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      White walls. Nothing but white walls with cracked, chipped paint and ceiling tiles with gnarly rust-colored splotches. Blinking several times, I lifted my head and turned it from side to side, forward and back. The knot in my shoulder was the size of Mount Everest and had been there for almost a week.

      “I’m sorry, dear. He’s not getting any better.”

      “Mia, we’re here for you.”

      “We’ll continue to pray for a miracle.”

      “Your father’s chances are very slim, I’m afraid.”

      “Make sure you notify the rest of the family.”

      “Talk to him. Say goodbye.”

      Snippets of condolences and responses from the doctor whirl in my head as if on an old time spinning record. I just keep picking up the arm and placing it back down until it repeats the melody.

      With too tired eyes, I stare at the only man who’s always loved me. From the very first breath I took, to teaching me how to play baseball, rooting me on through my studies, all the way until Mom left before he broke down. Even when his face was bright red, his speech slurred, and his eyes a hazy gray, he loved me, and I counted on that love to get us through. For the most part, it did.

      Sitting next to his bed, I clutched his hand, hoping my grip, the warmth I pressed into his palm, would worm its way into his body’s recognition and tell him to fight. Fight for his daughters. Fight for me, his flesh and blood. I’d spent the last decade and a half fighting for him, for Maddy, and now he needed to man up. Be there. Work hard to come back to us. We might not have been much, just two young women trying to find their way, but we were his, and I had to believe deep down that we were worth the fight, or he’d be lost to us…forever.

      The new morning shift nurse entered. She was light on her feet, seeming to not make a sound as she checked Pops’s vitals and marked something on his chart before sending me a remorseful smile. That’s all I’d received for the last several days. Apologies, frowns, tentative condolences. I looked over at Maddy curled up in a fetal position on the tiny loveseat, asleep. Like me, she’d refused to leave for more than a speedy shower and change of clothes. If our dad was going to take his last breath, we’d be there to witness it.

      We still hadn’t talked about the elephant in the room. The one that weighed so heavily on my chest, I swear it had broken a few ribs in the process. Taking a full breath was impossible, knowing that Maddy was hurting. The information about Jackson Cunningham being her real father had been a blow, one that hit us both upside the head so hard we knocked into one another. The knowledge had us tiptoeing around the other, separating us in a way that made my skin crawl. I needed Maddy now, more than ever before, and she seemed to be slipping away, uncertain of the space she occupied. I hated that and hated our mother even more for making it our reality.

      The only benefit to all this was Maxwell. He’d sent us here on his private jet and called every day. Even scored us a hotel for the next month that was walking distance from the convalescent hospital. Our new brother had thought of everything, and he made sure money was no object. All of a sudden, we had the best doctors—teams of people coming in to check on our father, scouring over his medical records. They looked for clues as to not only his neurological status to be sure he wasn’t brain dead, but also whether he’d be able to overcome the physical ramifications of a viral infection gone bad, including not one but two heart-stopping allergic reactions to treatment.

      A few of the doctors feared the worst. Until the new teams of specialists arrived, the convalescent hospital had written off our dad. Told us there was nothing more we could do and recommended taking him off life support.

      Life support.

      Removing the support that gave him life. I couldn’t do it. If I were in a similar circumstance, would Pops give up on me, stop the machines from giving me that life-sustaining air? Hell would literally turn to ice before that happened. That man would stand over me and pump my chest and give me CPR nonstop if it would keep me alive even for one minute. I had to give him the same chance.

      “Good morning, Ms. Saunders,” Dr. McHottie said as he pulled Pops’s chart from the end of the bed and scanned it. For a few minutes, he’d make notes, check some things, flip pages, and repeat.

      I stood, stretched my arms above my head, and did a small backbend, trying to relieve the constant ache in the center of my spine, the kind that comes from sitting in a plastic chair for nearly a week. My back protested, and I winced. Dr. McHottie shook his head, staring at me over a pair of black-rimmed glasses. His dark, curly hair was cropped close to his head and almost seemed to shine. It looked wet, and by the fresh scent of Irish Spring, he’d just left the shower. Smelling the soapy goodness reminded me of how ripe I was getting. It had been two days since I’d left the hospital. No amount of deodorant could mask the funk beginning to germinate under my arms.

      “Morning, Doc. What’s the prognosis? Any better?” I tried not to sound too hopeful because every day for nearly seven days, he’d frowned and simply shook his head. Today though, there was a moment. One where I knew, I just knew, our luck was changing.

      The slick, young doctor met me on my side of the bed and placed a hand on my shoulder. He squeezed, and I tried not to moan at the scant release of tension that small grip provided. I was wound so tight any touch, no matter how brief, felt like a momentous occasion. “According to the readings, at some point in the night, your dad’s lungs started to move against the machines. It’s a slight positive response indicating he might breathe on his own, but I don’t want to put the cart before the horse.

      There weren’t words to express my gratitude for this tiny speck of hope. Instead, I plowed into his body and wrapped my arms around his waist. I poured everything I had into that one hug, holding on as if my own life depended on it. He didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he held me. Wrapped his arms around my body, keeping me against his chest. We stood there, a wrecked woman and a man of medicine, a healer. I leaned against that man and prayed God would grant him the ability to save my dad regardless of whether or not he deserved it. I had to believe that everyone deserved a second chance. If he made it, I think Pops would agree. Maybe this would be the wake-up call he needed to realize that life was indeed worth living.

      A cell phone ring blasted into the euphoria that was my single positive moment in the better part of a week. I jumped back and looked into the sky-blue gaze of Dr. McHottie. “Sorry. It’s just a lot—” I started but he cut me off.

      “Mia, never be sorry for needing a hug. I can tell you’re a very strong young woman, but everyone needs someone to lean on. Let’s keep praying for a miracle. I’ll be back to check on his status in a couple of hours.”

      I nodded and turned around to find Maddy with her cell phone crushed against her ear.

      “Uh, yeah, she’s right here, Auntie.” Maddy held out her cell phone as she pushed the blond layers of bedhead back off her face. She looked the way I felt, though I’m certain if a mirror were anywhere near me, I’d look like the night of the living dead revived.

      Blowing out a long breath, I lifted the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “What the hell is going on? You haven’t answered my calls, you didn’t show up for your flight, and you certainly didn’t show up in Tucson, Arizona where client number nine was expecting you!”

      I tried to form a reply, but nothing came out. I should say sorry, should say something, but I didn’t have it in me to care. “Millie—”

      “Don’t you Millie me. You are in deep shit, young lady! If you read the fine print in your contract, you’d know that if you stand the client up, not only do you lose the hundred thousand dollar fee, you owe them a hundred thousand for their trouble!”

      Moving as fast as my tired legs would take me, I left Pops’s room and went down the hall to the outdoor garden area. It was early so the there wasn’t anyone out just yet. “Are you telling me I now owe some rich motherfucker a hundred thousand dollars?” I roared into the phone.

      “You’re yelling at me?” Her voice was laced with venom and just as lethal. “You got yourself into this.”

      “I had no choice! Pops is on his death bed!”

      “So you just up and leave and don’t tell me? Mia, had I contacted the client in advance, this might have been avoided. Right now, you are two hundred thousand dollars in the hole. You did not have enough in the master account to send Blaine your monthly installment.”

      Oh, no. My body started to shake, and my legs couldn’t hold me up any more. Quivering, I slumped into the nearest bench. “I missed my payment…” I choked out, fear controlling my tongue.

      “Yes! I’ve been calling several times a day. Finally, I got in touch with Maddy, though she’d ignored my calls until today.”

      “My phone has been off. It’s been touch and go with Pops for the last week, Millie. He’s still nowhere near out of the woods. I can’t leave him.” I ran a shaky hand through my hair and tugged on the roots, the instant bite of pain bringing with it a clarity I was desperately trying to wrap my mind around.

      “I can’t bail you out, Mia. My money is tied up in the business and a new venture I just sank everything into. You’re going to have to talk to one of your rich friends. Maybe one of the ones that paid the extra fee?” she suggested—as if that were so easy. Sex and money. That was the name of her game.

      Ask Wes or Alec for two hundred thousand dollars? Absolutely not. No way. “I’ll figure something out.”

      “All I know is you’d better figure it out fast. Your next client is Drew Hoffman.”

      The name bounced around in my mind like a game of Plinko until it sank into a winning number. “The doctor to the stars? The one with his own daily TV show, line of vitamins, workout clothing, and DVDs? You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “The very same. Apparently, he saw your swimsuit campaign about beauty in all sizes. Wants you to appear on his show for a daily segment he’s going to call ‘Living Beautiful.’ Mia, if this goes big, you could end up securing a regular spot on the show at the start of the new year. He’d only have to wait a couple months for you to start. No pressure.” She cackled. Straight up witch-like screech you see in the bad B-movies. If I had been standing next to her, it would have taken a Herculean effort to peel my boney fingers from around her throat.

      No pressure. Millie said that as if this weren’t the break of the century. I pressed hard against my temples. All the blood in my body seemed to rush to my heart and make it pound far harder than normal. If I weren’t here with Pops right now, this would be amazing news. The press I’d received had given me a small in with the world of acting so far. The media had taken notice, and when Anton’s video went live next month, it would definitely coincide nicely. This opportunity though, to be a regular on a TV spot with Dr. Hoffman? Crazy town. This is the big break I needed to find me, my own path.

      Goddammit, I needed to talk to Wes. Get his opinion, see if he knew the famous doctor personally and whether he’d heard anything. Of course, I couldn’t do that because I hadn’t heard from him in two weeks. Didn’t know where he was, when he’d be back, just that Judi had said he left overnight one day. Told her he wouldn’t be back for a two to three weeks and to tell me he’d call. That was all she had for me. I’d received a scratchy voicemail from him that broke up so bad I couldn’t hear much of anything. Be home soon and that he loved me. Outside of that, nothing.

      Of course, there was a whole new issue of figuring out how I was going to come up with two hundred thousand dollars or a way to get Blaine to give me more time.

      “Hopefully, Pops will be out of the woods soon. Don’t make any cancellations on the October job until you hear from me. I’ll try not to be so unavailable, but it’s hard right now, Millie. There’s also some family shit I need to talk to you about. Serious stuff that has to do with Mom.”

      “Have you heard from Meryl?” Her voice went as low as a whisper, so much so that I had to press the cell harder against my ear.

      Shaking my head at the ridiculousness of that question confirmed that I did not want to get into this. Pops was here, fighting for his life. Our mother, Millie’s sister, and the whopping bad choices she’d made for the last three decades didn’t get to take center stage. The last thing I wanted to deal with was Mom and her secrets. “No, I haven’t. Just some stuff came up. When Pops is in the clear, I’ll call you, okay?”

      Millie sighed through the line. “Is…uh…he going to be okay?”

      An annoyed snort-chuckle slipped from my mouth. “Don’t act like you give a damn what happens to my father. You’ve always hated him, resented him for not bringing us to California when Mom up and left us in the lurch. He did the best he could.”

      Her own disbelieving grunt came through the line. “The best would have been actually giving you a life. When my sister was there, you were all happy. He couldn’t keep anything together when she left.” Her voice was icy and chilled me to the bone.

      A deep defensiveness for Pops swirled heavily in my gut. My aunt or not, she was poking the bear and needed to be set back in her place. “At least he didn’t leave. That was your sister. The woman you miss so much walked away from her ten-year-old and five-year-old daughters, but I guess that’s okay, huh? Wasn’t the first time she left a family hanging. Hell, for all we know, she’s got a whole slew of them around the nation. I probably have a handful of other siblings I don’t know about.”

      Millie sniffed, and her voice shook. “Your mother was never well, dollface. You know that. Deep down, you know that she was never meant to be saddled with children and married life. Her spirit needed to roam free or she would feel imprisoned within her own life.”

      “You’re making excuses for her?”

      “Mia, she loved you.”

      I huffed. “Is that what you call it? Up and leave your daughters? Love. She didn’t know the meaning of love.” Now that I had Wes, I knew that for a fact. When you loved someone that much, you cared more about their happiness than your own. You made sacrifices that benefitted them, not yourself. Sure, there was give and take, but it was all part of sharing your life, of having a family. “Mom didn’t know the meaning of love, Millie,” I repeated.

      “Don’t say that. Meryl just wasn’t all there in the head all of the time. It has been that way since she was little.”

      Right then and there, I decided she needed a fat dose of reality about her dear sister. “I’ve heard enough. Do yourself a favor. Why don’t you go look up the name Maxwell Cunningham one more time?”

      “Your last client? I vetted him. You know that.” Her tone was bored, annoyed.

      “Just do it, Millie. Look up his birth records.”

      The line crackled as I walked towards the door back into the hospital. I needed a caffeine drip, stat.

      “Mia, you’re not making any sense. His birth records?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And what do you expect me to find?”

      I laughed. A full-on piggy snort, hyena chuckle, all over body heave. A variety of medical professionals who passed me in the hall looked at me like I’d just sprouted wings and told them I was a fairy. I didn’t care. Delirium was not a fair-weather friend these days, and I figured these folks dealt in enough mental illness to offer a cold shoulder as they passed.

      “You’re going to find that Maxwell Cunningham’s mother’s name is Meryl Colgrove. His father, Jackson Cunningham.”

      “What! This must be some type of joke. That can’t be. He’s lying to you. Someone’s lying to you.” The dread and shock in her voice was believable. At least she wasn’t in on her sister’s depravity.

      “Yeah, Meryl up and left her son when he was a year old. Three years later, she married Pops, and a year after that, she had me.”

      I wasn’t planning on going through the fucked up family tree, but she’d pushed every last one of my buttons defending the one woman who didn’t deserve it.

      “It’s not possible. I’d have known…” she said on a gasp.

      Once I made it to the cafeteria, I shuffled to the coffeemaker, plunked in the fifty-five cents, and shoved a paper cup under the spout. The coffee was wretched, but it helped keep me awake. Well, it did for about an hour, and then I’d make my zombie walk back over to the machine once more. This was another one of those routines I repeated several times a day.

      I took a deep breath and planted my forehead against the machine as it whirred to life, spilling out the coffee. The buzz and hum felt good against my aching head. “Believe it. It gets worse, though.”

      “Mia, no.” She sobbed, sniffed, and hiccupped into the line. Frankly, at that point, I didn’t care. I’d been through more shit the past couple weeks than any normal person should. She needed to share this burden of truth.

      “Maxwell Cunningham. Not only is he our brother, he’s Maddy’s biological brother from both parents. You know what that means, Millie? Huh?” My voice rose, the anger and defeat controlling every word. “That means your sister cheated on my dad. She had an affair with Jackson Cunningham a decade after they had their first child, and she got pregnant with Maddy. That lowlife bitch passed off Maddy as Pops’s child, and she never bothered to come clean. That’s the type of woman your sister is. Learn to live with it. I sure as hell have.”

      I clicked the phone off, grabbed my cup, and sucked down the entire thing in one go. The coffee was hot enough to burn my tongue, obliterating every taste bud in its wake. Not that I cared. Pain would give me something else to focus on besides the absolute dire straits my father was in.

      Pulling out a dollar bill from my pocket, I fed it into the machine, added ten cents, and put my now empty cup on one side and a cup for Maddy on the other. Again, I pressed my forehead against the whirring, which lasted longer. For a minute, I succumbed to the blackness.

      “Jesus Christ, sugar, come here,” came the sweetest sound, next to my Wes’s voice, before I was turned around and hauled into the massive arms of the man I’ve now come to know as my brother.

      “Max,” I choked into his chest. I gripped onto his back and let the tears fall. They came fast and furious. Like a torrential downpour they fell, soaking Max’s black Henley, but he just held on tighter. For the first time since I received that call, I felt safe. Protected. “Thank you. Thank you for coming,” I said between sobs.

      If possible, he held me closer, tighter. More warmth surrounded my frigid core. “Nowhere I’d rather be than here seeing my sisters through a hard time. You just lean on me, sugar.”

      And for a long, long time, I did.

      When a sob scraped its way up from my chest and out my mouth, he held strong. As my knees weakened and I lost the ability to stand, he lifted me up. When I begged and pleaded for my father to live and prayed to God, he whispered the words right along with me.

      I’d never had someone to fall back on, a person who dropped everything to be there when I needed him. Right there, locked in the haven that was his arms, he imprinted on my soul. I had a brother, and now that I did, I never wanted to find out what life would be like without him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      “Mia, sugar, you’re dead on your feet. You have to get some shut-eye or your body is just going to stop working for you when you least expect it.”

      I pulled back from the warmth of his embrace, wiped my eyes on the sleeve of my shirt, and sucked in several calming breaths. “I’m okay. Really, Max, I’ll be fine.”

      “No, she’s not,” came Maddy’s voice from about ten paces behind us as she made her way over. She looked at the coffee machine and pointed. “One of those for me?”

      I nodded and followed her movements while she prepared both coffees. She actually made an effort to add cream and sugar. I’d just taken it black even though I hated black coffee. I couldn’t taste it anyway. Same with food. Pretty much everything had not only lost its flavor, but the world around me had lost a lot of its color.

      Maddy shuffled over to Max and walked right into his chest. This was a first. Max put his arms around her and tentatively held her close, petting her hair. He closed his eyes as if the moment were a bit much emotionally. I knew he wanted to be close with Maddy and me, but everything in Texas had happened so fast they didn’t have much time to connect. From the moment we found out that Maxwell was our brother, to finding out she was his full biological sister, we got the call about Pops and had to bail.

      She lifted her head, resting her chin on his chest. “Thank you for coming, Max.”

      “Like I told your sister, there is nowhere I’d rather be right now.”

      “Our sister.” Her voice shook a bit when she said the two words.

      Max frowned and his eyebrows furrowed. “What’s that, sweetie?” Sweetie. Since he’d met us, he’d called her sweetie and me sugar. I kind of liked my endearment better.

      “Our sister,” Maddy repeated. “Before, you said your sister. I was just correcting you. We’re all related, and I want to make it clear right now that no matter who’s got more matching blood running in their veins, Mia will always be one hundred percent our sister.”

      Max’s lips pinched together. “You’re absolutely right. I didn’t mean to say it that way. I apologize.”

      He apologized? What? “Max, no need to apologize, really. Maddy is just being a little oversensitive. Emotions are really high right now.”

      Maddy’s eyes narrowed. “No I’m not. I’m telling it like it is. The same way you have always taught me growing up. Never hide behind a lie. Never hold your tongue when important information needs to be discussed. I don’t want to stew in this any longer. Max needs to know that you are more important to me than anyone else in this world. If we’re going to be a family in any way, no matter what, where you are in the lineup is where I’m going to be. And that’s just the way it is. Period. I don’t care who my biological father is.” She pointed down the hall. “That man in there is my dad. No blood test is ever going to change that.”

      Max took a slow breath, and I scuffed the linoleum floor, leaving black streaks while I figured out how to best deal with this outburst. She was obviously feeling strange about her place, defensive over our relationship, and conflicted about Pops and her lineage.

      “Maddy… Max, his wife Cyndi, and baby, Isabel, as well as the little guy on the way, are all now an addition to the Saunders clan, okay? Don’t think of it as a change as much as an addition. Just because they are Cunninghams doesn’t mean you are.”

      That’s when Max made a fatal error. “Well technically, she is a Cunningham but didn’t know it.”

      I could see the moment the statement hit my girl. Her body went ramrod straight, her chest puffed up, and daggers seemed to fly from her eye sockets as she stormed in front of Max, got out that pointing finger of hers—the one I absolutely hated to be at the other end of—and shoved it against his chest several times. Ouch. I knew from experience that boney ass finger hurt.

      “Are you certifiable? I know they do things different in Texas, but hear me and hear me well. I am, always have been, and will always be Madison Saunders. Got it? I was fine in my skin before, and I’m not changing it because some DNA test proves something. I’ll admit that I’m shocked that I have a brother and am actually happy about that fact, but you will not win me as some kind of Meryl Colgrove consolation prize. Got it?”

      “Baby girl…” My own voice was unrecognizable with the amount of sorrow rushing through it as I put an arm around my sister. Her whole body slammed into my chest, and her face went right into my neck.

      “I’m Madison Saunders! I’m not a Cunningham,” she sobbed, the thick veil of my hair covering her face.

      “Hey, baby, nobody’s trying to change you, your name, or who you are. You’ll always be my sister. You’ll always be Pops’s daughter. Now, we just have a whole other part of our family to love and get to know. Nothing changes, Mads. Nothing. It’s still me and you against the world, okay?” She nodded but continued to cry. “I mean that. Max is not here to change anything, are you, Max?”

      Maxwell cleared his throat and put a giant paw on the back of my sister’s head. “Sweetie, I already love you and Mia very much. You’re my little sisters, and from the moment we all met, I felt that tug of awareness, of family. I wanted you and your sister my whole life. Wanted that family. Now I have it, and I’m happy, honey. Cyndi, Isabel, and baby Jack are going to have some seriously awesome women in their lives, and I just feel fortunate. That’s all, darlin’. That’s why I’m here. To lend support while you and Mia take care of your dad.”

      After a few moments, Maddy lifted her head. I cupped her cheeks and wiped her tears. “Nothing’s changed, okay?”

