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      Adele

      

      “Adele, meet my mother, Elizabeth.”

      Mason’s usually-smooth voice cracked mid-sentence, and I wanted to inspect his expression, wanted to decipher what he was thinking. But I couldn’t take my eyes off the woman sitting by the window, utterly still.

      His...mother? She couldn’t be. Hadn’t he told me his parents were gone?

      “I don’t understand.”

      The woman—Elizabeth—didn’t turn despite the slight hysteria in my voice. She hadn’t moved at all.

      Mason took my hand. “I know.”

      Forcing my gaze to his, I found an uncertainty that didn’t look right on him. Mason Montgomery was all confidence and swagger. Without that, he resembled a boy, lost and searching for the meaning of life.

      Movement at the other end of the large room caught my attention, and I turned to find a middle-aged woman dressed in scrubs walking toward us. She watched me curiously but spoke to Mason.

      “Hello, Mr. Montgomery. I’ll take my break now, if that’s acceptable.”

      “Of course.”

      Once she was gone, Mason gave me a hopeful smile and led me toward the statue-like woman. Elizabeth wore a simple cotton dress, and her hair fell over her shoulders in soft waves. At first glance, she didn’t look old enough to be anyone’s mother. But on closer inspection, I detected fine lines around her eyes and streaks of gray in her dark hair.

      She was lovely in the way a doll on a shelf was lovely. All of her features were pleasing to the eye, but there was something vital missing. Her expression was blank as her eyes stared vacantly at something in the distance...or maybe at nothing at all. It was impossible to tell. And her lack of movement was almost creepy. If not for her periodic blinks, I might wonder if she was human. Or alive.

      Mason bent over and kissed her on the forehead. “Hi, Mom. There’s someone special I want you to meet,” he said, his tone gentle and loving. He looked up at me, and his dark eyes glittered with emotion. “Her name is Adele Rose. She’s the woman I’ve been telling you about.”

      Elizabeth still didn’t respond, and I struggled with how to react. What was wrong with her? And what did Mason expect from me?

      I looked at him helplessly, and when he continued to watch me without speaking, I swallowed the lump in my throat and returned my attention to his mother. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Montgomery.”

      As expected, she stared into the distance as though I didn’t exist.

      Mason gave me a grim smile. “Please don’t be offended. She hasn’t spoken in years.”

      I nodded, not knowing what to say. I had so many questions, I wouldn’t even know where to start.

      He tugged me to a sitting area and down onto the love seat, his arm stretching behind my shoulders. My mind spinning, I focused my attention on my surroundings, hoping they would provide some measure of clarity.

      The apartment, for lack of a better term, was bright and spacious. The butter-yellow walls, trimmed with white molding, displayed colorful artwork in a variety of styles. To my right, a set of French doors opened up to a bedroom, and to my left was an updated kitchen and a small, antique dining set. Bouquets of fresh flowers were positioned around the room, emitting a light floral scent that matched the feminine tone of the room.

      Though finding Mason’s mother locked in the attic could have given this entire experience a Jane Eyre vibe, the setting couldn’t have been more different from Thornfield Hall.

      But that didn’t make me any less curious about why Mason was hiding his mother up here. Or why he’d waited until now to tell me about her.

      “What do you most want to know?”

      He seriously wanted me to choose?

      I shifted on the love seat to face him. His expression was somber, but there was nothing defensive about his tone or posture. This was the moment he was fully opening up to me, and that realization made my annoyance fade faster than a cheap black cotton T-shirt.

      Trust had to be earned, and it seemed that I’d managed to earn Mason’s. Now, I needed to prove I was worthy of it.

      “Why did you tell me that your parents were gone?” Technically, he’d made the comment in passing, and in front of Stowe, at that. But I’d still caught it and tucked it away for a rainy day.

      “My biological parents are dead.” His mouth twitched, though it didn’t lift into its usual grin. “They ditched me when I was three and left me on Elizabeth’s doorstep with a rather stereotypical note stating they knew she’d be able to care for me better than they could. I haven’t heard from them since.”

      My chest squeezed at the thought of Mason as an innocent three-year-old being rejected by his parents. No matter the circumstances, I’d never understand how parents could desert their child like that. It was unthinkable.

      I reached for his hand, and though mine was covered in a white glove, I hoped the act would offer some degree of comfort. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I don’t really remember them. And there was more to it, if I’m honest. I’d already started using my abilities, and apparently my parents didn’t know how to keep me hidden. They thought that Elizabeth, with all of her wealth and resources, would be the best person to help me. And, lucky for me, she’d never married but always wanted a child.”

      “She adopted you?”

      He nodded.

      “I’m glad you had her.”

      “Me too. She was a wonderful mother, until...”

      I squeezed his hand in silent encouragement. “What happened? Why can’t she speak?”

