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            Masterful Truth

          

        

      

    

    
      An heir to a powerful secret. A writer whose story began with an illicit affair. A man incapable of love.

      Tess Hamilton is proud of her family’s history, but being a descendant of one of the founding fathers and a member of the Trinity Masters—America’s oldest and most powerful secret society—has had its drawbacks. A historian at the Smithsonian, Tess enjoys her quiet life. So when the Grand Master tells her not only is the society in danger, but Tess must marry two very different, very sexy men, she knows her calm existence has come to an end.

      Isaiah Jefferson makes his living writing thrillers that keep readers on the edge of their seats, but he never expected to become part of a real-life plot. When the Grand Master calls him to the altar to meet his spouses, he’s tasked with solving a mystery…one that turns out to be just as dangerous as anything he could ever write.

      The future of the Trinity Masters hangs in the balance, but there is hope if this new, fragile triad can solve the centuries-old mystery. The founders of their society kept a secret—a piece of information so deadly, it could be used to protect them in times of crisis. But Tess, Isaiah, and their dangerous third aren’t the only ones following the trail. And their enemies are prepared to kill for the secrets they’re uncovering.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliette Adams glanced out the window, seeing only a rectangle of the stone facade of the office building across the street. The weather was typical English fare—gray, chilly, drizzling. She always wondered how the British ever managed to summon an ounce or two of cheer in such a gloomy place.

      She glanced to where Rose Hancock sat next to her. One of Rose’s husbands, Weston Anderson, was pacing the floor behind them, while Juliette’s own husband, Devon, was holding up the wall farthest from the door, his arms crossed, his expression pure scowl. She’d asked him to remain at home, but Devon wouldn’t hear of it. He wasn’t about to send her into the lion’s den with only Rose and Weston at her side. Probably because Devon considered them as much a threat to her as the Admiralty.

      After all, up until a few months ago, Rose had been actively working against Juliette as part of the purists. Not to mention blowing stuff up in an effort to hurt those Juliette cared about.

      So yeah, Devon was probably right to be concerned, even though she and Rose had declared a truce and formed an alliance. It was a shaky one, but it was an alliance just the same.

      None of them had spoken since entering the small conference space. When she considered it, she realized they hadn’t spoken much at all since taking off from Logan Airport early this morning. Apart from determining their roles in this meeting and what could and what shouldn’t be said, they hadn’t spoken more than a few words on the private jet that brought them to London. Each of them lost in their own thoughts.

      It stood to reason. All of them were tense, anxious about the journey across the ocean. There were too many unknown variables, too much at stake.

      Rose’s other husband, Marek, had set up this meeting with the new admiral of Britain with a lot of help from his curmudgeonly grandmother. Jane Dell, a former British intelligence asset, hadn’t exactly been happy to intervene on Marek’s behalf after he’d chosen his American roots over his English ones, joining the Trinity Masters rather than the Masters’ Admiralty.

      Masters’ Admiralty. Trinity Masters.

      Juliette sighed as she considered the two ancient secret societies. Both seemed to have similar goals—nay, missions—when it came to protecting their countries and striving to better them.

      The Trinity Masters had formed at the same time the founding fathers were forging a new government in their young country. Juliette supposed that, in hindsight, it stood to reason her forefathers would create the secret society based on the preexisting one in Britain. However, two hundred years and the veil of secrecy set in place by former Grand Masters had actually erased the other society’s existence from America’s memory.

      Juliette was the Grand Master now, and even she hadn’t learned of the existence of the Masters’ Admiralty until a few months earlier, when Weston discovered that an evil faction functioning within the Trinity Masters had attacked and sunk an Admiralty ship sailing under a neutral flag during World War II.

      The faction within the Trinity Masters—the purists—had learned of a ship fleeing the war, and sailing to the Caribbean from Europe, loaded with treasure. They’d attacked it with the intention of killing the crew, stealing the priceless artwork, and then sinking it.

      That dastardly plan was spoiled when it was discovered that the real treasure aboard the Esperanza wasn’t just the antiques and artwork, but also the children of members of the Masters’ Admiralty.

      Juliette couldn’t say the plan was spoiled. The purists still stole the art, and they definitely sank the ship—with the children aboard.

      It sickened Juliette to know that anyone in the Trinity Masters could commit such a terrible crime. She’d been raised to believe the Trinity Masters were the protectors of their country, the innovators, the problem solvers, the creators. They called only the best and brightest to the altar to serve, and their membership had been responsible for driving culture, making strides in technology and medicine, as well as keeping the country afloat financially and politically.

      “They’re making us wait as an insult.” Weston halted his limping pace to stand by Rose’s chair.

      “Of course they are,” Juliette said.

      “How long are you willing to sit here like this?” Weston asked.

      “As long as it takes.”

      Devon had gone ballistic when she’d told him of her intentions to fly to London to meet with the new British admiral. After all, their last communication with the Masters’ Admiralty couldn’t be considered anything other than a threat.

      Some things cannot be forgiven.

      They were right, of course. Regardless of the decades that had passed since the sinking of that ship, the purists had continued to heap insult upon injury by selling the stolen artwork for profit. Just like the Trinity Masters had legacies—children who were initiated into the society like their parents before them—the purists did too.

      They had instilled the need to safeguard their secrets in future generations as well as sharing the location of the hidden booty—in a series of tunnels attached to the Trinity Masters’ headquarters.

      Which made the fact Juliette was sitting with Rose and Weston in this meeting all the more significant.

      Raised by purists, Rose and Weston, as well as Weston’s brother, Caden, may have been indoctrinated to the seedy underground faction through unspeakable cruelty and abuse, but they had still protected the crimes of their parents and their ancestors.

      Or at least they had. Until Weston faked his own death to go undercover to expose his parents.

      The door opened and a woman entered. At first glance, one might not take much notice of her—she wasn’t particularly tall, with a slim build and medium-length straight dark hair. Nothing about her physical stature stood out until Juliette looked at her face. She sucked in a deep breath.

      The woman was a warrior. Marek had related to them that Britain had a new admiral, but he hadn’t alluded to the fact that the leader was a woman. Given Juliette’s own role as Grand Master of the Trinity Masters, female leadership obviously shouldn’t come as a surprise to her.

      However, one look at this woman’s face proved she was a force to be reckoned with and for the first time since entering the room, Juliette felt the slightest niggle of unease that their hopes of making reparations wouldn’t be well received.

      Juliette and Rose stood from their seats as Weston actually positioned himself directly next to—and a little in front of—Rose. Devon remained by the wall, though he stood straighter now, his posture daring anyone in the room to make one wrong move. She shot him a “down boy” look. This meeting was going to be hard enough. She didn’t need Devon throwing a big dose of hostility into the mix.

      She’d come to try to establish a peace between them and the Masters’ Admiralty, not declare outright war.

      Weston tried to edge Rose farther behind him, and Rose narrowed her eyes at her husband. She clearly didn’t appreciate his suddenly protective stance. Juliette would have laughed at the man for his attempt if the majority of her attention wasn’t locked on the woman standing on the other side of the table.

      “You’re Juliette Adams,” the woman said, looking her up and down with no pretense of politeness.

      “I am. And you must be the new admiral of Britain?”

      The woman scowled and rolled her eyes. “No. I’m Lorelei Madden, the vice admiral. The new admiral will be along in a moment.”

      Juliette was equal parts relieved and impressed. She’d prefer to take her chances with another admiral. Lorelei was no doubt a valuable asset to their organization, but she didn’t want to have to deal with her at the top.

      Then Juliette glanced in Rose’s direction and realized that she had brought her own bulldog. Rose was staring down the vice admiral with the same powerful tilt in her chin and unfaltering gaze.

      “And you are?” Lorelei asked, directing her question to Rose.

      “Rose Hancock. And this is my husband, Weston Anderson.”

      Lorelei’s attention quickly diverted from Rose to Weston.

      “The famous Wesley Derrick.”

      “Not anymore. Now, it’s Wes Anderson.” Weston repeated Rose’s introduction. “Wesley was the name your knight Tristan saddled me with when he was hiding me here.”

      Many years earlier, the Andersons, Weston’s parents, had tried to murder him and failed. However, Weston had pretended otherwise, escaping first to Canada to recover from life-threatening injuries before traveling on to England to request asylum with the Masters’ Admiralty.

      Then Weston added, “I was sorry to hear about Tristan’s death. He was a good man. A good friend. I’m going to miss him.”

      Lorelei nodded, but didn’t seem moved by Weston’s sympathy.

      The words cold fish drifted through Juliette’s mind.

      “Why are you here?” Lorelei asked Juliette.

      “I believe I made my intentions clear when requesting this meeting through Jane Dell. I wish to meet with the new admiral.”

      “I understand that, but the admiral is very busy and—”

      Before Lorelei could say more, the door opened once again.

      “What the h—” Weston muttered under his breath as Rose gasped with surprise.

      Juliette worked hard to school her features when Tristan Knight entered the room, followed by one of the most breathtakingly beautiful women she’d ever seen.

      “I heard you’d died,” Weston said, clearly awestruck.

      Tristan gave his old friend a crooked grin. “Rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated, but necessary. Tristan Knight, for all intents and purposes, is dead.”

      “Oookay,” Weston drawled. “So who does that make you now?”

      “Arthur. The new admiral of Britain.”

      The tightness in Juliette’s shoulders loosened as anxiety gave way to relief. Tristan had helped them uncover the purists’ deceit, and he’d seemed somewhat sympathetic to what Juliette faced as the unsavory details they’d discovered were brought to light. And while he’d never wavered in his loyalty to the Masters’ Admiralty, he had proven himself to be reasonable and kind.

      “And this,” Tristan—Arthur—said, pointing to the woman next to him, “is my wife, Sophia.”

      Juliette stepped around the table with her hand outstretched. “It’s very nice to meet you. I’m Juliette Adams, the Grand Master of—”

      “The Trinity Masters.” Sophia’s tone was cool and not at all welcoming. She clearly didn’t trust Juliette. “I know exactly who you are.” While Arthur might be receptive to their apologies and explanations, Sophia would be much harder to sway. And Lorelei might be damned near impossible.

      Juliette quickly finished the introductions, and then Arthur gestured for all of them to take a seat. Devon remained where he was, but Arthur didn’t appear bothered. “At ease, Asher.”

      Devon’s shoulders relaxed slightly, but he didn’t join them.

      As the rest of them took their seats, Juliette allowed her gaze to sweep down Arthur’s right side, to where his arm used to be.

      She glanced next to her and noticed Rose and Weston also sneaking curious peeks.

      Either Arthur had noticed their glances or he’d grown accustomed to questions regarding his injury, because he addressed the issue outright. “I lost my arm the day our former admiral died.”

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out that those two things were connected, which meant the old admiral hadn’t merely died. He’d been killed. Juliette gave him a sympathetic nod. “I’m very sorry, Tristan. For both tragedies.”

      “Arthur,” Lorelei corrected quickly, drawing Juliette’s attention to her face. She’d been mistaken in her previous assumption that Lorelei was cold. For just a moment, Juliette caught a flash of sadness in the woman’s eyes. Lorelei was still mourning the loss of her old boss. “If we’re finished with the niceties, the admiral and I have a very busy schedule, so why don’t you tell us what brings you here today?”

      “I wanted to tell you in person that the Andersons are dead.”

      Arthur’s gaze flew to Weston. “Your parents? The purists?”

      Weston nodded. “Someone blew up their yacht while they were onboard. All three of them are dead.”

      “Who blew up the boat?” Lorelei asked.

      “We don’t know,” Weston said, “but I was there when it happened. Rose and I both were.”

      “So you’re here as eyewitnesses? To convince us this explosion really happened?” Lorelei scoffed at the idea. “Forgive me, Rose, but weren’t you and Weston’s brother working with your foster parents to conceal the murder of dozens of children, and then profit from the crimes of your ancestors by selling artwork that rightfully belongs to the Masters’ Admiralty? You’re hardly someone whose word we would trust.”

      Juliette sighed. The Masters’ Admiralty had done their homework. They knew more than she realized. “She didn’t know about the children. Rose was working within the purists’ organization in order to bring them to justice for the stolen artwork.” It had taken Juliette months to convince herself of the truth of that. Sometimes she still struggled with it. She hoped Arthur and Lorelei would accept it more easily.

      Lorelei scoffed.

      “It’s true,” Juliette said. “We’ve come here today in hopes of putting all our cards on the table. Of making amends for what was done in the past. In addition to letting you know about the Andersons, we’re also returning the remaining stolen artwork. A container ship was loaded with all of it and it set sail this morning. We expect it will dock in London in just a few days.”

      “All the art?” Sophia asked.

      Juliette shook her head. “No. Sadly, some of it has been sold. We are trying to track down the buyers, but that will take time.”

      Sophia’s eyes narrowed. “There was a great deal more on that boat than simply artwork.”

      And now they were getting down to the heart of the matter. Because no matter what Juliette did or said, there was nothing she could do to make up for the murder of all those children.

      “I know that. We have learned that one child survived.”

      Sophia leaned forward. “What? Who?”

      “Eileen Mayweather.”

      Sophia looked over at Arthur, her eyes wide with excitement. “That was my great-great aunt.”

      “She was my grandmother,” Weston said.

      “And a member of the Trinity Masters,” Juliette added.

      Sophia stiffened. “You mean she was forced to become a member because she was kidnapped as a child and kept from her real family. She should have been in the Admiralty. Her rightful place was stolen from her. What about her brother and sister?”

      “Sadly, it was confirmed that she was the only child to survive when the ship was sunk,” Juliette said.

      Sophia closed her eyes, crossing herself before she turned to look at Weston, tilting her head as she studied his face. “My father will want to meet you. You should be a member of the Masters’ Admiralty.”

      Rose shook her head. “He’s my husband. We’re bound together with another, Marek, called to the altar of the Trinity Masters. That’s where we belong.”

      Sophia’s eyes narrowed. “Marek should also be with us. He was a legacy of our society.”

      “A legacy of both societies. Marek made his decision.” Juliette attempted to keep her tone even and soft. She hadn’t come here to debate membership.

      “He might not understand who you people really are,” Sophia said. She stopped when Arthur reached out and placed his hand on hers, softly whispering, “Princess.”

      Arthur leaned back in his chair, his gaze locked with Juliette’s. “Marek and Wes have pledged themselves to the Trinity Masters and they’ve taken their third. I understand what that means. Believe me, if Wes weren’t already married, I would demand that he move here to take his place amongst us.”

      Devon spoke up. “I think you’re all forgetting that Wes’ grandmother and mother weren’t just members of the Trinity Masters. They were purists.”

      “You’re trying to blame someone who was the sole survivor of a horrific attack and then raised by the people who would have murdered her?” Sophia’s Italian accent deepened.

      “No, but it’s important to remember that Eileen and her daughter, Victoria, knew more than we did—they knew the Masters’ Admiralty was real, knew about the deaths of those children. They knew it all…and said nothing.” Devon had lapsed into his mild-mannered tone, which he used to cover up his real feelings. It was what allowed him to work so well for the agency.

      “They were, how do you say in English, brainwashed. You’re blaming the victims,” Sophia insisted.

      Juliette wasn’t sure she disagreed with that assessment. She’d heard a few stories about the abuse Weston, Caden, and their foster sister, Rose, had suffered, and while their mother, Victoria, hadn’t directly participated in the physical aspects of it, she’d condoned it, agreed with it.

      “I assure you Victoria wasn’t brainwashed,” Rose said. “She was just as evil as her husbands.”

      Sophia’s face reddened with anger. “My father will never forgive this. Reparations must be paid. Where is your brother, Weston?”

      Weston shook his head. “Caden is…Caden is dead.”

      Juliette noticed the slight wobble in his voice.

      “How?” Sophia asked.

      “He was shot and killed,” Rose replied, her tone wooden, monotone, and Juliette wondered about it. Rose and Caden had been in a relationship, and she’d lost her mind after Caden was shot, setting off a bomb meant to kill several other members of the Trinity Masters.

      Sophia turned to her husband. “Rome’s legacies have been stolen from us.”

      “Rome?” Juliette asked, the previous discussion forgotten in an instant as she was faced with something much more horrifying.

      Sophia studied her stunned face for a moment, then laughed. “You didn’t think the Masters’ Admiralty only existed in Britain? We have ignored you because you were no threat to us. We are much larger and more dangerous than you realize.”

      Juliette narrowed her eyes at Sophia. Rose leaned forward slightly and started reaching up to take off her earrings.

      “No,” Juliette whispered.

      Rose sat back, but made it clear she would be more than willing to throw down if needed.

      Arthur reached over and squeezed his wife’s hand once more, changing the subject. “You believe the Andersons are the last of the purists?”

      Juliette nodded and prayed what she said next wasn’t a lie, even though she feared it might be. “We do.”

      Lorelei, who’d been quiet throughout most of the meeting, leaned closer to Rose. Juliette glanced over quickly. Rose’s expression was neutral. Alarmingly so.

      The vice admiral studied Rose’s face for a moment longer. Something had put her on high alert. “They’re lying.”

      “No,” Rose said. “We’re not.”

      Arthur leaned back and blew out a long breath. “Juliette, you know the debt isn’t settled.”

      “But—” Juliette began.

      Arthur cut her off. “There are too many loose ends. You’ve come here with very little, actually. I want the name of the person who blew up the boat.” He glanced over at his wife. “And I want a detailed accounting of Weston Anderson’s family tree. Sophia’s father will want to know of any other living relatives, want that part of his family line to continue in Rome as part of the Masters’ Admiralty.”

      Juliette could give Arthur both of those things, but not right now. She glanced over her shoulder at Devon, who covertly shook his head. He understood as well as she did that the flight back home was not going to be a fun one.

      “Fine,” she said, agreeing to Arthur’s terms. His demands could be met in one fell swoop. “We don’t know who blew up the boat yet, but we’re looking into it. And there’s no one left but Weston.”

      “And I want a complete list of all suspected purists—living or dead. I want their names and the names of their children, grandchildren, etc.”

      Juliette sat stock-still, unwilling to jeopardize the futures of Trinity Masters who had been questioned and cleared. Grant’s face flashed in her mind. She’d bound her best friend, Sebastian, to a man she suspected of being a purist, only to find he was completely unaware of his ancestors’ crimes. She would never put a blameless man at risk. And Sebastian would lose his shit if she tried. “What if we’ve discovered some of those children and grandchildren were innocent of any wrongdoing?”

      “I want all the names, Juliette. You have one month to deliver this to me.”

      “A month?” Devon asked coolly.

      “You’ve had more than enough time already. I expect this information in one month, or I’ll have no choice but to turn this matter over to the fleet admiral of the Masters’ Admiralty. And believe me when I say,” Arthur continued, “the fleet admiral is not a forgiving man.”

      “Arthur,” Juliette began, but the kind man she’d known as Tristan really was dead. She knew it the second Arthur’s features hardened and any trace of the man she’d thought she could call a friend vanished.

      “Juliette, it’s time you stopped lying. I say this not only as the admiral of Britain, but as someone who was once Wes’ friend. We want Caden Anderson. We know he’s alive and that he blew up that boat. Turn him over to us.”
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      He was alive.

      Caden was alive.

      Rose sat and buckled her seat belt more by force of habit than anything. Strange, she had been sitting on a plane, waiting to takeoff, when she’d heard him die. They’d been on the phone when she’d heard the gunshot fired and she had spent the entire flight from California to Boston, playing that sound over and over.

      She and Weston had stayed silent after Tristan—no, he was Arthur now—dropped that particular bomb. Her first instinct had been to slap the shit out of Juliette, the lying bitch, but she was resolved to maintain her loyalty and would not betray the Trinity Masters by showing weakness in front of outsiders.

      She looked at Weston out of the corner of her eye. His face was blank, and he was staring straight ahead, his one remaining eye as fixed as the false one.

      Juliette and Devon took the seats across from them. Juliette looked calm and determined. Devon looked like he wanted to say something.

      The flight attendant made an announcement, and so did the pilot. Rose heard neither of them.

      They sat in stony silence as the plane took off.

      It was Devon who broke first. Once they were at their cruising altitude, he unbuckled his seat belt and leaned forward, reaching for Rose. “Rose, listen, I wanted to—”

      Weston’s hand clamped down on Devon’s wrist. “Don’t. Touch. Her.”

      Tension filled the cabin. Weston’s knuckles were white, he was squeezing Devon’s wrist so hard.

      “He’s alive?” Weston asked quietly. “My brother is alive?”

      Juliette raised her chin but didn’t speak. Devon yanked his arm back. He looked at his wife and then said, “The Grand Master doesn’t have to explain anything to—”

      Rose saw red. Last time she’d felt like this she’d tried to blow up and shoot people. The small rational part of her mind—which sounded surprisingly like Marek—was begging her to calm down.

      Rose unbuckled her seat belt and lunged for Juliette, landing one hard slap on the other woman’s face before Devon shoved her back.

      “I said don’t touch her,” Weston snarled.

      “Back off.” Devon bit off the words. “Calm down, both of you.”

      “Calm down?” Weston shoved Devon so the other man bounced off the back of the seat. “My brother is alive and you didn’t tell us!”

      Rose stared at Juliette. The last time she’d attacked her, Juliette had fought back. It had been a hell of a fight. This time, Juliette wasn’t moving to retaliate. Rose could see the outline of her own fingers on Juliette’s cheek, but the blonde didn’t move, not even to lift her hands in defense.

      “Why?” Rose asked.

      

      Juliette had known this powder keg was going to blow in spectacular fashion the second Arthur dropped that bomb. How the hell had he known? That, more than anything, scared her.

      She was ready for Rose’s attack, for Weston’s anger. It was justified. It was deserved.

      She’d almost welcomed Rose’s slap, felt it was her due.

      “I’m sorry, Rose. More than you’ll ever know.”

      “I’m sorry? That’s all you have to say to me? You let me believe—for months—that Caden was dead. Why?”

      Juliette wished she had a better answer. “We weren’t sure he was going to survive that night. It was touch and go for days.”

      Devon started to speak, but Juliette placed her hand on his knee.

      “No,” she said. “She needs to hear this from me. When it was apparent he was going to live, we made a decision.”

      Juliette hesitated.

      “Keep going,” Rose said, through clenched teeth.

      “Caden was working with the purists.”

      Weston banged his hand against the armrest of his seat. “He was just as much a victim of our parents’ evil as Rose was. He did what he had to—to survive. You know that. You can’t condemn him for his actions.”

      “I know that,” Juliette said, more to calm Weston down than from true belief. She didn’t trust Caden Anderson as far as she could throw him, but there was no denying he was a product of his upbringing—the same as Rose and Weston. “We hoped that once he recovered he would be able to help us bring down the Andersons.”

      Rose inhaled slowly. “Caden. Caden blew up the boat, didn’t he?”

      “You made him blow up that boat?” Weston asked, his words dripping with pure disgust. “Rose was on the yacht. You could have killed her, too.”

      “No.” Devon shook his head. “Caden acted alone on that. We wanted to trap them, you know that. Rose was wearing the wire. You were all there, doing what we thought best to bring them to justice. Caden…”

      Rose grinned, though there was no joy in the expression. “He got away from you, didn’t he? Escaped the big CIA man’s clutches.”

      “Clutches?” Devon scoffed.

      Juliette knew he was still angry and frustrated that Caden had managed to slip away. “He was too injured to leave the safe house. At least that’s what we thought.”

      

      Rose looked at Juliette, waited until the other woman’s gaze met hers. “Caden and I have high pain tolerances.”

      Beside her, Weston made a sound of pure agony. Rose took his hand without looking at him. She was trying to hold on to her anger at Juliette and Devon, but that feeling was quickly fading, replaced by anxiety.

      Caden is still alive.

      Caden is alive.

      Deep down, in the darkest parts of her soul, she hated that. She hated that he hadn’t died because, as hard as it was, his death had been clean and simple. Dead Caden had no control over her. Dead Caden meant no more Master Anderson and Darling.

      “Caden’s alive.” She wasn’t aware that she’d spoken aloud until Weston squeezed her fingers.

      “I’m here, Rose. I’m here.”

      “The men in my life keep returning from the dead.”

      “Rose, I’m so sorry,” Juliette repeated. “There’s something you should know.”

      “Something else? Oh, what fun,” Rose said.

      Weston barked out a laugh, and some of the cold that seemed to be filling Rose faded away.

      “He agreed…” Juliette looked at Devon, as if asking if he wanted to speak.

      Rose switched her attention to Devon. He’d been her fiancé for most of her life, and though she’d never been able to trust him enough to be honest with him, she had cared for him, and he for her.

      Devon sighed. “Caden assumed all guilt for the things the two of you did for the purists. He wanted to ensure that the Grand Master wouldn’t punish you…although you didn’t make it easy for us to ignore your crimes.”

      “You blow up one little hotel room and suddenly you’re labeled mentally unstable,” Rose joked.

      Devon didn’t share her humor. “He didn’t want you to know he was alive. Either of you.”

      Weston stiffened. “He knows I’m alive?”

      “He didn’t want us to know?” Rose asked at the same time.

      Devon reached out and took her hand. Weston growled, but Rose and Devon both ignored him. Out of the corner of her eye, Rose thought she saw Juliette stiffen.

      “He said…he said he didn’t want to hurt you anymore. That it would be better for you if you never found out he was still alive. I was working on creating a new identity for him when he blew up that damn yacht. Now…”

      “Now?” Rose prodded.

      “I think Caden Anderson should remain alive.”

      Rose yanked her hand from Devon’s, covering her face. The pain was too much, too deep for tears. She hid behind her hands and trembled as a lifetime of painful memories washed over her. Weston cursed and hauled her onto his lap.

      “He can’t hurt you anymore,” Weston whispered in her ear.

      But I’m his. I belong to him.

      There was some part of her that would always believe that. It had been, quite literally, beaten into her.

      “I wish Marek was here,” she whispered.

      “Me too,” Weston answered.

      Rose hid against her husband. She’d never imagined she would call Weston husband, and had never dared to dream someone as wonderful and noble as Marek could love her.

      “Guys, can Rose and I have a minute?” Juliette asked.

      “You want me to stay?” Weston whispered in her ear.

      In response, Rose slid off her husband’s lap into her own seat.

      The men stood, eyeing one another uneasily. Weston might never get over the fact that Devon had been Rose’s fiancé, and Devon would probably never get over the fact that Weston hadn’t come to him for help all those years ago when he learned what the Andersons were doing to her.

      But they left the cabin together.

      Juliette scooted forward and tentatively touched Rose’s knee. “Rose? This isn’t me asking as the Grand Master. This is me asking as a friend. Are you okay?”

      A friend? Yes, perhaps we are friends, or at least working toward it.

      “Okay? No. I’m not okay.”

      Juliette stayed silent.

      “I thought… I thought it was over. But that’s clearly never going to happen. I’m broken and I always will be.”

      “You’re not broken, you’re a survivor.”

      “A survivor?” Rose snorted and looked out the window. “Technically that’s true.”

      “You don’t have to see him,” Juliette whispered.

      Rose jerked as if she’d touched a live wire. “See him?” She licked her lips, and looked at Juliette. “I can’t. I can’t. I don’t know…I don’t know if I could be near him and not…”

      “Not what?”

      “Not kneel. Not submit.” Rose rubbed her face. “For God’s sake, I’m married. He can’t…”

      “You’re right. He can’t.” Juliette came out of her seat and wrapped her arms around Rose. “He can’t do anything to you that you don’t want.”

      

      Neither of them spoke again. Not for a long time.

      So long that Juliette had forgotten about Devon and Weston.

      “Everything okay in here?” Devon asked, popping his head back into the cabin.

      She nodded, releasing Rose, who looked more like her indomitable self again. Juliette would always admire her strength. Rose might get knocked down, but she never stayed there. Never failed to rise again.

      Juliette had, for the most part, dealt with her jealousy issues. Devon loved her and Franco. They were happy together. The fact that he still felt something for Rose—mostly guilt—didn’t change that.

      Weston returned to his seat next to his wife, taking her hand.

      Devon gave her a wary look that Juliette soothed away with a soft smile and nod. It was enough to let her husband know that everything truly was okay.

      They were quiet for a few minutes, but that silence gave Juliette time to remember that there were still too many hurdles to clear even if they did hand Caden over.

      “How did they know?” she asked. “How did the Masters’ Admiralty know Caden was alive?”

      Weston looked grim. “They’re powerful. Really powerful. My guess is they have connections in the U.S. that we don’t know about.”

      Damn it, she was powerful and well-connected too, but she’d gone into that entire meeting completely blind. It pissed her off. “How big is the Masters’ Admiralty? Who is the fleet admiral?”

      “I don’t really know,” Weston said. “I only dealt with Tristan. I know he had access to lots of resources.”

      Juliette sighed. “They’re bigger, more organized, older, and generally more powerful than we are. Add to that they seem to know more than we want them to.”

      “I’m glad,” Rose said.

      They all looked at her.

      “Things had gotten a little boring. Now they’re exciting again—dead ex-lover slash tormenter back from the dead, facing possible annihilation from a frenemy, and we still haven’t figured out the truth about my parents.”

      “You really suspect your parents are purists?” Juliette asked Rose. Their trip to London had lasted less than twenty-four hours, but rather than solving anything, they’d bought themselves a lot more trouble.

      Rose shrugged. “I don’t know the Hancocks very well. I was raised by my grandmother until she died, and then I was in boarding school. Even when my mother was alive, I spent most school holidays with the Andersons because she traveled so much. Once she died, I was always either at school or with the Andersons. I called my father for help, shortly after…” Rose hesitated.

      Juliette raised her hand. “It’s okay, Rose. I know what you mean. What did he say when you called?”

      “He told me to listen to the Andersons. To do everything they asked of me.”

      Juliette swallowed down the bile Rose’s answer caused to rise in her throat. How had she never seen all the horrors Rose had been subjected to? For so many years, she’d looked at the older girl and seen strength, confidence, poise. All those ideas were altered in her mind now as Juliette considered what she really must have been seeing—fear, self-preservation, and a sheer force of will to hide the atrocities she was suffering.

      “I don’t know what I think about them. It was clear they never cared about me, only the power they thought I could offer them in the Trinity Masters’ hierarchy. Hence, that damn betrothal.”

      Juliette grimaced. She’d shared a similar disdain for the machinations of their parents, forming a “power alliance” of families when she, Rose and Devon were all still children.

      However, wanting an advantageous match for their daughter didn’t equate to “purists” either.

      A couple of months earlier, they had rounded up all suspected purists, subjecting them to—Juliette sighed as she tried not to think about what techniques Devon might have employed—questioning. All she knew was that it was likely long and painful.

      And, in the end, they’d concluded that the purists’ sect had died with the Andersons. Victoria was the last of the Prosser line, except for some cousins by marriage who hadn’t known anything and if she didn’t count Weston and Caden. The Wythe line ended with Mrs. Wythe, and it was apparent her great-niece and nephew, Elliott and Marianne James, were clueless to their great-aunt’s crimes. Grant was the last of the Breton line, and Sebastian had cleared him long ago.

      As for the Hancocks…Juliette had dismissed them as political power players, uninterested in anything but their own careers, and candidates for worst parents. Tasha had said the questioning hadn’t gone well, and had never gotten past the point of them being outraged at being subjected to it in the first place. She’d asked Juliette if she could try some “alternative techniques,” but Jayce Hancock was a senator, and they couldn’t keep or question him for more than half a day. Tasha had done her best and concluded they had no idea who or what the purists were, and when questioned more deeply, they appeared to have no idea that the Andersons had been anything but doting foster parents to Rose.

      Tasha’s questioning had tipped them off that Rose’s childhood hadn’t been great. Since discovering that, the Hancocks had reached out to Rose, tried to make amends, but so far their daughter had refused to speak to them or accept their apologies.

      Rose’s doubts triggered Juliette’s.

      Rose was smart. Her suspicions had Juliette’s Spidey senses on red alert.

      Juliette had felt initial relief after hearing the Andersons were dead, but now…she wished they were still here. Without them, she was holding on to a list of innocents.

      And Caden.

      What the hell was she supposed to do with him?
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      Gingerly, Caden rubbed the spot where the bullet had pierced his chest. The wound had healed completely months ago, and the pain was all but gone. However, lately, he’d caught himself touching the place in unguarded moments when he was lost in dark thoughts.

      He had too many of them. And thanks to Devon, too much time to remember.

      For most of his life, his parents had convinced him and Rose that her betrothed, Devon Asher, expected her to be his submissive. As such, his fathers had subjected her to brutal training, working months—no, years—to break her beautiful spirit.

      When Caden realized what was going on, he’d done the only thing he had known to do. Collar her.

      Because, like Rose, he’d been subjected to the training as well. Only his had been much different. While Rose spent so much of her teenage years on her knees, he’d spent those same years wielding a whip.

      Rose.

      He’d loved her. And he’d failed her. Completely.

      As punishment for Caden’s crimes against the secret society, Devon had claimed a life for a life. The man had saved him the night he’d been shot, whisked him away to a top-secret facility where some of the best doctors in the world had worked overtime to ensure that he lived.

      When he awoke from a medically induced coma a week after the shooting, Devon had been waiting next to the bed. He’d told him in no uncertain terms that if it had been up to him, Devon would have happily watched him bleed to death on the floor of that apartment. However, the Grand Master had insisted he be saved.

      Devon had then given him two choices: assume all guilt for the crimes he and Rose had committed and Rose’s life would be spared—apparently she’d gone off the deep end following his “death” and tried to kill a trinity—or stand beside Rose and they would both be punished for their crimes against the secret society. There was no “innocent until proven guilty” in the Trinity Masters. No trial.

      He knew he had hurt Rose. God, how he’d hurt her. He hadn’t wanted to. He loved her, but in hindsight, he could see that he wasn’t capable of real love. So, in the end, the choice was easy.

      “Just kill me,” he had said, his voice sounding like he’d eaten sandpaper for dinner. “Get it over with. Pull out that IV, unhook these monitors and put the pillow over my face. I don’t have the strength to fight back. And I don’t care anymore.”

      Devon had merely shaken his head. “No. It’s not going to be that easy.”

      If Caden hadn’t been so weak and drugged up, he would have realized that the other man hadn’t actually been threatening him with a death sentence for his crimes. Devon wouldn’t save his life only to take it away again, but then he saw something in the other man’s eyes, something that told him if the choice were truly his—and not the Grand Master’s—Devon would do just that.

      Devon had been betrothed to Rose when they were children, a pact that had been dissolved when the new Grand Master came to power. Juliette, their arranged third, had rejected the union, keeping Devon while letting Rose go.

      Caden realized as he looked into Devon’s steely eyes that Juliette’s husband may have accepted her decision, but that hadn’t changed his feelings for Rose. He cared about her.

      That idea had shaken Caden to the core.

      He’d spent his entire life believing Devon was this cold, hard, demanding Dom, a man who would use Rose as cruelly as his fathers used their sub, Pet. In that moment, he knew Devon would have loved Rose, would have taken care of her in a way Caden never could.

      If there had ever been a part of him that could love, his parents had killed it.

      So he had assumed all guilt and begged that Rose’s life be spared. He’d agreed to remain a dead man, stashed away until the Grand Master decided his fate. He assumed Juliette would use him as a henchman, someone who worked behind the scenes to do the Trinity Masters’ dirty work. He seemed destined to live his life in the shadows, bloodying his hands so his self-righteous parents and pretty boy Devon and the Grand Master didn’t have to.

      That life fit him—gave him an outlet for the evil he knew lived inside him.

      Caden sighed, looking out the window without really seeing anything. He’d been holed up in this quiet sanctuary for three months and yet he’d found no peace. He was overwhelmed with exhaustion pretty much every damn day, feeling the same bone-deep weariness he had suffered from for most of his life. He struggled to remember a time he felt free or happy or hell, even safe.

      He could only think of one time.

      That moment in the hospital when he’d taken Devon’s devil bargain, and known that Rose would be safe. That the Grand Master wouldn’t punish her for all they’d done.

      The feeling was brief, not lasting more than a moment, but for one damn minute, he’d felt as if he had finally done something good, something of value.

      Protecting Rose and Tabby had been his sole purpose for so many years, and while it hadn’t happened the way he’d anticipated, at least he could relax now, knowing they were safe.

      Tabby had been moved to a state-of-the-art medical facility in Switzerland, and Rose was bound in marriage to his brother, Weston. Caden could recall the glee in Devon’s eyes when he’d told him his brother was not only alive, but married to Rose.

      Devon hated him, so telling Caden that he’d truly lost the woman he loved once and for all had pleased him. Not that Devon’s feelings toward him bothered Caden. The feeling was mutual.

      And Caden had gotten his revenge—against Devon and his parents. He’d left the first safe house where Devon had stashed him to gather everything he needed to take matters into his own hands.

      One of the things he’d managed to secure was Weston’s phone number. Not that he’d intended to call his big brother, but simply because he liked knowing he could.

      Glancing out into the dark woods, Caden smiled to himself as he recalled slipping free of Devon Asher’s leash. The CIA man had underestimated him, thought him too weak to be a problem. After all, he’d been left with just one guard, convalescing at some safe house in the sleepy suburbs of Sacramento, hidden away from the world.

      Devon thought he’d been defeated—lying in a bed, nursing a bullet wound and worrying about how he’d be punished for his crimes. He’d thought just one permanent guard would be enough, but the man had to sleep sometime. Caden had shown Devon that a bullet wound wouldn’t slow him down, and that he wasn’t afraid of whatever punishment Devon might cook up and have Juliette pronounce.

      It hadn’t been that hard to sneak off and do something he’d been dreaming about for over half his life.

      Devon wouldn’t underestimate him again.

      Caden glanced toward the front of this new cabin in the middle of God knew where and saw the silhouettes of three guards sitting on the porch. The cigarettes they were smoking glowed bright orange in the dim lighting as dusk set in.

      The twenty-four-seven surveillance was a small price to pay. After all, he didn’t have anywhere else to be now.

      Juliette and Devon had planned to take care of his parents. Three more evil people had never walked the planet, and they were his.

      His to kill.

      No one else’s.

      He’d taken great care to set everything up. After all, he’d spent plenty of time on their family’s yacht. He knew the marina layout, as well as the yacht’s, intimately. It was stupidly simple for him to sneak aboard, plant the bomb, and then get back out without being seen. The trick was to hide in plain sight, dressing as a dock worker, ratty jeans, black concert T-shirt, and a ball cap pulled low over his face. His parents never looked at the help. Never. Blue-collar employees were beneath their notice.

      If his plan failed…well…death wasn’t such a bad outcome. Caden had spent the last few years in hell. He currently had no more fucks to give.

      The entire plan had been going perfectly. The bomb in place, the clock ticking. All he’d had to do was hunker down and enjoy his bird’s-eye view of their executions from the second-floor storage room next to the dockmaster’s office.

      He watched through binoculars, saw his parents eating alfresco, picnicking on caviar and sipping champagne from crystal flutes. Elroy, the bastard, was standing by the railing, looking out over the water like a man who owned the world.

      Of course, in Elroy’s mind, he did.

      Caden’s only regret was that his parents wouldn’t know it was him. That he was the one who’d delivered the final blow. He was sorry Elroy would never have time to understand that all the money in the world wouldn’t change the fact that in the end, every human being was the same. Bones and dust—forgotten two seconds after they died.

      That’s how it had been for him, and he wasn’t even really dead.

      Just forgotten.

      Then he’d seen her.

      Rose.

      Caden hoped to God he never again felt the same bone-chilling, heart-racing fear he’d experienced when Rose had walked onto his parents’ yacht.

      He’d considered leaving his hiding place, running out to save her, but he really was too weak to run very fast or far. Then he recalled his brother. Her new husband.

      Rose and Weston were better off without him. He had known about Rose’s love for his older brother when they were still teenagers. Caden didn’t harbor a single doubt that if their lives had been different, their parents hadn’t been monsters, Rose hadn’t been betrothed to Juliette and Devon, Rose and Weston would have gotten together. If they’d been able to choose, they would have chosen one another.

      That was when he’d realized something else. If Rose was on the yacht, Weston was close by. He’d turned the binoculars away from Rose and studied the surrounding boats. It hadn’t take him more than a minute or two to find what he was looking for, but given the ticking time bomb on the yacht, it had felt like an eternity.

      He’d pulled out the cell phone he had bought when he’d purchased everything he needed to build the bomb and dialed the number he had never expected to use.

      He’d been relieved when Weston answered right away.

      “Get her off the boat. Now! Do it now or she dies too.”

      Weston hadn’t needed to hear anything more than that. He was running toward the yacht before Caden had finished issuing the warning.

      He had gotten to her. He and another man, their third, Caden assumed, had gotten her to safety just moments before the yacht exploded, sending the Andersons and Elroy to their watery grave.

      Even now, all Caden could think was they hadn’t suffered enough.
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      Franco was waiting for them when they landed in Boston and disembarked from the private plane. Rose and Weston walked right by him without saying a word, entering the limousine he’d come to pick them up in.

      Juliette and Devon stopped next to Franco, the three of them watching the couple disappear into the back of the car.

      “Looks like that conversation went well,” Franco said with forced cheer. He studied their faces, worry evident in the way his brows were drawn together.

      “It wasn’t pleasant, but…oh dammit, we’re getting there. Too soon to say I told you so,” Juliette warned. “I’m not in the mood anyway.”

      Franco gave her a look that said he would refrain for now, but he wasn’t going to be able to hold that gloat in forever. He’d warned her and Devon countless times that Weston and Rose would not forgive them when they discovered they had purposely kept Caden’s true fate a secret. Allowing them both to believe a man they loved was dead was cruel.

      Of course, it wasn’t like Juliette hadn’t known that all along.

      If Devon had gotten his way, this wouldn’t have been an issue. He felt Caden couldn’t be saved, and he hadn’t understood her desire to save the man’s life. He had argued that Caden was too deeply involved in his parents’ crimes and was an active part of the purists’ machinations.

      Juliette wasn’t sure she disagreed with that and would, in fact, have lumped Rose in with Caden—considered her a lost soul, too deeply entrenched in the evil to turn back. But then she heard about Rose’s upbringing in the Andersons’ home. Devon had argued that Rose had been an innocent victim, essentially held captive by her cruel foster parents and Caden. He’d insisted that she not be punished, and because there was precious little Juliette would deny the love of her life, she’d agreed.

      The problem was, Devon’s argument could be made for Caden as well. He’d grown up in the same house with the same abusive parents after all. So she’d insisted Devon do everything in his power to save the man’s life.

      And in doing so, they now had to deal with the problem of Caden Anderson. The easiest answer initially had been to allow everyone to believe he was dead. It would buy them the time they needed to investigate Caden and his parents. Devon assured her that he could hide the man in the shadows forever if necessary and dispose of him just as easily.

      But Devon had been wrong. The still seriously injured Caden was more devious than they’d realized. He’d escaped the safe house and gone rogue, blowing up his parents’ yacht and almost killing Rose in the process. And then, he’d done something surprising. He had returned to the safe house. They hadn’t had to chase or hunt for him. He’d simply blown up the boat and come back, prepared to accept whatever punishment they chose to dole out. She hadn’t known what to make of that.

      “It’s going to be a long ride back into the city,” Devon said as they walked toward the car.

      “Maybe not,” Franco murmured.

      Juliette gave him a sideways glance. “You know something.”

      “Let’s wait until we’re in the car. I think Rose and Weston should hear this too.” He took her hand, leaning toward her to give her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I missed you.” Then he reached over and grabbed Devon’s hand as well. “You too.”

      Devon’s lips curved upwards. “We weren’t gone twenty-four hours.”

      The three of them climbed into the limo. Weston and Rose had claimed the spot toward the front and nearest the driver, clearly intent on putting some distance between themselves and Juliette and Devon.

      “We found something,” Franco said, as he took a seat in the middle.

      Juliette was grateful for his willingness to put himself right in the line of fire. She and Devon settled on the seat at the rear of the vehicle, well out of arm’s reach of the other couple if shit should go south again. Weston was still enraged by their deception, but it was Rose’s quiet resignation that was more alarming…and concerning.

      “We found something?” Devon asked. “Who is we?”

      “Marek and I continued digging through the old files after the four of you left for London, searching for references to the Masters’ Admiralty. Turns out we were looking right at the answer without even realizing it.”

      “What do you mean?” Devon asked.

      “As you all know, Marek has family in the Masters’ Admiralty. He knows their history. It’s why I asked him to help me. Turns out they weren’t called the Masters’ Admiralty until the early eighteen hundreds. The society shifted to that from the Masters’ Empire, adopting the modern terminology in order to make it easier to shield the true nature of the organization. Prior to that, their fleet admiral was the grand emperor. Obviously, that archaic term might catch attention if ever overheard. Admiral is a perfectly innocuous term these days. Hey, that reminds me. Marek dropped something else in conversation that I think he just assumed we knew about the Masters’ Admiralty.”

      Juliette knew what Franco was going to say in an instant. It was the most jarring thing she’d learned during their quick jaunt to London, which was saying something, considering the whole journey had been emotionally draining. “The Masters’ Admiralty doesn’t just exist in England. It covers most of Europe.”

      Devon was looking at Weston accusatorily. Weston shrugged one shoulder casually. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t know that little tidbit either. Thought it was just Britain. They were the only ones harboring me all those years.”

      Juliette and Devon had pumped Weston for information about the Masters’ Admiralty. Then they’d tried to get information out of Marek, but he’d politely declined to answer their questions, and that had been the end of that.

      Franco nodded and gave her a sheepish grin. “Guess you found that out the hard way.”

      Juliette had felt like a damn fool as Arthur’s haughty princess laughed at her misconception.

      Devon reached over and rubbed Juliette’s neck. “We went in thinking we held enough cards to free ourselves from this threat. Turns out the threat is greater than we realized. It wasn’t a great trip.”

      Franco’s face broke into a big smile. “Which brings me back to my original subject. We found a clue in one of your grandfather’s old journals. It was something I’d actually seen before, but it didn’t click as pertinent because it merely mentioned the Empire.”

      Weston snorted. “Like Darth Vader, The Empire Strikes Back kind of stuff?”

      Juliette sat up straighter as something started to click. “I know about the Empire.”

      Devon glanced at her, surprised. “What do you know?”

      “A poem.”

      Rose rolled her eyes, but Juliette forged on. “It was something my dad used to say to me at bedtime. He made me memorize it.”

      Juliette started to recite it.

      

      Masters in Boston, we exalt on high

      To carry forth the triumphant banner.

      Tis not the time to retreat, nor die

      But drive the Empire from their manor.

      

      Nay will we e’er forgive British slight

      Or forget the young king t’was taken.

      Evil steal thy Washington birthright,

      But the Trinity will ne’er be forsaken.

      

      Juliette stopped when Franco picked up the rest of the rhyme, making it clear the poem was indeed what he’d found.

      

      Adams will call upon the fathers,

      The founders, just and true,

      He will rally future sons and daughters

      Of Hamilton, Jefferson, and Hancock too.

      

      Ne’er will we forget the sins of the Caesar.

      America shall rise in righteous revenge.

      When the Empire returns to seize her,

      Secret spies, kept from sight, our leader at last avenged.

      

      Franco put down the page he was reading from and looked up.

      Devon frowned. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Juliette shrugged. “I have no idea. I learned it when I was young because my father insisted I memorize it. In truth, I was only eight or nine and more worried about getting the words right rather than deciphering them.”

      “And your dad never explained them?” Weston asked.

      Juliette shook her head. “Not sure why he would. He expected Harrison to take over after his death. I was just the backup.”

      “I wonder if Harrison knows.”

      Juliette shrugged. “I’ll call him when I get back to headquarters, but part of me thinks the poem had the same meaning for him. Just a silly thing our father passed on. Our father wasn’t great at sharing secrets…even with his heirs, the people who might actually need the damn information.”

      “Easy, tiger,” Devon murmured. “We’ve cracked tougher codes. Let’s reason this out.”

      Juliette took a deep breath and considered the lines again. “It seems to indicate that the Masters’ Admiralty wronged the Trinity Masters, stole something from George Washington.”

      “Even if that’s true, the founding fathers have been dead for over two hundred years,” Devon said.

      Juliette felt the first spark of hope since leaving London. “And the Nazis have been gone for decades. That’s not exactly stopping the Masters’ Admiralty from seeking reparation for the crimes of our ancestors.”

      “We killed their children,” Weston said. “That’s not exactly a slight. You heard Sophia. She lost family and while they were distant relatives, they weren’t simply forgotten. They were missed.”

      Juliette flipped her hair over her shoulder as she leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “I get that. But what if they stole something just as precious from us?”

      Devon frowned. “So what are you saying? We’re going to fight fire with fire? Demand the same sort of penance for an ancient slight?”

      “Why not?” Juliette asked.

      Devon shook his head. “You’re suggesting a poem that alludes to some past wrong is equal to the very real, and recent, crime committee by the purists. You can’t take what may amount to nothing more than a nursery rhyme back to the admiralty and call it equal to what the purists did.”

      Franco leaned forward. “We don’t take the poem. We find whatever the poem is talking about and we take that.”

      Devon shook his head once more. “We need to focus on a real solution, not bank on a treasure hunt.”

      Juliette leaned back against the seat, looking out the window, watching the landscape change from suburb to city as they got closer to headquarters. Her mind played over her father’s adamance that she learn the poem. And Harrison knew it too. That had to mean something, had to be a clue.

      “My father recited that thing for me countless times and he insisted that I pass the poem along to my children someday. He called it an important part of our heritage. Who’s to say the other founding fathers mentioned in the poem didn’t also pass things along to their children? Adams will call upon the fathers. They’re listed for me. Three names. And it doesn’t say the actual men. It says the future sons and daughters. The ancestors. Whatever the Masters’ Admiralty did to the Trinity Masters may have been buried, but that poem was written to ensure the trail could be discovered if needed. We need to see if there are any members with ties to Hamilton, Jefferson, or…”

      Rose spoke for the first time since entering the limo. “Hancock. Much as it probably pains you to admit, my family tree started with a founding father too, but I have no idea what that nursery rhyme means.”

      Weston sighed and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Yeah, but you aren’t close to your parents.”

      Rose lifted her chin, clearly unhappy with the reminder even if it wasn’t something she could deny. “The Hancocks are named in the rhyme, so if they do know, maybe there’s a way I could—”

      “No,” Juliette said. Rose had already given too much to this cause. As far as Juliette was concerned, Rose’s part was over. She wasn’t going to thrust her back into danger. Given the way Devon stiffened on the seat next to her, it was evident he agreed. Juliette wished that idea didn’t cause a painful pang in her heart.

      “If my parents are aware of something, what makes you think they haven’t already disposed of whatever this rhyme might lead us to?”

      Franco shook his head. “I’m not sure why they would do that. The secret has been buried for two centuries. I can’t imagine anyone would act on it unless it’s as the rhyme says, the Empire becomes a threat again. Besides, given the three names, it seems more likely they’ve only got a piece of the puzzle. Not the whole thing.”

      Rose didn’t back down. “I’ve been working as a double agent for years. I’ll find a way to convince my parents that—”

      Juliette shook her head. “You’re out of this, Rose. I have something else in mind.”

      Devon looked at her and grimaced. “You’re plotting your next trinity, your next task.”

      She nodded. “We just need to find ancestors of the founding fathers within the Trinity Masters. Barring that, we’ll create a threesome comprised of people in positions that might help them uncover the answers.”

      Rose snorted. “Sort of taking a chance there, aren’t you? Binding a trinity together with no clue if they have or can get you the information you need.”

      Juliette ignored the argument as she glanced at her husband. Franco was reaching for a thick file folder she hadn’t even noticed lying next to him on the seat. Not that she would have thought anything of it. Her historian husband didn’t go many places without a thick file of his latest fascinating pile of papers.

      “Great minds think alike,” he murmured as he flipped through several sheets before finding whatever it was he was looking for. “I did a quick scan of our membership files. There are several current members who have ancestral ties to the founding fathers listed, and a couple of them would definitely have the connections to root out the meaning of this poem.”

      There was a part of Juliette that felt guilty binding people together due to her need to find missing art or solve puzzles, rather than based on unions meant to strengthen society—which was the true purpose of the Trinity Masters. Of course, when she looked back over the past four bindings—her gaze drifted to Weston and Rose cuddled together on their seat—she couldn’t deny the current system was working. All four trinities were strong and brave and smart, and there was definitely love there.

      Besides, if this went well, there was a good chance this would be the last trinity assigned a task. If they were able to figure out the message, perhaps it would offer them a bargaining chip they could use to extricate themselves from this current nightmare.

