie when she hung up the phone. “That was tough, but you pulled it off.”

			She let out a breath while she nodded. “For a minute there, I didn’t think they bought the story. I’m glad they finally agreed to send the footage over.”

			“I’m going to let Cal know we were successful, and then I’ll set us up in command central to watch the footage. You’ll have to be there in case we find something.”

			“I need to check on Houston,” Sadie said, eyeing the black box Eric had given her. He’d messaged that the baby was sleeping, but she wanted to check on him herself. Everything about this was scary, but Houston grounded her. He motivated her to fight to find her sister and bring her home.

			“That’s fine. It will be at least thirty minutes before the footage arrives by email. Go check on the babe and bring him to the control room if you have to. We’ll make it work.”

			“Okay, thanks, Lucas,” she said, standing and stretching. “I’m going to grab a bite to eat too since I missed breakfast.”

			“You cooked breakfast,” he said with a chuckle.

			“Doesn’t mean I remembered to eat it.” She winked as she turned and walked toward the door.

			The truth was she hadn’t forgotten to eat. She just hadn’t been hungry. The moment her sister had disappeared, so had her appetite. Add in the responsibility of Houston and now an arrest warrant for murder hovering over her head, and she was a hot mess. Sadie would force herself to eat and sleep so she could be there for Houston, but the idea that Kadie was in danger while she went about life as usual made her sick to her stomach.

			Sadie stepped into the hallway and walked straight into a wall. She glanced up when she heard his exhale of breath. Their gazes met, and for a moment neither of them spoke, both too consumed by the electricity zapping through the air.

			“Where are you going in such a hurry, Sades?”

			Sades? When did he start calling her Sades?

			“To—to check on Houston.” She hated how tongue-tied she got around Eric. He unnerved her in the best and worst way possible. She forced her mind to take a step back from his intensity so she could think straight. “We’re waiting for the apartment manager to send over the footage. It should be here within the hour.”

			“Excellent news. I’m glad you could convince them to turn it over.”

			“It wasn’t easy, but I could tell they didn’t know about my ‘legal troubles’—” which she put in air quotes “—so they bought my story about an intruder.”

			“I hope it helps us move this along. Every second we search for Kadie is a second Houston doesn’t have his mother.” His words hit her like bullets. She closed her eyes and sucked up a breath. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive.”

			“But true,” she whispered, knowing he wouldn’t hear the words, but he’d read them on her lips. Her tiny pink lips would melt under his if he ever kissed her. Before she could open her eyes, he’d pulled her into a hug. She stiffened at first, unsure how to feel about being in his arms, until his heat relaxed her and she sank into him. She’d longed for a hug of reassurance but had no one to ask—until now. She was sure that was all it was until he started to rub her back with his warm, gentle hand.

			“We’re going to find her,” he promised, and she slid her arms around his waist and held on for dear life.

			“We have to,” she said, remembering to speak clearly since he couldn’t read her lips. “She didn’t do anything wrong. I don’t understand the game being played, so I’m taking my toys and leaving the sandbox.”

			The rumble of laughter from his chest ran the length of her, the sound warming her head to toe while the sensation made her feel like she had a home and a family. She hadn’t felt that way in far too long. Sure, Houston and Kadie were her family, but having someone of her own to lean on, depend on and laugh with was what she yearned for more than anything.

			But it couldn’t be Eric Newman. He was off-limits physically, logistically and emotionally. Physically he was standoffish. It was understandable. He lived a different life than she did and always would. Emotionally he was unavailable. There was no question he’d brought demons back from war—and that was expected, but he still let them control him. She saw it every time he held Houston. A shadow would cross his face that said his time at war had been ugly. Sadie wanted to ask him about it but was afraid he’d never speak to her again if she did.

			This hug doesn’t feel standoffish, that voice inside said.

			She sighed internally. The hug was nothing more than a moment of comfort. Her sanity depended on believing that, but when Eric leaned out of the hug and captured her gaze, he made that impossible.

			He zeroed in on her lips and then licked his, narrowed the gap and brushed his against hers. It was soft, tender and too quick, but it told Sadie he experienced the same heat and magnetic pull between them. She wondered if he’d felt the same electric spark she had when their lips had touched.

			She didn’t have time to ponder the question before he spoke. “Speaking of Houston,” he said, clearing his throat though his gaze was still on her lips. “I just checked on him. He’s fine.”

			Sadie blinked several times before she could respond. Her body was on fire with need and desire, and her brain had stopped functioning the moment his lips had touched hers. Why had she been cursed with poor timing? She hadn’t found anyone who was interesting or engaging for years, and the one time she did, her life was a hot mess.

			He’s off-limits. Kiss or no kiss, that voice reminded her.

			“I’m happy to hear that, but I can’t leave Selina to take care of him. She has a job to do too. I’ll go get him, and he can sit on my lap while we watch the footage.”

			“Right now, Selina’s most important job is to take care of the baby.”

			“Houston is not her responsibility,” Sadie said with a shake of her head. “I know I haven’t been here long, but I get the vibe that she has more to offer the team than what anyone allows.”

			The corners of his eyes crinkled from a grimace. “Is it that obvious?”

			“It is to someone who lives the same kind of life. Being underemployed puts you on the defense and the offense at the same time. You want to defend your skills and prove them. You have to keep your boring, unchallenging job while looking for opportunities that would put your real skills to the test. I won’t let Houston get in the way of Selina being able to flex her skills.”

			Eric slung his arm around her shoulders, leaving a burning trail of desire across her still-heated nerves. “You don’t have to worry about Selina or the team. Your only focus is on yourself, your sister and your nephew. You let us worry about Secure One as a whole. That said, I have it on good authority that Selina is waiting for Houston’s DNA from the lab. Once she has it, she’ll get the report right to Mina who will run it through CODIS. If he’s related to the Loraines, we’ll know soon enough since Randall’s DNA is in the database.”

			“He’s not a Loraine,” she said, immediately on the defense.

			“Maybe not, but it makes the most sense to start at the beginning of the path, and right now, that’s with the Loraines. If there’s no connection to them then we’ll pivot.”

			Sadie noticed Eric was working too hard at keeping his expression neutral when he spoke. He believed Houston was a Loraine too. It wasn’t like she hadn’t considered it, and while there was always a chance that Kadie had slept with Victor Loraine, she didn’t believe he was the father.

			“I was going to ask you how Mina does all of this hacking without getting caught. She’s hacking government websites.”

			“You really want to hear that story?” Eric asked, walking them into the kitchen and flipping on the light.

			“I do. I’m fascinated by what Mina can do with a computer. If she can trace Kadie down using a mouse and a keyboard, I’ll forever be grateful to her.”

			He pointed at the coffeepot across the counter. “Better fire that up, then. We’re going to be here awhile.”

			Sadie took the opportunity to break their connection and prepare the coffeepot. Once it was gurgling, she couldn’t help but touch her lips. Eric had kissed her and then pretended as though it hadn’t happened. Maybe he’d realized it had been a mistake the moment his lips had touched hers and wanted to move past it? That was probably what she should do too, but that was easier said than done when living in close proximity.

			“Don’t overthink it.” He came up behind her and plastered his body the length of her back as he leaned into her ear.

			“It’s kind of hard not to,” she answered, her eyes closed since he couldn’t see her face. She swallowed around the dryness in her throat and took a breath. “I can’t explain the draw between us.”

			He turned her and grasped her shoulders. “Neither can I, and we don’t have time to unpack what’s happening between us. We have to concentrate on finding Kadie.”

			“I agree,” she said with a single nod.

			“Once Kadie is safe and reunited with Houston, then we can concentrate on this draw between us.”

			He dropped his hands and slid a stool out to sit. While Sadie prepared mugs for the coffee, he gazed at her with an intensity that left her nerve endings singed. In the next breath, he launched into how Mina had found her way to Secure One via the FBI, as though anything mattered but the promise he’d just made.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Eric stood behind Sadie and Lucas, arms folded across his chest with his eyes focused on the screen in front of them. They had the footage from the morning of Kadie’s abduction, which he was now convinced was the case, and had found the moment Sadie had left with Houston to go look for her sister. If they were going to catch the guy on camera, the time was coming soon.

			“I find it hard to believe they wouldn’t know there were cameras in the building,” Sadie was saying as Lucas ran the recording. “Everyone has cameras these days.”

			“There,” Lucas said, pausing the video on a guy who had walked into the lobby. He wore black jeans, combat boots and an army-green jacket. “Is he wearing a mask?”

			They all leaned in together to get a closer look. “Looks like it,” Sadie agreed, and Eric could hear the disappointment in her voice. “A mask of Richard Nixon.”

			“Original.” Lucas huffed the word more than he said it. Disappointment was evident in the room.

			“He’s wearing gloves,” Eric noted while they watched the suspect approach the apartment door. “And he’s got a key.”

			“Those are Kadie’s keys,” Sadie whispered. “She keeps a little teething ring on them for Houston in case they get stuck in line somewhere.”

			They waited, and in less than thirty seconds the masked man had walked into the apartment, returned, relocked the apartment door and slipped out the side door.

			“I wish they had cameras on the outside of the building,” Eric growled. “If they did, we could trace the car he gets into.”

			“We asked, but they said they don’t have them outside other than at the doors. I’m making some calls to see if there are any cameras on other buildings that might capture the parking lot,” Lucas explained.

			“Good—stay on that. We know this guy is young, just by the way he moves, average height and white by the color of his neck where it meets the mask.”

			“That’s not much to go on.” Eric heard the weight in Sadie’s words. He couldn’t help but wish he could do something more than stand there.

			“No, but at least we know that she was absolutely abducted and forced to write that note. Let’s keep watching and see if they come back.”

			Lucas hit the Double Speed button, and they watched people come and go, but no one other than Sadie approached the apartment door. Eric’s phone rang, and he motioned for them to keep going with the video, then stepped out the door to answer the phone. He could see who it was on caller ID, and he needed to take the call.

			“Dirk,” Eric greeted the man on the other end of the line. “How are things over there?”

			“Things would be better if the cops could find my former employee and arrest her.”

			Eric was going to pretend that he hadn’t heard the word former in that sentence. He didn’t want to break the news to Sadie that her boss had abandoned her. “I don’t know how I can help with that, sir. Secure One is not the police.”

			“You seem to solve more cases than they do,” he snapped, and Eric had to bite back laughter. He wasn’t exactly wrong, but wouldn’t he be surprised to know Sadie was in the other room.

			“Is there something you need in regard to your security at the property, Dirk?” Eric asked, using the placating tone he had perfected for working with demanding clients.

			“Yes! You can find Sadie! Are you listening? The cops won’t let anyone near the storage units, and I’m losing business!”

			“Again, I remind you that we aren’t the police and we have no say over what they do or don’t do. I can call the chief at the Bemidji PD and find out when they’ll release the storage units, but that’s as far as I can go in my role as your security expert. It hasn’t been forty-eight hours yet, so I’m not surprised they haven’t cleared the units. It should be within seventy-two hours.”

			“I can’t wait another day! Find out how much longer,” Dirk snapped, his usual snippy tone firmly in place. “People need things from their units, and this is making me look bad!”

			Eric opened his mouth to speak, but the phone went dark. “Nice. He hung up on me.” With an eye roll, he opened his phone app and clicked another number. Since his hearing aids were already connected to Bluetooth, he might as well follow through on his promise, even if his client was annoying.

			“Chief Bradley here.”

			“Chief, it’s Eric Newman from Secure One.” He went on to explain what he needed and listened to the heavy sigh of the chief before he spoke.

			“Fettering has made it very clear how he feels about this investigation, but I can’t have other cars in that storage unit until I’m sure that the evidence response team has everything they need. I predict we’ll be able to clear the area by the end of the day, but I won’t rush it.”

			“I don’t expect you to, Chief. I am simply touching base on the request of my client.”

			“More likely he yelled at you and then hung up.”

			Eric couldn’t help but smile. “Seems you’re familiar with Mr. Fettering. I’ll let him know to cool his boots for a few more hours. Any luck on finding Miss Cook?”

			“None. She’s fallen off the face of the earth with that baby. Almost as if someone was offering her protection...”

			“That is odd,” Eric said, stopping himself from saying just like her sister since he wasn’t supposed to know that Kadie was missing. “Would you do me a favor?”

			“Depends on what it is. I’m rather busy trying to solve a murder over here.”

			“This has to do with the murder. It might even help you find the actual killer because I sure as hell know it’s not Sadie Cook.”

			“So you say. If I could get a warrant, I’d be running my people through Secure One to look for her, but I have no proof to show a judge.”

			Eric’s grin grew wider. “No, you sure don’t, and she’s not here anyway, so you’d be wasting your time. That said, I was thinking about the way Howie Loraine was killed.”

			“What about it?”

			“I’m sure you’re familiar with what happened eight years ago with the Loraines?”

			“I’ve read the reports. I was chief of police in Iowa at the time, so I was rather removed from it.”

			“Then may I suggest you look into Medardo Vaccaro’s organization.”

			“The Snake? What does he have to do with this?” Eric heard the skepticism in the chief’s voice loud and clear.

			“Let’s not split hairs here, Chief. What happened to Howie was a mob hit, and we all know that Vaccaro and the Loraines used to be tight. It’s not outside the box to think they still are and Howie crossed a line Vaccaro didn’t like.”

			“You’re suggesting the mob is framing Sadie Cook to take the fall for a hit?”

			“It’s possible,” Eric agreed, his chest tight as he worked to convince the chief there were other avenues to explore when it came to who’d killed Howie Loraine.

			“Aliens are also possible.”

			Eric bit back the sigh and flexed his shoulders. “Chief, something reeks, and it’s not Howie Loraine’s dead body. You can’t tell me you don’t feel the same way.”

			“I do,” he agreed slowly. “None of it makes any sense, which is why I’d really like to speak to Miss Cook and try to clear her as a suspect. I don’t suppose you happen to know her whereabouts at this point in time?”

			Eric’s gaze drifted to the control room where Sadie sat holding a toy for Houston while she watched the footage. “I do not, but with or without Miss Cook, concentrating on the right avenues—the ones that make sense—should clear her name and reveal the real killer. That’s all I’m saying.”

			“You’re saying a lot for a guy who just works for a security company.”

			“Sir,” Eric said, biting back the disrespect that sat on his tongue. “I may work for a security company now, but the core group of us were MPs in the army. We know when something stinks of a setup.”

			“I’m busting your chops, Newman. I know you have a unique history with the law. I will try to clear Fettering’s units today. I’ll keep following my other leads in hopes something pops up to clear Miss Cook. Until that time, or until I can speak to Miss Cook, the warrant will remain active.”

			“Ten-four,” Eric agreed before hanging up.

			The phone fell to his side with a sigh of frustration. They needed that warrant canceled. At some point, they’d have to move Sadie and Houston out of Secure One, and they couldn’t afford to get hit with a charge for harboring a fugitive. His mind’s eye drifted back to the moment his lips had touched hers. He realized that he wanted her name cleared for other reasons too. Reasons that he shouldn’t even have been considering but couldn’t banish from his mind.

			A rush of air swooshed past him, and he glanced up to see Sadie as she ran into the bathroom and slammed the door. Lucas, now holding Houston, ran to the door calling her name but stopped short when he saw Eric.

			“What happened?” Eric asked, torn between talking to Lucas and going after Sadie. He settled for taking Houston from Lucas and cuddling him into his chest.

			Lucas motioned him into the control room after giving Haven a command to rest. “We found something on the footage.”

			“Show me.” He sat and waited for Lucas to load the video. When he hit Play, Eric leaned into the screen, trying to get a better look at the guy approaching Sadie’s door. “Wait. Is that...”

			“Victor Loraine,” Lucas confirmed.

			Eric’s whistle was long and low. “What is he doing?” Lucas held up his finger for him to wait, and sure enough, Victor knelt and slid something under the door. “Dropping a note. I think it’s fair to say he knows Kadie better than her sister thought.”

			Lucas pointed at him in agreement. “She called the apartment manager on-site and asked them to go into the apartment, get the note, take a picture and send it to us. When she hung up, she took off.”

			“I would imagine she’s stressed and near her breaking point,” Eric said, glancing at the door to see if she had returned. “Sadie is coping with a lot right now, including taking care of her nephew without knowing when or if her sister is coming back.” He stood and pushed the chair in. “I’m going to check on her. Let me know when the letter comes in, and we’ll reconvene.” Eric picked up a walkie-talkie and clipped it to his belt.

			“Ten-four,” Lucas agreed as Eric left the room.

			First, he’d leave Houston with Selina for a few minutes so he could find Sadie. He reminded himself she was a woman in need of a friend and nothing more.

			Maybe one day, he’d believe it.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Sadie sat on the toilet in the small bathroom and tried not to hyperventilate. This was too much. She could only imagine what Eric would think when he found out Vic had come to their apartment. She was ridiculously naive for not knowing that her sister was involved with this guy. She’d honestly had no idea. Kadie had done a fantastic job keeping her in the dark about Vic, but now Sadie wished she hadn’t. A little part of her worried that Victor Loraine was Houston’s father, and if that was true, life just got dangerous. It would be disastrous if they couldn’t find Kadie before Vic learned he was Houston’s father.

			“Oh, no,” she groaned aloud. “What if he already knows?”

			There was a knock on the door, and she snapped her head up, holding her breath so they would go away and leave her to freak out in peace.

			“Sadie? It’s Eric. Come out so we can talk.”

			“I don’t want to talk,” she said and waited to hear his footsteps moving down the hallway.

			“I can’t hear you through the door, Sades,” he said, and she suspected his lips were pressed to the door. “We need to talk.”

			With a heavy sigh, she pushed herself up off the toilet and threw the door open. “Can’t a girl have an existential crisis without an audience?”

			“Not here,” he said with a grin. “Here we approach the problem head on and find a way to fix it.”

			“I don’t know that there’s any fixing this,” she said with a shake of her head. “What’s that saying? You can’t unscrew what’s already been screwed?”

			Eric’s snort made her smile. “Yeah, something like that. Let’s go talk.”

			“I want to see Houston.”

			“Okay, we’ll talk on the way to the med bay,” he agreed. They started walking, and he waited for her to speak, but she wasn’t going to. The less she said, the better right now. It didn’t take them long to get to the med bay, and Eric pressed his thumb on the fingerprint reader. When the door slid open, he announced himself. “Secure one, Echo.”

			“Secure two, Sierra,” Selina said, spinning around in her chair with a happy Houston on her lap.

			As soon as Sadie saw her nephew, she ran to him, scooped him into her arms and hugged him. “I’m sorry I ditched you, baby.” She kissed his cheek noisily, and he giggled, his belly jiggling with the motion. Sadie noticed Eric smile at Houston, and soon he was tickling his belly as she held him.

			“He’s a good boy,” Selina said, and Sadie couldn’t help but notice it was the first time since she’d been here that the woman looked happy. “We were watching Sesame Street and playing pat-a-cake. He’s probably getting hungry and then will need a nap.”

			“I’ll feed him,” Sadie said before Eric suggested anything else. “We’re waiting for some information to come in anyway.”

			“Sure, that would be great. I’ll do some work while you’re gone. When Houston’s ready for a nap, bring him down and he can stay with me so you can work.”

			“Thanks, Selina,” Eric said with a pat to her shoulder. “I’ll bring you some lunch too. How’s everything coming along?”

			“I’ve sent the information to Mina. If the father’s DNA has been stored in a database, we’ll know soon enough.”

			Sadie swallowed over the nervous bubble of fear that lodged in her throat. “I’m embarrassed to say that I think Kadie does know who Houston’s father is and purposely kept me in the dark.”

			“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about, Sadie,” Eric said, resting his hand on her back. It was warm, and she focused on that rather than the fear spiraling through her. “You had no reason not to take Kadie at her word. You’re a wonderfully supportive sister, and that’s what you should focus on.”

			“He’s right,” Selina said, standing and handing her Houston’s blanket. “Kadie may have been trying to protect you from the truth.”

			“That Victor Loraine is Houston’s father?” she asked, and both Selina and Eric tipped their heads in acknowledgment. “That’s my worry right now. Especially if he knows he’s the father. A part of me wants that note to tell us he is the father, and part of me wants it to be something dumb about how much he adores Kadie and wants to be her boyfriend.” She waved her hand in the air. “Or something meaningless to the investigation, I guess.”

			“Note?” Selina asked, glancing between them with confusion. Sadie couldn’t be sure, but she swore she noticed a look of panic on Selina’s face when she’d mentioned Victor’s name.

			“Lucas and Sadie were watching the footage from the apartment building. About three days ago, Victor Loraine showed up and shoved a note under the door,” Eric said to fill her in. “We’re waiting for the apartment manager to get the note and take a picture for us.”

			“Which means a Loraine is still in your lives. And no one knows you’re here, right?” Selina asked. Sadie noticed a tremble at the end of the sentence and she glanced at Eric in confusion, but he was dialed into Selina and not paying her any attention.

			“No one,” Sadie repeated immediately. “I don’t even have a phone or any way to contact the outside world. Well, I guess the apartment manager knows I’m still around, but he’s sending the information to my regular email, not the Secure One email, and I called from the untraceable phone.”

			“Good,” Selina said with a jerky nod. Sadie could see the relief flow through her. “You’d better get the baby fed before the note arrives.”

			There was no question that Selina was dismissing them, so she nodded and left the med bay with Eric’s hand resting at the small of her back. She grabbed on to the sensation of warmth that it offered and focused on it. She didn’t want to need this man, but the longer she remained at Secure One, the more she wanted him.

			The kitchen was empty when they walked in, and she flipped Houston to her hip and opened the fridge. “We’re out of baby food,” she said over her shoulder. “It might be eggs again.”

			“Give him to me,” Eric said, pulling Houston from her arms and holding him against his chest so he could see what she was doing. “Now you don’t have to work one-handed.”

			“Thanks.” She smiled at his thoughtfulness—and at the way he looked holding a baby. He was a big, bad security operative until you put a baby in his arms. The baby softened him and made him approachable as a person rather than a guard.

			“You’re welcome, and we’re not out of baby food.” He pointed at the counter where jars were stacked. “Mina had more baby food and formula delivered this morning. They also dropped off a high chair. We want him safe while he’s here.”

			“Bless her,” Sadie said, her hand to her heart as she shut the door and grabbed some jars. “I was wondering what I was going to do when I ran out.”

			“Now you don’t have to worry. Houston won’t suffer for something that isn’t his fault. It’s not your fault either.”

			She shrugged as she made his bottle. “Maybe not, but I still feel as though we’re putting everyone out here. Maybe I shouldn’t feel that way, but I do.”

			She shook the bottle until it was mixed and then handed it to him. “He will drink some of that while I make his food.”

			She watched as Eric handed Houston the bottle and he sucked at it hungrily, his hand patting the bottle as he lay cradled in Eric’s arms.

			“Do you see your family often?” she asked, smiling at her nephew as he hummed with happiness.

			“No. They didn’t support my choice to join the military.”

			“No offense, but that’s kind of a crappy thing to do to someone you love.”