      “The short answer is, I don’t know.” Mason peered off into the distance, but unlike Elizabeth’s, his face held more emotions than I could decipher. “About sixteen years ago, she started acting strange. She began forgetting things. Little things at first, like forgetting to pick me up from school or to go to the grocery store. I didn’t think much of it at the time. I was a relatively typical eleven-year-old, and too concerned with my life to pay attention to my mother. But it steadily got worse until, one day, I came home from school—I’d had to call a cab when she didn’t answer her cell phone—and she was sitting in a chair in the living room, just staring.”

      He removed his hand from mine and leaned forward, bowing his head. “She was gone...and she’s never come back.”

      My eyes burned as I tried to hold back the tears. Though Mason and I had lost our mothers at around the same age, I still struggled to imagine what that must have been like for him. Not only what happened sixteen years ago, but every day since.

      It was a different kind of loss, visiting a loved one, day in and day out, but never being seen. Never being heard.

      My heart splintered at the unfairness of it all. Mason’s biological parents had deposited him in the care of a woman who had been more than willing to step up. But she’d abandoned him, anyway. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t gone willingly. Not really. Not when the result was the same—he was left all alone.

      Peering at his downcast profile, I felt like I was seeing the man for the first time. I’d always understood there was more to Mason Montgomery than the Gatsbyesque persona he projected to the world. But as much as I’d tried to shove the pieces together, they hadn’t quite fit.

      The wealthy playboy façade, his willingness to help me with Intuition, the cocky attitude, his sweet declaration of interest in me, the impish gleam in his dark eyes, and his easy acceptance of my relationships with Noah, Stowe, and Jameson. Not to mention his questionable partnership with the Collectors. He’d been a puzzle from the beginning, and I was just now discovering a small sliver of what I’d been missing.

      Mason was a survivor.

      He’d been on his own for most of his life, and I had a feeling he was even more desperate to find a place to belong than I had been when Jem first offered to bring me into the fold. I doubted he’d ever admit as much, but I was okay with that. Whether he knew it or not, he’d found his people, and we weren’t letting him go.

      Ignoring his closed-off body language, I slipped my arms around his neck and pressed into him. It was an offering. A way to let him know I was here for him, in whatever way he needed me.

      He stayed rigid for a minute before slowly relaxing his muscles and drawing my head into the crook of his neck. Burying his face into my hair, he sighed, letting me know I hadn’t completely lost him to the past. He was here with me.

      It was then that I realized I’d needed that tiny bit of reassurance from him. I wasn’t an idiot. I had little doubt that Elizabeth was the reason Mason had shown interest in me from the moment we met. He probably believed I could help her—that had to be the mysterious favor he’d asked me for.

      A small part of me wondered if, once I’d fulfilled my end of the bargain, he would disappear. But I didn’t want to wonder. I was tired of questioning everything in my life. This new information didn’t change anything. I’d always known he needed something from me.

      If Mason didn’t want to be with me, he was going to have to say that to my face. I refused to sabotage our relationship before it even got off the ground.

      “I hate that you’ve been alone for all of these years,” I said against his throat, letting my lips skim over his warm skin.

      “I don’t feel so alone. Not anymore.”

      Needing to meet his gaze, I withdrew slightly. He peered at me, his eyes intense yet somehow still soft. I waited for him to say something else, but he dropped his head instead, capturing my mouth in a slow, sensuous kiss.

      My body instantly responded, and I longed to sink into him, to beg for more. Unfortunately, propriety kept those desires at bay. Even though it was likely that his mother had no idea what was going on, it seemed disrespectful to make out on her couch while she sat several yards away. So, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to savor the moment while it lasted.

      When he pulled back a few seconds later, I asked, “What’s the long answer?” As much as I would have loved to continue basking in the comfort of his arms, Mason brought me here for a reason. And I hadn’t heard the full story yet. “What happened after you found your mother like this?”

      He adjusted his position again, his body tensing like he was preparing for battle. And maybe he was. From what I knew about this man, he wasn’t one to share details about his personal life. He’d probably only told this tale a handful of times over the years.

      “Mrs. Lyons, our housekeeper, who was more like a member of the family, took care of everything. She didn’t want to risk that I would end up in foster care, so she moved us to Florida and posed as my grandmother. In addition to enrolling me in school, she dragged Mom to every doctor and specialist in the state.

      “But they didn’t find anything, of course, because her problem isn’t a medical one. I knew it, and even Mrs. Lyons knew it, but what could either one of us do? I was too young, and though Mrs. Lyons knew about Mom’s psychic abilities, she didn’t know anyone in the psychic community. There was no one to turn to.

      “After my eighteenth birthday, I bought Mrs. Lyons a condo by the beach as a retirement gift and moved back here with Mom. I’ve been trying to figure out who did this to her, and how to cure her, ever since.”

      “And that’s how you got involved with the Collectors?” I asked, though I didn’t need to. His association with them finally made sense. Everything came back to whatever happened to his mother.

      “Yes. I needed access to the most powerful and influential psychics to have any chance of figuring out how to help Mom.” He sneered, an expression that didn’t belong on his beautiful face. “Not that it’s done any good.”