      If she never heard the word purist again, it would be too damn soon.

      Franco continued to shuffle his papers, then shook his head. “There are two members whose ancestries date back to the founding fathers—Hamilton and one with loose ties to Jefferson—who haven’t been called to the altar, and with professions that might lend themselves to this sort of wild-goose-chase.”

      Juliette grinned despite the heaviness in her chest.

      Devon sighed. She could tell from the sound he wasn’t pleased by this idea, but was, instead, resigned. “That still leaves us one person shy.”

      Juliette shook her head slowly, certain her next words would provoke the mother of all arguments with Devon…and Rose…and Weston. Regardless, she knew what she wanted to do, and she knew there was nothing anyone in this limo could say to talk her out of it. “We only need those two.”

      “What do you mean? Do you already have someone else in mind for the third?” Devon asked.

      She nodded. “Caden Anderson.”

      Rose nearly fell off her seat as she bolted upright. “What? No.”

      Juliette stared at the woman she’d once been betrothed to, her nemesis for the better part of a year. In truth, she had expected the strongest reaction would come from Devon. Not Rose.

      “It makes sense,” Juliette said. “If your parents are purists, they are running short on allies and they’ll be seeking support from someone they trust. You’re bound to Wes and Marek. Wes’ reputation for fighting against the purists isn’t going to endear you to your mom and dad. And I’m sorry, Rose, but if they haven’t taken you under their wing by now, there’s no way they’ll confide in you.”

      “They’ve been trying to make amends,” Rose said hotly. “I’ll just return their damn phone call.”

      “If your suspicions about them being a part of the purists are correct, they’re doing that to save face. Not because of any genuine feeling.”

      Rose leaned back and crossed her arms. “I’d like to argue with that point, but I can’t.”

      “However, they don’t know about Caden’s involvement with the bombing of the yacht or that he’s been,” Juliette hesitated, choosing her words with care, “under our protection these past six months.”

      “That’s a nice way of describing it,” Weston said angrily. “Caden’s sacrificed enough, Juliette. Given up so many years, working as a double agent to ensure Rose and Tabitha would be safe. He’s been just as much a victim in this as Rose and I have.”

      Juliette wasn’t sure she disagreed with that assessment. After all, the man had murdered his own parents—something that almost redeemed him in her eyes.

      However, there was the issue of his training, of his sexual proclivities. She’d caught a glimpse of something in Rose’s eyes one time too many, something that told her Rose hadn’t been in love with Caden. Had he forced her to kneel before him the same way his fathers had as a way of controlling her, of demanding her submission?

      Weston insisted that Caden had collared Rose to save her, but Rose had never said the same.

      “If we bind him in a trinity, they’ll have no claim on him,” Juliette said. “They respected your trinity, so we can assume the same will apply for him.”

      Devon frowned. “That’s a pretty huge assumption to make. They want him. Badly.”

      “I know. It’s a chance I’m willing to take.”

      “You’ll still have to tell them he isn’t like Grant, who had an ancestor who was a purist, but isn’t one himself. Caden is one of the purists,” Devon said. “It would be easier to give him to them.”

      “He’s not a purist because he’s some neo-Nazi racist,” Rose said quietly. “You forget that Caden and I have done more to thwart the purists than you have.”

      Devon looked like he wanted to say something, but only nodded in reply.

      “Caden kept their secrets and did their dirty work.” Juliette put steel in her words. That statement was not open for debate. “That’s why we put him in a trinity. Give him a chance to perform this task, discover something that gives us a bargaining chip to use against the Masters’ Admiralty. This would give him an opportunity to save himself, maybe right a wrong. Right now, we hold none of the cards. We have one month to turn over the names we do have—all of whom we know are innocent. I do not want any of those people on the Masters’ Admiralty’s radar. Well, we have their names…and Caden’s.”

      “He’s innocent too,” Weston insisted through gritted teeth.

      Rose remained silent, her stoic face revealing more to Juliet than she might have realized—or liked.

      “If this rhyme yields something of value,” Franco added, “if we can prove that the Masters’ Admiralty somehow did something to harm our organization, it might be enough to make them back away from their demands.”

      “We’d be smarter to hand Caden over to the Masters’ Admiralty. It solves all the problems. He’s the damn trifecta. He blew up the boat, he’s a legacy of their society, and he worked for the purists. I can call our pilot, tell him to fuel up the plane and that’s it. Game. Set. Match.” Devon would never forgive or forget everything Rose had endured from the Andersons and Caden.

      “And what about the list of purists they’re demanding? Grant’s name would be on it because of his great-aunt, Jessica. Do you want to tell Seb you have no qualms with putting his husband in potential danger for something he’s completely innocent of? Because I sure as hell don’t. And he’s not the only one we’ve cleared. Franco?” Juliette glanced at her other husband.

      Franco flipped through his file again. “There are at least four other current members with family ties to people we’ve uncovered as purists who were unconnected to these crimes. Rose and Wes, Elliot and Marianne James, and, like we said, Grant.”

      “Tristan…fuck…Arthur, whatever his name is, is a reasonable man. He won’t punish anyone who’s not guilty,” Devon contended.

      “I’m not trading Caden simply to ensure our own safety, or any of the others, for that matter. That feels too much like negotiating with terrorists.”

      Devon opened his mouth, clearly intent on continuing the argument.

      “Devon, I’m sorry, but my mind is made up.” Juliette was the Grand Master. She didn’t need the approval of anyone in this limo. It was her decision and hers alone.

      Caden had killed his parents, and she understood why, after what he’d suffered growing up. Now that they were dead, it was time for him to start a new life. One where he was loyal to the Trinity Masters and obeyed the Grand Master. She would give him that chance.

      Despite Devon’s clear frustration with her “leniency,” she was not willing to let Caden walk away from the destruction he’d wrought. He was going to help fix this mess, and then he was going to become a law-abiding, upstanding, loyal member of their society.

      The Trinity Masters owed him a chance, for failing to protect him as a child.

      But, as she looked over at Rose, she knew her responsibilities didn’t end there. Protection was one thing.

      Forgiveness was another.
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      Caden sat in a quiet corner of the rare books room of the Boston Public Library, looking around the elegant space without really seeing any of the countless valuable tomes protected in their glass bookcases. Instead, he was trying to look away from what lay on the table before him.

      It was a mistake. It had to be.

      Like the masochist he was, he looked down at the letter.

      

      You will find a robe in Room C. Right-hand corridor.

      Wait until you hear the bell.

      —Grand Master

      

      This wasn’t part of the deal.

      Caden stroked his chest again absentmindedly. He’d anticipated punishment for what he’d done to his parents. Not a goddamn binding ceremony.

      His guard had delivered the letter to him at the crack of dawn this morning, informing him they needed to be on the road in half an hour if they were going to be in Boston in time for Caden’s “meeting.”

      He’d gathered up his few things and spent the seven-hour car ride from York, Pennsylvania, to Boston trying to figure out the Grand Master’s angle, trying to determine if this was all a trick.

      There was a good chance he could go to that room to find an assassin. And in truth, that wouldn’t shock him overly much.

      A quick glance at his phone told him he needed to move now, either to the elevator that would take him down to Trinity Masters’ headquarters to meet his fate head-on, or out the front door of the library to live his life on the run.

      He stood and walked toward the small closet near the back of the rare books room.

      Caden was finished running.

      And he held on to that determination all the way to the dressing room downstairs. That was where his feet stopped and his confidence wavered. He stood outside the dressing room labeled C without moving to open the door.

      Assassin?

      Or marriage?

      Both sounded pretty damn dire to him.

      What if the letter was legitimate? What if he was here to be bound to his trinity? So much of his life had been leading up to this event, his parents preparing—no, training—him for it. He had been raised to believe receiving his life partners would be the penultimate moment, the time he would discover his place in the society and how he could use it to expand his wealth and importance in the world.

      He’d been only a teenager when he put two and two together and realized his parents’ vision of the purpose of the Trinity Masters differed from the true ideals of the society. While they put on a good public face, behind the scenes his parents had found ways to exploit the lofty connections the secret society offered to expand their own riches.

      Caden held his breath and opened the door, trying to prepare himself for the blinding pain of a bullet ripping through his body. He’d known that agony once before and had no desire to repeat the experience. All he could hope was that, this time, the tiny missile pierced his heart so he wouldn’t have to feel anything anymore.

      The room was empty, apart from the robe that was hanging from a hook on the wall.

      Shit.

      It appeared the day truly had arrived. In just a few minutes, he would bind his life to that of two strangers.

      There was nothing he wanted less.

      His desire to remain in the Trinity Masters had faded more with each passing year as he’d played the puppet, dancing out of control, tied tightly to his family’s strings. If things had gone differently, worked out the way he’d always planned, he and Rose would have found the evidence they’d needed to destroy his parents, and he would have used that to blackmail his parents into giving him legal guardianship of Tabby. Then he, Rose, and Tabby would have moved, probably to somewhere in Asia or South America, where he could finally give his sister the sort of care she deserved, away from the cold hospital his parents had stuck her in. And he’d learn to love Rose in a way that didn’t involve whips and chains.

      It hadn’t worked out that way. He’d been shot by Christian Stewart Rodgers and nearly died. In the midst of his recovery, his brother Weston had returned from the dead, rescued Tabby, kidnapped Rose, and done what Caden couldn’t.

      Saved them.

      None of this made sense to him. Not the letter or the drive to Boston or his presence in this damn room.

      He reached toward the robe, but hesitated. Once again, he considered turning around and leaving headquarters. He’d walk out of this godforsaken place and just keep walking. Leave Boston. Hell, he’d leave the country.

      The idea of a deserted island sounded appealing. Tom Hanks might not have been happy playing the Castaway for four years, but Caden couldn’t think of anything better than that fate. He was finished with people. In his experience, they served only one of two purposes.

      To use or be used.

      That was certainly how he’d lived his life—giving and receiving more than his fair share of both.

      But then, because he was the eternal fool, Caden found his stupid courage again and slid his shirt off, reaching for the robe.

      A bell rang and before he could think through his actions, he tugged the hood over his head and walked into the altar room.

      The chamber was smaller than he remembered and dark enough that he struggled to see much outside the areas illuminated by spotlights. Glancing up, he thought the ceiling might be a dome, but it was too hard to tell.

      The spotlights revealed four chairs facing a large bronze medallion bearing the Trinity Masters’ symbol and motto engraved in the middle of the floor.

      The Grand Master, Juliette, was hidden deep within her own black robes, and standing regally before the high-backed winged chairs. Sitting there were two other hooded figures, a man and a woman, given the fact one was wearing black like him, the other white.

      Caden walked across the room and took the only other remaining chair, sinking down heavily. It occurred to him, belatedly, that he’d made the wrong decision.

      He should have cut and run. He had no business here.

      Juliette began to speak the words, recite the ceremony that would bind him to these strangers.

      “When you joined, you made a vow. You pledged your lives to our cause and our way. The time has come for you to meet your partners, your lovers, your spouses.”

      The Grand Master was making a mistake. One that sparked Caden’s anger.

      Why was she doing this? Why would she subject these innocent people to a life spent with him? He was broken, incapable of love or caring or commitment or even what others considered a normal sex life.

      The only reason he could come up with was these other two people had fucked up too. Done something unforgiveable to the society and she’d decided to punish the three of them in one fell swoop.

      Part of him hoped to God that was the truth. It was the only way he could get through this.

      “When I call your name, stand and remove your robe.”

      Caden’s attention was captured when the Grand Master called out the first name.

      “Isaiah Hayes.”

      Caden watched as the other figure in black rose from his seat, lowered the hood, then tugged off the robe. Caden didn’t recognize the man at all, which either meant he was a fairly new member or one who lived too far away to regularly attend the society’s annual galas.

      He was a striking biracial man, clean-shaven with close-cropped hair. Caden figured Isaiah probably only just hit the six-foot mark and he had the lean, fit body of a soccer player. He wore boxer briefs, his chest bare, hairless, and, well…ripped. The guy clearly engaged in a serious daily workout routine. His eagle-sharp eyes looked first at the woman and then at Caden.

      Caden could almost feel sorry for the guy, standing there, exposed to their gaze without having the benefit of seeing their eyes, reading their expressions. Of course, that might be a blessing for him, given the way Caden felt at the moment. His anger was growing with each passing minute.

      He shouldn’t fucking be here.

      Juliette said the next name. “Tess Hamilton.”

      The woman stood slower. Caden closed his eyes. He couldn’t do this. Couldn’t hurt another woman.

      Sucking in a deep breath through his nose, he held it as his eyelids raised to watch her disrobe.

      Tess dropped her hood, revealing her deep auburn hair, bright green eyes, and honest-to-God freckles. She was so fucking wholesome, Caden could swear he actually smelled fresh air, even down in this cavernous room well beneath the busy city streets above.

      She was slower to drop her robe, and Caden saw her hands shake as she lifted them to shrug the heavy material off her shoulders. She wore a white silk nightdress that hung to just below her knees. It was held up by spaghetti straps, her cleavage playing peekaboo through the lace trim that ran along the top. It was probably the most innocent lingerie he’d ever seen. Yet, it was also the sexiest.

      Tess wasn’t razor thin. She had curves. Caden let his gaze drift over her body, taking note of the way her skin flushed. All of it. Not just her cheeks.

      Despite the blushing, she didn’t appear demure or overly shy. In fact, when Caden was able to drag his eyes away from her generous breasts, he found her staring at him, a soft smile on her lips as if she could tell where he was looking even though she couldn’t see his face.

      Then Juliette called out his name, “Caden Anderson,” and he realized this wasn’t some weird sort of screwup. She truly meant for him to be here.

      He stood and his hands seemed to move of their own volition as his robe fell away. He hadn’t had enough time to do more than remove his shirt, so he looked out of place with his new partners, standing there shirtless, in faded jeans with more than a few holes in them and ancient tennis shoes.

      He didn’t have to look at Tess or Isaiah to know where their gazes had gone. The gunshot wound to his chest had healed months ago, but the scar it left behind hadn’t softened much. It still looked angry, puckered, and red. Sometimes he’d stand in front of a mirror, staring at it, wondering how the hell he’d survived. For several weeks afterwards, thanks to drugs and bitterness, he’d convinced himself he really was Satan and that the devil couldn’t be killed.

      “You three now belong to one another. Stand on the medallion.” Juliette gestured for them to put their hands out as they moved into position.

      Isaiah put his out first and Tess laid hers on top. Caden hesitated a second too long, causing Juliette to clear her throat. Once again, he moved without thought and he covered Tess’ hand. He felt hers shaking slightly, so he closed his around it—and Isaiah’s by extension, holding them all firmly together.

      The Grand Master took the ornate gold chain from around her shoulders and looped it around their hands.

      “You are bound together now by our laws.” She removed the chain and stepped away from them.

      Caden didn’t move, wasn’t sure how to react to what had just happened. However, Isaiah knew exactly what came next. He turned toward Tess with a kind smile and asked, “May I kiss you?”

      Tess’ blush deepened even as she nodded eagerly. Isaiah leaned forward and gently kissed their future wife. Caden watched, never moving, barely breathing. When they broke apart, they both looked at him. Their sudden frowns clued him into the fact that he was scowling.

      Rose had once commented on his constant dark looks, suggesting he practice smiling more lest he scare small children.

      He didn’t bother to lighten his expression. Too much of this rang wrong. What the fuck was Juliette doing? Partnering him with these two?

      “Caden,” Isaiah broke the silence, reaching out with his hand.

      Caden looked at it, then slowly accepted the handshake. However, he stiffened when Isaiah stepped into it, adding a man hug at the last minute. Caden stood stock-still, accepting the embrace but not returning it, ruining the man’s attempts at establishing some sort of friendliness between them. In the end, the whole thing felt awkward.

      Tess didn’t move once they’d parted, clearly recognizing his discomfort.

      Caden felt Juliette’s gaze on him, sensed she was giving him a second or two more to try to salvage his fuckup. Caden didn’t bother, so she began to speak.

      “In the past, there was a waiting period between the binding ceremony and marriage that allowed our trinities time to get to know each other and to figure out ways to put their lives together. Lately, that tradition has changed. As you may or may not know, each newly formed trinity is given a task to complete before the formal wedding ceremony will take place.”

      And that was when Caden realized why he was here. The Grand Master had a job for him to do, and she didn’t mind sacrificing the future of these two people to achieve her goals.

      “If you will please get dressed and report to the conference room, one of my advisors will assign your task there.”

      The Grand Master exited through a door at the back of the altar room on the opposite wall from which they’d entered. Caden was no fan of Juliette, but he sort of hoped she’d come back. He couldn’t be alone with these two.

      Not that it mattered. The three of them had been bound together and would be married once they’d completed their assigned task.

      Forever.

      That wasn’t the deal he thought he had made with that bastard Devon. Caden had truly believed Devon had saved him to keep him as a pet, a dog he’d slip the leash on and off whenever he needed someone taken care of. Strangely, the idea of that role within the Trinity Masters appealed to him far more than this one did.

      That one ensured he only hurt the people who deserved it. And not with emotions, but with explosives. Maybe poison. Torture, most definitely.

      This way…

      He looked toward Tess, her smile was sweet, open, friendly. Funny how those attributes only served to feed his anger, because he couldn’t see any way this was going to end without her getting hurt.

      Juliette was a coldhearted bitch.

      “I’ll meet you both in the conference room,” Isaiah said, gesturing for Tess to walk ahead of him toward her dressing room.

      The two of them exited the room via different doors, leaving Caden standing alone on the bronze medallion.

      He stared down at it, studying the words.

      Nitimur in Vetitum.

      We strive for the forbidden.

      He recalled the first time he’d been here, a legacy called to take his rightful place in the society. Had he been excited? Happy?

      Caden tried to remember what he’d felt at the time, but he couldn’t. He glanced toward the dressing room doors and wondered about these people. There had to be a reason why Juliette selected them.

      A reason that was going to be explained in the conference room.

      As much as it annoyed him, his feet started moving toward the dressing room, where he retrieved his shirt, and then to the conference room before his head could come up with a reason for him not to go.

      Once again, he was the last to enter the room.

      He felt a slight sense of relief to discover that besides his new trinity, there was only Franco in the room. Caden was too off-balance to deal with Devon today.

      Caden claimed a seat toward the far end of the table, several chairs away from where Tess and Isaiah sat.

      Franco looked at him curiously for just a moment before beginning. “The Trinity Masters is at war with a foe as old as our society.”

      Caden sucked in a deep breath as Tess and Isaiah frowned. This wasn’t good. The purists had been around since the nineteen-forties, so they were hardly that old. Which meant someone else had come onto the scene.

      Excellent. Caden would hate to think that by blowing up his parents’ yacht, he’d actually killed the last of the world’s villains. It wasn’t like he would enjoy spending Friday nights in ordering pizza, drinking beer, and watching movies on television like a normal person.

      Franco forged on. “The honor of our society is at stake.” He reached into a thick file sitting in front of him and pulled out a paper. To Caden’s surprise, Franco rose, walked down the length of the table and handed it to him. Then he gestured for Tess and Isaiah to move closer.

      Smooth move. Franco had found a way to close the distance between the three of them.

      Caden glanced at chicken scrawl on the paper, frowning as he skimmed the lines. “A poem?”

      “We have reason to believe the poem means something, that it is a clue that will unlock a mystery involving our enemies.”

      “Another fucking wild-goose-chase,” Caden muttered with disgust. Tess and Isaiah both glanced at him curiously.

      Caden hadn’t had to see Juliette’s face to feel her disdain for him.

      Franco, however, didn’t seem to feel the same. He grinned. “You aren’t the first to describe it that way.”

      “The Grand Master wants me to figure out what this means?” Caden asked.

      Franco shook his head. “No. She wants the three of you to figure it out.”

      Semantics.

      Juliette was testing him. Caden was almost tempted to throw the game, to fail on purpose, just so he could be done with all this bullshit. The Trinity Masters could destroy him or kill him at this point. He really didn’t care. He was tired of playing the lackey in someone else’s life.

      Before he could ball up the paper and toss it in Franco’s face, Tess took it from his hands.

      “I’ve read this poem before.”

      Franco’s excitement at her proclamation was almost tangible. “You have? Where?”

      “My parents had a framed copy of it stashed away in our attic. I found it once and asked about it. My mother said it belonged to my father’s family, and that it had been passed down through the generations. She said that someday it would be mine to store in a box somewhere.”

      “Did she say anything else about it?”

      Tess shook her head. “No. I got the sense she didn’t really want it. That it was some silly thing taking up space. My mom is sort of the opposite of a hoarder, the ultimate minimalist. If she decides something doesn’t have a purpose in life, she pitches it. Wrote a best-selling book instructing others on how to do the same.”

      “Hey,” Isaiah said. “Was it Ellen Hamilton’s Less Mess, No Stress?”

      Tess nodded.

      “I read that. She’s a clean-house genius.”

      Tess rolled her eyes, ready to argue that assertion. “She pitched every single one of my Barbie dolls because they weren’t in perfect condition. I would have liked to pass those on to my own daughter.”

      “Really?” Franco shook his head. “That’s a shame. I’ll never understand why anyone would want to throw away someone else’s history.”

      Caden sighed. “Can we discuss dirty houses later?”

      “Of course.” Once again, Franco was focused, a man on a mission. “Can you find out where the poem came from exactly, Tess? Determine if anything else was passed down as well?” Franco asked.

      Tess nodded. “Sure. There’s a chance my dad might know more about it. It was from his family after all. I’ll call him and ask.”

      Franco smiled. “Your task is to interpret the poem, determine what it means and follow any clues you might find. The three of you may be the key to uncovering the sins of our foes and protecting our society from a very real threat. Once you’ve completed your task, you’ll return here to be formally wed, your trinity complete.”

      Caden wasn’t sure what part of Franco’s statement frightened him more. The threat from their enemies or the formal wedding to these two strangers.

      “Is that all?” Isaiah asked as the three of them rose to leave.

      Franco hesitated. “For now. Caden, I wonder if you might stay behind a moment.”

      Tess and Isaiah took the hint and rose to leave. Isaiah was studying Caden curiously. His new partner wasn’t going to be an easy man to hide things from. He seemed too astute, too in tune with his surroundings and the people in them.

      The moment they left, a second door in the far side of the room opened and Devon walked in.

      “Thought I smelled something foul,” Caden said.

      Devon’s expression didn’t change. It didn’t have to. He never looked at Caden with anything other than pure disgust.

      “There’s something else we need from you.”

      Caden crossed his arms. He should have known. Time to pay the piper.

      “What?” he asked, his tone dripping in disinterest.

      “I’m sure you noticed the names mentioned in the poem. In addition to Adams, Jefferson, and Hamilton—”

      “The Hancocks.” Caden hadn’t been happy to see that surname included.

      “Yes. They are still under suspicion.”

      “Thought you couldn’t prove they were purists?” Devon had questioned Caden extensively about who else in the Trinity Masters might be involved, but apart from his parents and Mrs. Wythe, Caden hadn’t been privy to that information. He had long suspected Rose’s parents, but had never been able to prove it. If the Hancocks were a part of the purists, they were masters at keeping their hands clean and letting others do the dirty work.

      “As you know, they reside in Boston. Since our questioning, they’ve been trying to reach out to Rose, to make amends for—”

      “If they touch one hair on Rose’s head, if they do one single thing to hurt her, they’ll meet the same fate as my parents.”

      Caden anticipated his threat would provoke Devon to anger. After all, he’d gone ballistic when Caden had blown up the yacht.

      As such, he dropped his arms, his hands balling up, ready to swing in case the other man came at him. They’d both been raised in private schools, the image of wealthy and refined, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t resort to a good old-fashioned fist fight if words didn’t do the trick.

      “You wouldn’t have to blow them up. I’d take care of them much more discreetly, and their deaths would not be instantaneous but take much longer, and be far more painful.”

      Caden’s clenched fists loosened. It was the first thing Devon had ever said to him that almost made him like the man.

      Of course, Devon ruined it in the next instant. “Given your willingness to toe the line for your parents for so many years, the Grand Master believes the Hancocks may turn to you as an ally. May think you’re still loyal to the cause and try to recruit you back.”

      Caden didn’t mention his reasons for following his family’s orders. What had seemed like an honorable cause—keeping Rose and Tabby safe—no longer felt that way when he saw how Weston was able to accomplish the same without sacrificing so many of his principles.

      “Am I supposed to let them think I’m on their side?”

      Devon started to nod, then hesitated. “You’ve been playing the game for a long time, Caden. If they approach you,” he paused before saying, “read the room.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m leaving it up to you to play it however you think best. If it’s as a double agent, do it. If it’s as a newfound adversary, so be it. We weren’t able to question them properly. Given your knowledge of the purists and how they worked, maybe you can.”

      Caden caught sight of Franco’s eyebrows rising in surprise at his partner’s comment. He had to admit he was in shock too, but years of practice had ensured he was better at schooling his expressions.

      “Who’s threatening us? It’s obvious this is bigger than the purists.”

      Franco looked at Devon, whose face was locked up tightly. The guy had a killer poker face. Finally, he nodded at his husband.

      Franco sat down, inviting Caden to do the same. “What I say here needs to stay between us.”

      Caden nodded. “Who the hell would I tell?”

      Franco glanced toward the door where his new partners had just exited. Caden rolled his eyes and snorted. “I don’t know those people from Adam.”

      Franco didn’t appear to like his answer. The guy seemed like the mismatch in the Juliette and Devon trinity. He wasn’t as serious and, while Devon gave nothing away with his expressions, Franco was a goddamn open book, written in large print.

      For the next few minutes, Caden sat in stunned silence as Franco told him everything Weston and Rose had uncovered, about the sunken ship, the stolen artwork, the children.

      Caden had spent nearly a decade of his life seeking these very answers. Having Franco roll out all the details and fill in all the blanks was as refreshing as it was annoying. So many years of his life were lost trying to uncover these secrets. And now, he couldn’t even revel in the reveal because shining a light on those crimes had proven there were even more secrets buried under those layers.

      He sat quietly for several minutes after Franco had stopped talking. The other men gave him time to let it all soak in.

      “I don’t understand how this poem is going to help us with the Masters’ Admiralty.”

      Devon took over, and it didn’t take a genius to realize it was because he was censoring the answer and afraid Franco would say too much. So Caden was working on a need-to-know basis. What else was new?

      “They’ve issued some threats that we’re dealing with. They want the rest of the stolen artwork, along with other things that are more difficult to deliver.”

      “What other things?”

      Devon shook his head, ignoring the questions. “Let’s just say, we’re hoping the mystery buried in the poem will offer us a bargaining chip.”

      Caden knew that was as much as he was going to get from them, and he suddenly felt the strong desire to get the hell out of this place. “Anything else?”

      Devon handed him a small piece of paper. “My phone number. Keep in touch. If the Hancocks really are purists, they’re better at concealing it than your parents ever were. Given his political aspirations, they’ve learned how to bury skeletons deep, and they’re rich beyond even your imagination, which means there’s probably not too much they can’t afford. Including a hitman or three. I can only offer you support if I know where you are.”

      Caden pulled out his cell, punched in the number under the name Douchebag—which provoked a chuckle from Franco—then balled up the paper and tossed it on the table. He started to leave, then turned around to look at Devon.

      “These people she’s bound me to…” He struggled to decide how to word his question, then kicked himself for broaching it in the first place.

      Devon didn’t need to hear anything more. “They’re good people, Caden. But…they’re not in the lifestyle.”

      Caden already suspected that. Hell, he already knew that. But hearing it confirmed only drove home exactly how screwed he really was.
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      When Caden joined them in the corridor, Isaiah decided it was time to get his newly formed trinity away from the austere headquarters and find them somewhere quiet to chat and get to know one another.

      “I believe there will be a car waiting for us outside. It’s been a long day and we’ve had a lot of things thrown at us. Why don’t we grab something to eat?” he suggested.

      Tess nodded. “That sounds wonderful. I was too nervous to eat lunch earlier. I’m afraid I’m not a local, so I’ll have to leave the restaurant choice to the two of you.”

      Isaiah looked at Caden. “I’m not from Boston either. Caden?”

      Caden glanced at the time on his phone. There was no denying from the stiffness in his shoulders and the scowl that never seemed to leave his face that Caden would rather eat dirt than dine with them.

      Isaiah wasn’t sure how to respond to the man’s outright anger. It wafted off of him in waves.

      “Teatro is good if you like Italian. It’s probably pretty quiet right now. Theater crowd won’t start showing up for a couple of hours.”

      Tess started to put on her jacket and Isaiah stepped closer to help her slide it onto her shoulders.

      “I love Italian,” she said.

      Caden gave them a curt nod and walked three steps ahead of them to the elevator and then out the Boston Public Library doors. As Isaiah expected, a limousine was waiting for them.

      They directed the driver to take them to the restaurant, then sat in silence for a few moments. Isaiah wasn’t a quiet person by nature. His mother had told him throughout most of his childhood that there was no crime in letting a quiet moment last.

      He grinned at the memory, missing his mother, who had passed away a year earlier. Glancing at his new wife-to-be, he wondered what his mother would have thought of Tess.

      Isaiah wasn’t a legacy of the Trinity Masters. In truth, he suspected he was probably a bit of an anomaly in the organization, not recruited until he was in his late twenties. Since joining, he’d learned most members were either legacies or initiated shortly after college.

      “Where are you from?” Isaiah asked Tess, his ability to remain silent finally stretched too taut.

      “Washington, D.C.”

      Isaiah reared back. “Really? I have a home in Loudoun County.”

      “I didn’t realize you lived so close to the city.”

      He tilted his head. “You say that like you know me.”

      Tess grinned. “I’m a huge Isaiah Jefferson fan. I recognized you in the altar room from a picture I’ve seen on the jacket of your books. We actually have another connection as well. I’m the Director of Exhibits at the Smithsonian.”

      “Oh my God. Of course. Tess Hamilton. You’re the youngest director in the Smithsonian’s history. I read an article in the newspaper about your promotion. I saw your work on the Jefferson Bible exhibit. It was wonderful.”

      “I actually contacted your publisher just prior to the launch to get your opinion, but I was told you were out of the country on a book tour.”

      Isaiah never ceased to be amazed by how small the world really was. “She didn’t tell me that. Though she was the one who told me it had opened upon my return to the States and suggested that I go check it out.”

      Throughout their conversation, Isaiah kept an eye on Caden. While he sensed the man was listening to every word they spoke, Caden’s gaze was locked on the scenery outside the window.

      “How about you, Caden?” Isaiah asked, trying to draw him into the conversation.

      “How about me what?”

      “Where are you from?” Isaiah asked, pointedly ignoring the sharp tone in Caden’s voice.

      He hadn’t expected his question to stump the man, but there was no denying the pregnant pause and considering look on Caden’s face.

      “West Coast,” he said at last.

      The answer was vague, but Isaiah didn’t bother to ask for more specifics. Caden wasn’t in the mood to talk.

      Or so he thought. He was pleasantly surprised when Caden asked, “You’re a writer?”

      Isaiah nodded. “Fiction. Thrillers. Mysteries.”

      “They’re more than that,” Tess said, leaning forward. “They are an amazing blend of history and fiction. Your knowledge of American history and architecture, specifically that of the Jeffersonian time period, is incredible. You weave so much of the Jefferson lore into your stories, and I’m absolutely in love with Joel Hemings.”

      Caden glanced at Tess. “I don’t know who he is.”

      She smiled. “He’s the hero of Isaiah’s books. The super-hot police detective who solves all the crimes with the help of a nerdy female professor who teaches at UVA.”

      “Evie isn’t nerdy,” Isaiah protested with a laugh.

      Before they could continue the debate, the limo stopped in front of the restaurant. The driver gave them his number, promising to return when they finished their meal to take them to the hotel.

      Once they were seated, Isaiah ordered a bottle of Barolo and an antipasto platter for the table. The restaurant was beautiful inside. Though not particularly large, the ornate vaulted ceilings gave the room the appearance of being much larger. The lighting was dim, and the hostess had placed them at a corner table that added to the intimacy of the meal. Caden had chosen well.

      The barrier they’d very briefly broken through in the limo reappeared as Caden fell silent once again, his eyes roaming around in such a way that Isaiah was left wondering if the other man was paranoid or seeking an escape route. His fiction-fueled brain decided it was a bit of both. Maybe Caden was in law enforcement, or a spy. No, the other man was giving off a distinct paranoid vibe.

      He grimaced. If Isaiah had to pick his worst fault, it was his tendency to constantly view the real world around him as some fantastical landscape better suited to his stories. Why the hell would Caden be paranoid or on the run? He dismissed his whimsical fantasy and tried to concentrate on reality.

      “Are you currently working on a new story?” Tess asked him. Caden may be closed off and distant, but Tess was refreshingly friendly and open.

      “I’m in the research phase of my next book. Usually takes me a few months to gather information, develop the characters in my head, create a plot. This story is fighting me a bit. Vague ideas that I can’t seem to make take any sort of form.”

      Tess waited until the waiter poured their wine, then took a sip and continued the conversation. “Sounds fascinating to me. I wish my brain worked that way. I’m much more boring. A total ‘just the facts, ma’am’ kind of person.”

      “I suspect that’s an important skill to have, considering your profession. History exhibits tend to demand accuracy.”

      She laughed and took another sip of wine. “You’d be surprised how many don’t.”

      Caden was no longer ignoring them, but Isaiah wasn’t sure his attention was an improvement. The other man’s gaze remained steadfastly on Tess’ face, watching her. His actions weren’t lost on Tess, who flushed slightly.

      Isaiah couldn’t resist reaching across the table and running the back of his fingers over her cheeks.

      “I’m blushing, aren’t I?” Tess sighed. “Curse of a redhead. I wish I could control it. It gives people the wrong impression of me, makes them think I’m shy or easily intimidated.”

      “You aren’t?” Caden asked.

      She shook her head and Isaiah was impressed—and slightly aroused—by the strength in her tone when she said, “No. I’m not.”

      Isaiah lifted his glass. “How about a toast? To a future waiting to be written.”

      The three of them tapped their wineglasses together. Caden’s scowl seemed to fade a bit. Time to take advantage of the thaw.

      “What do you do for a living, Caden?”

      Once again, Isaiah noticed the slight pause and his mind went wild. There was a mystery to solve right at this very table and its name was Caden Anderson.

      “I’m a venture capitalist, primarily investing in tech start-ups. Graduated from Stanford with degrees in business and computer science.”

      “Wow.” Isaiah was impressed. “I love the sound of that. May have to pick your brain for future book material.”

      Caden nodded. “I guess I’m going to have to buy one of your books to read.”

      Isaiah shrugged and laughed. “You don’t have to buy one. I have a closet full of print copies. You can take your pick. Although I realize thrillers aren’t for everyone. What’s your usual genre of choice?”

      “I haven’t had a lot of time to read for pleasure the past couple of years.”

      Isaiah wanted to dig deeper, but the waiter returned to take their order. After he left, Isaiah filled up their glasses, emptying the bottle.

      “I assume you’re both legacies?” Isaiah asked.

      Tess and Caden nodded.

      “I’m a late bloomer. Didn’t join the Trinity Masters until I was twenty-nine. I must admit I’m a big fan of the perks of membership. I’ve made some important connections. One of which has led to my first book being optioned by a Hollywood studio. With any luck, it’ll hit the big screen in a couple of years.”

      Caden’s attention was piqued by that information. “Twenty-nine? I didn’t realize they recruited new members that late. How old are you now?”

      “Thirty-four. And you?”

      “Twenty-seven.”

      He and Caden looked at Tess, who added, “I’m twenty-nine. Facing the big 3-0 birthday in just a couple of months. I must admit I assumed you were a legacy, given your pen name, Isaiah,” Tess confided.

      “A nod to my ancestry. You see before you the product of an affair our third president had with his slave, Sally Hemings.”

      “I saw the interview you did on The Today Show about discovering your lineage,” Tess said. “Absolutely fascinating. I have a famous ancestor as well.”

      “The world will never be the same,” Isaiah quoted, adding the tune to the song as he finished it. “Alexander Hamilton?”

      “One and the same. Needless to say, I’m constantly serenaded with Lin-Manuel Miranda songs these days anytime I introduce myself to people.”

      Isaiah chuckled. “I can think of worse things to hear over and over. I had a cousin named Roxanne and believe me, I grew to hate that song as much as she did over the years whenever she met someone new.”

      “What about your family, Caden?” Tess asked. “Any famous founding fathers in your closet?”

      Caden’s face shut down, and Isaiah realized in an instant any strides they’d made in getting him to open up had just been lost. “No.”

      Isaiah tried another tack. “Does your family live on the West Coast as well?”

      “My parents are dead.”

      Tess reached over and placed her hand on Caden’s. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Don’t be.”

      Caden only spoke two words, but they fired up a million questions in Isaiah’s mind.

      The rest of the meal passed with Tess and Isaiah locked in a continual tug of war with Caden. Every now and then, he’d ask them a question and it felt like he was lowering his guard. Then they’d ask him one in return and the walls flew back up.

      Isaiah let the silence in the limo hover as they rode to the Boston Park Plaza, all of them lost in their thoughts. Tess was distractedly toying with her hair as she looked out the car window, and Caden’s scowl was back in place as he rubbed his chest.

      Isaiah recalled the scar he’d seen there.

      Yet another question, another part of the mystery of Caden. The man had more layers than an onion. Isaiah wondered how long it would take to peel all of them away.

      Once they reached the penthouse, Isaiah headed straight for the wet bar. “According to the doorman, we’re the first people to stay in this room in six months. He said there was a fire that destroyed almost the entire floor. Said the hotel sank well over a million dollars into the repairs.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Tess said, dragging her fingers over the back of the plush black leather couch. Caden had drifted along the short corridor, glancing into the other rooms before coming back to join them.

      “It was a fire bomb,” Caden said, leaning against a wall.

      “Really?” Tess asked.

      Caden nodded and looked away, not bothering to add more.

      Isaiah reached for a bottle of wine. “This is a good merlot. I can open it, if you’d like. Or there’s a bottle of Grey Goose as well if you’d prefer to switch over to vodka tonics?”

      “I better stick to the wine or I’ll be singing later,” Tess teased. “And believe me, you don’t want to hear that.”

      Isaiah opened the wine and poured them all a glass. “Why don’t we sit on the couch and get to know each other a bit more?”

      Caden refused the wine Isaiah offered, reaching into his pocket for the folded piece of paper they’d been given by the Grand Master’s adviser. “I think we should take a look at the poem. Try to come up with a plan of attack.”

      “Plan of attack? You make this sound like a war council,” Tess joked.

      Caden didn’t share her humor. “You said your family has a copy of this poem. Can you call your dad and ask him about it?”

      Tess nodded, then sat up when she realized Caden was waiting for her to move. “You mean right now?”

      “The sooner we finish this task, the sooner…” Caden didn’t finish the sentence, and Isaiah had a sinking feeling that was because their partner wasn’t in a hurry to get to the wedding, but anxious to do his duty and disappear. Which made no sense. That wasn’t how the Trinity Masters worked.

      “Why don’t you call, Tess? Maybe your father will offer some information that will give us an idea of where to start.” Isaiah hung back by the bar, watching Caden’s face as Tess placed the call and spoke to her dad.

      From her initial blush and short answers, it was apparent her parents knew she’d been called to the altar and were grilling her for details. “I’ll call you tomorrow when we can talk more, Dad. For now, I’m sort of in a hurry and I wanted to ask about the framed poem in the attic. Do you know where it came from?”

      After a pause, she said, “I see, did Granddaddy tell you anything about it?”

      “Put him on speaker,” Caden murmured.

      Tess lowered the phone and hit the button, allowing them to all hear her father’s response. “No. I don’t recall him saying much about it. Just that it was a copy of an original poem penned by John Adams, and that it was very valuable and old. Mentioned it was the only printed copy in existence and it had been drafted by John Adams himself. I told my dad it should probably be donated to a museum, but he made me swear that would never happen. He insisted it had to remain with the family. We should probably be ashamed of ourselves for not taking better care of it. I mean, the ink is faded and sort of hard to read. You can hardly make out the tiny fan Adams drew in the lower right corner anymore.”

      “Fan?” Tess asked. “I don’t remember seeing a fan.”

      “See what I mean?” her dad joked.

      Tess appeared to have gotten her wry sense of humor from her father. “Was there something drawn on the fan?”

      “No, no. Nothing like that. More like a tiny doodle of a fan shape. No bigger than a pea and positioned next to his initials at the bottom. I assume it’s nothing more than a flourish.”

      “And you said John Adams only made one copy of this poem?”

      “Yeah. Apparently, he fancied himself a poet, kept a journal full of his verses. He gifted this one to the Hamiltons for some reason. Probably because he mentioned us in the poem.”

      “Do you know what the poem means?” Tess asked.

      “No. To tell you the truth, I never thought about it. If it doesn’t involve differential equations, it may as well be written in Greek as far as your aunt and I are concerned. Your mother is the writer.”

      “Nonfiction, Dad. She made it pretty clear to me years ago that poem was something she viewed as unnecessary clutter.”

      Her dad chuckled. “Yeah. She’s sitting here right now listening to me. Wants me to tell you that you are more than welcome to come get the thing and keep it in your apartment if you want.”

      “Tell her I’ll stop by as soon as I get back to D.C. and take her up on the offer.”

      “You’ve made her very happy.”

      “One more question, Dad. Do you know where John Adams’ journal might be? The one with all his poems?”

      “Couldn’t say for sure. Aren’t most of his books in the Boston Public Library? The rare books room? You could always look there.”

      Tess looked up at Caden and then Isaiah, as if to see if they had any more questions. They both shook their heads.

      “Thanks for all the info, Dad.”

      “You have to give us something here, Tess. We’re all dying to know. Are you pleased with the Grand Master’s choices for you?”

      Tess turned off the speaker phone and ventured a short way down the corridor. The scant distance and her lowered voice still carried, and Isaiah listened as she offered her father a rushed reassurance that all was well, followed by a hasty goodbye.

      Once the call was disconnected, she returned to the room and sat on the couch. “Sounds like we should go back to the library tomorrow to see if we can find the journal.”

      Isaiah joined her on the couch. “I like that idea. I think our best bet is to follow the poem as we would a map. Take it in order, step by step. The first verse is about the Trinity Masters in Boston and apparently this ancient foe—”

      “The British Empire?” Tess interjected.

      Isaiah nodded and continued. “That seems to make sense, given the time period. They did something to George Washington, stole something.”

      “And Adams is calling on the future sons and daughters,” Tess added.

      “Us.” Isaiah couldn’t deny his excitement over this task. He’d been struggling to come up with a plot for his new mystery, suffering from a slight case of writer’s block, and suddenly a real-life adventure had been dumped right in his lap. If this didn’t get the blood pumping again, he didn’t think anything would. “So we need to discover if Adams left any other clues. I don’t think that fan drawing was a frivolous doodle.”

      “It could be a clue. Something that might be explained in his journal.” Tess’ eyes were bright and wide, gleaming with the same enthusiasm Isaiah felt.

      Caden still stood across the room, silent.

      “What do you think, Caden?”

      Caden walked toward them. “Sounds like as good a place as any to start. Someone brought our stuff here from headquarters and put it in the bedrooms. I’m going to fire up my laptop and try to do a little research in my room.”

      “Caden,” Tess began, but he didn’t let her say anything more.

      “It’s been a long day, I’m afraid. I didn’t receive my letter until very early this morning, then I had a long drive to Boston. I need some rest. Some time,” he added.

      Tess nodded slowly, and Isaiah could see she was reluctant to see him go. He felt the same way. However, given Caden’s behavior all day, he didn’t see anything improving if it was like the man said and he was tired. Perhaps a good night’s sleep and time to process the day’s events was exactly what they all needed.

      Isaiah decided to let him escape. For now. “Sounds like a good idea. Shall we reconvene here in the living room around nine tomorrow? We can grab some breakfast and then head over to the library to do a little snooping around.”

      Caden sighed, the sound full of relief. Clearly, he hadn’t expected his getaway to be so easy. “I’ll see you both in the morning.”

      Tess watched him leave, then turned to Isaiah. “Guess I’ll go to bed too.”

      He leaned toward her, giving her a soft kiss on the cheek. “It’s only the first day,” he murmured, trying to reassure her. “I have high hopes for this trinity.”

      She grinned, though there wasn’t as much happiness in the look as Isaiah would have liked. “So do I.”

      Tess left as well, closing the door to the bedroom opposite the one Caden had disappeared into.

      Isaiah picked up the glass of wine on the coffee table and downed it in one long swig.

      The instant he was alone, he knew he’d made a mistake. He should never have let them leave the room.
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      Tess peered through the glass bookcases in the rare book room of the Boston Public Library and tried to concentrate on what she was looking at. The library housed thousands of volumes from John Adams’ personal library.

      Caden had apparently made a call last night and managed to convince the Grand Master to get them access to the securely locked-down collection. Tess was curious about his connection to the Grand Master and her advisors. It was clear from their brief meeting after the binding ceremony that Caden was no stranger to the ruling force behind the secret society.

      Unfortunately, her ability to focus on the task at hand was low. She was completely preoccupied by the previous night. Rubbing her eyes, she tried to recall if she’d ever had a worse night’s sleep. She had tossed and turned until two a.m., at which point she’d turned on the light and started rereading her favorite Isaiah Jefferson novel.

      The three of them had gone out for breakfast and, while the conversation had been perfectly pleasant, Tess couldn’t shake the feeling that Caden was holding back from them, rejecting the trinity.

      Which was madness. The very first rule of the organization was that members gave up the right to choose their partners. What would happen to them if Caden failed to accept them? Tess had heard the horror stories about members who broke the rules. She wasn’t anxious to discover if any of them held any truth.

      “I think I’ve found something.” Isaiah spoke softly in the painfully quiet room.

      She and Caden turned to see him gesturing toward the table where he was sitting.

      Caden joined him. “Is it the journal?”

      Isaiah nodded. “I think so. I even found the poem.”

      “Wow.” Tess was impressed. They hadn’t been in the rare books room for more than a couple hours, and given the size of John Adams’ collection, she feared they’d be there all day…and then some.

      Isaiah winked at her. “It’s not my first rodeo. Spend as much time in libraries as I do in front of the computer writing.”

      “I fully intend to exploit this skill of yours,” she threatened good-naturedly. “I do a lot of research when I design my exhibits. Might have to pick your brain on how to do fast research. My doctorate taught me to research, but not quickly.”

      “I’m at your disposal,” Isaiah said.

      “Is there anything different about the poem?” Caden asked, returning them to the subject at hand. “Or was this a waste of time?”

      Isaiah sighed. “The poem is completely identical to the one that was shared with us. The only difference is the handwriting.”

      “The Grand Master wouldn’t have given us one of the originals to work with,” Tess said. “Someone copied it onto that paper for us.”

      Isaiah agreed. “I did notice this in the last line. Adams capitalized two letters in the middle of a word. He didn’t do that anywhere else in the poem.”

      Tess read the last line, then the entire poem once more. Isaiah was right. That was the only word with two misplaced caps.

      She read it aloud. “SeCRet spies, kept from sight, our leader to avenge. CR? That could mean so many different things. We start with the obvious and assume it’s initials.”

      “For a man? Woman? Place?” Caden asked.

      Isaiah shrugged. “No idea. Were they capped in the copy your family possesses?”

      Tess tried to visualize the framed poem, but it had been years since she’d seen it, and she hadn’t studied it very closely. “I don’t know. I’ll call and ask my dad later.”

      “Okay.” Isaiah continued to study the poem.

      Tess tried to do the same, but the words were blurry. She rubbed her eyes wearily, the lack of sleep catching up with her. “Assume CR represents a person. Someone hidden? Waiting to avenge the leader like the line says. Problem is, I’m confused about which leader. George Washington or the Grand Master.”

      “I think we have to assume it’s Washington. He’s named as the wronged party in an earlier stanza,” Caden said, flipping through the journal.

      Isaiah pulled out his cell and quickly tapped something into the search screen. “Let me see if there were any founding fathers or signers of the Declaration of Independence with those initials.”

      Tess continued to read the last line over and over, trying to figure out what they were missing.

      “Caesar Rodney,” Isaiah said after a few minutes.

      “Who is that?” Caden asked.

      “The only person with the initials CR to sign the Declaration of Independence. He was from Delaware.” Isaiah spent the next few minutes reading Rodney’s list of accomplishments and efforts during the American Revolution. Nothing about the man seemed to fit or jump out.

      Caden shook his head. “There’s nothing to say that CR is a person. It could be anything. A place, a group, a—”

      “A group,” Tess interjected. “Spies. Secret spies.” Tess pulled out her phone and did a quick search. She skimmed a few paragraphs, then smiled.

      “You figured something out?”

      “Maybe. Have you ever heard of the Culper Ring?”

      Both Isaiah and Caden shook their heads.

      “One of my first exhibits for the Smithsonian was about the secret intelligence employed by George Washington and his generals during the American Revolution. I did months of research on it. It was absolutely fascinating stuff, and I don’t doubt for a second they were instrumental in our success in winning the war. They used aliases, printed coded messages in newspapers, and even utilized sympathetic stain.”

      “What the hell is that?” Caden asked.

      Isaiah grinned as he answered, “Invisible ink.”

      Caden leaned back. “I think I’m starting to understand why the Grand Master called you two to the altar for this trinity.”

      Isaiah tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “Trying to decide if you mean that as a compliment or if Tess and I have just been labeled nerds.”

      For a split second, the ends of Caden’s lips tipped up in something that could almost be mistaken for a smile. “You don’t expect me to clarify, do you?”

      Isaiah barked out a quick laugh, then glanced back at the page. “I have to admit the Culper Ring does seem like the type of cloak-and-dagger operation that would be involved in concealing a mystery. The problem is—”

      “This information doesn’t actually get us closer to the answer.” Caden ran his hand through his hair, his frustration palpable.

      Isaiah was obviously made of sterner stuff. Rather than annoyed, he looked almost energized, excited as a kid with a new puppy. Tess wished she could work up that same level of enthusiasm, but she was too damn tired.

      Isaiah tapped Culper Ring into his own phone, doing another search. “It’s just a piece of the puzzle. Once we find enough pieces, I’m sure it’ll all fall into place.”

      Tess scrolled through a few more pages of information about the Culper Ring, but nothing else jumped out at her. While she and Isaiah read from their phones, Caden got up from the table and paced around the room.

      “You know, I keep thinking this might mean something too.” Isaiah pointed to the page opposite the poem in the journal.

      Caden came to loom over them, studying the image, but didn’t appear impressed. “It’s a sketch of a lady’s fan. The journal is full of all kinds of nonsense. Poems, song lyrics, doodles, personal reflections. All this tells us is Adams liked to think of himself as a poet and an artist.”

      Tess leaned closer to the book. She’d been so captivated by the poem, she hadn’t even noticed the opposite page. She studied the drawing, recognition dawning. “Another fan. Oh my God. I’ve seen this one.”

      Caden briefly glanced at the sketch again, then gave her a sardonic look. “Pretty sure everyone in the world has seen that fan. They all look like that.”

      “They all have the Hamilton crest on them?” she asked, not bothering to mask her sarcasm. Two could play the smart-ass game, and considering her lack of sleep—thanks to Caden’s grumpiness—she was running perilously low on steam.

      “Seriously?” Isaiah said, peering more closely at the book. “Are you sure?”

      Tess rolled her eyes. “Do I need to remind you that my last name is Hamilton?”

      Isaiah chuckled, and for the first time, she noticed the dark circles under his eyes.

      So he’d had a rough night too. She took comfort in knowing that and was instantly sorry for her tone.

      “There’s no way it’s a coincidence that the poem talks about Adams calling the founding fathers, including Hamilton, then sketches that fan.”

      Tess agreed with Isaiah’s assessment.

      “It’s a pretty flimsy connection. Just like the damn Culper Ring one. What the hell are we supposed to surmise from a drawing of a fan with the Hamilton crest?” Caden dropped down into the chair across from them at the table, leaning back with his arms crossed. He wasn’t bothering to lower his voice, which had the librarian glancing their way with a scowl, despite the fact they were the only people in the room.

      Tess continued to study the drawing. “I told you. I’ve seen this particular fan before. The decoration gives it away, as do the sticks and handle.” She pointed at the base. “See? These were mother-of-pearl inlaid with gold.”

      “There’s no way you can tell that from the drawing,” Caden said.