			“Offense taken,” he said with a smirk, and she grimaced. “People always say that as a precursor to something that’s true but pointed. You’re correct though. I still talk to one of my brothers and one of my sisters. My parents are already gone, so at least they don’t have to watch the destruction of the family unit at my expense.”

			“Not really,” she argued, spooning baby food into a bowl to warm it. “They’re using you as an example in a twisted, misaligned way. You aren’t the enemy and didn’t start the war.”

			“True, but my participation in it made me the enemy in their eyes. Especially after...”

			She spun and waited for him to answer, but when he didn’t, she raised a brow. “Especially after what, Eric?”

			She waited, but the only thing she heard was silence.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Sadie remained quiet, hoping that he’d finish his thought, but he didn’t. The longer he gazed at Houston, the paler he became. She couldn’t decide if she was seeing a ghost or if he was channeling one.

			He stroked Houston’s leg absently, his breath heavy in his chest. She was about to speak when he did. “I’m sure you noticed that we all have battle scars?” She nodded but didn’t speak. “There was a mission. We were moving a diplomat’s family to a safe house. Mack was with the family, Cal and Roman in the lead car, and myself and a gunner in the rear. I’m sorry—I don’t talk about this. Ever.”

			She stopped his hand from caressing Houston’s leg. “I didn’t ask you to talk about it, Eric. You don’t have to show me your demons for me to trust you.”

			He glanced up and captured her gaze, then flipped his hand until he was holding hers. “Mack keeps telling me to talk about it more to help it fade. Lucas says I should get a dog like Haven so I have something else to concentrate on.”

			“What do you believe?” she asked quietly. “That’s what matters more than anything.”

			“I believe that people died that day for no reason,” he answered, his eyes flashing angrily. “People were injured for no reason. Cal almost lost his hand. Mack can’t walk without braces, and I can’t hear a thing without these pieces of plastic.” His words were growled and angry. Houston looked up, and his tiny hand patted Eric’s chest twice as though he alone could comfort him.

			“I’m sorry that you had to go through that, and still have to deal with it, when it wasn’t your war to fight.”

			“We were supposed to save that family, but we didn’t. We didn’t,” he said with a shrug, dropping her hand to stroke Houston’s leg again. “We didn’t save them, and it ended our careers in the military. In hindsight, I’m glad I got out, but I would have preferred it had been on my own terms.”

			“I’m sure every disabled veteran feels the same way.” She leaned her hip on the counter and held his gaze. “But you know you were never going to save them, right? If the terrorists wanted them dead, there was no stopping them. Unfortunately you were in the way of them completing their mission.”

			He pointed his finger at her and then let it drop back to Houston’s leg. “Cal, Roman and I know that without question. It took Mack much longer to understand that he wasn’t to blame. I get it. He drove the car and felt responsible for them but still couldn’t change or stop it. Charlotte helped him see that in the end he saved a lot of lives by what he did do.”

			“I’m not going to say no offense because you will take offense at this without a doubt. You still harbor a lot of anger about it, right?”

			“We all do. We always will. What happened might fade into the background of our lives, but it will always be there. We will always carry the ghosts of the people we lost. That comes with the territory of being special ops for the military. Will I always be angry about it? Yes. I accepted that I could end up on the battlefield when I joined the special ops team. I accepted that I could end up dead. I can’t accept that a little boy died a horrible death and I couldn’t stop it. Do you know what I see every night when I close my eyes?”

			She shook her head, but didn’t speak, hoping he’d pour out some of his anger for her to carry.

			“I see his tiny leg,” Eric whispered, his fingers gripping Houston’s leg again. “It came out of the door.” His voice was choked when he lowered his arm to imitate what he’d seen. “This tiny, innocent leg sticking out of the door, and then just a ball of flames. That little leg is burned in my memory forever as the symbol of an unwinnable war with tragic consequences that were too high. I lie in bed at night in silence, but in my head, I hear it all again.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said, remembering not to whisper or he wouldn’t hear her. “I’m sorry I can live in total oblivion because you can’t.”

			He tipped his head in confusion as he straightened Houston in his arms. “I don’t understand.”

			“I was here when you were there. You saw things over there that I’m oblivious to because you waded into that battle. I’m free to walk around and live my life.” She paused and shook her head. “Well, you know what I mean. You carry the horrific memories of freedom so I don’t have to.”

			His breath escaped in a whoosh, and he held Houston closer as though he was taking comfort from the tiny being in his arms. “I honestly never thought of it that way.”

			“You should,” she said, resting her hand on Houston’s belly. “He’s safe and happy with food in his tummy because you held the line for him without ever knowing him. To me, that’s a hero. That’s selflessness I don’t have within me. You carry burdens you shouldn’t have to, but you do it so Houston and I don’t know the horror of war firsthand.”

			“And I would never want you to,” he said, holding her gaze. “Ever. Not you, my nieces or nephews, or even my siblings who think I’m the enemy.”

			“It’s gotten worse, hasn’t it?” she asked, and the look in his eye told her she was correct. “Since Houston got here, I mean. The memories have been harder to suppress.”

			“The boy who died, he was older than Houston but just as innocent. That leg...” he said, only a puff of air coming out as he stroked Houston’s tiny foot. “I just... I need to stop seeing that leg.”

			“I wish I could carry that memory for you, Eric. I can’t, but I can make sure that Houston doesn’t make it worse. Give him to me.”

			“No,” he said, tightening his arm in the cradle where he held her nephew. “While he’s made the memories more frequent, I think in a way he’s also offering me a chance to heal from it. I don’t know if that even makes sense.” He gazed up at her from under his brows, and she nodded slowly.

			“He’s giving you a second chance to keep a child safe from harm.”

			“I need that second chance,” he agreed, a small smile on his face as he tickled Houston’s belly. “I need to prove to myself that my ears don’t override my instincts.”

			“Your ears?” Sadie put the food in the microwave and waited for him to answer.

			“When you go from sound to silence in the blink of an eye, you struggle to compensate for it with your other senses.”

			“I can’t pretend to understand,” she said, stirring the baby’s food. “If it matters, I think you do an excellent job of communicating. I’m sure that’s little comfort when you’re the one who deals with the frustration of communication every day.” She took Houston from his arms and fit him into the high chair, where she spilled some cereal onto the tray for him to eat. “Maybe instead of compensating for the loss of your hearing, you should use it to your advantage.”

			“Maybe you don’t know anything about it,” he growled.

			She heard the offense in his words, and she held up her hand. “I’m not saying I do, Eric. It was only a suggestion and not meant to upset you. I care about you, and knowing that you live in a state of frustration makes me sad.”

			“You care about me?” he asked, watching her spoon sweet potatoes into Houston’s mouth. “We’ve only known each other a few days.”

			“The length of time we’ve known each other doesn’t preclude me from caring about you, Eric. You’re a good man with a kind heart. You’re dedicated to helping people, which is something few people can say these days. I’m forever grateful to you for taking the risk of protecting me and Houston when you didn’t have to.”

			“You’re innocent, and we’ll prove it,” he said, his words gentler now. “For the record, I care about you and Houston.” He fell silent as she fed the baby, his happy squeals and babble filling the empty kitchen. “Just out of curiosity,” he finally said, “how would I use being deaf to my advantage?”

			“In a way, you already do it. You just need to decide it’s an advantage instead of a disadvantage.”

			“Which is?”

			“Lipreading,” she answered, wiping Houston’s face and kissing his cheek. “You see it as a necessary evil right now rather than a skill the other men don’t have.” She motioned at the door behind him. “Efren didn’t know that the guy in the car said the words Winged Templar. You were the only one there with the skill to see that. Do you see what I’m saying?”

			He was silent for a long time but finally nodded. “I never thought of it that way. I do have that advantage when my position allows it.”

			“You’re good at multitasking with it too. I’ve watched you the last couple days and noticed your gaze is always tracking other people in the room. You’re always taking in other conversations by reading their lips.”

			“True,” he agreed, lifting Houston from the chair while she washed off the tray. “That’s an interesting take on it. I’ll think about how to incorporate it. You’re observant, Sadie.”

			Her shrug was nonchalant, but on the inside, she was cheering that they’d had a breakthrough. “I try—”

			“Secure one, Whiskey.” The black box on Eric’s belt crackled with Mina’s voice.

			He grabbed it and held the button down. “Secure two, Echo.”

			“Conference room in five,” Mina said. “We have the letter, and you’ll want to see it.”

			“Ten-four. Echo out.” He stuck the box back on his belt and shifted Houston to his hip as he raised a brow. “Ready to take one step closer to finding your sister?”

			She set the towel down and took a deep breath before she followed him out of the kitchen. Like it or not, she was going to learn what her sister was hiding. If it helped them find her, then she’d swallow her embarrassment in front of the team and do anything to bring her back to Houston. As she followed Eric back to the med bay, she couldn’t help but think how good he looked with a baby in his arms. She watched the muscles of his back ripple as he shifted his load, and she wondered what they would feel like under her hands as he lifted her and carried her to his bed.

			Her eyes closed, and she shook her head—Focus, Sadie, and not on the man before you. Your sister is in danger, and you are being accused of an atrocity you didn’t commit.

			She heard the internal chastising and made note of it, but the man she followed was too enigmatic to ignore. She wanted to know what made him tick, and that drew her to him like a moth to a flame. Sadie was sure she’d get burned, but in the end, the pain would be worth it.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			The conference room lacked most of the big players when Eric walked in. It was just Lucas and Mina waiting for them, which told Eric things were about to get real. Sadie had been quiet since they’d left the med bay, but he supposed he had been too. Every time they talked, this tiny woman gave him too many big things to grapple with in his mind. It almost felt to him like she could see inside him and read the list of people and events that haunted him. It freaked him out if he was honest, but he didn’t have time to fixate. There were steps to follow in this investigation, and none of them included kissing Sadie Cook. He had to keep his mind on the steps. Learn what Vic Loraine knew, apply it to find the missing mother, bring her home and move Sadie out of Secure One and his head for good. His inner demons laughed. Fat chance of that ever happening. He’d have to try though.

			“Mina, Lucas,” Eric said as they walked in. “Where is everyone? I thought we were having a meeting.”

			“Cal and Efren will be down shortly. Everyone else is tied up with other clients.”

			“Should we call Elliott and see if he’s available for extra work?” Eric asked.

			Mina tossed her head back and forth a few times. “That’s not a bad idea. Maybe we could have him take over a couple of our clients closer to him. Let me talk to Cal.”

			“Who’s Elliott?” Lucas asked, glancing between them.

			“He’s one of our guys who installs and maintains security systems closer to the border,” Eric answered.

			“Of Wisconsin?”

			“Canada,” Mina said to clarify. “He’s near International Falls. He hadn’t worked here long when an old friend needed help in his hometown of Winterspeak. He went up to help her develop a security plan for her tree farm, but—”

			“They fell in love,” Lucas said with a groan. “Why does that always happen here?”

			Mina’s laughter filled the room. “Well, in fairness, they had been best friends through high school, so it wasn’t completely unexpected. Anyway, he helps Jolene on the tree farm and with their new baby but has stayed on the payroll. I’ll talk to Cal about reaching out to him. If he’s interested, it might be a good way to take some of the everyday strain off our shoulders for clients he’s closer to.”

			“I’m sorry this is taking up resources and adding strain to the already thin staff,” Sadie said, lowering herself into the chair. “Maybe you should just turn me over to the chief in Bemidji. All I request is that you keep Houston until I’m released again.”

			“No.” The word left his lips without conscious thought. “That’s not going to happen. Don’t worry about our team. We’ve proved time and again we’re strong enough to handle the most ruthless criminals. Protecting a baby and his aunt is like a cakewalk for us.”

			“He’s right,” Lucas said, pointing at Eric. “We got you and Houston. We’ll keep you safe until your name is cleared. You can trust Secure One. Just ask Mina.”

			Mina nodded at that statement—she’d been the one to steer Secure One into the personal-protection arena they’d gotten so good at in the last few years. Lucas patted Haven to settle the dog on the floor. “If we turn you over to the police, you could end up in jail, where you’re vulnerable to the person who set you up in the first place. Eating a bullet for something you didn’t do isn’t fair, so it’s not going to happen.”

			Eric motioned at Lucas before he sat. “What he said. Besides, we’re up to our neck in this case as Fettering’s security team.” He turned to Mina. “Have you found anything on the Winged Templar yet?”

			“No, but,” she said, holding up her finger, “I am layers deep into the organization now. I have a good feeling that I’m getting to the bottom of it. From what I can see, the mob bosses of their different divisions, which is what they call their regions, use code names. Makes sense, right?”

			“Generally speaking,” Eric agreed. “If they have a code name, it’s so no one knows their real one.”

			Mina pointed at him. “Which means we’ll always be one piece short of a full puzzle, but if I can build the rest of the picture around that missing piece, we might be able to find the Winged Templar’s image and then run that through facial recognition.”

			“You’re saying it’s nearly impossible,” Sadie said with a shake of her head.

			“Nearly, yes, but not completely. There are ways—I just need a bit more time.”

			“Take all the time you need,” Cal said, walking into the room with Lucas. “We’re not sharing the name with the cops anyway. Do we have an update?”

			“Yes,” Mina said, grabbing a remote and aiming it at the projector. “We have the note that Vic left for Kadie. I’m going to warn you, Sadie, the revelations in the note are jarring.”

			Sadie set her jaw. “I’m prepared for anything.”

			With a nod, Mina flipped the note up on the screen and started to read aloud. “‘Kadie, are you avoiding me? Did I do something wrong? I love having you and Houston with me at night, but I haven’t been able to reach you for days. I’m scared that you’ve taken Houston away from me but also scared you weren’t given a choice. I love you, Kadie. I love our son. I want nothing more than to be a family with our baby boy. I know you’re still scared about my family, and I hope they aren’t the reason that you left, both figuratively and literally. Please, if you get this note, at least let me know you’re okay. I love you. Vic.’”

			The room was silent as Sadie stared at the note. Eric could tell she was trying to process all of the information and stay detached from it at the same time.

			“Essentially, he knows his family is capable of making someone disappear,” Eric said, his tone angry.

			“No,” Sadie said. “He knows his older brother is capable of making someone disappear because he’s all that’s left of his family now.”

			“Unless their father is pulling the strings from prison,” Cal pointed out. “He was one of Vaccaro’s top guys before he got pinched.”

			“Also a possibility,” Mina said. “I’ll put my ear to the ground on that one.”

			“Maybe Vic warned Kadie about his family and what they were capable of and it spooked her,” Lucas suggested. “Maybe she did take off in the hopes of protecting Houston, you and Vic?”

			Sadie shook her head immediately. “No, she wouldn’t do that. I know I’ve said that before and been wrong, but I’m not about this. She was taken. We already have evidence to prove she didn’t leave by choice. Now we need to figure out where she is.”

			“We need to talk to Victor,” Cal said, motioning at the note. “He doesn’t come right out and say it, but it gives me the impression that he knows there are reasons why someone would go after Kadie.”

			Sadie spun on him and stuck her finger in his chest. “You promised! You promised we wouldn’t contact the father.”

			Her growl was cute, but he didn’t laugh or smile. He just wrapped his hand around her finger and held her gaze, closing out everyone else around them. “That was when we thought the father didn’t know Houston existed. Clearly that’s not the case.” He motioned at the note still up on the screen. “The man knows Houston is his son, and he’s worried about them. Yes, we need to talk to him to find out what he knows, but we also need to let him know his son is safe. That’s the very least we can do.”

			Eric noticed Mina grab her tablet and start punching buttons. “What’s up, Mina?”

			She popped her head up. “Before I came down, I started running Houston’s DNA against the samples we have from the Loraines.” She turned the tablet around for them to see. “I just got a hit. Randall Loraine Senior is not excluded as the grandfather of Houston and has a 99.998% likelihood of being the paternal grandfather. Likely, a son of Randall Loraine Senior is the father of the sample submitted and the results support the biological relationship. That combined with the note is enough for me to call him the biological father of Houston Cook.”

			“Me too,” Eric said with a nod as he rested a hand on Sadie’s shoulder. “I know that’s not what you wanted, Sadie, but we have to play the hand we’re dealt.”

			She rested her forehead in her palm and sighed. “It’s not that I don’t want Kadie to be happy or Houston to have a father if they’ve found a life with Victor. If Victor Loraine is his father, then Kadie is in real danger and Houston could become a pawn in a dangerous game.”

			“Agreed. That’s why we need to pull this guy in and talk to him,” Cal said, leaning on the table. “He could have information about where they may have taken Kadie.”

			Sadie motioned at the note still up on the board. “Clearly not. If he knew where she was, he wouldn’t have left that note.”

			“Cal means he may not know he has the information,” Eric patiently explained. “When asked the right questions, he may provide an answer that even he didn’t know he had.”

			She worked her jaw around and finally nodded. “Okay. I follow that train of thought. He knows his family better than anyone, so he’s a valuable resource. Let’s pull him in and have a chat.”

			“Not here,” Cal said. “I don’t want a Loraine to know where my property sits—right side of the law or not.”

			“That’s smart,” Eric agreed. “We need a neutral location, and we’re not bringing the baby.”

			“Then he may not come,” Sadie jumped in. “He’s going to want to see Houston.”

			“When he pats our back, we’ll pat his.” Cal set his tablet down on the table and leaned over it. “I’d rather keep the baby tucked away with Selina here. If we take him out, there’s a chance that whoever took Kadie tries to grab him. We could be under surveillance since they know we’re Fettering’s security.”

			“I didn’t think of that.” Sadie chewed on her lip. “How are we going to convince Victor to meet with us if we can’t bring Houston?”

			Eric straightened his shoulders before he spoke. “His brother just died, right?” Cal and Efren nodded, then waited for him to finish. “We contact him as the security team for Dirk Fettering. We tell him his brother had a storage unit at Dirk’s place and we need his help to open it and clear it out.”

			“I’m listening,” Cal said, sitting on the edge of the table and crossing his arms.

			“We lure him to a unit that will serve as a meeting space. We bring a video of Houston playing happily but with no identifying features of his location.”

			“I like it.” Cal pointed at Sadie. “Take her, or leave her here?”

			“Pros and cons?” Eric asked, glancing at Efren and Mina.

			“Excuse me, but her is right here,” Sadie said with enough force to own the room. “There are no pros and cons. I’m going. He knows I’ll always protect my sister and nephew. If I’m there, he’ll talk.”

			“She’s not wrong,” Eric said, lifting a brow at Cal.

			“She’s not, but it’s about moving her safely. It’s ninety minutes to Bemidji. That’s a lot of exposed time, even if she’s hidden in the back of a van. It’s risky since we don’t know if someone is watching us.”

			“We take mobile command.” Eric waited for Cal’s reaction and noticed his lips pull into a tight line.

			“Still risky.”

			“Roman and I will leave at the same time in a distraction car,” Mina said. “We can even put a baby seat in the back as added incentive.” She glanced over at Sadie for a moment. “With a wig and a hat, I could be Sadie from a car length away.”

			Efren nodded. “Absolutely. I’ll drive a follow car just in case they’re approached. Once you’re at Fettering’s, we’ll circle the wagons back here and decide what kind of manpower you need there.”

			Cal raised his hands in the air and let them drop. “All right, let’s do it. Who’s going to call Vic?”

			“I’ll do it,” Eric said. “Since I’m running point on the team at Dirk’s.”

			“Good. Line him up. We’ll get you a fake contract for a storage unit in Howie’s name while you get ready to roll.”

			Eric held up his finger. “I’m rethinking this. How quickly can Marlise get me that contract?”

			“Minutes. Why?”

			“We should have mobile command in place before I reach out to him. We need to be on-site so if he shows up immediately, we’re there. If he asks anyone else about the unit, he’s going to learn there isn’t one.”

			“I see your point,” Cal said. “Be ready to roll in thirty?”

			“I need to check on Houston,” Sadie said as she jumped up from her seat.

			“A fast check, and then get a bag packed. We won’t be back until tomorrow at the earliest. Be prepared to stay longer,” Eric instructed.

			“But Houston...”

			“Will be fine with me and Selina,” Mina assured her, squeezing her hand. “We’ll be his stand-in aunts and take good care of him. Remember, you’re leaving him here for his safety but you’re going so you can bring his mother home to him, right?”

			Sadie nodded, and after a smile and a thank-you, she headed to the med bay.

			“Do you think she’s ready for this?” Mina asked.

			Eric stared out the door for a moment before he turned back to his team. “I don’t know Sadie that well, but I do know one thing—she would do anything for her sister and that baby. She’ll roll with the punches like a pro because she’s motivated to bring her family back together.”

			Cal tapped the table. “Let’s try to keep the punches to a minimum this time around.” He grabbed his tablet and walked to the door. “I’ll get everyone else updated. See you in the garage in thirty. Charlie out.”

			Eric glanced at Efren and shook his head. “Keeping the punches to a minimum will be easier said than done.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Sadie paced around the small office in the back of mobile command. Any minute now, Vic would knock on the door to the RV. When that happened, she could no longer deny the truth. Houston was a Loraine, and that meant one thing for her little family—danger. With her sister still missing, Sadie knew that to be the absolute truth. They had to find Kadie, and if they had to use Victor Loraine to do it, so be it. Her mind immediately flew to the worst-case scenario—finding Kadie dead. The thought sent a shiver down her spine, and she lowered herself to the couch to rest her stressed-out body.

			“You can’t think that way. Kadie is alive and waiting—no, depending on you to find her.” She said it aloud as though that might manifest it into being.

			They had to find her because there was no way she’d be able to turn Houston over to his father and walk away. Anger bubbled up inside her. Anger at Kadie for not telling her the truth about Houston’s father when they’d had a chance to work through it together. What did she think Sadie was going to do? Disown her?

			Sadie’s shoulders slumped forward, and she forced herself to face the truth. Kadie had been protecting her. She was the older sister, and she always tried to keep Sadie safe. If she knew Victor’s family was dangerous, she would keep whatever secrets she had to in order to protect her sister.

			The knock sounded loud on the RV door, and Sadie stood instantly, fear rocketing through her. She had to face Vic and tell him the truth about where his son was. Eric would be beside her, but getting a lead on where Kadie might be would be up to her. Vic had to trust her before he’d trust Secure One. If he didn’t trust Secure One enough to tell them his family’s secrets, they had no hope of finding Kadie. Sadie focused on the goal and forced everything else from her mind. She had to play this exactly right if they were going to find her sister. That meant sharing Houston with his father, and she hoped Vic would sacrifice just as much to keep him safe.

			She could hear murmuring in the central part of mobile command. The two bedrooms had been soundproofed to allow better sleep for the operatives who weren’t on shift. She glanced around the office she stood in, which was about the size of a closet but had been optimized for Cal’s disability. The computer equipment and setup made everything accessible when he wasn’t wearing his prosthesis. The sofa against the other wall opened into a bed, though she couldn’t picture a guy the size of Cal sleeping on it.

			The core team dynamic of Secure One was unique. Cal, Roman, Eric and Mack had all served on the same special ops Army Military Police team for years before being injured together on a mission. They anticipated each other’s weak points and made sure they were filled so everything went along like clockwork. The men were all different, but they all had one thing in common: integrity. Her own experience told her that. Before the accident, Eric had only met her for a brief snapshot in time, but he refused to let her face any of this alone. That said something to her.