      “You can’t beat yourself up. You’ve done the best you can. No one could ask for anything more.”

      Mason shook his head. “It hasn’t been enough. I’ve been at this almost a decade, and it’s gotten me nowhere.” He glanced at me. “Well, until I heard about you.”

      Anxiety churned in my stomach. He was placing sixteen years of hopes and disappointments on my shoulders, and what if I couldn’t help? I had no idea where to even start.

      “Mason, I...” I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I attempted to form a sentence that wouldn’t sound like I was backing out of our deal. It wasn’t that at all. I just felt utterly unprepared for this moment, for what he needed from me.

      He reached for my hand and tugged off my glove before interlacing our fingers. “It’s okay, little thief. My expectations are low. I’m only asking you to try. That’s all I’ve ever asked.”

      He spoke the truth. Since that first meeting with him in the park, he’d only asked that I try...when the time came.

      That time had arrived, and I knew without having to think about it that I would do everything in my power to give Mason the one thing he wanted more than any other—his mother.
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      I lost track of how much time passed as we sat there, holding hands. Mason’s gaze was aimed toward the windows, but I had a feeling he wasn’t seeing the cloudless sky or oaks lining the drive.

      Meanwhile, my mind whirred with what it would take to cure Elizabeth. I could start by searching through her memories to discover what happened to her. After that…well, I would have to come up with a plan. Surely, something in the Rose book of spells could help. I’d have to ask Megan to assist me. She liked magical research, so this problem was right up her alley.

      A light knock at the door startled me out of my thoughts. The nurse peeked her head in. “Should I come back later?”

      Mason shook his head, seemingly to erase the cobwebs as much as to tell her no. He stood, lifting me to me feet. “We’re leaving.” He released my hand just long enough to walk over to Elizabeth and drop a kiss on the top of her head. “See you later, Mom.”

      With Mason’s hand on the small of my back, I descended the stairs, my heart strangely full. The fact that he trusted me with his story—more importantly, his mother’s story—meant everything.

      It was exactly what I’d been wanting from him. What I’d been waiting for.

      Now that I understood his motives, I felt closer to him. Like I was actually getting to know the real Mason Montgomery.

      And everything I knew, I more than liked.

      As we turned the corner that opened up to the main hallway, I noticed a door I’d missed earlier. There were probably thirty screens and a number of monitors, manned by two armed security guards.

      I looked at Mason questioningly.

      He shrugged. “You know me. I take security seriously.”

      Especially when it came to Elizabeth, something that made complete sense. The door to her apartment wasn’t locked to keep her in—it was locked to keep others out. Though her body was present, someone had stolen her mind. And Mason was making certain that person never had a chance to hurt her again.

      “When do you want me to try to see into her memories?” I asked, somewhat surprised that he hadn’t urged me to do so immediately.

      “I don’t.”

      I halted mid-step. “What do you mean? I thought that’s what you wanted from me. To search Elizabeth’s memories so we can figure out a way to help her.”

      He rubbed at his short hair. “Well, yeah, we can try that, but I’m not sure it’ll work.”

      “Okay…”

      I still didn’t get it.

      He tugged me into a bedroom that I realized I’d been in before—the night of the masquerade.

      It was simpler than the rooms in the other wing of the mansion—or, to be historically accurate, the Big House—where I was staying with the rest of the Psych Squad. Those were tastefully decorated with antique furniture and décor. This, on the other hand, was the epitome of masculine elegance.

      The entire wall behind the large bed was covered in navy fabric panels and dark wood. Built-in nightstands framed the bed, which was topped with the most luxurious comforter I’d ever seen.

      Distracted by my surroundings, I had to ask, “Is this your bedroom?”

      “It is. I wanted to preserve the historical integrity of the property, but I needed one room that felt like me. In addition to the BAMC,” he added with a grin.

      Yeah, the “bad ass man cave” definitely didn’t fit in with the rest of the historic property.

      But, strangely, this room did. Not in the same way as most of the plantation house. It was more the feel than anything. It reminded me of the decadence of a former era but executed with the simplicity of contemporary interior design.

      “I like it.”

      “You’re more than welcome to move in.” He finally seemed like his usual self again as his eyes took on a mischievous glint.

      Forcing my gaze to stay rooted on him instead of sliding to his bed, I said, “Thanks, but I’m perfectly happy with my room.”

      Not that “room” was the correct term. It was actually a huge suite, with its own bedroom, bathroom, sitting room, and private balcony. He’d clearly played favorites when assigning the rooms, and we all knew it. I wasn’t about to complain, though. It was like something out of a dream.

      He plopped down on the bed. “Then, I guess you’ll have to visit.”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Mason and I hadn’t spent more than a few moments alone since we’d officially become an item. And, now, he was sitting there, looking hotter than any man had a right to look. His white sweater clung to his defined shoulders and biceps, and his expression spoke of devilish intentions.

      “Come here, little thief.”