      “F-Feels l-like a lot has c-changed.” She wiped her snotty nose on her sleeve. Yikes. We were both disgusting.

      “Even though it feels that way, it really hasn’t. You’re still in school, you’re on the road to being Mrs. Matthew Rains, and you have me forever. Now, you just have a big, badass, rich cowboy brother.”

      “Well, we’re all rich.” Max supplied helpfully, which really wasn’t helpful at all.

      Jeez Louise. There had to be a shut-off button. Weren’t brothers supposed to come with one of those? I hadn’t had a chance to discuss the Cunningham Oil & Gas business when the news of Pops taking a turn hit.

      Maddy’s eyebrows came together, leaving a cute little wrinkle above her nose. When she was little, I’d kiss that little wrinkle and tell her not to frown because it would stay that way and she’d hate it later on in life.

      “We’re not rich, Max,” she scoffed. “Far, far from it.”

      Maxwell directed a harsh look my way. “You haven’t told her?” He crossed those massive arms over his even wider chest.

      I wanted to slink down into a puddle of goo at his feet. There had been way too much drama to deal with to be having this conversation right now. First Millie, now Max and Maddy. Criminy.

      “Told me what?” Maddy pressed.

      “Max, we’ve had some pretty severe shit going on. The last thing I needed to do was add yet another complication.”

      “What complication?” Maddy asked.

      “It’s really not a complication. More a benefit,” Max added.

      “And that would be?” she asked.

      Instead of participating, I was just too damned tired to figure out a way to ease into it, and Max seemed gung-ho, so why the hell not? Sipping on my coffee, allowing the creamy liquid that admittedly always tasted better when someone else made it—or it could be the addition of cream and sugar—I watched as Max explained to Maddy that we were all three going to own a piece of Cunningham Oil & Gas, though I did get him to agree to split Maddy’s and my amount in half so he’d still carry fifty percent of the company. It was his birthright and his legacy, not something we ever grew up wanting a piece of. The two of us would each have twenty-five percent, which would give us a crazy amount of money, but also not force us to make the everyday decisions and work the business if we didn’t want to. I sure as hell didn’t want to. Maddy on the other hand, with her degree, might be interested in the option in the future.

      After Max spilled the details, she stood there, maybe in shock or lost in thought. I couldn’t be sure at that point. Eventually, the lights turned on and someone was home because her face lit up. A rosy hue covered her cheeks, and the sunny personality that was my baby sis came to the surface.

      “I own twenty-five percent of one of the largest oil and gas companies in the nation.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” A little smirk stole across Max’s lips.

      “Get out!” Her hands came to her chest and she clenched them together. “That’s unreal.”

      “Having sisters is unreal. It’s your birthright to be part of the family business,” Max announced proudly.

      “So when I’m done with college, if I want, I could just come work for the company?” Just as I suspected, my book-smart, scientist sister would be all over that.

      Max laughed. “Of course. I’d love for both of you to come work at the headquarters in Dallas.”

      I cringed and shook my head. “Sorry, this Vegas girl is now a Cali girl.”

      “We’ll see.” Max grinned and put his arms around Maddy and me. “For now, though, I need to get a real meal into both of you.” He sniffed my hair. “And showers. And at least four hours of sleep.”

      Both Maddy and I were going to protest, but he walked us right past Pops’s room. Nothing had changed in the fifteen minutes or so we’d been in the cafeteria and he’d been alone.

      “We can’t leave Pops alone,” Maddy said.

      “You’re not going to. I ran into your fella. He and his mother we’re heading in to relieve you both anyway. They’re going to sit with your dad while you guys rest of up for a bit. No arguments. You’re no good to him like this. He’d be mad as hell if you weren’t taking care of yourselves, I’m sure.” Max’s tone was firm.

      I made a sound that was between a laugh and a huff but didn’t respond. Pops cared. He definitely loved us, but usually he was so far gone in the drink that he wouldn’t notice if Maddy and I had gone days without food.

      One time we didn’t eat for two days. I was twelve and not old enough to work, and Maddy was seven. We’d gone through all the food in the house, including the dry and canned stuff. After two full days had passed with nothing to eat, I was desperate. So I walked down to the main drag to an overly busy casino buffet and loaded my tote up with rolls and pieces of chicken when people weren’t looking. I made sure I stood real close to a family that had other kids, and no one was the wiser. I slipped out of the buffet, and Maddy and I ate for three days on what I’d pilfered until Pops came back from his binge and filled the house with food again. I did that several more times over the years when it got bad. The answer to Max’s statement before would be a resounding no. Pops likely wouldn’t have noticed we were hurting, tired, or any of that. He’d known me a month and Maddy a week and could already see what we needed.

      Led by an overbearing brother, Maddy and I let him drag us across the street to the hotel with the plush two-bedroom suite he’d secured for us a week ago, a suite that hadn’t been slept in once. We’d only used it for showering, and not enough if the rank smell that filled the space was anything to go by. Max flicked on the air and sat on the bed. You two, showers, now.” He pointed at Maddy and me. Then he picked up the phone. “Yeah, I’d like…uh hold up. You two like burgers?”

      My mouth actually watered at the idea of a meaty, cheesy burger. For days I’d lost my appetite. The same went for actually having eaten anything remotely close to a meal. It had been a strict diet consisting of coffee, Snickers bars, and trail mix, and that was when I could force myself to choke down something. Oh, Maddy’s new perfect mother-in-law-to-be had come bearing food every day, but I hadn’t been able to bring myself to partake. Pops wasn’t eating. Why should I? Now, a good few pounds lighter and a stomach eating itself, I knew I was no good to anyone like this.

      “Burgers are fine, Max, thank you,” I answered, and Mads simply nodded. I could tell from her gait and the slump in her frame that she was losing her grip and the weight of everything was starting to show.

      Since it was a two-bedroom suite, there were two bathrooms. I showered in one, Mads in the other. When I exited, a man’s T-shirt and a clean pair of boxer shorts sat on the vanity. It didn’t even dawn on me to think of pajamas and I definitely hadn’t packed any. I shuffled my way into the living area where Maddy sat, hands around a giant burger. She too wore a T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts.

      “Twinsies,” I joked, and Maddy almost choked on her burger when she giggled.

      “Had to give you guys something to wear. You ain’t got nothin’ for bedclothes. What have you been wearing to sleep in?”

      I gazed at the window, basically anywhere else in the room, to avoid the question.

      Maddy went the route of honesty. “Max, we’ve been holding down the fort at the hospital.”

      His head jerked back, and he gripped his knees. “You mean you haven’t slept in a bed since you left the ranch?”

      Maddy, God love her, did not catch on to the warning hitch in his voice. “Nope. Most nights, I nod off on the love seat in there and Mia on the chair.”

      His gaze cut to mine. “You’ve been sleepin’ in a chair for a week?” He pointed to me. “And you must have contorted into a pretzel to fit your length into a love seat,” he directed at Maddy. “For Christ’s sake, no wonder you two look like death warmed over. Where the hell are your men in all this?” He scowled deep and gripped his knees tighter.

      “Good fucking question,” I mumbled around a salty French fry. It was the perfect crispness, salt to grease ratio, and potato awesomeness. After inhaling at least ten of them, I picked up the burger.

      Maddy chewed and then spoke. “Mia refused to leave. I refused to leave Mia. We’re in this together, right, Sis?” she said as if watching our father die were something we needed to mark off our sisterly solidarity list. It was sweet though. I knew she wanted Pops to pull through this as much as I did, but we also feared what would happen when he found out that he wasn’t her biological father.

      Max stood, paced the room, and shook his head. “Well, I’ll be here for up to two weeks or unless he turns the corner on this thing. Then I’ve got to get back to Cyndi. Can’t be gone in the last month of her pregnancy. Shoot, maybe I should bring the girls out here now. Then we’d all be together during this, no matter what happens.”

      Could he have been more of a kind, generous human being? I didn’t think so. I’d never known a man like him, and I probably never would again. Yes, I’d met some pretty special men this past year, ones that would go down as best friends, exceptional lovers, and more in some cases. Max, though, was unique. His love for his family warred with Tai’s and his Samoan clan of Nikos back in Hawaii. They were a tight bunch, but the fierceness coming from Max, the way he held himself, doted on Maddy and me, took care of us like he wanted to and wanted to forever, meant so much more. There really wasn’t a way to describe it without sounding like an overly sappy Hallmark card.

      We ate for the next ten minutes, Max pointing at the plate every time one of us would take a breath, push back, and lean against the couch. He wanted the plates cleaned, and he wasn’t going to take any lip. Finally, Maddy and I had stuffed ourselves to the gills. Before I knew it, we were leaning against one another shoulder-to-shoulder, our eyes so heavy it was impossible to keep them open.

      “Girls, come on.” Max nudged me, but I just leaned into Maddy’s side more. Her weight left my side, and I shivered at the change in temperature. My eyes were still far too heavy to open. I needed a few minutes to rest my eyes, and then I’d be golden.

      Out of nowhere, I became weightless, as if flying on gossamer wings to an unknown destination. After a few jarring jolts, I was placed on a cloud, soft crisp layers of cotton and a squishy down comforter tucked all around me. I rubbed my cheek against it, never opening my eyes.

      “Just a few minutes and then I’m going back,” I mumbled.

      Something warm and moist pressed against my forehead. “Okay, sugar, a few minutes. Sure.” Max said something else, but it was garbled, and I couldn’t make it out.

      

      

      When I woke up, it wasn’t quite dark yet. I sat up and looked over at the bed beside mine. Maddy was sleeping soundly. Shifting, I moved and crawled out of bed. The second my feet hit the lush carpet, I got dizzy and woozy. I was beyond tired. Downright exhausted. It was seven o’clock.

      Holy shit. We’d been out for over eight hours. Pops!

      Remembering my dad was across the street fighting for his life moved me straight into action. I threw on some jeans and a clean V-neck shirt, a new pair of socks, and my converse. Out of bed, dressed, and on the move, I was up and ready within five minutes tops. On the nightstand, I found a hair tie, grabbed it, and fastened my hair back into a long ponytail as I left the room. Max was sitting on the couch watching TV.

      “You’re awake.”

      “I’ve been out for eight fucking hours, Max!” I growled, making my way over to the counter where the room key and my wallet were sitting.

      Maxwell didn’t look fazed by my little outburst. “You needed it.”

      There are times in your life when you want to sock a good person in the face. This was one of those times, but I didn’t act on it. “I need to be with my father. What if he wakes up and he’s alone? Worse, what if he…” I couldn’t even think the words, let alone say them.

      Max stood and put his hands out in front of me in a shush gesture. “Relax. I just got off the phone with Matt and Tiffany Rains. There’s been no change.”

      “You were supposed to wake me in a few minutes!” I yelled and put my hand on the doorknob. “How can I trust you if you don’t listen to me when I ask you for something as simple as that?” was my parting shot as I left the room and attempted to slam the door. Only, since we were in a hotel, the damn thing did the slow crawl to a close due to the efficient hydraulics. The level of anger simmering within me rose exponentially.

      “Mia!” I heard Max yell as I hoofed it to the elevator and smashed the button over and over. It never made the thing come any faster, but it made me feel better, dammit!

      Max exited the room and walked cautiously to my side. “Mia, I’m sorry. You really needed sleep. I stayed up to date with calls to the family to make sure that if there was any change at all, we could be there in two minutes. I’d never attempt to control you.”

      I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest. “Yeah, well, what do you want me to say? I’m worried about my dad. I don’t know exactly where my boyfriend is, and I haven’t heard from him in two weeks.”

      “You haven’t heard from Weston in two weeks?”

      “Did I fucking stutter? Jeez.” I pressed my hand to my forehead where that ever-present ache was coming back.

      Max frowned and put a hand to my bicep. “I’ll make some calls. If anyone can get the goods, it’s Aspen. She’s got a lot of connections in the movie-making industry. Would that help?”

      A peace offering? I’d take it.

      I nodded. “Yeah, thank you.” The elevator door opened, and I entered. He remained in the hallway.

      “I’m going to wait for Maddy to wake up,” Max said.

      “Don’t wake her up. She needs the rest.”

      His eyes widened, and he smirked. “And you didn’t? I see how it is. You can call the shots for Maddy, but when I try to help you, I’m the jerk?” He smiled that crooked one that I knew made Cyndi swoon.

      “I’m the big sister,” I countered as if that answered all the questions of the universe.

      He pointed a thumb at his chest. “Big brother.” He grinned, and I smiled for the first time in a week.

      “Yeah, well, that’s a new title. You’ve got to earn that kind of clout, Maximus.”

      His eyes twinkled as he kept the elevator door from closing. “I intend to for the rest of my life, sugar.”

      He let the doors close and waved before turning around and heading back to the room. Max had made his point. He was in for the long haul and had no intention of us not being a big, happy family. He’d gained a pair of sisters. A blood relation to his mother and father. Something he didn’t have a few weeks ago. The type of guy Max was, he’d make the most of it and give both Maddy and me his all. Hell, he already had in spades, but I was too far into my own head and my heart was carved out with worry, so I couldn’t express how much him being here meant to me. How, when this year was over, I planned on making a very big effort to be a part of his regular life and looked forward to it. I’d work on it when I could. There would be time. Hopefully.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      “I come bearing gifts!” Ginelle strutted into the hospital room. One arm held a plant, not flowers, and the other carried a mysterious brown paper bag.

      Ginelle set the potted array of desert succulents near the few bouquets of flowers, walked over to Pops, and kissed his forehead, mindful of the tubes all around him. “Wake up, old man. Your girls are aging, watching you sleep,” she said.

      Leave it to Gin to be sweet and snarky at the same time. She watched his face for a moment as though she were waiting to see him do what she’d asked and open his eyes. He didn’t. With a shake of her head, she turned and looked at me, head cocked to the side. She gave me a once over and then she clucked her tongue.

      “Well, you look a little better. Still like shit, but you must have gotten some decent shut-eye and finally blessed us all with a shower.” She leaned forward and sniffed my head, loudly making her point. “Yep, fresh as a daisy.”

      I shoved at her chest and smiled. “Shut up, skank. What’s in the bag?”

      Blinking rapidly, she lifted a finger to her cheek. “Whatever do you mean?”

      I half-chuckled, already feeling lighter in her presence. Gin swayed her hips and arms, making a real deal out of sitting on the loveseat and pulling items out of her bag of goodies.

      “Okay, since it’s been over a week and you’re flabby ass hasn’t left this room, I figured some serious shit to pass the time was in order.” Gin grabbed each item and showed them to me. “Deck of cards, crosswords, Sudoku…”

      “Sudoku? What the heck is that?”

      Ginelle shrugged. “It’s some type of math game.”

      “You brought me a math game? Me?”

      She grinned and flipped a few pages in the book. “I don’t know. There was this really cute guy working at the grocery store, and we kind of got to talking. I told him what I was looking for so he pointed to all this shit. And I just grabbed and flirted.” She looked out the window as if she were remembering the moment. “Anyway, he said it was his favorite, loved trying to break all the puzzles, blah blah. Really, I was more interested in watching his mouth move and wondering how he could put those plump lips to use on my…” She pointed to her crotch.

      “Gin!” I looked over at Pops. “Girl, he can hear you.”

      Her brows furrowed. “Really? You think so?”

      “Yeah, I do. So don’t talk about wanting a grocery store clerk to you know.” I gestured to my own hoo-hah.

      Ginelle rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Anyway, Mads can work on that one.” Good point. Maddy was the brains in this family. “I’ve also got some fashion mags, and of course, your favorite…” She held up an issue of Street Bike Magazine and made it dance in front of my face.

      There was a smokin’ hot Playboy Bunny on the cover, dangling over the side of the brand new Yamaha YZF-R1 super bike. The street bike was as slick as the desert highway after a first rain. It had bright royal blue trim and plenty of shiny chrome to blind the eyes of the dudes scoping it out when they should be driving. The bike’s 4-cylinder, 16-valve engine was a technical marvel with its cross-plane crank, titanium connecting rods, and compact combustion chambers. The sexy beast tipped the scales at around four hundred and forty pounds. I’d give my left breast to own something that beautiful. Eh, not really. Well, maybe.

      My eyes started to fill. Damn, I had the most amazing best friend. “Thanks, Gin,” I said, my voice clouded with emotion.

      She crossed her petite and toned-as-fuck legs over one another, leaned back, and laid her arms out wide. “So update me. Where’s Surfer Boy? Why isn’t he here?”

      With that one question, the emotional weight of the world was back on my shoulders. I’d contacted Judi, his house attendant, and even reached out to his sister, Jeananna, and his mother, Claire. Neither had heard anything, and everyone was starting to worry. They didn’t think it was that unusual for Weston to be out of pocket since they’d go a month sometimes not hearing from him, but that fact that I hadn’t heard had made their hackles rise. Me? Not so much. Especially not since we’d committed our lives to one another and I’d moved into his house. We were looking forward to spending time together. He was supposed to be home when I was done in Texas, and then I’d hoped to be able to meet him before moving on to client number nine. I’d heard nothing.

      Finally, I called Jennifer, the director’s wife. She was in her last month of pregnancy so her husband hadn’t left with Wes, which was also why Wes had to go and for much longer than expected. Turned out he was taking on the primary director’s role. Last thing the director heard was from an assistant who’d said things were going smoothly, but they didn’t have any service to make calls or hit the Internet. They were deep in the Southeast Asian islands with a small filming crew, only about fifteen people—one of whom was Gina DeLuca. It made sense, even though it made my teeth hurt and my heart squeeze to hear it. I knew her character was in the middle of a love triangle in the storyline and since one of them passed away, she had to reshoot all the scenes, but that didn’t answer when they were due back or why he couldn’t find a way to make a call.

      “All I know is that he’s deep in Asia on a re-shoot but no additional information has come out.”

      “He should be here, Mia. This is not scoring him any BFF points. Every day he’s not here, he gets higher and higher up on my shit list.”

      I sighed and rubbed at the back of my neck, trying to work some knots out. “Believe me, he’d be here if he knew what was going on. His voicemail on his phone is completely full. It doesn’t even ring anymore, just goes right to the message telling me that the box is full and to try back later.”

      “Do you think something’s really wrong?” Her eyes turned soft and her pretty lips were compressed in a flat line.

      I looked out the window and then to my dad. As much as it pained me to say, I admitted to her how bad I thought it was. “Yeah, Gin. I think something really bad has happened and nobody knows.”

      “Should we call the police or something?”

      “It’s too soon to tell. I asked his family, and they don’t want anything hitting the media if a cop leaks the information, but frankly, I don’t give a flying fuck. The more people who know the better, in my opinion, but maybe that’s self-serving. I don’t know enough about the business to know if this is unusual. I’m totally over-reacting. I’m sure everything is fine. Just fine.” I said it twice trying to convince myself even though I couldn’t shake the ugly feeling I had.

      Gin clasped her hands together, placed her elbows on her knees, and rested her chin on her laced fingers. “What are you going to do?” She didn’t say it in a way that was meant to harm, but knowing there was nothing I really could do sent an arrow straight through the heart. The man I loved was missing, had been incommunicado going into three weeks, and no one had heard from him. And worse, I seemed to be the only one really worried. Maybe that alone was my clue that I was making a mountain out of a molehill.

      I shrugged and leaned back in the chair, leaning my head back on the hard plastic ridge and staring at the ceiling tiles. “I don’t know. Max has a call into Aspen Reynolds, a friend of his…”

      “Wait, what? Back the truck up. Put that fucker in reverse! The Aspen Reynolds. Aspen Bright-Reynolds of AIR Bright Industries? The ridiculously beautiful blonde, big cowboy husband the exact opposite of her, Aspen Reynolds? Has the most adorable toddler in the world named Hannah?”

      “Um, yeah. And that’s really weird that you know that much about a woman I just met.”

      She stood. “You met her?” Her hand went to her hips and she struck a seriously pissy pose. Oh, no, man, I did not need this shit today. Gin’s attitude can only be handled in small bursts, and I didn’t have the mental wherewithal to deal with it today. “I can’t believe you. I swear, all the time, you get put in these positions where you could help me, your bestie, your top skank, and it’s like my name is Skipper! As in…Skipped Her!”

      I pressed both hands into my temples. “Gin, tell me why me knowing Aspen is such a big deal.”

      She made a sound between a groan and gag. “She’s the biggest in the industry. Models, magazines, actresses, big time Vegas shows…” She added an emphasis on the Vegas Shows.

      “So she runs some shows and you want in on them?” I stated plainly so we could get to the point of her frustration faster. The quicker I dealt with it, the better.

      “You make it sound like I’m being all greedy or something. Seriously, Aspen runs a lot of stuff in both our industries. Everybody knows her. She’s like one of the richest women in the world, and she’s only thirty!” Her voice rose as her excitement grew.

      I remembered back at the ranch, when I’d met the leggy blonde. She was sweet, wore really nice clothes, but paired them with flip-flops. That right there told me that clothes were something she put on just like the rest of us, but she enjoyed the creature comforts after a long business day. The blonde also lived on a modest ranch out in the boonies just outside Dallas—next door to Max. They had a nice ranch, but it wasn’t like the Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous or anything. It was a nice country place with awesome land, horses, a few steers, but mostly it was just a quiet place to live for the small family of three.