      “I’m not deducing that from this drawing. I saw this fan in real life. I spent a great deal of time looking at it because it was so beautiful. Adams really outdid himself on the details here. Pleated fans were very popular in the eighteenth century. It wasn’t unusual in Europe for fans to serve all sorts of different purposes. Some were decorated with social or political images, some with riddles or puzzles or even maps. This one depicts Washington riding into Boston, just after the end of the Revolutionary War, accepting a flower from a young woman. I remember thinking the painting on the vellum was worthy of being in an art museum.”

      Tess picked up the book, looking more closely. Then she frowned. “You know this almost looks like a rough sketch the artist would have done prior to doing a painting.”

      “Who painted the fan you saw?” Caden asked.

      Tess’ bright eyes were wide with excitement. “No one knows. But I’m seriously starting to think Adams did, which has some crazy historical implications because Adams and Hamilton were political adversaries.”

      “Oh man,” Isaiah muttered. “I think I’ve just seen into the future. The wheels in your head are spinning a million miles a minute. Is this going to turn into an article or an exhibit?”

      Tess grinned. “Both.”

      “Changed my mind. I’m going to go ahead and say it. Nerds. Where have you seen the fan?” Caden asked. “The Smithsonian?”

      Tess shook her head. “I wish. If it were there, I’d have easy access to it. Unfortunately, it’s under the control of the National Park Service.”

      Caden shot her a puzzled look. “Why the hell does the Park Service have it?”

      She gave them a slightly embarrassed grin. “I sort of got bitten by Hamilton fever—along with pretty much every other Broadway fan in the world—a few years ago. Took a long weekend trip to see the play—”

      “Was Lin-Manuel still playing the lead?” Isaiah asked, interrupting her.

      She nodded. “Oh yeah.”

      She laughed when Isaiah muttered the word, “Lucky.”

      Tess shot Caden a victorious look. “You’re outnumbered nerd-wise.”

      Isaiah chuckled. “I’m jealous as hell. Tried to score tickets, but I jumped on the bandwagon too late, and they were hard as hell to get during that last year he was playing the role.”

      Caden cleared his throat, and if she weren’t so annoyed with him, Tess could almost feel sorry for him. She was starting to see a bit of what the future held for Caden. She and Isaiah had a tendency to see “squirrels” everywhere, their attention easily distracted by shiny baubles.

      “Anyway,” she continued, getting them back on track, “in addition to the play, I traveled to Hamilton Grange in St. Nicholas Park, then I drove up to see the Schuyler Mansion in Albany. It was a great trip.”

      “And the fan?” Caden pressed.

      Tess narrowed her eyes at Caden. The man needed to seriously work on his patience.

      “It was part of an exhibit at the Grange, which belongs to the National Park Service. The fan belonged to Alexander’s wife, Eliza. In addition to the painting and the placement of the Hamilton crest woven into the artwork, there’s this…” She pointed to something else on the sketch. “Her initials are at the base. See?”

      Caden turned the journal around, lifting it up until it was just a few inches from his face. “How the hell did you see that? I thought it was a blob.”

      She grinned, secretly pleased to have impressed him. “It’s my job to notice the details.”

      “So this was Eliza’s fan?” Isaiah took the book, clearly also surprised to see she was right about the initials.

      “Yes,” she said, though her tone gave her away.

      Isaiah put the journal down and looked at her. “You suddenly don’t seem convinced.”

      “There’s a slight difference between the drawing and Eliza’s fan. It’s those letters on the top of each fold. They aren’t on the original.”

      “You think it’s a code?” Isaiah asked.

      She hadn’t thought that at all until he said it. “Oh my God. It might be.”

      “If it is, how the hell are we supposed to crack it? The letters are meaningless without some sort of cipher, and the fan is under glass in Manhattan.”

      She opened her mouth to call Caden out for his constant pessimism, but Isaiah must have noticed. He gave her hand a quick squeeze.

      Unlike Tess, his lack of sleep didn’t appear to be affecting his mood. The affable man simply grinned at their humorless partner and chuckled. “That’s the beauty of this mystery, Caden. We’ve been tasked with cracking codes set in place by men who lived hundreds of years ago. If it were easy, it would have already been solved. Where’s your sense of adventure? Your determination to rise to the challenge?”

      Caden sighed, and then the sullen façade cracked slightly. “Sense of adventure? You have no idea who you’re talking to.”

      “Here.” Tess took out her phone and quickly snapped a picture of the fan drawing, then one of the poem.

      Caden glanced over his shoulder. “Pretty sure that’s not going to be good enough.”

      “What do you mean?” Tess asked, her face aghast as Caden slipped the journal into his jacket pocket when the librarian had her back turned.

      “You can’t do that,” she mouthed more than spoke.

      “Stop me,” Caden mouthed back.

      He stood and walked out of the rare books room without a backwards glance.

      Tess didn’t move, mortified by Caden’s actions.

      Isaiah gripped her elbow and guided her to the exit, even though her feet suddenly felt sunk in concrete. She kept waiting for the librarian to call out to them, to demand that they stop, but she didn’t even glance their way, too engrossed in whatever she was reading on her computer screen.

      Caden was halfway through the arts section of the library when they emerged from the rare books room, and he was clearly not planning to wait for them. The large room that housed the art and architecture collections was probably the dingiest, least inviting part of the Boston Public Library. A fact that made sense when Tess considered that it led to the covert entrance to the Trinity Masters’ headquarters.

      Few tourists gave the room more than an unimpressed cursory glance before heading back to the grander, more ornate, beautiful rooms on the floor below.

      “What the hell did you just do?” Tess asked, when she finally caught up to Caden on the sidewalk outside.

      “I borrowed a library book. It’s a pretty common practice, Tess.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Don’t even try to make a joke, Caden. You’ve been a gigantic pain in the ass since the binding ceremony and if you suddenly show me you have a sense of humor, I might start to like you. Something I don’t really want to do because you’re pissing me off!”

      Her lack-of-sleep tirade caught both Caden and Isaiah by surprise, given the way the men stared at her with their mouths agape for a very long, uncomfortable minute.

      “Very few people use that tone with me,” Caden said. The words could have been almost threatening, but he sounded genuinely startled.

      Tess was in no mood to figure out what that meant. Once she snapped, it took her a few minutes to rein things back in.

      “Give me the book.” She reached into this coat pocket and grabbed it out, intent on returning it.

      Caden captured her wrist in a firm grip and took it back. “No. We might need it later.”

      “We have what we need from it,” she insisted.

      “Children,” Isaiah said, clearly trying to break the tension and get them back on firmer ground.

      Caden lifted the book above his head, out of her reach. He blinked—then smiled when she tried to jump up for it, which didn’t help Tess hang on to her anger. He had a surprisingly sweet smile. When he wasn’t being a dick. Which was pretty much never.

      “Dammit, Caden. Stop being adorable. It’s annoying.”

      “Adorable?”

      Tess thought for a moment she’d insulted him. However, the tension was broken for real when both men started laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked, even as the edges of her own lips started to turn up in amusement. She’d lost her shit. And oddly enough, it seemed to have broken through some of Caden’s chilliness.

      Before either man could answer, an older woman approached them.

      “Caden?” she said, walking closer. “Caden Anderson? It can’t be.”

      The tension Tess had just managed to lessen was back in an instant.

      “Mrs. Hancock,” Caden said, trying to tuck the journal back into his pocket discreetly. Tess thought the lady looked familiar. Then she remembered why. She’d met the woman at one of the Trinity Masters’ Winter Galas.

      Tess started to speak, but Mrs. Hancock only had eyes for Caden.

      “You died.”

      The older woman’s assertion caught Tess by surprise. “What? Died?”

      Caden didn’t bother to respond to Tess, but she noticed his discomfort. Whoever Mrs. Hancock was, she didn’t appear to be someone he was happy to see. “Obviously, I didn’t.”

      “But…I heard…” Mrs. Hancock stopped talking as if realizing where they were. She glanced up at the library and then, for the first time, she let her gaze travel around their circle. “It would seem congratulations are in order. This is your new trinity, correct?”

      Caden hesitated just long enough that Tess felt a twinge of hurt feelings. He didn’t want to acknowledge it? Finally, he gave the woman a terse, “Yes.”

      Mrs. Hancock looked directly at her. “Ms. Hamilton, isn’t it?”

      Tess nodded. “Yes, ma’am. We met two years ago, I believe, at the Winter Gala. Priscilla Hancock, yes?”

      Mrs. Hancock didn’t respond, but instead turned her attention to Isaiah. The almost imperceptible narrowing of her eyes had Tess’ hackles rising. “And you’re the mystery writer.”

      Isaiah, who’d been consistently easygoing, must have felt the same disdain from Mrs. Hancock that Tess sensed. His demeanor changed.

      “Isaiah Jefferson.”

      Priscilla Hancock’s lips pursed as if she’d eaten something bitter, but she quickly schooled her features. “Of course. Your pen name, right? Not your true one.”

      Isaiah bristled. “A nod to my ancestral roots.”

      “Roots is certainly an interesting word to describe the history. Although it worked well for Alex Haley, so I suppose we’ll just chalk it up to creative license.”

      Tess’ temper piqued at the woman’s racist comment.

      Isaiah opened his mouth to say something, but apparently, that was the limit of the older woman’s tolerance for social niceties.

      Her gaze returned to Caden. “I was terribly sorry to hear about your parents. Such a tragedy. I hear the police still don’t have any leads about their murder. A bomb, of all things.”

      Caden gave her an almost imperceptible nod, but didn’t speak. Tess wasn’t sure he could. Given the tightness in his jaw, she feared he’d break the teeth he was grinding together. His parents were killed by a bomb?

      “I assume Rose knows you’re back from…wherever you were.”

      Caden’s poker face faltered slightly. “She knows.”

      “I’m delighted by the Grand Master’s choice of partners for her. Rose always had a soft spot for your brother, Weston.”

      “She did.”

      “Must be hard for you though. To step aside and let someone else take care of her.”

      While most of the words spoken seemed innocuous enough, Tess couldn’t help but think there was an entirely different level of meaning behind it all. This conversation had layers. Lots of them. Which annoyed her because it was all flying over her head.

      “Weston will be good to her,” Caden said, though the words seemed hard for him to speak. “For her.”

      “Yes. And how is dear Tabby? I understand she was moved to a different facility. One in Switzerland. My husband and I were just talking about her the other day.”

      Tess didn’t think Caden would hit the older woman, but she couldn’t be sure. Isaiah must have had the same fear, because he took the slightest step closer to Caden, probably positioning himself so he could pull Caden off Priscilla Hancock if necessary.

      Caden didn’t hit her, didn’t snap at her. Instead his eyes went hard and cold, even as his posture seemed to relax. In a flash of insight, she realized he wanted to seem relaxed, as if nothing Mrs. Hancock said mattered, but his eyes gave him away. “Tabitha is well cared for.”

      Mrs. Hancock gave Caden an assessing look.

      “Now that you’re back, I assume you’ll be taking over your family’s home and businesses. You were the heir, after all.”

      Tess had to hand it to Caden. Nothing this woman, who seemed polite on the surface but was clearly nasty to the core, said broke his calm, faux casual demeanor. “The home will be sold. All liquid assets will be split into thirds.” He paused and then smiled—or at least his lips curved. It wasn’t really a smile, not like what she’d seen before. “I will take over my family’s…other business assets.”

      Mrs. Hancock nodded, and her eyes gleamed with what looked like satisfaction. “I thought that might be the case. I always liked you, Caden.” She glanced at Tess and Isaiah then back to Caden. “Though there’s no need for you to deprive yourself by dividing the liquid assets. Your parents had written Weston out of the will, and Tabitha, the poor thing, doesn’t need money where she is. Just someone to pay the doctor’s bills.”

      “They wrote Wes out because they believed he was dead.”

      How in the hell could two brothers both be mistaken for dead, only to return very alive and well? A quick glance at Isaiah proved he was just as fascinated by the conversation.

      Mrs. Hancock took a moment before saying, “You and I both know they wrote him out of the will before that. He was never like you…like them.” Mrs. Hancock smiled and it was not a pleasant expression. “Although I’m hardly one to quibble with your wishes, now that Weston is married to Rose. I have no objection to keeping all that money in the family.”

      “Are we family?” Caden asked coolly.

      Mrs. Hancock laughed lightly. “Of course we are. Through marriage,” she paused briefly before adding, “and history.” She paused again, as if done, and then said, “Your fathers were helping me with a few things. I expect that you’ll help me in their place.”

      Caden’s face went horribly, horrifically blank.

      “No, Priscilla,” he said in a voice deeper than normal. “I do not serve you. Or take orders from you.”

      Her eyes widened. “We have so much in common, Caden.”

      “We have nothing in common.”

      She raised her chin. “We’ll see about that. I’ll be in touch, Caden.”

      The woman turned without a second glance in Tess and Isaiah’s direction, confirming she didn’t think them worthy of her notice.

      Isaiah didn’t even bother to wait until she was out of earshot before he spoke. “That woman is a stone-cold bitch.”

      “All I could come up with to describe her was nasty,” Tess commented. “Stone-cold bitch fits her perfectly. Clearly explains why you’re the writer and I’m not.”

      A too-quick smile touched Caden’s lips, but it vanished the second he glanced at Priscilla Hancock’s retreating form disappearing into the back of a Rolls-Royce, the windows tinted too dark to allow Tess to see if anyone else was in the back with her. The driver closed the door behind Priscilla, then looked in their direction before walking around the vehicle, climbing in, and driving off.

      “Fancy wheels,” Isaiah said. “Baseline on a Phantom is close to half a mill.”

      “It is.”

      Caden’s answer was short and left no doubt he wasn’t continuing any conversation about Priscilla Hancock.

      One step forward, twenty-seven back.

      “So…” Isaiah said. “Where to? Late lunch or back to the hotel to regroup?”

      “Lunch,” Caden’s one-word reply came out like a command. “But if you don’t mind, I need to make a phone call. It won’t take a second.”

      Caden walked away from them, ensuring they couldn’t hear who he was calling or what he was saying.

      “Caden was dead, but now he’s alive again?” Tess asked incredulously, wondering if Isaiah was reeling from the conversation they’d just heard as much as she was.

      “And the same thing is true about his brother? How does that happen?”

      Tess shook her head. “I have no idea. And it sounds like his parents were murdered.”

      “But were they really?” Isaiah asked in a mocking horror movie voice. “Or will they rise from the ashes as well?”

      Tess laughed. It felt good despite the uneasiness that hadn’t left her since Caden had walked away from them in the hotel last night. “Starting to wonder if we’re not actually starring in that movie based on one of your books. Does that make me the nerdy Evie?”

      Isaiah reached over and took her hand, giving it a squeeze, then holding on to it. “Regardless of what Caden might think, you’re not nerdy. And neither is Evie,” he insisted.

      She loved the warmth behind his touch and his words, grateful for Isaiah’s willingness to drop all pretense and let her in, let her see the real him.

      “Doesn’t look like our lives are going to be boring,” he said, glancing back toward Caden.

      “I don’t think he’s happy with this trinity,” she whispered, letting herself speak her fear.

      Isaiah used his grip on her hand to tug her closer, pulling her into an embrace. “No, Tess. I think whatever is going on with Caden goes beyond you and me. I keep looking at him and seeing a man on the edge, someone who is working overtime to hold on. It’s only been a day. Let’s give him some space, show him that we’re here if he needs us.”

      Isaiah’s reassurances did the trick. Perhaps her expectations were unrealistic. How could she have thought they’d all pull back the hoods on those robes and fall instantly, madly in love?

      She chastised herself for being a romantic fool. “You’re right. We just need time.”

      Isaiah bent down and gave her a kiss. She suspected he’d intended to keep it friendly, chaste even, but it grew heated quickly. His tongue touched hers and their lips lingered for nearly a minute, touching, tasting.

      When they parted, he gave her a sweet wink and an endearing, funny pat on the ass.

      She was only half a fool. Because after just twenty-four hours in, she was definitely quite smitten for one of her new partners.
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      Caden stared across the hotel suite and fought to keep his shit together. He’d called Devon after running into Priscilla Hancock on the street to tell the other man there was no longer any doubt in his mind that she was a purist. There had been too many veiled threats in the conversation to ignore. Years spent as Elroy’s lackey had taught him that nearly everything the purists said had two meanings.

      Priscilla knew where Tabby was, knew that Weston had moved her. She didn’t give a shit about his sister. The comment was a threat, a way to let Caden know she could get to her if she wanted. It was the same ploy his parents had used for years.

      She also made sure to make it clear she knew Tess and Isaiah’s names and the fact they were now a trinity. That gave her more pawns, more people to use to get him to bend to her will.

      No one else close to him was going to be hurt. He’d done everything wrong with Rose. He wouldn’t make that mistake with Isaiah and Tess.

      Devon had told him they needed real evidence, not gut feelings. Caden knew that and felt like a fool for calling, but when Priscilla said Tabby’s name, he knew the war wasn’t over yet.

      Then Devon asked him if he’d read the room.

      He had gotten off to a rocky start, thinking he’d play the double-agent role, pretend he would pick up where his parents had left off. He might have managed to keep up the act—but then she’d made it clear that she expected him to do her dirty work, the way he had for his parents, and something inside him snapped. She’d seen him as nothing more than a pawn to be manipulated and threatened, and he knew he didn’t have it in him to bend over anymore. He hadn’t been able to stop himself from telling her, in the polite terms people like himself and Priscilla preferred, to fuck off.

      When Caden told Devon he’d had it and his days of pretending to be a purist were over, that he wouldn’t be ingratiating himself to the Hancocks, Devon had surprised him by saying he understood. The support had taken him aback. Next thing Caden knew, he was vowing to his nemesis that he would bring the Hancocks down. That he’d get the information they were seeking without buddying up to that bitch Priscilla, and he would destroy the villains.

      All of a sudden, he was willingly working for the Trinity Masters.

      Hell had frozen over.

      He would have expected that idea to make his skin crawl, but for the first time ever, he didn’t mind what he was doing. Because it seemed to have an honorable purpose. He had spent so much of his life fearing that he was exactly like his fathers, but he didn’t feel that anymore. When Priscilla cast those racial slurs at Isaiah, he’d wanted to kill her. There was no place in the Trinity Masters for people like her. Hell, there wasn’t any place for racists like her in the world.

      Tess’ soft laughter caught his attention, and he looked over at her and Isaiah sitting next to each other on the couch.

      He’d been trying to keep his distance from them, but they weren’t making it easy. Trust wasn’t something he had much experience with, yet there was a nagging voice inside his head telling him he could trust them.

      After a late lunch, they’d returned to the hotel and spent a very pleasant afternoon, polishing off a couple of bottles of wine while continuing to get to know one another.

      Or at least, Isaiah and Tess were. Caden had been less forthcoming.

      Isaiah’s childhood hadn’t been as pleasant as it sounded like Tess’ had been; he’d grown up with a single mother in a rough neighborhood in Philly, but had never succumbed to the pressure to join a gang or drop out of school. Isaiah’s teen years had been a far cry from Caden’s.

      Then he reconsidered that thought. Caden may have been born with a silver spoon in his mouth, spending summer holidays in Greece and Paris, but that privilege had come with a cost.

      One he couldn’t share with his very straight, very vanilla partners.

      Too much depended on the three of them forming a strong union. Devon had taken care to stress once more that the fate of the Trinity Masters was in their hands.

      The three of them had debated their next move, and they’d decided their next stop should be Hamilton Grange. They’d considered heading to Tess’ parents’ place in D.C. first, to pick up the framed copy of the poem, but having seen both items, Tess was convinced there was more to learn from the fan. She’d hypothesized that the drawing of the fan with the letters was the cipher, and that someone—probably Adams—had followed the practices of the Culper Ring, using invisible ink to conceal a clue on the fan.

      If she was right, they needed to get their hands on that fan. She had placed a call earlier to her boss at the Smithsonian and asked if he could pull some strings to get them access to the fan. Fortunately, both he and the head of the National Parks Service were Trinity Masters’ members, so the permission had been granted before the end of the workday.

      With the decision to travel to New York City made, Caden had booked them first-class seats on the Amtrak Acela for the next morning. Isaiah had tried to convince him to wait a couple of days, to give the three of them a chance to work on the relationship aspect of their new trinity, but Caden couldn’t do that.

      He just couldn’t.

      It was hard enough to keep catching flashes of hurt on Tess’ face every time he gave a terse answer or tried to pull away from them. How could he tell them who he really was, what he’d done? They’d hate him, and there wouldn’t be a damn thing they could do about it. Trinity marriages were for life.

      Right now, when they looked at him, it was with just the slightest bit of leeriness and—God help them both—hope. Neither was ideal, but it was better than seeing that hope turn to disgust and hate.

      “We should probably turn in,” Caden said, needing to escape once more. “Train leaves at nine tomorrow morning.”

      Isaiah rose from the couch as he started to pass and gripped Caden’s upper arm to halt his retreat.

      Caden reacted on instinct, his whole body going utterly still. He turned hard, merciless eyes on Isaiah. “Let go of me.”

      Isaiah released him, but didn’t back away. “It’s not going to work this way, Caden.”

      Caden laughed, even though nothing about this was funny. He hadn’t managed more than a couple of hours’ restless sleep last night as he imagined Tess and her sexy white nightie lying in bed just across the hall.

      He wanted her, and the realization terrified him. She couldn’t handle the way he would take her.

      “Trust me, Isaiah. This isn’t going to work no matter what. The Grand Master made a mistake.”

      “No. She didn’t.” Isaiah’s voice was deep, strong, powerful as he enunciated each word. It was obvious he was intelligent, well educated. The man probably gave guest lectures at Ivy League schools. He might have been a late bloomer with no legacy, but he was just the type of person to attract the attention of the Trinity Masters. To make them stand up, take notice, and recruit…even if he was older.

      And Tess was pretty, smart, sweet. He’d listened to her talk to her father, heard the genuine affection in her voice and realized that she’d probably lived an idyllic childhood, doted on by three adoring parents. She wouldn’t understand the darkness that pervaded every corner of his soul, and God help him, there was no way he’d be responsible for hurting another woman.

      “Caden,” Tess said. “I know this is unusual, but we all knew—”

      “We all knew what joining meant,” Caden cut in.

      Tess blinked at his almost hostile tone.

      “Trust me, Tess. You don’t know what the Grand Master unleashed here.”

      Her stunned confusion only fueled his anger more.

      He shouldn’t be here.

      She didn’t back away. “Tell us then. Explain it to us. Tell us why you’re rejecting this trinity, holding yourself away from what the three of us could be together.”

      He shook his head, too many emotions—fear, anger, frustration, depression—closing in on him.

      Tess stepped closer to him, too close. She lifted her face to him, and all he could think about was the kiss he hadn’t given her at the altar yesterday. Even now, even after spending the day with him and his surly attitude, he could see in her face that she wouldn’t push him away, wouldn’t reject that kiss.

      “We’re going to be married, Caden. I’m going to be your wife and you—”

      Caden reached out, gripping her face in his palms tightly, giving her no chance to escape. “You really don’t get it. You want a kiss from your future…” He stopped himself just short of saying Master. He’d never fucking be that again. He couldn’t. “Husband? Fine.”

      He leaned down and kissed her. And he didn’t screw around with one of those gentle, sweet kisses like the one Isaiah had given her at the end of the ceremony. He didn’t do sweet. And he sure as hell didn’t do gentle. His parents had worked very hard to beat anything they viewed as weak out of him.

      Caden pushed her lips open with his, then forced his tongue into her mouth.

      Force was probably the wrong word. Tess wasn’t passive, and she wasn’t resisting either. Her tongue darted out to touch his, but he pushed against it, crushing her mouth harder.

      She needed to know, to see what she was dealing with. Caden drew his fingers through her hair, then closed his hands, fisting the long auburn tresses and tugging.

      She whimpered, the sound muted by his kiss, and he felt a small shred of success.

      Until her hands looped around his neck and she stepped closer, pressing her breasts against his chest.

      Caden released her quickly, taking two giant steps away from her.

      Tess actually looked disappointed, and for a moment, he thought she might try to resume the kiss, so he took another step away.

      “Wow,” Isaiah mused.

      Caden had almost forgotten about the other man, about how he’d been so ready to unleash icy fury on him just a few minutes earlier. He figured Isaiah could handle himself. He certainly had the look of someone who wouldn’t come out of a street fight with more than a few bruises.

      It was Tess, with her wide-eyed innocence, who was in the most trouble here. Maybe there had been a time when Caden could have loved her, treated her gently, studied her without wondering how that porcelain-white skin would look painted with red stripes from his whip, but that time was long gone.

      “Wow what?” Caden asked, not bothering to look over at Isaiah.

      “I think it’s safe to say our sex lives are going to be a lot more interesting from this point on.”

      Caden shook his head. Interesting? No. What he’d do to them wouldn’t be interesting.

      He’d been raised to believe sex was nothing more than a power exchange—a one-way exchange. And his fathers had been damn certain to train him so he knew how to claim that control and hold on to it.

      Just as they’d trained Rose to submit. Whether she wanted to or not.

      “No,” Caden said. “It’s not.”

      His new partners wore matching looks of puzzlement.

      “I don’t think there should be secrets between us.”

      Caden looked at Tess, surprised by the steel in her voice. She was considerably smaller than him and Isaiah—she couldn’t be more than five-four—with an angelic, freckled face that seemed to bespeak innocence and sunshine. To a regular guy, that would probably be appealing.

      The Dom inside him viewed her as someone he could demand and win submission from.

      But that wasn’t what he wanted.

      He may have killed his parents, but he couldn’t erase their “training,” the conditioning they’d done to him and Rose and Weston to guarantee the three of them would always struggle to trust or love.

      “I’m not good at sharing personal shit,” Caden said. Rose had typically done the speaking for them. She was better at knowing what to reveal and what to keep private, a skill she’d perfected not only with Barton and Elroy, but with him as well.

      Even now, it sickened him to think about how much she might have kept from him. Had he frightened her? He knew he’d hurt her physically, and he would never know if that pain had truly given her pleasure. The coward that resided inside wouldn’t analyze that question too deeply. Because that knowledge would be too difficult to live with.

      But what about emotionally? Had she loved him? She’d never said it, not in all the years they’d been together.

      Guilt is a weakness a Dom can’t afford.

      Another of dear old Dad’s platitudes. Caden had so many of those “words to live by” floating around inside his head, it was sometimes hard to figure out which were wise and which were abusive bullshit.

      Isaiah put his hand on Caden’s shoulder. Caden tensed up, his hands clenching into fists, but he didn’t shake off the other man’s touch. “She’s right, Caden. We’re essentially strangers. I get that, but we can’t continue this way. Like I said, it won’t work if you don’t share.”

      Caden had been with men before. His fathers had trained him with both male and female subs. After all, there was no way of knowing who he would be bound to, and considering Elroy and Barton had been placed together in a trinity, it was obvious they thought it was important to cover all the bases.

      In his parents’ trinity, there was no denying Elroy had been the top dog, the true Dom. However, Caden had never seen Barton submit. Rather, he mainly deferred most decisions and the leadership role within the trinity to Elroy. Outside the house, Barton had been in charge, and focused on building the family’s empire and making money. Caden had no way of knowing—and in truth, he really didn’t want to know—how things played out in the bedroom between the two men.

      It was funny how he’d begun to think of them differently now that they were finally dead. In the past, he’d called Elroy Father and Barton Dad. Not anymore. They hadn’t deserved those names when they were alive, and he’d be damned if he’d use them now that the bastards were nothing more than ashes.

      “Are you disappointed with this trinity? With…me?” Tess asked. The strong woman was gone, replaced with one whose feelings had been hurt. He couldn’t blame her. He’d acted like an ass ever since stepping into the altar room.

      Isaiah didn’t let him respond to her. The man was probably afraid of what he’d say. “Caden, it’s just that you seem angry with us. You knew when you joined that you would be partnered up with strangers. And you also knew you were signing on for a lifetime deal. The three of us are in this for the long haul. Forever. If we’re not what you were expect—”

      Caden had to stop this line of thinking. “It’s not you.” He looked over at Tess. “It has nothing to do with either of you.”

      Isaiah sighed. “The way I see it, we can play this one of two ways. One, we trust each other right out of the gate, working together as a true trinity. Or two, we climb the ladder one painful rung at a time, fighting each other every step of the way. The Grand Master has given us a task—a challenging one. It’s going to be difficult to focus on that if we’re worried about this part of it.” Isaiah motioned to the three of them with his hand. “Something’s bugging you, Caden. It’s been obvious from the second you pulled down your hood at the binding ceremony. Just tell us what it is and let’s try to fix it.”

      Caden laughed. Not because Isaiah had said anything funny. It was simply his assertion, his genuine belief that what was wrong with Caden could be fixed.

      Isaiah scowled, but Caden raised his hand, warding off the man’s anger.

      “I’m not laughing at what you said. It’s just…we might need that forever you mentioned to fix what’s broken in me.”

      Caden ran his hand through his hair, trying to understand why he’d said that. He played his cards close to his chest—always. His comment had opened a door. One he wasn’t sure he wanted to open.

      Tess’ confusion morphed into concern. This was why he didn’t share. He didn’t want to see the looks of disgust or pity on other people’s faces. His parents may have been abusive assholes, but that didn’t excuse Caden following in their footsteps, using their training as a way to escape—at Rose’s expense.

      “Maybe we should sit down.” Tess gestured toward the couch.

      Caden dropped onto it because, right now, the urge to run was too strong. He felt trapped, defeated. In the past, he would seek out Rose whenever those feelings got too heavy. He’d strap her to the bed and…

      He closed his eyes to block out the memories. Rose had always come to him willingly, submitted so beautifully. And it hadn’t been only his demons they’d exorcised during their scenes—she’d had plenty of her own. But hindsight was 20/20 and as his vision continued to focus, he started to see things in a different light. Had she come of her own free will or because he’d collared her, claimed her?

      Those times—in her arms—had felt like his release, his saving grace. He’d always told himself that he and Rose both needed the darkness. But had those been the times when she’d felt most helpless?

      His stomach roiled and he swallowed down the bile rising to his throat.

      Tess sat down next to him and took his hand. “Talk to us.”

      He glanced over. Isaiah had taken a seat in an armchair across from them, his elbows resting on his knees as he leaned toward Caden. He was fairly certain he could push the man—and the woman—away with just a few words.

      He could spout off his parents’ beliefs about trinities and how they worked. He could assign Isaiah the role of switch and proclaim Tess the submissive. He could insist that was the only way their trinity would work, and he could convince them that was the way it had to be. He could take control of their trinity, and train these two people to respond to his leadership and his dominance.

      When Caden was younger, Elroy had declared him blessed with a silver tongue. It was one of the rare times the man had said something he’d meant as a genuine compliment. He’d told Caden that gift would serve him well because most people were sheep simply waiting to be picked off by the lions. Caden, Elroy insisted, would be a lion; he would sway the weaker with his words, and if that failed, he would drive them to their knees with his strength.

      Caden closed his eyes. Not wise, he thought. Abusive bullshit.

      A faint smile crossed his lips as he considered starting a list of misplaced lessons. He needed a cheat sheet.

      “Caden?” Tess said, squeezing his hand gently. It would take very little effort on his part to use that grip against her. To twist and pull until she was on her knees in front of him.

      “What do you know about BDSM?”

      Caden was tired. Of hiding, running, lying, pretending. All of it. Isaiah and Tess had asked him for truth, so fuck it. He’d give it to them. Then leave it to them to decide if he could be “fixed.” If they were smart, they’d return to the Grand Master and demand a new third.

      “The sex acts?” Isaiah asked. At the same time Tess said, “Very little.”

      Caden leaned back against the couch and poured it all out. “My parents started training me to be a Dom when I was sixteen.” He heard Isaiah’s gasp, but he ignored it. That was far from the most shocking thing he was going to hear.

      “What do you mean training?” Isaiah asked.

      “They took me to the apartment where they kept their submissive, Pet—that’s what they called her, Pet—and…” He glanced over at Tess. “Let’s just say my first time wasn’t something I chose.”

      Tess didn’t say anything, but Caden noticed her expression changed, the concern replaced by something else. Something almost fierce. He soaked that in, knowing it was bound to disappear soon.

      “As you know, I’m a legacy; my parents were members. They insisted that each trinity consisted of a Dom, a switch, and a submissive. They were determined my brother Weston and I would be the Doms in our arranged marriages. Our foster sister, Rose, was trained to be submissive. She was sixteen when they started instructing her, too.”

      “I don’t understand how you train someone for those roles,” Isaiah said.

      “I’m sure you can figure it out if you think about it.” Caden really didn’t want to go into too much detail in front of Tess.

      “That’s child abuse,” Tess said simply.

      “My parents were wealthy and power hungry, and they held on to ideals that were popular in the early nineteenth century with a fierce tenacity.”

      “What ideals?” Isaiah was no longer leaning forward, but standing.

      That didn’t take long, Caden thought. Isaiah was probably one more answer away from punching the shit out of him and leaving the hotel room. Given Isaiah’s background, his ancestors’ painful history of slaves and masters wasn’t going to endear his parents—or Caden, by extension—to the man.

      Regardless of that fact, Caden decided to give it all to them. Partly because he was tired of carrying this load alone, and partly because there was a small, petty part of him that liked breaking the rules. Devon had forbidden him from telling this story, so he shot the man a quick middle finger in his mind and let it all out.

      “My ancestors started working to keep the Trinity Masters pure in the forties. There’s nothing like having a few murderous Nazi sympathizers swinging around the family tree. The only thing they coveted more than a lily-white world was money. They sank a neutral ship during World War II because they’d received intel that it contained treasure. It did. However, in addition to priceless artwork, it was also carrying a bunch of children. They killed the kids, took the treasure, and buried the secret, passing it along to their own children as a way of keeping all the money they could make from the stolen artwork in the family. The enemy the Grand Master’s advisor mentioned, the one in the poem? They’re the ones we stole the artwork from. They’re seeking revenge.”

      “This sounds like fiction, like something I’d put in a book.” Isaiah had paced his way across the room, but now he stopped to refill his glass of merlot.

      Caden shrugged. “Probably be a best seller. If you don’t mind the fact that your future husband is one of the villains.”

      “You’re not a villain.” Tess squeezed his hand again, and Caden was surprised to discover she was still holding it.

      “I worked with my parents to protect that secret. When they found a buyer for one of the pieces of art on the black market, I was the one who retrieved the stolen goods and made the transaction so they could fill their coffers even more.”

      “They were your parents. You were just a teenager.”

      Caden scoffed at her misunderstanding. “I was doing all of this as recently as last year.”

      “Why?”

      Caden frowned at Isaiah’s question. “Why?”

      He’d only known these two people a day, and despite his rude attitude and everything he’d just told them, they both seemed to hold on to some misplaced belief that he was a good person. He’d spent so many years with his soul painted black, he wasn’t sure how to respond to their faith in him.

      “Yes, why?” Isaiah repeated. “There’s no question everything you’re telling us disgusts you. You clearly aren’t proud of your family or the things they made you do. So what made you stay and participate?”

      This was the hard part of the story. Because as much as Caden hated the things he’d done under his parents’ commands, they weren’t as horrible as the things he’d done on his own, under the guise of protecting Rose and Tabby.

      “For my sisters.”

      “Sisters? Plural?” Isaiah asked.

      “You mentioned a sister named Tabitha when we met Mrs. Hancock outside the library,” Tess whispered.

      Caden hated that Tess and Isaiah had witnessed that conversation with Priscilla, and he was surprised by how much they’d remembered. He couldn’t begin to imagine what conclusions they’d drawn from the things said.

      “Tabitha is my biological sister.”

      “They were abusing Tabitha too?” Tess asked.

      “No. Not exactly. Tabby wasn’t trained like Rose. She isn’t well. She suffers from something called Friedreich’s ataxia. My parents shipped her away and put her in a special hospital—after all, she wasn’t healthy and beautiful, so she wasn’t going to be a member of the Trinity Masters, and therefore didn’t matter. But they used her—made certain we couldn’t visit her unless we did what they wanted, threatened her safety as a way of keeping me in line.”

      Isaiah crossed the room to sit next to him on the couch. He placed a firm hand on Caden’s shoulder. “I knew it. They were blackmailing you, using your sister to ensure you obeyed them. None of this was your fault, Caden. What other choice did you have?”

      Caden knew Isaiah’s question was rhetorical, but he answered it in his head anyway. He had plenty of choices. At the time, he hadn’t believed so, but hearing what his brother Weston had done—how he had saved Rose and Tabby without hurting them or damaging his own soul—proved that Caden had done everything wrong.

      “How did you get shot?” Tess asked.

      Caden had tugged off his shirt in the dressing room to guarantee that his new partners saw what they were getting when he took off the robe. Part of him had been hoping they’d be so repulsed, they’d beg the Grand Master to change her mind immediately.

      “The last time my parents asked me to retrieve something for them, some stuff went wrong. I was shot. The Grand Master has eyes and ears everywhere, so she sent someone in to get me, to clean up the mess. I was taken to a hospital and then to a safe house to recuperate.”

      He was skipping too much, skimming over so many of the important parts. But even as he sat here, longing to confess all his sins, he couldn’t make himself talk about her.

      About Rose.

      About the things he’d done to her.

      “And your parents were killed?” Isaiah asked.

      “Yes,” Caden said woodenly. “I blew up their yacht.”

      No one spoke for several moments, and Caden figured he’d finally pushed them away.

      Tess was the first to break the silence. “Good. I’m glad they’re dead.”

      Caden’s eyes jerked toward her, and she laughed at his incredulous face.

      Isaiah laughed as well, but clearly it was Tess he found funny, not Caden. “Looks like the Grand Master gave us a kitten with very sharp claws to protect us, Cade. Something tells me we’re going to be safe from now on. We’ve got Tess in our corner.”

      Cade. It wasn’t the first time he’d been called that. Weston and Rose used the shorter version all the time. However, it bespoke familiarity and friendship. It seemed odd to think that after everything he’d just told them, they would feel protective of him, that they’d formed some sort of kinship.

      Tess had asked for the truth and he’d given it. Just not all of it. He’d omitted too much.

      He pushed away the fear of what would happen when they discovered the rest. Caden had spent the last few months alone with only his dark thoughts and regrets for company. Being with these two people felt…God…it felt good. It felt as if they could make a conversation about something as simple as the weather interesting and fun. So, he gave into the foreign feeling pressing against his chest and joined in on their laughter. His sounded rusty as hell.

      Caden couldn’t recall the last time he’d been around normal people whose problems were no bigger than trying to figure out what to make for dinner. There had been a time when he had hoped this sort of life would be possible with Rose, but even as he longed for it, he knew it was never meant to be.

      Tess leaned toward him, giving him a sweet kiss on the cheek. Once again, he was moved by the innocence behind it. Every time she touched him, he found himself at war—torn between coddling her and claiming her.

      “I’m glad you told us,” Isaiah said. His hand was still resting on Caden’s shoulder, and as he tightened his grip there, Caden felt the beginning of something like desire. For Tess and Isaiah.

      “So,” Isaiah said, rising slowly. “Anyone else have something to confess? Because if not, I think we should open another bottle of wine and—”

      “Actually,” Tess interrupted. “I have something I should probably tell you.”

      Isaiah stopped midway to the bar and turned back toward them. “Damn,” he muttered good-naturedly. “I’m starting to feel like the boring one in this trinity. Lucky for you two, I write fiction for a living. I’m about to cook up a fake confession of my own so I fit in.”

      Tess giggled softly, but Caden thought it sounded more nervous than amused. Then her cheeks began to flush, giving away her uneasiness. They were still holding hands, though hers had begun to go slack, as if she’d tug it away.

      Caden firmed his grip and lifted her knuckles to his lips, giving her a soft kiss. She’d offered support to him and he was determined to give her the same. “I suspect there’s not much you could say that would be very shocking after mine.”

      He’d meant his words as comfort, but she didn’t take them that way.

      “I’m a virgin,” she blurted out.

      Caden fought to school his features, but failed. “I stand corrected,” he murmured.

      Tess laughed louder, and this time, there was humor in the sound.

      Caden wished he could share it, but she’d done something he hadn’t believed possible.

      She’d terrified him.

      Isaiah perched on the coffee table in front of her, taking her other hand. “I feel like there might be a story behind this.”

      Tess grinned. “Well, let me just clarify that it wasn’t due to lack of offers.” She looked over at Caden, and her expression was so irresistibly adorable, he couldn’t help but smile. “Lots of offers.”

      “I’m sure there were,” Caden said sincerely. How could a man look at her, talk to her, and not want her?

      “So…” Isaiah prompted.

      “I’m a legacy, and I’ve known from a young age what my future held in terms of marriage. I know it probably sounds completely old-fashioned and maybe even weird, but I wanted to save myself for my partners. Wanted our first night together to be special. If I’d known at sixteen when I made that decision that the Grand Master wouldn’t call me to the altar until I was nearly thirty, I might have rethought the whole thing. Problem is I’m stubborn, so when I set my mind to something, I tend to dig my heels in.”

      “You’re not weird,” Isaiah said. “You’re limited edition.”

      Caden laughed again, and this time the sound came easier and was more natural, despite the panic setting in.

      A virgin.

      He’d been wrong. The Grand Master had found the perfect way to punish him after all.
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      Tess sucked in a shaky breath.

      So far, so good.

      She’d had a decade—and then some—to imagine meeting her partners, wondering what her wedding night would be like. After hearing about Caden’s life, about the abuse he’d suffered at his parents’ hands, she wasn’t quite sure if she was happy she’d saved herself for this night or if she should kick her own ass.

      There was so much going on in Caden’s head. They hadn’t scratched the surface in the “getting to know you” phase, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want these men. Desperately.

      “So no one’s freaking out?” she asked.

      Isaiah shook his head, grinning widely. “I’m good. Cade?”

      Caden hesitated, glancing from her to Isaiah and back again. “I’m fine, Tess.”

      She didn’t believe him. “Does that mean we can maybe skip to the good part? I really don’t want to sleep alone again tonight.”

      Caden let go of her hand, rubbing his palms on his knees. “I think tonight might go better for you if you spend it with just Isaiah.”

      Tess frowned and started to shake her head, but Caden raised his hand to cut off her complaint.

      “Just for tonight. Or—”

      Isaiah’s deep voice answered for her. “No.”

      Tess was relieved Isaiah was rejecting the idea as well. He stood, reaching out to draw Tess up from the couch. He gave her a quick, sweet kiss, and when they parted, he took a step back, gesturing for Caden to stand with them.

      Caden blew out a hard breath as he did so. “I’m not bowing out to be an asshole. Given what I just told the two of you, I would think you’d understand my reasons. When you dreamed of this night, Tess, what did you imagine? Romance, roses, candlelight?”

      That was certainly how her younger self used to fantasize. But with age came more mature tastes—not to mention erotic novels, sex toys, and internet porn. She’d had plenty of time to expand on the more innocent daydreams of an eighteen-year-old girl, letting those fantasies turn into something hotter and harder.

      “I told you, Caden, I may look like a blushing innocent, but I’m not one. I’m a grown woman with sophisticated tastes, and I don’t scare easily.”

      “God,” Isaiah murmured. “Every word out of your mouth turns me on even more.”

      The Grand Master couldn’t have found two men who were more polar opposite than hers were. As open and funny as Isaiah was, Caden was equally sexy and brooding.

      It was time to prove she was more than up to the challenge of Caden Anderson.

      Tess reached up to wrap her arms around his neck.

      She was surprised when he gripped her wrists firmly, holding them away from his body.

      “I didn’t give you permission to tou—”

      He stopped in the midst of his very deep-voiced and—holy hell—sexy-as-shit reprimand.

      However, the second he caught himself, she saw something change in his face. The Dom flashed hot for a second, only to be shuttered away by a man who seemed horrified by his actions.

      “Then give me permission,” she whispered.

      His eyes narrowed, and she realized whatever she’d said must be butting against whatever was raging to get out inside him.

      Isaiah stepped behind her, sandwiching her between him and Caden. Tess wanted to come on the spot.

      They were both so freaking hot.

      “You have permission to touch me,” Isaiah said, his lips brushing the shell of her ear. “In fact, there’s this little spot between my legs…” He paused, pressing closer so she could feel his erection against her back.

      She glanced over her shoulder flirtatiously. “You call that little?”

      Isaiah let out something between a chuckle and a groan. “God, Tess. You take my breath away, baby.”

      “Good. And for the record, I definitely plan on touching you there. You know, as luck would have it, I’ve got this spot between my legs…”

      Caden was still holding her wrists, though his grip had slackened. Tess used that against him, quickly reversing the hold so she clasped one of his wrists in her hand. She pulled it lower, running it along the front of her pants.

      Part of her expected him to tug his hand loose. He didn’t.

      Instead, he took charge, pressing harder against her covered pussy, running his fingers along the seam of her dress slacks.

      Her thighs parted to allow him room to deepen the touch, but he didn’t take the bait, pulling his hand away instead.

      “Hey,” she protested.

      Caden reached out and took a huge handful of her hair in his fist, pulling it until her face was upturned, her gaze captured by his.

      “You’re out of your league here, Tess.”

      She would have shaken her head no, but Caden’s grip was too tight, so she simply said, “No, I’m not.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The words seemed to be ripped from some dark place inside him, and Tess began to suspect the demons Caden fought didn’t all stem from his parents’ abuse.

      “You won’t hurt me,” she said, trying to reassure him.

      “I can’t give you anything but pain. That’s what I’m trying to say. I’ve never…”

      Tess paused and let the words sink in for just a moment. He’d never made love to a woman. “So it’s the first time for both of us.”

      Isaiah’s hands tightened where they were resting on her waist. “I think the three of us should take this into the bedroom.”

      Tess moved in an instant. She knew what she wanted, and it was them. Both of them. With her.

      Isaiah stepped next to her, one hand sliding into place at the base of her back. Tess reached out to Caden, waiting for him to take her outstretched hand.

      His hesitance was shorter this time.

      Progress.

      The three of them walked down the corridor to the largest bedroom in the suite. It was clear this one had been designed for threesomes. She recalled hearing at one of the Winter Galas that the Trinity Masters had permanent possession of the Boston Park Plaza penthouse. Given the layout, the comfortable living room, the kitchenette area, the three bedrooms—the other two were much smaller—it was apparent it had been set up perfectly for newly bound trinities. The large, cozy space was inviting, allowing three strangers an ideal escape from their everyday lives as they worked to build a relationship.

      Caden dropped her hand just inside the bedroom, and Isaiah’s hand disappeared from her back as well. She kept walking until she stood next to the bed, then she turned to face them.

      “Take off your clothes,” Caden demanded.

      She laughed. “I will if you will.”

      The dominant man returned, his expression dark, as Caden took one menacing step toward her.

      He was halted when Isaiah put a firm hand on his shoulder. “Maybe you should follow my lead.”

      Tess tried to hold in her mirth at Isaiah’s suggestion, until she saw Caden’s response. She’d figured her outright laughter would only make the situation worse if Caden was offended. She didn’t have to wait long.

      Caden was the first to laugh.

      “That’s probably not a bad idea.” He gestured for Isaiah to proceed.

      Tess felt the urge to ask one of them to pinch her. Everything felt surreal.

      Isaiah walked over to her and gave her a longer, harder kiss than the one in the living room. His tongue touched hers and she tasted the wine they’d shared. She marveled over how his movements were gentle, yet strong. He oozed confidence, but not in an overly arrogant way.

      For a brief second, it occurred to her that he reminded her a lot of his detective character—intelligent with a wry sense of humor and a no-nonsense way of dealing with the world. Her mother had teased her once about how she had fallen in love with a fictional character. Wait until she told Mom she’d been partnered up with the living embodiment of Joel Hemings.

      While Tess was one hundred percent in on the kiss, she didn’t forget that Caden was there, watching—knowing him, studying—everything Isaiah did.

      Isaiah had given her permission to touch him, so she took him up on it. Her hands slid from around his neck and down his chest. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on the man. Isaiah Jefferson was pure muscle, and her pussy clenched at the thought.

      Isaiah broke the kiss, but he only pulled back a couple of inches. “Maybe you should give us more of an understanding of this virginity thing. How far have you gone?”

      She blushed, and this time the response wasn’t an unconscious one. It was driven by a twinge of embarrassment.

      Her silence in the face of his question had Isaiah backing farther away. Which allowed her to see that Caden had crossed the room while they were kissing and was standing closer to them than she’d realized.

      “As far as you can,” she whispered.

      “What does that mean?” Isaiah asked. At the same time, Caden said, “Blowjobs?”

      She nodded, oddly relieved when Caden continued to fire off a list of sexual activities that precluded penetration.

      “Breast play?”

      “Yes.”

      “You had a guy go down on you?”

      She grinned. “A few.”

      “Anal play?”

      She lifted one shoulder. “Just by myself. With toys.”

      Tess was pleasantly surprised when her confessions seemed to help Caden loosen up. So much so, he tugged his shirt over his head and started to unfasten his jeans.

      “I can work with that,” he said.

      Isaiah reared back. “Did you just make a joke?”

      Caden winked at him as he pushed his jeans down.

      Tess’ mouth fell open. Caden went commando. Her curiosity only gave her a moment to take in the view before she lifted her eyes and saw the scar on his chest. He’d been shot. Given the placement, she wasn’t sure how he’d survived, how the bullet hadn’t pierced some vital organ. Then she recalled how much he’d suffered at the hands of his parents.

      He’d been very careful not to go into details about his training. Tess began to think they should have pressed for more information. Part of her was terrified of doing something that might trigger a painful memory for him.

      Tomorrow she’d look up BDSM, try to sort out what kinds of things they might have encouraged him to do…as a teenager. The thought of that level of abuse, of suffering, broke her heart.

      Before she could consider her actions, she moved forward, leaning toward his chest, placing a kiss on the puckered red scar.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Caden jerked when Tess kissed his chest, her soft lips gently caressing his scar. He lifted his hands, intent on gripping her head, pulling her mouth away.

      Tess was quicker. She moved closer to him, her cheek resting on his chest as she wrapped her arms tightly around his waist.

      She was hugging him, embracing him as a friend more than a lover, the hug packed with true caring.

      She had kissed his scar. For a moment, he was reminded of a nanny he’d had as a young boy. Caden’s mother had always been relatively cold, making it clear her social schedule took precedence over the rearing of her children. She seemed to feel that her duty had been served simply by giving birth.

      Nanny Roberts probably hadn’t been much older than her mother, but she didn’t resist aging—letting the salt mix with the pepper in her black hair and not bothering to cover any imperfections with thick makeup or plastic surgery. She had been very kind to him, reading stories to him at bedtime, singing him songs to distract him during storms, and kissing away the pain of booboos.

      Tess’ kiss reminded him of that.

      Love given freely to comfort without the expectation of something in return.

      His mother had fired Nanny Roberts the morning of Caden’s fifth birthday, declaring him old enough that he didn’t need a nanny coddling him and making him weak.

      From that point on, crying over scraped knees was forbidden, fear of thunderstorms was the sign of a coward and earned a spanking, and if he wanted a bedtime story, it was his older brother Weston who read it, though he had to sneak into Caden’s room so their parents wouldn’t find out.

      Caden lifted his arms, wrapping them tightly around Tess, soaking up the warmth of her.

      It wasn’t until Isaiah cupped his cheek, his thumb brushing away a tear, that Caden realized he was crying.

      He moved away quickly, tucking the emotion deep.

      Emotion is the ultimate sign of weakness.

      Caden shook his head slightly, trying to get Elroy’s voice out of his head.

      “I’m sorry, Caden,” Tess said.

      “I can’t…”

      What? He couldn’t what? Feel? It wasn’t like he could look at Tess, with her trusting, bright green eyes, and tell her tonight had to be strictly sex or he was leaving.

      “What do you want me to do?” she asked, her arms out. She was offering herself to him, plain and simple.

      If he were a better man, he’d walk away. But he was the devil incarnate and he wanted her too badly.

      “Take off your clothes.” He tried to soften the command by adding a “please.”

      She smiled, reaching to slip the first button on her blouse free. Isaiah was there before she touched the second.

      “Here, Tess. Let me.” Tess turned to face Isaiah, allowing Caden to watch them in profile.

      Once all the buttons were undone, Isaiah bent to kiss her as he slipped the blouse from her shoulders.

      Caden couldn’t hold back his grin. Tess’ blush crept down her neck and colored the tops of her breasts.

      The grin slid away when Isaiah reached around and unhooked her bra with experienced fingers. He drew the lace away—and it felt as if all the air had been sucked out of the room.

      None of them breathed as Isaiah stepped away, allowing both him and Caden an obstructed view of their future wife.

      “Jesus, Tess,” Isaiah murmured.

      Caden expected her to cover herself, but her hands remained down. He moved toward them, standing next to Isaiah.