      His smooth-as-silk voice made the words no less commanding, and I didn’t hesitate. I walked straight to him, relishing the feel of his arms snaking around my waist.

      I looked down on him, something I rarely had the chance to do, and gazed into his inky orbs. They revealed a vulnerability that made my heart ache. After he’d shared so much with me, it was my turn to return the favor. But not with words. There was more than one way to share, and I sensed we both needed more than conversation right now.

      Cradling his sculpted jaw in my hands, I allowed myself to examine his face without pause or embarrassment. I’d once thought it a little too perfect, but from only a few inches away, I could make out a minor flaw or two. A light scar marred the skin above his right eyebrow, and one side of his top lip was slightly thinner than the other.

      I ran my fingers over the flaws, grateful for their existence. They made Mason feel more real somehow—like a man rather than an untouchable fantasy.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      The words poured out of me before I had a chance to consider them. I waited for him to object to my choice of adjective, but he didn’t speak. He merely blinked up at me through long lashes, like he didn’t know how to respond to this side of me. And maybe he didn’t. Apart from fleeting moments of bravery, I’d been hiding it away for too long. Maybe for forever.

      I slid my hands to the back of his neck and held him in place while I crushed my mouth to his. The contact snapped him out of his frozen state, because he immediately tightened his hold around my waist, driving my body against his.

      And that was it. That one movement was all it took for me to lose it.

      I fell into him, and we both collapsed back onto the bed. No clothing was removed, but our hands were everywhere. Mine skimmed over the ridges of his abdomen and down to the hard length between his legs. He groaned as he caressed the side of my breast, my hip, my ass.

      Our lips never separated, not even for a moment. I ached for him, but it was more than physical desire. I just knew that I wanted to be close to this man who lived for the woman he loved but had lost so many years ago.

      As the minutes passed, our frenzied touches and kisses slowed into something deep . . . sensual . . . meaningful.

      When he finally released me, I gulped in ragged breaths, not having even realized he’d stolen all of my air. Mason chuckled lowly, and I turned my head to glare at him. But the look of wonder on his face told me he wasn’t laughing at me.

      “What? What is it?”

      He cupped my cheek and slid his thumb against my bottom lip, his smile wide. Satisfied. “I do declare, Miss Adele Rose, I think I’m falling in love with you.”

      If I’d had any breath left in my lungs, it would have been sucked out of me in an instant. Out of all the things I might have imagined he’d say, I never would have come up with that. This was Mason Montgomery, man of outrageous wealth, allure, and mystery. Men like him didn’t fall easily.

      Or did they?

      I opened my mouth, but no sound came out of it. I knew I needed to say something, anything, but my mind was a complete blank.

      “Mason, I...”

      His smile didn’t falter even a little bit. “Yes, little thief?”

      My pulse raced, and sound whooshed in my ears as panic overtook my body. I knew I was falling for him too. I’d known it for a while. But I was too overcome. Too shocked. His eyes were too twinkly, his smile too bright. It was doing strange things to me.

      And. I. Could. Not. Form. Words.

      Mason chuckled again and pulled me into his arms. “You’re totally in love with me. There, I said it for you. I mean, how could you not be? I’m incredible.”

      My churning emotions finally easing, I smiled into his chest. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re conceited?”

      “Other than you? No, never.”

      I snuggled into him, amused and content. But my mind immediately began to wander. Even his startling declaration and drugging kisses hadn’t been enough to make me forget what we’d been discussing earlier.

      “If you don’t think I’ll be able to see into Elizabeth’s memory, what do you want me to do?”

      He drew back and placed his hand over my hip, caressing it with his thumb. “I’ve worked with telepaths and memory readers in the past, but they were never able to catch even a passing thought or memory. I’ve tried healers, both mental and physical. Everyone and everything I could think of.”

      My stomach dropped. What could I do that even a healer couldn’t?

      “You’re different, though.”

      “Because I’m a witch?” I asked with trepidation. “You know I have no idea what I’m doing when it comes to magic. I can get the coven together, though. Maybe we can come up with something—”

      Mason gently placed two fingers over my lips. “Slow down. I get that magic might help, but that’s not what I want you to try. At least, not at first.”

      Then, what? I let my expression ask the question, since his fingers still rested on my mouth.

      “I think you may be able to recover her memories. Psychically.”

      Recover her memories. Recover her memories. Recover her memories.

      The phrase floated around in my head, attempting to take hold.

      For years, I’d only seen memories when the person I touched was remembering a particular moment in time. Over the past few months, I’d begun to draw memories out, then steal them altogether.

      But recover lost memories? I hadn’t even considered that it might be possible. Was it?

      How would I even be able to test something like that? I didn’t relish the idea of using Elizabeth as a guinea pig. But the memories would have to be gone…not merely forgotten in the normal course of years passing.

      They would have to be stolen.

      My gut clenched as I imagined stealing memories and then attempting to return them. It wasn’t the most palatable option, but I had no doubt Mason would volunteer to let me experiment on him. Anything for his mother.