      “Woman seemed pretty normal to me.”

      Ginelle sliced a hand through the air. “She’s not normal. Perfect, yes. Normal, no. She’s literally my girl crush.”

      I squinted. “I thought I was your girl crush.” I pouted.

      A bit of the tension left the room when Gin laughed and plopped back in the chair. “She’s my fantasy girl crush. You think you could introduce me?”

      “Yep. If we’re ever at Max’s ranch and they’re home, of course I can.”

      She clapped her hands together and stared dreamily at the wall behind my head. “That would be awesome.”

      Whatever. “You’re a nut.”

      “Mmm, nuts,” she moaned.

      

      

      The next day, my phone rang as I was pulling the dead flowers out of the arrangements Pops had received. The daises that Judi Croft had sent on behalf of Wes, even though Wes still didn’t know what was going on, had stayed strong. Their pretty white petals and yellow middles reminded me of really good times. I hoped that was a metaphor for the resilience of our relationship and his love, but more importantly, his life.

      I looked down at the phone and the display said Unknown Caller. I picked it up. “Hello?”

      “Is this Mia Saunders?” the woman asked.

      “Yes, this is she. Who is this?” The little hairs on the back of my next stood up. Something was wrong. I felt it before when the hospital called about Pops and the feeling was the same.

      “This is Aspen Jensen. Remember we hung out—” she started, but I cut her off.

      “Yes, hi. Sorry, Aspen. I didn’t recognize your voice over the phone. What can I do for you?”

      A long pause passed through the line. “Mia, I don’t know how to tell you this, but Max had me looking into Weston’s whereabouts.”

      Dread. Nothing but a wall of pure black evil dread pressed against my body from both sides as if flattening me between two metal plates. I struggled to find my breath.

      “I know. He told me. I appreciate you using your connections. Have you found anything?” I asked, knowing, just knowing, what she was about to say would hurt.

      “Mia, honey, his team, the entire crew are MIA. Well, not exactly all of them. My intel found out that while they were filming in one of the Southeast Asian islands, three boats filled with men carrying guns arrived. They’re known to be part of a radical and religious extremist terrorist cell. The armed men jumped out, claiming they were purifying their land and were going to make an example of the Americans.” She paused for a few moments, cleared her throat, and continued.

      “Honey, they shot nine members of the crew, seven of whom died, stole their equipment, captured the remaining six. The two wounded were medevaced to a hospital where one died during surgery. The other is still fighting for his life now. Mia, the remaining six are being held hostage. Honey…I’m so sorry. Our government is involved. The President is involved.”

      Oh. My. God. “I don’t understand! Are you telling me that he could either be dead, fighting for his life in the hospital, or is being held hostage by terrorists?” A lump the size of a golf ball formed in my throat as the severity of the situation hit home.

      Her voice cracked, and I could tell she was sobbing. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry….” Then the phone went quiet for a moment and a masculine voice came on the line.

      “Darlin’, this is Hank. I know you’re probably scared as hell, but we don’t know if he was one of the men shot or captured. He could be alive. We’re doing everything we can to get the information.”

      I fell to the floor just as Max ran into the room. “What the hell?” He hefted me up, sat me on the small loveseat, and then grabbed the cell.

      “This is Maxwell Cunningham. Who am I speaking to?” He stopped speaking and listened for a long time. His body seemed to harden into stone right in front of me. His jaw went tight and he growled through his teeth. “What’s being done? I want intel. I need the names of the men who didn’t make it and the two who were treated. I need that information yesterday, Hank. Do you or Aspen have any connections to the executive branch?”

      While I watched Max pace, his cowboy boots heavy on the linoleum floor, it dawned on me. I had connections to the government. Warren Shipley. And that man owed me a very big favor since I didn’t put his son into jail for trying to rape me.

      “I do,” I said. It came out as more of a whisper, seeing as my throat had that giant ball of emotion clogging the way.

      Max kept talking but held a hand over the receiver. “Just a minute. What, Sis?”

      Pushing down the crushing weight and desire to curl up into a tiny little ball and cry myself into sweet oblivion, I sat up. “Um, my June client. Warren Shipley. His son is one of the senators for California and Warren runs high government level deals between this country and others all over the world. He knows the president. There’s a picture of both of them in his office. He owes me a favor.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed, and his mouth twisted into a grimace. I wasn’t about to share why the rich socialite owed me a favor, and I never would. I’d moved on. I was past that and doing well mentally and physically. Until all of this happened.

      Having a plan, any plan, helped me believe I could make it through until we got more information. Wes, my beautiful Wes. He could be in the clutches of men who had absolutely no care in the world for Americans, our politics, or our religious beliefs—the type of men who spent all of their time torturing and killing those who didn’t share their beliefs. Worse than that, he could be dead already, or fighting for his life in some faraway hospital in Asia.

      Dear God, please, please, let him be alive. Please let him come back to me.

      

      

      After I got myself cleaned up at the hotel, I sat down, and shaking like a leaf falling off a tree, I called Warren. He was happy to hear from me until he heard the reason for my call. He promised he would use every resource known to him, including his personal connection to the president, and get back to me within the day, if not sooner. He said he had some resources in the Philippines that were good at getting information about terrorist groups. So good, they’d helped him steer clear of any when transporting his goods through Asia just last month.

      I felt the next six hours pass as though I were wading through concrete. People came and went, gathered around me, but I didn’t recognize their presence. Not in the mental sense. I may have nodded, given a few yes and no answers, but mostly I walked around the hospital and the hotel as if I were a zombie. Because I was. The sheer volume of fear was like electricity over the skin of my entire body. If someone touched me, it was as if I’d been zapped by a sizzling hot poker. There was no breaking through it. All I could do was wait, wonder, and worry. Christ, the worry for Wes’s safety was a physical, breathing thing, a frightening being that controlled my every thought and action. I was no longer me. I was just it—the worry.

      The worry wouldn’t let me eat. The worry wouldn’t let me hold basic conversations with people who loved and cared about me. No, it wormed its way so far into my subconscious mind that Mia was no longer there. Only it lived within me, creeping its ugly, disgusting thoughts into my brain. The thoughts turning to images of my beautiful Wes cowering in a corner, naked, petrified, wounded, in excruciating pain, screaming to be let go, let out. He’d know in his mind that he might never leave, that he would likely die there.

      Running to the bathroom, I hurled the small bit of breakfast I’d eaten earlier that morning. I heaved and hacked into the toilet, trying to expel that evil beast within, the one making despair so prevalent I didn’t recognize what beautiful looked like. Couldn’t even see it anymore, even when looking at my baby sister’s face. The one face in all the world I’d found solace in, until Wes.

      “Wes!” I screamed and then heaved into the basin. “Come back, goddammit! Don’t leave me here. You promised paradise!” I howled, not even aware that I was in the private bathroom where my Pops was fighting for his life. My tears flowed alongside the bile and stomach acid working its way out of me.

      “Sugar!” Max crouched down. His thighs braced on the sides of my ribs, and he held my hair back. “You’re not alone, Mia. I’m here, Sis. I’ll always be here. You’re not alone,” he whispered against my hairline as my stomach stopped lurching. He covered me with his body like a blanket, warding off the chill I hadn’t been able to shake since I’d gotten to Vegas over a week ago. Helping me up, he leaned me against the sink, wet some paper towels, and wiped my mouth before getting more and wiping my face.

      “I won’t make it if he’s gone,” I whispered.

      Max closed his eyes then pressed his forehead to mine. “I’ll see to it that you do. Maddy needs you. Your father needs you, and Mia, honey, I need you.”

      “But Max, I love him.”

      He let out a tortured sigh. “I know, darlin’. I know, and if something ever happened to Cyndi, I’d lose my mind, but you can’t. Not now. We don’t know what’s going on yet. Give it a little time. Let your friend find out what he can. Then, depending on what they say, we’ll handle it. Together. Okay?”

      I licked my lips and rubbed my aching forehead against his. I looped my arms around his head, shoved my face in his warm neck, and let the tears flow. He held me and let me cry while I whispered all my fears to him—that I’d lost Wes, that I’d lost Pops, that I’d lose Maddy when she got married, and now that I had Max, that I’d lose him too. Over and over, he assured me that none of those things were going to happen. He said we needed to have a little faith in God, in the strength of Pops and of Wes, and that we’d all come out of this smelling like home-baked apple pie.

      More than anything, I wanted to believe what he’d promised. For the first time in my life, I gave it up to God, to the universe, to anyone who would listen to get me through this with my loved ones coming out of it alive and well.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      “Dear God, I uh, I know I don’t pray to you very often, and I don’t go to church as much as You’d like.” I groaned and blew out a deep breath. “That’s a lie. You know it’s a lie. I never go to church. Can’t remember the last time I set foot in one.”

      Pinching my lips together, I pressed them into my clasped fingers and closed my eyes. I was leaning over the side of the bed at the hotel. The sun had just set, and Maddy and Matt had left to have dinner before doing the night shift with Pops. I was supposed to be resting, but in reality, I couldn’t sleep. Wes—worrying about him, scared out of my mind as to what might be happening—was all I could focus on. I wanted so badly to just get on a plane and fly to the island where he was last seen. But I didn’t even have the exact details about which island they were on. Warren hadn’t called, and it had been twelve hours. Twelve full hours of absolutely nothing.

      No word, no hope, no nothing.

      And that’s what brought me to the moment where I’d knelt in front of the bed, put my hands up in prayer, and pleaded with a God I’d never truly connected with before.

      “Let me start over, God. I can do that, right?” I shook my head. “I can do that. You don’t care. You know I’m not perfect. Okay, here goes.” My entire body shuddered as I started again. “The man I love is missing. I refuse to believe he’s dead. I think I’d know if he was dead. Wouldn’t I? I mean, You make these soulmate connections, right? Soulmates feel the other in a way that’s not describable. Therefore, if my other half wasn’t on this Earth anymore, I’d feel it.” Waiting to see if God was going to answer left me feeling rather hollow inside. If He could just send a flicker, a zap of energy, a pulse wave, anything to allow me to believe I was on the right track, I’d have been thrilled.

      Moments passed as I waited. Nothing.

      Groaning, I blew out a long breath. “Here’s the deal. Wes means more to me than I’ve been able to admit to him. If you take him from me, I won’t get the chance to tell him.” I sighed and rustled up the courage to say what I needed to say to Wes, even if I was channeling it through prayer.

      “You make loving someone seem easy, when it’s only ever been hard. Being with you is like sitting on the surface of the sun without being burned. The love I have for you has changed me. Made me someone different. A woman worthy of the more you’ve promised. Our paradise.”

      Then the tears fell. “Please, God, please don’t take away paradise before I’ve had a chance to breathe in the air, soak in the warmth, delve into the depths of its beauty.”

      My body started rocking back and forth, the words whispered over and over in a prayer, a chant.

      “Please. Please don’t take Wes away from me.”

      “Don’t take Wes away.”

      “Don’t take Wes away.”

      

      

      Several pings jarred me out of a fitful sleep. I’d fallen asleep while leaning over the side of the bed where I’d knelt to pray. The last thing I remembered was begging the Lord not to take away the man I loved. Time would only tell if He’d taken pity on me.

      The display on my cell phone blinked against the wall next to the side table where I’d set it to charge. Like an old woman with severe arthritis, I maneuvered my stiff joints and exhausted body into a standing position. Lifting my arms up high toward the ceiling, I rolled onto my toes and reached for the sky, stretching long unused muscles. Various joints popped and crackled, protesting the last week-and-a-half of sitting in plastic chairs, kneeling by bedsides, and not getting enough rest.

      I ambled over to the side of the bed and plopped down, picking up my phone.

      What if it’s news about Wes?

      Equal parts trepidation and anticipation tightened my chest as I glanced down and frowned.

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      Pretty, pretty Mia. I haven’t received payment. You owe me.

      

      I owe him! The nerve of that fucking bastard.

      Pressing my fingers into my temples did not alleviate the tension that came with the necessity of dealing with Blaine. The simple truth was, I didn’t have his money, and there was no way I was going to be able to make it magically appear. Not only was I going to be a hundred grand shy for missing my payment this month, last month’s payment went to the client I’d flaked. So technically, I was two hundred thousand in the hole because he wouldn’t be getting a payment at the end of this month either. To date, I’d paid him six months’ worth at the end of each month, for a total of six hundred thousand toward the million Pops owed. Millie had no choice but to pay off bachelor number nine the hundred thousand I made in August from Max to save her own ass and the company. I usually didn’t get paid until the end of the month, and since I wasn’t working September, that was another hundred thousand lost. Business was business, and a man with a hundred grand to blow on an escort could wrap Millie up in court for ages. She’d have lost everything. Now I’m the one who stands to lose everything…again. Fuck!

      What would I do? If Wes were here, he’d offer to pay the debt. Of course, he would. At this point, I’d have no choice but to accept his offer, at least until I got the extra money from my brand new ownership in Cunningham Oil & Gas. I could ask Max for the money. He’d give it to me…but ugh, I couldn’t do that to him. Nothing like a long lost sister begging for cash. “Hey, I’m your new sister. Thanks for twenty-five percent of your family legacy. Can I borrow two hundred thousand until I make money off you next year and can pay you back?”

      Falling back on the bed, I stared at the text again. I just needed to ask for more time.

      To: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      From: Mia Saunders

      Pops took a turn. Not working these two months. Need more time. Five more months and I’ll have it with interest.

      I figured the adding interest part would do it. If anything, Blaine was a businessman and money was his kryptonite.

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      Let’s discuss over dinner. Our place. You remember.

      Instantly, I went from wired to straight pissed off. How dare he try to get me to go out with him when my father was dying and my boyfriend was missing? Okay, he didn’t know about the boyfriend part, but still. What angle was he trying to work? Last time I was here, he asked me out. Now again. It’s like he forgot that he cheated on me with not one woman but two—at the same fucking time—the very day he proposed. When he asked, I wanted to take a little time to think about it. I needed to decide if I wanted to be a kept woman. Blaine had offered me the world—jewels, a penthouse apartment overlooking the strip. The works. Said I wouldn’t have to worry about anything but looking beautiful and taking care of my man. At the time, it had sounded like one helluva deal. Plus, the bonus was that he’d offered to pay for Maddy’s college education if I agreed to be his wife.

      Being so young, I needed to think about it. On the one hand, it afforded me a way out of one living hell, but could promptly put me smack dab into another. I knew he wasn’t just a businessman. I’d seen the clandestine meetings, the strange need for bodyguards all the time. People we’d meet in the casinos or along the street knew him, or knew of him, and what they knew put a look of fear into their eyes—one that couldn’t be hidden. That never sat right with me. It was only later, after I’d found him balls-deep in his receptionist’s snatch and mouth sampling the wares of her twin sister’s nasty pussy that I found out what his main business really was. When he’d told me he was in the lending business, it wasn’t for a local brokerage or banking firm. It was a whole different kind of lending where, if you didn’t pay up on time with interest, you took a plunge off a pier into shark-infested waters wearing concrete shoes.

      That was the type of man Blaine Pintero really was, and I had the lucky job of dealing with his bullshit because he’d fucked over my dad and me in the process.

      To: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      From: Mia Saunders

      Can’t. My father is dying. Name your terms.

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      I don’t negotiate in writing. Dinner. Our place. Don’t defy me. You’ll regret it.

      What was he going to do that hadn’t already made me wish I were dead? Hurt my father more? Besides, he had gotten six hundred thousand dollars from me already. I’d proven the wait would be worth it. I did some quick math in my head and put my fingers to work, praying he’d take the bait. The sick feeling in my stomach was not helping. I needed to eat something more than a package of leftover saltines from Max’s club sandwich from yesterday if I was going to deal with douchebags like Blaine.

      

      To: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      From: Mia Saunders

      No. You’ll receive the next payment end of October with 5% interest. That’s all I can give.

      I read it several times and then hit send. I sat, clutching the phone, waiting for the little sign to pop up that he’d seen it. And then I prayed. Hard. Let him accept the deal. Just give me this one get out of jail free card.

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      That’s two missed payments. I’m sorry, pretty Mia, you give me what I want and meet me for dinner Friday night, or there will be hell to pay.

      Fuck! I can’t win for losing. A door slamming against the doorframe startled me out of my reverie. Maxwell’s large frame entered my room.

      “Hey, your father’s doing better!” he said with triumph and joy coloring his words. His chest was jerking back and forth as if he’d run the hundred-yard dash.

      I stood up fast and then caught myself as a wave of dizziness overcame me. Bright little stars dotted my vision as I blinked rapidly. “What happened?” Once I got my bearings, I walked over to him, and together we made our way out of the hotel room, down the elevator, and across the street.

      “Don’t really know. The doc just said they were going to take him off the respirator. Apparently, he’s breathing on his own.”

      Stopping in the middle of the crosswalk on a very busy Vegas street was not a good idea, but that didn’t stop me from doing it, so taken I was by his statement. The wave of relief that hit me was all encompassing, like a tsunami, controlling all thought and halting my ability to move forward.

      Max chuckled and looped an arm around my shoulders. “Come on, Sis. Let’s go check on your dad and see what else the doc has to say.”

      When we entered the room, Maddy was there, snuggled into the arms of her fiancé, Matt. His parents were standing off to the side in silent support. The doctor was pushing buttons on Pops’s machines. His gaze lifted to me as I got closer.

      “Ah, perfect. Thank you, Mr. Cunningham, for bringing her so quickly,” the doctor said to Max and then focused on me. “Now that you and your sister are here, I can give you the information together. Mr. Saunders has apparently begun to try and breathe on his own. His efforts are now strong enough that we can set the ventilator so that it will breathe for him only if his oxygen saturation falls below a certain level.”

      I licked my lips and inhaled slowly, gathering my thoughts. “Does that mean he’s getting better? The medication is working.”

      The doctor took a breath. “We don’t know for sure, but it’s definitely a good sign. In my experience, patients who start breathing on their own end up getting stronger far more quickly. The problem in your father’s case is that he was already in a coma. One we couldn’t explain. All his readings were normal at the time. Until he caught the virus, followed by the two anaphylactic reactions, which were a massive systemic insult. There was also the very real risk that he would become ventilator-dependent. It’s good that he’s started to try to breathe on his own, but this type of recovery takes time, and we’ll just have to wait and see. We should know more over the next few days, but so far, I’d say the outlook is much better,” he said before closing Pops’s chart, hooking it on the bed, and leaving the room.

      Maddy shuffled over to me. “That’s good news, right?” Her lips trembled the same way they used to when she was a little girl and was trying to be brave.

      I pulled Maddy into my arms. She wrapped her long arms around me and we held one another. “I think so, baby girl. I really do. Pops is strong. He’s been through a lot, but he has us to come back to. That has to count for something. It has to be enough.”

      Max came up behind us and tugged us into the warmth of his broad chest. “It’s enough. Believe me, ladies, you two are more than enough.”

      “Agreed,” Matt said and smiled at my sister.

      Another point for Matt. He’d been there for my sister the entire way, only leaving at night when the hospital visiting hours were over, but he was back by her side at the first opportunity. His parents came daily for a couple of hours, too. The Rains family definitely had our backs. Maddy would be loved her whole life long by that family, and any children they had down the road would be spoiled and want for nothing.

      Job well done, Mia. I mentally patted myself on the back. The one thing I did right. Raised my sister to be something more, to want and work for everything life could offer. She was on the road to having it all, and I couldn’t be any happier for her. Now if some of that good karma could shine down on me and bring Wes home and Pops back to the land of the living, I’d have it all, too.

      On that note, I yanked my cell from my pocket and fired off the message to the one man I didn’t want to see no matter the cost.

      To: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      From: Mia Saunders

      You’ll be eating alone Friday night. Deal with it.

      With a swipe of my thumb I hit send. Screw him, and screw his bullshit.

      

      

      Later that night, I got the call I’d been waiting for all day.

      “Hello, Warren?” I answered so quickly that the words were a bit of a jumble.

      “Hey, Mia.” Warren’s voice wasn’t warm, but it wasn’t cold either. It was firm and filled with sorrow. God, no.

      I sat on the end of the coffee table and braced for the worst. Max’s eyes cut to mine, and he leaned forward, putting his palms on my knees. I clasped his hand with one of mine and held on so tight my knuckles turned white.

      “Just tell me. Is he dead?” The two seconds before Warren answered could have been a lifetime. I’d never forget what I felt in that speck of time. Destroyed. Damaged. Broken. Three things I never wanted to be again came to life in a tiny spark of flint against steel. Thankfully, it didn’t catch fire.

      “No, honey, he’s not.” He sucked in a breath and cleared his throat.

      “Is he in the hospital?”

      Warren sighed low and deep. There was nothing left to say. I knew. I fucking knew it. He was alive, but still gone. The man I loved, the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, the man it took me seven months to break down my walls for, was being held by radical religious terrorists half a world away, and I was here. Sitting at a table in a hotel practically connected to a hospital where my father was fighting to live. My world right now was more fucked up than it ever had been, and I had no idea how to fix it.