      Her gaze traveled between them, Caden completely naked, Isaiah fully dressed.

      “I’m scared to death, but at the same time, I’m so excited I can barely breathe. Does that make sense?” she asked.

      Caden nodded. “I feel exactly the same way, angel.”

      She smiled at his admission. “And you said you can’t do romantic.”

      He considered her sweet jest and the truth behind it. Caden felt different with these two. No one had ever expected him to be anything other than a strict, cold, demanding Dom, so he hadn’t tried to dig deeper, to bring out a man they didn’t want.

      With Tess and Isaiah, they saw a better version of him. It wasn’t one he was fully certain existed, but he sure as hell wanted it to.

      It was as if they’d thrown open the door to his jail cell in hell and given him his first glimpse of heaven.

      Tess started to move, unzipping her pants and sliding them off, along with her panties.

      He hadn’t given her an order to do so. It had been on the tip of his tongue to reprimand her—the reaction instinct rather than impulse—then he realized he didn’t want to. Caden didn’t feel the compulsion to command her.

      Watching her guide their course was more interesting. And freeing.

      He didn’t have to be on guard, constantly considering the next act. Tonight, everything would just happen naturally.

      His dick thickened and he reached down to grip it in his hand, his palm sliding along the hard length slowly as Tess and Isaiah watched.

      “Isaiah,” he said after a few seconds.

      “Yeah?” Isaiah’s gaze was still locked on Caden’s slow hand job.

      “Get undressed or we’re starting without you.”

      Isaiah laughed, but Caden noticed he wasted no time disrobing.

      That thought would have amused him if Tess hadn’t distracted him by placing her hand on top of his, following the motion as he stroked himself.

      Once again, he felt a brief flash that told him he needed to punish her for touching without permission, but it vanished just as quickly. He hadn’t expected the instincts that had been drilled into him over and over to be so easy to suppress.

      It was these two people. It had to be.

      Then Tess peeled his hand away, taking over for him, and he feared he was a goner. Control had never—never—been an issue for him, but Tess was testing his.

      “I could watch the two of you all night.”

      Tess and Caden both stopped, turning to look at Isaiah, his thick erection pointing upwards, ready for action.

      Tess waved at him as her other hand kept a tight grip on Caden’s dick. “I have two hands.”

      Isaiah didn’t hesitate, stepping closer, forming a tight circle of three. Tess took him into her other hand.

      As she drew her fingers along their hard cocks, they took advantage of the close proximity to enjoy her as well.

      Isaiah reached behind her with one hand, gripping her bare ass firmly, as the other played with her breast, plumping the flesh, pinching her nipple.

      Meanwhile, Caden was more interested in driving her to the same cliff she was shoving him toward. He ran his fingers along her wet slit, soaking in her hard intake of breath. Her eyes drifted shut.

      “Open your eyes, angel. Look at us.”

      She blinked a few times, struggling to obey as he applied firmer pressure to her clit. Her breath came out in short, fast pants.

      “Caden.”

      “First orgasm is going to be here. Just like this. So we can watch you come undone.”

      Her cheeks flushed and Caden understood this time the color had nothing to do with embarrassment. It was all arousal.

      Caden stroked her clit faster and Tess followed suit, squeezing their dicks tighter, her hand jobs picking up speed.

      Isaiah took a step back and she lost her grip.

      “Isaiah,” she said.

      He shook his head. “Not yet, baby. Tonight is going to be all about you.”

      “No. It’s about us. Always.”

      Her words touched something inside Caden…something that had never seen the light of day. “Us?” he whispered.

      She looked at him and smiled. “Us,” she repeated.

      Isaiah bent forward, taking one of her nipples into his mouth and sucking for just a moment before releasing it. “Fine.” Isaiah’s voice was a rich, deep baritone, but even so, there was no mistaking the amusement in it when he added, “Tonight is about us. But this time—this orgasm—is going to be all about you.”

      Before she could lodge another complaint, he took her nipple back into his mouth. Caden added fuel to the fire, pressing two fingers inside her. He didn’t feel a hymen, but considering her comment about sex toys, he wasn’t surprised. She was tight, wet, and hot. So fucking hot.

      Her eyes started to drift shut again. Caden cleared his throat and they flew open as she recalled his demand.

      Isaiah continued to use his mouth and hands on her breasts, sucking, squeezing, pinching. Caden added his thumb to the game, rubbing her clit as he added a third to her pussy. It took only a few minutes to get her there.

      As with everything else, Tess didn’t hold back, didn’t offer them half. She gave it all. She fell forward into Caden’s arms as her body shook with the impact of her orgasm. She cried out loudly—his name and Isaiah’s—against his chest, then sank her teeth into his pec.

      It hurt a little, but Caden didn’t register the pain. He cupped the back of her head, pushing her against him harder. “That’s right, angel. Bite me. Leave your mark on me.”

      His words had the opposite effect as her mouth fell open. The climax started to wane, and he realized she hadn’t even known she was biting him.

      “Caden,” she said, still struggling to catch her breath. “I didn’t mean…” Her fingers caressed the deep indents and red mark she’d left on him.

      “It didn’t hurt, Tess. And before the night is over, I hope you’ll leave a few more of these on me. One for every orgasm.”

      “Every…” Her forehead crinkled, and he understood her confusion in an instant.

      “How many times have you come in one night, angel?”

      “Once.”

      Isaiah laughed. “Oh yeah. We can definitely beat that record.”

      Caden smiled, wondering if he was ever going to be able to wipe the thing off his face. He’d never felt this much… Damn. He struggled to put a word to it—and then it came to him.

      Happiness.

      He was happy.

      Deliriously so.

      He backed Tess toward the bed. She might have had the chance to relieve some pressure, but he and Isaiah were still hurting.

      She scooted to the center of the mattress, lying on her back. He followed her down, covering her as Isaiah lay next to them.

      He glanced over at Isaiah, trying to consider whether or not he should follow his heart.

      Isaiah seemed to understand what he wanted, that he was hesitating, so he took the decision away.

      He moved closer and kissed Caden.

      It was the first time he’d ever kissed a man. While he’d played with them as part of his training, kissing hadn’t been included in that. It had been strictly about control and, if needed, punishment, with Caden always on top.

      It was a hard kiss, with tongues and teeth, both of them exploring and—God help him—fighting for dominance.

      Isaiah might not be in the lifestyle, but there was no denying in that moment if he were, he would be a Dom.

      When they parted, Tess sighed, the sound rife with joy. “Us,” she whispered again.

      Caden fell to the mattress, facing both his lovers. Isaiah was his mirror image on the other side. Time ceased to matter as the three of them touched and kissed, stroked and teased. Hours or days could have passed for all Caden knew, as they learned each other intimately.

      They’d taken turns going down on her and she’d come two more times. She’d given Caden a hand job as she sucked on Isaiah’s dick but—much to her annoyance—neither of them would let her finish them off that way.

      “Are you on the pill?” Isaiah asked when the moment of truth arrived.

      She nodded. “I wanted to be ready for this.”

      Perfect. With every word she spoke, every kiss, every touch, Caden found himself drawn deeper under her spell. He’d spent a lifetime dismissing the concept of soul mates as complete and utter bullshit, but he felt like he knew them, understood what made them tick. Tess and Isaiah were making him a believer.

      Caden gestured to Isaiah, who moved to cage Tess beneath him, her thighs parted in invitation.

      Caden reached between them, gripping Isaiah’s cock and placing the head at the opening to her body.

      Isaiah groaned at the touch. “I don’t want either one of you judging me for how fast this is going to end.”

      Tess and Caden both laughed, but hers was cut short when Isaiah started his slow, steady glide inside.

      This was why he wanted Isaiah to go first. Caden knew himself too well. Knew he’d never have the patience to hold back, to be gentle. Even now, all he could imagine was taking his turn between her legs, pounding deep and hard, feeling her pussy clench against him as he came.

      Once he was seated to the hilt, Isaiah paused for just a moment, just long enough to hear Tess’ contented sigh. There was clearly no pain, no discomfort.

      “You feel so good,” she said breathlessly.

      Isaiah began to rock inside her, slowly building the speed until Tess’ back arched and she cried out loudly.

      “God! Please! Yes!”

      Isaiah pushed in hard, one last time, then his harsh curses mixed with hers.

      “Fuck. Baby. Jesus.”

      Caden watched them through it all, certain he’d never seen anything more beautiful.

      Then Isaiah fell to the side, and Tess—who had to be exhausted—turned toward Caden.

      “I want you too.”

      “Rest a minute, Tess. There’s no reason to rush. It’s your first time. Give your body a second to recover.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to recover. I want you.”

      “You don’t get to decide.” There was no mistaking the dark tone. The Dom reared his head.

      Of course, Tess either didn’t recognize that or care. “I love that big bad wolf voice of yours. Now, come inside me.”

      Caden struggled to take a breath. Every instinct was telling him to flip her over and spank her ass. So far tonight, the man he used to be hadn’t shown up in this bedroom. The training had faded away because it had no place here.

      Until now.

      He really wanted to spank her. Not as punishment necessarily, though perhaps that was a bit of it. A good spanking could be about pain, or tension relief, or just a way for a Dom to let his sub relax in one of the simplest and oldest forms of power exchange.

      She started to move, to take matters into her own hands. He felt her shoving against his shoulders, trying to maneuver him to his back, intent on riding him.

      Instinct won out.

      One second Tess was facing him. The next she was facedown over his lap, his hand smacking her lovely, firm rear end.

      She gasped with surprise, then resisted, trying to push up and away.

      For a second, he was torn, aghast by his actions even though he wanted to continue.

      Isaiah must have understood the battle raging inside him. He moved slightly, applying his own pressure, holding Tess down.

      “You were a naughty girl, Tess,” Isaiah murmured in her ear. “You have to trust me and Caden. Have to let us take care of you.”

      Tess stopped fighting. And then, she blew Caden’s mind when she glanced over her shoulder at him with a minx-like smile and wiggled her ass.

      He narrowed his eyes, half-feigning disapproval. “You’re still being a brat.”

      She giggled. “So punish me.”

      Caden grinned and spanked her again. He hadn’t brought his old life into the room after all. This was something completely different. New. Right. This was BDSM the way other people played—with minimum power exchange, done more for kink than for D/s.

      He caressed her ass after a half dozen or so smacks. Caden didn’t try to stop her as she rolled over to her back, her legs parting.

      “Please, Caden,” she whispered, her eyes heavy with desire and…

      It wasn’t what he saw in her eyes that took his breath away. It was what wasn’t there.

      No fear. No reticence. She met his gaze straight on.

      Tess wasn’t here because she had to be, because he’d collared her, because she was helpless to refuse his demands…because she was as fucked up as he was and didn’t know what else to do.

      She was here because she wanted him.

      His heart started to race.

      “Caden,” she said, louder this time.

      He smiled at her, then pushed himself inside. Suddenly, he understood Isaiah’s ability to temper his needs, to take her gently.

      For the first time in his life, Caden made love to a woman. And he never wanted it to end.

      Her legs wrapped around his waist once he was fully seated. He struggled to draw air into his lungs, his chest tight with…an emotion he couldn’t quite put a name to.

      Caden leaned closer, kissing her as he slowly slid in and out. Tess moved under him, changing the tilt of her hips, adjusting the rhythm of their union. He started to stop her, to pin her down so he would have full control.

      He paused, checked himself, and let her move under him. Instead of taking the lead, he followed hers, letting her decide the rhythm. Through it all, they kept kissing, connected together in every way they could be. Her tongue stroked his, and then he moved his face away, wanting to see her eyes.

      He tilted his head when he saw wetness on her lashes. “Crying?” he whispered.

      She smiled and nodded. “I’ve never been so happy. It’s too much.”

      Caden cupped her cheek. He’d never been good at the gentler side of things. He felt awkward and unsure. He placed a hesitant kiss on the corner of her mouth. That felt good. It felt right. He kept going, pressing light kisses all over her beautiful face. “You’re perfect, Tess.”

      “So are you.”

      He no longer felt in control. It felt as if desire ruled him, instead of desire being a tool he used to control others. His back was damp with sweat as he moved faster, deeper. He dropped the reins and gave in to the moment. When he was close, he reached down and stroked her clit. He wasn’t falling alone. He wanted her with him. Always.

      Tess’ back arched and she came a second before him. For several moments, he held himself above her, kissing her even though they were both breathless from their orgasms.

      Then he dropped to the side opposite Isaiah and smiled at his lovers.

      “Thank you,” he murmured. “For being my first.”

      Tess wiped her eyes. “Damn it. Stop making me cry.”

      He rose on his elbow and kissed her and then Isaiah. Caden felt like he should say more, but he couldn’t find the words.

      It didn’t seem to matter. Isaiah and Tess kissed each other, and then the three of them settled together, drawing the covers over them.

      A perfect trinity.
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      Isaiah glanced at one of the exhibits at Hamilton Grange, but he wasn’t really seeing anything. His mind was a million miles away, reliving the previous night. He had never experienced anything so intense or raw or beautiful.

      Having joined the Trinity Masters later in life, Isaiah didn’t harbor any romantic notions about what his marriage would be like. He’d been old enough to understand the premise, the reasoning for why the Trinity Masters believed lives were better spent in threesomes.

      Humans needed so many different things in order to be happy. Physical attraction, intellectual equals, emotional support. They needed someone to challenge them, coddle them, make them laugh, and give them unconditional love and acceptance. Finding one person to check off all those boxes was a difficult task, as proven by the high divorce rate in the country. Adding a third person to the mix improved the chances of making matches that worked, that went the distance.

      All of those reasons made sense in Isaiah’s mind, helped him accept the uncertainty of his future marriage with logic and calmness. With some luck, one partner would offer sexual satisfaction, and the other might be someone he could talk to about academic pursuits and interests. Isaiah figured that was the best he could hope for and all he truly needed.

      He’d been wrong. None of his logical, well-thought-out reasons for agreeing to an arranged ménage marriage explained last night to him. It had defied explanation.

      He hadn’t expected to be so completely and utterly moved by two people. So drawn into their circle, so quickly enmeshed in the physical, emotional and intellectual with both of them.

      Once Caden opened up to them, everything fell into place. And while Isaiah couldn’t shake the feeling there were still some secrets Caden was harboring, he wasn’t worried about them. The three of them were well suited and more than capable of weathering whatever storms they encountered. Isaiah had never felt more certain about anything in his life. And he didn’t care if it was the honeymoon phase or the amazing sex doing the thinking for him.

      They found the display where the fan was supposed to be, but it was gone. Isaiah felt a moment of panic.

      An older man approached them. “Ms. Hamilton?”

      Tess nodded. “You must be Roger Coen.”

      Roger shook her hand. “Your boss called this morning to tell me you would be here today to pick up the fan. I’ve prepared it for you.” He gestured toward a door Isaiah hadn’t noticed. “If you would follow me.”

      The three of them traversed down a short hallway to a small room in the back that was clearly used exclusively by the staff. As they walked, Tess explained to Isaiah and Caden that Hamilton Grange had actually been moved twice in the past two hundred years, once in the late eighteen-hundreds and then again in 2006. Roger seemed impressed by her knowledge.

      “Fortunately,” he added, “even with the moves, we’ve managed to keep the Grange within the boundary of the land Hamilton owned.”

      “The restoration work is beautiful.”

      “Here we go.” Roger handed Tess a box. “I’ve taken care with the packaging, backing board, rigid support, and the like.”

      “Thank you very much, Roger. I know there was a quick turnaround on this, so I appreciate everything you’ve done.”

      “Do you know how long the Smithsonian intends to study it?”

      Isaiah wasn’t sure what excuse Tess’ boss had used to acquire the fan, but he was impressed by her connections. He could have used her knowledge and access to cool historical artifacts on the last few books he’d written. It had taken him months of requests and—in the end—downright begging before he was able to see a letter Thomas Jefferson had written that was in the Smithsonian Archives for a book he was researching.

      “I’m afraid I can’t give you a specific time frame. I know that it’s important to your exhibit here. I promise that we will work expediently and with great care, of course.”

      Roger nodded, appeased by her answer. Then he walked with them to the exit. “I’m interested in hearing what your research yields.”

      Tess smiled and they said their goodbyes.

      As they walked along a path through the park, Caden glanced at his phone. “Why don’t we catch a taxi and head back to the…”

      His words faded away, capturing Isaiah’s attention. He looked over to see Caden had stopped walking.

      “What is it?” Isaiah asked.

      Caden didn’t answer right away, then shook his head. “Nothing.”

      Isaiah looked toward the road where Caden had been looking. There were several parked cars and a handful of people, including a couple walking their dog. It did appear to be nothing, so he dismissed it.

      Caden started walking toward the street, waving down a taxi when they reached it. He glanced over his shoulder as they pulled away, but Isaiah didn’t mention it. He was putting that same high-suspense fictional spin on Caden’s behavior again.

      Rather than give the address to the hotel, Tess asked the driver to take them to the nearest craft store.

      “What’s at the craft store?” Caden asked.

      “You can usually grab soda ash with the tie-dye stuff. Soda ash is another name for sodium carbonate, which—when combined with heat—is what we’re going to use to see if there really is invisible ink on the fan.”

      “Will that damage it?” Isaiah asked.

      Tess shrugged. “It shouldn’t. But I’m going to be very careful just the same.”

      An hour later—and after Caden’s first ever trip inside a craft store, a fact which seemed to upset Tess more than finding out about his sexual proclivities—they’d gathered all the supplies. Tess doubled-checked the bag. She had a thin artist’s paintbrush, cotton gloves, acid-free paper, and the soda ash. They returned to the hotel.

      The hotel suite Caden had reserved was at the Mandarin Oriental in Hell’s Kitchen and had a beautiful view of Central Park.

      Tess walked to the large windows, her eyes wide as she took in the expansive New York City skyline. Isaiah suspected the view would only get better as night fell and Manhattan lit up.

      Caden cleared a spot on the dining table, unpacking their purchases. “I’ll let you open the box with the fan. I don’t want to hurt it.”

      Tess turned away from the window, clearly reluctant. Isaiah was going to have to pull Caden aside at some point and try to encourage the man to stop and smell the roses occasionally.

      Tess put a towel over the surface of the table, then laid out a layer of the acid-free paper. Then she put on gloves and worked slowly and methodically, extracting the fan from its packaging. “Roger knows his stuff,” she muttered, more to herself than to them. “Caden, get the hair dryer and plug it in, please.”

      Gently, she placed the fan on the prepared surface. “Isaiah, can you dilute some of the soda ash according to the directions on the package?”

      He moved to the bathroom, doing as she asked. When he returned, he found both Caden and Tess leaning over the fan, studying the tops of the pleats carefully.

      “I’ll just apply the sodium carbonate to one spot to begin with.”

      Isaiah placed the glass with the mixture next to her. “Just so you both know, whether this works or not, I’m putting invisible ink in my next book. This is cool stuff.”

      Tess grinned while Caden simply rolled his eyes.

      “Okay.” She dipped the paintbrush into the soda ash mixture. “Here goes nothing.”

      She dabbed a tiny bit on the top of a pleat in the same spot Adams had put the letters in his drawing.

      Once the small spot was covered, she turned on the hair dryer, holding it about two feet away and using the lower heat setting. Nothing appeared at first, so she moved the dryer the tiniest bit closer.

      “This is taking too long,” Caden said. “I have a lighter.”

      Tess stared at him. “I’m going to assume you’re joking.”

      “You wouldn’t be happy if you knew that I let boxes of priceless art and artifacts rot in wet underground tunnels, would you?”

      Isaiah thought for a moment he was going to have to protect Caden. Tess looked ready to do some serious damage.

      Caden held up his hands. “Joke. Well, sort of. We moved most of it when I was in college. It all went to art storage and auction houses or into private collections. Except the papers. We left most of the papers.”

      Tess turned wide, murder-filled eyes to Isaiah. “He’s joking, right?”

      “Um.”

      “Right?!”

      “Yep, yep, he’s joking.” Isaiah made a face at Caden over Tess’ head.

      Caden smiled. It was a slow grin that worked its way across his face. When Tess whipped her head around to glare at him, Caden’s expression changed to contrite.

      Isaiah looked at the fan. Something started to appear. “It’s a number.”

      “Holy shit,” Tess muttered. “It worked. I was right.”

      Caden raced into the bedroom, returning with a notepad and pen. “Dab the soda ash on the rest of the pleats that are marked with letters in the journal, Tess. I’ll write down what you see.”

      Despite her excitement, Tess didn’t seem to forget she was working with a valuable artifact. She kept her movements slow and deliberate, taking care not to use more of the sodium carbonate than necessary. Isaiah got handed the hair dryer, holding it exactly where she told him to. As they worked on each pleat, she or Isaiah read off the number to Caden, who wrote it down.

      Once they were done, Tess carefully dabbed any excess moisture off the fan, applied a neutralizer, and then packed the fan away. By the time she was done, Caden was practically vibrating with impatience.

      There were sixteen numbers and they were scrambled, some duplicated.

      “Now what?” Isaiah asked. “We’ve got sixteen numbers. 3, 2, 1, 1, 3, 7, 4, 9, 5, 10, 1, 6, 5, 8, 2, 11. But there are only eleven letters on the fan drawing.” He read them out of the book as Caden recorded them. “TILMUCEPOND.”

      Tess blew out the candle and carefully laid the fan down. “So let’s start unscrambling them. What’s the first number you wrote down, Caden?”

      “Three,” he replied.

      “And the third letter is L.”

      Caden pulled a clean sheet of paper from the notepad, handing it and a second pen to Isaiah. They methodically worked their way through each number and letter combination, getting excited when the first six clearly formed the word “little”.

      “Oh my God. I think it’s working,” Tess declared.

      They matched up the last ten letters, forming the word “mountcupid.”

      “Little Mount Cupid?” Caden shook his head. “That can’t be right. What the hell is Mount Cupid?”

      “It can’t be,” Isaiah whispered when the words formed differently for him.

      “What is it, Isaiah?” Tess asked excitedly.

      “Little Mount. Cupid.”

      Caden looked at him for more clarification, but Isaiah was already reaching for his laptop, logging onto the internet.

      “That’s still clear as mud. Want to enlighten us?” Caden prodded.

      Isaiah kept tapping at the keys as he explained. “Little Mountain in Italian is Monticello. Thomas Jefferson’s home. He’s the next founding father in the poem. That makes sense.”

      “And Cupid?” Caden asked.

      Isaiah found what he was looking for. He turned the laptop so Tess and Caden could see it. “There are quite a few statues at Monticello, including these two. ‘Hope with Cupid,’ and ‘Venus with Cupid.’”

      “Is anyone else freaking out?” Tess asked, her eyes wide with amazement. “We did it.”

      Caden laughed, shaking his head. “Nope. You did it, Tess. You were the one who knew about the fan and the Culper Ring and their love of invisible ink.”

      Isaiah agreed. “Without you, Caden and I would still be in Boston spinning our wheels, trying to track down the history of that Rodney guy who signed the Declaration of Independence. Hamilton for the win.”

      “And let me guess,” Tess said. “We’re going to Monticello.”

      Caden hopped up as if ready to take off immediately.

      “Steady, Cade. You’ve booked us a suite with one hell of a view. I intend to enjoy it for at least one night.” Isaiah was anxious to build on the previous night’s experience. If it were up to him, the three of them would spend the next month in bed, existing solely on room service and sex.

      Caden frowned, but conceded. “Okay. Yeah. I’ll start checking into flights.”

      Tess’ phone rang. She looked at the screen. “It’s my parents. I forgot to call them back yesterday.”

      She clicked on the phone and started to walk into the bedroom, but stopped halfway across the room. “Hey, Dad. What’s—? What? When? Are you guys okay?”

      Isaiah walked over to her, concerned. “Tess?” he whispered.

      “House robbed,” she mouthed before speaking to her dad again. “Thank God you weren’t home. What did the police say?”

      Caden moved quickly, capturing her attention. “Did they take the poem?”

      Tess seemed surprised by his question, but asked her father anyway.

      “Oh shit. Seriously?” Her response was all Isaiah had to hear. Caden cursed.

      As Tess continued to speak to her dad, Isaiah walked to where Caden had dropped down to sit on the circular sectional.

      “You think the break-in was connected to the poem.” Isaiah didn’t bother to pose his comment as a question. He thought the same thing.

      “Somebody else is working on this mystery.”

      “Yeah. It would appear that way. That day at headquarters, after we were assigned our task…” Isaiah had held off asking Caden why the Grand Master’s advisor had wanted to talk to him alone, but now it suddenly seemed pertinent. “Why did the advisor ask you to hang back?”

      Caden blew out a long breath and for a moment, Isaiah thought he might refuse to answer, thought he’d misinterpreted the bond they had started to form last night.

      Finally, Caden said, “Let’s wait until Tess gets off the phone. She should hear this too.”

      Isaiah smiled, relieved. He reached over and placed a firm hand on Caden’s shoulder. “We’ll figure it all out, Cade. The mystery, the relationship, all of it.”

      Caden nodded, but Isaiah noticed the other man’s eyes were clouded with doubt.

      “Well,” Tess said, claiming her own spot on the couch between them. “That sounds like a mess. My parents went out to dinner last night to celebrate their anniversary. When they got home, the place was completely trashed. Someone had kicked in the back door and gone to town on it. Stole a bunch of electronics and jewelry, threw furniture over, broke picture frames. They wrecked the whole place.”

      “And the poem?”

      “Gone. Dad had brought it down from the attic right after I said I’d pick it up. He noticed it was missing just before he called me. I think he might suspect a connection between my questions and the break-in, but he didn’t ask me about it. Thank God. I hate lying to him. I keep wondering what would have happened if they’d come home early.”

      Isaiah wrapped his arm around her shoulder, tugging her close. “Don’t think about it. They’re safe. That’s what matters.”

      “Do you think I should warn them somehow? Tell them to go stay in a hotel or something?”

      Caden shook his head. “No. Whoever broke in, they got what they wanted. There’s nothing to be served by going back.”

      “Even so, do you guys mind if we drive to Virginia?” she asked. “I’d like to stop in and see my family on the way to Charlottesville, and I think we should get this fan to the Smithsonian. It’ll be safer there than with us.”

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Isaiah said before turning to Caden. “So…” he prompted as Tess looked at both of them curiously.

      Caden cleared his throat, hesitating slightly before speaking. “It’s obvious someone else is trying to follow the path laid out by the poem. I didn’t want to say anything earlier because I wasn’t sure. But now…”

      “What is it, Caden?” Tess asked.

      “I saw a man today on the street who looked like Priscilla Hancock’s driver. I got a pretty good look at the guy outside the library the other day. He got into a black town car when we got in the taxi and I thought he was following us, but I decided I was just being paranoid when he took a left and disappeared.”

      “Who is Priscilla Hancock to you?” Tess asked.

      “I told you about my foster sister.” Caden swallowed heavily. “Rose.”

      “The one your parents were training to be a submissive.” Even as he said it, Isaiah felt sick to his stomach. What they’d called “training” was rape, plain and simple. Giving it another word didn’t change the pure evil behind it.

      “Yeah.” Caden leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his head bent. This conversation was hard for him.

      “What about her?” Tess prodded as she placed a comforting hand on Caden’s forearm.

      “The Hancocks are her parents. They didn’t want to publicly acknowledge Rose as their child, which is why she started living with us. That, and it’s pretty clear they gave Rose to my family so that my fathers could train her alongside me and my brother. The Grand Master believes—I believe—that the Hancocks are purists, that they’ve been benefiting financially from that stolen artwork and working overtime to keep the truth from coming out about their ancestors’ involvement. Mr. Hancock is Jayce Hancock.”

      “The state senator from Massachusetts?” Isaiah asked, aghast.

      “Yeah. He and his wife work very hard to maintain their lily-white reputations. It wouldn’t do his career any good for it to slip out that his ancestors were Nazi sympathizers who killed a boatful of children, and that he actively hid that fact while profiting from it.”

      “Lots of people have skeletons in their closets,” Tess said.

      “Yeah. But the Hancocks are all about image. They’re vain, selfish, egocentric assholes.”

      “If they’re members of the Trinity Masters, who is their third?”

      Every time Caden said Rose’s name, it took him back to a dark place he preferred to never see again. “Rose’s mother. Tallulah Grayson.”

      Isaiah sighed. “You think they’re the ones following the trail. Trying to decipher the poem.”

      “It’s going to suck if they are,” Tess said. “They’re in the poem. What if we find a clue that leads us to them? Or what if they have a clue we need?”

      “If they are purists, they know about the role I played in helping my parents.” Caden threw his head back against the couch, closing his eyes, revealing his exhaustion. Isaiah couldn’t imagine what the past few years had done to Caden, but it was obvious they hadn’t been easy. “Actually, there’s no if. They are. And Priscilla knows exactly what I did for my parents.”

      “The Grand Master’s advisor asked you to be a double agent?”

      Caden opened his tired eyes and chuckled at Isaiah’s question. “Yeah. Sort of, but I’m not freaking James Bond. They let me know that the Hancocks may come knocking on my door. My decision about how to react to that visit was left up to me. The Grand Master doesn’t have enough evidence to accuse them outright, and like I said, the Trinity Masters need whatever this poem is hiding. If I was smart, I would have pretended I was going to take over from my parents.”

      “I don’t want you to have anything to do with them.” Tess leaned toward Caden, wrapping her arms around his waist. He drew her closer and tightened the hold, looking at Isaiah as he did so.

      “They know I’m not an ally. Not after my conversation with Mrs. Hancock outside the library. I should have played along, agreed with her. I was trying but…but I’m so damned tired of all the lies. I fucked it up.”

      Isaiah laid his hand on Caden’s shoulder, offering him what little comfort he could.

      “If they assume I’ve changed loyalties, and they know about this poem, the same way your family did, Tess, they’re probably trying to get whatever this is before we do. They’re not going to bother recruiting me back to their cause. They’re going to cover their asses.”

      Isaiah agreed. If the Hancocks were responsible for the break-in at Tess’ family’s house, they weren’t looking to expand their numbers. They were entering the race.

      Suddenly, Caden’s fast-forward attitude was starting to make sense. Time was no longer on their side.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Tess opened the door to Pat’s Pub, grinning widely as her senses were assaulted by the gorgeous scents of Riley’s food and the loud laughter coming from the bar as Padraig and his dad, Tris, fought to tell the funnier joke.

      She’d stumbled across the place several years ago when she was in Baltimore researching details for a maritime exhibit. Since then, she’d made it a point to stop in a few times a year. When she had seen the sign on the highway announcing the exit for Baltimore just as they were all thinking about lunch, she’d convinced the guys to take a slight detour, promising them it would be worth it when they tasted the food.

      “Tess,” Padraig called out from behind the bar. “Pop Pop and I were just wondering the other day when we’d see you again.”

      She smiled as the bartender came around the counter to give her a quick hug.

      “And you’ve brought friends, I see.”

      She nodded, even though Isaiah and Caden were way more than friends. She recalled the hour-long bubble bath they’d taken last night at the hotel. There had been more water on the floor than in the tub by the end of it, the three of them creating a tidal wave of suds. And even though the sex had been off-the-charts, Tess had noticed Caden’s distraction.

      Their conversation about the Hancocks seemed to have set back the progress the three of them had been making. He’d been a bit rougher, more demanding as he took her. Not that she’d minded. But it had obviously bothered Caden afterwards because he’d apologized. Then she’d woken up around two a.m. to discover he’d left the bed, moving to sleep on the couch instead.

      “Padraig Collins, I’d like you to meet Caden Anderson and Isaiah Jefferson.” She used Isaiah’s pen name because she knew Padraig was a fan. Isaiah’s books were one of the things they never failed to discuss whenever she stopped by for lunch. It was another one of the reasons she’d wanted to come.

      Padraig’s eyes widened. “No way.” He reached out to shake Isaiah’s hand, pumping it enthusiastically as he praised his books. “I’m a huge fan. Huge.”

      He and Isaiah spent several minutes talking about his books and the potential movie. Caden saddled up closer to her. “I’m starting to feel like the only person in the world who hasn’t read an Isaiah Jefferson book.”

      She winked at him. “You might be.”

      The three of them grabbed a booth as Padraig returned to the bar.

      Tess was pointing out her favorite menu items when she felt Caden stiffen beside her. She turned to see what he was looking at. A tall man with warm brown hair was standing just inside the door, looking around, not as if he was unsure, but rather as if he were a king surveying a newly conquered land.

      “Caden?” Tess asked.

      “I know him.”

      “Oh, let’s invite him—”

      Caden laid his arm along the back of the booth and slid his hand under her hair. His fingers and thumb curled around the sides of her neck. Tess stopped speaking.

      “Good,” Caden said, using the big bad wolf voice that slipped out from time to time. A shiver worked its way down her back and arms.

      Isaiah looked up from the menu, frowning at them. “What’s going on?”

      Caden wasn’t holding her neck tightly and hadn’t said a word, yet Tess didn’t speak, some strange instinct telling her that she shouldn’t. It was a weird feeling because she pretty much always had something to say.

      Isaiah looked at the newcomer, then back to Caden. “Is he a purist? Are we in danger?”

      “In danger?” Caden’s soft laugh was almost cruel. “No.”

      The newcomer walked into the pub and headed right for the bar. He stopped beside a dark-haired woman wearing a long cotton dress and a plain cardigan sweater. Her hair was in a loose braid, and she was flipping through a stack of papers with one hand and wielding her fork with the other.

      Caden’s thumb started to stroke Tess’ throat, just under her jaw down to her collarbone. Tess gasped at the intensity of that seemingly simple touch and started to squirm.

      “What are you doing?” Isaiah was frowning at them. “I can see both of your hands, so how are you—”

      “Quiet,” Caden commanded.

      Isaiah closed his mouth, teeth clicking together.

      “You two think I’m human, but I’m not. I’m a monster.” His voice was low and rich, almost hypnotic. She’d heard traces of it last night, but he’d kept shutting it down. Today, he wasn’t attempting to shutter it. “I told you what my parents trained me to become. What you don’t know, what you don’t understand, is just how cruel I can be because of that.”

      Tess found her voice, and if it shook a little, she pretended they wouldn’t notice. “Don’t be silly, of course you’re human.”

      Another dangerous-sounding laugh. “Being a Dom wasn’t just some weekend hobby. It was what I did. Who I was. And I was very, very good at it.”

      His thumb pressed against the underside of Tess’ jaw. She inhaled sharply and tipped her head up.

      “Stop it, Caden,” Isaiah demanded.

      “Why should I? She’s mine. You’re mine, too.”

      “And you’re ours,” Isaiah insisted.

      Caden ignored their partner. Tess, who very rarely found herself speechless, was struck mute. There was something about the way Caden was touching her with unflinching authority, as if he had every right to touch her any way he wanted. Some primitive part of her liked it. A lot of the less primitive parts of her liked it too, but instinct told her that how she and Isaiah reacted to Caden right now would determine whether or not he ever really opened up to them.

      “Fine, you were the big bad Dom. Can we just order?” Isaiah said, still not quite grasping the situation fully.

      “You’re not listening. Or perhaps I’m not explaining it right. Maybe a demonstration will help.”

      For one terrifying—thrilling?—moment, Tess was sure Caden was going to haul her onto the table and ravish her. Did people still say ravish? Probably not.

      “Listen,” Caden commanded, releasing his hold on Tess and gesturing toward the man at the bar.

      She shivered, her neck cold after the heat of his hand.

      The newcomer was standing at the bar near their booth, close enough that they were able to hear him ask to speak to the manager.

      Padraig leaned on the bar. “That’d be me. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m interested in renting out your establishment for an evening.”

      “Party? We can do that, but we don’t usually close the bar.”

      “For this, I would need to insist that the bar be closed to the public. Also, we’ll need to move some of the furnishings.”

      Padraig raised his eyebrows. “What kind of party is this?”

      “A munch.”

      Several things happened at once. The woman seated on the stool beside where the man stood fumbled with her papers, knocking half of them onto the floor. Padraig sucked in air in surprise and then started to cough.

      Tess and Isaiah both looked at Caden.

      “What’s a munch?” Isaiah asked.

      “It’s a BDSM mixer,” Caden replied.

      Isaiah frowned. “Wait, did you know he was going to ask that?”

      In reply, Caden raised his voice and said, “Donal.”

      The man, who was in the process of passing the papers back to the young woman, looked over. He caught sight of Caden and his brows went up in surprise. He gave the woman a lingering look and then came over to their booth.

      “Anderson.”

      “Good to see you, Donal.” Caden nodded to the empty space beside Isaiah.

      “Thank you.” Donal cast appraising glances over Tess and Isaiah before he took a seat.

      “Tess, Isaiah, this is Master Donal.”

      “Master?” Tess asked as Caden once more took hold of her neck in a firm grip.

      “Mind your manners,” he said in a hard, stern voice. “You too, Isaiah. Eyes down.”

      Isaiah blinked, but neither of them obeyed. Tess wasn’t about to lower her eyes. She was too fascinated by what was happening.

      “Where’s Darling?” Donal asked.

      “Darling left the scene.”

      Donal sat back in apparent shock. “Darling did? That’s hard to imagine. She was the perfect submissive.”

      “She was,” Caden agreed.

      “Are you two…?”

      “I no longer have a relationship with her.”

      Donal grunted. “I’m sorry. You were great together. These are your new subs or are you just training them?”

      “They’re mine. Novices to the scene.”

      Donal cleared his throat. “Novices? Anderson, man, don’t take this the wrong way, but maybe you shouldn’t be initiating novices. You’ll scare them away.”

      “You mean you won’t be inviting me to your munch?” Caden asked in a perfectly even tone.

      Donal raised a brow. “No, I won’t. My firm relocated me here, and there isn’t much of a scene, at least not like what we have at Las Palmas, so I’m trying to get something started. Pat’s Pub is an institution. I thought people might be more comfortable coming to a munch if it was here. But it would be better if you weren’t here. You’d scare them.”

      “I’m just passing through,” Caden said. “My new pets aren’t aware of my…reputation. Perhaps you’d care to enlighten them?”

      It was obvious Isaiah took great offense to the term “pet.” Tess wasn’t crazy about it either, but her mother didn’t raise a fool. Caden clearly wanted her and Isaiah to listen and learn. She subtly shook her head at Isaiah when he started to speak, and he closed his mouth in a hard, angry line that said he would definitely get his say later.

      Donal reached across the table, as if he was going to touch Tess’ chin.

      “Do not touch my sub,” Caden all but snarled.

      Donal’s eyes flashed with challenge, and he stared at Caden. Finally, he looked at Isaiah and said, “If you’d like a gentler introduction to the lifestyle, I’d be happy to show you. Both of you. Anderson is not a good first Dom. When a sub is misbehaving, you threaten to give her to Anderson for a night. Watching him and Darling could make even the most jaded of us nervous.”

      Tess swallowed hard. She’d seen only brief flashes of the man Donal described and none of those had felt threatening. Looking back, she wondered if that was how she should have felt when Caden gripped her wrists, or if she should have heard it in the timbre of his voice.

      “We’re happy with him,” Isaiah said quietly. His anger at Caden seemed to fade when Donal issued what Tess assumed was an insult. Finally, Isaiah seemed to understand Caden’s game. And in typical Isaiah fashion, he was quick to defend his partner. “You don’t need to warn us.”

      Donal stared at Isaiah, who met his gaze levelly. Then he shook his head. “I still don’t think this is a good idea, but I won’t stand in the way of two consenting adults. I mean, three consenting adults.”

      “I haven’t shown them my party trick,” Caden said.

      Donal frowned for a moment, then smiled. “Ah, the woman with the braid?”

      Caden nodded.

      “What are you talking about?” Tess asked.

      “Sir,” Caden snapped.

      “What?”

      “You address me as Sir or Master. Repeat your question and mind your manners.”

      Was he serious?

      Caden grabbed her chin, forcing her to turn and look at him, his touch just tight enough to make her suck in air. His gaze bored into hers, and Tess felt like a mouse looking into the eyes of a snake. This man was a stranger to her. She didn’t like it.

      Isaiah lunged across the table, but Donal grabbed his arm. “He’s within his rights to correct her for failing to address him properly. If you want to be with Anderson, you need to accept this.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Excuse me?” Donal asked in a voice almost as deep and hard as Caden’s.

      Caden shot Isaiah a look, and for a moment, the confident man she’d come to know Isaiah to be looked like he didn’t know what to do.

      “Look at me,” Caden commanded Tess. “And address me properly.”

      Tess’ voice shook with nerves. “Sir. What are you talking about, Sir?” Wow. That tasted like mud.

      Caden released her as if nothing had happened.

      Donal was watching them carefully. “Are you comfortable with what just happened?” he asked her.

      Hell no.

      But Tess wasn’t going to tell a stranger that. She nodded, then looked at Isaiah, whose eyes glittered with anger and perhaps a bit of fear.

      “I have a gift,” Caden said smoothly. “I can tell what a sub needs, what will help tear down her—or his—defenses so they can truly submit. It’s human nature to hide what we want most, what scares us, and what we desire, if that desire isn’t socially acceptable.”

      “And you have some magical ability to figure out what people are hiding?” Isaiah snapped.

      “I do,” Caden confirmed. “The woman sitting at the bar, the one with her hair in a braid, is a submissive.”

      “You can’t tell that just by looking at someone,” Isaiah insisted.

      “Normally I would agree,” Donal said, “but in Anderson’s case, I’ve seen it happen one too many times. Plus, she knew what a munch was.”

      Caden shook his head. “She’s heard the term, nothing more. She’s a…virgin.” Caden’s gaze slipped to Tess.

      Donal was looking at the woman with a predatory light in his eyes. “What does she need?”

      “Peace,” Caden said, surprising Tess. From the look on his face, Caden’s response surprised Isaiah too. “She’s being crushed by the weight of her life. Take away her control and her responsibility. Keep her on the edge of orgasm until she can no longer remember her name, then fuck her until she’s sobbing in relief.”

      Tess’ nipples had tightened to hard points inside her bra, and Isaiah’s gaze was hot with desire.

      “Exactly what I thought,” Donal said. “Maybe I don’t need to organize a munch.”

      “No, perhaps not,” Caden said.

      “In that case, I’ll leave you to your meal.” Donal looked at Tess one last time. “Please remember what I said. If you would like to be introduced to the lifestyle in a gentler manner, call me.” He laid a business card on the table, rose, and walked to the bar.

      Padraig hustled over to Donal. “Due to health code, I don’t think we’re going to be able to accommodate your party.”

      Donal nodded, but was looking at the woman with the braid, who was staring at her stack of papers and carefully not looking at Donal. “No BDSM acts would be performed in the bar.”

      Padraig pursed his lips. “Then why would you move the furniture?”

      “I thought I’d bring in a St. Andrew’s cross, as a visual aid only.”

      The woman with the braid dropped her papers again.

      “Yeah, I don’t think so,” Padraig said.

      “I understand,” Donal replied absently as he bent to once more help the woman pick up her papers.

      Padraig peered around the bar, probably checking to see if anyone heard. “Well, this conversation was wildly inappropriate.”

      Isaiah brought Tess’ attention back to their table when he looked at Caden and said, “Don’t ever do that again.”

      Tess felt Caden tense beside her. “That’s who I am.”

      Isaiah didn’t back down. “Then be someone else. You don’t get to treat us like that.”

      “You wanted to know who I was, what I was. This is it. I’m the man who is so brutal that other sadists are scared of him.”

      Sadist. The word hung in the air, heavy and thick, making it hard to breathe.

      “Who is Darling?” Tess asked.

      And that was when Caden shut down. “Just someone I used to know.”

      They were quiet for a few minutes, all of them pretending to look at their menus. Tess figured both men had been as thrown by what just happened as she had.

      Mercifully, Padraig’s aunt Riley came out from the kitchen and drew them into conversation, regaling them with funny stories about her kids and her Pop and some crazy friend of hers named Bubbles, who apparently used to be a ’ho in Vegas.

      Her humor was the distraction they needed and when she returned to the kitchen, conversation resumed more easily, though they were all careful to avoid mentioning what had happened with Donal.

      They chatted quietly about their visit to Monticello and tried to determine if there were any other clues in the poem they could follow if that trip proved fruitless.

      An hour passed by pleasantly.

      “Are you ready to go?” Caden asked after they’d consumed an amazing meal. Both men had raved over the fish and chips and snuck more than a few bites of her shepherd’s pie.

      As they stood to leave, Padraig came over to meet them. “Hey, Isaiah. I’ve been trying to get back to your table for the past hour, but the lunch rush hit. Would you mind signing a couple of books for me? I loaned them to my brother, so they’re just upstairs in the family’s apartment. Won’t take me a minute to grab them.”

      “Sure thing,” Isaiah said, clearly flattered to be asked.

      Padraig walked toward a doorway near the back of the pub and disappeared.

      “You two stay here and I’ll go get the car out of the parking garage.” It didn’t escape her notice that he’d issued a command, not asked a question. At least he was using his normal voice.

      “I can come with you,” Tess offered.

      Caden shook his head. “No. The garage is only a couple blocks away. You stay here and visit with your friends a little longer. I’ll be right back.”

      She and Isaiah drifted over to the bar to wait for Padraig. Tris was there and anxious to talk to Isaiah as well. Tess figured this was a good example of what her future held as the wife of a New York Times best-selling author. Padraig returned and the conversation continued.

      Nearly twenty minutes had passed and yet Caden still hadn’t returned.

      “I wonder what’s keeping him,” Tess mused.

      Isaiah pulled his cell phone out of his back pocket, intent on texting him, when Caden staggered back into the bar. There was a large man walking next to him, offering him support.

      “Caden,” Tess called out, rushing over to him. “What happened?”

      Caden’s hand was on the side of his head and when he lifted it, she spotted the large bump there.

      “Jesus, man,” Isaiah said, pulling a chair over from a nearby table for Caden to sit on.

      “I’ll grab some ice,” Padraig offered.

      “Did you fall?” Tess asked.

      Caden shook his head, but winced as the action clearly caused him a great deal of pain.

      “Some dude bashed him over the head with a crowbar,” the stranger said. “I was standing across the street and saw the whole thing. There was too much traffic flying by, so by the time I got over to your friend here, the other guy was gone.”

      “Were you mugged?” Isaiah asked. “Did he grab your phone? Your wallet?”

      “No,” Caden muttered.

      “Then why would he hit you?” Tess asked.

      Caden shot her and Isaiah a look. “My money wasn’t what he was after.”

      “The journal?” Isaiah whispered.

      Caden nodded, his pained face revealing how much he was suffering. “Took it. Told me to stop looking or someone would get hurt.”

      “We should have left it in the car,” Isaiah murmured.

      Caden gave him a rueful grin that turned into a wince. “Thought it was safer with me.”

      Isaiah looked at the stranger who’d helped Caden to the pub. “Did the guy just run away?”

      “Ran about half a block, then got in some black luxury sedan. Headed away from me and it was too far away for me to see the license plate. I got shit eyesight anyway. Didn’t get a very good look at the guy. Truth is, the car could’a been next to me and I wouldn’t have seen a single letter on the plate.”

      “Thank you so much for stopping to help him,” Tess said.

      The guy shrugged his shoulders, embarrassed by her gratitude. “No big deal. Didn’t help much. Just got him to his feet and back here. He didn’t want me to call the cops or a squad.”

      Isaiah thanked the man, who said he had to get back to work.

      Padraig handed Caden the ice, shaking his head. “I’m afraid it’s stuff like this that gives Baltimore a bad name. You sure you don’t want to go to the hospital? We’re not too far away from Johns Hopkins.”

      “I’m sure,” Caden said. “My pride hurts worse than my head.”

      Padraig grinned. “I get that. Let me know if you need anything else.” He headed back to the bar.

      Tess placed the ice gently on his head. “It’s a hell of a bump. You might have a concussion. Maybe we should—”

      “I’m fine,” Caden insisted. “I’m more pissed off than anything.”

      “Did you get a look at the guy?” Isaiah asked.

      “No. Son of a bitch came at me from behind. Knocked me over the head and I went down. Think I might have lost consciousness for a few seconds. All I know is when I came to, everything was gray and hazy. The guy already had the journal. He warned me to stay away and then he was gone.”

      “The man who helped you saw a black town car,” Tess said.

      “Yeah, I heard that.”

      “You think it’s the Hancocks’ driver?” she asked.

      Caden nodded, and she noticed the movement didn’t seem as painful as before. “I’d bet my family’s fortune on it. So now they have your family’s copy of the poem and the journal.”

      “They’re a step behind us,” Isaiah said.

      “Which means we need to get that fan to the Smithsonian immediately. It’ll be safe there.” One of the things that most impressed Tess about the Smithsonian was their security system. Fort Knox would be easier to penetrate.

      “I’ll go get the car,” Isaiah said, but Caden shook his head as he stood up.

      “Safety in numbers. We’re all going together.”

      “You sure you’re up for the walk?” Tess asked, concerned about him. He was slightly pale and not completely steady on his feet.

      “I can do it.”

      They made their way back to the car. Tess couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was following them, but she chalked it up to paranoia when she couldn’t see a single car that matched the description of a black town car.

      Tess was able to get Caden and Isaiah into the Smithsonian with her badge and the three of them made their way to her office. Her boss had agreed to meet them there and take possession of the fan. While she didn’t give specifics, she did warn her boss that the fan was of great importance to the Trinity Masters, and that there was a possibility someone would try to get it. Her boss left, assuring them it would be locked up in the vault until the threat had passed.

      “What’s next?” Isaiah asked.

      Tess grinned sheepishly. “You guys up for meeting the parents?”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It was nearly midnight before they pulled into their hotel in Charlottesville. Isaiah had called ahead and booked them a suite at Keswick Hall. He’d stayed at the resort a couple of times during research trips to Monticello.

      It had been a very long day and, considering the sleepy expressions on Tess and Caden’s faces, a tiring one.

      The meeting with Tess’ parents and aunt Liz had gone splendidly. Isaiah had taken to her family immediately. They were quiet, intelligent, well-spoken people with generous natures. It was no wonder they’d raised such an amazing woman like Tess.

      Caden had been slower to warm up, his inability to trust people at face value rearing its head. However, by the time dessert had been served, he’d loosened up, talking about a tech start-up company Caden had invested in that Tess’ father had done some of the research on prior to development. A good two-thirds of the conversation flew over Isaiah’s head—math was not his strong suit—but it didn’t matter, as Tess’ mom and aunt Liz had a million and three questions about his books and writing career.

      Isaiah had called one of his connections at Monticello, the senior historian, Gail Miller, and arranged for the three of them to take an after-hours tour of the place tomorrow evening, which meant they could all sleep in tomorrow.

      Which was a good thing, considering his plans for tonight.

      “I’m hitting that bed and not moving until noon,” Caden said wearily.

      Tess seconded that emotion. “Amen.”

      Isaiah didn’t reply. He agreed. They were all going to bed, but he didn’t intend to let either of them sleep for a while. Not yet.

      Caden lost no time pulling off his shirt and pants, drawing down the covers and climbing into bed. He propped himself up against the pillows, apparently expecting them to follow suit.

      Tess took a step toward the bed, but Isaiah caught her, wrapping his arm around her waist. Tess glanced over her shoulder at him, pleasantly surprised by his sudden hug. Her smile faded when she saw his expression.

      “Isaiah?” she asked, her voice drawing Caden’s attention to the two of them.

      “I think it’s time to discuss that little show you put on for us at the pub.” Isaiah knew he was throwing open the lid to Pandora’s box. He didn’t care. They’d let that whole episode slide by too easily.

      “It wasn’t a show.” Caden’s voice had deepened. Isaiah wondered if he was aware of it happening, if it was something he had learned to control and use, or if the sound was merely instinctual at this point.

      Tess tried to pull away from Isaiah, but he tightened his grip, wrapped his other arm around her, holding her to him and away from Caden.

      Caden’s eyes narrowed. “Come to bed.” Three words had never sounded more menacing. There was no denying what they were—a command.

      Isaiah didn’t take commands. Caden had felt the need to prove something to them in the pub and that was fine. They were all still essentially strangers. He respected Caden for taking the risk and showing them a part of himself that he feared they wouldn’t like.

      It was time Isaiah did the same. He loosened his grip, but didn’t release Tess. He tugged her silk blouse from her dress slacks, then started to unbutton it.

      Tess didn’t move. Hell, he wasn’t sure she was even breathing as she let him slowly undress her.

      Caden’s eyes followed the movement of his hands, his cock beginning to thicken. Whatever exhaustion his lovers had suffered from a few minutes earlier was clearly forgotten.