      As a plan of action began to crystallize, a new thought entered my mind. I surged up so suddenly, I accidentally jabbed Mason in the stomach.

      “Oomph,” he said with an exaggeratedly pained expression. “What was that for?”

      “Geppetto…your memories…recover,” I forced out, unable to form a complete sentence.

      God, I was such an idiot. The answer had been in front of us this whole time, and I hadn’t even seen it.

      I’d asked Megan to search for spells to return the memories from my short-lived abduction with Mason. But it had never occurred to me that I might have the power to recover those memories without magic.

      Idiot wasn’t a strong enough word. Imbecile was more like it. Or dumbass. Yeah, that was the one. I was a complete and utter dumbass.

      Mason slowly rose to sit beside me. “You put that together, huh?”

      I stared at him, aghast. “Why didn’t you say something? It’s been a week. I could have tried to give you back your memories of the kidnapping days ago.”

      “You could have, but I didn’t exactly see the hurry. Finding out what Geppetto did to us…with us…well, I’m not sure we even want to know.”

      I tried to see things from that perspective, but I couldn’t. The not knowing...it was driving me crazy.

      “We have to know. We need to figure out what we’re dealing with.”

      Maybe I was naïve, but I believed Geppetto was scarier as the masked man behind the curtain, pulling the strings. Knowing the truth couldn’t be any worse.

      Mason moved his head in something resembling a nod. “Yeah, I know.”

      “So, are you ready to do this?”

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather cuddle for a while longer?”

      “Nope.”

      Okay, that was a lie. I’d happily spend the rest of the day curled up with Mason in his bed. But now that the possibility of seeing what happened to us was before me, I couldn’t wait any longer. We were doing this now.

      “Later.”

      He sighed. “I’m holding you to that. What do you need from me?”

      Good question. “I guess, think about the last thing you remember from that day. And I’ll need your hand.”

      “You can have both.”

      I returned his smile, then closed my eyes. Putting every bit of my practice meditating to work, I focused on my breathing. I didn’t know if it was instinct or common sense, but I had a feeling recovering memories wouldn’t be as simple as taking them had been.

      After several minutes of meditation, I opened my eyes just long enough to grasp Mason’s hands before closing them again. Imagining his memories were like the antique teacups that had been for sale in my shop, I carefully placed them back on the shelf where they belonged.

      Long minutes, that may have only been seconds, passed before chunks of the past started playing in my mind. They were jumbled . . . or maybe in reverse. . . I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t make sense of them, but I pressed on, urging the memories to spring forward.

      A scene flashed, one that I recognized, and I somehow knew that I’d arrived. I’d made it back to that moment at the picnic table—the moment before everything had grown fuzzy and disappeared.
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      I blinked rapidly, the information flooding my mind almost too much to process.

      Geppetto was behind everything.

      He had multiple sclerosis, and every one of his evil deeds came back to his illness. And his overriding hunger for power.

      In an attempt to control her, to use her for her healing abilities, he’d stolen Elizabeth Montgomery’s memories until there was nothing left. He’d seduced Andrea Parsons, ruthlessly using her for her ability to sense psychic powers. And he’d ordered Jared Fleming to set the explosion that killed the Psych Squad’s parents.

      Geppetto expected me to “fix” Elizabeth, to restore her memories. That was what all of this had been about. The last few months of terror came back to one thing—due to an oracle’s prediction, Geppetto believed I was the only person who would be able to return what he’d so viciously taken. And he needed Elizabeth more than anything or anyone else, because she could curb the symptoms of his disease.

      But the most shocking thing of all—Tina Thatcher, Stowe’s mother—was alive.

      Geppetto had been holding her captive all this time.

      I pressed a hand to my mouth, desperate to contain the bile rising in my throat.

      Stowe. I needed to get to him. He had to know.

      He would be ecstatic.

      He would be devastated.

      I turned to Mason, and I could see my horror reflected in his eyes. After all these years, he finally had the answers he’d been seeking. He knew what happened to his mother. He knew who was responsible. And he knew why.

      It was a hell of a lot to process.

      I wanted to hug him. More than that, I wanted to hand him the bullet that would end Geppetto forever. And I didn’t even feel guilty for thinking it.

      “Are you okay?”

      Strung together, those four syllables created the most useless question in the English language. But I didn’t have anything else. There was nothing to say, no words that could offer Mason even an ounce of comfort or reassurance.

      I felt completely helpless.

      Emotions ranging from fury to sadness to murderous rage crossed his features. His muscles were coiled tight, his jaw tense. I reached out a hand but withdrew it before making contact with his arm. I wasn’t sure he was even seeing me, and to the same degree he’d desired my touch earlier, I sensed he would spurn it now.

      He was too full of hate for Geppetto to feel anything else. And I didn’t blame him one bit.

      “What do you need from me?” I kept my tone as soft and conciliatory as possible, wanting to soothe him in some way.

      He swallowed once, and then again, before finally allowing his gaze to rest on me. “You need to find Stowe. Don’t worry about me.”