			There was a knock on the door, and then Eric said the phrase she’d been waiting for. “Time for a chat,” his deep voice said, and she inhaled a breath, steeling herself for what was to come.

			Sadie grabbed the door handle, blew out her breath and pushed it open to come face-to-face with the man she had come to rely on in just a few short days. It wasn’t a hero-worship thing either. They had a profound connection that she couldn’t explain. She was drawn to him, and when they were together, Eric made her feel like everything would be okay. And not just about Kadie and Houston, but for her. There was an emotional connection she had never experienced before—and wasn’t sure she ever would again.

			She’d been with several men, some longer than others, but none of them had made her feel the way Eric did with a simple look or brush of his hand against her back. He made her feel like she was the most crucial person in the room and he would do anything to keep her safe. When he looked at her, his expression said he’d do anything for her, but Sadie knew the truth—the one thing Eric wouldn’t do was consider a relationship with her.

			She flashed back to the story of what had happened the day he’d lost his hearing. He still hadn’t come to terms with it, and until he did—and accept how it had changed his life—he never would. Until he learned how to move his life forward while carrying that burden, there would never be room in his heart for anyone else. In fairness, he carried the atrocities of too much war and the faces of too many who he couldn’t save, so learning to live again with those souls now part of him might be too much to ask.

			“Ready?” he asked, grasping her shoulder in a sign of solidarity and strength.

			“As I’ll ever be.”

			Eric led her down the hallway to the front of mobile command that housed their complicated visual command center. Vic sat in a chair, his elbows braced on his thighs and his hands folded together as though he were praying. She took a split second to take in his side profile. He was different from the other Loraine brothers. He wasn’t all muscle and hard lines. He was young, wore a baby face like none she’d ever seen before and had a dad bod before he even knew he was a dad. There was something about him that was genuine and honest though. Sadie could understand why her sister had been drawn to him.

			“Sadie!” Vic said, jumping from the chair and running to her. He had wrapped his arms around her before Eric could even move. “I’m so glad you’re okay! What are you doing here? Have you seen Kadie? Where is Houston? Why are they saying you killed my brother? You didn’t, right?” he asked as he took a step back.

			“Of course not!” Sadie exclaimed. “I don’t even know your brother. I didn’t even know your name until they figured out your real identity.”

			He held up his hands in defense. “I wasn’t saying that you did kill my brother. I’m just so confused right now. Hold on a minute—Howie doesn’t have a storage unit here, does he?”

			“No,” Eric answered. “But we needed to talk to you without tipping off anyone else in your family.”

			“Which means you know about my family.”

			“It would be hard not to,” Sadie said. “But we’re not here about your family. We’re here about my family.”

			“Your family is now my family, Sadie. I love Kadie. Before she disappeared, we were putting together a plan to be a family somewhere away from the tentacles of the Loraine dynasty. She was going to talk to you about it as soon as we had everything in place, I swear. Do you know where she is?”

			“We were hoping you could tell us that,” Eric said.

			“If I knew where she was, don’t you think I would have gone to her by now? I’ve been worried sick! Does she have my son with her?”

			“No,” Sadie answered quickly. “I have Houston.”

			“Is he here? I want to see him!” Vic demanded.

			Eric stepped between them. “Houston is tucked away safely and well cared for. Right now, we need to focus on where his mother is and how to get her back to him. Once we do that, you can see your son.”

			Vic glanced between them in defiance for a moment but finally relented. “I’ve had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach since she missed our usual nightly visit. What happened, Sadie?”

			She ran him through what had happened the day Kadie had disappeared and the events that had transpired since. “We have no idea where she is, Vic. Once we discovered that you’re Houston’s father, you were our only hope of finding a lead to follow.”

			Vic slowly lowered himself back to the chair and rubbed his forehead. “The first night she didn’t show up at our apartment, I thought she just needed time to think.” He turned to face them, and Sadie noticed the look on his face was part rapture and part pain. “I asked her to marry me the night before she disappeared.”

			“And what did she say?” Sadie asked.

			“Yes, but that was followed by an immediate question about how my family would be involved.”

			“Why was she worried about how your family would be involved?” Eric asked.

			“She was worried they were going to come after Houston once they found out he was a Loraine. Let’s not split hairs here—we all know who my father is and who he worked for. Let it be said that Loraines raise Loraines no matter what.”

			“Even so,” Sadie cautiously said, “you’re a Loraine. If you and Kadie are together, then a Loraine is raising Houston. Why would that be a problem?”

			Victor rubbed his palms on his pants for a moment, and Sadie noticed his Adam’s apple bob before he spoke. “The problem is I’m not just the black sheep of the family—I’ve been disowned. And as far as my family is concerned, I don’t exist as a Loraine anymore.”

			“Our intel indicates you aren’t involved in the family business. Either the legal or illegal one,” Eric said. “Is that accurate?”

			“Accurate to a T,” Vic promised. “I’ve had nothing to do with my family since my father was arrested and put in prison. I didn’t have much to do with them before that either. When my mom died, I lost the only person who defended me in that family. I didn’t know exactly what my dad was doing, but I knew he was working for The Snake. It wasn’t hard to figure out that it wasn’t on the right side of the law. Once I left for college, I never looked back. I’ll work sixty hours a week if I have to just to make sure every penny that I earn is honest.”

			“Yet despite all that, my sister is still in danger because she chose to be with you. It’s easy to understand why she was worried being with you would be dangerous for Houston.”

			“But nobody else should know that Houston is my son!” he exclaimed, standing from the chair.

			Eric made the calm down motion with his hands. “We understand your frustration, Vic. We’re all stressed, but we have to approach this in a logical manner. Is it possible your family is responsible for Kadie’s disappearance?”

			Sadie noticed he had asked the question deliberately, as though his precision would net them the answer they desperately needed.

			“Absolutely. There isn’t a doubt in my mind.”

			“Okay, second question. Assuming they’re the ones who have her, would they set up Sadie to take the fall for your brother’s death just to get their hands on Houston?”

			“Why do you think I sent that note to your work? I didn’t know if you were with Kadie, but I was worried you were in danger. I remembered Kadie saying you worked for Fettering, so I sent the note just in case you were still in town.” Vic put his hands on his hips. “My family would literally do anything you could conjure up in your mind, and worse, to remain in favor with Vaccaro. Do I think that they would try to steal Houston away from me? Absolutely. That’s why I rented an apartment under an assumed name just so I could see Kadie and my son.”

			“Despite all of that, my sister is still missing.”

			“Sadie got the note,” Eric said, his jaw ticking, “and she ran with Houston. Someone followed her and ran her off the road.”

			“Luckily I ended up on Secure One property. I don’t know where I’d be if I hadn’t.”

			“You’d be dead,” Vic said, his words defeated. “You and Kadie would both be dead, and my son would be in the hands of evil. Thankfully they failed to bring you and the baby to Randall Junior that night. That means Kadie’s still alive. We have to find her. I don’t want Houston to grow up without a mother. We have to find her, and then we have to take Kadie and Houston somewhere safe. Somewhere my family and Vaccaro can never find them or hurt them again.”

			“How do you know that Kadie is still alive?” Eric asked, taking a step forward to put himself between Vic and Sadie.

			“She’s still alive because you have Houston. Until they have the baby, they won’t kill her. They might need her for leverage. I should have known this would happen. I wanted Kadie and Houston in my life, and I didn’t take enough precautions. We should have left town immediately. That’s on me. Truthfully I don’t know why it matters so much that I have a son. I never had anything to do with Vaccaro. He doesn’t even know who I am.”

			“Oh, don’t fool yourself,” Sadie said, her hands in fists at her sides. “Vaccaro knows everything about you, right down to your underwear size. He knows what you do, where you go and who you see. Why? Randall Senior was running one of Vaccaro’s biggest operations. Just because your father is in prison doesn’t mean you’re not being watched. In fact, they probably saw you come here tonight!”

			“I—I should have considered that,” Vic said. “Did I just put everyone in more danger?”

			“No,” Eric said stepping in and placing a hand on Sadie’s shoulder. She tried to concentrate on the warmth it offered while she took some deep breaths. “Your brother was found on this property, and if anyone looks, they’ll find a contract between him and Dirk for a storage unit. They’ll also see that I called you to come look at the unit.”

			“So, what happens now? How do we find Kadie while we keep Houston safe?”

			“When you leave here tonight, you’re going to call Randall Junior. You’ll request an audience with him,” Eric instructed. “You’ll insist you need to see him tomorrow, and when you’re in the house, you’re going to look for any possible evidence that your brother has Kadie.”

			Vic took several steps back until he bumped into the command console. “I haven’t been in that house in over twelve years. I have no intention of breaking that streak. Think of a new plan.”

			“Not even if you could save my sister’s life?” Sadie demanded.

			He shrunk back, his eyes filling with tears. “I’m sorry—you’re right. It’s just that I wasn’t made the same way my brothers were. I’m not good at deception and games. I’ll do anything for Kadie though, and that includes taking on my own family.”

			“Good,” Eric said with a head nod. “As long as you’re in, Secure One will keep you safe. Are you ready for a fast lesson in how to be an operative?”

			Vic stiffened his shoulders and pushed his chest forward. “Where do we start?”

			Eric turned to Sadie and grasped her shoulders gently. “Are you okay with this?”

			He asked the question as though there was no one in the room but them. As though nothing mattered more than her answer.

			“Just like Vic, I’ll do anything I have to do to save my family,” she said.

			“Even when it scares you?”

			“Especially when it scares me.”

			Her answer brought a smile to his lips, and he gently chucked her under the chin, his thumb caressing her jaw as his hand fell away. “That’s because you’re a warrior.”

			Eric turned away to address Vic, but Sadie didn’t notice. She was too busy replaying the way his touch had left trails of heat along her jaw and the way his kindness with her and Vic touched her heart. Eric Newman was becoming less of a mystery she needed to solve and more the man she wanted in her life with every passing second.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			“I can’t believe I left a defenseless baby alone.” Sadie paced the small hallway as though every step would bring her closer to Houston.

			“You didn’t leave him defenseless. He’s with trained operatives, one who also happens to be a nurse.”

			“I know, I know,” she muttered, rubbing her forehead. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around Kadie having a second life that I knew nothing about, Eric. It’s not something I ever thought she’d keep from me. What did she think was going to happen if she told me she was in love with Vic? None of it makes sense.”

			“It does make sense,” Eric said gently. “Kadie was protecting you.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said, as she turned to face him. “Kadie had months to get used to the fact that Vic was a Loraine, now I’m left to play catch-up while trying to keep it together for Houston’s sake. He’s coming here tomorrow?”

			“That’s the plan,” Eric agreed. “Cal will bring him and the rest of the team. Selina will monitor mobile command and help you with Houston. When Vic is done at the homestead, he will come here and let us know if he saw any sign of Kadie. We’ll be monitoring him the entire time he’s inside the Loraine mansion too. If he hits on anything, we’ll know immediately.”

			“I wish we didn’t have to wait until morning.”

			“Me too, but we have to protect Houston. I want to make sure we’re safe here before they bring him.”

			“The mansion,” she said, as she started pacing again. “Only Randall Junior lives there now, correct?”

			“Now that Howie is dead, yes, besides the hired help. Vic hasn’t lived there since he left for college. When his father was arrested, he never went back. That decision probably saved his life. If he had returned home, he could have been dragged into Vacarro’s shenanigans without even knowing it.”

			“Don’t get me wrong,” Sadie said, turning to make eye contact with him. “I’m glad that Kadie found Vic and not one of the other Loraine boys. Vic loves my sister and his son—I can see that when he talks about them. I may not like that she kept secrets from me, but I also understand why she did it.”

			“She’s the big sister. It’s her job to protect you,” he said with a nod.

			“True, at least in her mind, but I don’t have to like it.” She started pacing again, and he snorted, the sound loud in the quiet space.

			“I can’t make you like it, but I can help you see it’s time to accept it.”

			“That’s going to be about as easy as me convincing you that the car bomb wasn’t your fault.”

			He couldn’t hide his sharp intake of breath. “That’s not a fair comparison,” he said through clenched teeth He hated that he couldn’t hide the hurt that laced his words.

			“I didn’t intentionally mean to hurt you when I said that, Eric. I did though, and I apologize. I shouldn’t have compared the two.” She reached out to touch him, but he spun away from her.

			He walked to the front of mobile command, where a panel of bulletproof sheeting closed off the cab and protected the team from unexpected attacks. The cameras on all four corners of the vehicle also gave them a bird’s eye view of the area. They’d parked mobile command inside the gated storage-unit area, so they should be safe tonight. Dirk was reopening the units tomorrow for clients, but the security measures would be considerably tighter than in the past.

			“During the day, I don’t think about what happened. I’m busy enough that I can keep those memories at bay. It’s only when I take my hearing aids off and lie down to sleep that the torment begins,” Eric said. “Since you and Houston arrived, I haven’t been able to keep those memories at bay during the day. It’s overwhelming to get hit both day and night. I used to allow the memories to wash over me while in bed, as a way to make it through the next day. Now it’s wave after wave all day and night. I’m always on edge and find it hard to relax.”

			She walked toward him, and he could feel her heat and energy as though he were a magnet and she was the metal. In a beat, her soft, warm hands caressed his back and then up over his shoulders in a pattern that relaxed him and put him on edge simultaneously.

			“I’m sorry, Eric. We inserted ourselves into your life in a way that’s uncomfortable and makes your life harder. That’s not fair. I’ll go back to Secure One and keep Houston there while you’re here.”

			He turned, ready to agree. If he banished Sadie to Secure One, he wouldn’t have to face the trust he saw in her eyes—trust that he would bring her sister home. If she wasn’t here, he could force himself to work relentlessly, shoving the memories back where they belonged for another decade. Before he could speak, his lazy gaze ate her up head to toe. Dammit, how did she have so much power over him in such a short time? He didn’t know the answer, but he knew she wasn’t going anywhere. “I don’t want you to go. It’s not your fault that I can no longer control the memories. That’s my fault. I refused to deal with what happened because I thought it would be easier to pretend it didn’t happen. All that’s gotten me is fourteen years of suffering. You brought it to a head in an irrefutable way, and that tells me my life needs to change. If I don’t do something, it will eat me alive.”

			“Do you know how to do that?” Her question was soft and gentle, but it was also heavy and loaded. He struggled to answer it since he didn’t know how.

			“Maybe I’ll take Lucas’s advice and look for a service dog.”

			“For your PTSD, or to be your hearing guide dog?”

			“Both?”

			Sadie’s smile brought one to his lips too. “If you take the question mark off that answer, it’s a solid plan. Not that what I think matters. I think what you think is the only thing that matters.”

			“That was quite a sentence,” he said with a chuckle. “I understood what you meant though. This is what I know—I’ve spent too many years trying to bury a ghost rather than exorcize its demon. I watched Cal and Mack go through it all while trying to pretend the same didn’t apply to me. My learning curve is high, but the events of the last few days have leveled out the curve for me.”

			Sadie’s laughter was soft when she nodded. “We all have to take our own path with things, Eric. If we aren’t ready to make a change in our lives, it will never truly stick. It happens for each one of us at a different time and place in our lives. It’s about having the wisdom to know when the time has come and grab onto whatever rope is dangling there for us to hold.”

			“Houston gave me the wisdom to see the time has come, but oddly enough, he was also the dangling rope,” he said. “When I picked him up for the first time and stared into those little eyes, I realized he had his entire life ahead of him, and I didn’t want anything to mar it. That’s what I’ve been doing by pretending those people didn’t mar a part of my life. They existed. They were real. Their trust was mine for just a hairsbreadth in time, but they weren’t mine in being. It was because they belonged to someone else that we all suffered that day. No amount of wishing or denial will change that, right?”

			“You’re exactly right, Eric, but also, trying to face a situation like this head on without any help could make things worse. I’m worried about you,” Sadie said, resting her hand on his chest.

			“I wish I could benefit from talk therapy,” he said, cupping her cheek to caress her chin with his thumb. “Unfortunately it never worked for me in the beginning.”

			“Maybe because you weren’t ready to face it yet? Would trying again be worth the risk?”

			“That’s possible,” he agreed. “Here’s the thing—talking about it won’t make it go away. PTSD doesn’t go away. We all know that. Sometimes talking about it, keeping it all mixed up and frothy week after week, just makes it worse. I need to find better ways to cope so the memories slowly fade and become less tangible over time. From what Lucas tells me, Haven has helped him do that. He has something else to focus on when the memories overtake him. Haven is there to pull his focus back to the present immediately. That’s why I was thinking about getting a dog that could help me with both my hearing disability and the PTSD.”

			The admittance forced a heavy breath from his chest, and he closed his eyes for a moment. “I wasn’t expecting to have this conversation tonight, but the truth is it’s the most important conversation I’ve had in years. You’ve only been part of my life for a short time, but you’re the only person I could trust with the truth, Sadie. You’re the only one I trust not to judge me.”

			“I would never judge you, Eric. It feels like I’ve known you—”

			“Forever,” they said in unison.

			His gaze held hers, and what he saw in her blue eyes said they shared a connection neither had been expecting. He lowered his head until their lips were only a breath away. Rather than pull away, she closed the distance and brushed her sweet lips against his. His chest rumbled with pleasure, so she lifted herself onto her tiptoes and turned her head—permission to take the kiss further.

			He cupped the back of her warm neck and pulled her against him until their bodies connected. Her heart pounded against his chest when she dropped her jaw and let his tongue take a tour over the roof of her mouth before it tangled with hers. He was sure his lungs would explode from lack of oxygen, but he didn’t want to stop. He didn’t want to break the spell. He didn’t want to think about anything else when his lips were on hers. When his lips were on hers, he thought about what life might be like with her if he could take that leap of faith. Desperate for air, he ended the kiss but rested his forehead on hers.

			“What is this connection between us?” The question was asked in desperation, as though she wouldn’t live to the next minute without knowing the answer.

			“I wish it made sense to me. If you’re in the room, I can’t help but react to you. I want to tell you things I’ve never told anyone else before. Being in a combat zone didn’t scare me as much as my reaction to you has the last few days. I was prepared for a war zone. I wasn’t prepared for you, Sadie Cook.”

			“I’m not staying. Maybe that’s why?”

			“No.” One word that held fervent denial. “Because I want you to stay. For the first time in fourteen years, I want someone to stay. That in and of itself is...” He put his hands to his head and made the mind blown motion.

			“I’ve never met anyone like you, Eric Newman. Maybe I can’t explain the connection yet, but I do know that it has nothing to do with my situation and everything to do with who we are as individuals. The way you hold Houston, the way you take care of me and the way you sacrifice for your teammates tells me that you care. It tells me that you’re protective but in a positive way. Growing up, we never had a father figure in our life,” she said. “As an adult, I’ve realized that not having a male presence in my life has made it not only difficult to date but to know when I’m being taken advantage of. I’ve never been able to discern when someone likes me for me or when someone wants something from me. I never have to worry about that with you. You are you, and you are real all the time, no matter what is going on around you. I can trust you to keep me safe, but you’re also teaching me how to love and be loved.”

			“Love?” he asked, a brow in the air.

			“Figure of speech, but you know what I mean, right?” she asked, nervously flipping her hand around in the air.

			He caught her hand and held it to his chest. “I do know what you mean, Sadie. I don’t want you to think I’m making light of what you’re saying because I’m not. I’m struggling to wrap my head around this too. What I see in your eyes when you look at me...it makes me want to be a better man. It makes me want to change the things that I can change and cope better with the things that I can’t—”

			Before he could finish the thought, her lips were on his. She owned the kiss in a demanding yet gentle way. She took his face in her hands and stroked his five-o’clock shadow tenderly, all while she kissed the lips right off him. When they broke for air again, she took his hand, turned and walked toward the bedroom. Enchanted by her beauty and confidence, all he could do was follow.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Sadie’s heart was hammering in her chest as she walked through the bedroom door and he followed. What was she doing? This was so not her MO. She didn’t have casual sex with men who she’d only known for three days.

			But is this just casual sex? that voice asked. Or is this going to be something more?

			She couldn’t speak for Eric, but she knew in her heart it was something more. It was also something that likely would not end in her favor. Once they cleared her name and brought Kadie home, she would have to leave Secure One. It wasn’t hard to see that none of the guys at Secure One had time to date. How could they when they were always working? Cal, Roman and Mack made it work because their significant other also worked at Secure One. Sadie didn’t work there. She had to remember there was an end date on this thing between them. She could move forward and take everything from him until that day arrived, or she could play it safe and walk away from this now.

			Eric slid his warm hands up her back to knead her neck. “Everything okay?” He leaned in to ask the question, his breath hot against her ear, running goose bumps down her back. The sensation told her that while none of this would last, she could enjoy a moment of pleasure during a time of uncertainty and fear.

			“Everything’s fine,” she said. “I paused when I remembered we didn’t have any protection.”

			His strong hands gently spun her around to face him. “You’re serious about this?”

			“I mean, only if you want to.” She hated that he could hear the waver in her voice.

			Without breaking eye contact, he pressed her hand to his groin. He didn’t say a word, just lifted his brow.

			“Well, hello, big fella,” she purred, taking a tour of him until his breath hitched and he grasped her hand. “We still don’t have protection.”

			“Oh, sweetheart, I’m always prepared.” He held up a finger and darted to the med bay, returning with a handful of condoms.

			“Looks like someone has plans. Did you buy a case?”

			“Yes,” he answered, walking toward her until the backs of her knees hit the bed.

			“You get that much action in mobile command?”

			“No.” This time his answer was low and growly. “We use condoms for other things besides raincoats.”

			“Oh, really?” The question was more a breath than words. “Water balloons?”

			He slid his hands up under her shirt from her waist to her ribs, gripping them gently. “Makeshift water canteens,” he said, blowing lightly on her neck as his hands worked their way to the edges of her breasts. “Waterproof phone bags.” His thumbs stroked her nipples until she lost track of the conversation. She wanted to touch him, so she ran her hands across his chiseled, warm chest and back down to his hips where she rested her hands. “Fire-starter protectors.”

			“They sound versatile.”

			“They are,” he agreed, taking a nip of the skin across her collarbone before he kissed the same spot to wash away the pain. In one fluid motion, he pulled her shirt over her head and took a step back. “Gorgeous.” His voice was low and filled with desire as he ate her up in her lacy bra. “Pretty bra, but it has to come off.”

			It was a flurry of hands as they tore their clothes off, throwing them into a pile on the floor. Barely naked, Eric was already kissing, sucking and tasting Sadie’s skin in a slow but deliberate trail down her chest.

			“If you’re trying to turn me on, it’s working,” she moaned as he dipped his tongue into her navel.

			When he raised his head, he fiddled with both hearing aids before he lifted her by the waist and set her on the bed.

			Sadie grasped his face and trailed her thumbs over the tiny wires and down to the earpieces. “You can take your ears out if that’s more comfortable.”

			“Take my ears out? Oh, no, darling, I was turning them up. I want to hear every moan and squeak you make as I make love to you.”

