
Chapter One

			Ava groaned as her phone vibrated loudly on her nightstand.

			“Who the hell is calling at this ungodly hour?” she grumbled as she answered.

			“It’s nine thirty in the morning and we had a meeting scheduled for a half hour ago,” her father responded on the other end.

			“Shit!” Ava sat up so fast the room spun. “Sorry, Dad. I’ll be there in forty.”

			“Thirty and not a minute later. I’m serious, Ava.”

			She could tell by the annoyed tone in his voice that having the privilege of being the boss’s daughter wouldn’t help her if she disobeyed. “Yes, sir,” she said before hanging up, throwing the covers off, and sprinting to the bathroom.

			After a quick shower, applying moisturizer and arranging her shoulder-length curls into the semblance of a bun, Ava went to her walk-in closet to grab the simplest outfit she could find, a navy suit with a double-breasted jacket that she didn’t have to wear a blouse under, matching skinny crop pants, and a pair of white calf leather Manolo loafers. She headed back into her bedroom only to stop in the doorway at the sight of a curvaceous body outlined in her bed. She squinted trying to remember what happened the previous night and who the woman could be. The last thing she remembered was being at the bar with her best friend Travis and dancing with some Beyoncé-looking chick. She tiptoed toward the bed and saw a mass of blond curls spread across the pillow.

			“Excuse me.” The woman didn’t even flinch. “Excuse me!” she said a little louder. This time she received a groan in response. “Um, I’ve gotta go, which means so do you.”

			Ava stepped away to finish getting dressed.

			“What about the breakfast you promised me?” the woman said from behind her.

			“Sorry, I’ve got a meeting, but you’re welcome to use the shower and grab something from the fridge. My housekeeper should already be here so she can show you out.” 

			Ava didn’t mean to sound so callous, but her options were to enjoy a leisurely morning having breakfast in bed with a Beyoncé wannabe or not pissing her father off for the hundredth time. It was a no-brainer. Once she was dressed, she quickly glanced at herself in the mirror, grabbed a pair of diamond studs off her dresser, and rushed out of the bedroom without a glance back.

			“Good morning, Ms. Prescott. I filled your to-go thermos with coffee and there’s a whole wheat bagel with almond butter in a bag next to it,” her housekeeper said as Ava passed her in the hallway.

			“Sonya, you’re a godsend. Would you please also ensure that my guest gets a little breakfast and finds her way out?”

			Sonya shook her head with a knowing grin. “Of course. Have a nice day.”

			Ava stopped in the kitchen, grabbed her breakfast, and headed down the elevator to the lobby.

			“Good morning, Ms. Prescott, would you like me to get you a cab?” the doorman asked.

			“G’morning, Lenny. No, it’ll be faster walking, thanks.”

			Lenny opened the door and touched the tip of his hat in parting. Ava was glad she’d chosen to walk. It was a beautiful spring day and Chicago’s Willis Tower where Diamond Unlimited Wealth Management’s offices were located was just a ten-minute walk from her apartment at Randolph Tower City. As she walked at a clipped pace and sipped at her coffee with a splash of vanilla just the way she liked it, Ava wondered what was so important that her father needed to meet at nine a.m. on a Monday morning. Mondays were usually her day to stroll into the office around noon to ensure that she’d recovered from whatever she’d done during the weekend. It had been an unspoken understanding between them for the past ten years as long as it didn’t affect her work. Ava always made up for it by working ten- to twelve-hour days during the rest of the week and some Saturdays. When she’d seen the meeting pop up on her calendar Friday, she thought it might have been a mistake, so she didn’t bother setting her alarm last night.

			Ava arrived at her father’s private conference room with a minute to spare. Of course, he was already there with his lap dog and chief financial officer Kyle Edwards who was sitting on her father’s right in HER usual chair. Ava just smiled and headed toward the chair on her father’s left. She’d let Kyle have his little power move moment, after all, he’d never have what he truly wanted, the position of CEO of Diamond Unlimited. He’d been gunning for that role since he’d joined their firm ten years ago and began sticking his nose so far up her father’s ass Ava could swear there was a permanent brown ring around it. When her uncle Max, her father’s brother and previous chief operating officer, retired two years ago, both Ava and Kyle were up for his vacated position, but Ava had worked too long and hard to let some brown-nosing hot shot take it from her. 

			The fact that her father had even been considering Kyle for the promotion pricked her pride, but she knew it was for optics. It couldn’t look as if she got it because she was his daughter and heir-apparent, not that she’d received any of her jobs and promotions at the firm for that reason. Ava had literally started her career at her own family’s business from the bottom as a mail room clerk right out of college and slowly moved up through the ranks like everyone else. Marcus Prescott did not play favorites or just give anyone something without making them work for it. He’d scraped, begged, borrowed, and sometimes even stole to provide for his mother, younger brother, sister, and himself after their father left them broke and homeless when he was just fourteen years old. Her father continued with that struggle as he put himself and both siblings through college and started Prescott Financial as a small brokerage firm with his brother Maxwell. By the time he was thirty, they had changed the name to Diamond Unlimited Wealth Management and were managing the investments and providing financial advice for some of Chicago’s wealthiest young entrepreneurs and heirs to their own families’ Fortune 500 businesses. Now, at sixty-five years old, he’d made Forbes 400 List of Richest Americans for the fifth time in the past five years, and the firm had also made the Fortune 500 list of top companies several times over the years.