      Isaiah slid her blouse off, then added her bra to it on the floor.

      Tess sucked in a sharp inhalation of air when he cupped her breasts and began to squeeze.

      “Come to bed,” Caden repeated, though this time the words were laced with the slightest tinge of a plea.

      Isaiah shook his head.

      Caden scowled. He’d told them in no uncertain terms that he was always obeyed, that his submissives did as they were told or cruel punishment was meted out. What had Donal implied? That Caden was the enforcer, the threat used with unruly submissives.

      Isaiah wasn’t going to play the sub role. He wasn’t going to be a switch or a Dom for that matter either. Caden had made his point, had tried to show them that for him, there were roles and rules in the bedroom.

      Isaiah intended to show him there were none.

      They were three people trying to forge a relationship and, while he hadn’t thought it important before the binding ceremony, Isaiah knew now that he wanted to claim so much more than their bodies and their minds. He wanted their hearts, their souls. And he wanted to give them his as well.

      It was a romantic notion that would have had the Isaiah he was a month ago rolling his eyes.

      Isaiah was determined that in their bedroom, they would be everything to each other according to what they needed at the time.

      Isaiah had felt emasculated in that pub, embarrassed in front of Donal. Which meant that tonight, he needed to be in charge, needed to issue a little punishment of his own.

      “Slip off your pants and panties,” Isaiah murmured in Tess’ ear as he continued to fondle her breasts.

      Tess complied, her body warm, her skin rosy with arousal. Isaiah had seen the way she’d responded to Caden’s firm grip on her neck in the pub. She’d liked it even though it had confused her.

      Tonight, they’d kill two birds with one stone. Tess could try to figure out some of her own limits, try to see if submitting to them was something she would like to do from time to time.

      He suspected she didn’t realize it yet—her sexual experiences too limited—but Tess had a fair amount of Dom in her as well. She might want to experiment with submitting to them, to playing the more passive lover on occasion, but there was a powerhouse of a woman inside who would be just as turned on to hold the reins and take control as well.

      Once Tess was naked, she leaned back against his chest again. She was obviously curious to see what he would do next.

      Isaiah let go of one breast, his hand drifting lower. Tess’ head fell back against his shoulder, her eyes drifting shut as he stroked his fingers along her slit, wiggling the tip of his index finger against her clit.

      “Oh yeah,” she breathed.

      “Come here,” Caden said again, his gaze glued to Isaiah’s hand on her pussy.

      “No.”

      Caden responded to the word as if Isaiah had punched him. His eyes darkened and he threw his legs over the edge of the mattress, intent on crossing the room to no doubt drag them to the bed.

      “Don’t move.” Isaiah had his own powerful voice.

      Caden hesitated briefly. “What are you playing at?”

      Isaiah grinned, though he was sure the look was less humor and more taunt as he threw Caden’s words back at him. “According to you, you weren’t giving us a show earlier. Which means I’m not playing now. I didn’t like the way you treated us at the pub.”

      His comments appeared to put Caden’s back up. “Tough shit. I can’t change who I am.”

      “My point exactly. Neither can I. So it’s time for us to take the men we are, and the woman Tess is, and make those three things blend. We’re not assuming your roles, Caden. Your parents are dead, and even if they weren’t, they’d have no power over us, no right to tell us we have to fit into prescribed roles. They will never impact what we’re going to become.”

      “And what’s that?” Caden asked, somewhat hostilely.

      Isaiah was certain Caden didn’t realize it, but when backed into the corner and feeling vulnerable, the scared, sullen boy he must have been when his parents began his training—Jesus, his brainwashing—appeared, trying to sound tough.

      “Lovers.”

      “We’re already there,” Caden said.

      Isaiah shook his head. “No. We’re strangers having sex.”

      Tess didn’t seem to like that description, but he kissed away her complaint, then gave her a conciliatory wink.

      “Okay, I’ll edit the wording,” he teased. “We’re newfound friends having sex. But we have the potential to be so much more.”

      Tess cupped his cheek in her hand, obviously pleased with the revision. “We do.”

      Isaiah looked at Caden once more. His scowl was still firmly in place, so Isaiah tried to explain it a different way.

      “We can be everything to each other, Caden. We don’t have to accept some labeled box that says Dom or sub or switch. We simply come to the bedroom as ourselves, and trust the others enough to know what we need in that moment.”

      Though Isaiah could see he took no pleasure in admitting it, Caden still spoke from the heart, told them the truth. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

      The fact that he was able to confess it to them proved to Isaiah that he could, but he didn’t say as much. Words didn’t hold as much sway with Caden as actions. Probably because so many of the people in his past never said what they meant or felt.

      Isaiah took Tess’ hand and led her to the bed. Both she and Caden were completely naked, while Isaiah remained dressed.

      Caden stood as they approached. Isaiah recognized the move, knew that it put Caden in a more powerful position as he was taller than both Tess and him.

      Isaiah reached out and gripped Caden’s dick, just took it in his hand with no preamble or warning.

      Caden responded on instinct as well, his hand clenching down on Isaiah’s wrist to stop him.

      “Let go,” Isaiah said softly.

      Caden didn’t.

      For half a minute, the two of them remained in an erotic standoff, Isaiah gripping Caden’s erection as Caden’s hand circled his wrist.

      Tess was the one to break the tension. “Touch me like you did in the pub, Caden.”

      Caden’s expression softened. “Tess. You heard Donal. I’m not a good first Dom for anyone.”

      “I don’t want a Dom. I want you to touch me the way you did earlier, put your hand on the back of my neck…let me feel your strength, your power.”

      Isaiah resisted the urge to kiss his beautiful bride-to-be. She was so fucking astute, clever—perfect. She understood what Isaiah hoped to accomplish. She got it.

      “Please, Caden.”

      Caden’s jaw tightened. “You didn’t call me Sir.”

      Her grin was completely adorable. “You’re right. I didn’t. I hated saying that, so I won’t.”

      “But you want me to put my hands on you, to use my grip to control you.” Caden started to shake his head, but Tess stopped him, her hand cupping his cheek, her thumb stroking against the roughness of his five o’clock shadow.

      “This isn’t a scene…or whatever you call it,” she hastened to include.

      Caden grinned, and this time there was amusement in his voice. “Somebody’s been doing research.”

      “I might have looked up a couple of things on my phone while you and Isaiah were in the front seat talking about hockey this morning.”

      Caden didn’t say anything more. Instead, he reached out with his free hand and gripped her neck the same way he had in the pub.

      Now, as she did then, Tess responded to it, her breathing becoming shallower, her eyes less focused. She reached out to Isaiah, her hand resting gently on his back.

      They were connected by nothing more than touch, yet no circle had ever felt more unbreakable. Isaiah started to stroke Caden’s cock, which drew the other man’s attention back to his face.

      “I’ve never considered myself gay,” Caden said.

      Isaiah grinned. “I’ll settle for bi.”

      Isaiah recalled Caden claiming to have a gift. He very well may have, but it was apparent he’d never taken a look in the mirror he flashed in other people’s faces. “You can see what everyone is hiding inside. Read…feel…their deepest, darkest desires. Everyone except yourself. You’re still holding yourself to the standards beaten into you by those bastards you called fathers. Dig down, Cade. Let go of the past and all the bullshit and just relax. Just be. Stop listening to them. Start listening to your own voice.”

      Caden’s voice was gruff when he answered. “I don’t know what that sounds like.”

      Tess rose up on tiptoe, kissing him on the cheek. “I do. And it’s beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

      Caden closed his eyes, clenching them tightly. When he opened them again, the shadows were gone. He looked at Tess and then Isaiah. “I’m yours.”

      He no longer offered up any resistance. Instead, he relinquished his hold on Isaiah’s wrist, reaching out to unfasten his pants.

      Caden managed to unbutton and unzip Isaiah’s jeans with skilled fingers, considering he was only using one hand. His other still held tight to Tess’ neck, his thumb stroking her jawline.

      Isaiah finished the job Caden started, stripping off the rest of his clothing before resuming his hand job.

      Caden bent his head toward Tess, his grip still relentless. “Get down on your knees, angel.”

      Tess was halfway down before Caden had even finished speaking. She lifted her hands, clearly intent on touching both of them, but Caden’s hand rose to her hair, his fingers tugging the auburn tresses and forcing her face up to look at him.

      “I didn’t give you permission to touch me.”

      Tess shrugged, unconcerned, responding as she had their first night together. “Then give it to me.”

      Isaiah recognized Caden’s sudden stillness. It wasn’t the first time he’d caught a glimpse of Caden’s struggle, and he finally realized what the man was doing, understood how hard he was fighting an internal battle.

      “What’s your instinct telling you to do?” Isaiah asked.

      Caden’s teeth were clenched tightly, but they relaxed at Isaiah’s question. “Punishment. Correction. Drag the submissive up from the floor, use a ball gag to keep her unruly tongue from speaking again, strap her facedown on the spanking bench and use a crop on her.”

      “Holy shit,” Tess murmured. There was no mistaking the horror in her voice.

      Caden quickly dropped to his knees in front of her. “I’m not going to do that to you, Tess. I told you. I don’t want to hurt you. It’s just…”

      She reached for him as his words faded away. “Do you want to do those things? Does it turn you on?”

      He shook his head, a little too quickly in Isaiah’s opinion, and once again he had the feeling that Caden wasn’t telling them something. It was more than their lack of knowledge and experience with BDSM that had Caden holding back.

      “No. I mean, in the past, I…” Caden was struggling to explain so he took a moment, considered his words, then found his answer. “It was all I knew, Tess. I know now there are other ways. I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want. I won’t force either of you,” he said, looking up at Isaiah. “I’ll never do that to anyone ever again.”

      Isaiah felt Caden’s words like a punch in the gut. Of course. There’d been someone else. Darling? Donal had alluded to the other woman. Had Caden physically hurt her? Isaiah had a hard time accepting that suspicion. While they hadn’t known each other long, he’d seen enough of Caden to know that he was a good man. Tortured as fuck, but good.

      “You won’t hurt me,” Tess whispered. It wasn’t the first time she’d offered Caden that reassurance, and Isaiah realized she understood their lover as well. She saw the demons and had her own ways of trying to combat them.

      She initiated a kiss and Caden accepted it.

      Isaiah was blown away by how hard Caden was trying, fighting against so many years of training, of abuse, to make things work between them.

      The embarrassment he’d felt in the pub took on a new meaning as he finally understood exactly what Caden had tried to show them. With them, he was having to completely reinvent himself. Which meant they needed to cut him some slack, to be patient.

      And maybe even give him the chance to fuck up every now and again.

      Isaiah held his hand out and Caden took it, allowing Isaiah to help him back to his feet. They both reached down to lift Tess as well.

      Isaiah pressed Tess to her back on the mattress, then followed her down, caging her beneath him as he kissed her. Caden still stood beside the bed.

      Isaiah shifted his hips slightly, drawing Caden’s attention to his bare ass.

      He broke the kiss briefly but didn’t turn his head to look at Caden. “Do whatever you want, Cade. Whatever you need.”

      Part of Isaiah expected Caden to accept the offer, whipping him with either his hand or a belt. There was no denying the intense need pulsing inside his lover right now. He’d seen it when Caden spanked Tess. The Dom seemed to demand payment in pain, but Caden had found a way to temper it, to soften the violence in a way that brought pleasure as well.

      Caden had been holding the beast at bay ever since the ceremony in the altar room. Today, he’d given them a peek, and Isaiah could tell how hard it was to put him back in the cage.

      He was surprised when, instead of a rough touch, Caden ran his hand over the globes of his ass gently.

      Caden caressed him as he and Tess continued to kiss. Then Caden’s hand traveled upwards, his fingers almost tickling the trail of Isaiah’s spine as he bent over the two of them.

      “Fuck our woman, Isaiah. Show her how much you want her.”

      Tess hummed her approval at the directive, her thighs parting farther. Isaiah’s dick rested flat along her hot, wet slit. It only took the slightest lift of his hips to position his cock at her opening.

      Previously he’d gone slowly, taken Tess’ inexperience into account.

      He couldn’t this time. The day had been one hell of a roller coaster and right now, he was blinded by his needs. Not only for Tess, but for Caden.

      He pushed in roughly. Tess cried out, her pussy clenching him tightly. He wasn’t the only one hovering too close to the edge. He knew it wouldn’t take more than a half-dozen strokes to push her into her first climax. Isaiah didn’t hold back, didn’t try to prolong it for her.

      Tess’ back arched as she came. Isaiah didn’t cease his motions, didn’t give her time to recover. Instead, he continued to press on, feeling every second of her orgasm—the tightening, the quivering, the wet heat, and then the blissful aftermath.

      Tess’ eyes had closed, but as she lifted them to look at him, he gave her a quick kiss, then pulled out.

      She frowned. He hadn’t come.

      Isaiah rose and looked at Caden. “How do you want her?”

      Caden lost no time, reaching down to flip Tess to her stomach. Lifting her hips, he pushed into her with the same haste, the same overwhelming need that Isaiah had.

      Tess’ hands bunched in the comforter, using her grip to propel her back toward every single one of Caden’s forward thrusts. They took each other almost brutally. Isaiah watched, barely remembering to breathe.

      “Roll over,” Caden demanded, turning Tess before she could respond to his request. “I need to see your face, angel.”

      Caden kissed her, pressing back inside, and they were off again.

      The new position left Caden’s ass exposed to him, the realization sparking a different need in Isaiah.

      They were the most beautiful people he’d ever seen, ever known. And they were his.

      Unable to resist touching them, he walked to his suitcase, pulling out the small tube of lubrication he’d impulsively grabbed in a convenience store this afternoon as Caden was filling the gas tank.

      Neither Caden nor Tess noticed his actions, which pleased him. He figured the element of surprise was going to play in his favor on this.

      He uncapped the tube and squeezed out a generous daub of the lube on his finger before returning to kneel behind Caden on the mattress. He ran one hand over Caden’s ass, causing the other man to lose his rhythm for a moment.

      Caden recovered quickly, thrusting faster and harder.

      Tess fell over again, driven there by Caden’s fingers on her clit, stroking and pinching the magic button until she was thrashing wildly on the mattress.

      Like him, Caden stopped short. Actually, he probably hadn’t expected to—until Isaiah touched him intimately, pressing the tip of his finger into his anus.

      Tess must not have realized what happened. Because her eyes flew open when Caden—still as a stone—said, “Uh, Isaiah. I’m always the top,” in a husky voice.

      Tess tilted her head to the side, her eyes widening even as a smile grew. “I seriously didn’t think tonight could get any hotter.” Her voice was hoarse from her cries, and Isaiah thought it was the sexiest sound he’d ever heard.

      He winked at her, then said to Caden, “You’re going to have to learn to be a bit more versatile.”

      To his surprise, Caden chuckled. “You’re going to have to have mercy on me. I swear to God, I’m trying.”

      Isaiah considered the request, but discounted it. He pressed his finger deeper. Caden grunted, but didn’t resist. Until he removed the finger and added lube directly into Caden’s ass.

      Caden reared up and twisted to face Isaiah. “I don’t know if…” He paused, then tilted his head, studying Isaiah’s. “None of this is new to you.”

      Isaiah shook his head. “I’m pretty solidly bisexual. Dated my fair share of women and men throughout the years.”

      Caden blew out a long breath and ran his hand through his dark hair. “My experience is limited to scenes. With men, the penetration was done to them and with toys only. I’ve never been in a relationship with a man.”

      Isaiah knew that, but the way Caden didn’t shrink at his touch told him his future husband wasn’t averse to the idea either.

      “So you’ll top. This time.”

      Tess wiggled out from under Caden, sitting cross-legged on the side of the bed.

      Caden narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re not going to be a passive observer, Tess. If I’m doing this, you are too.”

      She looked like she wanted to argue, but Isaiah agreed with Caden. They were all in this together.

      “Us, Tess. Remember?” he asked, throwing her word from their first night together back at her. As he did so, Isaiah tossed the tube of lubrication toward her. She caught it in midair, grinning widely when he turned his back to her and bent over, lifting his ass.

      “Me? Um…”

      Isaiah looked over his shoulder, watched Caden give her a very sweet, encouraging kiss on the cheek. Tess never gave them half measures. She’d been all in since the beginning, giving them everything she had to offer, including her virginity. This was no different.

      She opened the tube, pressing the tip of it to his ass. Isaiah shivered slightly when the cool lubrication filled him.

      “Use your fingers to coat him with it,” Caden instructed.

      Tess must have sensed Isaiah’s need because she started with two fingers rather than one. He groaned and forced himself to concentrate on maintaining control.

      She pressed in and out for several minutes, stretching him, adding a third on Caden’s command.

      Isaiah rested his forehead on the mattress and sucked in some much-needed air. Caden thought he was in control…but he was about to learn otherwise.

      “Add a little more lube,” Caden commanded. “Then give him four of your fingers. Stretch him good.”

      Isaiah glanced over his shoulder when he heard a small squeak from Tess. Caden was kneeling behind her, his arms wrapped around her, both hands stroking her pussy—one toying with her clit while he penetrated her with a few fingers of his own—as he watched her work with Isaiah’s ass.

      “Fuck,” Isaiah muttered. The image of his lovers and the feeling of Tess’ fingers were too much. Maybe he wasn’t as in control as he thought. Time to grab the upper hand back. He pushed himself up, dislodging her fingers as he did so.

      Caden started to order him back down, but Isaiah cut him off. “That’s enough. I’m ready.”

      Then he pressed on his lover’s shoulders, pushing Caden to his back and coming over him. He could see Caden’s confusion, and he understood it. Caden had obviously spent the previous few minutes building the scene in a different direction. Isaiah wasn’t going to let him take the easy way out, let him pretend this was anything other than what it was.

      Lovers. Fucking.

      Tess moved next to Caden, laying on her side. She reached between them, to where Isaiah’s erection was pressed against Caden’s. She took turns stroking their hard lengths.

      Isaiah tried to prolong the moment, but he couldn’t wait. Not another fucking second.

      He pushed up, crouching over Caden’s hips.

      “What the fuck?” Caden said.

      Isaiah ignored him, lining his lover’s cock up with his anus.

      “Isaiah—” Whatever argument he might have made was cut off, and Caden lay motionless as Isaiah slowly pressed down, taking in every thick inch.

      No one in the room breathed until Caden was fully lodged inside his ass.

      “Oh,” Tess breathed as she watched. “Wow.”

      Caden frowned, his head shaking just once. “This is too intense, Isaiah. Too…real. The other way. From behind.” His short, choppy phrases proved just how much Caden was struggling to catch his breath.

      Isaiah would have smiled if he’d had the ability, but his feelings echoed Caden’s words. He’d never been with a man this way—face-to-face.

      Then he forced himself to admit the truth—even if it was only to himself—about the way he’d really felt when Caden had gone all Dom on them in the pub. It had touched some very small, deeply buried place inside that liked the idea of submitting to the other man.

      “Ever heard the term power bottom?” Isaiah asked.

      “Fuck.”

      “Just a few thrusts, Cade. Let me just…” Rather than continue to barter, Isaiah moved on autopilot, a slave to his darkest desires. He pressed upwards until Caden’s cock was almost out and let go of all restraints. His thigh muscles bunched and clenched as he gave them one hell of a workout, pressing down with all the strength he could muster.

      Caden remained motionless, fighting to accept it. Isaiah needed this. Needed to take this man, show him what he wanted them to be, but more than that, he needed to show Caden he wouldn’t be a pet.

      That was the word. The one feeling that had remained from Caden’s actions in the pub. Isaiah wouldn’t be kept.

      Wouldn’t be a slave.

      He pressed down harder. Faster. He had no idea what Caden saw on his face, but he’d clearly given something away.

      “I’m sorry,” Caden said, his eyes soft, sad.

      Isaiah faltered for a second, then realized he must have spoken aloud.

      Tess was kneeling next to him, her hand stroking up and down his back. “You aren’t a pet. Aren’t a slave.”

      Isaiah’s legs failed him. And that was when Caden read the rest, realized what else was going on inside his head. He gave him what he needed. He tightened his grip on Isaiah’s hips and lifted up, pushed to the hilt.

      Isaiah found his rhythm again and this time, Caden met him thrust for thrust, driving his hips up, using his hands on Isaiah to add more force to the pounding fuck. A trickle of sweat rolled down Caden’s cheek, his muscles bunching as he gripped Isaiah roughly. He grunted on one particularly deep thrust.

      “Fuck. Jesus,” Caden cursed and Isaiah could tell he was close.

      Caden’s came first, but only by mere seconds, his come filling Isaiah’s ass.

      Isaiah fell forward, moving to the right at the last minute, claiming Caden’s left side.

      “I’m sorry,” Caden repeated. “I didn’t mean—”

      Isaiah rose up and cut off the apology he didn’t need or want with a kiss. “I know you didn’t.”

      The three of them lay side by side for several quiet moments, letting the intensity of what had just occurred sink in, the dust settle.

      Tess, as always, knew exactly what to say. “Well,” she said, in her adorably sardonic way. “That was enlightening.”

      The three of them cracked up, laughing as Caden remarked, “You can say that again.”

      Then he glanced over at Isaiah, Caden’s smile—so often absent—taking his breath away.

      “Can we go to sleep now, ’Saiah, or do you have any other kinky urges you need fulfilled immediately?”

      Isaiah loved the way Caden said his name, shortening it. Tess giggled, but the sound was cut short by a yawn.

      “I think I’m good for a few hours,” he said, certain he wasn’t going to roll over until noon tomorrow. He had aches in muscles he wasn’t sure he’d ever used before.

      “Good,” Caden mumbled sleepily, his eyes already closed.

      “Night,” Tess whispered, reaching out to hold Isaiah’s hand, both of them linking fingers on Caden’s chest.

      Isaiah closed his eyes, thinking the words he desperately wanted to say aloud.

      I love you.
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      Caden listened as Gail continued to “talk shop” with Isaiah about all the improvements in the works as far as renovations to Monticello were going. Apparently, Isaiah was a prominent member of the Thomas Jefferson Foundation, and a great deal of his research regarding the third president and his affair with Sally Hemings was being used as part of the information shared with visitors to the famous estate.

      Gail had mentioned more than a few times that she was convinced their sharp increase in visitors was directly a result of Isaiah’s books. Tourism was at an all-time high, and she remarked that it was rare to not have someone mention his fictional detective during one of the guided tours.

      Isaiah had managed to secure the private after-hours tour by claiming he needed a bit of time to study the parlor in order to get the description right in the book he was currently writing. Gail had nearly had an apoplexy when she heard Monticello was actually going to be part of the setting of the next story. Caden knew it was a lie because Isaiah had alluded to having a bit of writer’s block.

      They’d arrived an hour or so early, wandering through the gift shop and grabbing some homemade soup from the sandwich shop at the visitor’s center.

      The problem with Gail’s outright fan worship was that she wouldn’t leave them alone during the private tour. Isaiah had dropped no less than half a dozen subtle hints about needing to take notes, but the woman had missed every single one, constantly lobbing question after question at him.

      Mercifully, after a mind-numbing hour, Gail’s phone rang. “Oh my. It’s my husband. I put him in charge of dinner and the kids. I should have known better.” She excused herself to take the call, stepping out of the room.

      “Move fast,” Caden said. “I don’t think she’s going to leave you alone for long.”

      “Jealous?” Isaiah teased.

      Caden rolled his eyes, patting Isaiah’s ass with enough force to make it sting. “Behave.”

      Isaiah laughed, ignoring Caden’s warning. Tess reacted the same way whenever he tried to correct her.

      After so many years as a Dom to be feared, Caden couldn’t decide if he was relieved or annoyed by their complete obliviousness to his commands. Everything he said just bounced off them.

      “I’ll keep watch at the door. If Gail comes back, I’ll ask her to show me to the restroom.” Tess moved into position as lookout as Caden and Isaiah stepped over the belt held in place by two stanchion posts.

      “This one is ‘Hope with Cupid.’ Jefferson gave it to his daughter, Martha. It’s one of the few original pieces that managed to remain in the Jefferson family’s possession.”

      “Sort of like the poem that’s remained in Tess’ family.”

      Isaiah nodded. “There’s definitely been some serious effort expended in keeping these artifacts accessible to the right people.”

      They leaned close to the statue, studying it. Caden pulled out his cell and flashed his Droid light on it. “Seems to me if there’s a clue, it’s not going to be visible to the naked eye. This place has thousands of visitors through here every year.”

      Isaiah agreed. “Yeah.” Tess had picked up a black light among other things when they were at the Smithsonian, figuring they should be prepared to try anything.

      The black light revealed nothing, so Caden reached out, intent on turning the statue around.

      “What are you doing?” Isaiah asked, aghast. A quick glance toward Tess proved she was just as horrified.

      Caden snorted. “You freaking history buffs are all alike. It’s a porcelain statue without a speck of dust on it. You think there’s not someone in the place touching it at least every few weeks or so to clean it? I’m not going to break the damn thing.”

      He turned the statue around carefully and they flashed the lights on the back as well. Still nothing.

      Caden gave Isaiah a shit-eating grin. “You gonna lose your shit if I lift the thing up?”

      Isaiah shot him a dirty look. “Don’t drop it.”

      They tilted it over, revealing the bottom. Tess apparently figured out she was missing all the good stuff and left her post, leaning in close as well.

      “It’s made of biscuit,” she said.

      When Caden gave her a curious look, she explained, “Unglazed soft paste porcelain.”

      Caden turned his attention back to the statue. “Not sure how anyone could write something in porcelain that wouldn’t have already been seen.”

      “I know, but maybe we can feel—” Tess stopped, moving closer to the statue. “What’s that…crack?” She ran her fingernail over the bottom and several paint chips fell away.

      They all exchanged glances of surprise, but said nothing as Tess continued to chip away at the paint.

      “No one ever explored this?” Caden murmured aloud.

      Isaiah didn’t find that fact particularly shocking. “No historian is going to set out to destroy an artifact. At a glance, that paint matched the porcelain perfectly and that just looked like a hairline crack in the glaze. Besides, this statue isn’t valuable monetarily, just historically. If it were, it would be under glass in an art museum. These biscuit statues were very popular in Jefferson’s time, mass produced even. I doubt anyone’s really paid it much attention other than to keep it here to add to the authenticity of the historical period.”

      “Whoa,” Tess whispered.

      “What is it?” Caden asked, trying to peer over her shoulder.

      “A series of letters. Scratched lightly into the porcelain. Six of them.” She nodded toward the phone in Caden’s hand. “Write these down as I call them out.”

      He opened up notes and started to type in the letters.

      “MCEXDX.”

      “What the hell is that?” Caden asked.

      Isaiah carefully dusted the paint chips into his palm, tucking them into his pocket to hide the evidence of what they’d done. “I don’t know, but the clue on the fan seemed to point to both statues. We’re running out of time. Let’s see if there are letters on the bottom of the Venus statue as well. Maybe we need both sets to make sense of them.”

      They crossed the parlor and waited with growing impatience as Tess scraped away the paint. There, scratched on the bottom, were six more letters. Caden added them to the others as she called them out. “PEOPPC.”

      Isaiah had just cleaned up their second mess, the three of them climbing back over the stanchion belt, when Gail returned to the room.

      “Well,” Isaiah said, “I think I’ve got all I need.”

      Gail looked disappointed to hear they were finished. She walked with them toward the exit. They’d parked their car in the lower lot, so they said their goodbyes at the door to Monticello and walked the half mile back to the visitors’ center.

      As they walked, they tried to puzzle out the letters. “The first six could be Roman numerals,” Tess suggested. “Except for the E, of course.”

      “I thought the second set was going to spell out the word people when you were calling them out,” Isaiah said. “You think it’s an anagram?”

      “Possibly.” Caden had considered the same thing as well.

      “When we get back to the hotel, we’ll play around with them. See if we can come up with something that makes sense,” Tess suggested.

      Dusk was just setting in as they reached the bottom of the hill, so they headed through the lighted visitors’ center courtyard toward the dark parking lot. The place was deserted at this hour, their car the only one in the lot. Isaiah had stopped at the entrance to grab a map of the park from a brochure rack, claiming the letters could possibly point to another place on the grounds.

      Caden paused on the sidewalk to turn on the flashlight on his phone when he was briefly blinded by a sudden light.

      A car he hadn’t seen turned on its high beams at the same time it peeled tires and headed toward them. Tess was a few steps ahead of him, starting across the road to the parking lot.

      Caden started toward her, intent on pushing her out of the way, but the car was already there.

      His life passed before his eyes as he heard Tess scream.

      She tried to move out of the way, but wasn’t quick enough. At the last minute, she jumped, but the corner of the vehicle struck her left thigh and she went flying along the hood, slamming into the left windshield before sliding to the pavement.

      The car never hit the brakes—and that was when Caden realized it was a black town car, just like the one he’d seen in New York.

      He started to chase after it, hoping to get the license plate number, but the car was moving too fast, and it was too dark.

      When he turned around, Isaiah was kneeling next to Tess, who was trying to sit up.

      “Stay down,” Caden said, as he rushed to her side. “I’m calling for an ambulance.”

      “No,” she winced as she sat up. “I’m fine.”

      Isaiah wrapped his arm around her shoulders to hold her up. “We’re going to let a doctor tell us that, Tess.”

      She gave him a pained grin and pushed herself up, standing on unsteady legs. She shifted her weight a few times and wiggled her arms and fingers as if doing a personal inventory. “Caden didn’t have to go to the hospital when that guy bashed him over the head.” She looked at Caden. “You said you were fine. You’re going to have to trust me to know the same thing. I’m sore and I’m probably going to be black and blue tomorrow, but nothing is broken. Couple of Advil, some ice, and a bed. I can deal with it. Honest.”

      “Tess—” Caden started.

      “Never been hit by a car,” she said, her voice weak even as she tried to joke away what had just happened. “Kind of cool, when you think of it. And the way I jumped up and slid along the hood. Makes me sort of badass, right? It was like something you’d see in a movie.” She looked at Isaiah. “You should write that into your next book. Nerdy Evie could get hit by a car. It would up her coolness factor.”

      “Jesus, Tess,” Isaiah muttered. “I just lost twenty years off my life. Too soon on the jokes.”

      Caden watched as Isaiah placed a supportive arm around her waist, the two of them slowly making their way toward the car. Isaiah was still pushing for her to let them drive her to the emergency room, but Tess refused.

      Caden remained in place, his blood turning to ice as he replayed the car striking her over and over.

      The Hancocks. This was their doing.

      A murderous rage filled him as he plotted exactly how he would kill the senator and his wife. They wouldn’t get the privilege of dying fast. He’d regretted the lack of suffering he’d allowed Elroy and Barton. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      He forced himself to walk to the car and somehow, he managed to contain the red-hot fury pulsing through him.

      Isaiah and Tess, as always, seemed in tune with his current frame of mind. As such, they remained silent on the ride back to the hotel.

      Isaiah drove, while Caden sat in the back with Tess. She was putting up a brave front, but he knew she hurt all over. He never took his gaze off her as he forced himself to breathe, concentrating on every inhale and exhale until they finally made it back to the resort.

      Several hours later, Caden still paced the floor of the suite, trying to push down the anxiety that had plagued him since they’d returned from Monticello.

      Isaiah and Tess had immediately taken up residence on the couch, each armed with a pen and notepad, trying to work out what the letters on the statues could stand for. None of the anagrams they’d created made any sense.

      They couldn’t come up with a single word that used all twelve letters, though they’d amassed a fairly lengthy list of words that used some of them, and now they were trying to combine them with no success.

      “Codex. Codec. Code. Popped. Mopped. Comped.” Tess sighed. “This is hopeless.”

      They’d skipped dinner, none of them wanting to stop to take the time to eat. So now, they were frustrated, tired and hungry. Not a great combination for Caden, who was barely holding it together. He felt the strong urge to punch something.

      That or…

      He dismissed the idea of tying Isaiah or Tess or both of them to the bed as he folded his belt in half and…

      Fuck. No.

      He closed his eyes, hating where his thoughts were taking him. He couldn’t go back there, needed to find another way to get through this.

      “Ugh.” Tess tried to covertly rub her side, a sure sign that she was still in pain. She had spent the better part of an hour trying to make her original idea of Roman numerals work again, but to no avail.

      “What’s this?” Isaiah asked, picking up a bag Caden had absentmindedly tossed on the coffee table when they’d returned.

      “A cipher wheel. I picked it up in the gift shop at Monticello. Thought my sister, Tabby, might get a kick out of it.”

      Isaiah took it out of the bag, sitting up excitedly. “Holy shit, Cade. This is it! Why didn’t you tell us about it?”

      “What?” Caden had forgotten he’d bought the thing just before their tour. While Isaiah and Tess had dismissed her brush with death, too intent on cracking the code, Caden couldn’t think of anything but that car as it struck her. Couldn’t stop feeling like she’d been hurt because of him. Because of his failure to protect her.

      Just like he’d failed to protect Rose.

      He should have worked the double-agent angle. And he should have kept an emotional distance from Tess and Isaiah. Something he’d done had given his feelings away, and now they were in danger.

      “It’s a Jefferson disk,” Isaiah said, opening the package. “Twelve dials.” He spun them around as Tess leaned closer to watch.

      Caden didn’t miss the way she winced when she moved. She’d taken a couple of Advil when they’d gotten back, but she still refused to let him see how badly she was hurt.

      He walked toward her, intent on pulling her clothes off to see what the damage was. She’d shoved him away when they’d first gotten back and he’d insisted on looking at her injuries. She wasn’t going to deny him again. If it was too bad, he was taking her to the hospital—and he didn’t care if she kicked and screamed the whole way.

      Before he reached her, Isaiah rose. “That’s it. Caden, you did it!”

      He paused. “Did what?”

      “Solved the mystery of the letters.”

      Caden hadn’t given those stupid letters a second’s worth of thought since returning to the hotel. How could he? Tess had nearly been killed because he hadn’t taken the threat seriously. It had been stupid of him. He, of all people, knew exactly how dangerous people like the Hancocks, like his parents, were.

      “Cade? What’s wrong with you, man? You’re in no-man’s-land. Focus.”

      Caden forced himself to look at the cipher wheel. Isaiah had lined up the letters from the statues. “Okay. They’re just as meaningless on that wheel as they are on the paper.”

      “Look down one row.”

      Caden followed his directions, his eyes widening. “Hancock safe?”

      Isaiah nodded. “Followed by the omega symbol. This is it. End of the line. The last name in the poem.”

      “And it’s Hancock.” Caden perched on a chair by the table, running his hand through his hair. They were fucked.

      Tess stood, but Caden didn’t miss the momentary unsteadiness, despite the excitement in her voice. “We just have to figure out if there was something passed down through the ages in the Hancock family, maybe a portable safe or something. Adams wrote the poem, then gave the Hamiltons the fan, the Jeffersons the statues, and the Hancocks the safe. The whole thing works. I guarantee you…what we’re seeking is in that safe.”

      “Great, Tess,” Caden said sarcastically, his nerves shot. “So what’s to say the Hancocks didn’t open and dispose of whatever was in that safe a hundred years ago?”

      “They might not realize,” Isaiah said. “Maybe there’s a code to open the safe, something the Hancocks don’t have.”

      Caden shook his head. “Spoiler alert, Isaiah. Neither do we.”

      “Caden,” Tess said, stepping closer. She limped slightly, and he lost it.

      “Take off your clothes,” he barked.

      She scowled at him. “What?”

      “I want to see how badly you’re hurt, Tess. You and Isaiah can sit around here and act like everything’s fine, but it’s not. There are some seriously evil people out there who want what we have—even if it is fuck all. They will kill to get it, and I swear to God, hell will freeze over before I let them hurt someone else I care about. So take off your fucking clothes!”

      Tess remained motionless in the face of his fury. Then, before he could apologize for his anger, she shrugged off her shirt and jeans, standing in front of him in just her panties and bra.

      Isaiah gasped, which strangely comforted Caden. At least he wasn’t alone in his horror.

      “Jesus, baby. You should have said something.” Isaiah rose from the couch, walking around her. She was covered in a dark black bruise that started just below her rib cage and went all the way down her left side to above her knee, which was swollen and puffy. There were a few bumps on her right side, as well as three fairly painful-looking scrapes on her arm, which explained her sudden need for a sweater once they’d returned to the suite.

      She’d truly been suffering in silence.

      Caden had seen the hit, knew it was hard, but somehow Tess had managed to shake off the worst of it and hide exactly how bad it must hurt for hours.

      “Get in bed.” Caden didn’t even bother to soften the Dom. He was furious with her, and if she wasn’t already a mass of bruises, he would be adding a few more to her backside. How dare she hide her pain, try to shield them from how seriously she’d been hurt?

      That was the flip side of being a Dom, something his parents hadn’t taught him, something he’d learned from other members of the scene—being a Dom meant caring for a sub, taking care of them. It hadn’t ever been something he thought about much, but with Tess, he wanted to care for her, protect her.

      Tess sighed and looked slightly annoyed. He might have been fooled by that exasperation if she hadn’t obeyed the order instantly. It was obvious she wanted to lie down.

      He and Isaiah followed her to the bedroom, both undressing as she climbed onto the center of the mattress. Now that they’d seen the damage, she lowered her guard, gasping in pain whenever she put pressure on the wrong spot. They joined her, moving as closely as they dared, neither of them wanting to jar her or press against her injuries.

      There were tears on her lashes, but she batted them away quickly. “Didn’t you say your foster sister, Rose, was a Hancock?”

      Caden swallowed heavily. “I don’t want to talk about the safe anymore tonight, Tess. I want you to rest. And if those bruises look worse in the morning, I swear to God, I’m dragging you to the hospital no matter what you say.”

      She brushed off his words with a single shoulder shrug. “I think we should call her. Ask her about the safe.”

      “No.” Caden couldn’t—wouldn’t—do that. He couldn’t see Rose again. Try as he might, he couldn’t stop seeing Tess’ bruised body and comparing it to Rose’s. He’d seen her beaten black and blue. When they were younger, Elroy and Barton would punish her to “motivate” Caden, his father using Rose as a whipping boy.

      But what about what he’d done? How many times had he bruised her skin under the guise of pleasure? Had she fought to hide the true pain he was causing as hard as Tess had all night? Had she ever gotten a moment’s pleasure from their sex play at all?

      The fears racing through his brain made him physically ill, so he lay as still and quiet as possible. Once they were asleep, he’d sneak out to the couch. He wasn’t getting any sleep tonight.

      Unfortunately, Isaiah couldn’t shut down his enthusiasm over what they’d found any easier than Tess. “I think she’s got a good point, Cade. We’ve hit the end of the line here. We obviously can’t call up the senator or his bitch of a wife and ask about a safe. Rose was your foster sister and she’s married to your brother. She’s the best—only—person we have to ask.”

      Isaiah didn’t have a clue what he was suggesting, and Caden wasn’t about to enlighten him. Seeing Tess hit by that car had reminded him why he would have been smarter to maintain a distance from the two of them. People close to him got hurt. Period.

      Wes. Rose. Now Tess.

      There was no way in hell he’d go back and repeat the pattern by dragging his brother and Rose into this mess. They were married and finally finding the true peace that had eluded all of them for years. Caden was happy for them and not about to yank it all away.

      They’d have to find another way.

      Somehow.

      However, even as his partners drifted off to sleep, Caden knew they were right, knew he’d hit the end of the line. They’d run out of options.

      Rose was their only hope.

      And with that hope came his destruction. Because he couldn’t keep lying to Tess and Isaiah through omission…and they’d never accept the man he truly was once they knew the full truth.
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      Caden glanced toward the hotel lobby for the hundredth time in twenty minutes. The three of them had claimed a quiet corner in the Park Plaza bar, opting to forego the table to sit in a cozy sitting area complete with a couple of couches, three chairs, and a large coffee table. They’d ordered drinks, Tess and Isaiah opting for red wine, while Caden had gone for whiskey, neat. He was in need of something a lot stronger than wine.

      Tess and Isaiah continued to ignore him when he insisted that Rose wouldn’t know anything. When her grandmother had died, rather than take her in, the Hancocks sent her to boarding school, and had her spend holidays and breaks with his family. That was hardly indicative of the kind of relationship in which they would tell her about the location of an antique safe.

      He’d called Devon as soon as they had returned from Monticello, telling him everything they’d discovered thus far. Devon was hesitant to put Rose and Caden in a room together, and he suspected the man had fought valiantly against this dysfunctional family reunion. Devon had even volunteered to ask Rose about the safe, but for some reason, Juliette insisted that the questions needed to come from Caden and his trinity.

      And the CIA man didn’t have the final say in the matter. The Grand Master did.

      No doubt she had called Wes and Rose to set it up. He was certain Rose would have refused. And like his complaints, her arguments would have fallen on deaf ears. Caden could just imagine the discussions held over who would keep her safe from him. After so much time with Tess and Isaiah looking at him like he was actually a decent human being rather than a monster, the idea of facing anyone’s disdain or horror made his stomach lurch.

      In the end, all disputes were dismissed when the Grand Master insisted, claiming this line of investigation was the only logical course.

      Caden wanted to say to hell with logic. Nothing about this reunion was going to be simple or comfortable. And to add insult to injury, Tess and Isaiah were sitting with him, completely clueless as to what they were about to witness. He’d tried to find a way to tell them about his relationship with Rose ever since Devon called to say the meeting had been set up, but every time he opened his mouth, words escaped him.

      Of course, he’d had countless opportunities to tell them about Rose, but to do so would surely drive them away. At the beginning, that had actually been his goal. But now…God…now…he couldn’t stand the thought of them leaving.

      Isaiah and Tess had given him their trust, and they looked at him like someone worthy of respect and love. That would change when they learned the truth.

      “Caden?” Tess said, reaching over to place her hand on his bouncing knee. He hadn’t been aware of the nervous movement until her touch. “Are you okay?”

      “I haven’t seen my brother in years.” That was factually true, but a bit of an understatement.

      “Were the two of you close?” Isaiah asked.

      They had been. A million years ago. But that was before.

      Before the training began. Before everything went to hell.

      

      “I’m going in with you.” Marek reached out and adjusted the collar of Rose’s jacket, making sure her neck was protected from the wind that whipped down Arlington Street.

      Weston moved, using his body to shield her, further protecting her. It wasn’t exactly hard to understand this ridiculous protectiveness. Devon had called and a meeting had been arranged. Whatever task Juliette had given Caden and his new trinity, they apparently needed to talk to her.

      She was going to see Caden again. She’d mourned him and buried him, if only in her mind since there’d never been a body. And when he died, she’d become Rose again. Not Darling.

      Now he was back from the dead, and she had to face him.

      Face the man who’d hurt her, pleasured her, and loved her even as she’d hated him.

      Oh, and she’d married his brother.

      Juliette had come to see her to set the meeting up. Rose had put up one hell of a fight, insisting she didn’t know a damn thing, but Juliette persisted. She’d told Rose that neither she nor Weston would find closure until they faced Caden. Rose hated admitting that Juliette was right. If it had just been her, she might have told Juliette to stick her closure where the sun didn’t shine, but Weston deserved the chance to see his brother.

      “You don’t need to come in,” Weston said to Marek. They’d been having this argument on the short walk from the library to the hotel.

      “You think I’m going to let you two go in there without me?” Marek smiled, and he seemed genuinely amused.

      “No, I didn’t think you would.” Rose closed her eyes, centering herself. When she opened them, she was ready—her heart and mind shielded behind the walls she’d built inside herself. Walls she hadn’t used since she’d admitted she loved Weston and Marek and accepted that they loved her in return, in all her emotionally damaged glory.

      Together they walked to the front door of the hotel. Rose waited as Weston leaned forward and opened it.

      “Do something for me,” she whispered to her husbands.

      “Anything,” they responded, nearly in unison.

      Rose raised her chin. “Don’t let me kneel.”

      

      Caden saw her the second she stepped inside the lobby. In the past, one glimpse of her beautiful face and he’d reacted, every instinct driving the Dom to the forefront.

      He stopped jiggling his leg and leaned forward, no longer nervous. With Darling, he was in complete control. With Darling, he understood who he was.

      But she wasn’t Darling anymore. She wasn’t his.

      His gaze jumped to the man on her right and his stomach lurched. Devon had warned him that Weston was different, that he’d suffered serious, life-threatening injuries when their parents tried to kill him.

      He’d been prepared for that. What he hadn’t been prepared for was that Weston wasn’t different at all. Physically, he’d changed, but there was no denying this man was his big brother, the guy he’d idolized as a kid.

      He took advantage of their unguarded moment to study them. Neither Rose, Wes, nor the third man had seen him yet, and he was grateful for those few precious moments. They gave him time to ground himself. To dig deep for some semblance of control.

      It ended when Rose saw him, her dark eyes shadowed, sad—and just as he had feared, terrified.

      

      She was afraid of him. In the past she’d resented him, hated him, needed him, but she hadn’t been afraid of him. He was, after all, all she’d had back then—the only person in the world who’d understood her, and the only living person to say they loved her, as fucked up as that love had been. But now she knew what happiness was, what real love was, and she was terrified that Caden would take all that away from her.

      She must have made a noise, or reacted in some way, because Marek, who had his hand on the small of her back, slid it around her waist, pulling her against his side, matching his steps to hers.

      “We’re right here, Rose,” he murmured.

      “I should kill him for what he did to you,” Weston growled.

      “No,” Rose said. “He’s your brother first. You thought you’d never see him again.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “It’s okay, Wes. My fear is mine to deal with. Your feelings for your brother are yours. Act on those.”

      He looked at her, uncertain, but when she nodded, he picked up his pace and headed for the table where Caden sat with two other people—a man and a woman.

      Rose watched at Weston stopped, looking down at Caden, who rose slowly. Neither spoke, and the moment seem suspended in time. Then Weston reached out and grabbed Caden, hauling him into a tight embrace.

      Rose could see Caden’s face, and his eyes first went wide with shock before he squeezed them closed, fighting some powerful emotions.

      “I wasn’t their only victim,” she said aloud.

      “No, you weren’t,” Marek confirmed.

      

      Caden soaked up the warmth of his brother’s embrace and prayed to God he didn’t break down in tears in front of everyone. He hadn’t expected the hug. In truth, he wouldn’t have blamed his brother if he’d thrown a punch or twelve. Caden deserved at least that. Probably worse.

      “I should have come back sooner,” Weston said. “I’m so sorry, little brother.”

      “I missed you,” Caden said softly, his voice husky with unshed tears.

      Weston pulled away, giving Caden his first good look at his brother’s face. The scar, the false eye. He couldn’t begin to imagine how much pain Weston had suffered.

      Weston gave him a lopsided grin that proved he knew he looked like hell.

      Caden didn’t share the humor. “I’m glad I killed those bastards.”

      Weston’s grin didn’t fade. “I was sorry not to get to do the honors myself.”

      Caden tried to force the conversation with Weston to last, tried to find something else to say so that he could push away the inevitable moment when he’d have to look at Rose, who had arrived at their table with her third, a handsome Asian man, at her side.

      The decision was taken away from him when Isaiah stood and stepped next to them. “I’m Isaiah Jefferson.”

      Weston accepted Isaiah’s hand. “Big fan of your books.”

      Tess laughed at Caden’s expression. “You really should read them,” she murmured, looking not at Weston, but at Rose. “And you must be Caden’s foster sister, Rose.”

      

      The knot of anxiety churning in Rose’s stomach quieted as she blinked in surprise. “Foster sister?”

      The pretty redhead looked unsure. “Um…”

      Caden looked at her, and the force of his gaze was a familiar weight. “That’s how I described you.”

      Rose realized she was staring not at his face, but at the third button on his dress shirt. Like a good submissive, she kept her gaze lowered and her chin up.

      She exhaled and forced herself to look up, to meet his gaze.

      Caden.

      “I mourned you,” she told him.

      “You shouldn’t have. I deserved to die.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “Then I deserved to die too.”

      Weston growled at her. “And you would have. You were killing yourself in slow motion.”

      “I only threw one fire bomb,” Rose muttered.

      “Fire bomb?” Isaiah glanced upwards, as if he could see the Park Plaza penthouse from the ground floor.

      “Holy shit. This is like watching a play. Even better than that thing with Mrs. Hancock outside the library,” Tess murmured to Isaiah.

      Everyone turned to look at her.

      “Oh no, don’t let me stop you. This is good stuff. What did he mean, you almost killed yourself in slow motion? And I’m going to need all the details on that fire bomb. You should probably take notes, Isaiah. Beginnings of a great book.”

      Rose had heard about people like Tess. The sort of people who didn’t wallow in sadness, didn’t go for high drama. The kind who laughed easily and somehow always managed to provide relief in the toughest of situations. She didn’t take herself too seriously and, by extension, she made sure those around her didn’t either.

      She was exactly the kind of woman Caden needed. He’d gotten his Marek.

      Rose smiled, really smiled, and held out her hand. “I’m Rose Hancock.”

      “Tess Hamilton. Really lovely to meet you.”

      With the tension broken for the moment, they finished introductions and then everyone sat. Caden still looked tense, and his body language was all over the board. One minute he was resting against the back of the couch, a hand each on Tess and Isaiah, the next he had leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees, his body still, his gaze focused and intense—a posture she recognized. One that made her want to double-check her own posture and start mentally preparing herself for whatever her master was going to do to her.

      Both Weston and Marek tensed slightly when he leaned forward, clearly able to sense that in those moments, he was a threat to her, both physically and emotionally. Neither Tess nor Isaiah reacted.

      He hadn’t told them about her—not the truth, anyway. She wondered why.

      Marek rubbed her knuckles with his thumb. She smiled in gratitude and then said to them, “What did you need to ask me?”

      

      Mercifully, Isaiah took the lead. Ever the writer, he was anxious to find the next clue, but more than that, Caden knew his astute partner was perfectly aware of the undertow. The clever, kindhearted man was throwing Caden a life jacket.

      He was also fairly certain Isaiah’s writer’s block had passed, and he was now itching to get back in front of the computer to start tapping out the next mystery. Like Tess, he was intrigued by what had been said…and what hadn’t been said. Caden wondered how long until that fascination turned to disgust.

      “I’m not sure how much you’ve been told, but we’ve been following a trail of clues and we’re stumped on the next one. We believe it has something to do with your ancestors, Rose.”

      “What’s the clue?” she asked.

      Isaiah gave her a rueful grin. “Hancock safe.”

      She paused, clearly waiting for him to say more. When he didn’t, she frowned. “That’s it?”

      “There was an omega sign at the end of it,” Isaiah said. “Does that mean anything?”

      Rose shook her head. “My last name may be Hancock, but I can assure you, I know very little about my family. I spent my childhood with my mother and grandmother and when they died, whenever I wasn’t at boarding school, I lived with the Andersons.”

      Her eyes darted to him as she said the last, and Caden tapped his hand on his thigh. Rose flinched and he stopped, swallowing heavily. Tapping his leg was—no, had been—a nonverbal command for her to lay over his lap so he could spank her.

      

      Rose dug her nails into Marek’s hand and groped for Weston’s. Once she had ahold of both of them, the anxiety in her stomach eased.

      Marek jumped in to fill the silence. “Have you checked their residences?” he asked Isaiah.

      “That’s what I wanted to do,” Caden said. There was an expression on his face she’d never seen before—apologetic, anxious.

      “They have at least three. If we break into one and don’t find the safe, they might beef up security at the other residences,” Isaiah said. “This safe is old and antique. Where would they keep something like that?”

      Rose shook her head. “I’m sorry. I really don’t know.”

      “Can you think of anything? A place that was important to them?” Tess asked.

      That triggered a memory, something Rose hadn’t thought about in a long time. “When I was young, before my mother died, she used to travel all the time. I’d get postcards from all over the world, and every time I got one, my grandma would help me find the place it came from on a map. They were from all over, faraway places…except, more than a few postcards came from a little town near Santa Barbara. Las Cruces, I think. I remember those the best because I got upset that my mom was so close, but didn’t come home. I got postcards from this place a few times a year, and it was always the same postcard, a picture of a mission-style hotel, called Vista something. I had them with me at boarding school, and when I was old enough to put two and two together, I realized that she probably went there to meet the Hancocks—that this little town was where they felt safe to be a trinity.”

      “So they didn’t live openly as a trinity?”

      Rose shook her head. “His political aspirations would never allow that. They guarded their relationship with my mom fiercely. In truth, I can only recall seeing the three of them together a few times in my life when their social circles overlapped. And even then, the three of them didn’t stand together. My mother was always separate…like me.”

      “I don’t understand why they didn’t take you in after she died.”