      Impossible. Of course, I would worry about him. But he was right—Stowe deserved to hear this news as soon as possible.

      While I was still convincing myself that I needed to leave, Mason’s cell rang. He fished it out of his pocket and answered with a curt, “Yes?”

      After a few seconds, he directed his gaze to me. “Jem is at the gate with Michael Fleming. Do you know anything about that?”

      Michael Fleming? As in Jared Fleming’s son?

      “No, nothing.”

      He paused before saying into his phone, “Search Fleming and escort them to the barn. I’ll be right there.” Turning to me, he said, “Let’s go.”

      I followed him in silence, trying to figure out why Jem would have brought Michael here without warning. As far as I could remember, she hadn’t even mentioned him since shortly after Jared had kidnapped her.

      I’d assumed that she and Michael had lost touch, since our Jared “problem” was solved by Grace and a handgun. I should have learned long ago that making assumptions was always dangerous.

      Mason must have alerted the other guys, because Jameson, Noah, and Stowe were already headed toward the barn when we made it outside, Sasha trotting happily along Stowe’s side. Even though we’d only been staying at the plantation for a week—while the Drake estate was being repaired after the unfortunate SUV-through-the-entryway incident—the massive Newfoundland dog acted like we were all part of the family.

      Noah immediately sought me out, and he stopped, waiting for me to catch up. “What the hell happened? Your emotions are all over the place, and Mason is practically a ball of suppressed rage.” He kept his voice low, but his expression told me he was more than a little worried.

      “It’s a long story.” My eyes immediately strayed to Stowe before darting away.

      Oh god, I couldn’t even look him in the eye. I was dying to tell him what I’d learned, but we had to deal with one problem at a time. And Michael Fleming showing up was the more urgent problem.

      Noah took my hand, and I glared at him. “You should be keeping your distance from me right now.” I could already see sweat beading along his hairline, even though the temperature was low enough to require a heavy coat.

      “Never,” he said softly, drawing me even closer.

      I shook my head at him but didn’t bother pulling away. Noah could be stubborn at times, and I knew better than to keep fighting him. The best thing I could do for him was to get control of my own swirling emotions, because there was no way I could ask Mason to calm down. Not even for Noah.

      Jem, two security guards, and a man I’d never seen stood outside the main BAMC entrance. That must be Michael.

      He wasn’t what I was expecting. I’d pictured a younger version of Jared—tall, balding, and nondescript. Though Michael was tall, he had a full head of black hair and an undeniably handsome face.

      As our group joined theirs, Jem stepped in front of Michael, as if to protect him. Huh. Interesting.

      “There’s no need for the security,” she said willfully, her rainbow hair blowing behind her. “Michael is here to help.”

      “Help how?” Jameson asked, sounding annoyed.

      “He has information about Geppetto.” She looked at me. “And your abduction.”

      Mason crossed his arms over his chest. “In other words, he assisted Geppetto with the abduction.”

      Jem’s expression turned sheepish, and I had to bite back a gasp. “Yes, technically, but—”

      “But nothing,” Jameson interrupted, drawing to his full height. “He put Adele’s life at risk. And Mason’s. How could you bring him here?”

      “Please,” Michael said, moving forward. “Let me explain.”

      I shivered as a gust of wind whipped through my light sweater, and Noah tugged me into his body. “Can we move this inside? I’m not detecting any malevolent intentions from him.”

      Mason studied our uninvited guest for a few moments before ordering his guards to stay close and opening the barn doors for everyone.

      Once we’d found spots around the bar and couch, Jem spoke up. “First, I need to tell you all something. Michael and I have been in contact ever since I went to see him before Christmas.” She reached for his hand, and he smiled softly at her. “More than that, we’re together.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked, though her declaration didn’t seem as surprising as it should have. Something niggled at the back of my mind, like an echo of a similar conversation from the past. Or like she’d told me in a dream.

      “After what happened with Jared, I didn’t think any of you would approve. But Michael had nothing to do with his father. He never even uses his abilities. You can trust him, I promise.”

      His abilities…which were probably similar to Jared’s.

      Through Mason’s memories, I’d felt his disorientation when we’d been taken. I’d only experienced that sensation one other time...that fateful night at the warehouse.

      Which meant Michael used his powers of confusion to help the puppet master abduct us, much like when Jared abducted Jem and Trevor.

      That had to be it.

      “Why did you help Geppetto?” I asked Michael. Might as well get right down to business.

      “He threatened Jem, and I didn’t know what to do. He assured me he wouldn’t hurt you. But I still shouldn’t have gone through with it.” Leaning forward, he gave me a pleading look before turning toward Mason. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why come clean now?” Stowe asked, not sounding entirely convinced by Michael’s speech.

      “Keeping the secret from Jem was killing me, and I thought you deserved to know the truth.” He looked directly at me, and I was once against struck by how attractive he was. His good looks were approachable, though, in a boy next door kind of way. Like you’d inherently trust him to take your little sister to dinner and a movie and bring her home by eleven. “I want to be on the right side of this fight. I want to help.”