      “Listen to me, the president and secretary of state are on this. Now, America does not negotiate with terrorists, but we are talking to other officials in Indonesia.”

      “Indonesia? Is that where they were when they were filming?” I asked, confused.

      “No, they were filming in a very remote area in the northern part of Sri Lanka. The northern part of the island hadn’t had a terrorist attack since 2009, and the military does have a solid presence in the country but not that far north. It’s considered a dangerous area.”

      “Why the hell were they filming there if it was dangerous?”

      Warren groaned. “Honey, the production team found out about a couple unique spots to shoot a scene, and your guy, he wanted to get the scene just right.”

      Goddamn it, Wes. Trying to take on this new role to the nth degree and conquer it. “Stupid,” I gritted through my teeth.

      “Well, be that as it may, the team being held includes Weston and Gina DeLuca, the lead actress in the film.”

      “Gina DeLuca.” I mumbled, her name alone grating along my nerves.

      “They have both of them and four other men. It’s bad, though. Mia, honey, there’s something I need to tell you.” His voice took on a harder edge. The kind that meant I needed to listen and what I was going to hear was going to shake the very ground I walked on.

      I swallowed down the fear and waited for him to continue. Max’s hand was warm, sending support and love, and I strangled it with my grip, but he didn’t move a muscle.

      “A video was sent to the military and forwarded to us.”

      “What’s in the video, Warren?” Shivers of dread rippled along my spine, and I sat up straighter. A knot in my gut twisted so tight I couldn’t do anything but hold my breath.

      “In the video, your guy was talking. On his knees, face to face with another crew member. They forced him to say what they wanted.” His voice cut off and a few ragged breaths could be heard.

      Tears rippled down my face as if my body knew before my mind that the situation had gone from horrendous to life-shattering. Max tried to wipe the tears away but I shook my head.

      Warren cleared his throat and stoically continued. “Uh, he said they wanted to show westerners everywhere what was going to happen to them if they soiled their country with their vile liberal politics and disgusting religious beliefs. Honey, as Wes was talking, a masked man lifted up a machete and cut off the head of one of his crew.”

      A sob tore from my lungs. “God, no. No, Jesus, please no!” I screamed.

      Max grabbed the phone, put it on speaker, and set it on the table so he could hear.

      “What did he say?” Max growled, his protective bear coming out in spades.

      “They cut off a crew member’s head in front of Wes!” I cried, the tears pouring like Niagara Falls.

      Max’s face turned hard, his lips white as they formed a harsh line. “Get it together, Mia. You need to get it together, darlin’. What else, Mr. Shipley? This is Maxwell Cunningham, her brother. You can speak freely.”

      Warren coughed and then proceeded to tell us that the terrorists had traveled by boat with the six hostages to Indonesia, a much larger country where it was easier to hide. Our military already had a pretty good idea where they were being held, and after that video was sent, they were going in to every possible location in question. There were five possibilities. Special Forces teams were being brought together, and once information was gleaned on which location held the hostages, they would move forward with a mission to secure them. He said it could be days before we knew the end result.

      When the call ended, I sat there in a daze. My laid-back movie-making surfer guy, the man of my dreams, had watched a co-worker and, knowing Wes and how he connected with people, a friend murdered right in front of his eyes. How the hell does someone get over something like that? Whatever it took, I’d be there for him every step of the way. If he survived, God willing, I’d kiss every single last one of his wounds, mental and physical. I’d take it all away with my words, my body, and by loving him more than he'd ever known in this lifetime.

      “I love you, Wes.” I said the words out loud. To him, for him. Even though Wes was nowhere near, maybe, just maybe, those words would whisper along the air into a remote location in Indonesia, where he would, at the very least, feel them…against his skin, within his heart, as part of his soul.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      Two weeks in Vegas and the zombie vibe had taken on a whole new level of creep-factor. Both Maddy and I shuffled around one another like those little robots that cleaned your floor automatically but didn’t run into one another. The Roomba, I think it is? As if the two of us had a sensor a foot around our entire bodies, we moved through the maze of our days on autopilot without touching. Maybe we needed the touching, but neither of us could make an effort. They’d taken the breathing machine away a couple of days ago. Pops was definitely breathing on his own, and the medications were finally clearing the infection. The doctors were pleased with his new prognosis.

      Maddy and I were as well, but the fact that he still had tubes coming out of every orifice didn’t make us feel all that content. In another week, Maddy and Matt would go back to school. She needed to get her life ready for that change. It was her third year of college and she was taking a full load as usual. My over-achieving sister. Secretly, I loved that she put so much on her shoulders because it meant that she definitely wouldn’t be tying the knot any time soon.

      Remembering that, I still needed to have a chat with goody two-shoes Matt about his issue of pressuring my sister to marry. If he loved her, he needed to wait. Finish up school and show her the kind of man he is. Besides, I wondered how the conversation about Maddy being interested in Cunningham Oil & Gas and working in Texas was going to go. Would it be a deal breaker? Matt had a great family in the Vegas area, the type that you didn’t want to stray too far away from. Would he for her? I guessed only time would tell.

      My phone pinged in my back pocket, and I pulled it out. It was a video text message from an unknown caller. Frowning, I clicked on the message, and what I saw almost sent me to my knees. I hadn’t even opened the message yet, but the square box framed a face I knew almost as well as my own. Ginelle. A black strip of fabric over her eyes, her nose bleeding, blood running down her lip into her mouth.

      Without word, I ran, literally ran outside to the garden space and clicked over the little arrow that would play the video.

      What the hell had I done?

      The video started, and Ginelle’s voice was scared, tears coming down her cheeks from beneath the fabric tied around her head. She licked her lips and sobbed. Her bottom lip was cut, swollen, and purple. The video panned back, and I found she was dressed in one of her work outfits. Feathers and sequins were shredded as a man’s hand came into view. The fingertips of his meaty hand caressed down the open space between her breasts in a revolting show of power. I wanted to scream, yell, and throw the phone, but I couldn’t. Gin was there, somewhere, being manhandled by men I could only assume were Blaine’s goons.

      The motherfucker had gone after my best friend.

      It hadn’t occurred to me that he’d kidnap her. I stared in horror as the man put a beefy hand around her jugular, mimicking the hand placement of snapping one’s neck.

      “Mia!” Gin cried, and I crouched low, the space around me turning black. The sun was gone. The garden disappeared. It was only me, the darkness, and the moment where I watched my best friend cry out in fear for her life.

      “Say it, bitch!” The goon’s hands tightened around her head and neck.

      Ginelle coughed and gagged and nodded. “Mia, uh, dinner at seven…tonight. You know the place. If you call the cops, they’ll…” Her voice cracked and the man shook her violently. More blood trickled from her nose and into her mouth. She licked it away and cried out when he yanked her hair tight in his fist. “They’ll k-kill m-me if you tell anyone.” As the screen started to pan back, Ginelle whispered. “Not your fault. I love you, Mia.”

      The screen went black, and the ping of an incoming text jolted me into action. I clicked on it.

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      She’s a sweet little doll. My friend likes her a lot. 7:00 sharp. Be there.

      As if possessed, I typed my response in record speed and clicked send without reading it.

      

      To: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      From: Mia Saunders

      I’ll be there. Please, please don’t hurt her.

      Before I could wipe the snot and tears from my face, he responded and my heart sank.

      

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      Don’t defy me again or I’ll let him have her. Dress to impress. We have plans.

      

      My ass hit the ground, and my tailbone smarted when it banged against the concrete. The pain was nothing compared to the ache in my heart and the vile acid burning a hole through my stomach lining. Blaine and his goons had Ginelle. Terrorists had Wes. Pops was in a coma. Life had become a twisted action thriller movie. I was the unsuspecting character with few resources and I was emotionally jacked up.

      There was no other option but for me to follow Blaine’s demands. He wanted to meet at what he called “our place,” and I’d meet him there. Such a twisted douchebag.

      The place he referred to was Luna Rosa, an Italian restaurant he’d taken me to on our very first date. We sat outside on the patio that faced Lake Las Vegas. White twinkle lights wrapped on the palm trees had given his skin an ethereal glow. Back then I was completely enamored with Blaine. Six-foot-four, a few years my senior, with dark hair that looked perfect against a crisp navy-blue suit. He could have been a model with his svelte body and bone structure. His unique green and yellow eyes were one thing that always worked in his favor. He could mesmerize the panties off any girl in a heartbeat with a single glance.

      Blaine had definitely gotten under my skin the very first time I’d served him a drink at the casino I was working at years ago. That night, he’d come in, ordered three fingers of whiskey, and watched me for a full twenty minutes while I worked and he sipped his drink. It was the beginning of the end. His eyes were glued to my ass, my tits, and everything in between, making me feel hot, bothered, and desired in a way I’d missed since Benny’d up and disappeared, only to find out he’d actually ditched me to save his own ass.

      I delivered Blaine’s check, and he tipped me a cool hundred dollars and left the bar without a word or a look in my direction. At the time, I’d shrugged it off, figuring he must not have been as into me as I’d thought since he hadn’t asked me out. I guess I was just a nice distraction from the sports and news playing up on the screens in the bar. I gave it little thought, more thankful for the extra hundred that would buy my sister and me a weeks’ worth of groceries. Then, when I was leaving after my shift, and I hit the curb for a taxi home, a shiny shoe stepped out the open door of a BMW with blacked-out windows, and Blaine offered me a ride. The car was white-hot, but it didn’t even come close to the man who owned it.

      Stupid, dumbstruck twenty-one-year old Mia got into the car with the sexy-as-hell stranger and let him take me home. He didn’t hit on me that first time. He was a gentleman the entire time he walked me to my door, kissed me on the cheek, and asked if he could take me out the next night. I agreed, and Luna Rosa was where we started our evening. We ordered pizza and an expensive wine, which I thought was cool. He could have taken me to some fancy dancy steakhouse and plowed me full of gourmet cuisine in an attempt to impress or bed me. Instead, we talked, had two bottles of wine, and ate pizza followed by the most mouthwatering tiramisu I’d ever tasted.

      Once a month, for the two years we were together, we went back to “our place” and stuffed our faces with pizza and wine. Then we’d stumble into the Town Car, and one of his bodyguards would drive us back to the casino. Sometimes, we’d be so hot and bothered in the elevator, I’d be wrapped around his hips, him already deep inside when the doors opened to the penthouse floor, and he’d proceed to fuck me up against the wall. Blaine had absolutely no concern for the individuals who might live in or have reserved the few other rooms on the top floor finding us. He simply didn’t give a fuck, and I loved that about him. Hell, I thought I loved him, and I thought he loved me.

      I was so young, dumb, and full of cum that I ate up every line of bullshit he fed me, throwing caution to the wind and living in the moment. Not anymore. I’d learned those lessons the hard way. If Blaine thought he was going to score some points with me for meeting me at Luna Rosa, he had another think coming.

      

      

      I didn’t have anything dressy with me from Maxwell’s ranch because, well, we’d stayed on a ranch. We pretty much spent our time kicking it at their house, hanging out with their friends and enjoying their ranch.

      A pang hit my heart when I thought about Max. When Pops took the turn for the better, he announced that he had to go check on his wife and daughter. Cyndi was a month from having baby Jackson, and he needed to check on the transition of the company ownership and deal with any pressing business activities while he was there. He promised he’d check in daily.

      Throughout my life, I had never really aspired to be ridiculously rich, but I couldn’t help thinking if the transition moved faster and I was able to get access to my share, perhaps I could pay Blaine off, and this whole mess would be over. I’d live in Malibu and surf, kiss, and make love to the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. Unfortunately, Max had warned that the process of finalizing the will and going through the change in ownership to both Maddy and me, using our DNA samples as proof of our relationship, would take some time but it would be worth it in the end.

      If I made it alive through all of this, maybe Max would be proven right. For now, I had a really hard time seeing that sparkly light at the end of the tunnel. Right now, it seemed life was driving down a slick road with no streetlights during a hurricane in a car with broken wipers and faulty brakes.

      

      

      I arrived at Luna Rosa promptly at seven. Maddy loaned me a dress I’d given her from my time shopping in Chi-town with Hector. It was a simple number, a dark eggplant with a deep V down the back. The skirt hit mid-thigh, and the fabric stretched across my breasts nicely. If I hadn’t been so pissed about who I was wearing it for, I would have felt like a million dollars. Instead, I felt like steam-rolled garbage, although no one could tell it from the outside. Heavy concealer hid the dark circles and bags under my eyes, and blush made me rosy-cheeked. Luckily, I was one of those girls who didn’t need to wear a lot of makeup to turn an eye, and I knew exactly what Blaine liked. I wore my hair down and full and over one shoulder, something he once told me he loved.

      Making my way through the patrons, I spotted him outside. The patio. Of course, he’d pick the most romantic location possible at the same table where we sat on our first date.

      He stood as I approached his table. He gazed up and down my length like a predator assessing his prey, stealthy and quick, never missing a beat.

      “Trying to score points by picking this table?” I asked and sat down, a scowl firmly planted on my face.

      His features, on the other hand, lightened considerably. “You remembered, I see. That’s good, pretty Mia.” I cringed. God, I hated hearing him call me that old endearment. When we were together, he’d constantly tell me how pretty I was, how beautiful, and that there would never be another who could catch his eye quite like I had…until, of course, he caught the two-for-one deal with his receptionist and her hobag twin. Who fucks sisters anyway? Gross.

      Before I could say another word, the waiter came over with a bottle of wine. I knew that label. I’d recognize it anywhere.

      “Signore, the Cignale Colli Della Toscana Centrale Cabernet Sauvignon.” He poured the dark crimson liquid into Blaine’s glass.

      He picked it up, swirled it around the bulbous glass, sniffed, and took a sip.

      So fucking pretentious, I could gag.

      “Two thousand and six?” he queried the waiter.

      “Absolutely, signore.”

      Blaine nodded, and the waiter filled our glasses a quarter of the way full. I grabbed the glass and downed the liquid in one go.

      Blaine looked around and smiled before placing one hand on the railing overlooking the serene waters of Lake Las Vegas and the other on the stem of his glass. His eyes were lasered on me.

      “I’d like another,” I said, and he grinned, leaned forward, and poured another serving. This one I sipped and waited for him to speak. For a long time, he didn’t. He just watched me, seemingly cataloging my appearance. Eventually, I couldn’t take the silence.

      “Where’s Ginelle?”

      A sharp, dark look came over his snakelike eyes. “She is being taken care of, I assure you.” His tone was sweet, belying the subject matter.

      I huffed. “Really? Is that what you call kidnapping and beating the hell out of an innocent woman on her way to work? Taking care of her?” I gritted through my teeth. I was gripping the wooden table so hard my nails might have actually left little crescent-shaped indentations.

      Blaine waved his hand and leaned closer. “Mia, you and I both know that if I wanted your friend dead, she would be. Now let’s relax and enjoy our date.”

      Date. Did that lunatic just call this coercion a date?

      I blinked rapidly to try to clear the red rage. I wanted to grab the knife, so helpfully placed within range of my hand, and drive it straight into his cold heart. Unfortunately, the fucker likely wouldn’t feel it. He was already dead inside.

      “I don’t understand why you want me here. You know I’m good for the money,” I whispered and looked around. “There’s no way in this lifetime that I’d stiff you.”

      He grinned. “Oh, but my pretty, pretty Mia, you have already made me stiff.” His eyebrows waggled, and I sucked down the vomit I wanted to spew out over the table. Once upon a time, I was genuinely into Blaine. He’s devastatingly handsome, ridiculously charming, and a great lay. Now, I could barely stomach the sight of him and what he stood for.

      “Blaine, you’ve taken something very precious to me, and you want to talk about sex?”

      His eyebrows rose. “I don’t want to talk about it, no. I’d rather being doing it with you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      I clenched my jaw tight. “That’s never going to happen, so get that out of your head right now. You fucked your way right off that train…literally. There is no going back, ever.” My own voice was low and held a warning.

      He shook his head and pursed his lips as he twirled the wine goblet around in a circle. “Those two meant nothing to me. I was just blowing off a little steam since you hadn’t said yes to my proposal.”

      “By having sex with two women?”

      “Of course, Mia. A man had needs and pride. You wounded mine.” He gave the excuse as if what he had done was his right as a hot-blooded male.

      “So you fucked two whores to make yourself feel like a man?”

      His eyes got hard then, and his voice turned to steel. “You of all people cannot possibly be implying that I’m not a man.”

      I shook my head. “Why are we even having this conversation?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” He blinked slowly and stared.

      “Not to me.” I was there for one reason and one reason alone. Ginelle.

      Blaine placed his elbows on the table and rested his chin in his palm. He was the epitome of calm, cool, and collected, whereas I was unraveling from the inside out with worry and fear.

      “I want you back. In my bed. In my life. As my wife.”

      Those words dropped like a nuclear bomb damaging everything in its wake. I looked around the restaurant to see if anyone else had survived the blast. It was that monumental, alas, only in the tiny little speck of a thing I called my life.

      Saying I hadn’t expected this would be an understatement. I would have expected the second coming of our Lord and Savior over this announcement.

      “Blaine,” I whispered, barely able to speak. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Deadly so. And I’m willing to negotiate the terms. Here. Now.”

      “This has to be a nightmare. Blaine, are you hearing yourself? You just told me you want to pick up where we left off when we broke up.”

      “I know exactly what I want, and it’s you. I think I’ve made that clear. Now shush and listen to what I’m offering.”

      I did listen, not because he told me to, but because I was so shocked that the additional thoughts it took to form words were not forthcoming. The man was officially certifiable. Undeniably. Absolutely. There really was no other explanation.

      Before he got down to telling me what the offer was, the waiter delivered two steaming hot pizzas, one margherita and one supreme. The smell alone had me salivating. It had been a couple days since I’d had a full meal. The Rains and Maxwell had been trying to get me to eat, but food just didn’t have the appeal it once had, since Weston was probably starving to death and Pops was getting his meals through a tube. Tonight, though, I was going to eat for no other reason than to get this over with as fast as possible.

      “Now, since you’ve been away, I’ve had time to reflect on our relationship and our life together,” he said.

      Since I’ve been away? We broke up. I moved out of state, had been an escort for the past eight months, and lived in Los Angeles for six before that. Altogether, that was over a year apart, and he made it sound as if I’d left him last week. I’d been with other men, fallen in love. None of this made any sense.

      “Blaine, I’ve been gone over a year—” I started, but he cut me off with a flick of the wrist.

      “No matter the time or distance. You’re here now, and I’ve figured out that you are the woman for me.”

      “Did you come to that monster conclusion before or after you fucked the twin fun-bags for the hell of it?”

      “I’m trying to connect with you here, Mia,” he growled. “You would do well to mind your manners. I’m only going to make this offer once.”

      “No deal. I don’t want what you’re selling.”

      He sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “I think you might find my offer one you won’t be able refuse, if you’d just listen. All of your problems would be solved, and everything would be back as it should. With us, together, running all of this.” He opened his arms wide, as if he were holding all of Las Vegas in the palm of his hand.

      Such a smug piece of work.

      “No, Blaine, I had what you offered, and I walked away from it.” I stood, my chair falling to the ground with a loud bang behind me. “And I’m walking away from it now. This was a mistake. I’m calling the cops.”

      “Your friend will be dead by morning,” he grated just loud enough for me to hear.

      I turned around, my entire body alight with anger. The hair on my arms and neck stood on end. That tone—I’d heard that tone before when he was barking orders into his phone, arranging plans to make people pay. Hurting anyone who dared to cross him in the most vile and violent ways possible. This was the kind of man I was dealing with. Not the ex who used to hug, kiss, and love me to oblivion. That was the man I’d fallen for. This was his alter ego. Everyone looked at this side with cold, hard fear. It was his world. The rest of us only lived in it.

      “What do I have to do for you to let her go?” My voice shook, emotion controlling me. I lifted the chair and looked around the restaurant. Most of the patrons were openly staring, watching the fireworks evolve. They probably thought we were having a lover’s quarrel. In a way, we kind of were.

      “Earlier, I was feeling nostalgic, being here, looking at you across from me, knowing that it’s the view I want to see for the rest of my life.” His eyes hardened, and he squinted. “Now that you’ve embarrassed yourself, and therefore me, with your antics, I’m not feeling so generous.”

      “Name your price,” I stated plainly.

      “The four hundred thousand you owe me, or you, for a single night in my bed.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      Blaine’s eyes were a glassy, bright, yellowish green. Those were the eyes I’d looked into every time he kissed me, touched me, and made love to me. The conversation we’d just had that made every facet of my being want to curl up into a fetal position and die…turned him on. God, the man loved to have power over people and things. Got off on it, too.

      “So what do you say?”

      I licked my lips, took a massive gulp of my wine, and let it burn like acid down my throat. Looking out over the water, I thought about my predicament. I could end it easily by just letting him fuck me. I’d done it before. He was great in bed, always had been. Giving, loving, worried about my pleasure. I could down a couple bottles of wine and let him have his wicked way with me, and all of this would be over. Done. Finito.