      Rose smiled at Tess’ comment. It simply solidified what Rose had already figured out. Tess had grown up in a safe, loving home with adoring parents. People like that never understood parents who didn’t feel that way about their own children. Tess would be a good mom.

      That thought jarred her as she glanced at Caden. Try as she may, she couldn’t picture him as a dad.

      “They’d never claimed me as their own daughter, so it would have had to look like they’d adopted the child of a close relative. My father has his eyes on the White House, which means somewhere down the road, my true parentage would no doubt be seriously investigated by political opponents digging for dirt. Keeping me completely out of the picture was definitely the easiest way to avoid that.”

      “So you think they spent time together as a trinity in Las Cruces?” Isaiah asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah. I do.”

      “Well then, that might be the best place to start,” Isaiah said. “If it’s not important or a dead end, at least we won’t alert the Hancocks by checking it out.”

      “If you have to break into their houses, I’ll help,” Weston said. “We could split into teams, hit all of them at the same time.”

      “No,” Caden replied harshly.

      Rose’s heart leapt into her throat at the deep-voiced, angry sound. She dropped her gaze back to the third button of his shirt.

      

      Caden’s chest went tight when he saw Rose’s reaction, so he hastened to add, “No one else is getting hurt because of me.”

      “This isn’t about just you,” Weston said.

      “I don’t care,” Caden said. “The Hancocks are dangerous. Rose isn’t going anywhere near them.”

      Weston’s eyes darkened. “My wife’s safety is no longer your concern.”

      Caden began tapping his thigh again, the response driven by anxiety.

      Rose whimpered.

      “Please stop doing that,” Marek said, his voice even, surprisingly kind.

      Caden hadn’t considered what Rose and Weston’s third would be like. In his mind, he’d only pictured the two of them. He thought if the circumstances had been different, Marek would be someone Caden could come to like.

      “Doing what?” Tess asked. “Am I missing something?”

      Isaiah reached over and placed his hand over Caden’s. “You want to tell us who Rose really is to you, Caden?”

      “Really is?” Tess’ forehead crinkled in confusion. “She’s not your foster sister?”

      “She is,” Caden said, every single word felt like agony to speak. “But she is…was…Darling.”

      The light of understanding dawned on Tess’ face. “But Darling was your…”

      “Submissive,” Caden said. “I collared Rose. Claimed her. I took over her training.”

      Rose closed her eyes and turned her head away from him. Her slender neck captured his attention, and he had a vivid memory of ordering her to kneel in front of his father and slipping a collar around it.

      “I don’t understand,” Isaiah said softly.

      “I thought it would protect her from my parents.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing, right?” Tess asked.

      Caden kept his eyes on his lovers, his gaze darting back and forth between them as he resolutely refused to look across the coffee table.

      “No, Tess,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t a good thing.”

      Rose’s head jerked back to him, forcing him to look at her. Her expression unreadable.

      “It was wrong.” Caden looked directly at Rose. “I was wrong.”

      

      Rose didn’t want to be here. Didn’t want to hear him explain what they’d been to one another to these strangers who were his trinity. She was embarrassed and that made her enraged. He’d reduce what they’d had, what they’d been through, to a few sentences. Maybe he was sparing her.

      It made her want to reach out and slap him as she had Juliette.

      Instead she sat passively, waiting…

      Waiting for permission to leave.

      Permission she didn’t need.

      Rose held tight to Weston and Marek. They were her anchors, her guiding lights out of the darkness. She stood, and they followed her lead. “We’re leaving. I’ve told you everything I know.”

      Caden rose to his feet. “Rose, stop…”

      Marek drew Rose away from the seating area. She was grateful that he and Weston had remained silent, grateful that they’d understood she didn’t want to be rescued, but rather supported.

      But they seemed to realize she was at her limit, so when Marek drew her away, she followed his lead gratefully. Weston stepped between her and Caden.

      “Don’t give her orders, Caden.”

      “I wasn’t…it wasn’t an order.”

      “It was, because that’s the only way you know how to be. I understand it, and I’m sorry…so sorry, little brother, that I failed you. Both of you.”

      

      Caden couldn’t reply, couldn’t find the words. Isaiah stood, reaching out to put a hand on his shoulder. Tess rose as well and took his hand in hers. Even after everything he’d said, they were still there, standing next to him, believing in him.

      He didn’t deserve it. Even as he craved it, needed it, he knew that eventually, somewhere down the road, they’d see him for the man he truly was. The one who didn’t know how to love. Didn’t know how to be with someone without causing them pain. Seeing Rose again brought it all back. He’d merely been pretending, fooling himself into thinking he could make a life with Tess and Isaiah work.

      “You protected Tabby, saved Rose. You didn’t fail, Wes. I did.”

      His chest was constricted, his heart racing as he looked at Rose once more. Images of the years they had spent together crashed in on him. Only this time he saw it all differently. He thought he’d loved her, thought he was giving her what she needed to be happy.

      All he’d proven was that he truly was his fathers’ son.

      He stepped around Weston, walked right up to Rose before either of her husbands could push him away. He dropped to his knees, his head bent. “I’m so fucking sorry, Rose. For all of it. Sorrier than I can say, than I can ever make up to you.”

      Rose let out a small sob, then to his shock, she was kneeling too. “I’m sorry I couldn’t love you.”

      Caden didn’t respond, didn’t raise his head to look at her. He didn’t want her apology or her forgiveness. He deserved neither.

      He felt the same cold loneliness that had besieged him after waking up in the hospital closing in again.

      “Caden,” she whispered.

      His eyes lifted, met hers.

      Neither of them spoke again. They didn’t need to. They’d had years to perfect a silent language, the skill a necessity, one born of self-preservation when his parents were around.

      The fear he’d seen earlier was gone, replaced with something he thought might be pity. So she knew the truth too. Knew he was a broken fool.

      She graced him with a sad smile, then she stood, took her husbands’ hands and they left the hotel.

      “Caden.” Isaiah held his hand down to him. Caden took it, not because he wanted to, but because it would be rude and hurtful for him not to.

      “Are you okay?” Tess asked.

      He nodded, even though it was a lie.

      “So we’re going to Las Cruces?” Isaiah asked tentatively.

      Caden could tell they had a million questions, but neither of them asked a single one. He could only assume he looked as gutted as he felt.

      Isaiah, astute as ever, thought changing the subject would help.

      It wouldn’t.

      “Yeah,” he said, surprised by the strength in his voice. Right now, Caden felt weak as a newborn calf. “We can fly into L.A., catch a cab to my place, pick up my car, and drive to the hotel.”

      On the East Coast, he’d been able to pretend he was someone else. It was time for the ruse to end. Time for Caden to accept the truth. Seeing Rose had reminded him of who he was. Who he’d always be.

      It was time to go home, back to reality.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Caden had retired to one of the smaller rooms in the penthouse suite right after the meeting with Rose, Weston, and Marek, claiming he had a headache. He’d stayed there all night.

      She and Isaiah both knew better than to believe the headache line, but they had let him escape. She’d hoped some time on his own and a good night’s sleep would help him. Seeing Rose again had hurt him badly.

      And it had torn Tess apart to see him so broken, so uncertain.

      She sighed, the sound capturing Isaiah’s attention. The two of them had crawled into the big bed together last night, but it had felt empty without Caden, so they’d simply kissed each other good night, trying—and failing—to sleep.

      Isaiah dropped down next to her on the couch. They’d both risen an hour earlier, but Caden had yet to join them. She’d heard the shower in his room start a few minutes ago, so she hoped that meant he would emerge soon.

      “How should we play this?” Isaiah asked.

      Sometimes Tess thought it was crazy how in synch she felt with Isaiah, considering she hadn’t even known the man a week ago. She longed for that same closeness with Caden as well, but it was proving a much harder task.

      “I’m not sure.” She’d spent most of the night tossing and turning, wondering if they’d made the right decision in leaving Caden alone. The distance seemed greater this morning than it had last night, so ignoring the elephant in the room wasn’t going to work for long.

      But Caden was clearly shaken up, wounded. Tess didn’t think he’d open up to them easily. Was it right to push him? After all, the relationship was still brand spanking new. And on top of that, they were knee-deep in a mystery that kept them hopping from state to state with no end to the madness in sight.

      Her bruises were still dark, but the soreness was basically gone. Unfortunately, the physical healing wasn’t helping any of them combat the fears attached to that attack. She’d jerked awake several times over the past few nights, terrorized by bright lights and screeching tires in her dreams.

      Isaiah and Caden were still touching her with kid gloves, acting as if she were made of fragile glass. She missed their rougher, more passionate touches, but all traces of intimacy—apart from scattered platonic touches here and there—had vanished. Caden had started to withdraw from them after the incident in the pub and with each passing day, the distance grew greater, not less.

      Isaiah rested his arm along the back of the couch, his fingers idly playing with her hair in a friendly, familiar way. “I keep telling myself to be patient. We have forever. Problem is, I want it all right now. I’ve never felt like this, Tess. I’m so drawn to the two of you. It’s magnetic, it’s chemistry, it’s lust, and probably even unhealthy obsession, all rolled into one.”

      She grinned, leaning closer to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “I love your words. All of them.”

      His hand dropped to her shoulder and he used it to tug her toward him. “That doesn’t help how I’m feeling. I need you to tell me to go slow. To give him time.”

      “You really think that’s the best thing?”

      He nodded. “If we hit him too hard with questions he’s not ready to answer, he’ll feel threatened. And Caden Anderson isn’t someone you ever want to corner. The guy’s got some serious baggage. They all do.”

      “He said some things yesterday that worried me, that upset me.”

      Isaiah placed a soft kiss to the side of her head. “Me too. We’re going to have to find a way to prove to him that he is deserving of love and forgiveness. That he isn’t the monster he seems to believe himself to be.”

      Tess hoped they could. Then she said the one thing she hadn’t intended to say aloud. “Rose was afraid of him when she first arrived.”

      “I know.”

      “I can’t understand that. I mean, Caden keeps trying to give us glimpses of who he used to be, but I can’t make that man fit with the one he is with us.”

      Isaiah contemplated her words for a moment. She liked that he took his time, considering her comments before answering. “I think that’s a good thing. He seems to take no pleasure in who he was in the past. The fact that he’s different with us, that he’s someone else, is positive. It’s a sign that he wants to be a better person. And I think we can help him get there. After listening to him yesterday, hearing the things he and Rose and Weston were saying, it’s obvious they all have serious issues with trust and love. We’re going to have to show him the way.”

      Tess liked the idea of that. “Okay. I’m in. Operation Love and Understanding is officially underway.”

      He laughed and ruffled her hair playfully. “You’re completely adorable, do you know that?”

      She crinkled her nose. “Kittens are adorable. I want to be sophisticated, sexy, intoxicating…like Rose. Did you see her? She’s freaking gorgeous.”

      “You’re gorgeously adorable.”

      Tess rolled her eyes. “That was helpful. Not.”

      Before Isaiah could continue their teasing banter, the door to Caden’s bedroom opened.

      They both turned to watch him walk into the room. His hair was still wet from his shower, but it was neatly combed, and he was dressed in new dark jeans and a black sweater. He had a suitcase in his hands.

      “Morning,” Isaiah said, patting the spot next to him on the couch.

      Caden nodded a silent greeting and gave them a faint smile, but rather than join them, he placed his bag by the door, then headed toward the small kitchenette, grabbing a croissant from the breakfast tray she and Isaiah had ordered earlier.

      “We need to figure out our next move,” he said, all business.

      “I thought the plan was to head to Las Cruces.”

      “Yeah. It is. And I think leaving today would be better than waiting. Someone else is following the same leads we are. Time isn’t on our side.”

      Isaiah reached for his cell on the coffee table. “Let me see if there are any flights from Boston to L.A. later today.”

      “That won’t be necessary. Technically, I own a plane. Inherited it from my abusive, psychotic parents.”

      “A plane?” Isaiah started to smile.

      Tess’ eyes widened. “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “Would have had a yacht too, but I blew it up. I made a few calls last night. It’s gassed up and waiting for us at Logan. My bags are packed and I’m ready to go whenever you two are.”

      “Okay.” Tess rose and walked across the room to him, hating the distance between them. She lifted on tiptoe, intent on giving him a kiss, but Caden dodged at the last second, so instead of his lips, she hit his cheek.

      “Caden,” she started.

      He sighed, offering her a chaste kiss with an even quicker, less satisfying touch of his lips to her forehead. “Why don’t you pack your stuff? I’ll go downstairs, check us out, and call for a Lyft.”

      Caden was out the door, suitcase in hand, before either of them could lodge a single complaint.

      Tess blew out a frustrated breath. “That wasn’t good.”

      “No,” Isaiah said, frowning. “Feels like we’re right back to day one. We’ve got the Caden from the altar room.”

      “So we’re starting over?”

      He shrugged. “Honestly, Tess. I don’t have a clue what we’re doing.”

      Unfortunately, as the day wore on, Caden became even moodier. He hadn’t said more than a dozen words on the plane, and all of those were terse replies to their attempts at conversation. Eventually, she and Isaiah stopped trying and simply talked to each other.

      The cab ride from LAX to Caden’s place had been uncomfortably silent as well. It was nearly dinnertime when they got to his place, so they’d ordered food from a delivery service as Caden gave them a quick tour of his expensive condo.

      It was sparsely decorated and gave them very few insights into Caden’s personality, his likes, or his interests. Tess couldn’t help but notice the complete lack of family photos.

      After a quiet dinner, Caden shocked both of them by claiming he was going out. When they questioned him, he said he needed to take care of something and left.

      “What the hell?” Tess said when the door closed behind him.

      Isaiah, however, was already on the move. “No. Fuck no. He’s not going to keep running from us. I’ve hit my limit.” He rummaged around in a basket sitting on a table by the front door. “Jackpot.”

      He waved a key chain.

      “Keys?”

      “Grab your purse. He took the Jag, so we’re stealing his Porsche Cayenne.”

      “We’re following him?”

      “Only if you shake a leg and come on.”

      Tess laughed and hurried out the door behind Isaiah. They saw Caden’s taillights disappear as he turned left at the end of the street. “Never a dull moment with you guys,” she said as they hopped into the car and peeled tires out of the driveway.

      

      Caden drove faster than he should have, especially at night, the car sinking down as he took the curves of Sunset Boulevard fast enough that he sometimes felt the back tires start to skip. This far west, Sunset wound and looped through residential areas, rather than being lined with the glitz and glam most people associated with the most famous section of the road, the Sunset Strip.

      He had to stop and wait at the light where Sunset hit PCH near Gladstones. On the odd occasion, he and Rose used to stop at the fish restaurant, which was touristy, but the food good enough to make it worth braving.

      His jaw clenched and he threw the car into neutral and revved the engine. The black BMW stopped in front of him inched forward nervously. He wrapped himself in the icy control he’d used to shield himself for all of his adult life.

      When the light changed and traffic started moving, he put the car in gear, and once he’d turned onto PCH, he started weaving through the traffic. The ocean was a wide expanse of dark blue on his left, and on his right, the hills and cliffs of Malibu rose into the night.

      He slowed as he reached his destination. It was a nondescript turn off the highway, easy to miss if someone didn’t know where to look. The road snaked through a small canyon, rising steadily as it moved away from the ocean. Fifteen minutes later, he turned left and stopped in front of the gates of a massive estate.

      A small plaque that read simply “Las Palmas” was mounted in the tall adobe wall that surrounded the estate and supported the heavy gate. A security sensor installed in his car triggered the gate to open and he pulled through.

      The long driveway curved just enough that, from the gate, the estate itself was hidden. Palms lined the driveway, and the grounds were a mix of drought-tolerant xeriscaping, gravel paths, and the occasional grass. This was the part of Malibu that few people knew—almost rural, with plenty of room for horses or other livestock, and a rugged, hilly terrain.

      He came around the curve and Las Palmas, the estate that housed Las Palmas Obscuras, L.A.’s most exclusive BDSM club, came into view.

      

      “You’re sure he turned onto this road?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.” At least she had been. They’d turned off the coastal highway nearly fifteen moments ago and had seen only a few other cars, none of them Caden’s Jag.

      “Hold on, there’s a driveway coming up. I’m going to turn around.” Isaiah sounded tired. It was late, dark, and what had started out as a law-abiding car chase had turned into an exercise in futility. Isaiah turned left into the pull-off in front of a large set of iron gates. He twisted to look over his shoulder as he started to back up.

      “Uh, Isaiah…the gate’s opening.”

      “It must be automatic.”

      “But look.” She pointed to the small light in the driver’s side visor, which had started glowing green as soon as they were close enough to the gate. “I think the car opened the gate.”

      “Like the Knight Rider car?”

      “The what?” she asked.

      “You clearly did not watch enough reruns growing up.”

      They sat side by side staring at the open gate. Landscape lighting lit the palm trees that lined the long drive beyond.

      “So, either it just automatically opens when any car pulls up, or Caden’s car made it open, in which case this is probably where he was going and sheer dumb luck let us find it.”

      Tess said what they were both thinking. “Let’s be honest, we’re not just going to drive away. You want to know where those palm trees lead as much as me.”

      “Caden is the one who would try to talk us out of this.”

      “You’re right.” She grinned. “Let’s go find him and give him the chance to try.”

      

      Caden was met just inside the large iron-banded wooden doors by one of the overseers. Mistress Faith looked lovely as always, elegant in a tailored dress.

      “Anderson. I’m surprised to see you here.”

      The fact that she’d called him Anderson, instead of Master Anderson, was indicative of his diminished status within the club. “Mistress Faith.”

      “I was led to believe you were resigning your membership. You declined to participate in our checklist game.”

      Caden raised a brow, still encased in the icy calm. “I had no need of your game.”

      “Participation was mandatory.”

      “I was shot.”

      It wasn’t what Caden had meant to say, but it had the desired effect. She looked taken aback. “Oh, dear. Come to the library. We’ll have a drink and chat.”

      “I need to scene.”

      “Where is Darling?”

      “Darling is gone.”

      Mistress Faith’s face drained of color. “What happened? What did you—”

      She stopped herself, but Caden knew how she’d wanted to end that sentence. Wanted to ask him what he’d done to her. It probably wouldn’t be an unfair question either.

      “She’s no longer part of the scene. No longer Darling.”

      Membership at the club was exclusive and expensive, and club members had to fill out more paperwork than government contractors did, so Mistress Faith, as one of the overseers, knew that Darling wasn’t Rose’s real name, and would understand the implications.

      “Oh, that’s…that’s a shock, to be honest. The two of you were so perfectly matched.”

      They were perfectly matched because they’d been raised to be that way. Because they were both broken and hurting in exactly the same way. Rose had gotten out, found happiness, found love. She deserved all that and more.

      “I know it’s not a big night,” he said, “but is there anyone around?”

      “A fair number. We have regulars who prefer to play on the quieter weekdays instead of the weekend.”

      “I’ll change and find something to use for the night.” He inclined his head to her.

      Mistress Faith raised her hand to stop him. She was frowning, but wasn’t looking at him. She was looking at something behind him. He turned to see the bank of monitors beside the entrance doors. They were encased in a heavy, carved armoire with doors that could be closed to hide the screens and maintain the early Spanish adobe-style architecture of the estate.

      One of the screens showed a Porsche coming up the drive. The monitor below showed the name of the member who had just entered the grounds.

      Caden Anderson.

      That wasn’t just a Porsche. It was his Porsche.

      “Damn them,” he snarled, the ice cracking.

      “Since you’re here, who is in that car?”

      “They’re my…my…” There was no rule that prevented members of the Trinity Masters from living openly as a triad, as long as they didn’t mention the society as part of why they were living an alternative lifestyle. Still, he didn’t know how to describe them.

      “Master Anderson, who is coming to my club?” Her voice was velvet-covered steel.

      “They’re my partners,” he blurted out. “After Darling…left…I decided to try something else.”

      “Polyamory? Two women isn’t a bad idea for you.”

      He shook his head. “One man, one woman.”

      “Oh.” She paused, then said, “I think that’s lovely, and I like that for you. Once they’re advanced enough, if they meet our criteria, I’ll help you return to full member status and have them added.”

      “They’re not subs.”

      “You haven’t collared them?”

      “I mean they don’t know anything about BDSM except what they’ve learned from porn or the Internet.”

      “Oh dear.”

      “They followed me. Damn it.” He stepped closer to the monitors, watching as they parked beside his Jag and got out, each of them looking around curiously. His heart clenched—and he was gripped by the urge to run out there and kiss them, then get in the car and drive away forever.

      “It won’t work. We won’t work. They don’t understand who I am. How cruel I can be. They don’t know the things I dream of ordering them to do. How sometimes I plan out their training. Because that’s all I know.” His words were as much for himself as for Mistress Faith.

      He swallowed hard and closed his eyes. He’d lived in a fantasy long enough. It was time to make them understand.

      He turned to face the overseer. “I need a favor.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I need you to let them in. Let them see. After that, after tonight, I won’t ever come back.”

      “We do not allow guests.”

      “You said yourself there’s almost no one here. We’ll say they’re potential members. I need them to know who I am.”

      “If they make you happy, don’t destroy it. BDSM is not a weapon.”

      “No, but I am.”

      Mistress Faith looked at him, then sighed. “Xavier is here. I’ll have him help you bring them in. I’ll clear everyone from one of the courtyards, except those willing to put on a show. They stay hooded.”

      “I need a sub, someone to scene with.”

      “Not in the mood you’re in now. Not without extensive negotiation, and I’m not giving you that kind of time. You can stay until sunrise. After that, you leave, and you don’t return without first talking to myself or Master Mikel.”

      Caden nodded. “Fine.”

      “I’ll get Xavier.”

      Caden turned and watched as Tess and Isaiah tentatively walked through the parking lot and then the squat-palm-lined path up to the front doors.

      

      “He’s here. Ring again.”

      Tess had stretched out her hand to reach past Isaiah and press the doorbell again, when one of the two massive, arched doors opened. She jumped in surprise, and then practically leapt into Isaiah’s arms when she caught sight of the man on the other side.

      A mask covered his whole head and neck except for his mouth, lower cheeks and chin. He was bare-chested and wore leather pants. A long, coiled whip hung from a clip on his belt.

      Isaiah stepped in front of Tess. “Uh, hi. We’re looking for Caden Anderson.”

      The masked man slowly tipped his head to the side, as if in question.

      “We know he’s here.” Isaiah’s voice remained strong, which was pretty damn impressive.

      “He’s here,” Mask said. “If you want to enter, if you want to see him, you’ll obey.”

      “Obey you? Fat chance,” Tess said, peering over Isaiah’s shoulder. “Just text him, Isaiah. Tell Caden we’re here.”

      Mask continued, “If you want to enter Las Palmas Obscuras, you must understand where you are.”

      “And where are we?” Tess asked.

      A woman appeared beside the man. She was gorgeous, intimidatingly so, with soft red curls and the sort of classic European beauty that was found in the portraits hanging on the walls of galleries. She was soft to Mask’s hardness, and wore leather and lace underwear and a sheer teddy that hit the tops of her thighs. It did nothing to hide the piercings in her nipples. There were leather cuffs on her wrists and ankles and a gold collar around her neck.

      She smiled at them. “Welcome to the most exclusive BDSM club in Southern California.”

      Oh.

      Ohhh.

      Oh shit.

      “Um,” Isaiah cleared his throat. “Maybe you could just tell Caden we’re here.”

      “Oh no,” the girl said. “If you come in, you have to call him Master Anderson. You’re not members, but he arranged for you to have special one-night passes.”

      “We’ll just wait for him out here,” Isaiah said stiffly.

      “Wait.” Tess stepped around in front of him. “Is he okay? He must know we’re here if he arranged for us to get passes. What did he say?”

      The woman leaned toward Mask, who immediately slid his hand into her hair and tugged her head back slightly with one hand. She moved her arms behind her back, and the fingers of his other hand snagged the large rings in her cuffs, holding them together. The woman relaxed and made a happy little noise. Mask released her hair and she looked at them. “He said he wanted you to understand once and for all who he really is.”

      

      Damn it, she wasn’t wearing matching underwear. The floor under Tess’ now bare feet changed from tile to flagstone, then grass and back to tile. The black leather mask they’d placed over her eyes was padded on the inside. The padding pressed against her closed lids and prevented her from peeking under the bottom edge of the mask. Maeve, the red-haired woman, had helped her strip down to her underwear before placing the blindfold on her. She’d gasped when catching sight of Tess’ fading bruises.

      “Did Master Anderson do…” Maeve whispered.

      Tess shook her head quickly. “Oh no. Of course not. I was hit by a car. Would have been worse, but I jumped at the last minute and just sort of slid across the hood.” She felt totally badass saying that when Maeve’s eyes widened with shock.

      Unfortunately, it was hard to hold on to that feeling when Maeve lowered the blindfold. The last thing she’d seen before closing her eyes as it was put in place was Isaiah’s grim face. Strangely, the fact that he looked so worried made her less so. Caden was here somewhere, and he was obviously trying to scare them away. It wasn’t exactly subtle.

      Well, he wouldn’t be able to scare them away. She would show him exactly who he was dealing with. She wasn’t a mouse. She was a lion. With underwear that didn’t match. “Dammit.”

      “What was that, honey? Are you okay?” her redheaded escort asked.

      Tess hadn’t realized she’d spoken out loud. “I just wish I was wearing matching underwear.”

      Maeve giggled.

      “Wait, that doesn’t mean I want to be naked,” Tess yelped. Her arm was jerked nearly out of her socket as Maeve started pulling her away from the others.

      “Red.” It was Mask’s voice. “Where are you going?”

      “She wants matching underwear!”

      “She’s not a dress-up doll. Come back.”

      “I am definitely going to obey you, as soon as she’s wearing matching underwear.”

      “I am going to spank you so hard you won’t sit down—”

      “Promises, promises,” Maeve called out. She didn’t sound worried or intimidated.

      Tess had a flash of insight, and she was sure that if Caden had said something like that to Rose yesterday, she would not have reacted the way Maeve did. So what was the difference? Wasn’t it all BDSM?

      A door opened and warm air washed over her. Wherever they’d been walking, they’d been mostly outside, but now they were inside.

      “I’m not taking the blindfold off. You have to keep it on until you get to the Constellation Court.”

      Maeve unceremoniously unhooked Tess’ bra and pulled it off, then shoved her panties down.

      Okay then.

      “Are you more leather or lace?” Maeve asked.

      “Um, I work at the Smithsonian…so…”

      “Hmm, black lace and leather under a prim and proper librarian outfit.”

      “I don’t dress like a librarian.”

      “Of course you don’t.” Maeve patted her arm. “Hmm, I don’t have anything with studs in my stash.”

      “You have a stash of underwear?”

      “Have you ever heard of MissyMaven?”

      “The super-expensive lingerie?”

      “I wouldn’t say it’s super expensive, but that’s me.”

      “What’s you?”

      “Maven. Mae. It’s my company. Oh, this is what you need.”

      Tess followed instructions as she was directed to put on whatever undoubtedly expensive garment Mae was putting her in. Tess sucked in a breath as something cinched around her waist.

      “Perfect. He’s going to freak.”

      “What am I wearing?”

      “My new twisted fairy-tale corset and bra combo. With your auburn hair, I went for the Forever Seafoam version—black peekaboo half corset with full-coverage cups with a scallop top and a seashell pattern to the lace. The underwear is a black-pearl-colored satin with some seed pearl details. The fabric you feel on your arms is a little mock off-the-shoulder drape sleeve. Sheer purple edged in black.”

      Tess had to take a moment to picture it. “Wait, is this a BDSM Little Mermaid lingerie set?”

      “It is, and I just wish you could see yourself. But don’t worry, it’s more sexy than cute. Women are the only ones who ever realize what my inspiration was. To your men, you’re just going to look like a wicked-hot princess submissive.”

      “Wicked-hot princess submissive. Awesome.” This time, when Mae grabbed Tess’ wrist and started guiding her back the way they’d come, she was no longer nervous. She was looking forward to this.

      

      Caden lounged in the wood and canvas-cloth chair set in the middle of the Constellation Court. Las Palmas wasn’t a single building, but many, all done in the Spanish style with central courtyards. The buildings were linked by outdoor halls and garden paths. Each playroom was off one of the themed, named courts. This one was called the Constellation Court because each playroom was named for a major constellation. Custom paint and lights in each room replicated a group of stars.

      The central courtyards made wonderful places to put a submissive on display, or relax and watch a scene or two. Though there was no roof and it was nearing midnight, strategically placed heaters kept the courtyard warm enough that naked or nearly naked subs were comfortable.

      Caden had grabbed two large floor pillows and placed them on either side of his chair. He would show Tess and Isaiah what it meant to be submissive, and once they knew who he was, once they’d met Master Anderson in this true environment, they’d hate him the way Rose always had.

      Compared to the gardens in the Rose and Iron courts, the Constellation Court’s was simple. The others had stages or viewing areas, whereas this had only a few large flagstones set amid the desert landscaping, which included small potted palms. Night jasmine climbed the posts that supported the roof, perfuming the air.

      He could have, maybe should have, chosen one of the other courts—the spartan Iron Court, which had whipping posts and a small stage, would have been more intimidating. He chose this one because the last time he’d been at Las Palmas with Darling, he’d flogged her with a cat o’nine. Looking around, he could still see her here, arms held spread to her side by ropes, her head bowed as he worked her over with the flogger.

      The sound of footsteps jerked him from the cold memories.

      Master Xavier led a blindfolded, nearly naked Isaiah into the courtyard. Twin prongs of lust and jealousy stabbed Caden. Lust at seeing Isaiah blindfolded and submissively wearing only black boxers, and jealousy that another man was touching him, even if that touching was only Xavier’s hand wrapped around Isaiah’s upper arm.

      Xavier lead Isaiah to one of the pillows. “Kneel.”

      Isaiah stiffened.

      Xavier grabbed Caden’s husband by the back of the neck and tapped the back of Isaiah’s knees with his own, forcing him to drop down onto the pillow.

      Caden had to clench the wooden arms of the chair to keep from leaping up and shoving Xavier back.

      Isaiah started to climb to his feet.

      “Isaiah,” Caden said in his best Dom voice. His lover froze, one foot flat on the pillow. Then Caden recalled Isaiah’s anger over being called a pet. He reached out and placed his hand on Isaiah’s shoulder. “Please,” he said softly.

      Slowly, Isaiah moved his leg, resuming a kneeling position.

      More footsteps, and Caden twisted to see Maeve leading in Tess.

      Whoa.

      Whoa.

      Without looking away, Caden reached over the arm of the chair and yanked Isaiah’s blindfold off. His partner’s gaze was full of fire and promised retribution as he looked at Caden, sitting beside him while he knelt. He was about to say something, but Caden placed a hand on his head and turned him to look at Tess.

      “Holy shit,” Isaiah murmured.

      Caden couldn’t agree more. She wore a black half corset that stopped just blow her belly button and left a band of creamy skin exposed between that and the top of dark colored, shimmery panties. Fabric draped across her arms, and she walked hand in hand with Mae, who wore light colors that were in contrast to Tess’ black. They both had red hair, though Tess’ was a darker auburn.

      Xavier’s aggressive posture had loosened in what was probably the same slack-jawed lust that gripped Caden.

      Caden leaned to the side and looked down at Isaiah, whose boxers had a nice bulge.

      “This is your new sub?” Xavier asked as the women got closer. “You’re willing to share?”

      If it had been Rose, he wouldn’t have hesitated to say yes. “No, I won’t share her any more than you would share Mae with me.”

      “I wasn’t going to touch her, just watch her with Mae.”

      “No,” Caden said, but slower this time.

      “Watch the women together? Hold up, let’s just think about this for a second,” Isaiah said.

      Master Xavier snorted. “Take your woman, mine needs a spanking. Come here, Red.”

      Maeve unlinked her hand with Tess’ and Caden stood, taking Tess by the upper arm and guiding her to the other pillow. “Kneel.”

      “Can you take off the blindfold so I can see what I’m doing?”

      “Trust me and kneel.”

      “I do trust you. I just don’t want to fall on my butt.”

      Caden would never have let Darling question him or issue complaints like this. Problem was, this was Tess. She was too inexperienced to know better. “You have to trust that I won’t let you hurt yourself.”

      I won’t let anyone hurt you.

      “There’s a pillow,” Isaiah called out. Caden shook his head at the other man, trying to show with stern looks that he was forbidden to speak, but Isaiah was too enthralled by Tess’ outfit to notice.

      Caden waited for his future wife to kneel, then wheeled on Isaiah. “I did not give you permission to speak.”

      “I need permission?”

      “You want to understand me? Then submit to me.”

      “I can understand you without submitting to you.” Isaiah rose, facing Caden. “I don’t know what you’re trying to prove, but it won’t work.”

      Caden grabbed Isaiah by the jaw. It was less effective than it might have been, given that Isaiah was taller than most of the subs Caden had worked with.

      “I could break you. I could make you crave my touch, pleasure or pain. Give me time and I’ll know your darkest secrets, what you’re afraid to admit to wanting.”

      “You’re my lover. Ask me and I’ll tell you.”

      Caden released Isaiah and stepped back as if he’d been stuck. “Isaiah—” he started.

      “Move!” Tess demanded. “You’re blocking my view.”

      They both looked at her. Tess had lifted the blindfold and was watching avidly as Master Xavier hauled Maeve over his lap and yanked down her panties, baring her naked ass. The base of a heavy black plug was visible between the cheeks of her buttocks.

      “Butt plug?” Tess asked. She braced one hand on Caden’s leg as she leaned forward, trying to get a better view.

      “Yes. I thought you’d experimented with toys and anal play.” He recalled her comments the first night they were together.

      “Just a slim vibrator. Nothing like…” She stopped speaking when Master Xavier raised his hand and spanked Mae, who jumped. It wasn’t a gentle tap, and when he pulled his hand away, the imprint of Xavier’s fingers was there.

      “It’s a large one, either to stretch her or as punishment, not something delicate and…fun,” Caden said as he studied Tess’ face. He’d expected to see fear there, not rapt fascination.

      “Does she like it?” Isaiah asked.

      “She submits.”

      Isaiah, ever the writer, wanted to dig deeper, understand the emotional as well as the physical. “But why?”

      “Because she needs it.”

      “Needs it?” Tess asked. “Or wants it?”

      Caden frowned. “They’re the same thing.”

      Tess shook her head. “No, they’re not.”

      Isaiah backed up Tess’ assertion. “It looks like she likes it.”

      “Because she likes submitting. The pain is an indication of how well she submits,” Caden tried to explain.

      “But what if she’s a masochist?” Tess asked.

      Caden’s eye started to twitch. Why was she trying to put a rosy spin on this? Nothing with these two ever went the way he intended. He’d been trying to push them away since day one, yet they wouldn’t budge. No matter how many times he pulled the curtain farther back, revealing the darkness inside him, they simply dug their heels in and asked for more.

      Master Xavier continued to spank Maeve, who started to yelp and cry.

      “Who do you belong to?” Xavier asked.

      Good, Caden thought. Now they’d understand.

      “You, Master,” Maeve breathed.

      “And do you know what you are to me?” Xavier asked.

      Maeve took a shaky breath, then said, “Your beloved.”

      He started toying with the plug. “Yes…my beloved.”

      Seriously? Caden hadn’t been away from the club that long, had he? When did Xavier, of all people, fall in love with a sub and go all mushy?

      “When was the last time I fucked your ass?” Xavier asked Maeve.

      “Three days. Far too long. Please, Master, will you fuck my ass?” She wiggled on his lap.

      Xavier started thrusting the plug in and out of her, sometimes pushing it back in deep enough to re-seat it, making her jump.

      Isaiah had his hands in front of his crotch, totally failing to hide his erection. Tess was practically panting, she was so turned on. Caden looked back and forth between them—and the light went on.

      They weren’t going anywhere.

      And not because the Grand Master commanded it…but because they didn’t want to.

      He hadn’t needed to claim or collar them. They didn’t have to be with him. They wanted to.

      Tess was right. There was a big difference.

      “You finished making your point?” Isaiah was looking at him, and it was clear his lover realized he’d turned a corner.

      “Yeah. I’m an idiot.”

      Tess giggled. “Maybe so, but I got some awesome underwear out of it.”

      “Are there bedrooms here?” Isaiah asked after Tess drew their attention back to her sexy lingerie.

      Caden nodded, knew exactly where he was taking them. The club had several large suites, tailor-made for private interludes.

      Seeing their excitement had him hard as a rock.

      Caden grasped Tess’ upper arm, pulling her to her feet. He reached out and cupped her breast, enjoying the silky feel of the lingerie Mae had provided for her.

      “I want to tie you up,” he murmured to her. “Claim every part of you, angel.”

      Isaiah stepped behind her, his gaze meeting Caden’s. “That line needs some editing. Fix the pronoun. You’re not alone anymore, Cade.”

      Caden smiled. “We. We’re going to tie you up, Tess. You belong to us.”

      Tess ran her hand along Caden’s chest. “Us. My favorite word.”

      Mistress Faith must have been watching on the surveillance cameras because she met them at the door to the suite. He didn’t blame her for wanting to keep an eye on him. The things he’d said earlier had no doubt been concerning.

      “Anderson.”

      Caden gestured for Tess and Isaiah to go in ahead of him, then he closed the door to keep his conversation with Faith private.

      “It looks like Darling isn’t the only one leaving the lifestyle.”

      He shook his head. “She isn’t.”

      “Consider your membership revoked…in the morning.” She smiled. “I’m very happy for you, Caden.”

      He returned the smile she gave him, then turned to open the door. For the first time in his life, Caden could actually see a future for himself.

      And he couldn’t wait to get started.
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      At first glance, it looked like nothing more than a nice hotel suite—there was a massive Spanish-style four-poster bed, a fireplace with hand-painted tiles worked into the surround, and an en suite bathroom. That impression lasted until Tess opened the elegant armoire to find it stocked with a fortune’s worth of BDSM and kinky sex toys, all neatly laid out, the plastic ones still in their protective packaging.

      She could feel Caden watching her as she looked around the room, running her hands over the carved posts of the bed, toying with the large rings embedded in the posts. She may have been a technical virgin until she’d met them, but she knew exactly what those were for.

      Isaiah was looking around too, and his nearly naked state ensured she knew exactly how he felt about the room.

      “What do we do first?” Tess asked.

      Caden moved over to the armoire, opened a drawer, and pulled out a black silk scarf. He approached her. “Open.”

      Tess backed up. “I don’t want to be gagged.”

      Caden stopped. “Submit to me. Let me master you.” He shook his head. “No, not me, us. I wouldn’t let you submit only to me. I might hurt you. But Isaiah is here, and I think…” He trailed off, frowning. “I think, with you, I can make this about pleasure and kink, not about the D/s.”

      “Kink like butt stuff?” she asked.

      Caden’s voice lowered. “Yes, angel. I’m going to tie you down and use plugs to train that sweet ass. Next time we fuck you, you’ll have a cock in your pussy and one in your ass.”

      Tess opened her mouth, and when Caden didn’t move fast enough, she grabbed the scarf, biting down on it. Isaiah appeared beside Caden, taking the ends.

      “Order her to lift her hair up,” Caden told him. “Then tie it so the knot is at the back of her neck. If we wanted a gag that would stay in place, we’d use something else. Something like this is more for show than anything. We want it loose enough that we can pull it out without untying it if we want to put something else in her mouth.”

      Tess’ eyes practically crossed with arousal. Isaiah’s cock was poking her hip, and she had a funny feeling this would not last as long as she’d hoped—she was already so turned on even the slightest brush to her clit would probably make her come.

      “Lift your hair,” Isaiah ordered with the deep, sexy voice he rarely used.

      Tess gathered her hair, piling it on top of her head. Isaiah tied the ends of the scarf together, then tugged her hands so she released her hair.

      “Bring that chair over,” Caden told Isaiah.

      Tess watched, chewing nervously on the gag, as Isaiah carried over a parson’s style chair. The back and seat were padded with and covered in dark brown leather. The wooden legs had circular rings mounted into them, just like the bed.

      Isaiah positioned the chair in the middle of the open floor space. Caden gripped her chin. “I want you bent over the back of that chair. Present your ass.”

      Tess scrambled to obey. The chair back was a bit too high, and she yelped in surprised when Caden lifted her, settling her so that her hips were on the back of the chair, her palms on the seat. Her toes were dangling off the floor and she felt like she was going to fall.

      Caden knelt behind her, dragging her panties as he did so, and then she felt something under her feet. He’d placed something on the floor by the back of the chair that was just tall enough she could brace her toes and the balls of her feet on them.

      That security was tempered slightly when he put his knee between hers and spread her legs.

      “Take another scarf and tie one end around her right thigh, just above the knee. Pass the scarf in front of the chair back, then tie her left leg.”

      “Maybe this is too much,” Isaiah said.

      Caden stroked her naked ass and Tess moaned in desire.

      “Scarf,” Isaiah said. “Right.”

      While Isaiah bound her legs ensuring she couldn’t close her knees, Caden crouched in front of the chair.

      “I’m going to use a series of successively larger plugs in your ass. I may make you wear plugs in the future.” He caressed her cheek. “Not to assert my dominance, but because I think you’d like walking around with a plug in your ass, reminding you that Isaiah and I will fuck it as we use you in tandem. Would you like that, angel?”

      Tess nodded frantically. If the man would only stop talking and get down to business.

      Caden rose. “I like to start with a spanking, especially since we know she likes them.”

      Tess twisted to look at them, trying to shake her head—not because she didn’t want the spanking, but because she wanted them to get on with it already.

      Tess listened in anxious anticipation as Caden gave Isaiah pointers on proper spanking technique. They were taking forever. She lifted her left foot and tried to kick them. She managed a glancing blow.

      Caden chuckled. “Bratty. That can be fun.”

      She was expecting Isaiah to say something, but instead she felt a solid swat on her butt.

      Tess squealed into the gag. The sting was short-lived and gone before the second smack landed.

      She squealed again, then moaned. Isaiah continued to spank her, a pleasant heat spreading over her ass. He was careful to avoid her bruised hip, striking the well-padded parts of her ass. She lowered her head, letting it dangle between her arms.

      The spanking stopped and she whimpered in protest.

      Hands kneaded her ass, then spread the globes apart. Next, she felt cold lube drip over her ass.

      “Relax,” Caden commanded. “The first plug is small. Once it’s in we’ll let you up.”

      Something smooth and cool pressed against the entrance to her ass, and despite being told to relax, she tensed. The tip of the plug forced its way in. She gasped and wiggled, earning another smack.

      “Relax,” Isaiah ordered.

      Tess did as he, as they, ordered, and the plug slid in, opening her wide, and wider, until finally the plug narrowed, her body closing around it. The scarf around her legs was untied, and they helped her stand and step off the small blocks Caden had put under her feet. She felt drunk with arousal and sort of floaty. The plug shifted every time she moved, making her hyper aware of her ass.

      She looked up at them, reaching for them.

      Caden tugged the gag from her mouth and then bent his head to kiss her, before Isaiah did the same.

      “Please,” she whispered.

      “Please what?” Caden asked. There was a hint of fear in his eyes. “I’m sorry, angel, we should have given you a safe word.”

      “Please,” she said again. “More.”

      Dark hunger replaced the trepidation on his face. “There are so many things I want to do to you.” Caden looked at Isaiah. “I want you on the bed, on your back.”

      “She’s ours,” Isaiah reminded him.

      “I know. I’m going to have her ride your cock as I train her ass.”

      Isaiah hopped on the bed, lying back. Caden slapped Tess’ ass. “On the bed. I want his cock deep in your pussy by the time I get there.”

      Tess didn’t stop to argue. She scrambled up, then straddled Isaiah. He grabbed her hips, stopping her from sinking down onto his cock. “What are you doing?”

      “Are you okay with this? Did I hurt you?”

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry—”

      Tess bared her teeth, shoved his hands away and sank down on his cock, moaning in pleasure. “I wasn’t complaining,” she breathed. “I like it. Now, less talking, more fucking.” Isaiah’s thick cock filled her pussy while the plug stretched her ass.

      “Oh yeah, she’s super submissive,” Isaiah muttered sarcastically.

      Caden’s dark laugh poured over her like warm honey. “Bend forward, Tess.”

      She did as he ordered, Isaiah’s arms wrapping around her, holding her down. Caden tugged at the plug in her ass. There was a moment of pain as the widest part stretched her before it was gone. She missed the feeling of being full. She didn’t have long to miss it before Caden pressed another plug in. At first, it felt no different, but then it kept going—deeper, wider than the first. She held completely still as he inserted it, Isaiah’s cock buried deep inside her, his arms binding her as Caden trained her ass.

      When the second plug was inserted, Caden told Isaiah to let her go. Then he climbed up on the bed behind her, still fully dressed. She sat up, and Caden’s hands snaked around to the front of her body, cupping and fondling her breasts.

      “Fuck him,” Caden growled in her ear.

      Tess started riding Isaiah’s cock while Caden tugged down the corset to play with her nipples and the plug filled her ass.

      “Oh God,” she moaned. “I’m going to come.”

      “Maybe I won’t let you,” Caden said. “I’ll tie you down and we’ll fuck you and play with you, but never let you come. You’ll be begging for our cocks, but all we’ll do is play with these sweet nipples.” He pinched them hard enough to make her gasp in a mix of pain and pleasure. “And this sweet clit.” One hand slid down her abdomen to her pussy. He toyed with her clit even as she continued to ride Isaiah.

      “Not going to last much longer,” Isaiah said through clenched teeth.

      “Well then.” Caden bent her forward. Tess collapsed on Isaiah’s chest, so aroused that her muscles were fluttering with the desperate need to come. His skin was flushed and damp with sweat where she lay against him, and he tangled a hand in her hair, forcing her to tilt her head so he could claim her mouth in a brutal kiss as he pumped his hips, cock thrusting into her in short, hard movements.

      Then Caden grabbed the plug in her ass, yanking it out in one hard pull.

      Tess yelped and bit Isaiah’s lip. Sensation crashed over her, and she shivered, trying for one fruitless moment to hold off her orgasm.

      She knew she was going to fail when Caden worked the tip of his well-lubed cock into her ass. It was wider than the plug had been, the tip much blunter than the tapered plugs. She buried her face against Isaiah even as she lifted her hips, inviting Caden to penetrate her.

      “Fuck, I can feel it. I can feel him in your ass,” Isaiah snarled.

      Caden’s voice was dark and rich when he said, “We’re together now. It’s just the three of us. From now on. Always.”

      He thrust in hard and Tess came. Her body had been dancing on the knife’s edge of arousal for what felt like an hour, and that hard thrust, the fullness of having both their cocks inside her, was what she needed to tip over that edge. She screamed as she came, and her wild frenzy fed theirs. Caden wrapped an arm around her waist, holding her still as he pumped into her, each thrust causing her to slide along Isaiah’s cock before gravity had her sinking down on him again when Caden withdrew.

      Her first orgasm quickly became another, and this time Isaiah was right there with her, his body tensing under hers as he came.

      They lay together panting as Caden took his time, fucking her orgasm-limp body, Isaiah’s softening cock still inside her, Caden’s movements enough so that she was still riding him. Every so often, a small aftershock of pleasure would shake one of them.

      “I like seeing you like this,” Caden said. “Exhausted. Well fucked.”

      “I want to feel you come,” Tess said.

      “Or I’ll keep you like this,” he said darkly. “Fuck you all night. When you beg me to stop, I’ll roll Isaiah over and fuck his ass instead.”

      “Can we get a snack first?” Tess asked.

      Caden paused. “You’re thinking about snacks?”

      “Orgasms make me hungry.”

      “Up,” Caden commanded. “Prop yourself up on your arms. Isaiah, play with her clit. I want her to come again. I want her—no, both of you—so satisfied you can’t think about anything, including food.”

      Tess didn’t think she could come again and was about to say so when Isaiah pressed his thumb against her clit, rolling it. She hissed out a breath and every muscle in her legs and lower abdomen tightened. “Fuck me,” she practically snarled. “Fuck my ass, play with my clit.”

      Both men responded as if she’d struck them. Caden started to hammer his cock into her ass, and Isaiah worked her clit in a hard, steady rhythm. Caden’s teeth closed over her shoulder, muffling the sound of his shout as he came. The sudden, unexpected pain only brought her closer to orgasm. Isaiah’s thumb never stopped, and soon the relentless stimulation of orgasm-sensitive flesh brought her to another white-hot climax.

      This time she collapsed onto Isaiah with a sob. Her whole body was shuddering and her face was wet with tears.

      They cuddled on either side of her, hands stroking her, lips brushing her cheeks and hair.

      “It’s okay,” Isaiah murmured.

      “I’m sorry,” Caden whispered. “So sorry.”

      “S-stop,” she gasped, blinking to clear her vision. She rolled onto her back, between her men. She reached up to touch their cheeks. “Don’t be sorry. That was so good.”

      Caden looked unsure. “You’re crying.”

      “I think I might have died,” she told him semi-seriously. “It was that good.”

      Caden’s serious gaze searched her face. “Le petite mort.”

      They settled down together, sweaty and sticky, but too content to worry about cleaning up.

      She wasn’t sure how much time had passed when Isaiah cleared his throat. “So, you’re a member of this club?”

      Caden shifted. “I was. Tonight is my final time here.”

      “Why?” Tess asked. “Let’s not be hasty.”

      Caden lifted up on one arm. “You two are not serious BDSM players.”

      “Okay, maybe not, but they have fun stuff. And fun people watching,” Tess insisted.

      Caden shook his head. “Even if I wanted to keep my membership, I didn’t play their last game, so I’m not exactly in good standing.”

      “What game?”

      “The checklist game. And before you ask, it means every member was assigned a letter and a partner—yes, some people were assigned random partners—and they had to explore every kink, toy, and position that started with that letter on the club’s BDSM checklist.”

      Tess looked at Isaiah, then they both looked at Caden.

      “What’s on the list?”

      “Can we see it?”

      “Could we play but be assigned together?”

      “Is there one of these clubs in D.C?”

      “What about Boston? Is there one in Boston?”

      Caden rolled onto his back and pulled a pillow over his head, muffling but not muting his next words. “I’ve created monsters. Sex monsters.”
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      It hadn’t taken Isaiah more than five minutes with his cell to discover the address of the Vista Inn in Las Cruses. A picture of the hotel matched Rose’s description of the postcards from her mother.

      On the drive from L.A. to Las Cruses, Caden filled them in on what little he knew of Rose’s mother. “She was an anthropologist, and from the pictures I’ve seen of her, she was very beautiful. Rose favors her a great deal. As Rose said, she was always kept out of the picture when she was a child, stashed with a grandmother while her mother, Tallulah, traveled for work.”

      “And her mother died?” Tess asked. “How?”

      Caden paused. “Actually, no one knows for sure if she really is dead.”

      “Seems to happen a lot in your circle,” Isaiah said drolly.

      Caden reached over and lightly punched him on the arm. “Smartass. She disappeared fifteen years ago without a trace. She’d been in Argentina, working somewhere near Puerto Pirámides, when she just vanished. The report that came back from the police was she’d taken to swimming each morning in a nearby gulf. The locals believed she drowned, but her body was never found.”

      “And what do you know of the Hancocks?” Isaiah asked.

      “They were close friends of my parents. They all shared the same twisted view of the world and their place in it. In their minds, the rich are above the law, their money and interests always at the forefront. Poor people exist merely to clean their houses and mow their lawns. They don’t work for the greater good. They strive only to keep all the power for themselves.”

      “How did people like that get into the Trinity Masters? Everything they stand for is in direct opposition to the ideals set forth by our society. Members are selected because of their commitment to improving society, their progressive ideals, and their belief in leaving the world a better place than they found it.”

      Caden rolled his eyes at Isaiah’s rose-colored view of the Trinity Masters, but Isaiah didn’t care. The world would continue to go to shit if the people who could make a difference became too jaded to try. “They were legacies. Well-connected with the right educations, and there’s no denying they’re intelligent; leaders in the community.”

      “Perhaps the tradition of accepting legacies as a way to gain admittance to the Trinity Masters needs to be dropped.”

      Caden seemed to agree with his suggestion. “I’ll suggest it to the Grand Master once this is all over.”

      “You know her…the Grand Master,” Tess said, not bothering to make her comment a question.

      Caden nodded. “I do.”

      When he didn’t say more, it was obvious he wasn’t going to fill them in on the secret.

      “I still don’t understand how their true natures haven’t been noticed by those within the Trinity Masters,” Isaiah mused aloud.

      Caden switched on the turn signal to take the next right. “Their public masks hide the ugliness they only reveal to each other. Priscilla Hancock chairs several charitable organizations, and they give away just enough of their money—for tax breaks—to make it seem like they’re altruistic and caring. Their game isn’t a new one. It’s not even an unusual one amongst the very elite, wealthy upper class.”