			Despite that, Ava’s father never forgot where he started and how hard he worked to get to where he was. There was no way he was going to let his own child become one of those pampered and coddled rich kids who had everything handed to them because of who they were. They would have to earn their privilege, money, and position just as he did. Unfortunately for Ava, she was his only child so all his hopes and dreams for the future of Diamond Unlimited were wrapped up into her. She didn’t really mind because she loved what she did. She’d always had a gift for numbers and a head for business. To her father’s surprise and enjoyment, she’d started many money-making ventures throughout her youth. The most profitable was a math tutoring business when she was in middle school that funded the purchase of many of her first big ticket items. Her first bike, all her electronics, and her first car were all bought with the money she made on her own. The only thing her father insisted on paying for was college. He didn’t want her focusing on anything but getting her degree. 

			Unbeknownst to him, Ava still found ways to make a little extra cash on the side since he had her on a strict budget that covered the necessities like living and eating with no additional money for fun and entertainment. She gave financial advice, became a money lender, tutored, and held underground poker games all out of an off-campus apartment she’d rented under an alias and paid for with her own money so her father wouldn’t be the wiser. She brought that same hard work and determination when she joined the firm and quickly proved to her father that she was not there to play or take handouts. Diamond Unlimited Wealth Management was just as much a part of her as it was him.

			“Rough weekend?” Kyle said with a smirk.

			“It was probably better than yours. Still seeing that mousy dental hygienist?” Ava said as she sat down and removed the bagel Sonya had packed for her from the bag.

			“Better a mousy hygienist than partying all night and not knowing who the woman is you wake up next to,” Kyle clapped back.

			Remembering last night and how she woke up this morning, that hit a little too close to home. Ava gave him the finger as she took a bite of her bagel.

			“Are you two finished?” her father said, trying not to look amused.

			“Sorry, Dad,” Ava said around a mouth full of food.

			“Apologies, Marcus,” Kyle said with a deferential nod.

			“Good. First, Ava, explain this.” Her father slid a magazine across the table to her. “Page six.”

			Ava set her breakfast down, licked a bit of errant almond butter off her fingers, and looked down at the publication. It was one of those gossip magazines people read while standing in line at the grocery store. She turned to page six. “Shit,” she said under her breath.

			FAMILY SITCOM ACTRESS SEEN IN A PASSIONATE POOLSIDE EMBRACE AT HER SANTA MONICA HIDEAWAY WITH A GORGEOUS MYSTERY WOMAN

			Beneath the large print headline was a blurry picture of her and actress Selena Carlyle making out in a pool cabana. Next to that picture was an equally blurry one of her leaving Selena’s house wearing a baseball cap, sunglasses, and a plain gray sweat suit.

			“You can barely tell who it is.” Ava slid the magazine back toward her father, sipping her now lukewarm coffee.

			“If our marketing team can tell it’s you then so can our clients. We have an image to uphold. Now, when you told us you were gay you promised to be discreet about your little dalliances. This isn’t discreet. Nor is the parade of women coming in and out of your penthouse every weekend,” her father said.

			Ava frowned. “Are you spying on me?”

			“No, but people talk. Especially people looking to profit off a possible scandal from your private life.”

			“Is there someone trying to do that?”

			“The person who took those photos managed to figure out who you were and has been tailing you for several weeks taking more photos of you and Travis out partying and the women you bring home with you. Fortunately, your doorman Lenny caught him trying to sneak in the building and called the cops. When his camera was confiscated, they found the photos and the police chief called me concerned he might be a stalker. When he was questioned, he told them he was just a freelance paparazzo trying to make a buck. I promised I wouldn’t press charges if he gave up his camera and computer. I paid him far more than they were worth and had them destroyed.”

			Ava felt embarrassed that her father had to clean up her mess that way. When she’d first come out to her parents in college her mother already had suspicions and embraced her, but her father had assumed it was just a phase. That it was normal for young people these days to experiment with their sexuality, but it wasn’t the lifestyle the future CEO of Diamond Unlimited should consider permanent. Whatever she did behind closed doors was her business, but what happened in the light of day needed to be held up unblemished if they wanted people to trust them with their fortunes. Ava had been hurt by his reaction and figured he’d come around in time. After all, being gay wasn’t the shameful pariah of a secret that it used to be. It wasn’t until she’d brought her first serious girlfriend home to meet her parents that she realized her father’s old-fashioned thinking wouldn’t change. He had been pleasant enough the whole evening, but when Ava had returned home from dropping her girlfriend back off at her place, he’d told her that she would be held to a higher standard than their other employees as she was a representation of their family and the future of the business.

			Ava didn’t understand how her being gay represented the firm in a bad way, but it was her future and until she took over the reins, she would present herself in the way her father wished. So, she kept her romantic relationships discreet and brief. She now realized that the stress of the job since her promotion and the need to cut loose after work had caused her to be less careful than she usually was in her off hours.