      Mason paced behind me, his graceful movements reminding me of a caged panther. “If everything you’ve said is true, why didn’t Geppetto take your memories of the entire event? Why allow you to remember and possibly tell us?”

      “I have no idea. He said he’d be in touch, so I’m assuming he plans to use me again. Maybe that explains it?”

      Mason shook his head. “None of this makes sense. He could have found another way to take us. Why involve you at all?” He glared at Michael. “Unless you’re a spy for him.”

      “I’m not. I swear I’m not.”

      “He’s telling the truth,” Noah interjected. “He’s not working for Geppetto, and he is sorry.”

      Mason resumed his pacing, and Sasha lifted her head from her place on the floor, watching her master with what I had to assume was confusion. “Then, what is Geppetto really up to? Why take our memories, especially when he wants Adele to get stronger...when he wants her to be able to restore memories?”

      Five heads seemed to swing his way simultaneously, while I sat there helplessly.

      “What the fu—”

      “How do you—”

      “What are you—”

      “Since when do—”

      I was pretty certain Michael was the only one who didn’t speak. Noah even got a partial question in before I cut them all off by standing and blocking Mason—well, most of him—from view.

      “That’s enough.” I sighed, more exhausted than I remembered being since shortly after Dad’s funeral. “We will explain, but everyone needs to take a time out.”

      I turned to Jem. “Why don’t you escort Michael out? We need a chance to talk about all of this privately.”

      Surprisingly, she nodded without even a hint of disagreement.

      Then, I spun and spoke lowly, so only Mason could hear me. “Explain what happened to Noah, Jameson, and Jem. I need to talk to Stowe alone.”

      He nodded solemnly. “Okay. Why don’t you take one of the cars? It might help to get away for a little bit...go somewhere quiet.”

      “Thank you.” I stood on my toes to give him a kiss on the cheek. “You sure you’re okay?”

      He scowled, but I could see the skin around his eyes and mouth soften. “I will be.”

      That was probably all I could ask for.
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      Stowe had been understandably confused when I’d dragged him away during the middle of a family discussion. But I’d asked that he trust me, and in typical Stowe fashion, he’d relented without another word. He put his faith in me so easily, but I wasn’t sure I trusted myself enough to get through this. I had to break the most astonishing yet crushing news of his life.

      And I was scared.

      Scared I would say the wrong thing.

      Scared I would lose my Stowe to anger and grief.

      Most of all, I was scared of seeing him hurt.

      Because this would hurt. The loss of years and the comprehension of her captivity and the utter sense of helplessness.

      Stowe reached across the console of Mason’s Ferrari and squeezed my thigh. We were parked in a small clearing overlooking the creek. Any other day, I would have been able to appreciate the scenery. But not today.

      “Not that I’m not happy to be alone with you, but what’s going on, Daphne? You’re a million miles away.”

      I clutched at my talisman, not caring that it was coming into contact with my skin instead of laying harmlessly against my sweater.

      Knowing I just needed to pull off the Band-Aid, I explained about Mason’s mother and our successful attempt to recover Mason’s memories. I went into detail about everything that happened with Geppetto...up until Tina appeared.

      When there was nothing else left to say, I took a deep breath and sent a request into the universe for guidance. If there was any god or spirit or entity out there willing to help me through this, I would happily accept the assistance.

      I shifted my body so I was facing Stowe. In the tiny car, his big body was only inches away, and I could easily see the gold flecks in his brown eyes. They were watching me with worry, and I hated that I was making him anxious before I’d even spoken a word of the truth.

      “Stowe,” I croaked. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I want you to know that I love you and I’m here for you. Whatever you need from me. Anytime, anyplace, I’m here.”

      His year-round tan seemed to fade in front of my eyes. “What’s wrong? You’re scaring me.”

      “There was someone else there...in Geppetto’s bunker.”

      “Okay...?”

      I swallowed. “It was your mom, Stowe. She’s alive.”

      He didn’t display any of the reactions I might have expected. He didn’t gasp or widen his eyes or release a bark of surprised laughter. He just blinked at me, like he hadn’t heard what I’d said.

      My stomach churning, I reached for his hand. “Stowe?”

      He blinked a few more times but didn’t otherwise respond.

      “Stowe, can you hear me?”

      Finally, after seconds that felt like years, he squeezed my hand. “Yeah, I can hear you. I heard you.”

      “I’m so sorry, Stowe. Somehow, Geppetto has been keeping her captive for all of these years. But she’s okay.”

      It wasn’t technically a lie. She seemed to be physically all right. Mentally, though...that was a different story.

      I reached for his bearded cheeks and caressed the exposed skin. “And we’ll find a way to rescue her. I promise you.”

      After seeing into Mason’s memories, I knew one thing—I wouldn’t rest until we’d fixed what Geppetto had broken.