			With a smile she lowered herself to the mattress and crooked a finger at him until he followed her down. He kissed his way across her left breast and up her chest to her chin.

			“I’m not very good at this,” she said, her hands buried in his hair. “You could say my experience is advanced-beginner level.”

			Eric lifted his head to meet her gaze. “But you’ve been with a man before, right?”

			“Yes. I just meant experienced seductress isn’t one of my titles.”

			His laughter was loud in the room as he kissed his way back to her navel and dipped his tongue in to take a taste. The sensation covered her in goose bumps, and her hips bucked for what was to come. “I don’t want an experienced seductress, Sadie.” She spread her legs, and he moaned as he kissed his way down to her center. “You’re already better at this than you think.”

			She hummed when he kissed his way up her thighs. “I’m still willing to learn.”

			“Then let me teach you how I make love to a woman,” he murmured, setting his tongue on her swollen bud.

			Sensations overtook her, and her hips bucked at the sweet, sweet torture he doled out until she couldn’t stand it a minute longer. “Eric, I want you,” she cried, pulling him to her mouth by his hair. “Please.” The word was a begged prayer against his lips. She grasped him in her hand, and he pulsed hard against her grip. Captivated by the feel of him in her hand, she slowly rolled on the condom he’d handed her.

			Once protected, he poised himself at her opening and grasped her face to make eye contact. “We’re at the no going back moment. If we do this, there’s no going back to the people we were yesterday.”

			“I don’t want to go back, Eric. I want to go forward with you.”

			Permission granted, he entered her on a gentle thrust, and she cried out from the pure joy and pleasure of being complete. Something had been missing in her life all these years, and now she knew what it was—Eric. He was her destiny and always would be, regardless of how long they were together.

			“God, Sadie.” He sighed into her neck as he carried them both up to sit on a cloud of pleasure. “It’s never been like this before.”

			“Eric,” she moaned, her mind overflowing with so many emotions and sensations. “I want to take this leap with you.”

			With a guttural yes, he shifted and together they jumped into an oblivion where they could have a life together, if only for a moment in time.

			

			ERIC WONDERED IF this was what it felt like to be a caged animal. He hated having to wait for someone else to do a job he could do faster and better. Except this time he couldn’t, and the wait was killing him. It didn’t help that Selina had arrived at mobile command before sunup with Houston—and with an attitude that grated on his last nerve.

			To add to his living hell, he couldn’t stop thinking about the woman he’d made love to for half the night. She was incredible, and he did not deserve her in any way, shape or form. He turned and noticed her bracketed in the doorway with the sun streaming in to highlight her golden hair. She rocked Houston side to side as he slept, occasionally kissing the top of his head. The scene was so sweet that it broke his heart. He knew he could never give her that life. She deserved a husband, two-point-five kids and a white picket fence. He couldn’t offer her that. All he could offer was too much time away, too many memories that wouldn’t go away and no chance of having babies with the job and lifestyle he lived.

			Could he live a different lifestyle for her? The answer to that was complicated. He probably could, but what he would do he didn’t know. He’d graduated high school and within two weeks had been at basic training. He’d been trained as a special ops police officer, but after losing his hearing, being a civilian cop was out. That was why he’d worked at Secure One since leaving the army. Secure One was safe. It was a place where everyone understood him and the things that he went through, but they also knew there was nothing he could do to change the things he’d brought back from the war.

			To put it another way, they all carried the same ghosts. Those ghosts were stacked by the years, not months, that they’d done bad things to protect good people. It was hard for any civilians to grasp the magnitude of their service, both good and bad, but somehow Sadie did. She understood that he fought a battle every day even all these years later. Most people would jump ship and run, but Sadie had simply picked up a bucket and helped bail.

			Sadie glanced up and met his gaze. She offered him a shy smile, and he turned away. He couldn’t do this right now. He had to focus on her sister and bring her home safe. Then he had to free Sadie of this murder charge so she could go on with her life. The sooner she left Secure One, the sooner she could find someone who deserved her love, devotion and desire. His body tightened at the thought of it. She was all sweet curves and soft edges in a way he had never experienced before. Sure, he’d been with plenty of women, but none of them had made him feel the way Sadie did. None of those women had made him want to leave his current life behind and go anywhere with her. That was the truth of it, even if it could never be reality.

			Eric turned his attention to Selina and the computer screens in front of her. She had agreed to help him in mobile command while the rest of the team dealt with Dirk and the issues surrounding the security at the storage units. He should have been running point on that, but he couldn’t be in two places at once. Since he had been the one to talk Vic into visiting his brother at the Loraine mansion today, Cal had insisted he remain in mobile command with Selina, Sadie and the baby.

			Vic was inside the Loraine mansion. He sat on a couch in the living room across from Randall Junior. Vic’s button camera on his jacket showed them everything he saw in real-time. He had refused to wear a microphone, afraid Randall would see it and know he wasn’t there just to grieve their brother.

			“How long are they going to sit there and talk?” Selina asked. It was more like a grumpy growl, and it drew Eric’s attention from the screens.

			“They haven’t seen each other in a long time, so I explained to Vic that he needs to make it look like he’s there for a reconciliation. Anything else will raise Randall’s suspicion, and Vic will be the next dead body on our hands.”

			Selina didn’t respond. She kept her gaze on the screens with her jaw clenched tightly. Eric could not figure out for the life of him what was going on with her. From the moment she’d arrived at mobile command this morning, she’d been skittish, standoffish and downright rude to Sadie when she’d asked how Houston had done during the night. He walked over and knelt next to the bank of computers so she didn’t have a choice but to make eye contact with him.

			“Selina, what is going on?”

			“Nothing is going on.” She said the four words with such disdain that it made him snort.

			“Nice try. There isn’t one of us here who can’t see that something has changed with you. Efren has been your punching bag, but I’m starting to think this has nothing to do with him and everything to do with you. Or something you don’t want to tell us that is happening in your life.”

			“You can think whatever you’d like, Eric. I’m here to do my job, which lately has been undefinable.”

			Eric had already suspected that was part of the situation, but it certainly wasn’t all of it. “Then I say it’s time you talk to Cal about your job and your hopes for your future at Secure One, and see what he says.”

			“What if I don’t like what he says?” she asked, side-eyeing him.

			“Then you counteroffer or you give him your notice. But one way or the other, at least you know. The animosity you’re carrying about the situation has to be exhausting.”

			“That’s rich coming from you.”

			“Meaning what?” He didn’t like the barb at the end of that sentence, but he couldn’t take it back, nor would he. He wanted an answer.

			“It means that you carry plenty of animosity. You wear it like a cloak of armor, reminding everyone that we’re so lucky because we can hear. You never take into consideration the fact that we know that and we all have your back. It’s easy for you to sit there and call the kettle black, but you forget that you’re the pot.” She snapped her lips closed, focused her attention on the screens and refused to say anything more.

			Rather than respond to her catty observations, he stood and watched the screens for a few more seconds. Vic was still sitting there talking to Randall, and every so often they caught a glimpse of his beer bottle going to his lips. He’d been there for over an hour now, and Eric hoped he was still nursing the first beer. They couldn’t risk he would get tipsy and give up his reason for being there. An hour was long enough to chew the fat anyway. It was time to start looking for Kadie.

			He walked over to Sadie in the hallway and leaned against the wall to talk to her in low tones. The baby was sleeping on the floor of Cal’s office on a giant bed of blankets. Sadie was watching over him, but she turned, knowing instinctively, as she always did, that he would need to read her lips.

			“What’s going on with Vic and Randall?” Her gaze flicked to the front, but she was too far away to see the screens.

			“Right now, Vic is still talking to Randall in the living room. I wish he’d taken a microphone with him so we could hear what they’re saying.”

			She rested her hand on his chest, and her warmth spread through his body, automatically relaxing him. He loved it and hated it at the same time. No woman had ever done that to him before, and it was likely no other woman ever would.

			“It would have been nice,” she said, “but I understood where Vic was coming from. If for any reason they found a microphone on him, not only would Vic be in terrible danger, but so would we and Kadie. We have enough bad vibes to carry right now—we don’t need to add more.”

			“I know you’re right, but it’s still frustrating for someone like me to sit around and wait while someone else gets the answers I need to do my job.”

			“It’s equally as frustrating for me when I know my sister could be in that house somewhere, scared, hurt and wondering if we’re ever going to find her. All I can do is trust in the process and trust that you know the best way to find her and bring her home to her son. If I could, I would take her place and let them do whatever they wanted to me if it meant Houston had his mother.”

			“No.” The word came out in a way he hadn’t been expecting. It was forceful and, if he was honest with himself, possessive. “Don’t even think that way, much less say it aloud. We will find Kadie, bring her home to Houston and keep you all safe in the process. It’s what we do. You have to trust me.”

			“I do trust you, but I don’t trust the Loraines. Any of them.”

			He didn’t need to hear her words to read the meaning behind them. “Listen, I know where you’re coming from, but I think Vic is on the up and up.”

			“I’m reserving my opinion on Victor Loraine until we get Kadie’s side of the story. Right now, we’re taking the word of someone I don’t know with ties to a family that doesn’t know how to do anything but lie. Forgive me if I can’t trust him at first sight,” she said.

			“No apology necessary, Sadie. I know where you’re coming from, and I understand how you feel. We did a deep dive on Victor Loraine, and there is nothing—at least nothing anywhere on the light or the dark web—about him. I’ve had a lot of experience on making snap first impressions about people. Sometimes it was a matter of life and death, and I can tell you if Victor Loraine had walked into our camp unannounced, I would have pegged him as an ally and not a foe. That said, I respect how you feel and I ask that you reserve judgment until we know if Kadie is in that mansion.”

			“This is a terrible thing to say, but I actually hope she is at the mansion,” Sadie said. “If she’s not, I don’t know who took her or why.”

			He grimaced before he could stop it.

			“What? You promised to always be honest with me, Eric.”

			At that moment, he wished she had never uttered those words, but he had and he was a man of his word. “It’s entirely possible if Randall Loraine doesn’t have Kadie that The Snake does.”

			“Vaccaro? You think a mob boss has my sister?”

			Her voice was loud enough now to wake the baby, and he put a finger to her lips. “All I’m saying is with Howie Loraine involved, there’s more than a fifty percent chance that The Snake has something to do with it. We have our ears to the ground, but so far we’ve heard no chatter about The Snake picking up a woman in Bemidji.”

			“Your ears to the ground? You mean Mina?”

			He winked and smiled, enjoying the moment of levity in a tense situation.

			“We have movement,” Selina called out, snapping them both to attention.

			Sadie glanced at Houston, who was still sound asleep, and then motioned for him to go. They stood behind Selina, watching the bank of computers in front of her.

			“What’s going on?” Eric asked.

			“Randall got a cell phone call, so Vic made a motion that he was going to the bathroom, I have to assume, and Randall nodded. Now Vic is wandering the hallways.”

			“He’s looking for something,” Eric said.

			“He’s looking for someone,” Sadie said. “Kadie.”

			“I hope so. That’s what he’s there for. Otherwise this has been a waste of precious time.”

			The camera went screwy and out of focus momentarily before Vic’s face filled the screen. He had twisted the camera toward himself like a selfie and started to speak. Eric immediately said, “Office. He’s going to the office.” The camera shifted again, and then Vic was moving down a hallway.

			“You have to give them credit—the place is pretty swanky,” Sadie said as Vic passed expensive artwork on the walls. “I’m surprised that lure of the place didn’t suck Vic back in after college.”

			“Once you escape a place like that, you never go back,” Selina said. “Ever. This is a big ask. I hope you appreciate what he’s doing for you.”

			“You mean what he’s doing for his family, right?” Sadie said, her tone of voice an obvious challenge to Selina. She glanced at Eric, who shook his head no and darted his gaze to Selina for a moment. Thankfully Sadie backed down just as Vic walked into a home office fit for the Godfather.

			“Hey, honey, I’m home,” Selina sang. “Show us the goods, Vic,” she cooed to the screens, widening and tightening different views and angles in front of them.

			They all leaned in while holding their breath. None of them knew what he was looking for, but it was evident that Vic did. He had a plan that he was hoping would lead him to his future wife.

			“How long has he been gone from the living room?” Eric asked Selina, who punched up a timer on the screen.

			“Only two minutes. Vic should have at least three more before Randall gets suspicious.” She pointed at the camera still monitoring the living room that Vic had so kindly tucked under the couch cushions. Randall was talking on the phone, his head nodding.

			Eric slid his gaze back to the computer screen where Vic was searching the office. He had lowered himself to the executive chair and was going through the desk. There was a monitor on the desk that was off, but no computer could be seen anywhere. He couldn’t hear Vic, but he could sense his desperation as his motions grew frantic. Eric prayed he was still being quiet.

			Selina had her eye on Randall, who still sat on the couch seemingly laughing along with whatever the caller was saying on the other end.

			“He needs to hurry up in there,” Sadie said. “I doubt his brother is going to leave something out that will point him directly to where his girlfriend is being held hostage.”

			“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Eric said. “You’re probably correct, but he’s still got to try. That’s why we sent him in. He knows his brother better than any of us, and he can think like a Loraine. We can’t.”

			The camera got a shot of Vic running his fingers along the edge of the desk. Suddenly the computer monitor came to life and the camera jerked. That was the moment Vic laid eyes on the woman he loved. He held the camera up, scanned the screen and then turned it to show his face.

			“‘Help! I don’t know where this is,’” Eric read as he watched his lips move.

			A sharp intake of breath had Eric’s head swiveling. Sadie had turned white as a ghost as her knees collapsed. He scooped his arm around her waist so she didn’t fall and held her to his side.

			Vic was still talking to the screen. “‘We have to find her! We have to get to her! She needs help!’”

			“There’s nothing we can do,” Selina said without turning. “He needs to follow the plan and rendezvous with the team before we try to save Kadie. We don’t even know if that feed is from inside Randall’s house.”

			“Of course it is!” Sadie exclaimed. “She’s right there on the screen!”

			“Selina’s right, babe,” he gently said, trying to soothe her. “It could be a remote feed from somewhere else.”

			“We also can’t go in alone,” Selina pointed out. “We’re not the cops.”

			Vic still had the camera up to his face. “‘Remote feed?’” Eric read. “He’s asking that as a question,” he told them. “Which means he doesn’t know if she’s on-site either.”

			“Oh, we’ve got trouble,” Selina said, pointing to the monitor and the empty chair where Randall had been sitting.

			“Get out, get out,” Eric chanted, hoping Vic would sense the danger coming at him.

			Vic must have heard his brother coming or calling for him because he reached out, searching for a button to turn off the monitor. It was too late. His brother stood in the doorway wearing a satisfied yet smug grin. Eric leaned in as Randall walked toward his brother. Vic’s coat camera was pointed directly at Randall now, and Eric didn’t want to miss a word Randall had to say. He tightened his grip on Sadie and waited while the two men faced off.

			“‘What are you doing, little brother?’” Eric read on Randall’s lips.

			He couldn’t see Vic’s response, so he waited for Randall to speak again.

			“‘You didn’t think I’d believe you were here to mourn our lost brother, did you?’” Eric read slowly. “‘You...years.’” Eric paused. “He probably said he hasn’t seen him in years.”

			Vic slid out from behind the desk and inched toward the door. Whatever he said made Randall laugh.

			“‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Vic,’” Eric read. “Something about the computer.” He was frustrated but watched as Randall approached Vic, who tried to skirt past him to make for the door. Then a gun appeared, aimed directly at the camera.

			“Dammit!” Selina exclaimed.

			“Vic better do some fast talking,” Eric muttered. “We can’t save him at this point. He’s got to save himself.”

			He leaned closer to the monitor, hoping Randall would give them enough information to find Kadie. Eric also hoped he didn’t shoot his brother. Randall stood still while wearing that smug smile on his face. They could only assume Vic was speaking to him.

			“‘This will be touching,’” Eric read, breaking the silence when Randall spoke. “‘I can see the headlines—Loraine brother dies wrapped in his lover’s embrace.’”

			The gun waved toward the door, motioning Vic to start walking. Terrified to the point of shaking, if the camera was any indication, he had the wherewithal to walk backward so they could still see Randall in the camera.

			“‘It’s a secret,’” Eric read. “‘I’d kill you now, but The Snake wants no dead bodies to deal with unless he orders it.’”

			Vic visibly started and must have said something to his brother because Randall sneered. “‘Enough talk,’” Eric read. “‘Time to see your lover girl.’”

			Vic turned slowly to walk down the hallway, allowing them to see the direction he was going. Hopefully he’d be able to show them where to start looking.

			“For not being an operative, this guy is intuitive,” Selina said as she typed a message to Cal.

			The two men paused near a door while Vic turned the handle. He took a step forward, and immediately the camera went dark. Before Eric could say anything, the door to mobile command nearly flew off its hinges, announcing the arrival of the cavalry.

		
	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Eric hung up the phone and disconnected his hearing aids from the Bluetooth. “Cal and the guys are digging into Howie’s financials.” He offered the information to anyone in the room who was listening, but Lucas and Mina had their heads buried in their computers.

			As soon as it had become evident they wouldn’t see more from Vic, they’d circled the wagons as a team to make an extraction plan. To do that, they needed more space, so Dirk had given them a heated storage unit to use so they could spread out the team between there and mobile command. Eric wasn’t letting Sadie out of his sight, so he moved her and Houston into the storage unit with him until they had a better plan to keep them safe.

			His gaze traveled to the woman he had too many feelings for in such a short time. He couldn’t stop thinking about how she’d made him feel last night when she’d offered him her body and her heart. Maybe she hadn’t come right out and said I love you with words, but she didn’t need words when she trusted him with her body. Eric swore internally. He never should have allowed himself the pleasure of being with her. It would be impossible to let her go once they had Kadie back safely. He knew and accepted that he would have to let her go, despite wanting to keep her close to him.

			The thought gave him a jolt. He’d never thought that about a woman before. All the women he’d been with had been well aware they were there for a bit of fun and nothing more. They’d all been okay with that. Sadie said she was okay with it, but Eric knew she wasn’t so much okay with it as accepting of it.

			“We have a hit,” Mina said, jumping up from the desk and giving him a start. “Roscoe Landry, age fifty, is a mob boss for Vaccaro. It’s said his underlings call him the Winged Templar.”

			Eric did a fist pump. “We have another connection. The guy who dropped the trunk said they had to follow the Winged Templar’s orders.”

			“Which to me sounds like the person responsible for the hit.”

			“Yes,” he agreed, “but we can’t prove it. How do we prove it?”

			“I wish I knew who these guys were. I’d trace them back until I found the original hit order. We don’t know if the guys who dumped him also killed him. They could have just been on disposal duty.”

			“We tried running facial recognition on the video we took, but it was too dark and far away. Wait.” Eric clapped his hands together. “We need to use the victim.”

			“Use the victim?” Mina asked for clarification. “You mean trace Howie back until we find a connection to Roscoe?”

			Eric pointed to her, and she ran back to the computer to start typing.

			“What does any of that mean?” Sadie asked, pacing the small area around the playpen where Houston sat happily, babbling at his toys.

			“If we can find hard evidence that Howie and Roscoe are linked, you’re off the hook.”

			“Just because they knew each other?”

			“No,” Eric said with a head shake, “because Howie was killed in a mob-style execution, and Roscoe is one of The Snake’s top bosses. Once we know if Howie and Roscoe are connected, we look for a double cross by Howie. I assure you there is one. If Howie crossed him, Roscoe would order the hit and deflect the blame.”

			Sadie’s head tipped to the side in confusion. “If that’s the case, maybe he shouldn’t have had him killed execution style.” Her eyes rolled, and she mumbled what he thought was the word men.

			“I never said he was smart.” Eric winked and turned to Lucas. “Anything from Vic?”

			Lucas shook his head. “Nothing usable. I know he’s got the camera because it keeps shaking, but there’s nothing other than blackness.”

			“Have you found the blueprints for the Loraine home? We need to know where that door leads to. If we have to go in, I want everyone to have the floor plan memorized.”

			The team knew Vic, and likely Kadie, were still inside the Loraine mansion. The GPS tracker in his shoe told them that much. What it didn’t tell them was where inside, which was the reason they needed the blueprints.

			“I’m working on it,” Lucas answered, but Eric could hear the frustration in his tone. “Mina might have to make a go of it. Trying to get them through legal channels isn’t working.”

			There was a knock on the door. “Secure one, Sierra.”

			Eric walked to the door and answered. “Secure two, Echo.” Then he opened the door to allow her in. They were working out of a corner storage unit with a small side door, so they didn’t have to open the main door as people entered. Selina had been their go-between for information, but when she burst through the door this time, her arms were loaded with long cardboard tubes. She dumped them onto the table in the center of the room and stepped back.

			“What’s all this?” Eric asked, homing in on her stiff shoulders and fisted hands.

			“The blueprints for the Loraine mansion.”

			“What? How?” Lucas asked, standing immediately. “I’ve been working on getting those for hours.”

			“Don’t ask questions I can’t answer,” she said through clenched teeth. “Just help me get these up on the wall.”

			Lucas glanced at Eric, who gave him a slight head tilt to go ahead and help her. He waited while Selina tacked the blueprints to the wall in an order that only she understood. She gave Lucas one-or two-word directions until all the prints were up. They stepped back, and Selina grabbed a marker. She started writing and marking things on the blueprints while everyone stared in stunned silence. Eric sensed the entire room was wondering the same thing—how had Selina gotten the blueprints, and how did she know the things she was writing on them?

			“No way,” Mina said to break the silence. “That was way too easy.”

			“What was too easy?” Sadie asked, handing Houston his bottle before walking over to Mina’s station.

			“I found the connection between Howie and Roscoe. Howie Loraine was engaged to Roscoe’s daughter.”

			Eric stepped forward, certain he had misheard. “Say that again?”

			“Howie was engaged to Roscoe’s daughter, Lydia.”

			“Is there any evidence that Howie was working for Vaccaro?” he asked, an idea beginning to take root in his mind.

			“Not that I can prove yet, but if he was engaged to Roscoe’s daughter, the likelihood is high that he was working for Vaccaro.”

			Sadie put her hand on her hip. “If Howie was engaged to Roscoe’s daughter and possibly working within the organization, the next question we have to answer is why did Roscoe have him killed?”

			Eric couldn’t stop the grin that lifted his lips. “She’s good. It’s like she’s always been part of this team. That was my exact thought. Do you have any theories, Sadie?”

			“I don’t know much about the mob,” she answered, “but I have watched a lot of mob movies. And it seems like the only thing that gets you killed in the mob is a double cross or personal affront.”

			Mina pointed at her. “What she said. Being engaged to the mob is a dicey place to be. It’s highly possible there was a personal affront, especially with a guy like Howie. There could also be a double cross, which might be harder to track down. I’ll keep looking.” She went back to her keyboard, and Eric turned to Sadie.

			“Things will move quickly once we figure out the connection between Howie and Roscoe. You’ll return to mobile command and stay locked up tight with Houston.”

			“I won’t stand around while someone else saves my sister! I’m going with you.”