      “If I let you have me for the night, you’ll call our debt paid, let Ginelle go, and leave my family alone? Including my father?”

      Blaine’s lips twisted into a smug grin. If I thought it would make a difference, I’d punch that look off his smarmy face so everyone in the near vicinity could see how much I despised him. He took a slow drink of his wine and hummed. A shiver ran down my spine, and my belly clenched. I used to adore that sound, worked for that hum, down on my knees while worshiping his cock. Now, the gentle hum was like the warning before an explosion. The little red light that lasered in on the criminal before the SWAT team blows his head off, like in the movies.

      Finally, Blaine responded. “Yes. Your father’s debt will be cleared, your friend released unscathed, and you and your family will be off our radar.” Blaine glanced down at my chest, tilted his head, and licked his lips. “I cannot wait to taste your cunt, hear you cry out when I use my teeth and tongue on that sweet button. It will be music to my ears.” He sucked in a breath through his teeth. His eyes were blazing hot. I’d have bet all the money in the world that his dick was hard as a rock as he imagined all the things he’d do to me. Only problem was I didn’t have that same response. His filthy words used to turn me on. Used to, but not now. I’d always been a woman whose panties got wet when her man talked dirty to her, and Blaine knew that better than most. It was a trigger for me. Only he was the wrong man, the wrong voice.

      I shook my head as visions of Wes and me rolling around his bed, laughing, enjoying one another in a way I’d never experienced with anyone else paraded past my subconscious. Hard, fast sex up against walls until both of us lost our minds. Spending hours using our mouths, kissing every inch of each other’s skin. Sucking him off, over and over, until my mouth hurt and Wes couldn’t get hard any more. In turn, he’d go to town on me. He’d give me so many orgasms with his mouth that my body ached, the space between my thighs felt strange without his mouth locked on it, and I’d pass out. The nights in Miami where we’d made love, whispered our commitment into one another’s mouths, promised forever—all of those things were at the forefront of my thoughts. Everything came back to him, back to the man I loved. There would be no way I could violate that trust.

      Even with Ginelle’s life on the line, I couldn’t betray Wes like that. There had to be another way. Blaine waited patiently, swirling his wine glass between two long fingers as if he had all the time in the world. Overconfident, smug bastard. Why had I not noticed these traits before I got in deep with him?

      “Blaine, I’m going to need a little time to think about it.” I fluttered my eyelashes, giving him a bit of my flirty nature, desperately trying to sway him.

      His eyebrows narrowed. “No. You decide now, tonight.” The tone brooked no argument. Even his body visibly tightened. His hand gripped the wine stem so tight I hoped the glass would break, shatter in his palm, forcing him to need stitches.

      Daydreaming of his destruction didn’t help me get any closer to figuring out how to get out of what he wanted yet still save my best friend.

      “What if I added a little something to my request?” I played with my hair, twirling a lock around a finger. “An incentive for you, to give me a little time to think?”

      He tilted his head and his gaze focused on mine. “And what would that incentive be, pretty Mia?”

      “A kiss.” I decided on a whim.

      One thing Blaine loved, told me a million times over when we together, was kissing me. Once, he went so far as to say he could survive on my kisses alone, bread and water be damned. That was the only ace I had to play. The rest of my cards were a fat bluff. And if I kissed him and made it believable enough, I think he’d enjoy the challenge. Blaine appreciated a good chase and liked to build up the anticipation of getting what he wanted.

      “Hmmm, you play a hard bargain, my pretty Mia. What are your terms?”

      “Two weeks, and you let Ginelle go, tonight, now, immediately.”

      He scowled, and his hand turned into a fist. “And how do I know you wouldn’t just up and disappear, leave me hanging?”

      I chuckled. “You’d find me.”

      His eyes lit like the ball dropping in Times Square in New York City signaling a brand new year.

      “Besides. It’s not like I could check Pops out of the hospital and hide Maddy and everyone else I loved. You forget, Blaine. I know exactly how you operate, and there is nowhere far enough away to escape your grasp. Am I wrong?”

      He leaned back and rubbed at his chin before wiping his bottom lip with his thumb—a gesture that used to soak my panties instantly. Now I was dry as the Sahara desert. His charm, good looks, and sexy gestures did nothing for me anymore. A laid-back movie-making surfer who made horribly bad decisions to tread on unguarded land in a third world country did it for me these days and every day. The thought of Wes tore at my heart, but I breathed in and out slowly, cooling my jets so I didn’t break down. Having a meeting with the devil did not allow for cracks in my armor. I could cry when I got back, but I knew better than anyone never to let your enemy see you weak. They strike when your soft spots are exposed. I’d never give him that opportunity again.

      “No, you’re not. And one week.”

      Excitement and relief poured through my veins. He was caving. All for a single kiss. I wanted to jump in the air and do a touchdown dance, but I settled for a mental fist pump. “Fine.”

      Blaine took his cell phone out of his pocket, and I held my breath. He pressed a few buttons and lifted it to his ear. “The girl. Take her home. Set her free.” After a few beats, he listened. “No, you cannot have her. Do not touch her in any way. I find out she’s been damaged, it will be your life on the line. Have her home within the hour.” He smashed a button on his phone and tucked it into his breast pocket. “It’s done. Your friend will be home soon.”

      I nodded and sucked down the remainder of my wine. Thank God. Ginelle would be safe. For now.

      “I shall enjoy my kiss tonight when I drop you off. Then you will have one week to come to me. In the meantime, your friend will be let go and we will enjoy the rest of our dinner. Eat up. You’re going to need your strength for decision making this week.”

      

      

      When we arrived at the hotel, Blaine walked me up to the room. “Give me the key.” He put his hand out and palm up.

      I shook my head. “Maddy’s in there with her fiancé.”

      “Don’t you have your own room?” He stepped closer to me, and I took two steps back until I was plastered up against the wall. Not a good position to be in. I wanted to be in control. Otherwise, he could take it further than I could stomach.

      “You’re not coming in. Remember our deal—a single kiss.”

      He pressed close, his hands going to the wall beside my head, caging me in. His eyes had darkened, turning a golden shade of green and yellow. I used to love watching his eye color change, especially when he was turned on. Now, I felt dead inside.

      “Oh, pretty, pretty Mia, I always remember the details of every negotiation.” His head got close, and I could feel his breath against my face.

      I closed my eyes and thought about Wes, about how I was doing this for Ginelle, for my dad, my sister, and to give me time—the one thing that had not been in my favor since I started on this journey nine months ago.

      Blaine’s lips were warm and moist as they touched mine briefly.

      Wes. Forgive me.

      With slow movements, I lifted my hands to Blaine’s waist and stroked up his hard chest. He groaned and nipped at my bottom lip. I returned the gesture by nipping his top and tugging it into the wet heat of my mouth. We always used to play first before getting to the good part. Blaine pushed into me, his cock long and thick against my hip, digging in. One of his hands moved down to my breast, and he squeezed. I opened my mouth to object when he delved in. His tongue wasn’t tentative. No, this was the kiss of a lover who knew when to give and when to take. A familiar dance partner. He moved his hand down to my waist, circled around my bum, and pulled my lower half into his, grinding against me. I couldn’t help it. I moaned. It had been over a month since I’d had any kind of sexual relief, and even though I hated every second, his movements and the way he touched me were powering through my brain into the pleasure center where Wes lived.

      Suddenly, I wasn’t kissing Blaine. I was devouring Wes. I lifted my hands to cup his smooth cheeks, and I licked into my man’s mouth. Tasting, teasing, enjoying the lush, drugging swipes of his tongue against mine. My imagination supplied Weston’s scent, the ocean and man mingling together into a chaos of need and want. I thrust my hips and dipped my tongue, sliding along the surface of his body as if I were a snake coiling around its prey. Wes.

      “God, I missed you, baby,” I said into his mouth.

      He moaned, and ribbons of heat filled my body, setting me aflame. His hands were everywhere, sliding under my dress, gripping my ass. He moved his hips, that hardness pressing perfectly against my O-trigger. I gasped and hiked a leg higher, digging my stiletto into the meaty part of his thigh, forcing him closer.

      My eyes were shut tight as I dry humped my man. Missing his touch, his body.

      “Mia, you’re going to make me come. Let me inside so I can fuck you properly, or I’ll rip your panties off right here.”

      That voice. That was not…“Wes?” I said, opening my eyes and blinking away the lusty haze.

      Blaine moved his head from the trailing kisses he was leaving down my neck. Sweat hit my body in a full-blown panic, moisture beading at my hairline as I took gasping breaths.

      “Who the fuck is Wes?”

      Oh. My. God. I had just rubbed my lady bits all over Blaine against the wall while imagining my boyfriend. My stomach churned while the insides rumbled, getting ready to blow.

      The door next to where we stood opened. Max took in our delicate position, and his nostrils flared. Shock at seeing him there in that moment had to have shown on my face as one of panic.

      “Get away from her!” Max roared and pressed one meaty palm to Blaine’s chest and pushed. Blaine went flying into the wall opposite me.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I swallowed down the vile response my body had when I realized I was about to fuck Blaine again while daydreaming he was Wes. Jesus, I would have ruined everything. Wes would never have forgiven me. Once more, that soulless pit I called a stomach started to whirl like a cyclone in the ocean.

      “Are you Wes?” Blaine sneered.

      Max’s head snapped back. “Who’s this joker?” His hard gaze hit mine.

      “Um, my ex, uh, Blaine Pintero.”

      Blaine adjusted his suit jacket, flapping it and then buttoning one button at the center. “Mia and I have a history.”

      “I’ll say. You’re about to be history.” Max rushed him, had a hand around his neck in a second flat. For a linebacker of a man, he sure could move fast. “You the cocksucker who’s been threatening her?”

      “Threatening? Is that what we were doing, Mia? I seem to remember you enjoying our little tête-à-tête a moment ago. She was about to go off like a firecracker on the Fourth of July, had you waited another minute.”

      Oh, sweet mother of all things holy. “Blaine, no!” I tried to get the words out but I missed the mark, by a lot.

      Before I could stop Max or say anything to protect Blaine, Max’s tree-trunk-sized arm flung back and his fist connected with Blaine’s jaw. “Listen to me, you little piece of shit. That’s my sister you’re talking about.”

      Max shook Blaine against the wall. His head and body lolled momentarily, but eventually, he blinked a few times before coming back to the present. This was going to be so bad for me. Fuck!

      “You have a brother?” His eyes opened wide and he glanced at me.

      “Uh, yeah. Max, let him go.”

      Max ignored me completely. “If I ever see you touch my sister again, I will hunt you down and skin you alive with a blunt knife!” He raked him up against the wall. Blaine’s head smacked the surface a few times, making a dull thud noise.

      “Fuck, man! Let me go, you side show freak!” Blaine roared, his teeth tinged pink with blood. I could already see the side of his face swelling. Honestly, I didn’t feel that bad about it, especially knowing what he’d done to Ginelle and Pops.

      “Max, really, I’m okay. Blaine and I came to an understanding tonight. I’m fine.”

      “He gonna leave you alone?”

      Blaine huffed and straightened once more as I led Max away from my ex and positioned him in front of our hotel room door. “Uh, you could say that.”

      “I did say that, sugar. What I want to hear is this yo-yo say it.” He growled and his jaw went tight. I held onto his bicep and pushed, trying to get him to go back into the room but I couldn’t move him physically. If he didn’t want to move, it would likely take a Mack truck to make it happen.

      Blaine pulled out a handkerchief and wiped at the blood around his mouth. “No worries, big guy. Mia and I have come to an agreement, if you will. Mia, I’ll leave you with your, uh, brother.” He looked Max up and down with disgust. “Remember, one week.” Then he turned and pushed the elevator button. The doors opened instantly, and in two more seconds, he was gone.

      I sighed and fell against the doorjamb.

      Max ruffled a hand through his hair. “What the hell was that? You were all over the bozo. What about Weston?”

      I groaned and pushed against him to get in the room. He let me by but followed me in. I tossed my purse and went to the mini bar, pulled out a tiny bottle of whiskey, uncapped it, and slammed it all back in one harsh shot.

      Max leaned on the edge of the couch. “You’ve had your drink, now talk.” As if to make his point that he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon, he crossed his arms over one another.

      “Nothing. What you saw wasn’t meant to happen.” I blew a puff of air out over my too-hot forehead and reached for another baby bottle of whiskey. “What are you doing here anyway?”

      “That’s a damn good question, darlin’. You see, I was taking care of some business back home, making sure everything was ready for my boy’s arrival when I got a frantic call from our baby sister. She went on and on about you being spooked hard enough to worry her. Says she’s never seen you that upset. Being the big brother, and the only one who’s got your back right now since your man is missing, I high-tailed it back. Got the plane at the ready when I need to.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I said. “You need to be with Cyndi and Isabel waiting for that baby to come. They need you.” With feet that felt as though they were weighed down by a pair of snow skis, I made my way to the couch and plopped down.

      “And they’ll have me. Just as soon as I get a read on what’s going on with you. Maddy tells me something is up and she knows it’s not good. Why didn’t you call me, Mia?” His voice was tired, filled with that gravelly tone I’d begun to appreciate. The volume and timbre said, “I’m a man who cares about you, loves you, and will do anything to protect you.” I needed that in my life. Especially now.

      “Ginelle was kidnapped by Blaine’s goons. They roughed her up as a way to get to me.”

      “Why? I thought all of this was working out. You told me it was fine last month. That you had a handle on it.” His voice was accusatory, and it sent a knife right into my heart.

      Anger rippled along every nerve in my body, and I stood up and paced, needing to get this shit out. “It was fine!” I yelled. “And then Pops got worse. I didn’t make it to my client this month.”

      “So?”

      “So! In my contract, if a man books me for a month and I flake on him, I owe him the hundred thousand!”

      “Jesus H. Christ, Mia!” His voice was as upset as mine even though it wasn’t his ass on the line.

      I had been dealing with this shit all by myself and doing just fine with it. “Then, because Millie had to pay the client the money you paid me, I missed my payment to Blaine. Next month, I’ll work for the entire month before I can send a payment. So I’m behind. And he’s proving that he can get to me any way he wants.” Tears filled my eyes and poured down my cheeks. “This is all so fucked up!” I flopped down onto the chair.

      Max came and sat down in front of it on the coffee table. The wood creaked against his massive weight. “What do you owe?”

      I blinked, letting more tears fall. “Right now, two hundred large.”

      His eyebrows narrowed. “That’s all?”

      I shook my head. “No, I owe the two hundred right this second. For August and September.”

      “Darlin’, how much do you owe period?” His voice was now soft, tinged with worry.

      My shoulders slumped as if I’d carried the money in solid gold bricks directly on my shoulders. ”Four hundred.” I answered.

      “And what type of agreement did you come to?”

      Licking my lips, I sniffed, took a deep breath, and looked into his eyes, the same orbs that mirrored my own. “You’re not going to like it.”

      “Sugar, I already don’t like it. Just tell me.”

      Clutching his hands, the tears flowed again, slipping down my face. “Either I can pay him the four hundred or….” I swallowed repeatedly, trying to push that giant ball of ugly down my throat so I could speak, admit the truth of what I’d considered doing but knew I couldn’t.

      “Or…?” Max’s eyes were so kind, his mouth tipped into a little frown.

      “Me. A night in his bed.”

      Max leaned forward and pressed his forehead to mine. “Darlin’, that’s going to happen over my dead body.” He was firm and unbending, one hundred percent serious.

      I snorted at the sick, twisted thought that ran through my head. What Max didn’t know was that Blaine was the exact type of man who would make that happen without so much as a fleck of remorse.

      My phone rang and buzzed against my thigh. I’d been carrying it around nonstop, never allowing it more than a foot from my presence in case there was news about Wes.

      I looked down at the display. Sweet Jesus. Ginelle.

      “Hello, Gin?” I answered, desperate to hear her voice, make sure she was okay. Blaine had promised that she would be let go and home within the hour.

      “I’m home,” was her single reply before the line disconnected.
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      Taxi drivers in Las Vegas rock! Toss them a hundred dollar bill and they will easily break every traffic law in the books. Knowing my best friend was home, had been kidnapped, roughed up, and released in the span of a day had me out of my mind with worry. Every nerve ending was sparking like an exposed live wire ready to zap anyone that touched it.

      When the driver stopped at her apartment’s curb, I tossed a handful of twenties I kept as my emergency money, including the hundred I’d already promised him, and dashed out of the car and up the steps to her door.

      Instead of banging on the door as if my life depended on it like I wanted to, I pulled out my surfboard key ring that held all of five keys. One to Wes’s house, Pops’s place, Maddy’s apartment, Suzi, my motorcycle, and Ginelle’s apartment. Five metal reminders of the people that meant the most to me in the entire world, though I had a horde of new friends that were coming in as close seconds.

      Slipping the key into the lock, I opened the door and tiptoed in quietly. The lamp on the side table by the couch was on, but no sound could be heard throughout the space. I walked past her giant burgundy couch, one that was far too big for the space but was also the most comfortable piece of future in the universe. When I sat on its puffy goodness, it formed to my thighs, my back, and cradled my body in a welcoming hug. Yep, best ever.

      The kitchen and hallway were both dark, devoid of life. I walked slowly down the corridor leading to the two bedrooms. Gin always kept one room as a guest room. She said she wanted to make sure I always had a place to stay wherever she lived. That’s just the type of best friend she is. The light to her room was on. I tapped on the door.

      “Gin, it’s Mia,” I said.

      “Go away,” I heard her mumble through a whimper.

      I pushed open the door. She was huddled in the corner of her room, still in her tattered work attire. Dried blood was crusted around her nose and mouth and along her neck where it had trickled down. The pink sequins sparkled in the bright light. She had the overhead light on, the lights on both end tables and the bathroom light shining in the room. The place was lit like the Disneyland Parade, so bright it blinded you to have your eyes open all the way. Squinting, I shuffled slowly over to her and crouched down. Her body shook like a leaf in the wind. I placed a hand on her knee and she jolted back, her teeth chattering. Tears ran down her face in rivulets, leaving black, sticky smudges of mascara and makeup to mix in with the dirty grit on her face. Her cheek was swollen, her eye turning an ugly shade of purple, and her lip looked like it might need stitching.

      A rage I’d never known swept over my entire being. It was so hot I worried I’d scald my best friend with a single touch. Knowing she needed me, I clenched my jaw and gritted my teeth, grinding so hard I could hear the grating noise from the inside. Looking at her petite body, torn, battered, worse for the wear, had my blood boiling. Taking deep breaths, I took her hands in mine.

      “Come on, honey. I’m going to take care of you.”

      Ginelle shook her head jerkily. “No, you have to g-go. If they come b-back, they’ll take you for s-sure. He said, he s-said he was going to m-make you his, Mia. They want you b-bad.” Her hands clutched my biceps so hard I knew finger-shaped bruises would be there by morning. “This time he w-won’t s-stop until he h-has y-you,” she sputtered through her chattering teeth, her eyes a wild shade of cornflower blue. The girl was frightened out of her mind, and I hated that it was my fault. They’d hurt my best friend because of me. Thank God she was okay. I’d make sure she stayed that way.

      I tugged her body into my arms. After a second, the tears turned into sobs, which turned into all-over body heaving as she cried. For twenty minutes, I let her get it out, exorcise the demons of what happened to her. It would never go away. For a long time, she’d probably be looking over her shoulder as well as double and triple-checking the locks on her doors. It was very possible she’d end up needing counseling to get past it. Whatever Gin needed, I’d get it for her. Somehow, some way.

      “Come on, honey. Let’s get you cleaned up.” I petted her hair and her back in long soothing strokes.

      She nodded and allowed me to help her stand. When I caught sight of her attire, I almost lost my shit all over again. The front was slit all the way to her belly button, her breasts barely covered by the flimsy fabric. There were new slits cut near each thigh as if the fucker were trying to get a good look at her nether regions. I turned her around and walked her into the bathroom. I bit my tongue so hard I tasted blood, trying not to scream, yell, and destroy everything in my wake, until I’d found the bastards and put them in a hole six feet under with my bare hands.

      Turning on the water for the shower, I helped her out of her clothes. She immediately covered her breasts even though I’d seen them a million times. Gin was not shy, and neither was I. We’d known each other our entire lives, but if the modesty helped her, I wouldn’t say anything. Making sure the water was okay, I pulled off my T-shirt and pushed off my pants, leaving my bra and panties on. Then I maneuvered us both into the shower.

      With extreme effort, I worked around the various bruises, cuts, and scrapes I found all over her, wishing we could press charges, but knowing Blaine and how many men at the local PD he had in his pocket, the effort would be useless. The bastard would laugh in our faces. I squirted copious amounts of her body wash onto the buff puff and instructed her like a child to hold out one arm and then the next, lift a foot and then the next. I put more soap on the loofa and handed it to her. “Clean your front and hoo-hah, Gin.”

      She nodded and methodically did what I’d asked as if she were a drone just following orders. Getting some shampoo, I washed her long blond hair, rubbing her scalp slowly, hopefully massaging out some of the tension. When I got to the back of her neck she sighed, and finally her stiff shoulders loosened and dropped down. Point one for Mia!