      Tess groaned. “None of that is a comforting thought when you realize Senator Hancock has aspirations to be president.”

      “We’re close,” Caden said, pointing to a sign that told them to take the next left for the Vista Inn.

      “This isn’t exactly a tourist destination,” Isaiah said, looking around. “There’s nothing here. Not even really a town.”

      “More of a crossroads,” Tess said.

      All around them were low rolling hills covered in gold grass and scrub oak—too hilly to make good farmland, though they’d seen some livestock.

      “How are we playing this?” Caden asked as they turned off the two-lane highway.

      Tess laughed. “Wait. We’re going to have a plan? I thought we’d just keep winging it. That seems to be working for us.”

      Isaiah shook his head, even as he grinned at her joke. “Cade’s right. We need to go in there with some idea of what we’re saying or looking for. Tallulah has been missing for years, the last postcard she sent to Rose was well over fifteen years ago. Chances are very slim that anyone here will have a clue who Tallulah is.”

      “What if I pretend to be Rose? I can mention the postcards and say I’d always wanted to come because my mother loved it so much. That’s a pretty easy way to drop some names.”

      Caden nodded. “I like that. “Let’s read the room. Devon suggested that to me when it came to deciding how to approach the Hancocks. If it feels safe to drop her name, we’ll play the Rose card. And if that doesn’t yield any results, we’ll rent a room and start snooping around. Figure it won’t take us long to realize this is a dead end.”

      Isaiah reached out and gripped Caden’s shoulder with a friendly squeeze. “There he is. Mr. Optimism. I was wondering how long it would take before you’d tell us this was a mistake.” He glanced behind him at Tess in the backseat. “I had ten a.m. What did you have?”

      She grimaced. “Eleven thirty. You win.”

      “You placed bets on me being a pessimist?” Caden laughed out loud when Tess reached into her purse and pulled out a twenty, slapping it into Isaiah’s open palm. Isaiah would never get tired of Caden’s laughter. There was always a split second of surprise on Caden’s face, like he couldn’t believe the sound was actually coming from him. And in the past twenty-four hours, it felt like all they’d done was laugh.

      Who would have guessed the solution to their problems would be found in an exclusive BDSM club?

      Caden pulled into the parking lot and grabbed a spot near the entrance. “Guess we should grab the suitcases to make it look legit.”

      They each took one of their bags from the trunk.

      “I think I’ve got all the names and dates and details right in my head,” Tess said. “But if you notice me hesitating, you should probably jump into the conversation, Cade.”

      He nodded. “No problem.”

      The Vista Inn was nestled at the base of a hill, and surrounded by mature oaks and well-tended flower beds. It was the only building on the narrow county road they’d turned onto, and there was nothing more for miles around. Despite that, it was lovely and well maintained, with a fresh coat of paint on the door and not a single weed in the flower beds.

      Once inside, it was clear it was more Bed and Breakfast than hotel, the lobby small and quaint with antique furnishings. The smell of fresh-cut flowers filled the air. It was inviting, warm, peaceful. Isaiah could understand why Rose’s mother made it her retreat, returning often to visit. Obviously, Tess felt the same way when she looked at him, a smile in her eyes.

      “I love this place,” she murmured.

      The woman behind the counter looked as antique as the furniture, and Isaiah felt a slight glimmer of hope.

      “Hello,” Tess said with a friendly grin as the elderly woman stood from the comfortable armchair placed there for her, setting her knitting aside.

      “Good afternoon,” the woman said. “Welcome to Vista Inn. I’m Mary Santucci. What brings you to our quiet little corner of the Earth? Have you come to stay with us?”

      Tess nodded. “We have. My mother used to stay here years ago, and she sent me postcards. I was a boarding school student, and I’ve always wanted to come see the place in person.”

      “Well, isn’t that lovely?” Mary started shuffling around behind the counter, looking for a reservation form. “We have quite a few return visitors. I hope we’ll add you to that list. How many rooms?”

      Tess never hesitated. “Two, please.”

      Isaiah approved. Three people in one room would definitely draw attention in a place like this.

      “Have you worked here long?” Tess asked, handing Isaiah the papers to fill out with their details.

      “I’ve been managing this inn for nearly forty-seven years. The inn may have changed ownership a few times, but I stuck around, even if it’s only part-time these days.” Mary leaned closer as if imparting a secret. “In truth, I’m as good as retired. My daughter, Cindi, manages the place now. My grandson’s wife just had their first child and Cindi went up to Vancouver to help them out for a couple of weeks. I promised to hold down the fort here. And it’s worth it. You should see my great-granddaughter.”

      “I wonder if you remember my mother then,” Tess said, interjecting as Mary reached for a cell phone. The woman liked to talk, but her words came out slowly. Isaiah was reminded of the DMV sloths in the movie Zootopia. They were in serious danger of being here come nightfall if they didn’t get the conversation on track.

      “I’m afraid I’ve seen too many people come and go, my dear, and the old noggin isn’t as sharp as it used to be.”

      Tess was undaunted. “Her name was sort of unusual. Tallulah.”

      “Tallie?” Mary stiffened, her easy smile morphing to a look of absolute shock. Then she narrowed her eyes. “You don’t look a thing like her.”

      Tess laughed, her acting abilities quite impressive. “My mom always said the same thing. Liked to tease me, told me the stork dropped me off at the wrong house and she was certain I belonged to the Hamilton family, who lived next door.”

      Isaiah tried to cover his laugh with a cough. A quick peek at Caden confirmed he was also amused and impressed by their future wife. And she didn’t think she had a knack for fiction.

      Mary nodded, her face softening a bit. “So you’re—”

      “Rose,” Tess lied. “Rose Hancock.”

      Mary’s eyes widened when Tess spoke the name. She turned away and reached toward an oak board adorned with old nails from which the room keys hung. “I’ve kept the room exactly the same.”

      “The room?” Tess asked.

      “Your mother’s room. We always called it the Rose Room. She made me promise to keep it locked up the last time she left. I think…maybe…” Mary had tears in her eyes, and that was when Isaiah noticed Tess did too.

      “Her job took her to dangerous places sometimes,” Tess said quietly, stepping next to Mary as she came out from around the counter and placing a comforting arm around her shoulder.

      “It wasn’t her job,” Mary said, with the first real bit of strength. “It was that woman.”

      “Woman?” Tess prodded.

      “Miss Tallie and her dear John were happy together. Anyone could see they were in love, the perfect couple.” Mary paused and looked at Tess again. “You don’t look like your father either. Not a drop.”

      Isaiah stepped in, anxious to distract Mary before she decided to ask Tess for proof of her identity. “What woman?”

      “Apparently John’s family disapproved of Miss Tallie, though I have no idea who could dislike that loving, wonderful woman. He bought the inn for her…and for you, Rose. The two of them were forced to hide their relationship, so whenever they could steal some time together, they met here.”

      Isaiah was struggling to figure out who the primary characters were in Mary’s story. Tallulah was married to Jayce and Priscilla Hancock, so who was John?

      “Who was the woman you mentioned?” Tess asked, clearly as confused as him.

      “Miss Tallie claimed it was John’s sister, trying to catch them in the act. She said something about the woman hoping to get her brother disowned, so she would inherit the family fortune. After she was declared dead, the ownership changed hands. To one Ms. Rose Hancock.”

      “Rose?” Tess said, quickly catching her mistake. “Me?”

      “Yes, dear, the inn is yours.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I had no idea. My…my mother died suddenly. While she was away for work,” Tess said quickly, trying to cover.

      Mary looked at Tess with sadness in her eyes. “I know that, dear, but there’s something you may need to hear. I hate to be the one to tell you…” She trailed off, and they all leaned forward, as if they could will the old woman to speak. Finally, she sighed and continued. “I always thought the secrecy was just Miss Tallie being dramatic. Until I met that woman.”

      “She came here?” Caden asked.

      Mary nodded. “She did. Just once. Miss Tallie had left for some work trip. Somewhere in South America. That woman showed up looking for her. I knew the second she opened her mouth she was bad news, so I played dumb. Told her she had the wrong place, that no one named Tallulah had ever stayed with us. I don’t think she believed me, but then some nasty-looking giant of a fella came in, whispered something in her ear and she smiled. It was the scariest smile I ever saw in my life. The woman said something like, ‘Never mind. I’ve got her.’ And then she and the giant left. It was nearly a year before I heard that Miss Tallie had drowned.” Mary shook her head. “I don’t mean to upset you, dear, but I don’t believe for one second that was how your sweet mother left this world. It was that woman. I’d stake my life on it.”

      Tess shivered, clearly shaken by Mary’s comments. Isaiah felt a cold chill snaking down his spine as well.

      “So you’ve been running the hotel for R—me? All this time?”

      Mary nodded. “John calls me once a year, like clockwork. Just to see if there’s anything I need. I always ask if you’ll be coming to see the place, but he said you were too busy.”

      “He doesn’t come?”

      Mary shook her head. “No. He never came back after Tallie died. I suspect the place holds too many memories of her for him.”

      Tess wiped her eyes.

      “Are you alright, dear?” Mary twisted her hands together in worry. “I shouldn’t have said anything about that woman. I’m prone to flights of fancy. I must be wrong. I’m sure it was just an accident.”

      Tess smiled. “Yes, it was just an accident.”

      “Before she left, Miss Tallie made me promise to keep her room locked until either she or you came.” Mary leaned closer to Tess. “I’m going to confess right now that every six months or so, I sneak in there to dust, vacuum, and wash the windows. I can’t stand a dirty house.”

      Tess grinned. “I’m certain my mother would forgive you for that.”

      Isaiah realized that was the first thing Tess had said that wasn’t a lie. Her anti-hoarder, no-mess, no-stress mother would definitely approve of the dusting.

      Mary waved the key she’d claimed from the board and led them up three flights of steps. It took a long time, and Isaiah had to bite back impatience with the woman’s slow pace. The Rose Room was the only room on the top floor of the house, which probably helped keep whatever it had held for all these years secure. The last flight of steps had been cordoned off with a thin chain, and given their rickety, narrow state, Isaiah was sure no visitors would ever be tempted to journey higher. He assumed they were heading to an attic.

      That assumption was proven wrong when Mary threw open the door, revealing a brightly lit room that was as charming as the rest of the inn.

      “Wow,” Tess whispered, her awed expression pleasing the manager.

      “If I’d known you were coming, I would have washed the bedding.” Mary walked over to the large king-size bed, smoothing out the quilt. Given the lack of dust her actions raised, it was clear Mary hadn’t lied. She’d kept the room, devoid of life for fifteen years, spotless.

      While he and Tess had continued to venture around the room, looking out the window at the gorgeous views, Caden had stopped by a fireplace, staring fixedly at the painting hanging above it.

      “Miss Tallie liked pretty things and antiquing. She bought a lot of new furnishings for the inn, refurbishing them herself if need be. John gave her that painting, and the two hanging on that wall over there.”

      Caden followed the direction of her pointing, his eyes narrowing angrily.

      “And those two sculptures,” Mary continued, oblivious to Caden’s discomfiture. “I told her it was a shame to keep such beautiful artwork hidden away up here, but Miss Tallie claimed they were precious gifts and she wanted to keep them safe for her daughter.”

      Tess’ smile was forced, and Isaiah knew she’d spotted Caden’s sudden anger as well.

      “Do you mind giving us a moment alone?” Tess asked, not bothering to shield the tears in her eyes. “Seeing her things…after all this time…”

      “Oh, of course, my dear,” Mary said. “I imagine this is quite difficult for you. Take all the time you need. I’ll be downstairs if you need anything.”

      Mary shuffled to the door. None of them spoke as they listened to her slow plodding steps retreating down the stairs.

      “What’s the deal with the artwork, Cade?” Isaiah asked.

      “It was in the tunnels. I remember helping to get that painting out for Elroy when I was twelve or so.”

      Isaiah was confused by Caden’s response. Wasn’t this discovery good news? “So this proves it, doesn’t it? That the Hancocks were members of the purists.”

      “I don’t know what the fuck this proves,” Caden said, rubbing his chest. Isaiah recognized the tell. Whenever Caden was stressed out, he touched his scar.

      “Who’s John? And the sister?” Tess asked.

      Isaiah shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      Caden looked around the room. “I have my suspicions.” He opened the dresser drawers, which were filled with a woman’s clothing.

      “She thought she was going to be back,” Tess murmured, sadness in her tone. “Tallulah left for that last trip, thinking she’d return here.”

      Caden rifled through the clothing, closing the drawers with a defeated sigh when he didn’t find anything.

      Isaiah decided to join the search. Perhaps there was something here that would help them figure out their next move. Because as it stood now, their mystery had just gotten bigger, not smaller.

      He opened the closet, sliding the blouses, skirts, dresses, and coats along the bar, taking time to check pockets.

      Tess was going through the contents of the nightstand drawer, while Caden had dropped to his hands and knees to look under the bed.

      Tess closed the nightstand when it yielded nothing of interest. “If there is something here, something of value, it wouldn’t be in plain sight. There was no way Tallulah could have been certain Mary would respect her wishes and keep the room locked all these years.”

      “You’re right,” Caden said, rising once more, spinning slowly as he studied everything in the room with a more critical eye.

      Isaiah pulled down three hat boxes from the top shelf of the closet and placed them on the bed. They each took a box.

      Isaiah’s contained exactly what it was created for, a fancy party hat.

      “Oh,” Tess said, glancing over. “I love that hat.”

      He rolled his eyes, made certain that was all that was in the box, then closed the lid.

      Caden’s also contained a hat, plus something Tess explained was a fascinator.

      “What’s in yours, Tess?” Caden asked.

      “Two more hats.” Tess was just about to put the lid back on when something caught Isaiah’s eye.

      “Hold on a second.” He took the lid of the box from her and peered at it closely.

      “What is it?” Caden asked, leaning closer.

      “Someone’s written the name of a bank in pencil. It’s faint, but I can read it.” Isaiah turned the inside of the lid toward them.

      “You think it’s Tallulah’s writing?” Tess took the lid from him.

      “Stands to reason. Boston Safe Deposit Co.,” Caden read. “That’s one of the oldest banks in Boston. Check the other hat boxes. See if she’s written anything on them.”

      Isaiah lifted his lid again. Nothing. So he took the hat out and checked the actual box. In the corner, he spotted it. “Hancock safe,” he read aloud.

      “No way,” Tess murmured. “It doesn’t say that!”

      Isaiah showed it to her.

      Tess’ eyes were wide with shock, then delight. “We are fucking awesome.”

      Caden studied his box inside and out, but found nothing. Until he picked up the hat to return it—and felt something inside the brim. He flipped the hat over, picking at the material underneath, ignoring Tess’ squeak of distress and warning.

      “Try not to wreck it. It really is a gorgeous hat.”

      Isaiah grinned when Caden shot her an incredulous look. Then he peeled back the material, two small keys falling into his hand.

      Isaiah pulled his cell phone out.

      “Who are you calling?” Tess asked.

      He raised his hand, locating the number he wanted online. “Give me a minute.” He waited until someone answered before asking his question. “Hello. I’m hoping to gain access to my safe deposit box for the first time. What exactly do I need to bring?” Isaiah listened. “Mmmhmm. Okay. Great. Thanks so much.”

      He hung up and sighed. “Need the keys and to show ID proving we have access to the box. Do you think Tallulah would have named Rose as her heir on that, as well as this inn?”

      Caden shrugged, but there was no denying the idea of seeing Rose again wasn’t exactly welcome news. “I’ll call the Grand Master’s advisor, see if he can find out if there’s a safe deposit box at that bank and who has access to it.”

      Tess reached out, placing her hand on Caden’s shoulder. “If it does belong to Rose, you don’t have to go to the bank with us. In fact, it might be better if we don’t all go. It’ll draw less attention to our actions if someone is following us.”

      Isaiah agreed with Tess on both counts. “If we find out it is in Rose’s name, Tess and I will go with her to retrieve what’s in the box. You can wait for us at Trinity Masters’ headquarters with your brother and Marek. I suspect the Grand Master will be interested in seeing what we find. This could be it. The end of our task.”

      Isaiah hoped that was true, because he was ready to commit to these two, ready to start his future with them.

      He hoped Caden felt the same. Things had been amazing since their time together at the club, but there was no escaping the fact that the idea of seeing Rose again sent him back to some dark place.

      They needed time. Time away from all this madness, the cross-country dashes, the danger. He wanted nothing more than to hang out with Tess and Caden in his home in Loudoun County, curled up on the couch, in front of the fire, watching TV like an old married couple—or trio, as it were.

      As it stood, there were too many obstacles knocking them off-kilter, keeping them from truly having the time to get to know each other.

      “Fine,” Caden said at last. “Let me call the advisor and tell him we’re headed back to Boston. I hope you’re right, Isaiah. I hope this is the end.”
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      Tess stood in the bank foyer with Rose’s husband, Marek. The Grand Master’s advisor thought it best if all three of them split up in an attempt to confuse anyone who might be following them.

      After a great deal of grumbling, Caden had agreed to head to Bay Bank with his brother Weston, while Isaiah and Franco had gone to Commons Loan and Trust. If the Hancocks were following their trail, they’d have to guess which pairing had gone to the right bank.

      Rose was meeting them here, having arrived an hour earlier in disguise. Tess kept looking around the bank, trying to spot her, but to no avail. She was shocked when a blonde who she’d looked at no fewer than half a dozen times approached them.

      “I do like you as a blonde,” Marek murmured. “Maybe you should wear this to bed tonight.”

      “How unexpectedly perverted of you, Captain America,” Rose said, her grin betraying she wasn’t against the idea.

      “Rose?” Tess whispered. “I didn’t recognize you at all.”

      Rose rolled her eyes. “Sort of the point, right?”

      They headed for the bank manager’s office. The Grand Master’s advisor had discovered Tallulah did indeed have access to a safe deposit box at this bank and, upon her death, ownership of the box transferred to Rose.

      Rose showed her identification—no one questioning the difference in hair color, since going from brunette to blonde was hardly uncommon—and then they were led to a small, private room to await the arrival of another bank employee and the box. While they waited, the bank manager told them that Rose was actually in possession of the oldest safe deposit box the bank possessed, the account opened in the late eighteen-hundreds.

      When the other employee arrived, he placed the suitcase-sized metal box on the table, and then he and the manager excused themselves.

      “Moment of truth,” Rose murmured as she gestured for Tess to do the honors. Tess put the first key into the lock, then the second, turning them both at the same time. The box opened with a soft snick.

      There were only two items inside—a diary and another smaller lockbox.

      Rose reached for the diary, recognition dawning. “This belonged to my mother. I remember watching her write in it when I was little.”

      Tess pulled the lockbox out. “Wow. This is really old. This must be the Hancock safe.”

      “I’m surprised it’s remained safely closed all these years,” Rose said. “It’s obvious people have had it in their possession, moving it around. As the manager said, this bank has only been in existence since the end of the nineteenth century, and my mom has clearly seen the box. She put her diary in with it. Why hasn’t anyone opened it before?”

      “They can’t,” Tess said, carefully lifting the box to study it more closely. “It’s rigged.”

      “Rigged?” Rose said, her voice rising in alarm.

      “Not with a bomb,” Tess hastened to explain. “What is it with you and bombs?”

      Marek snickered.

      “Without the proper combination, the box can’t be opened without destroying the contents. Listen.” Tess lightly shook the box, the swishing sound of liquid coming from inside. “If the box is forced open, that vial of liquid bursts and ruins whatever it’s concealing. It’s pretty ingenious, really.”

      “Yeah, brilliant.” Rose had the same sarcastic doomsday tone Tess had become accustomed to in Caden. “Do we know the combination?”

      Tess shook her head. “I don’t. But lucky for us, we have lots of clever minds all waiting for us at headquarters. Why don’t we head back there and see if we can figure this secret out once and for all? We’re close,” Tess said with an excited grin. “I can feel it.”

      Marek smiled. “I can too.”

      Rose looked less convinced, and Tess noticed the other woman had a viselike grip on her mother’s diary.

      They left the room, returning to the lobby. Marek slowed down. “Please wait inside the bank where it’s safe. I’ll grab the car and meet the two of you out front.” The other trinity had been warned of the attacks on Caden and Tess, and Marek was taking the threat to heart.

      Rose nodded, clearly distracted by the diary in her hands.

      Tess wrapped the ancient lockbox in some bubble wrap she had tucked in her large purse for safety. Rose gave her an amused look, but let whatever joke she might have planned slide by.

      As soon as Marek was gone, Rose slipped the diary open. “I never thought I’d see this again.”

      “You loved your mom.”

      Rose frowned. “Of course I did.”

      Tess quickly raised her hands. “I didn’t mean to insinuate that you didn’t. I just meant…you must miss her.”

      Rose, like Caden, was very good at masking her feelings. Good. But not perfect. Tess caught the slightest glimpse of pain in Rose’s dark eyes before she shuttered the emotion away.

      Tess recalled all the things they’d learned from Mary, about her mother’s lover and the evil sister. “I don’t know what you know about our trip to Las Cruses.”

      “Very little,” Rose said. “Just something about me owning a B&B and the fact my mother was in possession of some of the stolen artwork.”

      “Yeah. The hotel manager, Mary, was very fond of your mom. She mentioned that she spent a lot of time there with a man named John.”

      Rose’s forehead crinkled. “My father’s name is Jayce.”

      “I know.”

      “Did Mary mention Priscilla?”

      Tess shook her head. “No. Just your mother’s lover John, who apparently had a sister who didn’t like Tallulah.”

      “It’s funny. I always assumed that my mom and the Hancocks met there…in secret.”

      Tess pointed to the diary. “Maybe the answers will be in there.”

      Rose’s grip on the book tightened. “Come on. Marek will probably be waiting for us by now.”

      The street was fairly crowded, the fact not a coincidence. They’d chosen to hit all the banks at lunchtime on a Monday, thinking there was safety in well-populated public areas.

      Marek had double-parked in proper Boston style across the street from the bank. When he saw them, he got out, glancing left and right as he waved for them to proceed.

      Tess saw a car zoom out of the alley beside the bank the second they stepped off the curb. It was a nondescript gray car, with a rental sticker in the window, but something about it set off her alarm bells.

      She grabbed for Rose’s arm, intent on pulling her back, just as shots rang out. Tess couldn’t tell what direction they’d come from, but their target was apparent as Marek fell to the ground, the bullets ricocheting off the driver’s door of his car, smashing the windshield.

      People on the street began running, screaming, crying, ducking for cover, knocking into each other in their attempts to escape. The safety in numbers they thought they’d find turned into a liability as the area in front of the bank became a mob scene.

      Rose screamed Marek’s name as Tess was knocked down by a mother racing by her, her baby tucked tightly in her arms. The gray car pulled up right in front of them, blocking their view of Marek as more shots rang out. The only thing Tess knew for sure was that the driver of the car wasn’t doing the shooting. It was coming from one of the surrounding buildings.

      Before she could push herself up, strong arms grabbed her roughly, tossing her into the back of the vehicle. She tried to climb out the other side, but Rose was dragged in and shoved down on top of her. They wriggled for freedom, working against each other in their desperate attempts to get away, but the car had taken off, the acceleration tossing them against the backseat. She finally managed to grab the door handle and pull. It wouldn’t open. Child locks.

      That was when Tess realized someone else was in the back of the car with them. She felt the prick of something in her arm and the world went dark.

      

      Tess had no idea how much time had passed when she woke up. All she knew was two things. One, she was out of the car, and two, she was bound to a chair.

      “Shit,” she whispered into the pitch-black room. She heard a slight stirring behind her and a soft moan. “Rose?”

      “It’s me. Where the hell are we?”

      “No clue. Are you tied up?”

      “Yeah. They’ve got me strapped to some chair.”

      “This isn’t good. This is actually really, really bad. My head is kind of swimming from whatever drug that guy shot us up with. Wonder where we are. Did you see his face?” Tess didn’t wait for answers. “This is super uncomfortable. Dammit. My nose itches.”

      “Tess,” Rose said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Breathe.”

      Tess sucked in some much-needed air and realized she’d been rambling. She was on the verge of outright terror and it was making its way out in nonsense babbling. “Thanks,” she said after forcing herself to take three more deep breaths.

      “How tightly are you tied? Any chance you can get free?” Rose asked after giving her a few more minutes to compose herself.

      Tess tugged against the ropes tying her hands behind her back. They were tight…too tight. Her circulation was cut off and her fingers were numb. “No. I’m not getting out of these on my own. How about you?”

      “Me either. The space feels big, doesn’t it?”

      Tess considered that. “Yeah. Our voices are sort of echo-y. It’s cold in here. Really cold.” Her hands started to tremble, her head going fuzzy. She was sure she’d never felt so terrified in her life.

      “Keep breathing, Tess. In and out.”

      “Aren’t you scared?”

      Rose didn’t reply immediately. “I am. But for a different reason.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Did you see Marek? After the gunshots were fired?”

      Tess had been so preoccupied by her current state, she’d forgotten about the shooting. The last time she’d seen Marek, he’d dropped to the ground. Problem was, Tess had no idea if he’d fallen because he was hit or because he’d been ducking for cover.

      “I saw him,” she hesitated, then chose the more hopeful word, “duck down behind the car door.”

      “He ducked?” Rose whispered.

      Tess didn’t want to lie, but she also didn’t want Rose to freak out. Because right now, her calmness was the only thing keeping Tess from screaming her head off. “Yeah.”

      “Okay. Good. That’s good.”

      “Can you see anything at all?”

      “No,” Rose said. “I’ll admit it’s sort of unnerving. Usually in situations like this, my sight has been hindered by blindfolds and hoods, not complete and utter darkness.”

      Rose’s mention of blindfolds reminded Tess of the other woman’s relationship with Caden.

      “You’ve been tied up before.” Tess didn’t ask it as a question. She knew the answer.

      “Yes. Lots of times.”

      “Caden had told us about Darling. Then after we met, he told us that was you. You were Darling. His submissive.”

      “Breathe, Tess.”

      “Right.”

      Rose laughed softly. “At least this time, I’m dressed.”

      “Rose?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Were you scared? All those times you were naked and tied up, helpless?”

      The silence in the room grew tenfold as Tess’ question hovered in the air.

      “Yes. I was scared, especially at the beginning. The first few times the loss of control, the vulnerability of being naked…it’s crippling.”

      Tess bit her lip, trying to imagine the horror of that. When her breath started to come in panicked pants, she decided to stop imagining a situation worse than her current one.

      “But you can’t be scared all the time,” Rose continued. “At a certain point you become…not quite immune to the fear, but you know you’ll survive it, because you’ve survived it before. You ask yourself what you’re afraid of—physical pain? Bodies heal. Emotional pain? Time will heal that. You’d be surprised what you can survive, what becomes normal after enough experiences.”

      “I’m sorry,” Tess said.

      “And if you’re asking if I was scared when it was Caden who had me tied up, then no, I wasn’t scared.”

      “You weren’t?”

      “No. I was never scared of him. I dreaded it sometimes, and as we got older I hated the destructive spiral we were caught in. But I wasn’t scared of him. Despite what he may think of himself, Caden isn’t a sadist. He didn’t hurt me because he liked to see me suffer. He used pain because it was a tool he’d been trained to use. He never left scars, at least not on my skin. Emotionally, we cut each other to ribbons.”

      Tess knew how much guilt Caden suffered because of Rose, because of all the pain he’d caused her. While it was an odd conversation to strike up at a moment like this, Tess suspected this might be the only chance she’d ever have to ask Rose about her past. Partly because she’d never have the nerve to ask these things in broad daylight when they could see each other’s faces, and partly because there was no guarantee they were going to see tomorrow.

      “I’m not afraid of him.”

      Rose sighed. “That’s good, Tess. He needs you, you know. I know I’ve only met you once, but you’re the kind of person he needs. Someone who can love him.”

      “You…didn’t love him?”

      “I couldn’t. I was in love with Weston. And Caden…when he collared me…I realized there would be no escape. I hated him for that, even though he was as trapped by his fathers as I was.”

      “How could they do that?”

      “I will never understand them,” Rose admitted quietly. “He saved me from the hell of being abused and raped by his fathers. But you asked about being afraid. I was never afraid of Caden because as much as I hated being Darling, I trusted him.”

      Tess cleared her throat. “You know, I saved myself until the binding ceremony. Came to the altar room a virgin.”

      “Oh my God,” Rose said, though Tess could hear the smile in her voice. “I bet Cade hated that.”

      “He did. Because he was afraid he would hurt me.”

      “If you want it, he could hurt you and make you enjoy it. I shouldn’t…I don’t want to change how you see him, Tess. I’m not sure I want—”

      “I know,” Tess interjected. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I started this conversation. Maybe it’s because I’m scared that I won’t have a chance to say this to him. He’s never hurt me. He’s gentle and caring and kind.” Tess had no idea why she’d felt the need to say that. Perhaps because she needed Rose to know Caden wasn’t the monster she believed him to be, that there was a good man inside him. “And I’m in love with him.”

      Rose hesitated just a moment before saying, “I’m glad.”

      Neither of them spoke again for a long time. Rose was the one to break the silence.

      “We were both kids when all the abuse started. We were scared. Weston disappeared, and we knew they’d killed him. The stuff we went through…it messes you up, blurs the lines between right and wrong until you forget there even was a line to begin with.”

      “He hates what he did to you. It tears him up inside.”

      “I know.” She was silent for only a moment. “Caden saved me. I should have told him that when I saw him, but it wasn’t until that moment in the hotel lobby that I could get past all the other feelings I have for him, about him. I was dying when he collared me. Maybe not my body, but my spirit. He saved me, but he scarified his own soul to do it. He deserves to be loved.”

      Rose fell silent again and this time, Tess let the conversation go. She wasn’t sure what else there was to say. She hoped that Caden was on the path to forgiving himself, at least enough that he could move on and build that future she wanted so badly for him and her and Isaiah.

      There was a quiet groan somewhere to their left. Rose muttered a curse. “Someone is in here with us,” she whispered.

      “Hello?” Tess called out.

      The other person didn’t reply, didn’t make another sound.

      The heavy feeling pressing on Tess’ chest grew worse when footsteps sounded outside the door and she heard the lock thrown open.

      Tess blinked rapidly, blinded temporarily when the room was suddenly awash in bright light. It took nearly a minute before she could squint her eyes open enough to see it wasn’t the entire room that was lit up. The painful brightness was created by a bare lightbulb dangling above her head, just in front of her. She lowered her head to block out the painful brightness. Then she turned to look over her shoulder and found Rose, bound to a chair facing the opposite direction, just a few feet behind her. She was illuminated by her own single bare bulb.

      When Tess looked beyond Rose, she saw a figure standing in the doorway. A silhouette backlit by the light from the room or hallway beyond. The woman walked into the room, continuing until she stood in front of Rose, sharing the light from that same naked bulb.

      And that was when Tess was able to make out Priscilla Hancock, dressed in head-to-toe black leather, holding a wicked-looking whip.

      

      Caden slammed his hand down against the conference room table. “Where the fuck is Devon?”

      Isaiah sat in a chair, looking so calm and steady Caden wanted to punch him in the face. “Take it easy, Caden. It’s only been a couple of hours.”

      “Two hours? Two whole fucking hours?!” Caden’s stomach lurched, the same nausea he’d felt since Marek had shown up at headquarters without Tess and Rose.

      Caden had been waiting with Devon for the others to arrive when a disheveled and stricken Marek showed up alone. Devon had asked Marek several detailed questions, then headed for the Grand Master’s office, intent on placing some calls and using his CIA connections to find the gray rental car.

      “I swear to God if anything happens to Tess,” Caden’s voice broke. “I’ll fucking kill somebody.”

      “They’ve got Rose too.” Weston looked like he was ready to do violence as well, but he was better at concealing it. Probably because his husband, Marek, was devastated as well as injured, and Weston didn’t want to add to his pain.

      Marek had been grazed by two of the bullets fired in his direction, one in the upper arm, the other running just along his scalp. Franco had patched up both, but even now Caden could see blood seeping through the head injury.

      Apparently, Marek had watched, dazed and helpless from the ground, as both women were tossed into the car that went screeching off down the street. Rather than stick around, he’d managed to get up and wave down a taxi that brought him back here.

      No doubt the cops would be looking for him, wondering why he’d left the scene.

      “Rose,” Marek whispered. “It’s my fault.”

      Weston sat next to Marek, his gaze fixed on the head wound. “You could have been killed.”

      It wasn’t the first time his brother had made that statement. Hell, it wasn’t even the second or third. Since Marek had addressed the concern several times already, he ignored it this time, simply squeezing his husband’s hand.

      “I shouldn’t have left them alone. I thought the less time they were out in the open, on the street…” Marek struck him as a pretty steady guy, which made Caden’s distress even worse.

      If Captain America was falling apart, Caden didn’t stand a chance. “I can’t keep sitting here, doing nothing.”

      “And what the hell would you do, Cade?” Weston asked. “We have no idea where they are or how to find them. We have to trust that Devon’s connections will give us somewhere to start.”

      “It’s the Hancocks.” Caden had never been more certain of anything, but without proof, the others refused to act. Of course, it didn’t help that the Hancocks had at least three residences on the East Coast where they could have taken Rose and Tess, and that Weston had argued—wisely—there was no way they’d take two kidnapped women back to their own home.

      Which meant they were hiding them God only knew where.

      “I can’t lose her,” Caden muttered.

      “We’re not going to lose her, Cade. That’s not an option. We’re going to keep our heads and do whatever it takes.”

      Caden knew Isaiah meant his words as comfort, but his rage wasn’t reacting well to Isaiah’s steadiness. He clenched his fists, eyeing the wall. He wouldn’t mind a few busted knuckles if it distracted him from the pain in his chest.

      Devon walked in and all four men stood from the table, Marek with a bit of support from Weston.

      “What did you find out?” Isaiah asked, betraying the first sign of genuine fear. Caden unclenched his hand and placed it on his partner’s shoulder.

      “I was able to trace the path of the vehicle by use of security cameras on the businesses in that part of the city. Got it all the way to the highway. Then I was able to track it nearly forty miles down the MA-3, thanks to traffic cams. Got off at the exit for US-6. That’s when I lost it.”

      “US-6 leads to Cape Cod,” Caden said.

      “What about LoJack?” Isaiah asked. “It’s a rental car, right?”

      “Yes, and I’m working on getting it turned on, but there’s paperwork even I can’t circumvent.”

      “Cape Cod,” Caden prompted.

      Devon nodded. “Yeah. I did some digging through the Hancocks’ real estate records. You couldn’t believe how many properties—business and residential—they own. Six in just the Cape Cod area. Then I dug even deeper and found a dummy corporation owned by Priscilla Armstrong, and came across a listing for an abandoned warehouse in Provincetown.”

      “Let me guess,” Isaiah said. “Priscilla Armstrong is Mrs. Hancock?”

      “Yeah. Her maiden name. For some reason, she’s keeping quite a lot of her dealings separate from her husband.”

      “To hide them from him or the government because they’re shady as hell?” Caden asked.

      Devon shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. It wasn’t easy finding that warehouse. If the Hancocks really did take Tess and Rose, my gut says we’ll find them there. I looked at a satellite map of the area. It’s in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Then that’s where we’re going.” Caden started for the door, but Devon blocked it.

      “Slow down, hotshot. We can’t go in there, guns blazing. Rose and Tess could get hurt.”

      “We’re three hours away, Devon. We have plenty of time to plan.”

      “Actually,” Devon said with a smile. “Don’t you own your own private plane?”

      Caden nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Then we’re closer than you think. Just so happens there’s a municipal airport in Provincetown. Twenty-minute flight from Boston.”

      Caden felt the overwhelming—and slightly disturbing—desire to kiss Devon. “Thank God,” he said, reaching into this pocket for his phone. “Let me make a call. Then we’re making a plan.”
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      “I’m so glad you girls could stop by for a visit.”

      In any other situation in the world, that comment would have been innocuous and friendly. However, given Priscilla’s outfit and the fact she’d drugged, kidnapped, and tied them up, it was probably one of the most preposterous things Tess had ever heard in her life.

      Priscilla snapped her fingers, and a huge hulk of a man entered the room with another chair, this one cushioned, more ornate, decidedly out of place. He placed it between her and Rose off to the side, then she gestured toward Rose and Tess.

      The man spun Tess’ chair around before doing the same to Rose’s. The two women shared a quick look before glancing Priscilla’s way.

      “Hello, Mommie Dearest,” Rose said in a voice that had Tess’ respect for the woman skyrocketing. There wasn’t a twinge of fear in it.

      Priscilla lifted her free hand and slapped Rose so hard, Tess felt it. She winced, worried about the other woman, until Rose blinked a couple of times, shook it off, then lifted unimpressed eyes toward their captor.

      Tess started to fear for Priscilla’s sanity when the older woman leaned toward Rose, cupping the cheek she’d just struck. “Such a brave girl. You’re so much like your mother in that regard. She was the same, dauntless until the last. Now, stop talking or I’ll have to gag you.”

      Again, Priscilla lifted her hand, and this time the hulk disappeared into the shadows for a few moments before returning with a small table and a box. He set the box on the table and lifted the lid, revealing all sorts of terrifying things Tess didn’t even want to guess the purpose of.

      Priscilla lifted a ball gag out and waved it as a way of solidifying her threat. “Good boy, Giles.” She briefly nodded her head in Tess’ direction, and the hulk moved closer, reaching down to rip her blouse open.

      Tess gasped in shock, but Giles didn’t do anything else. He merely stepped back to Priscilla’s side. The woman’s smile was pure evil and—frankly—more terrifying than Giles.

      “Giles likes to play with his food,” Priscilla joked. “I’ve promised him that once I’m finished here, he can have you. He’s been thirsting for revenge ever since you thwarted his attempt to kill you at Monticello. I had to punish him that night for failing me.”

      Tess took a closer look at the hulk. He was the driver they’d seen outside the library. Obviously, Giles had been following them. He’d knocked Caden out and stolen the journal, and he’d hit her with the car.

      Giles cracked his knuckles. His hands were huge.

      The woman wanted a reaction, thrived on fear. Tess glanced in Rose’s direction. Rose wasn’t afraid. Instead, she looked slightly annoyed.

      Bodies heal. You’d be surprised what you can survive.

      Tess swallowed down her fear, buried it somewhere deep. When she spoke, her tone was pure sarcasm. Caden would have been proud. “Oh? Was that your town car? Hope I left a nice dent in it for you. Maybe a few scratches to remember me by.”

      Priscilla frowned, then jerked her head toward Giles once more.

      Suddenly Tess was sorry she’d tried to play with the rattlesnake. Unlike Priscilla, Giles used the back of his hand when he hit her. It felt as if her head spun almost completely around, a full one-eighty, and her vision went gray.

      Priscilla waited until Tess shook off the stinging pain and lifted her head once more before speaking again. “I might have to reconsider my offer. Perhaps I’ll play with you, instead.”

      Tess forced herself to stare only at Rose. At this point, it was only the other woman’s presence that was bolstering her strength, giving her courage.

      She grinned, her response no doubt confusing Priscilla. Tess didn’t bother to conceal it as she looked at Rose in amazement. Somehow Rose had managed to adopt a pose of outright boredom, raising her eyebrow in a total whatever manner.

      “I want to thank the two of you for finding and retrieving the Hancock safe for me,” Priscilla began. “And, of course, your dear mother’s diary was a fun read.”

      Rose’s eyes narrowed angrily, for just a split second, before she reined her emotions back in. Unfortunately, Tess wasn’t the only one to catch her response. Priscilla did as well, and she took great delight in touching a nerve.

      “It was so very informative, you see.” Priscilla snapped her fingers and once again, the hulk was there with Tallulah’s diary. He handed it to Priscilla, who didn’t bother to open it. “Your mother was a fool like you. She thought she could outsmart me, take what was mine without repercussions.”

      Tess took her lead from Rose, remaining silent despite the millions of questions flying around in her head. Neither of them needed to ask anything. It was as if Priscilla had spent years waiting to brag about what she’d done.

      Priscilla leaned back, as regal and relaxed as a queen on her throne. “No one takes anything away from an Armstrong.”

      “Tired of the Hancock name?” Rose asked drolly.

      Priscilla studied Rose for a moment. “You really are very much like your mother. She thought she could hide you from me, protect you. They both did.”

      Rose frowned. “They?”

      Tess could see Rose’s regret the second she asked the question.

      Priscilla’s smile grew bigger. “Turn on the lights, Giles.”

      Tess had almost forgotten about the groan they’d heard earlier. Whoever had let it slip had been absolutely silent since then.

      Giles turned on an entire bank of lights, illuminating what appeared to have been a warehouse at some point. Tess’ blood turned cold as she took in the renovations. The entire place was like something out of a BDSM horror movie. Chains hung from the ceiling, while one whole wall was covered with whips, crops, leather straps, and some sort of metal poles that looked like cattle prods. There were padded and wooden benches and scary-looking bondage chairs and even a swing, all scattered around the room.

      However, the most shocking thing was the St. Andrew’s cross on the wall to her right. Not the cross actually, but who was hanging from it.

      Senator Jayce Hancock was completely naked and strapped spread eagle facing them. His head was bowed, his eyes lowered. He never looked their direction and Tess could almost touch his fear.

      While she didn’t want to stare, she couldn’t force herself to look away from the bottom half of his body. There was something attached to the base of his penis and wrapped around his balls. It was a leather circle like a small belt or collar with silver spikes that faced inward. The tips of the spikes were digging into his skin, weights dangling from the bottom of the circle of leather.

      Then Tess understood his silence as she saw the bottom half of his face covered by some sort of strange gag. She glanced in Rose’s direction, her confused expression giving her away.

      Rose blew out a long, tired breath. “Cock and ball torture. Penis gag,” she explained as she shook her head. “I’m going to need so much therapy after this.”

      Tess could only begin to imagine. The senator was Rose’s dad. Tess never wanted to see her father naked, bound to a cross, subjected to…whatever that was hanging from his balls, and Jesus, was there really such a thing as a penis gag?

      Tess was going to need therapy, and she even wasn’t a blood relative.

      “Tallie’s diary was quite illuminating, Jayce. Or should I call you John?”

      Mr. Hancock lifted his head at that, his eyes almost pleading.

      “You were having an affair with her.”

      Rose scoffed. “With his own wife? The three of you were a trinity. That’s not cheating.”

      Priscilla slapped Rose again, harder this time. Tess watched in amazement as the other woman shook it off as if it was nothing. She tried not to think about how Rose had acquired such a high tolerance for pain.

      “The ideals of our secret society, set forth by the founding fathers, were quite simple. The Trinity Masters are there to control society, to manage the wealth, to make sure those with intelligence, courage, and drive remain in power, on top. Jayce was a successful lawyer when we were bound at the altar, with a budding career in politics. Without me, he wouldn’t be where he is today.”

      “Strapped to a St. Andrew’s cross?” Rose muttered.

      Tess breathed out a quick laugh, unable to hold it back. They were well and truly fucked, so the humor felt completely out of place…and much needed.

      Priscilla’s eyes narrowed as she looked back toward Giles.

      Tess instantly regretted her actions when the ham-fisted giant tugged her bra down, exposing her breasts. He pinched her nipples painfully, roughly, as Tess tried to twist away from him, hating the weak cries pouring from her.

      “Enough,” Priscilla said.

      Giles released her and stepped away once more. Tess squeezed her eyes closed, trying to stem the tears. When she opened them again, she saw Rose, watched as she mouthed the word, “breathe.”

      Tess sucked in and out, in and out, never taking her gaze from Rose’s face, drawing on her strength.

      “Jackson! Royce! Come in here.”

      Two more men moved into the room from the door where Priscilla had emerged.

      “Yes, Mistress,” they said in almost perfect unison.

      “Cut their clothing off.”

      Tess started to fight against the rope, the rough cord cutting her skin. She didn’t care. She didn’t want anyone in this room touching her. Her struggles stilled when one of the men pulled out a very nasty-looking, very sharp knife. She barely breathed as he sliced through her blouse and bra, then her jeans and panties, the blade cutting the material away as if it were made of soft butter.

      Tess didn’t need a mirror to know she was flushing bright red. Apparently, her male captors found her blushing amusing, one of them muttering something about her innocence. Rose appeared undaunted, almost at ease with her nudity. If Priscilla had meant to rob them of their clothing in an attempt to embarrass or weaken them, it was obviously only working with Tess.

      Priscilla ignored their opposite reactions, looking at her husband once more. “The concept of a triad is an archaic one. And while I will admit it can sometimes help us achieve our goals—the Andersons are a good example of that—it can hinder us as well. The internet was the stuff of science fiction two hundred years ago. Today, we all live under a microscope. Jayce is going to be President of the United States one day. And as everyone knows, there can only be one First Lady. Tallie was an obstacle, one I thought we’d easily discarded. She lived separately, continued her research, and when it was necessary, we put on a good face for the Grand Master. Then the stupid woman got pregnant.” Priscilla lifted the diary toward Jayce. “With your baby! You were in love with her!”

      The words were spoken with so much hate, Tess feared for the senator’s safety. Given the way he fought against the chains binding him to the cross, Jayce knew he was in trouble too.

      Rose didn’t bother to shield her outright shock. “You didn’t think I was his?”

      “Your mother said it was an accident, that she’d had a brief affair. We had no choice but to accept her bastard child into our lives. After all, the Trinity Masters believed we were living in a true triad. Then we struck the deal with the old Grand Master, set up that betrothal. It gave me great pleasure to hand you over to the Andersons, knowing that Elroy and Caden would break you, destroy you, train you for me. I didn’t realize the sons would step in and ruin my plans for creating the perfect little submissive.”

      “They trained me for you?” Rose asked.

      “Of course they did, you stupid little fool. Think of it. My submissive, married to the sister of the Grand Master and that ignorant boy, Devon.”

      “Lovely,” Rose muttered. “You’ve been setting up shadow governments.”

      “I would have had influence, power, a place at the table with the Grand Master and the President of the United States.”

      Holy shit, Tess mouthed to Rose.

      “And now it’s all ruined.” Priscilla pointed at Rose, but her furious rage was directed solely at her husband. “This whore is your daughter!”

      Rose raised one brow. “You’re the one wearing the cheap faux-leather dominatrix suit.”

      Priscilla twisted, leaning down until her face was inches from Rose’s. “I’m going to kill you, Rose. The same way I killed your mother. I’m going to chop you up in little pieces, then take you out to sea and feed you to the sharks. You’re fish bait, nothing else. Gag her, Jackson. The next time she speaks, she’ll be begging for mercy.”

      Jackson picked up the ball gag and stepped behind Rose. Tess expected her to fight, but instead she opened her mouth, accepting the gag. Jackson looked disappointed that she hadn’t fought, so he yanked her hair once it was in place.

      Rose heaved her shoulders in a bored sigh, she looked at Priscilla and raised a brow, as if to say what’s next. Priscilla sneered and turned to walk toward her husband.

      “You’re a weak, spineless, romantic fool. You hid Tallie in that inn, got her pregnant, gave her that artwork as a gift rather than sell it to our buyer. You gave that safe to her, not me. You knew I wanted to open it, wanted to see what your ancestors thought was so important that they’d protected it for centuries. But you took it away. And gave it to her!”

      She reached up and pulled the gag out of Jayce’s mouth. He gasped loudly, sucking in air.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      The senator’s voice was weak, hoarse, when he said, “Please forgive me, Mistress.”

      Tess’ jaw dropped. What the fuck was that? He was asking for forgiveness. “Are you nuts?” Tess asked, catching sight of Rose desperately shaking her head too late to consider her actions.

      Priscilla didn’t even look in her direction. “Untie her, Giles, and bring her over here. I want our little innocent to have a good view of the show. I might even let her play.”

      Giles pulled a wicked-looking knife from the sheath on his belt that Tess had seen, but tried to ignore. He cut her ankles free from the legs of the chair, then grabbed her upper arm, drawing her up. Her arms were still bound tightly behind her back. It occurred to her, as he dragged her across the room, that she’d actually felt safer in the chair than she did now, on her feet. She glanced longingly toward the still open doorway. It might as well be a thousand miles away.

      Then she saw it. A shadow moving in the other room.

      She glanced away quickly, not wanting to draw attention to her first glimmer of true hope.

      Someone was outside.

      Please God, let it be Isaiah and Caden.
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      Caden stood outside and leaned against the wall, listening as Priscilla Hancock listed every single one of her evil deeds. Devon was standing next to him, his hand on his arm, holding him back.

      The grip wasn’t a bad idea. Even now, though Caden knew everyone wasn’t in place, it was taking all his strength not to run into that room and grab Tess.

      Isaiah was ducked behind an old metal desk, only his eyes and the top of his head visible. He was staring directly at Caden, willing him to be patient. Caden drew strength from his partner’s iron-clad determination, wondering where the hell his fortitude had gone. He’d lived a lifetime in complete control of his emotions, his actions, his submissives. He was the steady one, unshakable to the core.

      Then he’d fallen in love with two beautiful nerds and suddenly, Isaiah was the rock.

      The sound of a whip cracked in the next room, and Caden jerked as if he’d been the one struck. Devon’s hand tightened, but one glance his direction told Caden he wasn’t finding it any easier to wait.

      They heard Jayce’s cry of pain and relaxed slightly.

      Because of Senator Hancock’s high-profile position in politics, they couldn’t call on any of Devon’s associates at the CIA. Instead, the Grand Master had assembled as much muscle as she could muster from within the Trinity Masters. In addition to Marek, Weston, Devon, Isaiah, and Caden, they’d been met at the airport by security expert Price Bennett and his partner, an FBI agent named Gunner Wells; the most terrifying woman Caden had ever met, some former KGB spy named Tasha; and, much to Caden’s annoyance, Sebastian Stewart, whose brother, Christian, had shot Caden six months earlier.

      It should have been a tense twenty-minute flight, packed with too many chiefs, but the whole atmosphere changed when Juliette stepped onto the plane.

      She’d taken control of the situation, unrolling a map of the area where they believed Rose and Tess were being held. In true Grand Master fashion, she’d laid out the plan, assigned positions, and then nodded to Devon, who had armed them all with military-grade handguns. Caden had been impressed with her leadership skills and for the first time ever, actually found himself respecting her.

      Devon and Caden had earpieces in and they were listening to Price, who had taken charge of outside operations once they’d quietly and efficiently overtaken the four guards Priscilla had watching the building. Price was now setting up a perimeter while Gunner and Juliette remained in the van Devon had arranged to pick them up at the Provincetown airport. The van was outfitted with a parabolic microphone, something Devon had called a bionic ear. It allowed them to hear everything that was being said in the building.

      They’d kept the inside team small, only Devon, Caden, and Isaiah on this end, Tasha on the other. Weston and Marek had put up a hell of a fight in regards to their assignments on the plane, but considering Marek was injured and still not steady on his feet, and Weston’s bad leg prevented him from moving quickly, their arguments were quickly quashed. Everyone outside was ready to stop Priscilla or her goons—with a bullet if necessary—should they get past the inside team.

      Price had remarked that the building should be fairly easy to infiltrate, given its relatively small size and limited number of exits to cover. In addition to this small front office, there was the warehouse where Priscilla was holding her hostages and then a back storage closet, only accessible from the outside by a tiny window.

      That was who they were waiting for—Tasha, also outfitted with an earpiece, planned to shimmy into that room and take position there. Once she was ready, the original plan had been to subdue the two men in the front office, then go in with weapons drawn, Priscilla and her goon outnumbered. They’d discounted the large bay door in the warehouse as a means of entry because it was locked on the inside and it was hardly the type of door that could be opened stealthily.

      That idea went to shit when the two men entered the warehouse. Taking down three men and Priscilla while ensuring the safety of Rose and Tess was going to be a lot trickier.

      Caden had only managed to sneak a quick peek into the room before Devon pulled him back. Priscilla was standing at the far wall, her back to them, whip in hand, Rose was tied to a chair in the center of the room, flanked by the two men Priscilla had called Jackson and Royce. Those were things they could probably deal with. Three quick shots fired.

      The problem was Tess. The goon, Giles, had a firm grip on her, and he was holding a knife to her throat. Because of where they were standing, Tess blocked any shot they might take at Giles. And Tasha offered no hope from her end because Priscilla stood in the way.

      “I’m in,” Caden heard in his earpiece. Tasha was in place.

      “Hold,” Devon whispered in response. He stepped around Caden and took his own two-second glance into the room. The man’s CIA skills were good because he’d obviously seen the same thing Caden had.