			“No, you’re not.” This time it was Selina who answered. “You know absolutely nothing about an operation like this, which makes you more hindrance than help. If you go out there with no idea what you’re doing, you will end up dead.”

			“She’s not wrong,” Eric said with his brow in the air, “and I can’t allow that. You need to be here with Houston to keep him safe until we bring Kadie back.”

			He had to bite the inside of his cheek when Sadie planted her fists on her hips, puffed out her chest and jutted her chin in a sign of fierce determination. She clearly wanted to help save her family, no matter what they said.

			“No,” Selina said again. “The Loraine mansion is complicated, has too many entrances and exits, and is no place for someone without formal security training. We bring you along and the next thing we know, Randall will have three hostages. That simply cannot happen. Besides, I’m going with the team, which means someone must be here to care for Houston.”

			Eric turned on his heel to face her. “Are you going to be able to work with Efren?”

			She took a step forward and stuck her finger in his chest. “For your information, I can work with anyone on this team. I don’t appreciate the insinuation that I’m not a team player. I have always been a team player and will continue to be one. Now, let’s step over to the blueprints and devise an attack plan.”

			“Well, well. Someone has decided to stop waiting to be told she’s part of the team and just be part of the team. I like it. Keep it up.”

			Before he could say more, Cal announced himself.

			“Secure one, Charlie.”

			“Secure two, Echo,” he responded, then opened the door for Cal, Mack, Efren and Roman. “You’re just in time to get the lowdown on the mansion’s layout,” Eric said, motioning at the wall where the blueprints hung. “Mina is following up a lead on the connection between the Winged Templar and Howie.”

			“You found one?” Cal asked with his brows up in surprise.

			“It was too easy,” she said without breaking stride on the keyboard. “Howie was engaged to Roscoe’s daughter.”

			Efren’s whistle was long as he set his hands on his hips. “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

			“My thought exactly,” Mina said, her gaze never leaving the screen. “If it’s here, I’ll find it.”

			“While she’s doing that,” Cal said, motioning to Mina, “let’s break down the mission. Regardless of the connection, we must get Kadie and Vic out of that mansion.”

			Selina motioned them toward the blueprints spread across the wall. “This is Randall’s office,” she said, pointing to a room she circled in blue. “This,” she said, pointing at a small opening she had circled in red, “is the door they walked through.”

			“Where does it go?” Roman asked from where he stood by Mina, a hand on her shoulder.

			“According to the blueprints, it’s a closet. Unless you have this set of prints.” She pointed at the bottom row. “They show the tunnels. If I were a betting woman, I would say they’re in this area somewhere.”

			“Tunnels?” Cal asked, stepping forward and letting his gaze wander the blueprints.

			“We already know Kadie’s at the mansion since Randall Junior told Vic he was taking him to see her. That said, he won’t keep a hostage anywhere the hired help can happen upon her.”

			“He needs a secret room?” Sadie asked, and Selina gave her the so-so hand motion.

			“Something like that.”

			“Do the tunnels go to a secret room?” Cal asked, pointing at a long, narrow hallway on the blueprint.

			Her finger went up one blueprint and pointed at the room to the left of the door Randall had taken Vic through. “This is Daddy’s private library. Here—” she moved her finger to the end of the room “—is a trapdoor with a ladder.”

			“And you know this how?” Efren asked, his head cocked as he stared at the blueprints.

			“Because I do my job,” Selina answered, her teeth clenched together.

			“No, there’s more to this than just doing your job, Selina,” Cal said. “How did you get these blueprints?”

			She spun on the group and walked up to Cal, sticking her finger in his chest. Eric grimaced. No one was insubordinate to their leader without suffering the consequences. “I will not answer any questions about what I know and how. I will share my knowledge with the team on how to stay safe and accomplish the mission. Is that clear?”

			Eric stood frozen, as did the rest of the team. Even he could have heard a pin drop until Cal spoke. “Clear. For now,” he added. “But we will address all of this,” he said, motioning at his chest with his prosthetic finger, “when this case is resolved.”

			Eric stepped forward, the peacemaker in him wanting to settle things down for everyone. “Listen, Selina, we’re grateful for any information you can give us about the mansion.” Her shoulders were stiff and unyielding as she faced them. It was never more apparent she was hiding something, which didn’t come as a surprise. Everyone knew that Selina’s past was a dark hole she never discussed. But none of that mattered right now. “We have to move if we want to find Kadie and Vic before they’re moved or killed.”

			“And we can’t count on the cops,” Efren said, stepping forward. “They still believe Sadie ordered the hit on Howie. They’re going to be no help.”

			“Agreed,” Selina said turning back to the plans on the wall. “Since we can’t involve the cops, this will be considered breaking and entering.”

			“Considering we’re rescuing hostages, I’m sure such a minor charge will be overlooked. Were anyone to learn of the mission, that is,” Lucas said, his arms crossed over his chest.

			She stiffened her spine and raised her chin. “If we’re all in agreement, then what I’m about to tell you will make this job twice as easy but twice as dangerous. Are we all in?”

			“Secure one, Charlie,” Cal said.

			“Secure two, Romeo.”

			“Secure three, Mike.”

			“Secure four, Echo,” Eric said with a wink at Sadie.

			“Secure five, Whiskey.”

			“Secure six, Tango.”

			“Secure seven, Bravo,” Marlise, Cal’s wife, said.

			“Secure eight, Lucas.”

			“Secure nine, Sadie.”

			Eric reached out and took Sadie’s hand, squeezing it.

			“Secure ten, Sierra,” Selina said, and then with a respectful nod, she turned back to the blueprints. “I can’t confirm but I do suspect that this doorway is a set of stairs that goes to the same place the trapdoor does in the library,” she said, pointing at that long empty space again. “Otherwise, it’s another entrance to the library. Either way, it will take them to the tunnel.”

			“What do they use the tunnel for?” Cal asked.

			“Escape,” she answered immediately. “That said, there are also storage rooms on each side of the tunnel.”

			“Storage rooms?” Eric asked, releasing Sadie’s hand and walking to the front so he could hear and see Selina better. “Can you explain?”

			“More like cubbies, I suppose,” she answered. “Places to store off-season sports equipment, clothing and household stuff.”

			“Or perfect for stashing a woman away for a few days,” Eric said.

			“Yep,” Selina answered, pointing at the tunnel again. “There’s plenty of space for Randall to hold Vic and Kadie while he waits for orders from The Snake. We now have confirmation that’s who he’s working for since he came right out and told his brother. Thanks to Eric’s lipreading skill, we know that Vaccaro is pulling the strings. I assure you, where the mob is involved, danger quickly follows, so we need to get into that tunnel and get them out of there before The Snake gives an order we can’t stop.”

			“How do we do that?” Cal asked. “Better question is once we get into it, how do we get out?”

			Selina returned to the table and unrolled a smaller blueprint still waiting to be opened. “Tunnels always have an entrance and an exit, right?” she asked, getting head nods from the crew. “So does this one. The exit, or what we’ll make our entrance and exit, is next to the garage in the back of the house. It’s hidden in plain sight as an egress window. This is all the information I have on security around the yard,” she said, passing out a paper packet to everyone.

			“Hello, connection, my name is Winner,” Mina gleefully said as she spun in her chair to face everyone. “Howie Loraine was engaged to Roscoe’s daughter but was playing Hide the Salami with a model in Chicago.”

			“Hide the Salami?” Cal asked with his brow up.

			She just laughed and clapped her hands. “Once a playboy, always a playboy where Howie Loraine was concerned. In their eyes, the only answer was to fix the problem.”

			“That made a bigger problem for us,” Selina said with a shake of her head. “Knowing that, we have to move. You get five minutes to read that, ask questions and start your mission prep. I want to be rolling as soon as it’s dark. That gives us—” she checked her watch “—an hour and twenty-two minutes to have our ducks in a row.”

			“Who’s running this mission anyway?” Cal asked, taking a step toward the table.

			“I am,” Selina answered, leaning forward on the table. “Trust me when I say if you all want to walk out of there alive with our two hostages, not a soul around this table will argue with me.”

			Eric waited while Cal debated his next move. The Selina of the last thirty minutes was someone he didn’t know, and he suspected he wasn’t alone in that feeling. That was confirmed when Cal took a step back and nodded once. “Mission leader is Sierra. Mission foreman is Echo. Mission communication manager is...” He turned to Lucas and gave him a finger gun with his prosthesis. “Lima.”

			The unexpected declaration of a call name brought a smile to Lucas’s face as he nodded at their leader. Lucas had officially been accepted onto the elite team at Secure One, and Eric knew he’d work twice as hard to prove that he deserved that distinction.

			Cal turned to the rest of them. “Everyone else, get your assignments from Sierra. Let’s get this couple back to their baby.” Selina might’ve been running this mission, but he still ran the show.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Sadie paced the room, anxiety and the need to do something filling her to the breaking point. Houston slept in the playpen, blessedly unaware of how dangerously close he was to becoming an orphan. He’d become Sadie’s responsibility forever if his parents didn’t make it out alive. It also meant she’d have to run far and fast to keep him out of Randall Loraine’s hands. Could she handle being a single mother of an infant? Absolutely. Did she want to? No. She wanted her sister home, alive and raising her son. Sadie couldn’t fathom life without her sister in it.

			“Secure one, Echo.”

			Sadie walked to the door, unlocked it and let Eric into the tiny room at the back of mobile command. “Hi,” she greeted him after she closed the door.

			“Cal got a call from the chief of police in Bemidji. You’ve been cleared of Howie Loraine’s murder.”

			“What? How?” She took a step closer to him, desperate for the news to be true.

			“We tipped them off to the Winged Templar. Once Mina had his real name, the Chicago police raided his home and found the contract paperwork on the hit.”

			“Did the paperwork show that I didn’t order the hit?”

			Eric nodded, and she let out a sigh, her shoulders slumping. “I’m so glad to be out from under that suspicion.”

			“You’re one step closer to getting your life back.”

			She fisted the front of his shirt in her hand. “What’s happening tonight, Eric? I need to know the plan.”

			“Nightfall is here, so we’re gathering our final supplies to approach the mansion and enter the tunnel. If our luck holds, that’s where we’ll find Kadie and Vic and get them back here safely.”

			“I’m going,” she said, her tone no-nonsense and forceful.

			“Absolutely not,” Eric said in a tone of voice that to anyone else would leave no room for argument.

			“Listen to me, Eric! Kadie is my sister,” Sadie hissed, stabbing herself in the chest with her finger. “I need to be there when she comes out of that mansion! She doesn’t know any of you!”

			“Vic is with her. I’m sure he’s filled her in on who we are and that we’re working to rescue them. He’ll also tell her that you are keeping Houston safe. Once we get them out, the team will bring her right to you and Houston.”

			“You don’t know that Vic is with her! You don’t know that she’s even in that mansion! What if she’s injured and needs a hospital? I have to be there, Eric!”

			“Listen to me, baby. It’s too dangerous. We’ve talked about this. If you’re there, then I’m worried about you and I can’t afford to have my attention split that way. It’s hard enough to make sure that I’m communicating and getting all of the information correctly from the rest of my team. If my mind is partially focused on your safety too, the mission will fail.”

			“You don’t have to worry about me. I will stay wherever you tell me to stay.”

			“I’m telling you to stay here,” he said. “I’ll be brutally honest with you, Sadie. The idea of having you there where I can’t protect you terrifies me. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. That also terrifies me, but in ways that I can’t put into words.”

			“Maybe you can,” she said, taking a step closer and putting her lips on his for a brief moment. “Maybe you can put it into three words.”

			“That’s the problem,” he said, his forehead balanced on hers. “Putting it into those three words is dangerous.”

			“That makes it real?” Sadie asked, her heart pounding at the idea that he loved her too. “Is it possible to fall in love in less than a week?”

			“If I’ve learned one thing working at Secure One, it’s that it’s possible to fall in love in one breath. I’ve seen it happen multiple times. But I never expected—”

			“It to happen to you?” she asked, her voice soft and tender. The brush of his forehead against hers when he shook his head told her more than any other answer he could have given her. “You’re afraid to be vulnerable again, right?”

			This time he nodded and took a step back. She reached up and flicked the button on his hearing aids until they were off. His eyes widened, and she held her finger up. Then she said those three words. She waited while his eyes did the hearing for him. “I love you, Eric Newman. That may complicate life, but it also completes it. I’m not letting you go out there without telling you how important you are to me.”

			She flipped the switches back on his aids and waited for him to speak. “Why did you turn my hearing aids off?”

			“I wanted there to be no question about what I said. You trust the things you see more than the things you hear. I wanted you to see that I love you and that I’ll always find a way to show you as much as tell you.”

			Before she could say another word, he pulled her into a tight hug, both arms wrapped around her and his lips against her ear. “I love you too, Sadie Cook. Oh, boy, does that complicate things, but I’ve never felt like I needed someone else to breathe. Then you came along, and suddenly I needed to see you morning, noon and night. That’s why it terrifies me even to consider putting you at risk. Anything can happen out there, and you could get hurt.”

			“I could say the same about you,” she said, leaning back so he could read her lips. “I’ll do whatever you think is the best, but Kadie has to know that I’ve been looking for her and that I’ve kept Houston safe.”

			He grasped her shirt and pulled her to him, kissing her in a frantic tangle of tongues that neither of them would forget anytime soon. “Those will be the first words out of my mouth,” he whispered against her lips. “I want you here, locked safely behind these doors where there’s not a chance you can get hurt.”

			His lips attacked hers again, and she leaned into the kiss, dropping her jaw so he could drink from her the courage he would need to go out and face the risk for both of them.

			When the kiss slowed, she said those words again so he could feel them. “I love you, Eric. Do not get yourself killed out there, do you understand me?”

			“Loud and clear.” He leaned back and tucked the hair back behind her ears. I love you too. He mouthed the words this time so seeing was believing. “We should keep how we feel about each other under our hats for now. I don’t want any distractions within the team tonight.”

			“Agreed,” she said with a head nod.

			As though the idea of keeping it between them was too powerful for him, he walked to her, grasped her chin and laid a kiss on her that would carry her through until he was back in her arms.

			

			ERIC TIGHTENED THE straps on his bulletproof vest, checked his gun and tucked it into his holster at his side, and flipped his night-vision goggles down over his eyes. He forced himself to put Sadie from his mind and concentrate on nothing but the mission—find Kadie and Vic and bring them out safely.

			“You’re sure about this?” he asked Selina, who stood next to him. “You’re positive there’s a way in from the back?”

			“There’s no question in my mind that we can get into the mansion this way. I know it’s hard for you to trust me, but I promise you if we’re going to find them and bring them out, this is the only way.”

			“Are the cops in position?”

			Selina pushed the button on her earpiece. “Secure one, Sierra. Do we have a go?”

			“Secure two, Charlie. Detectives are approaching the door as we speak. Hold your position.”

			“Ten-four.”

			He pulled his gun and waited. “I don’t want the cops to screw this up,” he growled.

			“There’s a fifty-fifty chance,” Selina agreed. “But we didn’t have a choice. If we didn’t bring the cops in on this, we’d get hit with more charges than we could wiggle out of without damage to the business. Once I showed the chief the video of Randall holding his brother at gunpoint, they decided maybe they should take a second look at the brother. We’ve only got one chance at this while he’s distracted by the cops. We need to make this happen.”

			“If they can keep Randall Junior busy for a few minutes, we can do the rest.”

			“I hope they have more than just detectives approaching that door. I hope they have the SWAT team. There are way too many exits to cover here. Not to mention Randall’s personal bodyguards won’t favor the cops arresting him.”

			“That confuses me,” Eric admitted. “Why does Randall Junior need bodyguards if he’s not doing anything illegal?”

			Selina snorted to hold back her laughter. “Randall Junior obviously took over the business when Randall Senior went to prison. That’s why he needs bodyguards. Of that, I have no doubt.”

			“How do you know so much about the Loraine case?”

			She flipped her night-vision goggles down over her eyes and pulled her gun from her holster, pointing it at the ground. “I told you before that I won’t answer questions. That still stands.”

			“I hope you realize at some point that excuse won’t hold water and Cal will demand answers. Keep your secrets—I’ve got other things on my mind tonight.”

			“Like the woman back at mobile command who’s waiting for you to be her hero.”

			“I’m not her hero, Selina.” Eric’s gaze darted around the yard, searching out danger.

			“It’s okay to love her,” she said.

			“Who said anything about love?”

			“One doth protest too much, if you ask me. I’m happy for you, Eric. Sadie is your perfect match. You don’t have to confirm that for me to know I’m right. All I’m saying is don’t be afraid to take that chance. Real, all-encompassing love like that is hard to come by in life. Don’t pass it by just because you don’t think you deserve it.”

			“Why would I think that?”

			“Oh, I don’t know, because of what happened in the sandbox? We all know that you haven’t dealt with your ghosts from that time. Maybe it’s time to let somebody help you carry the burden.”

			“This still feels a lot like the pot and the kettle,” Eric said.

			“Except it’s not,” Selina pointed out. “You have someone within your reach who wants to be part of your life. Don’t blow it, Eric. You might not get a second chance.”

			“Noted,” he said through clenched teeth. “Be ready—we’ve got to be close to go time.”

			She nodded, pulling her gun close to her vest and crouching in the shooter’s position. He’d go first, covering the open ground while she covered him. The empty stretch of grass ahead of them felt one hundred miles long. He reminded himself it was his job to get across the space, find Kadie and bring her back to her sister, and then walk away. While he absolutely loved Sadie and she made him feel things he had never felt before, they could never be together. There was no way he would drag somebody as sweet and innocent as Sadie into his life just to poison her too.

			“Secure one, Charlie.” His hearing aid crackled to life with Cal’s voice. “The detectives have made contact with Randall Junior. It’s go time.”

			“Ten-four. Echo and Sierra out.”

			Eric fiddled with his hearing aid for a moment. The earpieces kept them connected, but the app that ran it to his hearing aid couldn’t have full control. Once he had surround sound again, he glanced at Selina, who gave him a nod. He took off in a runner’s crouch, his gun pointed at the ground as he ran. He could bring it up and get off a shot in a split second, but he hoped he’d get across the yard to the safety of the brick garage without notice. Selina had assured them the backyard didn’t have motion-sensor lights or alarms. How she knew that they weren’t allowed to ask, which meant they were putting trust in her word against their better judgment.

			He had no doubt Selina was already following him, even though she should’ve been waiting for him to cover her. She knew this property too well for her to have learned it all by studying the blueprints. There was a reason she had this much knowledge about the Loraine mansion and the people inside. At this moment, he didn’t care what Selina’s secret was. They all had secrets, and no one had the right to judge someone else for theirs. That said, if they were going to get out of this alive with their hostages, he was going to have to offer blind trust in a way he never had before.

			Once his back was plastered along the cold brick of the garage, he spotted Selina moving toward him. The night was silent, which meant thus far, Randall was cooperating with the detectives. They just had to avoid any motion sensors they didn’t know about, Selina’s assurance or not, and they had to be sure if they ran into any SWAT members they made it clear they were friend and not foe.

			His mind slid to mobile command, where the woman he loved was waiting for him to be the hero. That was a heavy load to carry. Even heavier than when he’d been in the army and carrying the load of a country on his shoulders. Back then, the people he was protecting had been nothing more than an idea of the larger picture. Tonight, the idea was concrete, and he remembered every curve of her body and the feel of her soft skin under his.

			Selina slipped through the night and up alongside him, snapping him from his thoughts of Sadie and bringing him back to the present situation. Selina crouched as she assessed the backyard with her night-vision goggles. She whispered, but he didn’t hear a thing.

			He tapped her on the shoulder. “You can’t whisper. Look at me when you speak.”

			She turned and nodded. “Sorry—forgot. From what I can see, everything looks clear. Do you see anything?”

			“Negative,” he replied.

			“Are you ready to go in?”

			“Let’s do it. Eyes forward, guns ready, be prepared for anything.”

			Her laughter took him by surprise. “Oh, you don’t have to tell me that. I know how things can turn on a dime when it comes to the Loraine mansion.”

			Before he could reply, she was motioning him forward along the back of the garage until she came to a halt and knelt.

			I had to find the opening, she mouthed, pointing at the ground.

			Eric aimed his gun at the ground and waited while Selina pulled back the ‘grass’ to reveal an egress window cover.

			“You can’t even tell it’s there,” Eric whispered. The glass had been covered with artificial turf to make it blend in.

			“Once we’re down there, we have to make quick work of that window. It will be locked from the inside.”

			“Ten-four,” Eric whispered, then waited as she lifted the glass and it rose on hinges. He pointed his gun into the hole, and his night-vision goggles revealed a short metal ladder that led to the window below. “You go first. I’ve got you covered,” he said, motioning at the ladder with his gun.

			Selina hesitated for only a moment before she slung her gun into the front of her pants, backed up to the opening and descended the ladder within a matter of seconds.

			Silence was of the utmost importance now, so she made the hand motion for him to follow. Before he ducked under the cover, Eric did a full sweep of the yard in front of them. He saw no one moving nor any lights in the distance. He quickly descended the ladder far enough to grab the cover and pull it closed. He didn’t want a surprise attack. At least Selina would hear someone opening the cover above them.

			The window keeping them from the tunnel looked like a simple double pane side slide open, but he suspected it was something far more secure than one of those. Selina confirmed that when she lined the window with duct tape and used a center punch to break the pane. She quickly did the same thing with the second pane, making a hole just big enough to reach the levers to unlock the window.

			“I have to admit this is too easy,” Selina said, making eye contact. “As soon as I open this, be ready to fire. There could be a silent alarm on it or they could be waiting.”

			“Ten-four,” he said, standing to the side of the window. He expected her to slide it open, but instead, the window swung open into the well. He swept the area below them, surprised when there was another ladder that they’d have to descend to reach the floor of the tunnel. How deep did these people need to bury their secrets?

			With a nod, he motioned Selina down the ladder. When she hit the bottom, she immediately pulled her gun and swept the area ahead of her. In a moment, she motioned him down, so he followed her, being sure to pull the window nearly closed to prevent sound traveling down the tunnel.

			Once he was standing next to Selina, she pulled out a folded paper from her chest pocket. It was a map of the tunnels, and she held it out for him to see with his goggles. She pointed to where they were and where Vic and Kadie might be tucked away. The tunnel was easily the length of a football field and originated in the main house library. The several closet-sized storage rooms along the way held their interest. If you were going to squirrel someone away for an extended period, this creepy dungeon would fit the bill.

			They moved forward, but Eric didn’t like that they were heading toward the house rather than away from it. The air was thick with intense fear. Eric had felt this kind of fear before. He tried to focus on this mission rather than the ones that had failed. There were twice as many humans in the world doing evil as those doing good. That made it impossible to win every time.

			Immediately, his mind’s eye went to the woman waiting for him to return. She was everything to him, even if they couldn’t be together. He would do anything to bring her family back to her. At the end of the day, her family would be the only thing she would have, so he owed her that. Eric understood that he could love someone, but he lacked the ability to love someone unconditionally. No, that wasn’t true. He loved Sadie unconditionally. He lacked the ability to love her freely because he knew he could lose her in the blink of an eye.