      I repeated the process with the conditioner, making sure to move with intent, never touching the rest of her body. As children and teens we’d taken showers together a hundred times, but after today, I wanted her to be confident that she was being loved, not taken advantage of. That I respected her space and would be here in any way she needed me. This woman was, for all intents and purposes, my sister, and I loved her more than life itself. Had I been able to take what happened away in exchange for me being the one they’d taken, I would have gladly volunteered to save her even an ounce of pain.

      “Honey, very lightly wash your face with this, okay?” I handed her the facial soap. She rubbed her hands over the bar as if warming them. I took the bar, and she closed her hands and did as she was told. Each time she got near her lip, cheek, and eye, she’d wince and gasp in pain. Every sound was like another nail in Blaine’s coffin. I wanted him to pay for what he’d done to Ginelle. Fuck, I wanted him to bleed for what he’d done to my father as well as my best friend. Taking Ginelle to prove a point tonight had gone too far. I had to figure something out. We couldn’t live in fear like this. Worried that every time someone I loved left his home or work he’d be scooped up by one of Blaine’s goons and tortured just to fuck with my head.

      Once she was washed, I watched the last of the coppery brown swirls of soap and blood go down the drain. I hopped out of the shower and let her have some alone time.

      Drying off, I went into her room and grabbed two pairs of undies. I shucked off my wet ones and put on a dry pair and one of her sports bras. She had curves for a little thing, but my boobs were much larger and would never fit into her smaller cups. In the PJ drawer I pulled out two tanks and two pairs of fleecy plaid pants. They’d be high-waters on me, but it didn’t matter. Not wanting to leave Gin in the shower alone for too long, I tugged on the outfit and brought the rest to the bathroom.

      When I entered, she hadn’t moved. As in, not even an inch. She just stood there, the water pounding on her back, blankly staring at the opposite side of the shower stall. I reached in, turned it off, grabbed the giant towel next to the shower, and wrapped it around her. She didn’t protest anything as I dried her, and she kept her gaze off to the side and down, lost in her own thoughts.

      “Want to talk about it?” I asked.

      She shook her head. The first movement she’d made on her own without being instructed.

      “Okay, you don’t have to.”

      Ginelle closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Tears slipped out, but I didn’t say anything. If she wanted to talk about it, she would. For now, I would just take care of her and be here. That’s the best thing I could do for her. Once I got her dressed, I guided her over to the toilet seat where I sat her down. Then with thumb and forefinger, I lifted her chin to inspect her face. The lip was pretty open but not so much that it wouldn’t heal on its own.

      “I’ll be right back.” I said and moved to turn around, but before I could make it a step away, her hands were clutching my tank, holding me there.

      “Don’t leave me.” Her voice shook. I placed my hands over hers and unfurled them from my shirt.

      I looked right into her eyes, pale green to cornflower blue. “Gin, I’m not leaving you. I’m getting the first aid kit in the hall so I can patch up your face, okay?”

      Her pupils were huge. Like two giant black holes. She trembled all over but nodded curtly. I squeezed her hands and then got up and walked slowly out of the room. The second I made it past the threshold, I ran to the closet and rummaged around until I found the red case with the big white cross on it. Shoving the rest of the stuff that fell around me back into the closet, I hustled back to Ginelle. Again, she hadn’t moved, just stared off into space. Gooseflesh rose on her skin as I got close.

      “One more thing.” I ran to the closet and pulled out her favorite zip-up hoodie. It was hot pink and had bedazzled metal balls on the back in the shape of angels’ wings running the length of the back. I put the hood over her wet hair, helped her put each arm in, and zipped it up. Again, she sighed, tucked her hands inside the armholes, and clutched it close to her body.

      Trying to be careful, I treated the various cuts with some ointment and Band-Aids where possible and gave her four Ibuprofen. “This will help with the pain. Are you hungry?”

      She shook her head, and I helped her stand. Pulling back the blankets on her bed, I led her in. Then I closed up the rest of the house, sent a quick text to Maddy and Max telling them where I was, and got into bed next to Gin. I rolled over, put my arm around her waist, and spooned her backside. I snuggled into her neck.

      “You’re okay now. I’m here, and Gin, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry this happened to you, but I swear, I swear to God it will never happen again. I promise.”

      She clasped both of my hands to her chest and held me close. Then once more, the tears came and they came hard. I held her, soothed her, spoke softly to her until eventually she fell asleep. Then, exhausted, I too fell into dreamland.

      

      

      A featherlight caress ran up one arm and back down. I opened my eyes sleepily and was face to face with the only person I wanted to see more than I wanted to take my next breath. “You’re here,” I whispered, afraid if I blinked, he’d vanish. Wes ran his fingertips up and down both of my bare arms, solidifying his presence.

      “Of course I am, sweetheart. Where did you think I’d be?” His head dipped to the side and a cocky grin covered his lips. Beautiful.

      I swallowed and choked down the emotion swirling around me. “Gone. Lost to me.”

      Wes leaned forward and trailed his lips down my neck, over my tank top, nipping and kissing as he moved.

      “The only place I’m going, sweetheart, is between these thighs. Spread ’em.” He gripped my inner thighs with purpose.

      Without thought, care, concern, I did exactly that. Opened my legs nice and wide for him.

      He sat back on his haunches. A well-placed thumb pushed down on my hot spot as if he’d had x-ray vision and could see through my underwear to the pink flesh beyond. The digit spun around the aching, hard kernel of need. His eyes were focused on the task in front of him, glued to the space between my thighs. “Look at that. Soaking that cotton right before my eyes.”

      I mewled and jerked my hips, wanting more, needing more. “Baby…” I said, breathless, moving my hips in tandem with the blessed little circles.

      “You think I can make you come without touching your naked body? Having you screaming in release with just my thumb?” His eyes blazed, lust apparent in every slow blink. He licked his lips, and I watched the bit of flesh moisten, wanting nothing more than to kiss him. He moved his thumb in a fluttering flick that made me arch up. “Can you, Mia? I think you can.”

      He knew what he was doing. Talking dirty, playing with me. The act of touching me with a barrier ratcheted up my excitement to smokin’ hot levels.

      Wes leaned forward, holding my legs down with his powerful biceps, his elbows resting on each side of my thighs preventing any further movement. He nudged my clit with his nose and inhaled loudly.

      “Jesus, baby, you smell so good. I missed this. Having my face buried in this heat. Best place in the world.”

      He nuzzled my cloth-covered core, his nose rubbing against the erect bundle, his mouth right over where I wanted him most. I could feel the wet heat of his breath through my panties, right over my slit. Then he took it up a notch, flattened his tongue, and sucked on the damp fabric, groaning his enjoyment at sampling me through the weave of fabric. It provided a new sensation, one I’d never had before, but I wanted to rip the panties off. Let him taste me fully with no barrier.

      “Wes,” I shimmied my hips as best as I could until he put the lockdown over my thigh once more.

      “No moving, sweetheart. I want your body forced to accept every ounce of pleasure I give you.” And then he went to work. Licking and sucking my lower lips and clit through the miniscule basket weave of cotton covering me. Pretty soon, I was so wet that it didn’t matter that he was eating me through my underwear, it felt so damned good. When he rubbed that thumb over my sweet spot and pressed a pointed tongue into my core, the cotton grated along oversensitive tissue, and my body went tight. The pressure started at my core, glided up my chest, wrapped around my heart, out each limb until I convulsed. The pleasure electrified me, but Wes didn’t stop. He held me down and forced me to take the pleasure again and again until he ripped off my panties and dived his tongue deep into my slit. So much so his movements pressed me up the bed. He couldn’t get close enough and the sounds he made were carnal, animalistic. Christ, I could come from the sounds alone.

      Wes growled, licked, sucked, bit, and nibbled me into sheer oblivion, my body rocking against his face. I held onto his dirty blond hair in a death grip as he held open the petals of my sex and sucked me for so long and so hard that I physically couldn’t stop coming.

      Eventually, he pulled his mouth away, lifted up his arm, wiped my juices off his face onto his forearm, lifted up my hips, keeping them nice and wide, and slammed his rock hard cock home.

      I screamed out as my entire body shook with the effort of being filled so perfectly.

      “Wake the fuck up, you crazy cunt!” Ginelle was shaking my body the same way Wes was shaking me in my dream, only his was through pile drives into my wet sex.

      The new sensation was foreign, like tiny bony fingers shaking my upper chest in an annoying painful jarring.

      Opening my eyes, blinking fast, I looked around the room and realized where I was. Ginelle’s apartment. I surveyed the room. Wes was gone. Nowhere to be found. Damn, it was only a dream. A beautiful dream that had me slippery as all get out between my thighs, which was the very last thing I wanted to be when I was in bed with my best friend.

      “What the fuck?” Her voice sound like she’d swallowed a box of rocks.

      “Gin, I’m sorry. Did I wake you?” I lifted up onto my elbows and pushed the long strands of hair out of my eyes.

      She sat back on her heels, her hair a wild, wavy mess of blond curls. Her good eye narrowed, the other swollen shut. Seeing her alive, safe next to me, I swear she’d never been more lovely.

      “Yeah, you did, while you were trying to dry hump me!” She frowned and chuckled into her hand. “Dirty whore!”

      I’m certain my eyes widened so much that they could’ve popped out of their sockets like one of those squeeze stress dolls—squeeze the body and their eyes bulge out. Let go, and they go back to normal. That’s what I was feeling right then.

      “No way.”

      “Yes way! You were all moving around talking in your sleep.” She got up on her knees and rubbed her hands down the sides of her breasts and along her waist. “Oh, Wes, baby, yeah.” She winced and then her hand flew up to her busted lip. “Ouch.” She kicked her leg out and tagged me right in the thigh. Not hard enough to bruise, just enough to get her point across. “Don’t make me move and laugh. Can’t you see I’m all fucked up?”

      I covered my face with both hands. “Uggh, I’m sorry, Gin. It’s been weeks since Wes and I were intimate, and then I had this full on make out session with Blaine last night and Max interrupted me, thank God, before it could go any further.”

      “You made out with Blaine, the fucker that had me kidnapped?” Her eyes changed to dark blue, indicating her instant anger.

      “No! Well, yes, but I need to explain. Hear me out.”

      Ginelle pursed her lips, cringed against what I assumed to be pain from the cut, and then crossed her arms over her chest. “This better be good. Being woken up by a crazy broad humping your back while you sleep needs a solid explanation.”

      I went through the entire event from the minute I got his text with the video through my date with Blaine and what happened at the restaurant to our agreement of one kiss for the extra week of time with the caveat that he’d let her go. She seemed a lot more even tempered once she realized I’d done it for her. It worried her, though, that I got so into the kiss. It worried me, too, but for different reasons.

      I definitely did not want to hook back up with Blaine in any way, shape, or form, and had no desire to betray Wes by fucking my way out of debt. All that aside, I still didn’t know what to do.

      “So you were kissing him and then all of a sudden you imagined Wes?”

      I nodded. “It was so real. Blaine kissed me, and then it was like he morphed into Wes. Gin, if Max hadn’t broken it up, I don’t know what I’d have done.”

      “You were that deep in your imagination?”

      “Yeah. I swear, it’s like I could smell him and that ocean scent that clings to his skin even after he’s showered when he’s finished surfing.”

      Gin shook her head and smiled the best her busted lip would allow. “You’ve got it bad for this guy, huh?”

      I thought about Wes. About how much he was probably hurting and I felt a physical ache in my stomach. “Gin, I’m beyond in love with him. He’s it for me.”

      Her non-swollen eye widened. “As in, marriage it?”

      Marriage. It wasn’t something I’d ever really given a lot of thought to since my parents had failed so miserably at it, along with most of the friends I’d had growing up. But right then, in that moment, sitting on the bed with my battered best friend, my heart bursting wide open for her to see, I nodded.

      “I think maybe, yeah,” I admitted on a whisper.

      “Wow. You are so fucked.”

      The sad thing was, Ginelle was right, because if Wes didn’t make it out alive, I’d lose a lot more than the man I loved. I’d lose my heart and my sanity right along with it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      Gin took a week’s leave of absence, explaining what happened to her. Her boss was sympathetic and told her to take all the time she needed. Everyone in town knew who Blaine was and how he controlled the underbelly of Vegas. Since neither of us were in a big hurry to be away from one another after yesterday’s trauma, Ginelle followed me to the hotel. She was still a little off, but definitely coming back to the feisty girl I knew and loved with every hour that passed. We’d spent the morning talking about Wes and where I thought we were headed in our relationship provided he made it back in one piece. She admitted that she was worried about me moving in with him, but now that she saw how affected I was over him being gone, about the dreams, and the imagination, she admitted that I was beyond bonkers over him, and just like that, she supported me. That easy.

      When we entered the hotel, Max was sitting in the dining area with Maddy and Matt. He’d stayed with her overnight since I was gone. There was a spread of food over the table, enough to feed an entire army.

      Max stood when he saw us. He came to me and airlifted me into a huge bear hug. I held on tight, my arms gripping for dear life as he squeezed the living hell out of me.

      “Worried about you, sugar. Glad to see you back and with your friend.” He slowly lowered me back to the floor and pressed his forehead to mine. “You okay?” he asked.

      I cupped both his cheeks, leaned back, and kissed his forehead. “I’m good, Maximus.” I smiled for his benefit and he returned the gesture.

      Max turned to Gin who stood awkwardly, swaying side to side rocking herself. “Hey, darlin’, you doin’ all right?” He lifted a hand to her face, and Gin jerked back a step. Max’s hand fell to his side, his pale eyes turning hard, his nostrils flaring. “This is so wrong, a man laying his hands on a woman in anger.”

      I huffed. “You think that’s wrong? He almost killed Pops. The man and his goons are pure evil. Now I just need to figure out what I’m going to do to put this all behind us.”

      Max was about to respond when my cell phone rang. I looked around the room, and all eyes were on me. The raid was supposed to happen last night in Indonesia. Pulling out the phone, I glanced down and saw Warren Shipley’s name.

      “Hello, Warren?

      “Yeah, it’s me, Mia. Got some news.” His voice was calm yet firm. “You sitting down?”

      I beat it to the nearest chair and plopped down, pressing the phone close to my ear. “Okay, yeah. I’m ready. Did they find him?” My heart started pounding out a violent thudding that I swore I could feel in my fingertips and all the way to my toes. It was as if my entire body was one big heartbeat.

      “They got him, but the entire mission was ugly. A lot of lives were lost.”

      I closed my eyes, sending up a silent prayer for all those that didn’t make it. “Tell me what happened, and where is Wes?”

      “He’s safe, being treated in a secret location.”

      A weight the size of a two-ton anvil lifted off my chest, replacing the worst of my fear with a much smaller weight. Now I just needed to lay my eyes on him. Kiss his lips. Hold him close and reclaim what was mine…forever.

      Then Warren’s words registered. Secret location? “What? I need to see him!”

      He cleared his throat. “Honey, you can’t. Not yet. They treat the victims medically, and then they will debrief them about what they might know about the terrorist cell. Any information they have could be incredibly powerful to help fight the war on terrorism. This group was particularly heinous, honey. The things they were doing to women and children not of their faith, you couldn’t imagine. That didn’t even include the eighteen tourists that were secured and saved through the raids.”

      “Eighteen tourists? I thought it was just Wes and the five remaining crew members.”

      Max sat down next to me and put a hand to my knee. It was bouncing like a five-year-old on a trampoline. Maddy sat on my other side and clutched my loose hand, kissing the top. I gripped her hand and held it close to my face, taking solace in her warmth and presence as I listened to Warren.

      “Doesn’t matter. How is he, do you know?” I waited with bated breath for any scrap of information on how he was.

      “All I know is that when the team struck, they started killing hostages. Apparently, they decided that if they were going to die, they’d take the vile Americans and their religious propaganda with them. One man was used as a human shield. He was dressed in their clothing, forced to hold an unloaded gun and walk out of the hut they had him in. The snipers had no idea he wasn’t one of the hostiles. They killed him and the man leading him with a gun at his back on first sight.”

      “Jesus.” My heart clenched.

      Warren’s voice got low. “Honey, the things they did to that woman, that actress, I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.”

      Gina DeLuca.

      Fuck. I hated the woman—not because I had any right to hate her, but because she’d had a casual sexual relationship with Wes at one time. She had been getting what I wanted from him but wasn’t strong enough to go for myself. Even still, I didn’t wish her any real harm. Maybe for an ugly picture of her eating a hot dog to appear on the local smut mag but not to be mistreated by the hands of sick and twisted men with nothing but an axe to grind.

      “Is she uh, okay?”

      Warred blew out a long breath. “Physically and mentally, no. Will she live? Yes.”

      I blinked away the tears, trying to hold it together as best I could. “Did anyone else make it?”

      “Hold on.” I could hear Warren sniff and blow his nose in the distance. “I’m okay, Kathy, talking to Mia. Gotta finish this. Yes, some tea would be helpful. Thank you, dear,” Warren said to Kathleen.

      Kathleen was the woman he’d finally admitted he was in love with after all these years. They were together, and it made me happy knowing that even second chances at love happened in this world.

      “Sorry, Mia. Even at my age, this stuff never gets any easier to say.”

      “No, I can’t imagine it does.” I took a breath, squeezed Maddy’s hand, and swallowed. “When is he coming home, and when can I talk to him?”

      “My sources say he’ll be home within two weeks. They are treating him medically and psychologically, trying to be considerate of the fact that they are severely malnourished, have had little to no sleep, and have been tortured, beaten, and seen some incredibly vile things occur.”

      Every word Warren said was like sticking straight pins through every pore. My skin itched with the need to see Wes, touch him, love him.

      “Warren, I need to see him. Talk to him.”

      “As soon as I know more about where he is and when you can see him, I’ll notify you. Just give it a few days, okay?”

      I stood up instantly and paced the room. “A few days? You want me to wait a few days to talk to the man I love, the man who has been missing for over three weeks? Are you insane? Warren, this is ridiculous. He goes from being held hostage by radical extremists to being detained by the government? The United Fucking States! The land of the free!” I roared so loud that Max put his hands on my shoulders, once again stole the phone, and put it on speaker.

      “Shipley, this is Max here. What is it going to take to get my sister a phone call to her man?”

      Warred grumbled and huffed loudly. “A lot of fucking strings being pulled.”

      “Then I’d say you need to become a puppeteer. From what my sister tells me, you owe her a favor.”

      “Mia, you told him?” Warren’s voice turned to ice.

      “No!” I shot back, pissed that he’d even think I’d risk telling more people, though my brother wasn’t just anyone.

      Max’s eyes went from pale green to a dark forest green, the pupils big and frightening. Right then, Max realized that whatever I held over Warren was big enough to screw a very rich, very powerful man over. Usually, those things were jail worthy. If Aaron so much as fucked up by missing a single anger management class or a counseling session, I had the power to make a formal complaint and he’d lose his status as the Senator for California. Not that it would be a huge love loss for the state. With one phone call I could ruin Aaron Shipley’s career. Not only that, I knew doing so would screw over Warren in the process, and I had absolutely no intention of destroying the good he’d been doing with his new business venture to help people in third world countries. Now that I knew what type of crazy shit happened in those countries, it was even more important.

      “Mia, I’ll see what I can finagle, but I make no promises.”

      “Anything would be helpful. Anything, please.” My voice was low, emotional, and pleading as I said the words through the tears that had started to fall.

      Maddy’s arm came around me and pulled me close. I held on to her, one of the most solid things I had in life. My sister.

      “You need money or resources, you call me,” Max stated in his I-run-an-empire business drawl. “Whatever it costs, make it happen. You hear?”

      “Loud and clear,” Warren answered.

      At that point, I was too raw to even think straight, let alone respond. My man had been saved only more lives were lost, but the lives of those tourists had been saved, yet I couldn’t see or speak to him. Now the government had him locked away in some secret location for another couple weeks. Jesus. How would I survive the next fourteen days without another word? The simple answer was, I wouldn’t.

      “Good man. Have him call her cell and see about making it quick,” Max demanded and I smiled through my tears.

      Leave it to my new brother to move some mountains. Hell, he was big enough to do it single handedly. Now I knew how he could run such a large empire. Not only was he forceful and fair, but when he spoke, people listened. Natural born leader. That’s what happened with a father like Jackson Cunningham. I didn’t know the man, but the son he’d raised was something to behold.

      

      

      After the call, I went to bed. Ginelle slept in the other, and Maddy cuddled next to me. Apparently, she’d been worried all night even though I texted where I was. She wanted to come and see me. Matt had forced her to stay with him. Matt.

      I blinked away the hours of sleep, got up without disturbing Maddy or Ginelle, and tiptoed into the other room, carrying a new pair of jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. Once I’d had a steaming hot shower, and with the knowledge that Wes was safe—unreachable, yet still safe—I felt a lot better. Pops was breathing on his own, the medicines were helping the allergic reaction, and the doctors believed his prognosis would be good.

      The only thing I had to do now was deal with Blaine, but first, I settled for a chat with my sister’s fiancé. I entered the main area and found Max snoozing on the couch. The balcony doors were open and the breeze wafted through the room, which was lit with the orange-and-pink glow of the sunrise. I could see Matt’s feet up on the railing.