      It seemed that reuniting mothers with their sons was my new calling in life.
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      Adele

      

      Stowe had questions, and I answered as many of them as I could. But I knew so little. I only had the few details that Geppetto had revealed. I didn’t know how or why he’d taken Tina when the rest of the Psych Squad’s parents didn’t make it out of Stowe’s basement alive.

      The one thing I did know—Geppetto had stolen Tina’s memories of her son. I hadn’t wanted to tell Stowe, but I couldn’t keep anything from him. Especially when I had such limited information to offer.

      His eyes had shimmered with unshed tears when I broke the news, but he didn’t lose it. He swallowed and said, “Maybe it’s better that way. She won’t have spent the last thirteen years worried about me.”

      Now, we were back in the BAMC, and I’d seated myself in his lap. Considering the important discussion that was about to occur, it wouldn’t have normally been my first choice. But Stowe needed me. I couldn’t do anything about Tina right this minute, but I could give him comfort.

      Jameson, Jem, and Mason encircled us, their expressions somber. But there was more than sadness there. There was determination. The same kind of determination I was feeling. We had to get Tina away from that bastard.

      “Where’s Noah?” I asked.

      “I’m here,” he said, reappearing from the direction of the garage portion of the man cave.

      His hair was wet, and his clothes were different. I had a bad feeling that he’d sweated through his other ones while dealing with the emotions surrounding Michael’s appearance and Mason’s story.

      “You okay?”

      He gave me a closed-mouth smile and held up the Black Tourmaline that I’d re-spelled for him. Good. That would help block all of the negative emotions in the room. “I am now.”

      “What’s the plan?” Jameson asked, not wasting any time. He was wearing a fitted long-sleeve black T-shirt and black cargo pants with black boots. And his expression was as dark as I’d ever seen it…which was saying a lot.

      He looked ready to disappear into the night or storm a castle.

      He looked dangerous.

      And sexy.

      Mason stood, and I waited for him to resume his earlier pacing. It only took a few seconds, and the caged panther was back. “We have to be systematic about this. Geppetto has a plan, which means we need a better one. He wants Adele’s abilities, but he let her go, knowing she would be able to recover my memories of the event.”

      “Which means what?” Jem ran her fingers through her long hair. “I don’t understand what he’s thinking.”

      “It means that he was counting on Adele recovering my memories and then working on recovering my mother’s. He knows I have the same goal, and he probably assumes Adele will want to help me.”

      If I even could.

      Recovering a few hours’ worth of Mason’s memories was one thing. Restoring a lifetime of memories was another. Based on what I’d seen from Mason’s memory, I’d been unsuccessful when I’d attempted to return some of Tina’s memories. Geppetto’s response had been, You’re not ready. Which meant he believed I would be ready…eventually.

      “How will we find Mrs. Thatcher?” Jem asked. “Isn’t that the first step?”

      “Maybe we should ask your boyfriend,” Jameson replied somewhat snidely. “Does he know where Geppetto’s bunker is located?”

      She shook her head. “He was blindfolded the whole time.”

      “Well, then, he’s completely worthless.”

      Jem glared at her brother but didn’t reply.

      “Maybe not.” Mason stopped pacing. “Why can’t he be our inside man? We need someone, and Geppetto already got to him once.”

      “No.” Stowe’s chest rumbled against my back, and I jumped in surprise. I hadn’t forgotten he was there, obviously, but I wasn’t expecting him to speak up. At least, not at this stage in the conversation.

      Mason lifted his eyebrows. “No?”

      “That’s right. I’m not putting my mother’s safety in the hands of someone I don’t trust. No offense, Jem, but the rest of us don’t even know him. And he’s already screwed us over once.”

      “Then, what do you want to do?” Mason retorted, his patience clearly waning.

      “I hate to say it, but we need more psychics.” Jameson glanced at me. “Maybe we should bring Heidi in on this. See if she knows anyone who can find the bunker.”

      Heidi. Jameson’s beautiful—and connected—ex-girlfriend. I wished that the mere sound of her name from his lush lips didn’t fill me with anxiety. I believed him when he told me he wasn’t interested in her, even though she clearly wanted him back. But that didn’t mean I liked to think about her...or them together in any capacity.

      I could feel Stowe’s head shaking behind me and forced myself to focus on the real problem, and Heidi wasn’t it.

      “I have a different idea.”

      We all turned to look at Noah. Since he rarely spoke without thinking, his suggestions tended to be good ones.

      “What if Jameson and Adele work together to generate visions about Geppetto and the people he surrounds himself with?”

      “You know I’ve never been successful at generating visions,” Jameson replied.

      “Not by yourself, no. But think about what Adele can do. We know she can borrow abilities. And we’ve seen evidence that she can enhance our existing abilities. So who knows what the two of you would be able to do together.”

      Mason nodded thoughtfully. “That’s not a bad idea. Adele and Jameson can work on that. Jem can talk to Michael and see if there’s anything he can remember that might help us locate the bunker or any of
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