			He’d seen that happen so many times during the war. One minute he’d been talking to his buddy, and the next minute his buddy had been gone. Vaporized. Shot down. Bleeding out. Asking him with a waning, gurgling voice to pass those last words to their wife or girlfriend. Those words had been burned into his soul and always would be. Sadie shouldn’t have to suffer the scars too. She said she understood what he’d been through, and maybe she did to a degree, but at the same time, she didn’t. She’d never been there at 2:00 a.m. when he was drenched in sweat and covered in scratches from his fingernails or curled into a ball in the corner of the bed sobbing into a pillow. She’d never seen that, and he didn’t want her to. Sadie deserved the kind of man who could offer her stability in life. That would never be him.

			Selina held up a fist, telling him to halt. She motioned to the left with two fingers, reminding him that was the first room they had to clear. The door was solid wood and locked from the outside with a padlock like one used to lock up athletic equipment or bicycles. He waited while Selina cut the padlock, and then they both took a deep breath before she swung the door open. His night-vision goggles showed him winter skis. His heart sank.

			Selina closed the door, pulled her gun back to her shoulder and motioned forward. He followed with his gun aimed at the ground as they approached the next door. This one was also padlocked, but it only took Selina a moment to cut it loose. With a nod, he crouched and aimed his gun at the door. When she pulled the door back, it revealed a woman with her hands tied to her feet and a gag in her mouth.

			Kadie Cook was alive.

			Selina put her gun behind her back and walked into the room while Eric covered her. Selina whispered into Kadie’s ear, and the woman began nodding frantically. She was trying to hold her hands up, so Selina quickly cut through the ropes and let them fall to the floor before she removed the gag. She held her finger to her lips and motioned out the door. Kadie nodded her understanding.

			Selina approached Eric and knelt, pulling her Secure One phone from her vest. She typed something in and held the screen out for him to read.

			We’re near the end of the tunnel. Randall could be right above our heads. Time to go silent mode. She doesn’t know if Vic is here, but she did hear a commotion a few hours ago. We have one room left to check. If he’s not there, we take her out and regroup?

			Eric gave one nod, confirming the plan. His left hearing aid gave a warning beep in his ear that the battery was almost dead. Frustrated, he reached up and shut down the aid, leaving the right one on. Selina motioned Kadie behind her, and they sandwiched her as they moved toward the final padlocked room. Eric knew they were dangerously close to the stairs and the library. He held his breath when the bolt cutters loudly snapped on the last padlock. Selina motioned for Kadie to take a step back, and then with one motion, she opened the door and brought her gun up to her shoulder.

			Vic was draped across a chair, his hands and feet tied and a gag in his mouth. His head listed to the side while he blinked his eyes repeatedly. Randall had clearly knocked him around before putting him in the room. His limp posture worried Eric, and he prayed the man could walk. The one thing he did notice was the relief in Vic’s eyes when he saw them. Selina quickly cut the ties from his hands and feet and then removed the gag. Surprise and fear bloomed across Vic’s face when he got a good look at her. He stood on quivering legs and stumbled backward away from Selina, mouthing something Eric struggled to read.

			He swore he’d said Ava Shannon. Before Eric could step in, Selina leaned forward and blocked his view of Vic’s lips. Whatever she said to Vic made him nod with excitement. She put an arm around him and helped him out of the room where Kadie, to her credit, was silent when she ran to him and slid under his other arm to help hold him up. Selina motioned to Vic’s head, and Eric immediately noticed the bloodied mat of hair. She gave him the good-to-go sign, so they turned back toward the trapdoor.

			If everything had gone to plan, Cal and Efren would be waiting to help them bring out the hostages while Roman and Mack worked the perimeter to ensure they all got out safely. He grabbed his Secure One phone and punched in the agreed-upon Morse code he would use if they found the hostages. He waited and was rewarded with the reply telling them everyone was in position. With a nod at Selina, he picked a steady but slower pace than he liked as he headed for the trapdoor. Vic needed both women to support him, which meant they could only go as fast as their slowest member. He tossed around helping Vic but decided they were all better off with both hands on his gun if confronted. After a tense few minutes, they reached the ladder, and Eric punched a code into the phone again. The window swung open to let in a bit of the night sky, and he tipped his head up.

			Cal’s hand lowered into the hole, and he made a fist and then held out a finger—Secure One. They were good to go. He whispered into Kadie’s ear that it was safe and urged her up the ladder. Eric waited as Efren helped her, but he held the stop fist up to Selina as she tried to get Vic to climb the ladder. Eric could see he would never make it up on his own. They needed another team member to come down and help him up. Within seconds of helping Kadie out, Efren was climbing down the ladder. As an above-knee amputee, Eric didn’t want him trying to help a half-conscious man up a vertical ladder. He wanted him to cover their butts with his gun. He’d been a sharpshooter in the army and could take out a threat in the dark with one hand tied behind his back.

			“Cover me,” he whispered to Efren as he helped Vic toward the ladder.

			“No, she’s dead. I know she’s dead. She’s dead.” Vic was rambling as though the knock on the head had done more damage than they’d thought.

			Eric didn’t have time to worry about it, except that he was too loud. He leaned into Vic’s ear and whispered, “It’s Eric from Secure One. If you want to see Kadie and Houston again, you must quiet down and climb this ladder. They’re waiting for you.”

			“Kadie? Is Kadie safe? Houston? Houston is my son. Why is she here? She’s dead.”

			They were out of time, so he took one of Vic’s hands and placed it on the metal, hoping the unexpected chill would clear his head a bit. It seemed to work as he immediately put the other one up and slowly climbed the ladder even while murmuring. It wasn’t ideal considering the situation, but if they could get him out into the fresh air, that might help clear his head and quiet him down.

			“You should stop right there,” a voice said from their left. Eric spun slowly and came face-to-face with Randall Loraine Junior. “Since you’re holding the next Loraine heir hostage, I was planning to exchange his mother for my nephew. There is a low likelihood of you getting out of here alive until you tell me where he is.”

			“You’re outgunned, Loraine,” Eric said in the voice he reserved for dire circumstances. “It’s three against one down here. My team will shoot first and ask questions later.” Their semiautomatic rifles were pointed at Randall, who carried only a 9 mm.

			“We’ll see about that,” he said and pushed a button on his watch. The tunnel lit up, blinding Eric and Selina for a moment until they ripped their night goggles off. Thankfully, Efren still had the man in his sights.

			“You can’t win here, Loraine!” Efren yelled as Eric got his bearings back.

			Selina lifted her head and pointed her gun at Randall’s center mass. “You heard him. Back away.”

			“No!” He jumped backward, tripped and fell, then crab-walked to get away from the woman in front of him. “You’re dead! They said you were dead!”

			Before anyone could react, Randall brought his gun up and got off a shot. Selina’s pained grunt filled his ears as she fell to the side just as Efren’s shot rang out. The sound blasted through his aid, and Eric struggled to clear his head as the tunnel went dark. On instinct, he flipped his goggles back down and located Randall as he limped down the tunnel. He aimed but didn’t pull the trigger. He couldn’t shoot the man in the back as he ran. They’d have to leave him to the cops. “Randall is headed to the library! Selina is down! Need medic!”

			He turned to Efren, who was tending to Selina on the ground. “What’s her status?”

			“Looks like a belly wound. Loraine got her under the vest—we need to get her to a hospital ASAP!”

			“I can walk,” Selina grumped, but Eric wasn’t sure if he’d heard correctly. “I said I can walk!” She pushed at Efren until he stepped back.

			That brought a smile to Eric’s lips. A man couldn’t count Selina down and out yet.

			Efren helped her to her feet, her arm across her belly as she walked to the ladder. “It’s just a flesh wound,” she insisted as she put her foot on the first rung of the ladder.

			Eric glanced at Efren. “Help her up. I’ll cover your back.”

			With only a few moans from Selina, Efren was able to get her up the ladder where Roman and Mack helped her through the opening. Eric wasted no time on the ladder and joined them at the back of the property.

			Flashing lights filled the backyard as a medic team ran toward Selina, who was now lying on the ground. Her bulletproof vest was open, her black T-shirt now silky with her blood.

			Eric knelt next to her and leaned into her ear. “Who is Ava Shannon? Why do they think you’re dead? How do you know Randall Loraine?”

			Selina met his gaze, and a whimper left her lips. “I told you there are questions I can’t answer. Those are three of them.” Then her eyes drifted closed.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Sadie ran down the hallway carrying Houston, the nurse having pointed her in the right direction to find her sister. “Kadie!”

			A curtain was thrown back, and a face so much like her own stared out. “Sadie!” her sister cried as soon as she saw her. “Houston!” The baby let out a squeal, and then they were together, hugging, laughing and crying as Kadie kissed her son’s head, checking him over for injuries. “I knew you’d take care of him.”

			Sadie ended the hug and helped her sister sit with Houston on her lap before she dropped his diaper bag. “He’s fine,” she promised, hugging her sister again. “I’m so happy to see you,” she said through her tears. “When they told me they had to take you to the hospital, I imagined all the worst scenarios.”

			“I’m okay,” she promised as Sadie lowered herself to another chair. “That was a precaution, but the doctors said I’m fine and don’t need to be admitted. I’m waiting on Vic to come back from the CT scanner.”

			“Kadie, what happened? How did you end up at Randall’s?”

			Kadie rubbed her cheek against Houston’s as he snuggled in against her neck. “I was driving to work, and two SUVs boxed me in and forced me off the road. I didn’t even have time to grab my phone before I was tossed in the back of one of the SUVs and they all drove off. One of the guys even took my car. I have no idea where that is.”

			Sadie didn’t have the heart to tell her it was probably in a chop shop somewhere and she would never see it again. “Did they take you right to the mansion?”

			“I don’t know. They blindfolded me, and eventually we stopped somewhere dark. Maybe a garage? That’s where they made me write that letter. Did they send it to you?”

			“I found it on my bed when I came back from searching for you,” Sadie explained. “I knew it wasn’t your handwriting. Mina, from Secure One, said you wrote it but you did it in a way I’d know you didn’t want to.”

			“Yes!” Kadie exclaimed quietly so not to scare Houston. “I knew you wouldn’t believe I wrote it, and I hoped you’d run.”

			“I did, after Vic sent a note to my work. That’s how I ended up with Secure One. They’ve been protecting me and Houston since someone ran us off the road near their property. Randall treated you good?” Sadie asked, afraid of the answer but also needing to know.

			“He didn’t have a choice. I refused to tell him where Houston was. To be honest, that dude isn’t the smartest guy I’ve ever come across. He was so mad when they brought me to him and Houston wasn’t along. He also doesn’t have the stomach for violence. He wouldn’t let his bodyguards slap me around and insisted putting me in a dark room alone would break me.”

			“I’m so sorry, Kadie,” she whispered, squeezing her hand.

			“There were so many times I wanted to break down and cry, tell him everything if he’d let me out of that room, but then I pictured this sweet boy. I would live through anything, or die trying, to keep him safe.”

			“How did they know who you were or that you even had Houston?”

			“I’m afraid that’s all my fault,” Vic said as they rolled him back into the room still on a gurney. “Houston, my sweet boy.”

			The baby leaned back at the sound of his voice and let out another happy squeal. Kadie stood so they could hug as a family. Sadie’s heart broke from the sweetness of the reunion. If she had doubted Vic’s love for her sister and his son a few days ago, she no longer did. Tears ran silently down his cheeks as Kadie stroked his forehead, being careful of the stitches in his head from the beating he’d taken. Houston clung to him like a spider monkey, so Kadie left them locked together while she kept her hand on the baby’s back.

			“Randall told me while he was walking me to the dungeon that Dad has kept someone on me since I left for college. He suspected I would try to have a family outside the family.” Vic’s eyes rolled, and he shook his head. “We were careful, but a few days before Kadie disappeared, his guy saw me open the door for her and Houston. It wasn’t hard to do some research and find out who Kadie was, and even without solid proof, they suspected the baby was mine.”

			“Then why put me in the crosshairs with the note?” Sadie asked. “Why didn’t they leave the note for you?”

			“Randall said he knew Kadie lived with you and not me. He thought if they left the note for you, you’d run straight to me with the baby and they could grab him. They didn’t realize that you didn’t know who I was. When you disappeared completely, they had to do the legwork to find you.”

			“Which they did when they ran me off the road?”

			“No,” Vic said, shaking his head. “They still didn’t know where you were. That’s why I got a beating from his bodyguards. They wanted me to tell them. I passed out and woke up in that room.”

			“Do you think it was just a coincidence with an impatient driver?” Sadie’s world spun to the side, and she was glad she was sitting down. If it had been an accident that put her on the course to fall for Eric while they’d worked to rescue her sister, that told her how truly special it was to have him in her life.

			“In the rain, it could have been,” Vic said, rubbing his forehead. “So many things had to come together to save this little boy. It was all my fault to begin with by thinking my family didn’t care what I did. I put everyone I care about in danger.”

			“Will it continue to?” Sadie asked, her brow in the air. “I doubt The Snake is going to go away just because your brother and father are in prison.”

			“My brother and father were the ones who didn’t want me to raise a Loraine, not The Snake. The problem is my brother won’t stay in prison. The Snake will get him out, but I have a plan to make sure they all leave me, and my new family, alone.”

			“How?” Sadie and Kadie asked in unison.

			“Through lawyers and mediators, I plan to approach Vacarro about a protection order, so to speak. I don’t know him well, but I do know that he doesn’t put time or energy into anything that doesn’t serve him. Our little family doesn’t serve him, which means he’ll be happy to have this black sheep out of his hair.”

			Kadie wiped the rest of his tears from his cheek and then kissed his forehead. “We can worry about that once you’re feeling better. Your brother is in jail for shooting a security officer, so we’re safe for the next few days. Try to rest.”

			Sadie stood and squeezed her sister’s shoulder. “I want to go check on Selina. Are you guys okay if I leave Houston with you?”

			“Of course,” Kadie said, turning to hug her. “We’ll be fine.”

			“Okay, let me know when you need a ride home and I’ll get it arranged.” Sadie kissed the top of Houston’s head and waved as she left the little family to spend some time together alone. Her first stop would be to check on Selina, and then she was going to find the man she loved.

			

			THE HOSPITAL NOISE was a buzz saw to Eric’s head. There was so much happening at once that he had to shut his only working aid down or lose his ability to focus on anything. Selina had been rushed into emergency surgery the moment she’d arrived at Sanford Hospital. Randall’s bullet had lodged somewhere in her abdomen, and it was going to require exploratory surgery to remove it and ascertain what damage had been done.

			Cal grabbed his shirt and pulled him into a room off the waiting area. “What the hell happened out there?”

			Eric held up his finger and turned his aid back on. “I missed something.” The words were spit out hard and fast as his fingers raked his hair. “He shouldn’t have been able to get the drop on us, but I didn’t hear his approach!”

			“From what the team tells me, no one heard his approach. It was like he materialized out of thin air.”

			“But he didn’t,” Eric growled. “He was there. I missed him.” He jabbed himself in the chest and forced the truth from his lips. “The battery died on one of my hearing aids. It hasn’t been holding a charge and it was my fault for not checking them before we left!”

			Cal grabbed his shoulder and squeezed it. “It had nothing to do with your aid being down, Eric. We all missed him moving out of the main house. I was running point on the scout team, and I watched him escort the detectives to the door. He was in the basement with you in a quarter of the amount of time he should have been when we calculated it. That means there’s another door to that tunnel somewhere. A door Selina didn’t know existed.”

			Eric was still shaking his head. “I’m resigning effective immediately,” he said, lowering himself to a padded chair. The weight of the last few hours sat heavy on his shoulders, and he couldn’t bear knowing that his friend had been injured because of his failure.

			“You’re absolutely not doing that.” Eric turned to see Sadie blocking the doorway, her eyes firing daggers at him. “Nothing that happened out there tonight was your fault.”

			“You can’t tell me what to do,” he said, his voice harsh in the quiet room. “And you don’t know anything about what happened out there tonight. You weren’t there!”

			“I wasn’t there, that’s true,” she agreed, stepping inside the room. “But you brought my sister home to me, and that’s what I’ll remember about tonight. Am I upset, sad and feeling guilty that Selina got shot? Yes, but it wasn’t your fault. If anything, it was my fault for pushing you guys into trying to save my sister! I will owe Secure One and Selina for the rest of my life for what the team did to help my family when the cops wouldn’t lift a finger. What I won’t do is allow you to blame yourself for what happened as a way to push me away.”

			“It was no one’s fault,” Cal said with exasperation. “Eric, you know we all accept the same risk when we run these operations. Did I think we’d be rescuing hostages when I started Secure One? No. I had no idea we’d be rescuing women and taking out serial killers, but here we are, aren’t we? You have skills beyond being a security guard—don’t think they haven’t been noticed. I’ve seen what you’ve done to integrate technology into the team to accommodate us better as we do this job.” Cal held up his prosthesis. “My hand, Mack’s legs, your ears, Mina and Efren...we all benefit from the perceptive changes you’ve made on the team. I’m guilty of not saying it enough, but what we did tonight would not have been possible without the technology we have because of you. So, no, you’re not resigning. You can be mad about it, but you’ve worked too hard to use your disability as an excuse to avoid living. Does living real hurt sometimes? It sure does, but that doesn’t mean it’s not worth the pain.”

			“Living real?” Eric asked in confusion. “I don’t think I heard you correctly.”

			“You did. I said living real. What that means to you is up to you. To me, it means giving myself grace again. It means enjoying life and accepting love from a woman who understands that some days will be harder than others. It means letting the rough days be rough so that rough day doesn’t turn into a rough week or month. Marlise taught me that accepting love doesn’t make me weak. It means I’m strong enough to ignore the doubts and let someone else see all my ugly.”

			“And there’s always plenty of ugly to see in my soul,” Eric hissed, his gaze drifting to Sadie, who still stood in the doorway. “You’re too pretty for that kind of ugly, Sadie Cook.”

			“I don’t remember any ugly, Eric Newman,” she said, her finger pointing at him as she walked toward him. “All I remember is the sweet way you held my nephew when he was crying, swaying him back and forth to offer him a safe place to be frustrated about life. I remember the way you shielded me from danger and the way your lips feel on mine when we kiss—”

			“That was a mistake,” he ground out, interrupting her. There was no way he could sit there and listen to her tell him all the ways they were perfect together. Not when he knew he had to let her go. “We were a mistake. I never should have gotten involved with you and Houston. I should have turned you over to the police. If I had, our friend wouldn’t be in surgery right now!”

			“And my sister would be dead.” Her voice was so quiet if he hadn’t been watching her lips, he wouldn’t have heard her.

			“You don’t know that. What I do know is, this—” Eric motioned between them with his hand “—is over. I can’t protect you, and as you learned, the world is dangerous, even in small-town Minnesota!”

			“I don’t need you to protect me, Eric Newman. I need you to stop pretending that this—” she motioned between them with her hand the same way he did “—isn’t right. You’re a big, bad security guy, whoopie! I’m not scared of your world, and I don’t need protecting. I need someone to love me. Someone like you—”

			“I’ve got an update on Selina,” Mina said, racing into the room and interrupting Sadie.

			Eric braced himself for the news while pretending he didn’t want to pull Sadie into his arms forever. “How is she?”

			“Out of surgery. She’s going to be okay,” Mina said, her folded hands near her lips. “The doctor couldn’t tell me much since I’m not her medical power of attorney, but he did say she’s going to be fine in a few weeks.”

			“Thank God,” Cal and Eric said in unison.

			“Cal, the doctor wants to speak with you,” she advised. “He’s at the nurses’ station.”

			“On my way,” he said, skirting past Mina and Sadie and jogging out the door.

			“I’m so glad she’s going to be okay,” Eric said, his hand in his hair as he turned to pace away from the two women. When he turned back, only Mina stood before him. Good. It was time Sadie hit the road. She had a life that no longer included him. He had nothing to offer her. He never made that a secret—she just wasn’t listening. Ironic, considering.

			“In the FBI, we had a word for guys like you, Eric.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Is there one?” she asked, hand on her hip and her nose in the air. “I heard what you said to Sadie. Real jackhat move, Newman.”

			“Jackhat?” He was throwing every defense he had her way to shut her down. The last thing he needed was a lecture from Mina Jacobs about his love life or lack thereof.

			“Would you like me to write down what I have to say so it’s extremely clear and you can refer to it when you’re alone in your cold, empty bed?”

			“That’s low, Mina,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I can hear you.”

			“I never said you couldn’t. I was implying that you won’t, and there’s a difference. Couldn’t means you have no ability to. Won’t means you refuse to. Sadie is the best thing to ever happen to you, but you act like she’s putting you out by existing.”

			“I’m no good for her, Mina!” he exclaimed, throwing his arms up. “I have nothing to offer her in the emotional department or for her future. She’s better off without me.”

			“So that’s it? You get to make that decision for her? You get to be the judge and jury of her life? How would you feel if someone said you couldn’t be with Sadie because you deserve better.”

			“There is no one better than Sadie Cook!”

			“You made my point. You’d be angry, upset and sad if someone said that and then took away your chance to change it. That’s what you just did to Sadie.”

			“I don’t know how to have someone else in my life, Mina. Sadie is young and innocent and deserves a life outside the walls of a compound that exists to protect the protectors.”

			“Yes, protection from harm. Not from love. Look around you, Eric. Love comes in all different ways. It’s up to you to recognize it when it comes your way.”

			The chair was there for him when he fell into it, his limbs heavy with sadness and dread. “I don’t know how to love, Mina. Not anymore. It’s been too long.”

			“Nice try, but love is like riding a bike. You never forget how even if you’re a little rusty initially. You have to oil up the chain, straighten the brakes and set the seat to the right position. Once you’ve done that, it’s smooth sailing, even over the bumpiest road.” She motioned at her left below-knee prosthesis as though to prove a point. She had been through a lot, and Roman had been by her side for all of it.

			“I’ll think about it.”

			“While you’re thinking about it, think about how to apologize to that girl. Think about groveling and begging for her forgiveness. If she does forgive you, then she’s a better woman than I because I’d kick you to the curb.”

			He frowned and ran his palms over his legs. “I’m scared, Mina.”

			“I know you are, Eric,” she said, dropping her arms and walking over to him. She squeezed his shoulder to remind him that she was still his friend. “But that’s not a reason to treat someone cruelly. You tell them the truth and let them make their own choices.”

			“That’s what I’m scared of,” he admitted, staring at the empty doorway.

			“That she won’t choose you?”

			“Yep,” he answered with a sad chuckle. “I know if I were Sadie, I’d run.”

			“But you’re not her, so you owe her an apology.”

			Her words were valid, and guilt filled him. The same guilt that filled him every night when he lay alone while wishing he wasn’t. The guilt that a little boy had died before he’d ever had a chance to live and that he wanted to live even though the little boy couldn’t.

			“The doctor said she’s going to need some time to recover,” Cal said, walking into the room and breaking the silence. “But physically, she’ll be fine. It’s time to regroup with the team.”