      Grabbing a bottle of water from the mini bar, I walked outside and made sure to shut the door. Matt turned to me, a pair of black sunglasses perched on his nose. He wore a plaid button-up shirt and nice dark-wash jeans. On his feet were a pair of Converse chucks. The epitome of a college kid. Well, a smart looking one.

      “How’s Maddy?” he asked when I sat down, his body going tight, alert.

      I put my feet up on the railing, fluffed my hair back, and looked out over Vegas. The desert mountains that surrounded the city were something to behold and were part of the attraction that brought out the tourists in droves. That and the casinos, of course.

      “Relax, she’s fine. Sleeping still.”

      Matt’s shoulders dropped and he laid back into the lounge chair. “She was really worried about you last night.”

      I chuckled. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Doesn’t hurt to lean on someone who loves you.”

      Tilting my head to the side, I squinted at him. “You mean the same way you were leaning on her to get married right away?”

      His eyes widened. “She, uh, told you about that.” He moved his legs to straddle the chair and leaned forward, head hanging down.

      Poor boy. He had no idea whom he was dealing with. “Matt, let’s get a couple things straight. I’ve been Maddy’s primary protector since she was five. I’m her sister, but a lot of the time I had to be the parent too. We’re tight.” I held up two fingers pressed together.

      “Yeah, I got that, but I thought what happened was private. I made a mistake.” His voice was low, apologetic.

      “One I hope you’re not going to be making again anytime soon.”

      His eyebrows furrowed. “I still want to marry her. As soon as she’ll have me,” Matt said, rushed.

      I put out my hands. “I get it. I didn’t tell her not to marry you. Truthfully, I think you guys are great together. You’re good for her, and you’ve proven that through all of this.” I waved my hand in the air. “It’s just Maddy needs some time to adjust. You’ve only been together a few months. Enjoy one another, be silly, hang out with friends, and work hard in school. Don’t let the pressure of needing to grow up too fast make you miss out on the best parts. The journey.”

      I looked down at my foot and the script that had come to mean so much more than I ever thought possible. The letters intertwined with the petals blowing in the breeze reminded me that I needed to touch base with my friends as well as add some new petals. Even though my life seemed out of control, I should make time for the other people that have come to mean so much to me. Alec, Mason, Rachel, Tony, Hector, Angelina, Tai, Heather—Anton, just thinking about each face brought memories of better times and put a smile on my face.

      “Why were you in such a hurry to tie the knot anyway?” I asked and focused on his body language. It looked…defeated, and for the life of me, I couldn’t imagine why. He wasn’t the type that would cheat, and if he did, I’d absolutely kill him so it couldn’t be that. The Rains clan was a loving breed, and they didn’t seem too pushy about the marriage side. Matt’s parents seemed happy that their boy had found a great girl, and they’d been supportive of their decision to move in with one another.

      Matt shook his head. “You’ll think it’s dumb.”

      I laughed. “Probably, but tell me anyway.”

      He smiled and then just as quickly as the grin spread across his face, it disappeared. Matt blew out a long, slow breath. “There’s this group of guys. Jocks. Big dudes, good looking. They’re always chatting Maddy up after class, casually trying to get her to study with them, help them with their homework. Saying they’d even pay her to tutor them.”

      “And does she do it?”

      His expression morphed into one of disgust. “Hell, no. She’d never do that.”

      I knew that answer before I asked, but I wanted to know his response. Point for Matt. “Go ahead.”

      “It’s just they won’t let up. They’re successful, all from rich families. They could give her anything she wants, and they play sports. Maddy loves sports. I just watch ’em for her.”

      That made me piggy snort. “You watch sports for my sister?” I couldn’t help but tip my head back and laugh hard. Man, it felt good, too. Of course, Maddy would cling onto the one man that didn’t love sports. Just goes to show how much opposites attract.

      Matt chuckled. “Well, yeah. She loves it. Says it’s what you and Pops do together as a family, and since I want to be a part of her family, I watch it too.”

      Sweet. Too fucking sweet. My sister had really scored with this guy. “I’m not understanding the problem. Are you jealous of these jocks?”

      His shoulders slumped again. “I don’t know, maybe. I’m a plant guy. I’ll be working for companies that deal in farming, botany, and the like. They’re going to go pro, run family businesses, and be able to give her a life I can’t. I’m just a geek with a green thumb. And Maddy, God, she’s so beautiful. Kind. Loving. Crazy smart. She could have anyone with the snap of her fingers.”

      Aw, I got it now. He was insecure. “That she could. My girl is beyond gorgeous. But you know what, Matt?”

      His eyes were sad when he looked up at me. “What?”

      “Maddy loves you. Maddy wants to marry you. She gave you something very special, and you’re the only man she’s ever wanted to have it. Get what I mean?”

      He grinned, and his cheeks pinked up. Too fucking cute. Talk about sex and he blushes. Yeah, he was damn near perfect for my girl.

      “I think so. I just thought if I could get her to be my wife, then I wouldn’t, you know…”

      “Lose her?”

      He nodded, and I clapped him on the shoulder. “All I can tell you, Matt, is have faith. Have faith in your love, and have faith in Maddy. She’d never do you wrong. It’s not who she is.”

      Matt patted my hand. “You’re right. We talked about it. I admitted most of it to her. She thought I was crazy, said I was the hottest guy she’d ever known, and then she jumped on me and proved to me how much she loved me.”

      And then he lost that one point. “Gross. Did you just seriously tell me, your fiancée’s sister, how you had awesome make up sex? Blech. Sick!”

      He laughed. “Too soon?”

      “Way too fucking soon. Ew wee, now I need to have my ears professionally cleaned. You’re one twisted dude! First plant talk, and then sex talk? God. I don’t know how Maddy puts up with it.” I grinned and looked at him through one eye.

      Together, we spent the next hour bonding, laughing and talking about the funny things that he and my sister did to pass the days, minus the sex talks. I asked him how he felt about moving to Texas if Maddy wanted to work at Cunningham Oil & Gas. He said he would defer to her. Go where she wanted to go. Matt understood that, until Max, Maddy hadn’t had a family besides me, and he wanted her to be happy. Plus, he liked Max and liked the area where Max lived. Apparently, he and Maddy talked about maybe looking at buying some land out in Texas and he’d farm the land. Maybe open up his own small business with the local produce, or something like that. All good ideas and solid for the future. He agreed that the wedding would definitely happen after they both graduated.

      Knowing that Matt and I had our talk and worked out some of the slight irritation I’d had on hearing that he was pressuring Maddy made one more weight on my shoulders disappear. Last remaining problem, besides getting access to my man, was a doozie. Blaine douchebag Pintero.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Friday had arrived, and I was no closer to finding out how the hell I was going to pacify Blaine with no money and no desire to get between the sheets with him. Pops was on the mend. Maddy and Matt were solid and back on their life plan. Max was still in town, and Ginelle was safe. For now. I, on the other hand? That was a totally different story. I was a fucking mess. It had been a few days and no call from Wes and no additional information from Warren, even though I’d called him three times a day since he told me Wes was alive. He had taken to ignoring my calls. Once Kathleen picked up and told me he was working on it and wouldn’t stop until he got some facts about Wes’s whereabouts. For now, though, he couldn’t listen to my broken voice and get anything accomplished. I understood that. If it were me, I wouldn’t be able to get anything done with a psycho, emotional wreck calling every five minutes for an update.

      This must be what hell feels like. Knowing the man I love, the person I’d give my life for was hurting mentally and physically and I wasn’t there to touch him, lend a hand, or support his healing process. It sucked…royally.

      My neck had a permanent cramp from looking down at my phone incessantly, waiting, hoping for a call from an unknown number. Every time the damn thing rang, it jolted my system into action, all synapses firing, my heart beating wildly only to find it was Max, or Maddy, or Gin. Ugh.

      Last night, I’d finally broken down and made some calls to my friends. Hector cried while I told him what had happened to Wes. Tony got angry and asked if I needed money, plane tickets, anything that could help. Such a fixer. I assured them I was handling it and that I had faith he’d be home soon. Pretty much a fat lie. I got strict instructions to check in next week with both men or they’d hunt me down. I had no doubt they’d fulfill that threat. Mason was not nearly as kind. He was pissed. Ready to skip out on the last handful of games in the season even though the Red Sox were killing it and he was their star pitcher. I remembered our call last night.

      “Mia, this is bullshit. You wait until things are so fucked up to call?” Mason’s voice got more distant, as if he’d moved his mouth from the receiver. “No, Rach, I won’t be calm. This is not cool. We’re her family.”

      Hearing him say I was family hit hard. I had no right to keep all this drama to myself. I had people who cared, even loved me the same way I loved them. It was time I started counting on them more, if not physically, at least emotionally.

      He came back on the line. “I can’t believe you found out you have a brother. That’s crazy.”

      “Yeah, but he’s really great, and check this out. I now am the owner of twenty-five percent of Cunningham Oil & Gas.”

      “What the fuck? You shitting me?”

      “Nope. Apparently, Jackson Cunningham knew about me all along and wanted me to have a piece of his legacy as Max’s sister. What he didn’t know about was Maddy, who as it turns out, is a full-blooded member of the Cunningham clan. Mom pawned off Maddy as my father’s.”

      “Jesus. Your mom was wacked.”

      I thought about Mason and his mom, lost to breast cancer when he was younger. His mother would have given anything to have one more day with her children, and my mother walked away from not one, not two, but three children who needed her. That’s the kind of life-changing event that is impossible to forgive. Made me wonder if Max had a chance to set his investigator to work on finding where our dear mother ended up. If he did find Meryl Colgrove, would I even know what to say to her? You suck? Throw it in her face how great we are. Well, Max and Maddy are doing great. Me? I’m an escort paying off the debt of the man she left.

      When Mace and I ended the call, I promised to be more present in their lives, visit next year, introduce them to Wes. Next was Anton and Heather. Of course, Anton took the philosophical approach to everything, asking how it affected the big picture, how I felt about it. I swear Anton, the Latin Lov-ah, was a hippie underneath all those gold chains. Heather, on the other hand, offered a bunch of “no ways” and “holy shits.” Mostly she was worried about me and how I was taking Wes’s disappearance. I didn’t have a lot to say because if I did, I’d melt into a puddle of tears. If nothing else, I owed it to Wes to stay strong and keep fighting, and that’s what I planned to do.

      Alec, of course, was Alec. Everything about his voice, his genuine love, made me feel better. He had a way with words, and he told me that he was confident in my abilities to survive another day. On the other hand, if I wanted to, he’d happily whisk me off to France where he’d ravish my body and fill my soul with light. His words, not mine. Though they were said in such eloquent French my entire body broke out in a series of tingles. I had to stop that sexy train with a sweet warning, which my Frenchie understood. Love was love to him, but he accepted the forever kind and would respect my wishes. Hence, it meant no future hanky panky with filthy-talking French artists. I had to say that part in English and repeat it in French to get the point across.

      I waited to call Tai until the very last. As expected, he did not take the news well. So much so that I didn’t even tell him all of it, because had I told him about Blaine, his threats, and the kidnapping, he would have been on the next plane with a half dozen giant Samoan men out for blood. Blaine’s blood. Sure, it would make everything easier for me, but those men would get hurt. Men like Blaine were too pompous to fight with their hands as proven by the experience Max had in the hallway. Blaine didn’t even attempt to hit Max. No, Blaine would use goons, knives, and most certainly, guns. Blaine wouldn’t stop until the entire Niko clan was dead and buried six feet under in a long lost section of the Nevada desert never to be heard from again. That was not going to happen to my sexy Samoan. No way, no how.

      What I told Tai was about Pops and Max. That was enough to set his worry meter to a ten out of ten. We talked long into the night. I briefly wondered what Amy thought about our long chat, but in the middle of it, she kissed him goodnight and told him she’d see him back in bed. There was no concern, malice, or anxiety in her tone whatsoever. When I asked Tai about it, he said simply, “Amy’s cool. She understands that you’re family.”

      And there it was again. That word. Family. When I started this journey nine months ago, that word consisted of four people total. Maddy, Ginelle, Pops, and my Aunt Millie. Now I couldn’t count on two hands how many people I now considered part of my extended family, not to mention the new real living blood relation in Max, Cyndi, and Isabel as well as baby Jack on the way. Those were four new instant extended relatives. It was hard to comprehend how much life had changed over the past nine months. More so than I would have ever imagined possible in my twenty-five-years.

      And then there was Wes. I looked down at my phone one more time. Nothing. Scowling, I got dressed, actually making an effort. If I was going to beg, borrow, and plead with Blaine to give me more time, I wanted to at least look the part.

      My phone pinged, and I hurried to check the display, praying it was Weston. What I saw forced an enormous scowl that I felt down to my toes. The life force of my being was being drained, and it pooled around my feet.

      

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Blaine Douchebag Pintero

      I expect you’re doing well and either have my money or are prepared to agree to the terms. Meet at our place in an hour. I’ll be waiting.

      

      Of course he would, the twisted fucker. As I grabbed my purse and slung it over my shoulder, Max grabbed a set of keys and looked at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      Max’s lips were held in a thin line. Their normal puffy pink was devoid of color. His body language was rigid and confusing. “I’m driving you.”

      I cringed. “Um, no. I’ll be fine. He’s not going to hurt me, Max. He wants to fuck me, not kill me.”

      Max’s jaw locked down and a muscle there flickered. “He kidnapped your best friend, Mia. This is not a situation to take lightly.”

      Sighing, I put a hand to his bicep. It hardened reflexively. “Max, he won’t like your presence there. I know what, more specifically who, I’m dealing with. I’m worth too much to him monetarily and physically to do something rash. I’ll be fine.” I looked straight into his eyes and lied my ass off. Blaine was a wild card. I never knew what would tip him off, make him laugh, or when he’d turn downright evil incarnate. I’d hope for the humorous side and planned to work that angle along with his desire to bed me for more time. Maybe use his love of money and promise him more. A lot more. I could easily keep working for Millie, making the money I needed to as well as whatever I’d get from Cunningham Oil & Gas. I know Max didn’t want that money bankrolling a criminal, but I had no choice if I wanted to live any semblance of a normal life.

      “Trust me. I’ve got this,” I said, shifting my shoulders back and straightening my spine.

      Max shook his head and opened the door. “Trust me.” He pointed to his chest. “I’ve got this. I told you before and I’ll tell you again, darlin’. I take care of my family. End of discussion.”

      My shoulders sagged as I followed him to the elevator and into his rental car. Nothing was said on the drive to Luna Rosa. I had no idea what to tell him, and I think he had choice words that I’d rather not hear.

      We entered the restaurant, and as usual, Blaine sat out on the patio at our table. Umbrellas had been put up to provide shade. The water from the lake kept the temperature on the patio feeling a solid ten degrees cooler than the normal Vegas heat. As we walked up, Blaine stood. He wore a crisp beige suit that fit him to perfection. A coral dress shirt unbuttoned at the neck highlighted his coloring and made his eyes glow. They reminded me of a cat’s eyes in the dark, how they seemed to glimmer with a yellow-green radiance.

      Blaine held out a hand to Max and nodded to the table next to us. “I see you’ve brought your own muscle, as have I.” He grinned.

      His goons pushed back their blazer jackets. The barrels of black .45s could be easily seen.

      Max pulled out my chair and I sat, and then he proceeded to shift his chair back, making sure he was able to see Blaine and his two guards with ease. Smart move. I wished I’d thought of it. For a minute, I was actually thankful that Max had pushed his way into coming, even though I really wanted him out of this mess.

      “Would you like a drink?” Blaine held up a frosty-looking pinot grigio. My mouth went dry, and I nodded. He poured me a glass and kept it aloft until Max glanced at it and shook his head. He was far too busy being an imposing character to be bothered with wine.

      I took a sip of the wine and hummed. Blaine always had exceptional taste in wine. It was something he spent a lot of time doing—tastings, traveling to wineries to check on the newest selections and reserves just being released. Back in the day, I used to envy his dignified palate.

      “Let’s get right to business shall we?” Blaine said, and I practically choked on the sip of wine. I still hadn’t figured out how I was going to get myself out of this predicament, but I’d die trying. Seriously, I’d die because Blaine would probably shoot me on the spot, but there was no other choice. I had to trudge on.

      “Look, Blaine, I know you said I couldn’t have more time, but there’s so many things you don’t know about what’s happening, and well, I—”

      Blaine’s eyes darkened and he cut me off. “You better be telling me that you are accepting door number two, which leads to my bedroom, because excuses are like assholes, my pretty. Everyone has one, but not many want to get near one.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, tears pricking at the back of my eyelids. “Then you’re just going to have to kill me.”

      Blaine gasped at the same time that Max’s fist came down like a hammer on the table, rattling the glasses and knocking over my wine. I grappled with the glass in an attempt to catch what I could before it spilled over onto the floor.

      “This is horseshit,” Max growled and stood up. My brother was a giant normally, but when you were sitting, he was a mountain of a man. He reached into his back pocket and the intensity in the room went from a hundred to a thousand. Blaine ducked and his goons moved like ninjas. In a second, there was a gun barrel at the side of Max’s temple and one at the back of his head. He stiffened.

      “You better have a very good reason for reaching into the back of your pants, cowboy, or my men are going to escort you out of here and take care of you the same way they did in the old west. I own this fucking town,” he growled between clenched teeth. “And the cops around here are on my payroll. You think real hard about that before you make your move.”

      Max blinked and kept his gaze laser focused on Blaine’s. “I was pulling out an envelope. The fella behind me can see I’m not packing.”

      “He’s telling the truth, boss,” the pudgy one that looked like a B movie mafia impersonator said over Max’s shoulder.

      Blaine tipped his chin, and Max pulled out the envelope. He leaned forward, set it on the table, and tapped it with his index finger. “There’s your money. All four hundred thousand.”

      I’m pretty sure at that point surprise wasn’t the word I’d used to explain how I felt. So many emotions warred with one another. Relief. Fear. Pride. Love. The last, though, threw me for a loop.

      Disgust.

      Right then, I was disgusted with myself that my brother, quite possibly one of the sweetest men alive, who didn’t deserve any of this, was paying off my debt. My father’s debt. A rather large debt. It wasn’t like I’d said, “Hey, bro, can I borrow fifty bucks?” No, this was four hundred thousand dollars. Almost half a million.

      “You can’t,” I whispered. My voice came out garbled, like I was talking through a ball of cotton.

      Max’s eyes cut to mine. “I have. No one threatens my sister or hurts my family when I can take care of it.”

      “Can this money be traced?” Blaine asked looking into the envelope at what must be a check since it was very thin in size. Four hundred thousand, even in hundreds, had to be quite a stack.

      Max nodded. “Back to me, yes. It’s from my personal account. If you want it in cash, I’ll have it by the end of the day waiting for you at the front desk of your casino. I wanted to bring that check to show good faith.”

      Blaine’s eyebrow rose. “You don’t mind if I make a call, verify you’re good for it?”

      Max huffed. “Not at all.”

      With a tilt of his head, one of Blaine’s goons took the check and stepped over to the backside of the patio. For the first time, I looked around and realized there weren’t any other patrons and it was lunchtime on a Friday in the shopping district. Guess Blaine was making sure our situation was kept private. Chugging the new glass of wine Blaine poured me, I waited impatiently. I didn’t know what to do or say to Max. What could I say to make something like this better?

      With jerky movements, I placed my hands over Max’s. He held one and topped the other with his big palm. I looked into his eyes, green to green, and tried desperately to convey all the feelings and emotions I had for him, for what he sacrificed to save my life, Maddy’s, Ginelle’s, and Pops’s. “Thank you.” I choked on the words. He brought his forehead to mine. The instant his touched mine I felt that sizzle of familiarity. That feeling a person gets when she’s with family. It had happened the very first day I met him at the airport and shook his hand.

      “I’d do it again. A hundred times over to keep you safe and in my life. I love you, Sis.” Max’s voice was low, filled with affection. Those words wormed their way right through my chest and into my heart where they took up shop.

      “I love you, too, Maximus.” I pulled him close and hugged him hard. “And I’ll find a way to pay you back.”

      He chuckled. “Honey, you’re going to be a rich woman very soon. You’ll find a way.” He leaned back, cupped my cheeks, and wiped my tears with his thumbs.

      “We’re good, boss,” said mafia boy.

      Blaine put his hands together, fingers in a steeple. “Pity, pretty Mia. I was so looking forward to having you under me again.”

      Just his words sent a chill through me, and I shivered.

      That’s when Max had enough. “Time to go, darlin’.” He tugged on my bicep, all but lifting me right out of my chair. “I’ll have your cash to you this evening by seven. The bank has been notified I might need it on short notice and is putting it together now.”

      “Splendid.” Blaine stood up, buttoned a single button on his jacket, and put his hand out.

      Max stared at the hand but eventually shook it. God, the guy was too good. There needed to be a million more men like him running the world. It would be a far happier, more peaceful place.

      Max put his hand to my lower back and pressed me forward.