      “We can’t storm in,” Devon mouthed.

      Caden nodded in response. Running into the room right now would be the height of dangerous. There was no saying what the goon with the knife would do.

      “Untie the girl,” Priscilla demanded.

      Caden struggled to breathe, the air going in too shallow. Isaiah’s face looked as if it was made of stone, his jaw set.

      Though it took every ounce of strength Caden had, he remained motionless even after Priscilla said, “I think it’s time you see exactly what it is your new lover is going to expect of you, Tess. Caden is a demanding master, a true sadist.”

      If Tess replied, Caden didn’t hear it. His heart was thudding too loudly, deafening him to everything except the cold fear pumping through his veins.

      “Bring me the cane, Jackson.”

      Caden closed his eyes, his only recourse obvious. Then he looked at Isaiah. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed. “Leave.”

      Isaiah frowned and tilted his head, but Caden looked away, facing Devon. “Go outside. Give me five minutes,” he whispered, reaching into his waistband to grab the gun before he pulled out the earpiece.

      If Devon planned to protest, Caden didn’t stick around to hear it. Instead, he handed him the gun and earpiece, stepped into the large warehouse room and walked straight over to the wall holding the whips. “Let me save you the trip, Jackson.” Caden picked up the cane, ignoring the guns both Jackson and Royce pulled on him. He knew neither of them would pull the trigger unless Priscilla ordered them to.

      “Search him.” Priscilla recovered quickly from her momentary shock at seeing Caden walking in.

      Jackson frisked him and found nothing.

      “How did you get in here? I have guards positioned outside.”

      Caden smiled. “You don’t pay them enough.”

      “You bribed them?” Priscilla didn’t look convinced, but she also didn’t appear ready to relinquish any of her bodyguards to send them out to check. Caden figured it helped that Priscilla understood greed more than anything else. She was more likely to accept that answer than the idea that he’d overpowered four men on his own.

      “Keep your weapon trained on Mr. Anderson, Jackson. If he moves a muscle, shoot him. Go check the office, Royce. Make sure he’s alone.”

      Caden prayed Isaiah and Devon had followed his orders, had cleared out. Tasha was still in place in the storage closet and, in truth, that felt like enough. The woman was scary as shit.

      Royce left for a minute, then returned. “There’s no one else in the office.”

      “And outside?” she pressed.

      “I looked around. Harper is still in position where he’s supposed to be.”

      Caden schooled his features, impressed by Price’s quick thinking. They’d subdued the guards, tying them up and stashing them out of sight of the office. When Caden had gone rogue, the team had clearly reacted perfectly. He wondered who’d been hiding from sight, holding the gun at Harper’s back to ensure the man didn’t give them away.

      Priscilla visibly relaxed, thinking he truly had walked into her spider’s web alone. “I’ll deal with Harper and the other guards later.”

      Her attention returned to Caden, who knew it was best to claim the higher ground first.

      “You stole my submissive,” Caden said, looking directly at Priscilla.

      She grinned, a malicious gleam in her eyes as she considered her newest captive. “Are you certain that’s what she is? After all, your fathers had to train Rose for you. Perhaps I should train this one.” She stroked the front of Tess’ naked body with the whip.

      “I want her back.”

      Caden didn’t dare let himself look at Tess’ face. As long as he focused on Priscilla, he could maintain the façade, slip back into his role as the cruel, unfeeling man they’d tried to make him.

      “Your refusal to assist me was most distressing. After everything our families meant to one another.” Mercifully, Priscilla walked away from Tess, over to Rose. Priscilla uncurled the six-foot whip and, with a flick of her wrist, made it dance on the floor.

      Caden crossed his arms, filling his voice with haughty disdain. “I didn’t appreciate being kept in the dark and treated like your errand boy.”

      “You hadn’t earned the right to know all our secrets.”

      Caden knew how to play this game. “I didn’t need to earn that right. I was owed it.”

      Priscilla nodded, as if conceding a point. Then she raised the whip. The crack of the whip was actually the sound of the fast-moving tip breaking the sound barrier, and echoes of that crack drowned out Tess’ scream as the whip struck Rose, cutting across her thighs.

      Rose jerked once, but didn’t make a sound.

      Blood welled from the cuts the whip left, and Caden’s blood ran cold. He didn’t let it show. “Crude,” he said.

      “You disapprove?”

      He shrugged. “She’s no longer my submissive. It doesn’t matter to me, but I never had to resort to a whip or anything so overt.” He gestured to where Jayce was strapped to the St. Andrew’s cross.

      Priscilla raised a brow, and he got the sense that she was enjoying their game of cat and mouse. “Oh, and how are you training your new sub?”

      Caden wandered over to the wall of implements. He picked up a paddle and a cane.

      “How pedestrian,” Priscilla said with a frown, studying the paddle.

      “Perhaps you’re not doing it right. A demonstration?”

      Priscilla laughed lightly. “I’d enjoy that. It will be like seeing Elroy in his prime again, but not the paddle. That bores me.” Priscilla pointed toward the canes. “Use the cane on her. Prove to me that you’re your fathers’ son.”

      Caden had anticipated her demand. It was one of the reasons he’d grabbed the cane as well as the paddle. If he hadn’t gotten it first, he didn’t doubt Priscilla would have forced him to watch the other men use it on Tess. He preferred it this way. Preferred having the control, the ability to protect her.

      “Don’t hold back, Caden,” Priscilla warned. “I’ll know if you do.”

      Caden heard a sound of distress behind him. Rose was trying to talk with the ball gag in her mouth. Given the obstruction, he couldn’t tell if she was cussing him or telling Tess to run.

      He took stock of everyone’s position, trying to figure how best to choreograph this part. He needed Tess out of the line of fire, needed Tasha to have a clear shot at the two armed men first. If she could take out Jackson and Royce, he’d dispatch Giles. He was ready to tear the man apart with his bare hands for daring to touch, to hurt, his Tess.

      With her goons gone, they’d only have Priscilla to deal with. She would be trickier because the Grand Master had insisted Senator Hancock and his wife be taken alive. Caden couldn’t understand why Juliette was so determined to save the assholes, but she’d made certain they all knew that if either of the Hancocks were killed, she would make their lives a living hell.

      He jerked his head toward a spanking bench to his right. “I want her bent facedown over that.”

      Priscilla considered his request, then gestured for Giles to move Tess into position. Caden white-knuckled the grip, fighting not to use the cane on Giles as he strong-armed Tess across the room and shoved her onto the hard wooden frame. Caden counted every gasp of pain, kept a tally. Giles was going to feel a hundred times more pain before Caden was finished with him.

      Giles strapped her arms to the front of the bench, then moved to the back, clearly intent on binding her legs as well.

      “Leave it,” Caden said, summoning every ounce of Master Anderson he could. “I’ll finish.”

      Giles looked toward his mistress. He looked like a man forced to give up his favorite toy.

      “Step away, Giles. Let’s see how Master Anderson handles his new pet.”

      Giles returned to Priscilla’s side. Unfortunately, Jackson and Royce had moved, no longer flanking Rose, but him, their weapons pointed directly at Tess. They took up positions several feet away, giving him room to work, but leaving no doubt they’d pull the trigger if commanded to do so.

      Caden forced himself toward the bench. Tess was facing away from him, her forehead pressed against the rough wood. She was visibly trembling, her entire body shaking.

      Caden placed the cane on the floor as he knelt at the foot of the bench. He expected her to jerk at his touch when he took her ankle in his hand. What he hadn’t anticipated was her sudden stillness.

      She turned her head, looking at him over her shoulder. She gave him a sweet smile and then, God help him, a quick wink.

      His mind raced for a way out of this, a way he could get them out of this room without having to take the cane to her.

      “I’m yours, Master,” Tess said softly, but with a strength that took his breath away.

      “I didn’t give you permission to speak,” he said, gruffly, recalling their first night together when it had been so difficult for him to figure out who he was with her, with Isaiah.

      He expected Tess to respond in turn, to give him that adorable, impish smile as she told him to “hurry up and give her permission.” Mercifully, she didn’t.

      If she had, he would have had no choice but to pick up the cane and use it, or risk Priscilla taking over in the face of his weakness.

      He used a strap attached to the bench to bind her, then he drew her legs apart, strapping down the other. Her bare ass was exposed to him, her body open, his for the taking. Jackson and Royce moved, trying to get a better view of Tess’ naked and exposed body. Caden tensed, fighting the urge to lash out.

      Rose screamed into her gag. Everyone looked at her. She was shaking her head side to side, dark hair flying around her head.

      Caden spared a second to glance toward the storage closet. The door was cracked. Tasha was ready to move. Damn it, Jackson and Royce were still too close to Tess, who was now an immobile and totally vulnerable target.

      Priscilla walked over to Rose. “Does it hurt to see your man, your master, with someone else?” She raised the whip, and this time it opened up a long cut along Rose’s midsection. Rose screamed.

      Caden blinked. She was faking it.

      She raised her head slightly, catching Caden’s eye, and winked as well.

      Wait, what?

      He looked at Tess, who was watching him. She nodded slightly, as if she knew what was going on.

      Then it hit him. Rose was trying to provide a distraction, to give him a chance to take Tess and escape.

      “Untie her,” Priscilla said. “We’ll let her watch.”

      The goons untied Rose, dragging her to her feet and hauling her closer to the spanking bench. Rose sagged, forcing one goon to hold onto each arm.

      Priscilla slapped Rose a few times, then forced her chin up. “Watch, you little whore!”

      Rose turned her head slowly to look at Priscilla, raised a brow, and then let her gaze travel down the other woman’s body.

      “Enough,” she snapped, whipping around to face Caden. “Hurry up so I can get started on this bitch.”

      Caden twirled his wrist, the cane whistling in the air. “You’re mine, aren’t you, Tess? You belong to me.” And Isaiah. He didn’t say that part aloud, but he felt it. Knew it to be true.

      He started circling her, cracking the cane against the legs of the spanking bench. The noise made Tess jump, and he felt ill knowing he was scaring her.

      He stopped, positioning himself at Tess’ side, where he would have the perfect view of the storage room door. It was opening slowly, but no one in the room noticed, all of them watching him as he lifted the cane.

      Now the goons were away from Tess, but Rose was trapped between them. He had no idea how good a shot Tasha was, but he didn’t want Rose to get hurt. He needed her out of the way.

      Caden smiled.

      He ran the tip of the cane down the center of Tess’ back. “After I finish punishing you, I expect you to kneel.”

      He barked the last word, sinking every bit of command he could into it.

      Rose dropped to her knees, jerking her arms out of the goons’ holds.

      “Now!” he yelled as he whirled around, his arm swinging outward, rather than down. The cane cracked Jackson across the face, his cheek splitting, blood spurting.

      Caden didn’t give Jackson a chance to recover from the shock. Instead, he knocked him backwards, shoving him against the wall, knocking the gun from the injured man’s hands. It hit the floor with a clatter.

      He heard a gunshot and Tess’ scream. He prayed Tasha had hit her mark, taking Royce down. Especially when he heard another shot fired.

      Giles howled in pain and dropped to the floor.

      The room erupted into noise as more people ran in, Price’s booming voice shouting for someone to freeze.

      Caden punched Jackson, three hard blows to the right side of his head, and the other man’s eyes rolled back as he crumpled to the floor.

      Caden intended to pick up the cane, intent on issuing the revenge he’d sworn to dole out to Giles, but Isaiah had beat him to both, swinging the wooden rod as Giles tried to crawl away, leaving a trail of blood behind him on the floor.

      Caden watched, stunned, as Isaiah, his easygoing, steady-as-a-rock lover, lost his shit. Isaiah brought the cane down on Giles a good twenty, thirty times before Caden shook off his amazement and intervened, grabbing his partner’s wrist.

      Isaiah, still high on adrenaline, tried to pull away, but Caden held tight. “Isaiah,” he said, “it’s okay, man. We got them. Tess is…”

      He whirled. He’d been so caught up in the fight, he hadn’t freed Tess.

      Rose was leaning against the spanking bench, gun in hand, protecting Tess, who was no longer bound.

      He and Isaiah were at Tess’ side in record time, Caden’s shirt off and over her head in seconds.

      Rose looked at Caden. “I like her. We had a nice chat,” she said, and then slid away, the hand not holding the gun pressed to her bleeding stomach.

      “Thanks, Cade,” Tess said with a smile, clearly pleased to be covered again. “Wow. That was incredible. Did you take notes for your book, ’Saiah?” Her wobbly voice told him she wasn’t feeling as strong as she was pretending.

      Caden bent lower and took her mouth, hard, deep, putting every fear he’d felt over the past few hours into the kiss. “I’m never letting you out of my sight again.”

      She laughed, but he wasn’t joking. Not even a little.

      Isaiah reached for her, tugging her away from Caden so he could steal his own heated kisses. “Pretty sure I just lost another twenty years off my life. You’re going to have to take it easy on me, babe, or I’ll be dead by next week.”

      Tess cupped his cheek, kissing him sweetly as she said, “I’m sorry.”

      “And you,” Isaiah turned to Caden, who braced himself for his partner’s wrath. He’d taken a hell of a risk, changing the plan, storming in here.

      He raised his hands in surrender. “Listen, Isaiah—”

      “No. You listen. She may belong to you, but she belongs to me too.”

      Caden had mistaken the anger. He gave Isaiah a rueful grin. “Heard that, did you?”

      They were interrupted by Tasha. “Shot the fucker in the knee.” She gestured to Giles, then looked at Caden. “Figured you’d want some payback for the way he manhandled your woman. But it looks like you were too late. Not going to lie. It’s kinda cool when you find out your favorite author does a good berserker rage.”

      “You’ve read his books too?” Caden asked.

      Tasha laughed as she slapped him on the back and walked over to Devon, who was placing Priscilla in cuffs.

      Isaiah touched his cheek, bringing his attention back. “You belong to us too. You could have been killed, Cade. Do you have a clue what that would have done to me? I can’t lose you, man. I can’t lose either of you.”

      Tess reached out and took his hand, clearly hoping to provide some comfort. Without hesitation, Caden placed his on top of theirs, tightening the grip. The last time they’d held hands like this had been at their binding ceremony, when Caden had been praying for an escape.

      Caden was searching for what he wanted to say, how he could express the feelings rising inside him, when Tess said, “Not that she doesn’t deserve it, but I don’t think Rose is supposed to shoot Priscilla.”

      Caden whirled to see Rose’s arm up, gun in hand.

      Weston, Devon, Price, and Gunner all shouted, “Stop!” at roughly the same time.

      Caden opened his mouth. He could do it—she’d listen to him. Obey him, if only on instinct.

      He closed his mouth.

      “Put the gun down.” The command rang out, echoing off the walls.

      Rose lowered the gun.

      The Grand Master walked into the warehouse, her steady gaze sweeping over all of them. Rose handed the gun to Devon, and then collapsed into Weston’s arms as he ran up beside her.

      Juliette Adams looked at each of them in turn. When her gaze met Caden’s, he nodded his head slightly, a sign of deference, of acknowledgement.

      “This ends now.”
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      Isaiah leaned back in his chair at the conference table and sighed. It had taken them hours to clean up the mess at the warehouse, working to ensure all traces of the day’s events were washed away.

      Gunner had called some FBI buddies to take care of the Hancocks’ goons, while Devon slipped Jayce and Priscilla away, hiding them God only knew where. And Isaiah didn’t want to know how Devon had disposed of Royce’s body.

      Weston, Rose, and Marek had opted out of the flight back home, choosing to remain in Provincetown for a night or two so Rose could recover. “Second honeymoon,” Weston had declared it.

      Isaiah had pressed hard for his trinity to call it a night as well once they’d landed in Boston shortly after ten p.m. Unfortunately, Isaiah had been outvoted, both Tess and Caden determined to return to headquarters to figure out what the poem’s scavenger hunt revealed once and for all.

      He’d been slightly appeased when Caden had wrapped his arm around his shoulders and said he was in a hurry to get to their first honeymoon. Then Tess piled on, asking him where his sense of adventure was and accusing him of being a bigger pessimist than Caden.

      That had given him the jolt of energy he’d needed to carry on, so he, Caden, Tess, and Franco had hunkered down in a conference room, intent on cracking the thing.

      They’d recovered John Adams’ journal, the Hancock lockbox, and Tallulah’s diary from the warehouse. Caden still had the Jefferson cipher wheel, and apparently, the Grand Master had made some calls and had the Hamilton fan delivered to Boston the day before.

      All the pieces of the puzzle were laid out on the table, and Franco was eyeing every single one as if they were parts of the most delicious banquet in the world. Problem was they were still missing the code to open the small lockbox.

      Franco had flipped through the diary twice, painstakingly studying each page, holding it up to the light, flashing it with a blue light, using a magnifying glass. Then he did the same thing to the fan. The guy was determined the code was there, something they’d missed.

      Isaiah yawned for the fifth time in as many minutes. Tess had put her head down, fighting to keep her eyes open. Caden started spinning the cipher wheel on the table like a top and Isaiah grinned, reminded of a bored kid messing around during a church sermon.

      They had been sitting in the conference room for hours, their determination giving way to exhaustion. Well, everyone’s except Franco’s. The man was tireless, like a kid in a candy shop as he started his slow study of the journal a third time, muttering that they were missing something.

      Isaiah let Caden play for another couple of minutes before the constant rattle of the wooden roller against the table finally got on his last nerve. He reached over and stopped the wheel mid-spin.

      “Hey,” Caden said.

      Isaiah sat up when he caught sight of something he’d forgotten. “That’s it.”

      “What?” Tess asked sleepily, putting her head up.

      They hadn’t paid any attention to the cipher wheel because it wasn’t really an artifact; Caden had picked it up in the Monticello gift shop. Instead, they’d focused all their attention on the historical pieces.

      “We didn’t use all of the clues from the cipher.”

      “Yes, we did,” Tess argued. “Hancock safe.” She pointed to the box. “It’s right there.”

      Isaiah shook his head. “Look again.” He turned the wheel toward them, loving the way all three of their eyes widened at the same time.

      “The omega symbol,” Caden said.

      Tess grinned widely. “It’s the one thing we haven’t explained yet, haven’t used.”

      “It can’t be that simple,” Caden murmured, reaching for the lockbox.

      “You think this was simple?” Tess said, aghast.

      Caden chuckled. “Duly noted.” He slid the letter dials around on the box until they spelled out the word omega. “Moment of truth.”

      “Wait!” Franco yelped. “We don’t get a second chance if this—”

      Caden pressed on the latch, and the box sprang open with a click.

      Franco collapsed into a chair, crossed himself, and muttered in Spanish.

      Isaiah held his breath as Caden reached into the box.

      Franco shoved him away half a step. “Do not touch. I will kill you. Well, not me, but I know people.”

      Franco produced gloves, and he and Tess put them on. She was looking sheepish, like she should have been the one to stop Caden. When he tried to reach out and hurry this along, she bumped him out of the way with her hip.

      Finally, Franco reached in and pulled out a stack of very old envelopes.

      “Wow,” Caden said. “That’s kind of disappointing.”

      His reaction set Franco off. “Disappointing? Are you crazy?” Tess spread out a piece of white felt on the table, and Franco carefully laid the letters out on top. “What were you expecting?”

      Caden shrugged. “Gold. Diamonds. Proof of alien existence. The answer to who really killed Kennedy. Bunch of old mail just doesn’t cut it, Franco.”

      Franco narrowed his eyes. “You’re a heathen.”

      Caden laughed. “What’s in the letters? And if it’s another poem with more clues, you can call the Grand Master right now and tell her we’re out.”

      Franco checked the first envelope, found it was already slit, then used long tweezers to pull out the letter inside. He muttered some gibberish-sounding stuff at Tess, who raced around, grabbing a camera and some small beanbag weights. Another million years passed while she set up a still camera that pointed straight down at the table.

      Finally, Franco started to unfolded the letter, then stopped. “I need to call the Grand Master. She’ll want to be here.”

      He glanced across the table at Isaiah and Tess. Isaiah shook his head. “We’re not leaving.”

      “We saw her in the warehouse,” Tess said. “I recognized her. Juliette Adams is the Grand Master, isn’t she? It makes sense. It had to be one of the founding families.”

      Franco sighed. “We suck at the cloak-and-dagger thing when it comes to her identity.”

      Tess grinned. “Probably because she refuses to stay home and miss all the adventures.”

      Franco nodded in agreement. “I keep telling her we should stop trying to keep it a secret.”

      “While you’re changing the rules, I think you should get rid of the whole legacy concept,” Isaiah said. “People get in based on merit, not blood ties.”

      Franco pursed his lips. “I’m a legacy.” Then he shrugged. “But they let me in because of my stunning good looks.”

      “Franco,” Caden said with a sigh. “Call the Grand Master.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Franco took out his cell and texted rather than phoned. Juliette was in the conference room within ten minutes. Devon was with her.

      Before any of them could speak, Devon looked at Isaiah and Tess. “I hope I don’t have to stress to you the importance of protecting the Grand Master’s identity.”

      Franco waved his husband’s concerns away. “We already discussed that.”

      “What did you find?” Juliette asked, claiming the seat next to Franco.

      His eyes lit up. “We’re just about to find out. Figured you would want to be here for the big reveal.” He unfolded the letter with gloved hands and placed it on the felt, using the beanbags to hold down the corners. Tess snapped a picture with the camera.

      Isaiah watched the image of the letter appear on the laptop screen, and the program instantly applied filters, the faded handwriting popping out brighter.

      Franco scanned it quickly. “It’s a letter from Sally Fairfax to George Washington.”

      “Seems anticlimactic. Sally and George were well known to be pen pals.” Tess looked disappointed.

      Franco’s glasses slipped down his nose as he pulled the laptop closer to his face. “Even with my nifty filters, the handwriting is hard to read. Let me see if I can work it out.” He was quiet for a few minutes. When he lifted his head, he looked completely dumbfounded. “It’s dated 1758.”

      “That’s a year before he married Martha.”

      Isaiah shared an amused look with Caden when Tess’ nerdiness peeked out. She caught the exchange and rolled her eyes. “You’re a history geek too, ’Saiah.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “I’m starting to realize I don’t hold a candle to you. I’ve clearly specialized too much. You got a question about Jefferson, I’m your man. Otherwise, I research just enough to make my fiction sound like it’s based on history.”

      “Oh wow,” Franco muttered, having ignored them completely as he continued trying to decipher the faded writing. “According to this, Sally and George had an affair.”

      “Ooh la la. Now it’s getting interesting, although…” Tess shrugged. “I’m not sure that’s exactly earth-shattering either. Historians are well aware of George’s love for Sally.”

      “True,” Franco agreed. “But I’ve never read any research that said Sally and George had a daughter together.”

      “That’s impossible!” Tess said, trying to reach for the letter itself. Franco smacked her hands, acting as if they were aflame and she’d burn the paper. Tess put her hands on her hips, annoyed. “Everyone knows Washington was sterile.”

      Franco shook his head. “Not according to this.”

      “What else does it say, Franco?” Juliette urged her husband to keep reading.

      “Sally said that her husband was aware of the affair and that the baby wasn’t his. Apparently, he was impotent. He made her give the child up for adoption.”

      Tess shook her head. “Poor Sally. That’s what happens when you marry for money over character.” She glanced at Isaiah’s and Caden’s grins and told them both to “shut up” before they continued teasing her.

      “Sally sent Washington the name of the family who took in the baby, Grace. The Hughes family from New York.”

      “Wow. So George Washington had a child. That’s amazing. I wonder what happened to her,” Tess mused aloud.

      “Are you researching her before or after you tackle that hypothesis about Adams doing the artwork on the Hamilton fan?” Isaiah joked.

      “Adams? What?” Franco asked, clearly fascinated.

      Juliette rubbed her eyes. “It’s two a.m. Can we please focus on one historical mystery at a time? What else was in the box?”

      “Tell me later,” Franco whispered to Tess before opening the second envelope. This one wasn’t addressed. Franco frowned and set it down. “I’m not exactly sure what this is.”

      Tess snapped the picture and was bouncing on her tiptoes, trying to sneak a peek at the laptop screen, so he turned it around so she could see it.

      Her head tilted. “The Culper Ring list? Why would that be in there?”

      “Wait. Weren’t they the spies? Funny that they’re coming up again.” Caden stood next to Tess to look at the sheet of paper still held in place by the beanbags. He clearly knew better than to try to touch it.

      “Again?” Franco asked, before looking at Juliette with an accusatory glare, muttering a curse in Spanish. “Merde. We should never have given them this task. I missed all the good stuff.”

      Isaiah opened Adams’ journal to the poem and pointed to the capped letters. “We figured out there was invisible ink on the fan because of this clue in the poem that pointed to the Culper Ring.”

      Devon looked at the book and then at them. “You figured that out? From that clue? Remind me to hand the three of you applications to join the CIA before you leave.”

      Caden jerked his head toward Tess. “You only need one. Give it to her.”

      Tess was too engrossed in the list to acknowledge their jokes. “There was a list very much like this that Washington’s head spymaster created. Benjamin Tallmadge put the names and words next to the list, but as an extra security measure, he used code names as well as code numbers. This list is different. God. This list would have resulted in a ton of executions if it had fallen into the wrong hands during the Revolutionary War.”

      “Why?” Isaiah asked.

      “Because it doesn’t use the code names. For example, we know Washington was 711 and that Tallmadge was 721. But on Tallmadge’s list, it says 721 is John Bolton, Tallmadge’s code name. Look here.” She pointed to number 721. “It actually says Benjamin Tallmadge. Do you know how many historians have spent years trying to attach real names to the numbers in this spy ring?”

      Tess ran her finger down the list, muttering about how many had been correctly identified and how many the experts had gotten wrong. Then she stopped, her mouth falling open. “There’s a name beside Agent 355.”

      Isaiah had no idea why that prompted so much excitement, but he could tell from Tess’ reaction, she’d just discovered something big.

      “Grace Hughes,” she whispered. “From New York.”

      “George Washington’s daughter was a member of the Culper Ring?” Juliette asked.

      Tess gasped. “The fan.” She reached for it, studying the painting of the pretty young woman handing Washington the flower. “All the clues. They were leading us straight to her. What if this painting is of Grace?”

      Franco cursed again and broke out in rapid-fire Spanish. Isaiah didn’t understand a word he said, but there was enough context in the tone and the way his arms were waving around madly to figure out the guy was as big a nerd about history as Tess was.

      Juliette put her hand on her husband’s shoulder. “Breathe, Franco.”

      Isaiah considered her comment, then the other clues they’d found. “It makes sense, I guess. If Washington had established some sort of relationship with her, then it stands to reason she would want to help her biological father win the war. Maybe?” Isaiah felt stupid saying the words, but neither Tess nor Franco seemed to think his supposition was farfetched or silly.

      “You have no idea what a huge discovery this is. I mean, historians knew Agent 355 was a woman, and that she was likely the member of a well-to-do Tory family, but no one ever knew her name. She’s credited with revealing Benedict Arnold’s treachery, and she was instrumental in the arrest and execution of another British spy, John Andre. No one would have ever suspected she was actually Washington’s daughter.”

      “So what happened to her after the war?”

      “The rest is just rumors, nothing substantiated. She was captured before the war ended. Held on a prison ship. Died shortly after giving birth. None of that’s ever been proven though.”

      Franco was looking at the last letter. “Actually, I think we might have a shot at hearing the rest of the story.”

      “What is that?” Devon asked.

      Franco turned the envelope toward Juliette, who leaned closer, her eyes widening. “That can’t be.”

      “What?” Isaiah asked.

      “This one is addressed to the Grand Master.” Juliette took the letter from Franco, ignoring his pained squeaks when she pulled the letter out with her bare fingers.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed. “It’s from the Masters’ Empire.” She skimmed the letter, shaking her head. “They knew who Grace Hughes was. Knew she was Washington’s daughter and a spy. This letter says traitors will be punished.”

      Juliette gasped as she read the last, falling into the chair as she covered her mouth. “It says they killed her and the baby, George Washington’s grandson.”

      “The statues,” Isaiah said, recalling Tess’ comment about all the clues having double meanings. “They were of a mother and her son. Another clue pointing us toward Grace?”

      Tess nodded slowly, clearly agreeing. “I think so.”

      “There’s more to the letter. It says the contents of the package will serve as a warning not to cross the Emperor of Britain ever again.” Juliette read aloud, “Britain is, and shall always remain, the world’s greatest empire.”

      “Who was the Emperor at the time? Is it signed?” Devon asked.

      Juliette shook her head. “No. We could ask Marek. Maybe he or his grandmother would know.”

      Franco pulled his glasses off, absentmindedly cleaning them with the hem of his shirt. “I’m not sure the Emperor’s identity matters. We were at war and the British Emperor was against the revolution. It’s natural he would take that anger out on the first president of a nation he believed should never have been born and his daughter, the spy, who’d been instrumental in Britain’s defeat. What’s really important, and what we’ll never know, is what was in that package.” Franco sighed.

      “Actually, we do know. It’s written here at the bottom. Different handwriting.” Juliette looked at Adams’ journal and pointed to the poem. “This handwriting.”

      Franco waved his hands impatiently. “John Adams adding a note to a letter delivered to the Grand Master isn’t really a big reveal, Juliette…Adams. What does it say?”

      Juliette’s face was visibly pale as she read, “The sight of his beloved daughter’s severed head is something our president shall never see.”

      Tess shook her head. “No. That can’t be. They mailed the Grand Master Grace’s head? What kind of monsters murder a woman like that?”

      “The same kind as us.” Juliette looked at Devon. “They beheaded a woman, killed a baby. We sank a boatful of children.”

      Devon pulled a chair out and sank into it heavily. “Dammit, we aren’t monsters, Juliette.”

      Juliette recited several lines from the poem from memory. “Nay will we e’er forgive British slight or forget the young king t’was taken. Evil steal thy Washington birthright. They killed Grace and George Washington’s grandson. We’ve solved the mystery.”

      “It’s not going to be enough,” Devon muttered.

      “It has to be. And even if it’s not…” Juliette lifted her hand to tally up the list, “I have more than that. I have three more of the stolen paintings, two sculptures and the Hancocks, the last of the purists. It will be enough.”

      Devon glanced Caden’s way. “What about him?”

      Caden scowled and Isaiah felt an uneasiness creeping in.

      “What about me?” Caden demanded.

      Devon rubbed his jaw wearily. “The Masters’ Admiralty wants you.”

      Caden scoffed, the sound coming out as a bark of laughter. “Yeah, right.”

      When Franco, Juliette, and Devon remained silent, Caden’s scowl grew and he leaned forward. “Why?”

      Devon started to reply, but Juliette placed her hand on his and shook her head. “He should hear it from me. We went to see the Masters’ Admiralty a few weeks ago.”

      Caden crossed his arms. “I know.”

      “We returned the artwork in our possession at that time and tried to assure them that with the death of your parents, the purists had been taken care of. We also told them about your grandmother.”

      Tess leaned toward Caden. “What about your grandmother?” she whispered.

      Caden looked at her and shook his head. “I don’t have a clue.”

      Juliette answered her question. “Eileen Mayweather was one of the children on the ship the Nazis sank. The only one to survive. She was adopted by Captain Prosser, who was captain of the ship that sank the Esperanza,” Juliette said softly.

      “My mother’s name was Victoria Prosser,” Caden replied in a neutral monotone.

      Juliette nodded. “Your grandmother was the only survivor from the ship the purists sank. That, not the art, was the real secret they were hiding. If the Masters’ Admiralty ever figured out that the purists had the art, they planned to use your mother, and you, and Weston, as bargaining chips, hostages, to protect themselves from retribution.”

      After so much time spent in Caden’s presence, Isaiah should have been used to his partner’s stoicism, his incredible poker face. Caden remained motionless—emotionless—despite the bomb Juliette just dropped about his heritage. Of course, maybe that was just shock. It had taken Isaiah weeks before the realization had sunk in that his ancestry included a president and his slave.

      Tess glanced in Isaiah’s direction. He expected to see her usual humor whenever the plot thickened, but this time he saw something else.

      Something he didn’t like.

      Fear.

      Juliette leaned back, exhaustion rife in her eyes. “You have relatives in the Admiralty. They believe that you belong there, with them. That you would have been a legacy of that organization if not for the treachery of our membership.”

      “He doesn’t belong there,” Isaiah said firmly, his heart racing. Up until a few minutes ago, he’d been tired too, but now…he was wide awake. “He belongs here.”

      “With us,” Tess added vehemently.

      Caden gave them both a ghost of a smile. “I can’t believe they would embrace me with open arms, given my…” He sighed, clearly searching for a word, then just said it. “Shady dealings with the purists. I’m the one who brokered a lot of the black-market deals with their stolen artwork.”

      “There’s also the matter of you blowing up that boat,” Devon added.

      “They know about that?” Caden asked.

      Devon nodded, then muttered, “Fucking Ian Taggart.”

      Caden sighed. “So what they really want is revenge. Justice. They want to kill me.”

      Isaiah stood, stepping closer to Caden. “That’s not going to happen. They’ll have to go through me.”

      “And me,” Tess said, claiming Caden’s other side, the two of them flanking him protectively.

      Juliette lifted both her hands to ward off their anger. “Maybe, maybe not. Maybe you would be better off there, with them.” Her gaze hardened. “But I’m not giving you to the Admiralty. I bound him to the two of you,” she looked at Tess and Isaiah, “to protect him.” She studied them, grinning at their fight-to-the-death stances. “Looks like I chose well.”

      The Grand Master placed her palms on the table, using her hands to push her up. “So…the task is completed, the mystery solved. Which means it’s time we make this marriage official. Report to the dressing rooms, robe up, and meet me in the altar room.” Devon and Franco each took one of their wife’s hands and the three of them left the room together.

      “Wait,” Tess said, looking at Isaiah and Caden stunned. “What?”

      Isaiah laughed softly at her shocked confusion. “We’re getting married, Tess.”

      “Tonight? But…I’m still wearing Cade’s T-shirt and these stupid baggy sweatpants we found on the plane and my hair is a mess. Not only does my underwear not match, I’m not wearing any!”

      Isaiah pulled her close, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. “You’re beautiful, Tess. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” He kissed her gently. Then rolled his eyes when Caden tugged her out of his arms, cupped her cheeks firmly and said, “Ditto.”

      Caden’s kisses were rarely soft. The man took her lips like he meant it. And then he shocked Isaiah by reaching over to grab him, giving him the same unmistakable passion.

      “Come on,” Caden said, dragging Tess toward the door, jerking his head for Isaiah to follow in his typical dominant fashion. “I’m going to need you two to say I do to save me from the bad guys once and for all.”

      “Thought you said you were the bad guy,” Isaiah teased.

      Caden paused. “You’re right. You already saved me. So what I really need is to get this wedding over with so we can jump straight to the good stuff.”

      Tess grinned. “The honeymoon.”
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      The Grand Master was in the altar room when Caden stepped out of the dressing room. Unlike the first time they were here, Caden was the first to arrive. He stepped up to the altar and winked at Juliette.

      She was wearing her ceremonial robe, the material black with gold trim. The hood was pulled up to conceal her face, but her soft laughter proved she’d seen him and was amused.

      “I know you don’t have any reason to trust me, but—” he started.

      “Shhh,” Juliette said. “That’s in the past. Actually, all of it is in the past now, Caden. Tonight is about the future. Only that.”

      He shook his head. “No. Not just that.”

      The sound of the other doors opened, Isaiah and Tess emerging, both dressed in robes, and so perfect they took his breath away.

      He spared a quick glance away from them to face Juliette to explain. “It’s about love too.”

      She gave him a quick nod, but that was all he waited to see. From now on, he only had eyes for them. Even beneath the black robe, there was no mistaking Isaiah’s masculine build, his strong arms, muscular chest. He was the first man Caden had ever looked at with definite sexual attraction. He’d be the last too. Husbands. Bound together for a lifetime. It was strange how that concept had seemed scary as shit a couple of weeks earlier.

      None of them had bothered to pull up their hoods, and Caden was glad. He wanted to see their faces, read their expressive, incredible eyes. He’d spent too many years of his life with people wearing masks, working overtime to conceal their feelings. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—go back to that world again. From now on, he wanted to wake up every morning to Isaiah’s easy laughter and Tess’ refreshing openness.

      Tess joined them in the circle. She had obviously found a brush and some pins because her hair was fixed in a pretty, simple updo. He couldn’t wait to mess it up again, to wrap his fingers around it and tug until her eyes drifted shut and she mewed that soft little squeak that never failed to make his cock hard.

      Damn. He’d given his R-rated thoughts away. Tess blushed as she studied his face and whispered, “Behave.”

      Isaiah chuckled. “But only until we get back to the hotel. Then it’s game on.”

      Juliette cleared her throat, her eyebrows raised. “If the three of you are ready, we’ll begin. You are here to be formally bound in the marriage of the Trinity Masters.”

      The Grand Master said a bunch more words, but Caden heard very few of them. In fact, he heard exactly six. His “I do,” and those of Tess and Isaiah.

      Caden was the first to cross the medallion on the floor to kiss his bride and groom. Since he’d made such a mess of it at the binding ceremony, he decided to make up for it this time. He had no idea how long the three of them stood there, kissing, touching, breathing the same beautiful air, but when they parted, Caden realized the Grand Master was gone.

      “We did it,” Tess whispered.

      Caden nodded. “Time for the good stuff?”

      Isaiah grabbed both their hands. “Hotel. Honeymoon. Now.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Two months later

        

      

    

    
      Juliette leaned back in her office chair and sighed. For the first time since she’d taken possession of this office, she felt a sense of peace. More than that, she finally felt like she could do this job.

      She grinned as she recalled Arthur’s visit to Boston…without his princess. This time, she’d made him come to her. He had been unaware of the Empire’s actions during the war, obviously distressed to learn the lengths to which his Emperor would go to punish someone after the war was won.

      He had accepted her at her word when she’d assured him the Hancocks were the last of the purists, and he was grateful to have even more of the remaining artwork returned. She had no idea what would become of Jayce and Priscilla Hancock, but she couldn’t work up too much regret in handing them over to the Admiralty. Given the look of pure fury on Arthur’s face when they were loaded onto the private plane, she didn’t doubt for a moment they’d suffer for their crimes and beg for death by the end.

      She sighed.

      Arthur hadn’t been pleased when he realized she’d deliberately bound Caden in a trinity after their meeting in London. She’d known that was a risk, and she’d had to pay a steep price. She hadn’t told anyone, even Devon, that in order to keep Arthur and the Masters’ Admiralty from declaring outright war, she’d had to give him a complete list of all members of the Trinity Masters.

      What he’d wanted was the list of purists and purist descendants. Arthur said the Masters’ Admiralty wouldn’t retaliate against those people, but she didn’t believe him. That wasn’t quite right. She was sure Arthur believed there wouldn’t be retaliation, but she didn’t trust his wife, or anyone else in the Masters’ Admiralty. She would protect people like Grant, even if it meant turning over the entire membership roster.

      Just thinking about it made her feel ill. Arthur has promised that their names wouldn’t be shared outside the Masters’ Admiralty’s leadership, but she had no idea how many people that might be.

      Now they knew every member of the Trinity Masters, and she barely knew anything about the Masters’ Admiralty.

      But in the end, the Trinity Masters and the Masters’ Admiralty had forged an alliance of sorts. An unsteady one that basically said they would stay out of the Admiralty’s way if the Admiralty stayed out of theirs. For now, that was enough. The guillotine was no longer poised over her head, waiting to fall. And she could breathe easy for the first time in months.

      There was a light knock before the door swung open.

      “Juliette?”

      “I’m here, Franco.”

      Her beloved husband stepped into the office. She rose, crossing the room to hug him. It was a silly impulse, considering she’d seen him at breakfast not three hours earlier. They’d traveled to headquarters together, where he had headed to his cramped office, surrounded by stacks of files. She joked he was in serious danger of death by paper avalanche.

      Meanwhile, she’d spent most of the morning pretending to work, while reliving last night’s revelry with Franco and Devon. It had started on the kitchen table, then continued with sex against the hallway wall, with a brief, heated, steamy interlude in the shower that ended with an encore in their large California-king bed.

      As Franco returned her embrace, he let her hands drift down to squeeze her ass. It was nearly lunchtime.

      “Should we call Devon and see if he’s interested in a little afternoon delight?”

      It wasn’t until Franco hesitated that she realized he was distracted.

      “Franco?”

      “Maybe you should sit down, Juliette.”

      She narrowed her eyes as she stepped away from him. “I’m happy, Franco. Blissfully so. If you’ve come in here to kill my buzz, I’ll kill you. I have people. It would only take one phone call.”

      Franco knew her well enough to know she was joking…more’s the pity. “I was going through one of the older filing cabinets, looking to see if there was any more information to be found on Grace Hughes in our files, when I came upon something that has me concerned.”

      He handed her a yellowed sheet of paper so old, she couldn’t believe it wasn’t crumbling in her hand.

      Juliette scanned it, her eyes widening. “Shit,” she whispered.

      Franco’s face was solemn. “I know.”

      He had indeed killed her buzz.

      Juliette crossed back to her desk, sinking heavily in her chair. “I’d ask what you recommend, but I already know what you’re going to say. We have another task.”

      He nodded.

      She sighed heavily. “Fine. Bring me the membership files. It’s time to call the next trinity.”
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      Elemental Pleasure

      

      Trinity Masters, book 1

      

      A dangerous Marine. A tech genius. A brilliant scientist.

      

      When Carly Kenan joined the secretive Trinity Masters in college, she received entrée to an exclusive club that gave her access to wealth and power. But there’s a price all members must pay—they accept an arranged marriage, between not two, but three people.

      

      Ordered to return to the Trinity Masters’ headquarters in Boston, Carly meets Marine Lance Glassco, a mathematician for DARPA, and Preston Kim, a dangerously intelligent chemist.

      Though on the surface they have nothing in common, it’s clear the Grand Master thinks that together the three of them can do something amazing. And that’s why he’s declared that Carly, Lance and Preston must marry.

      

      Though the physical attraction is instantaneous and incendiary, Carly is unprepared for the emotional intensity of the ménage relationship. Pushed beyond her limits, Carly runs from Lance and Preston. What she doesn’t understand is that she now belongs to them, body and soul…and they belong to her.

      

      When Lance uncovers a dangerous crime at Preston’s company, Carly is caught in the crossfire and the struggling lovers are forced to move beyond desire…to trust. For the Trinity Masters, there is passion and power in three.

      

      Primal Passion

      

      Trinity Masters, book 2

      

      An FBI agent. A billionaire CEO. A virgin scientist.

      

      Deni Parker doesn’t have time for anything but her cutting-edge scientific work, and that’s how she likes it. She doesn’t have time for relationships. When she’s called to the altar—years ahead of what she expected—by the very intimidating, and far too handsome, Price Bennett, Deni’s more than a little unprepared.

      

      Price didn’t join the Trinity Masters to play messenger. As CEO of a major security firm and heir to one of the largest fortunes in the world, he’s annoyed when the Grand Master orders him to transport the disorganized scientist to the ceremony to meet her partners. It’s only when they arrive that Price realizes he isn’t a messenger—he’s been matched with Deni.

      

      Gunner Wells has been in love with Deni for years, but he’s resisted giving in to his attraction. When he arrives at the Trinity Masters headquarters to be bound in marriage, he’s delighted to discover Deni is not only a member of the secret society, but one of his partners…along with billionaire playboy, Price.

      

      Their strong personalities clash—in the bedroom and out of it—but Price and Gunner have to put aside their overprotectiveness, and Deni must put aside her pride, when someone tries to stop her research—with deadly methods.

      

      Scorching Desire

      

      Trinity Masters, book 3

      

      A reformed spy. A respectable lawyer. A renowned playboy.

      

      When Damon Corso is blackmailed it’s not just his career that’s in jeopardy, but the existence of the Trinity Masters–America’s oldest and most powerful secret society. He and fellow member Marco Polin, a world famous playboy musician, enjoy sharing women, a secret that until now they’ve kept quiet.

      

      Tasha Kasharin, the reformed spy sent to help them, knows this is more than simple blackmail. Marco and Damon’s lives are in danger. She ignores her increasingly vivid fantasies about being part of a trinity with them until their investigation is interrupted by the Grand Master, who calls them to the altar and binds them in a ménage marriage.

      

      The men must trust their futures to the unexpectedly innocent woman who’s now their wife, while dealing with the change in their own relationship, and the complicated feelings that come with it. Blackmail escalates to violence, and they’ll have to trust and accept one another if they’re going to survive.

      

      Forbidden Legacy

      

      Trinity Masters, book 4

      

      An enigmatic leader. A talented doctor. And the man who can bring them together.

      

      Harrison Adams has served as leader of the Trinity Masters for a decade. He’s always placed the group above his own needs—even when it comes to the one woman who calls to him. When a dangerous threat to the secret society surfaces, Harrison sets a plan in motion that could save the organization, but it comes with a price.

      

      Alexis turned down an invitation to join the Trinity Masters, afraid to relinquish control over her life, her future…her heart. That rejection means night after night of unrequited lust as she and Harrison are forced to ignore their desires. Her heart aching, she throws herself into her job and her difficult working relationship with her boss, Michael. He’s attractive and maddening, but Alexis has zero plans to give in to the crazy chemistry between them.

      

      Harrison asks Alexis to experiment in a ménage relationship with him and she agrees unable to take another moment of longing for him. Perhaps with a third around she’ll be able to keep her heart intact. She is completely unaware their third will be Michael. She couldn’t have known how giving herself to them would inflame her desires. Or how much she would enjoy submitting to them.

      

      But when an evil man looking for revenge sets his sights on Harrison, time is the one thing none of them have. And it soon becomes apparent Harrison’s forbidden legacy could destroy them all…

      

      Hidden Devotion

      

      Trinity Masters, book 5

      

      A reluctant leader. A CIA agent. A lost legacy.

      

      Juliette Adams’s spent her life running, from both her status as the daughter of the Grand Master and her arranged marriage. Until the day everything changed and she became Grand Master—a position she was never meant to hold.

      

      Devon Asher has more than a few secrets, the least of which is that he’s desperately in love with Juliette, which shouldn’t be a problem since they were betrothed when they were children. Now that she’s Grand Master his secrets aren’t safe.

      

      Franco Garcia Santiago always assumed the tales of a Trinity Masters were fantastical stories his grandfather made up, until Juliette shows up at his door. Together they uncover the secrets of the Trinity Masters, unaware of the danger they’re putting themselves in.

      

      Juliette must decide if she’ll turn her back on her destiny or embrace the role of Grand Master, and if she’ll use her power to discontinue the trinity marriages she grew up despising, or follow her heart, which tells her happiness lies with both Devon and Franco.

      

      Elegant Seduction

      

      Trinity Masters, book 6

      

      A spoiled heiress. A corporate mediator. And a man with a secret.

      

      Sebastian has dedicated his life to upholding the ideals of the Trinity Masters. However, when his best friend, Juliette, is named Grand Master, he knows secrets he’s harbored will be revealed. While he expects Juliette to be angry, he does not expect her to call him to the altar, to bind him to a stranger, Grant, and to Elle, the woman who’s haunted his dreams for years.

      

      Then Juliette reveals a secret of her own. There’s evil at play in the secret society and she needs him to root it out. Sebastian has no choice but to go undercover to spy on his own trinity. As the danger surrounding the trio grows, Sebastian is forced to choose between loyalty and love.

      

      Because reluctantly bound to Elle and Grant or not, Sebastian can’t deny the pair have earned their place in his heart.

      

      Secret Scandal

      

      Trinity Masters, book 7

      

      A dashing thief. A passionate scholar. And the beautiful bodyguard engaged to protect them.

      

      Eli Wexler is a prominent art historian, a job that under normal circumstances isn’t dangerous. But Eli is a member of the Trinity Masters, and when he’s called to the altar he not only meets the man and woman he’s to marry, but is given a mystery to solve as well.

      

      Jasper Ferrer realizes there’s trouble coming when he meets his trinity. Given Jasper’s checkered past, he doubts Eli will be thrilled by their marriage. Art historians, as a rule, dislike art thieves.

      

      Irina Gentry knows what her trinity needs from her—her new fiancees are both art experts, and she’s there to protect them. It’s a job she’s more than qualified for, though she doubts there will be any need for her skills.

      

      But the task the Grand Master gives them is far more dangerous than it seems. The quest for a long lost sculpture pits the new trinity against a hidden faction within the secret society, a faction who are willing to kill to keep the secrets Eli, Jasper and Irina are working to uncover.

      

      Delicate Ties

      Trinity Masters, book 8

      A Broadway star. An adventurous architect. And the powerful Dom determined to claim them both.

      Christian Rogers Stewart is no stranger to the stage, nor is he a stranger to the ways of the Trinity Masters. A legacy, he's grown up among brilliant, powerful people and he's more than ready to contribute to the society's noble cause when initiated as a member. However, he is blindsided when he's called to the altar by the Grand Master. First by lust for his arranged partners Charlotte and Vincent. And then by the revelation that the Trinity Masters are under attack, from within, by an insidious faction called the purists.

      At their binding ceremony, Christian, Charlotte and Vincent are given two tasks: study the web of tunnels hidden beneath headquarters and investigate a suspected member of the purists, a fellow Dom in Vincent's clubs. By day Charlotte struggles to make sense of a coded blueprint of the tunnels. By night they investigate the wealthy, powerful Dom, with Vincent guiding his new lovers into the dark and sensual world of BDSM.

      Both tasks lead the new trinity to earth-shaking discoveries. Not just about the purists, but about themselves and their own erotic desires.

      

      Beloved Sacrifice

      Trinity Masters, book 9

      A woman with nothing to lose. A man who knows too much. A secret that could destroy them all.

      Rose Hancock is no stranger to danger, fear, or pain. Her whole life has been shaped by the purists–a shadowy splinter group within America’s most powerful secret society. When the leader of the Trinity Masters has her partner-in-crime shot, Rose has nothing left to live for except revenge.

      Before she can take her revenge, she’s kidnapped and wakes up to find herself in England, with the man who only days before she was sure was dead.

      When a kidnapping and ransom specialist, sent by the Grand Master, shows up to “rescue” Rose, she’ll have to decide if she wants to keep running or stand and fight against the purists.

      But there are more secrets to be uncovered, and some of those secrets could mean the end of the Trinity Masters…because the Masters’ Admiralty is larger and more powerful. And some betrayals cannot be forgiven.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Meet the Masters’ Admiralty

          

        

      

    

    
      Treachery’s Devotion

      

      Masters’ Admiralty, book one

      

      A warrior with everything to prove.

      Tristan Knight has served the Admiral of England since he was a teenager. As a knight, he has pledged his life to protect the Masters’ Admiralty, and when he’s assigned to escort an archaeologist on a research trip he knows the menial task is punishment for the failure of his last mission.

      A woman in a gilded cage.

      Sophia Starabba is a brilliant scholar and accomplished law enforcement officer, working for Italy’s cultural heritage protection department. But none of that matters to her family or the other members of the territory of Rome. To them she’s the “Principessa”- daughter of the Admiral.

      The man who holds the key.

      James Rathmann lives for mysteries. In another life, he would have been a detective, but a love for digging in the dirt made him an archaeologist. Now one of the world’s leading experts on coins, and curator at the British Museum, he’s been called to Rome to examine a recent discovery.

      An old enemy back from the dead.

      Among the coins they find something alarming—a silver coin bearing the mark of a villain everyone had assumed was long dead. Sophia leads them on the trail to identify the coin’s owner, and possibly discover the identity of the Domino, a killer and anarchist who plagued the Masters’ Admiralty a hundred years ago.

      But the Domino isn’t dead, and together James, Sophia and Tristan will fight to stay alive and one step ahead of a killer who will do anything to destroy the Masters’ Admiralty.
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      Writing a book was number one on Mari Carr’s bucket list. Now her computer is jammed full of stories — novels, novellas, short stories and dead-ends. A New York Times and USA TODAY bestseller, Mari finds time for writing by squeezing it into the hours between 3 a.m. and daybreak when her family is asleep.

      You can visit Mari’s website at www.maricarr.com. She is also on Facebook and Twitter.

      

      Lila Dubois is a top selling author of paranormal, fantasy and contemporary erotic romance. Having spent extensive time in France, Egypt, Turkey, England and Ireland Lila speaks five languages, none of them (including English) fluently. She now lives in Los Angeles with a cute Irishman.

      You can visit Lila's website at www.liladubois.net. She loves to hear from fans! Send an email to author@liladubois.net or join her newsletter for contests, deleted scenes, articles, and release notifications.
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