			Cal and Mina turned to go, and Eric knew this was his only chance to bring up what had happened in the tunnel earlier. Selina was going to be okay, but if they didn’t figure out her secrets, she wouldn’t stay that way for long. It was time to follow his instincts again and be the leader the team needed.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			“Wait.” Eric stood and rubbed his hands on his pants when his friends turned back to face him. “What I say here needs to stay between us.” They both nodded, so Eric turned to Mina. “I need you to do a deep dive on a name for me.”

			“What name?”

			“Ava Shannon.”

			“Where did you hear that name?” Mina asked, shifting so she could look between him and Cal.

			“I saw the name on Vic’s lips during the raid. I wondered if it was pertinent.” He didn’t say that the name had been directed at their friend.

			“It’s weird that he would say the name in that setting,” Mina said. “Ava Shannon is dead. I ran across her when I was researching Howie Loraine. She was Randall Senior’s second wife. Some say an arranged mob marriage to offer him up as the family man again as they started their counterfeiting business. She was killed eight years ago during the raid on the mansion.”

			Eric lifted a brow in part confusion and part surprise. Interesting that both Vic and Randall Junior had thought Selina was Ava. It had to be a bad case of the doppelgänger among us. Eric wondered if it was a mistaken identity, but instinct told him Selina was in danger even if she wouldn’t tell them why.

			“How does this apply to the team?” Cal asked, stepping forward to stand behind Mina.

			“I don’t know that it does.”

			“Listen, I’m tired of people trying to hide stuff from me. I’ve got Selina in a hospital bed with a huge chip on her shoulder and closed lips. I don’t need the same from you.”

			Eric’s gaze flicked to the door, and then he took a few steps closer to the only people he trusted in his world. “Vic was looking at Selina when he said the name. She’s lying in that hospital bed because Randall called her that right before he shot her.”

			Mina glanced up at Cal, and Eric could read the surprise on their faces. “That’s more than a little weird,” she said.

			“And considering Selina’s behavior since Howie Loraine landed on our radar, I think it’s pertinent,” Cal added.

			“I don’t know why,” he said, uncomfortable with what he was about to admit, “but my instincts tell me Selina is in danger. Serious danger.” Cal did a fist pump that made Eric pause. “What was that?”

			“Me rejoicing. That’s the first time you’ve listened to your instincts since we left that sandbox over a dozen years ago.”

			“That’s not true.” His words were defensive, but on the inside, he wondered if they were true. Had he shut out his instincts along with everything else?

			“Believe what you want, but I know what I know,” Cal said. “As for Selina, I agree that she’s in danger. What’s our plan?”

			Cal and Mina looked to him for the answer, so he straightened his spine and inhaled. “We do a deep dive on Ava Shannon. I’m talking right down to the kind of underwear she wore,” he said, glancing at Mina, who was smirking while she nodded. “And while we’re doing that, we keep someone on Selina. She’s never alone.”

			“She’s going to hate that,” Mina said with a chuckle.

			“She’s not going to have a choice.” Cal’s words left no room for argument. “There’s no way she can fight anyone off in her condition. She’s defenseless right now.”

			“Can we spare Efren?” he asked.

			Cal lifted a brow in amusement. “You want to put Brenna on her?”

			Eric held up his hands in defense. “He’s trained in guarding bodies, that’s all. I’d trust him with my life, which means, in my opinion, he’s the best choice to keep Selina alive until we figure this out.”

			“Or she talks,” Mina said.

			“She’s not going to talk,” Cal argued. “She’s had plenty of chances to talk. She’ll keep her secrets until she’s scared good and straight.”

			“Or she’s tired of having a babysitter. Especially one she can’t stand,” Eric finished.

			“She will be out of it for a few days, so you run point with Efren. Let him know what’s going on and facilitate whatever he needs,” Cal said to him. “Mina and I will do the deep dive and see what we can come up with on Ava Shannon.”

			“Hopefully it’s not what kind of underwear she buys,” Mina said with laughter as she turned to go. “Now that we know Selina will be okay, Roman and I will head back to Secure One. I’ll sleep on the way so I can start searching when we get there. I’ll keep you posted. Whiskey out.”

			They watched her go, and then Cal turned back to him. “I’m following behind them. You got this?”

			“Absolutely, boss.”

			Cal grasped his shoulder for a moment and squeezed it. “For the record, you did exactly what I would have done out there tonight. We can’t predict everything that might happen when we’re out in the field. All we can do is be prepared and react to them, which is what you did. Tonight you listened to your instincts and you saved lives. That’s what you should focus your thoughts on. Nothing else.”

			“Easier said than done, but I’ll work on it.”

			Cal slapped him on the back gently. “That’s enough for me. Charlie, out.”

			Alone in the room, Eric took a deep breath and stretched out his neck. It was time to talk to Efren and do what he could to protect a friend. He forced the image of Sadie’s sadness from his mind as he walked to the waiting room and found Efren. With a crooked finger, he motioned him into the hallway.

			“I need a favor, but you aren’t going to like it.”

			“Hello to you too,” Efren said with a chuckle. “Not the best way to start a story, bruh.”

			“I wish I had a story, but I don’t. Right now, I’ve just got a gut feeling, and my gut tells me Selina is in danger.”

			Efren tipped his head to the side as though he agreed with him. “My gut may be saying the same thing. That or I shouldn’t have had coffee from the cafeteria.”

			The comment lifted Eric’s lips briefly before they fell again into a tight line. “I want you to stay here with her until she’s released. Don’t take your eyes off her until I get back to you with more information.”

			“Done. I’m not sure how Selina will take the news though.”

			Eric imagined her reaction to Efren being her bodyguard and it dragged a chuckle from his lips. “She’ll be on pain meds, and her IV tube will only reach so far. You should be safe.”

			“Fair point. I’ll need some things if this will be an extended stay.” He motioned at his leg. He was wearing his running blade rather than his day-to-day leg.

			“Of course. Text me a list. I’ll head back to the mobile command center and gather it. We’ll also get you a vehicle.”

			“In case I need to make a quick getaway from Selina?”

			Eric’s gut twisted. “No, in case you need to make a quick getaway with Selina. I’m not certain, but I will tell you that Vic and Randall recognized Selina tonight. They thought she was their long-dead stepmother. Considering his head injury, I could ignore Vic’s mumblings, but Randall was of sound mind when he thought he saw a ghost and shot her. Understand?”

			“Understand,” Efren said, biting his lip. “I’ll work on getting answers from her, but I doubt they’ll be more than a hand gesture or two.”

			Eric couldn’t help it. He smiled. “You might be new here, but you do have her pegged. Give me an hour to gather what you need, and then I’ll be back to check on our mystery patient. In the meantime, if you need anything, you know our numbers.”

			“You got it, brother,” Efren said, giving him a fist bump before he walked to the nurses’ station to inquire about Selina’s room.

			Eric jogged to the elevator and stepped in. As the doors slid closed, he couldn’t help but wonder if they were also closing on his time with Sadie.

			

			HOURS LATER, Eric sat in his vehicle at the exit of the gas station. He’d just left the hospital again after checking on Selina. It had been a long night, but in the light of the morning, she would be fine. She’d have a few new scars, and not all of them physical, but she was just grateful to be alive. She’d stopped talking to him the first time he’d mentioned the name Ava in their conversation. She’d feigned weakness and closed her eyes as though she had passed out. He knew better, but he couldn’t make her talk. Instead, he’d left her in the capable hands of Efren in hopes that she’d eventually get sick of having a babysitter and fill them in on her past.

			Cal had been right about one thing—he’d always had good instincts. It was time for him to start trusting them again. What had happened that day on their mission had been out of his control. He knew that even if it wasn’t easy to remember or believe. Those people had died, but not because his instincts had been wrong. In fact, that day his instincts had told him nothing was as it seemed, but he hadn’t been in charge of that mission and had had no say over when it happened. Even though his instincts had been correct, he’d stopped trusting them. Last night, when he’d watched Vic and Selina interact, those instincts had kicked back in and hadn’t given him a choice but to listen.

			Nothing was as it seemed with Selina Colvert. He had plans to find out what the truth was and make sure she was protected until it was resolved. That was what they did at Secure One. They worked together as a team, but they were also family. Family took care of family. Mack had dropped off a vehicle for Efren to use and collected the mobile command to drive back to Secure One.

			Eric had texted Cal that he was on his way back, but Cal had other plans. He told Eric he had to stop pretending he didn’t care about Sadie and follow through on the apology he owed her. Then he texted him Sadie’s address.

			Taking another swig of the gas-station coffee, he didn’t even recoil at the battery acid as it slid down his throat. His taste buds had quit after the third cup of bad coffee at the hospital, but he needed the jolt of caffeine to help him think. He focused on the pros and cons of turning right versus left.

			Right would take him back into Bemidji, where he could find Sadie’s apartment and talk to her. Maybe. If she was there. He didn’t know because he hadn’t seen or heard from her since he’d told her to go away last night. Everyone on the team had found a way to call him on his bad behavior toward Sadie, leading him to believe they hadn’t done a stellar job hiding their feelings for each other.

			Left would take him back to Secure One, where he could keep living life fake, as Cal would say. Eric preferred to call it living safe. He was good at doing his job while holding people at arm’s length. At least he had been good at it—until he’d met Sadie. Now he wasn’t sure about anything in his life.

			That was a lie. Eric was sure of one thing—he’d fallen in love with Sadie the moment he’d laid eyes on her. He was also sure she deserved better than he could offer her, but Mina had pointed out he didn’t get to make that decision. Sadie had to do that for herself.

			He watched a Lexus pass him going north and let his mind wander to Sadie. All he could see was the look in her eyes when he’d told her they were over. There had been hurt and sadness but also determination to be the strong one in the situation. She wouldn’t cry or scream or curse him out. His instincts said she was going to fight. She would regroup and give him time to face what had happened to his friend.

			He gasped, leaning back in the seat as though the weight of the entire world was on his chest. Sadie had shown him with blinding clarity that he hadn’t just lost his hearing—he’d lost his ability to listen. He shut everyone out, including his own instincts, and pretended he’d lost those in that war zone too. The truth was just the opposite. Losing his hearing had let him hear his instincts. Now it was his job to listen.

			Eric punched a button on the car’s display. 1786 W. Moreland Road was programmed into his GPS thanks to Mina. Cal had said Sadie lived in apartment 124. A quick glance at the clock told him it was only 6:00 a.m. and she was probably sleeping. He should take the left, drive the ninety minutes home and do the same thing. Sleep would help him put things right in his head before he saw her again.

			He let off the brake and flicked his signal light on, waiting for a bakery van to pass before he turned...right. “She deserves more than you, man, but Mina’s right. You can’t make that decision for her. Regardless, she deserves an apology from your lug head.”

			The drive to Moreland Road wasn’t long or complicated. Too quickly, Eric was parked in the lot of Sadie’s apartment building. He knew she was home since Cal had dropped her off when he’d left the hospital to head back to Secure One and she hadn’t had time to replace the Saturn.

			He climbed out of the car and walked to the door, taking a deep breath before he pushed the button for apartment 124 and waited for someone to answer. Silently, the door clicked open, so he pulled the handle and stepped into the vestibule of the building. He followed the signs and walked down two hallways to find her apartment. When he stopped at her door, he took a deep breath and raised his fist to knock.

			The door swung open, and Sadie stood before him wearing buffalo-plaid sleep pants, a white T-shirt and fuzzy slippers. She was the most gorgeous woman he’d ever laid eyes on. At that moment he knew he’d do anything to have her, even if that meant he had to live real. Fear rocketed through him, but he tamped it down. He had been in a war zone and survived. With Sadie’s help, he could survive the first few months of living real. That is, if she was still willing to give him the time of day.

			“Hi,” she said, leaning against the door. “How’s Selina?”

			“She’s out of recovery and in her room. She’s grateful to be alive and happy Kadie and Vic are okay. Efren is with her. Can I come in?”

			Sadie stepped aside and held the door open, motioning for him to enter. Once he was inside, she closed the door and leaned against it as he took in the space.

			“You’re packing?”

			“Usually what you do when you have to move.”

			“What about Kadie and Houston?”

			“Kadie and Houston are with Vic at his apartment. The doctors would only release Vic from the hospital if he had someone to stay with him. After her ordeal, there was no place else Kadie wanted to be. She planned to sleep for hours with her baby and the man she loves. Mack drove them home before he headed back to Secure One.”

			“She’s decided to make a go of it with Vic?”

			“She has,” Sadie agreed, sitting on the couch, so he had to sit as well if he didn’t want to be leering over her. “She understands now that Vic has nothing to do with his family, but she will try to convince him to move somewhere far away from Bemidji.”

			“Probably a good idea for their future,” Eric agreed. “If he lives here, he’ll always be known as the other Loraine brother.”

			“Which shouldn’t be derogatory considering he has moral character, but somehow it would be,” Sadie said with an eye roll. “He’s decided to contact Vaccaro through a lawyer and strike a truce deal with him. He wants to live a normal life and raise his son without The Snake or his brother watching over him.”

			“I hope he can achieve that type of life. Randall was arrested, but you know he’ll be cleared of the charges as soon as The Snake sends in a lawyer. Hopefully if Vic strikes a deal with Vacarro, Randall also falls in line and leaves his brother’s family alone. It will be difficult to get free of them, and I feel bad that you and Kadie got wrapped up in that mess.”

			Sadie shook her head at his words. “I don’t. If Kadie hadn’t fallen for Vic, we wouldn’t have Houston. He’s worth every bit of trouble we must endure to raise him to be a good, caring, loving man who does the right thing, just like his father. I never realized how much Vic went through at the hands of his family, but his life hasn’t been easy. He deserves happiness now.”

			“I agree, and I hope you’ll get to see them often,” Eric said with full sincerity.

			“We’ll work it out,” she answered, but he heard how unsure she felt about the situation. “I’ll always be part of Houston’s life.”

			“What about mine?”

			“I got the general impression you weren’t interested in me sticking around.” Her words this time were haughty, and he heard the anger underlining them even if she was trying to keep it light.

			“That’s why I’m here.”

			“To make it clear that you aren’t interested in me sticking around?”

			“No,” he said, standing and walking to her before he fell to his knees to take her hands. “To make it clear that I’m interested in you sticking around. I want you to stick to me like glue.”

			“You have a weird way of showing it, Eric Newman.”

			“I know.” He gazed at her sweet face and brushed her hair behind her ear. “Mina made that very clear.”

			“Why does that not surprise me?”

			“She was right though. You do deserve an apology and the independence to make your own decision. I don’t have the right to tell you what you want or don’t want. All I can say is I’m sorry for being a jerk the last few days. You came into my life and flipped it on its ear. I couldn’t keep up with the emotions swirling inside me, and I got scared. Those emotions made the ghosts I live with pop up when I least expected it—”

			“I understand, Eric,” she said, running her finger down his cheek. “I understand that you can’t control those ghosts and it’s terrifying when they pop up unexpectedly.”

			“Yeah,” he said with a breath. “But you’ve shown me that I must find a way to keep them buried, even if that means seeking outside help.”

			“You’re tired of living with them unchecked. That’s understandable. It must be torture to relive it over and over.”

			“Living fake,” he said with a nod, and she tipped her head in confusion. “Cal told me it was time to live real. That all these years, I’ve been living fake, meaning that I shut my emotions down. I finally figured out that doing that also silenced my instincts until the day you walked into my life. Meeting you was the first time those instincts wouldn’t be quiet.”

			“You knew I was in danger.”

			“Yes, that, but also my instincts told me you’d change my life.”

			“Clearly not for the better,” she muttered, but he read the words on her lips.

			His fingers grasped her warm chin, and he forced eye contact with her. “You’re wrong. My life is so much better because I met you. I sat in a gas-station parking lot for far too long when I left the hospital this morning. It gave me time to think where it was quiet.” He chuckled and pointed at his ear. “I guess I could have shut these off and gotten silence, but that wasn’t what I needed.”

			“You needed clarity.”

			Eric pointed at her. “Yes, it made me realize that my soul fell in love with you when our eyes met. It was that simple. The rest is what’s complicated.”

			“If you believe in love, and trusting in each other, then the complicated parts become a little less complicated each day.”

			“That’s what I want to believe, but it’s going to take me some time to learn how.”

			“I know,” she agreed with a soft smile.

			“Please don’t move. Please stay and teach me how to uncomplicate the complicated parts of life.”

			“They didn’t tell you, did they?” she asked, a smirk on her lips.

			“Tell me what?”

			“I quit my job at Dirk’s and took a new one. I’ll be working as a chef, where I can stretch my wings and finally do what I love.”

			His shoulders deflated, and he hung his head momentarily before glancing up at her. “Congratulations. You deserve it, Sadie. You’re an excellent chef, and the guys will never let me forget it.”

			“Thank you,” she said, her face beaming from his compliment. “Unfortunately I have to move for the job. Cooking for all those hungry operatives will have a learning curve, but from what I’m told, they’re tired of the MREs. Even if they’re better than the ones they got in the army. Something tells me they’ll be pretty easy to please.”

			Eric’s heart pounded hard as he lifted himself onto his knees. “MREs? Army?”

			“Secure one, Cook.”

			A smile lifted his lips, and his heart slowed to a normal rhythm as he gazed at the woman he loved. “Cook isn’t part of the phonetic alphabet.”

			“I know, but it is my last name, and from what I hear you have to be part of the team for a bit before you get a code name. I’ll be starting tomorrow morning as the chef in residence, but a little stork told me that in about seven months, I may also be pulling in some hours as the nanny.”

			“Stork? Nanny?” He paused, and his eyes widened. “Mina?”

			A smile lifted Sadie’s lips when she shrugged. “We’ll wait for the official announcement, but I have it on good authority that Secure One will need that high chair Mina ordered.”

			“You’re going to work with us at Secure One?” His words were more of a plea than a question.

			“You didn’t think I would let you off the hook that easily, did you? I’m prepared to dig in and prove to you that not only do you deserve love but you deserve happiness and a better way forward.”

			“You’ve already proved that, Sadie. I need help learning to accept it.”

			“Learning to accept love or happiness?”

			“From my viewpoint, they go hand in hand.” He took hers and twined their fingers together. “Once I accept your love, happiness will follow.”

			I accept you, Eric, she mouthed, stroking his cheek. The warmth of her love warmed more than his skin. It reached his heart and wrapped around that too. To be loved by someone who wanted nothing from him was magical. “I accept your pain, sorrow, challenges and strengths.” He opened his mouth, but she put her finger against his lips. “And I know that your challenges may get worse over time. I also know that you’ll adapt to whatever comes along because that’s who you are, Eric. You adapt in ways that even you don’t notice. I don’t have my head in the sand about the challenges we’ll face in the future, but my heart still beams at the idea of spending my life with you. That feeling,” she said, shaking her fist near her chest, “is what tells me I have to fight for you.”

			“No, you don’t,” he promised, leaning forward and placing his lips on hers for a moment. “I’m done arguing. I want this. I want you. I want a life that’s real, even when it’s messy. You understand a messy life, but you keep returning to help clean it up. I love you, Sadie Cook.”

			“And I love you, Eric Newman. I have since the moment my heart told me I could trust you to keep us safe. You didn’t let me or anyone else down. I know you think you did, but there was nothing you could have done differently.”

			Was that true? His analytical mind ran everything backward in a heartbeat, offering only one conclusion. “There were things I could have done differently, but that doesn’t mean the outcome wouldn’t have been the same.”

			“Or worse,” she said, her words defiant. “The outcome could have been much, much worse.”

			“I need to help Selina with what she’s facing, even if that takes me away from Secure One.”

			“We do,” she said, emphasizing we. “And we will—together. You didn’t think I would walk away because you scowled at me, did you?”

			A smile lifted his lips. “It would have been easier if you had, for both of us.”

			She plastered her lips to his and kissed him like a woman who knew what she wanted. She kissed him like a woman who wanted him and no one else. “Would it be easy to walk away from that?”

			“No,” he whispered, grasping her face and returning the kiss. He climbed onto the couch to straddle her lap and pressed her head into the back of the couch with his kiss. She whimpered—from pleasure or pain he didn’t know, so he eased off. “You were going to be impossible to walk away from. I knew that from the start. I don’t know how things will go at work, but I know I want to give us a chance.”

			She popped open the first button on his shirt but held his gaze. “To start,” she said, pausing to open another button. “You’ll drive me to Secure One, and I’ll put my suitcase in your cabin. Then we’ll crawl into your bed and sleep for twelve hours. When we wake up, I’ll work my magic.”

			“In my bed or the kitchen?” he asked, one brow raised as she pushed his shirt off his shoulders and onto the floor.

			“Can it be both?”

			“Nothing would make me happier.”

			“Then I say, secure one, Cook,” she whispered, trailing kisses down his chest.

			“Secure two, Echo,” he whispered as her love filtered into his heart to heal it a little more.
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			Safe House Security

			 by Jacquelin Thomas

			Chapter One

			Deputy Marshal Nova Bennett stepped out of the elevator and walked quickly to her boss’s office. She’d received an urgent call from her supervisor, Roy Cohen, almost as soon as she’d arrived at work this morning. Nova didn’t know what this was about, but whenever they discussed sensitive information, they did so within the confines of his office.

			She took a deep breath before knocking and letting herself in.

			“Juan DeSoto was found in the trunk of his car. Shot in the head,” Roy said as soon as she stepped inside.

			Filled with disappointment, Nova sighed and dropped into the nearest chair. With that news, what had started as a good day in the Witness Security Division of the US Marshals Service had taken a sudden turn. According to police reports, Juan had left his office five days ago and never returned home. Nova had been hoping for a better outcome for the missing brother of her latest witness, Mateo de Leon.

			Mateo, whose real name was Manuel DeSoto, was close to his brother. He’d owned an accounting firm with offices in Los Angeles and Mexico, a perfect cover for laundering money. He was a prominent, trusted member of the Mancuso cartel, overseeing many of their financial transactions—until they discovered he was stealing from them. Poppy Mancuso, the head of the cartel, had ordered his death, and Mateo had since joined WITSEC. Nova had been his handler for the past eight months.

			She tapped the oblong-shaped table before her, her nails beating a staccato rhythm with increasing intensity. Her eyes bored into Roy’s as she said, “Mateo has been nothing but a thorn in our side since he entered WITSEC. Demanding a six-figure stipend, a mansion in an exclusive neighborhood, and all the country-club privileges. But now, with Juan’s death, he might go over the edge. He was already angry with his brother for refusing to join him in the program.”

			Despite Mateo’s constant complaining, she was his handler. And she’d wanted this case because of the connection to the Mancuso cartel. She wanted to help bring down the organization to avenge her father’s murder. Her dad’s killer, a lower-level hit man, had been arrested but died before he could stand trial. Nova would not be satisfied until Poppy Mancuso was arrested and imprisoned.

			Her cell phone rang.

			Recognizing the number, Nova said, “It’s Mateo. I’d better take this...” She braced herself for what was to come.

			As soon as she answered, the man on the other end yelled, “Johnny Boy had my brother killed! Juan didn’t have nothing to do with this. The cartel...they just went and murdered him. As far as I’m concerned, it’s an eye for an eye... I’m going to find Johnny Boy myself and make sure he pays for this.”