      “Wait!” Blaine said, and I turned around. He walked slowly to me, like a lion slinks forward readying to pounce. I inhaled and waited for him to place his cool hands on my biceps. “I believe this is the end, is it not?”

      “My debt is clear,” I answered.

      He stroked my arms up and down. “You are free, pretty, pretty Mia.” Blaine leaned forward, and I could practically feel the tension rippling off Max as Blaine kissed one cheek and then the other. Lastly, he lifted a hand, cupped my cheek, and rubbed my bottom lip with his thumb. “I always wanted the best for you. In my own way. Be well.”

      On that parting phrase, he turned around and strode purposely out of the restaurant. Max ushered me out to his car, but before he could open the door, I gripped his hand, tugged hard, and smashed my face into his chest. I looped my hands around his waist and hugged him hard. I put everything I had into that single hug.

      Fear.

      Grief.

      Relief.

      And ended it with heaping dose of gratitude.

      I’d never be able to pay him back and I wasn’t referring to the money. That I’d pay back no problem between the job and the money I was going to get from the company. I just wouldn’t to be able to pay back the gift of him. His presence when I needed him. Taking care of me the way he did. All I knew was that I’d spend the rest of my days being grateful and appreciative of everything that was Maxwell Cunningham until the day I died. He’d lifted his position in my life right up there alongside my baby sister, and that was a position I never thought another soul besides Wes could occupy.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      They say freedom is a privilege, not a right. I don’t feel very privileged or truly free. The debt to Blaine was paid, but my heart was still locked away in a dungeon, begging to be liberated. My father was doing well, his prognosis good. Though his own mind was still locked away.

      My savior, my brother Max, has flown back home to be with his wife, Cyndi, in the hope that baby Jackson will soon make his appearance. Maddy and Matt have started school and gone back to the comfort of their apartment near the university. Ginelle chose to go back to work, armed with some heavy-duty makeup to cover her still healing bruises. Her own plans have changed since the attack. We got her set up with a counselor to work through what happened, but she told me that, when I got back home and settled with Wes, she too would like to head out. Get a change of scenery, a new job. Basically, she wanted to get the hell out of Las Vegas, and I didn’t blame her. There were too many memories of harsh times to live through. I’d do whatever it took to help her heal, and if that included shacking her up in Wes’s guest house, that’s what we’d do.

      I’d thought about the word home for some time now. Though Sin City had been home to me for most of my life, I didn’t feel like the real me here. Malibu was calling, but who would greet me when I landed? It seemed like everyone’s life had continued to move forward. Everyone’s but mine. In a week, I was supposed to be starting on the TV show with celebrity doctor to the stars, Dr. Hoffman, but I didn’t feel ready for that leap. I couldn’t pay him the hundred thousand for flaking though so, no matter what was going on, I had to go. He hired me to do a new segment spun off from my own slice of fame. The segment was aptly labeled Living Beautiful.

      Only problem, life for me no longer had color. All I saw were shades of gray, black, and white. The beauty surrounding me had disappeared, seeped out until all colors bled away into nothing. I felt like nothing.

      Lying on the hotel room bed, I stared out at the sky—dark, covered in clouds, the desert preparing for a summer storm. It fit my mood perfectly. Storms were unusual at that time of year but not all together unheard of. I sat up Indian style, my phone clutched in my hand. Thunder rumbled in the distance and I started to count.

      One Mississippi…

      Two Mississippi…

      Three Mississippi…

      Four Mississippi….

      Boom! Thunder roared and lightning hit. Somewhere I heard that every five seconds between the flash and thunder meant the storm was one mile away. A blinding white slash raced across the slate sky like a too-bright camera flash, momentarily taking away my vision. As quick as it came, it was gone. Just like Wes.

      Weston Channing, III entered my life on a wave. Literally. From the moment he stepped from surf to sand, I watched him walk toward me. A sun god. Tanned skin, spiky wet hair, the ocean’s tears falling down a chest that could have been chiseled in stone it was so hard. His eyes, the color of fresh cut grass in the middle of a Californian spring day, met mine, but that wasn’t what drew me in. It was his confidence, the quirky smile, the effortless way he walked, spoke, and made love. As if his body were meant to be near mine. Touched by me. Held within the safety of my arms.

      Or maybe it was the reverse of that. My need to be near him. Touched by his hand, his heart, his soul.

      “Please come back to me,” I prayed aloud.

      My phone rang. It jerked me out of my melancholy mood, and I looked down.

      Unknown caller.

      Heat hit the core of my being, burning me from the inside out as an instant prickling sensation made the hairs on my arms stand at attention. The phone rang again and I picked it up, pressed the answer button, and took a breath. “Hello?” I croaked into the phone, too scared to say anything more.

      “Mia,” came the breathless reply, almost as if it took him extreme effort to say the three-letter word.

      Tears rippled down my face. “Wes,” I said, not knowing what else to say but needing to say everything in a single breath. My heart was in my throat, my body convulsing with tension. I gripped the phone in my hand so hard and so close to my ear, pain shot through my hand, but I didn’t care.

      “Sweetheart, your voice. Jesus, baby so good to hear…” He cleared his throat and sighed deep. So deep I could feel the pressure all around me.

      “Wes, tell me you’re okay.” I finally managed to string more than one word together.

      He coughed roughly. “I’m okay. Just a little worse for the wear.”

      Leave it to my guy to be flippant at a time like this. “I need to see you, touch you, to believe you’re real.”

      His breathing became labored as he replied, “I know. I want to see you so bad it hurts. But I can’t. I have to uh, stay here a little while, arrrrggghh.”

      “What is it? What is it? Are you hurt?” My voice shook so hard, I’m not even sure I said what I thought I said. A knife to the chest would have been easier to deal with than knowing Wes was in pain, had been wounded in some way and I couldn’t physically get to him.

      “Yeah, baby, I’m hurt. Took uh, a bullet to the neck. I’m okay though. Really I’m going to be fine.” He groaned and I heard a rustling sound but everything started to become a little fuzzy after what he’d said.

      Took a bullet to the neck.

      The neck! Who takes a bullet to the neck and lives to tell about it? “Wes, baby, I need to see you. Right fucking now. Where are you? Tell me where you are. I’ll be on the next flight out. I have friends that have private planes. My brother could send me in his.” I rushed my words, already planning who to call next to reach him the fastest.

      “Your brother?” His tone was confused and I didn’t blame him.

      I pressed my fingers into my temples. “Yeah, I have a brother. A real brother. DNA proved it. And he, uh, he paid off Pops’s debt.”

      “What, who?” he said tersely, but I wasn’t sure if it was because he was in pain or because he was hearing such surprising information for the first time.

      “Maxwell Cunningham.”

      He coughed and whimpered. “Fuck!” he said breathily again. “Stop with the blood pressure cuff. I’m trying to talk to my fiancée. Back off. Give me a minute,” he growled.

      Fiancée? I’d let that go for now. He probably just wanted to make sure the person interrupting him knew it was an important call. Probably. Maybe. “Who are you talking to?” I asked.

      “Nurse Ratched!” he said, but I’m pretty sure he wasn’t saying it to me as much as to whoever was checking on him.

      “Wes, honey, where are you?” My entire being was frantic for any hint of information.

      “Australia, I think.”

      What the fuck was he doing in Australia? “You were in Indonesia last I heard.”

      “Yeah, when the raid happened, they had to medevac a lot of us out of there, and since we’d been taken to Indonesia and held captive, they wanted to get us to a safer locale where our government had some healthy peaceful ties.”

      Leaning back against the headboard, I stared out at the dark sky. “When can I see you?”

      He sighed. “Honestly, sweetheart, I don’t know. They are interviewing the captives as quickly as possible but also making sure we’re safe. You’re friend Mr. Shipley has been on everyone’s ass. Making a real name for himself.” He chuckled then made a wincing sound.

      God, if only I were there, I could kiss it better. I’d have to contact Warren, tell him how much it meant to me to have used his connection.

      My voice cracked when I told him how I felt. “Baby, I want to hold your hand. Watch you sleep. Feel your chest rise and fall. Hear your heart beating. I need you home.”

      “I want nothing more than to come home to you, sweetheart. Soon. I promise. I’ll do everything I can to get out of here.”

      “Can you call me every day until you get back?”

      Once again, he chuckled, only this time softly. “They gave each of us a cell phone. We can talk as much as we want.”

      The elephant sitting on my chest got up and moseyed away. I still felt the remnants of the burden, but over time, that would lessen.

      “So…your fiancée, huh?” I couldn’t help but mess with him a little. Banter with my guy the way we always did.

      He hummed and the sound went straight to my happy place. Wes was back. Thank you, God.

      “There’s a lot we need to talk about but yeah, you and me, that’s just the way it’s going to be. I’m not waiting for paradise. I’m throwing you over my shoulder kicking and screaming and taking you there. I will not live another day of my life worrying about you. About what would happen to you if I’d died out there.”

      “Don’t. Wes, just don’t even say it.” The tears came back on a rampage.

      “Mia, we can’t hide from life. We never know how much time we have or what could happen to us as we’re living it. All I know is I’m going to do it with you by my side. For good. It’s me and you. You will be my wife.”

      I laughed through the tears and rejoiced in the feeling of my chest widening, my heart growing so big it could burst with joy. “And what if I say no?” I joked, knowing he’d hear it in my tone.

      “No is not an option.” His voice lowered, and the sultry tone that made me instantly wet slid across his lips.

      “It’s yes, Wes. Oh, God, Wes, yes. Give it to me harder, Wes. Yes, I will marry you, Wes.”

      He hummed again and the sound went through me as if I’d been struck by the lightening flickering in the sky outside the window. “I’m a nice guy. I’ll give you options.”

      I kicked my feet and screamed silently. My guy was something else. Locked away in some military hospital in Australia after having been held captive for almost a month, and he was talking marriage and joking around with his girlfriend after taking a gunshot to the neck.

      “I was really scared,” I admitted in a hushed tone.

      “Me too. And I’m dealing with some of that now by helping save others that may still be out there. I have to help. If I can be here a week more and save even one person, sweetheart, it would be worth it. We have our entire lives together.”

      “That we do.” I said, trying to lighten the situation enough to get through this week. If he could live through a month of hell, I could manage a week.

      “I love you, Mia.” Wes saying those words, being able to hear them come from his very lips, was like a cool drink on a hot day.

      “I love you more, Wes. So much more.” I swallowed repeatedly and wiped my running nose against my sleeve.

      “Nurse Ratched needs to change my bandage,” he stated on a long yawn and an “ouch.”

      “Okay. Will you call me when you wake up tomorrow?” I’d meant it as a question but it was really more of a plea.

      He yawned and mumbled something.

      “Wes!” Fear scattered along every nerve when he didn’t respond.

      “Yeah, sorry, baby. I think she doped me. My eyes are closing faster than I can open them.”

      “I love you,” I said again for no other reason than it felt good saying it.

      “Mmm, me too. My Mia.” He sounded drunk and half asleep. Then the line cut off.

      With heavy limbs, I snuggled into the comforter, holding the phone close. I tucked myself in and watched the light show outside. All my thoughts were of Wes. The relief I felt, knowing he was safe and being taken care of, but frustrated that I wasn’t there to help. I also thought about marrying him, living a long life together. It would all start when he got back home.

      I had so much to tell him, and I wanted to know all the details about his captivity. Kiss away any hurts that couldn’t be seen. I knew from experience from the assault with Aaron, that those things could be long lasting. Mine was so brief compared to what Wes had survived. It wouldn’t be easy to move on from something so horrible. I knew for a fact that he’d watched friends, people he cared about, die right before his eyes. Right now, I could only be thankful that he was alive. My guy had survived and together we’d heal. Both of us.

      

      Watching someone I love sleep is one of my favorite past times. Growing up, it was Maddy. She’d fall asleep while I read to her, petted her hair, and told her stories. For a long time after she’d fallen asleep, I’d look at her. Memorize the exact golden shade of her hair, the arch of her brows, the pucker of her pink lips. Even in sleep, my girl was angelic. I took a lot of joy in being able to give my sister a peaceful night’s sleep. Each and every day it was a new goal. When I was with Alec, I’d play with his hair until he’d wake up smiling, roll over, and ravish me, allowing those beautiful russet locks to lie like a shroud around my face as he loved me. I did the same with Wes. He was the most peaceful in sleep, and when he was face up, he always had a slight curve to his lips. As if whatever he dreamed of was worth smiling for, even in repose. I loved that about him. There was no other man more beautiful in repose than a man you loved with your whole heart and soul.

      Now, I watched Pops. The ventilator was gone, as were the tubes in his nose and around his face. He still had the feeding tube, catheter, blood pressure cuff, and IV. Otherwise, he looked as though he was taking a nap. I think that was the hardest part about him having been in a coma for so long. While I waited by his bedside, I kept expecting him to open his eyes. Every visit depressed me more and more because he wouldn’t wake up.

      The doctors said after the seizures, almost dying from the two allergic reactions, and the viral infection they had hope he’d wake up, but there was no telling. The only saving grace was that, according to the neurologist, there was brain activity but they couldn’t be certain what that would mean if or until he woke up. I asked the age-old question repeatedly. When did they think he’d awaken?. And they always said the same thing. When he wanted to. The truth was, they couldn’t know. There was no magic “easy” button or master alarm that we could set to make it happen. And believe me, the noise thing? Yeah, I tried that. Banging on the rails of his bed. Putting headphones over his ears with metal music that I knew he hated just so he’d wake up and tell me to turn the devil music off, but nothing. Silence. No movement whatsoever.

      That was hard to swallow, too. Holding his hand. It was always warm yet lifeless. Blood was running through the veins, but the magnetism, the energy, the life force, whatever it was that makes us who we are, wasn’t there in him.

      I sat there looking at his overgrown hair, beard, and mustache. Ginelle had been keeping him looking good in my absence but he needed a trimming—not to mention a dose of sunshine would do wonders for his pallor. He had that pale grayish skin tone that a person gets when he hasn’t been outside in a long time. My father had been in a coma for nine months. The length of time it takes a woman to become pregnant and have a baby.

      “When are you going to wake up, Pops? There is so much, too much to say.” I took several deep breaths before continuing.

      “I’m going back to Malibu tomorrow. As much as I’d like to be here for you, our lives can’t sit on hold any longer. Your debt has been paid, Dad, but not without a sacrifice. Sometimes I look back on this year and think I should thank you. Without your debt, I wouldn’t have met all the wonderful people I’ve encountered over the year. People who I know will continue to be a part of my life for the long haul. And of course, there’s meeting Max. My brother.”

      I stood up and started pacing the room. “Mom had a child before me, Pops. A boy. Five years older than I am. Thirty now. His name is Maxwell, and he’s the best brother a girl could ever have. I’m sure you picked up on the name thing. Maxwell, Mia, and Madison. Just like her and Aunt Millie. Mom was nothing if not predictable.” I thought about how she left each of us, and that snake coiled up and back around my heart at the thought of the woman who’d borne me. Yep, very predictable.

      Stopping in place, I looked out the window. The dark clouds of last night had all but gone, leaving a pristine blue sky in their wake. Moving close to Pops, I ran my fingers through his soft dark hair. It had always been silky smooth, and even at rest, it was no different. “This journey has led me to a man, Pops. A man I’m so deeply in love with, I know with everything that I am that he’s it. The end-all be-all for me.” I stared hard at his face, hoping there would be a flicker of life, a scant smile, anything…but no.

      “I’m going to go now. I don’t know when I’m going to make it back. Maddy and Matt will check on you. You’d like him. Matt. He’s good for her. Treats her like the queen she is. The doctors here are going to do everything they can to get you to come back, but it’s up to you, Pops. You need to fight and fight hard. Fight for us.” I closed my eyes and took a breath. “If anything with you changes, I’ll be on the first plane out.” I leaned forward and kissed his forehead.

      “I’m glad you made it through this scare. Hell, I’m glad everyone made it through this scare.” I walked to the edge of the bed and looked down at the man who raised me. He’d never been perfect, nor did he claim to be, but he loved us, even when he absolutely hated himself.

      “You know, Pops, it wasn’t right for you to borrow all that money, and it definitely wasn’t okay to have that burden fall on my shoulders, but I don’t regret the decisions I’ve made this year or the journey I’ve taken so far. I wouldn’t change what I’ve experienced for anything. Through it, I feel as though I’m finding myself, more and more each month. Maybe by December I’ll have even more figured out. If you asked me, if anyone asks…I’d do it all again. And the ride isn’t even over.”
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          Excerpt From October Calendar Girl #10

        

      

    
    
      A smartly dressed blonde in her twenties, strung tight as a drum, led me through the halls of Century Productions. “You’ll need to be here every weekday promptly at nine.” She looked down at her watch and cringed.

      Okay, so I was a few minutes late. The man at the gate told me the wrong studio. So even though I’d left a half hour earlier than I needed, I still ended up a few minutes late.

      “Sure thing. Now that I know where to go, I’ll be here earlier.”

      The woman who proudly introduced herself as Dr. Hoffman’s assistant, Shandi, with an I, nodded curtly and moved along at a fast clip. Her sky-high heels knocking on the concrete floors matched the hurried cadence of my heart. I hadn’t felt rushed like this in months. I’d forgotten how everything in Hollywood moved at the speed of light. One had to be fast on the toes if she wanted to keep up.

      “Makeup and wardrobe is in there.” Shandi pointed to a room with several chairs sitting in front of large mirrors with the bulbous lights that highlighted every wrinkle and blemish on one’s face. I did not look forward to sitting in that hot seat. When I glanced back, Shandi’s gaze seemed to slide over my skirt and blouse. “You’ll do as you are style-wise, though the hair needs some work. This isn’t wild women of the Amazon. We’ll have it pulled back, put into soft curls, something more elegant and professional.” She tapped her chin with a perfectly-manicured pale pink finger-tip. “The camera is going to love you. Almost as much as Drew will.” Her corresponding scowl was not well hidden as she turned on a toe and carried on.

      We were led to a door that had “Drew Hoffman” in big white letters inscribed inside of a star. Shandi rapped on the door.

      “Come in, Shandi,” said a smooth-as-hot-chocolate-dripped-over-an-ice-cream-sundae-type voice.

      “Ms. Saunders is here. You said you wanted to meet with her before she met with the writers?” Shandi’s entire personality changed right before my eyes. The frown was gone and replaced with a huge smile, her eyes no longer squinted in disdain. No, now they were open wide and sparkling. A lovely rose-colored hue swept across her cheeks as she spoke to the man I couldn’t see.

      “Yes, yes, darling. Bring her in.”

      Darling?

      Shandi opened her arm wide and led me into the room. The man that greeted me was not what I’d expected. He was older, at least fifteen years my senior, but that did not distract from his looks. Dark black hair tinged with wisps of gray at the edges of his hairline. Gray assessing eyes that seemed to appreciate what he saw before him. He was much broader than he appeared on television, though perhaps that was because he often wore body-hiding scrubs. Now, standing at least six feet, in a dress shirt that nipped in delectably at the waist and a pair of slacks that formed to every curve, I could see exactly why people swooned over the good doctor. He was hot. Plain and simple.

      “Extraordinary.” He held out a hand.

      I placed my palm within it and he set the other on top in a two-handed hold. Who did that anymore? The two-handed hold?

      “You are far more beautiful in person than your pictures.” He gushed.

      I tipped my head and took in his form. “You aren’t too bad yourself, Doc.” The compliment rolled of my tongue in a sultry tone. I couldn’t not respond. Dr. Drew Hoffman was smokin’ hot. Did I want to hop on him and ride him till morning? No, not even a little bit, but just because my heart and sex drive belonged to Wes didn’t mean I was dead or unaffected by a damn fine specimen of the male variety.

      He shook his head, lifting my hand and kissing the top. “It’s good to meet you, Ms. Saunders. I look forward to what you come up with for your segment. The media have really taken a liking to you, especially after the Latin Lov-ah’s video went viral. You are quite the sought-after celebrity.”

      I snorted in the most unladylike fashion. “Um, I believe you have your signals crossed. I’m not popular. I’ve dated a few popular men and starred in a video, but that’s the end of it.”

      He clucked his tongue and let go of my hand, which was good because it was starting to feel creepy that he was holding onto it for so long. He walked over to the table and spread out several smut mags and a few newspaper clippings. “What say you of this then?”

      I walked over to the table and took in the display before me. Nothing could have prepared me for what I saw. A dozen magazines with my image on the cover. One with Tony, another with Mason, my ad campaign showing the black-and-white shoot with model MiChelle back in Hawaii. There was even a spread of Alec and me at the art showing of Love on Canvas in Seattle. The photographer paid very close attention to every little touch and overture Alec made toward me. There was even an image suggesting I was the new love interest of Anton Santiago and currently cheating on him with new beau Weston Channing.

      Fueled by frustration, I pushed the magazines back. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Drew sat down on his couch and put his arms out wide, a causal pose if I’d ever seen one. This man was master of his domain, king of his castle, and nothing ruffled his feathers.

      “There’s nothing to say. You’re the next ‘it’ girl, and I plan to capitalize on that.”

      

      Continued in October Calendar Girl. Available now for purchase.
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