			John Boyd Raymond, also known as Johnny Boy, was Poppy’s right hand. Before Mateo joined WITSEC, he’d placed a call to the DEA. He’d agreed to testify against Poppy and a few other prominent cartel members—including her top lieutenant—in exchange for protection for him and his wife. No doubt Johnny Boy was behind this murder, trying to lure Mateo out of hiding.

			Nova heard sobbing in the background and spoke calmly. “Mateo, you can’t do something reckless. I’m so sorry for your loss, but there’s nothing you can do to help Juan now. You did everything you could to convince him to come to WITSEC, and he refused. Go comfort Arya. Your wife needs you.”

			“You expect for me just to let this go?” he demanded. “Juan was innocent. His murder must be avenged...” Mateo lapsed into Spanish as he continued to vent. “I gave up millions for this...”

			Nova kept a gentle demeanor as she listened to Mateo’s rant about seeking revenge for his brother’s murder and how he’d given up everything to join witness protection. The news of Juan’s death saddened her. She understood his grief and his desire for revenge.

			“Arya’s afraid for her parents, Nova,” Mateo said. “And I don’t know what to tell her. It’s my fault that she’s in this situation, but it’s not like I can do anything about it. Johnny Boy and Poppy aren’t gonna rest until they see me dead for betraying the cartel. I never shoulda gone to the DEA. I shoulda just kept my mouth shut and disappeared.”

			“You went to the DEA for help because you embezzled money from the cartel. They found out and were going to kill you,” Nova stated, reminding him that it wasn’t some selfless act on his part. “You wanted protection. You still need that protection, Mateo.”

			“I know that,” he muttered, his tone filled with resignation.

			Arya must have taken the phone from Mateo, because Nova heard her voice next.

			“My parents need to be in witness protection.” Her voice faltered a moment. “That horrible Johnny Boy is going after Mateo’s family. He’ll kill my family next. My husband’s told the DEA everything he knows about the cartel. Why hasn’t the FBI or DEA—whoever—why haven’t they arrested Johnny Boy and locked him up already? You all know that he’s a murderer. I’m not understanding why he’s still walking around free. Why are we living like...like this...? We’re the ones in prison.”

			Nova clenched her jaw, trying to contain the small wave of frustration. Mateo was overcome with grief at the moment, but he couldn’t forget his situation, she thought to herself, taking a deep breath to calm her nerves.

			“You call this living?” Arya asked. “We gave up everything, while Johnny Boy is free to do whatever he pleases.”

			Johnny Boy had been a close friend of Poppy’s for years. After her husband Raul’s death, Poppy had taken over the Mancuso cartel, which was one of the largest importers of drugs smuggled into the United States through elaborate land and air distribution channels. She had handpicked Johnny Boy to control a large part of the cartel operations after her former lieutenant, Calderon, was arrested two years ago. Tall and dark-skinned with long dreadlocks, Johnny Boy was an unassuming man. However, his unremarkable appearance was deceptive. He was a skilled marksman with an uncanny ability to elude capture for the past ten years. He needed to be stopped.

			“Arya, would you put Mateo back on the phone, please?” Nova asked.

			After a pause, Mateo’s voice came on the line. “Juan’s death is on me, and there’s nothing you can say to change that, Nova. It’s up to me to make sure Johnny Boy and Poppy Mancuso pay for having him killed.”

			She listened with rising dismay before saying, “Mateo, I can’t keep you in WITSEC if you want to leave, but understand that we can’t protect you if you abandon the program.” Frankly, they couldn’t let him walk. The DEA needed Mateo to testify in court against the cartel.

			“My b-brother is dead, and I can’t even attend his f-funeral.” His voice broke.

			“I’m sorry, Mateo.”

			“It bothers me that this is all my fault,” he said again. “If I’d kept my mouth shut, then maybe Juan would still be alive.”

			“I know this isn’t easy for you,” she responded. She searched for something to say that might offer a small comfort to him.

			“No, it’s not. If it weren’t for my wife, I’d go after Johnny Boy myself. But I’ll let the law handle him.” He released a sigh of resignation. He sounded much calmer. “I don’t feel like going, but I better prepare my mind for my work shift. I’m due at my new job at three o’clock.” Mateo paused momentarily, then added, “Nova, you don’t have to worry. I’m not going to leave the program.”

			She expelled a breath. “I’m glad to hear it.”

			They finished their conversation and hung up.

			“I’m not sure what they’re mourning more—Juan or the money they had to give up,” Nova said.

			She stood up and walked around the table, navigating toward the door. “I’m thinking both. Mateo’s a little calmer now, so I’m going to get myself a cup of tea, then try to clear some of the paperwork off my desk.”

			Nova stopped in the break room to make herbal tea, then walked to her work area. She sat down at her desk, eyeing the wood-framed photo of her father. A pain squeezed her heart as she thought of him. “I miss you so much,” she whispered. She was thirty-three years old but still yearned for the haven her father’s arms had once provided.

			She placed a finger as if to stroke his grayish-blond hair. Special Agent II Easton Bennett was a man she’d always admired. He’d fallen in love with a Black woman and stood up to his parents when they voiced their disapproval. Her father didn’t care. He loved her mother and had married her. It was her father’s passion for his career that had inspired her to become a US marshal. He had been dedicated to his job, but it was that same dedication that ultimately led to his death at the hands of the cartel while protecting a witness.

			She whispered to the face with deep-set blue eyes, “I wish I could talk to you, Daddy. I’ve got such a bad feeling about this... I know Mateo’s going to do something stupid. Something that will get him killed.” Mateo wasn’t the sort of man who would let his brother’s death go unanswered. She understood this particular feeling. Luis, the cartel member who’d murdered her father, died before his conviction, leaving Nova still hungering for justice.

			She’d considered before that Mateo hadn’t told Homeland Security and the DEA everything he knew about the cartel. A man like him, who wanted to be in control, might keep crucial information if he thought it would give him an edge. She felt terrible for his poor wife. Arya was innocent in all this. Now she was doomed to spend the rest of her life in witness protection.

			Her Apple Watch notified her that it was time for movement.

			Nova exited her desk and strolled outside her 9 x 9 cubby to a nearby window. She stared at the busy street down below, bustling with automobiles and people going about their business in all directions. This September weather was the perfect temperature. Not too hot or cool.

			Nova had left Wisconsin two years ago in search of a place that wouldn’t remind her so much of her father everywhere she went. She loved Charlotte, North Carolina, but she still missed him dearly.

			Her heart filled with grief, Nova turned away from the window and returned to her desk.

			She’d learned that her father’s absence would follow her no matter where she went.

			Nova gave herself a mental shake. She had a stack of paperwork that required her attention. Although focused on her tasks, she couldn’t escape the ominous feeling swirling around in her gut.

			If Mateo violated the rules of the program, then he risked having to leave WITSEC, and any criminal actions on his part could land him in prison. Nova often had to remind Mateo and Arya of the importance of this chance they’d been given.

			It was an opportunity to stay alive—something the cartel would never offer them.

			Los Angeles, CA

			DEA SPECIAL AGENT RIVER RANDOLPH and his partner entered the federal building on East Temple Street. He and Kenny, along with a few other colleagues, had just concluded a knock-and-talk with a suspect and were returning to the office.

			“I hope the rest of the day won’t be as exciting as this morning,” Kenny said as they strolled across the lobby.

			River chuckled. “Can you believe that guy? He welcomes us into his house and then tries to run.”

			Earlier that morning, they’d met up with a team of ATF agents and police officers in an empty warehouse fifteen minutes away from the suspect’s home.

			While the team remained out of sight, River and Kenny had brazenly walked up, knocked and asked if they could search the house. Surprisingly, Rico Alfaro had given them full access, claiming he had nothing to hide.

			The man had no idea he’d been under surveillance for the past twenty-four hours.

			Not long after, Rico Alfaro was apprehended and brought downtown in handcuffs. River’s team had found massive quantities of chemicals in the garage, just as River had suspected. They’d also found stashes of cocaine, fentanyl and amphetamines in one of the bedrooms.

			River felt a sense of purpose after the bust—the weight of his fallen partner’s badge hung heavy on River’s chest, a constant reminder of the vow he’d made to keep illegal substances off the streets. But now, with his partner’s blood staining those very streets at the hands of the ruthless cartel, it was no longer just a sense of duty that fueled River. It was pure vengeance, a burning desire to bring down every member of that cartel and make them pay for what they had taken from him.

			His new partner, Kenny Latham, was an experienced DEA criminal investigator, having worked in the field for more than fifteen years since River came to the agency. At forty-two, Kenny was the type of man who faithfully went to the gym three times a week to maintain his athletic build and never touched alcohol or cigarettes. It was something they had in common. River also worked out several times a week to keep in top physical shape for his job. Both men were over six feet tall, although Kenny was a few inches shorter than River.

			They walked past an open area with potted plants and chairs down a hallway to a room filled with desks grouped in clusters of four, surrounded by a wall of offices belonging to the superior agents.

			River could hear the voice of a news reporter on television coming from one of the offices—the one with the open door. His attention was immediately drawn when he overheard the news of Juan DeSoto’s death. River had recently inherited the file on Manuel DeSoto from his former coworker, who’d decided to leave the agency. Manuel DeSoto and his wife were in WITSEC as Mateo and Arya de Leon.

			River stood at the door outside of his supervisor’s office, knocked and waited for a response.

			“Come in.”

			Special Agent in Charge Jared Rush was seated behind a large desk.

			“I just heard the news about Juan DeSoto as I walked by,” he said, strolling inside. He sank down in one of the visitor’s chairs facing him.

			“Yeah...certainly wasn’t the outcome we were hoping for,” Jared said. “I’d hoped we’d find the man alive.”

			River nodded in agreement. Mateo had handed over important evidence to the DEA—it was a shame Juan had lost his life because of it. “The cartel must be desperate to try and flesh out his brother this way.”

			River didn’t doubt that Juan was murdered because of his brother’s criminal dealings. He had reviewed several pages of notes on the man and his family. To their knowledge, Juan had been a law-abiding citizen with not so much as a speeding ticket; he’d attended church regularly and seemed devoted to his wife and children. Juan’s death was meant to send a clear message to his brother. To silence him.

			River’s main concern now was whether Mateo would still be willing to testify against the cartel. If Mateo wavered in his decision, River’s job was to convince him that testifying was still in his best interest. And if necessary, remind Mateo that he’d become a dead man when he decided to steal from Poppy Mancuso.

			River would make a trip to Charlotte to see Mateo in a couple of days. Before exiting the office, he discussed a few final particulars about his trip with Jared. He was looking forward to meeting Mateo and Arya de Leon. Less so, their handler. River had stopped short when he’d learned the name of Mateo’s case agent with the US Marshals.

			Nova Bennett.

			He shuddered inwardly at the thought that they had to interact and work another case together.

			He’d read Mateo’s dossier and understood the type of man he was. There wasn’t much on his wife except that she denied knowing her husband’s criminal deeds.

			River didn’t necessarily buy it as the gospel truth but decided to reserve judgment until after he met the woman. The previous agent had also noted that he believed Mateo was withholding information from the DEA. He knew more than what he’d shared with them.

			Mateo had been distraught when he’d learned that he would have to turn over all the money he’d stolen to the DEA. The report said they’d recovered over three million dollars in cash hidden in his office’s walls. There was nearly a hundred thousand more in two safes at his house. He’d called it his emergency fund. The man was furious when the DEA had seized his house, business and other properties.

			They were a pair of high-maintenance witnesses... He wondered how Nova was faring with them. He shut that thought down. He would come face-to-face with her soon enough.

			A flicker of apprehension coursed through him. It had taken him eighteen months to erase the pain of a broken heart after she’d left.

			He’d met Nova while working with her agency on a prior case nineteen months ago. When the two weeks of working together ended, River couldn’t help but feel a sense of longing. They had shared countless laughs, inside jokes, and even a few blissful moments together.

			He woke up one morning and was met with an empty bed and the realization that Nova had left without a word. All their memories now seemed bittersweet, knowing it was just a temporary passion fueled by late nights and adrenaline rushes until it became more profound.

			River’s heart ached as he remembered their stolen kisses and whispered confessions of love. River couldn’t deny that what started as a fling had become genuine and meaningful. He had fallen hard and fast, and now he was left to pick up the pieces alone. But now he couldn’t shake the emptiness that consumed him. As he went through the motions of his day, River couldn’t help but think about Nova—the one woman he wanted desperately to forget.

			He couldn’t understand why Nova had disappeared without a word to him. Was it something he’d said or done? Had he imagined the connection they’d shared? Doubt crept into River’s mind, clouding his memories with uncertainty. The more he dwelled on it, the more his heart sank.

			His pride wouldn’t allow him to chase after her. It had been easy to avoid further contact with the woman he never wanted to see again.

			Until now.

			

			THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Nova learned that another member of Mateo’s family had been assassinated outside his home. She braced herself for the phone call she knew was coming.

			As expected, Mateo was enraged and spouting threats.

			“I’m coming out there tomorrow to see you and Arya.” Perhaps she could better reassure them in person. She spent the next thirty minutes on the phone trying to calm them.

			“My cousin was just murdered! Johnny Boy is gonna kill my entire family unless somebody does something to stop him. If DEA or Homeland Security don’t do something, then I will.”

			From what Nova had learned of Johnny Boy, he was a ruthless foe and seemed fated for the drug trade. He was the son of Chilton Raymond, a drug kingpin in Jamaica, and had become involved in the family business at the age of thirteen. Johnny Boy had risen to prominence in the cartel quickly. However, he’d been forced to leave his birthplace when his father violated a pact with a Sinaloa cartel and was assassinated when Johnny Boy was eighteen years old.

			Johnny Boy had come to the US to live with his uncle at age twenty. He and Poppy had connected at a party in Miami, and she’d introduced him to Raul Mancuso. Johnny Boy soon began working for the cartel, rising quickly through the ranks.

			“We’re taking the threats seriously, Mateo,” Nova said. “However, family members not part of the program don’t receive the same level of protection. Still, we’re taking appropriate action to address and investigate any threats or concerns of your relatives.”

			“So, what does that mean?” Mateo asked. “Do they get some type of protection or not?”

			“Various measures will be taken—surveillance, law enforcement intervention, and other protective measures to mitigate potential risks. I want you to know that the safety of your family members is a priority. Law enforcement will assess and respond to threats accordingly. I want you to know that their well-being is a top priority.”

			As she spoke those words, her mind raced with possible scenarios and plans to protect those under her care. She couldn’t afford any mistakes or lapses in security, not when the lives of her witnesses were at stake. Nova was determined to do everything she could to keep everyone safe.

			“As long as you stay put, he won’t find you,” she said. “Do not contact any of your family members, Mateo. This is what the cartel wants. They want you out of hiding.”

			“I hear you,” he responded.

			“Do you really?” Nova asked. She couldn’t shake the dull ache of foreboding that had persisted since Juan’s murder. “Don’t do something stupid, Mateo.” She felt like her words were falling on deaf ears.

			It’s gonna be a long day, Nova thought to herself after her conversation with Mateo ended.

			Her phone rang for a second time, and her heart began to race as she saw the caller ID. The Los Angeles area code flooded her mind with memories of River.

			“Hello,” she answered cautiously.

			“Nova, it’s River,” he said, his voice bringing back all the emotions she had tried to bury the past couple of years.

			“River...hey...” she managed, her heart pounding. “What can I do for you?”

			“I’m coming to Charlotte,” he announced without preamble. “We need to discuss your witnesses. I’m sure you’re aware that Juan DeSoto was killed. I need to speak with his brother. Make sure he’s still going to testify.”

			“Another member of his family has been murdered. His cousin Julio. Neither he nor Juan had any cartel affiliations.”

			There was a pause on the line. “They’re trying to get Mateo out of hiding,” River responded.

			“That’s what I told him. I will try to get protection for his aunt and Juan’s family. Have them moved to a safe house.”

			“Any other family members in Los Angeles?”

			“No. The rest of his family is in South America,” Nova stated. “When will you arrive?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			“I’m...I’m planning to see Mateo and his wife in the morning.” She hesitated, her heart racing at the thought of facing him again. Would he even want to see her? “I’ll send you their address, and you can meet me there.” Despite the excitement and nerves coursing through her, Nova couldn’t deny that seeing him after all these years would bring up a mix of emotions—both longing and fear of the unresolved conflicts between them.

			“That’s all I need from you,” he replied flatly.

			She felt a twinge of disappointment at River’s lack of emotion. Part of her wanted him to show some enthusiasm that they’d be working together again.

			As the clock struck quitting time, Nova considered canceling out meeting up with her best friend, Jersey, at the Golden Pier, a popular spot in uptown Charlotte where local law enforcement went to unwind over drinks.

			By the time she reached her car, Nova decided she needed to unwind. She needed to take her mind off the case for a bit.

			Her friend met her at the door.

			“Perfect timing,” Nova said in greeting.

			“Hectic day?” Jersey asked after they sat at a table near the bar area shaped like a boat.

			Nodding, she responded, “It’s been a trying few days, to say the least.”

			Nova ordered a glass of red wine, and her friend chose white.

			While waiting for their drinks to arrive, she said, “I’m so glad it’s Friday.” It didn’t mean much that it was the weekend, because she’d be driving out to Burlington first thing in the morning to check on Mateo and Arya. But she needed the short reprieve.

			“So am I,” Jersey murmured as she released her long reddish locs from the hair band that held them hostage. “I’m glad I’m not on call this weekend. I’ve had a busy week.” Her friend was a homicide detective for the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department. “I wore my murder boots more than my heels.”

			“You’re the only person I know who has murder boots,” Nova said with a chuckle. “And bright yellow ones at that.” Jersey always wore rain boots whenever she visited a crime scene.

			“I’m not messing up a good pair of shoes while looking for evidence,” Jersey responded. “I can just rinse off my boots and keep it moving.”

			A couple of middle-aged men sat at a table across the room. One worked with the Marshals Service, while the other was an assistant district attorney. The assistant DA made eye contact with them and gave a slight nod in greeting.

			“What’s up with you and Matt?” Nova asked in a low whisper as their drinks arrived. “He can’t seem to take his eyes off you.”

			“He keeps telling me that he wants us to try again,” Jersey answered, turning her face away from him to Nova.

			“How do you feel about it?”

			“I don’t know.” Jersey shrugged. “I still love him, but I’m just not sure we belong together. Sometimes it’s best not to revisit the past.”

			Nova picked up the menu and opened it.

			Jersey sipped her wine, then asked, “What about you? Have you met anyone interesting?”

			“Not really.”

			“You’re a borderline workaholic, Nova,” Jersey stated.

			“You’re probably right,” she responded with a slight shrug.

			“What about that DEA agent, River?”

			Nova gave a choked, desperate laugh. “What about him? It’s been two years. I’m pretty sure by now he’s found someone else and is incredibly happy.” She tried to keep her expression bland, but she couldn’t ignore the ache in her heart whenever she thought of him. She wouldn’t tell Jersey just yet about the call they’d had—or the fact she’d see him tomorrow.

			Jersey studied her for a moment before replying, “I can tell by the look on your face that you don’t really mean that. Don’t you think it’s about time you and River had a conversation?”

			Nova placed a hand over her face convulsively. “About what?”

			“Well...the way y’all left things, for one.”

			“You just said that sometimes it’s best not to revisit the past—I agree,” Nova said smoothly.

			“I was referring to my situation.”

			“I know that. But it can apply to my personal life as well.”

			Jersey’s greenish-gray eyes rested on hers. “There’s just one huge difference with you and River. Y’all left a lot unsaid on the table.”

			“I told you that things moved at an alarming pace between us, Jersey,” she stated with a hint of sadness in her voice. “It was overwhelming and I couldn’t keep up.” She paused, her eyes clouded with memories. “We spent every waking moment together for two weeks straight. It was all-consuming and it scared me. I needed to take a step back and figure out what I really wanted.”

			“Maybe for you,” she responded. “But how do you know that he feels the same way?”

			“Jersey, I know you mean well, but what River and I had is over and done with,” Nova stated. “I admit I could’ve handled things better with him, but I can’t rewind the clock. Besides, I spoke with him earlier. He’ll be in town tomorrow to discuss a case.”

			Jersey’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief. “How was it? Talking to River after all this time?”

			“It was just business,” Nova responded. “He told me he was coming to Charlotte. I said okay.”

			Although Nova continued to put on a facade of nonchalance for her friend, she felt an acute sense of loss deep down.

			She shoved that aside as they gave their food order to the server who’d come to their table.

			Jersey stood up. “I’m going to talk to Matt for a few minutes. I’ll be right back.”

			“Take your time,” Nova said.

			She glanced around, taking in her surroundings. The servers were dressed in nautical uniforms. Nova soaked in the laughter and the various conversations that danced upon each interval just a tad higher than the soft musical notes playing in the background. She studied the muted colors of the bottles behind the bar.

			A platter of hot wings was delivered to their table.

			Nova placed six on her plate but waited for Jersey to return to dive in.

			“Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to be gone so long,” her friend said when she sat down ten minutes later.

			“I was just about to get started without you.”

			“Well, I appreciate you.” Jersey stabbed her fork into a wing, placing it on her plate. “Oh, I ordered us another glass of wine.”

			“Thanks,” Nova said. She dipped a lemon-pepper drumette into ranch dressing, and the conversation turned to lighter topics.

			After eating, Nova left the restaurant, heading home while Jersey stayed behind with Matt.

			They are so getting back together, Nova thought to herself.

			She tried but couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on a date. Her focus for the last year and a half had been advancing her career. However, Nova was slowly realizing she was ready for a new career challenge.

			There was a time when she didn’t want anything other than to walk in her father’s footsteps as a US marshal, but it hadn’t been the same for her since Easton’s death. She still wanted to go after the Mancuso cartel but had been thinking about switching law enforcement agencies to have a more active role in the fight against drug trafficking.

			Nova glanced over at the clock on her nightstand. In a few hours, she would come face-to-face with River. Her heart raced as memories flooded her mind, the weight of regret pressing against her chest. She had always been a free spirit, drifting wherever the wind took her. And two years ago, when River had hinted that he wanted a future with her, she couldn’t bear the thought of being tied down. It wasn’t in her nature.

			So, Nova ran.

			But now she found herself questioning her choices. Had running away indeed been the right decision?

			She sat in the middle of her bed, contemplating what to say when she saw him.

			Nova had to prepare emotionally for facing him again. She didn’t have a solid explanation for why’d she done a disappearing act. She cared deeply for River, and those feelings had scared her.

			If someone asked her why, Nova couldn’t provide an answer.

			The clock ticked relentlessly, its sound echoing through the quiet room.

			Nova couldn’t understand why she struggled with commitment. The lingering doubt of what could have been if she hadn’t run away that fateful night consumed her thoughts. It was a question that haunted her, even though she had accepted long ago that it would never be answered.

			Deep down, Nova knew that the real reason for her reluctance stemmed from losing her father. His sudden passing had left a hole in her heart and a fear of getting too close to anyone else for fear of losing them, too. This realization only added to the weight of her doubts and fears, making it all the more difficult for her to let go and open up to love.
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