			Ava pushed her breakfast away and focused on her father. “I’m sorry, Dad. I’ll be more discreet about what I do in my private life from now on.”

			He gave her a small smile and patted her hand. “I know you will.” His expression turned serious again. “Now, this brings us to the other reason for this meeting. I brought you both here to discuss a merger that could benefit not only you but the firm.”

			“What kind of merger? I know Kyle mentioned the idea of bringing on a smaller firm to expand our portfolio, but I still think we don’t need to do that. Our financial portfolio and business standing is fine without taking on another firm’s debt.”

			Kyle gave her a look of frustration. “I hadn’t suggested just any firm. It’s a Black-owned brokerage firm that could use our reputation and backing to turn into something more. We could give them a chance to grow and expand the same way your father did when he started Diamond.”

			“That’s not the type of merger I was referring to,” her father said impatiently as if he were talking to two bickering children. “I’m talking about between you two. I’m going to suggest something, and I need you to both listen before responding. Can you do that?”

			Ava frowned at Kyle who was frowning back at her. “What type of merger could possibly happen between us?”

			Ava could admit that Kyle was great at his job, but something about his personality had rubbed her the wrong way since his second week at the firm when he’d tried to convince her father he’d be a better manager for two of her biggest clients. She wanted her father to string his ass up and kick him to the curb for trying to steal her business, but he explained it away as Kyle being overzealous in trying to impress him. Her father had sufficiently reprimanded him and there had been no further issues, but Ava still got a distrustful sneaky vibe from him when she caught him watching her sometimes.

			“Ava,” her father said sounding more annoyed.

			She looked at him and nodded. “I’ll listen.”

			Kyle nodded as well when her father looked over at him.

			“Excellent,” he sat back in his chair with his elbows on the arm rests and his fingers steepled beneath his chin the way he did when he was about to deliver a serious speech or bad news. “We have two issues here. One is Ava’s predilections, which obviously are not going to change if they haven’t after all this time, and the other is who will be running the firm when I decide to retire.”

			“Predilections!” Ava said angrily and was about to continue until her father narrowed his gaze at her. She clamped her mouth shut, matching his gaze with a twin version of her own.

			Her father looked away first. “As I was saying, we have two issues which I feel can be resolved if you two can find a way to come together to present a wholesome and united front to our clients and competitors who are just waiting for Diamond to fail. All it will take is one scandal like the one that was narrowly averted with that photographer for us to lose our standing as one of the most prominent and successful Black-owned wealth management firms in the industry.”

			“Marcus, I’ll do whatever it takes for that not to happen,” Kyle said.

			Ava scowled at him. “Kiss-ass,” she said to herself.

			“I’m glad to hear that, Kyle, because I think you and Ava should consider getting married.”

			“WHAT!” Ava and Kyle said in unison.

			“It would be a marriage of convenience. A business arrangement to ensure that you, Ava, can avoid any such future scandal and hopefully give me some grandkids to continue our legacy. Also to have you both run the company together, as a team.” Her father looked very proud of himself for his outlandish suggestion.

			“Dad, you can’t be serious. I’m GAY, remember? Not only am I quite capable of still having a family if I marry another woman but I’m also more than capable of running OUR family’s business without a partner.”

			“Marcus, while I’m flattered you think I’m worthy of marrying your daughter, I don’t think we would make a very good match even if she agreed with the idea. I am, however, more than happy to become a partner at the firm to work with Ava to keep it going upon your retirement.” Kyle gave him one of his schmoozing smiles.

			“Of course, you would. It’s what you’ve been wanting since walking through our doors,” Ava said with disgust.

			The look Kyle gave her was filled with an angry intensity she’d never seen from him before, but it was quickly replaced by his usually deprecating smile when he looked back at her father.

			Ava turned to her father. “May we speak in private?”

			“Of course. Kyle, we’ll continue this conversation later,” her father said.

			“Yes, sir.” Kyle stood then left without giving Ava a second glance.

			“Dad, why are you doing this? Are you that ashamed of me that you’d barter my future off to a man you know I don’t even like?” Ava held back tears of disappointment.

			Her father rolled his chair close to her and took her hands. The look on his face was the same sad look he used to give her when she was a little girl and he was trying to make her understand why she was being put on punishment for something she did. Was he punishing her for being gay? Hadn’t she proven how capable and devoted she was to him and their business that she wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize it? That she wanted a legacy just as he did to carry on.

			“Ava, I’m doing this for you. You’ve given up more for this company, for my dreams, than I ever expected you to. You spend twelve hours a day here in the office and your weekends floating from one party and woman to the next. That’s not the life I wanted for you.”

			“It’s the life I chose. I love this firm just as much as you do. I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize it.”

			“I know, and that’s the problem. What kind of LIFE will you have if I turned the reins completely over to you? What about love and a family? When was the last time you took a vacation that wasn’t connected to a business trip? Also, I want grandkids to bounce on my knee before I’m too old to enjoy them. I want to know that our legacy doesn’t end with you. And I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to ensure that.”

			Ava pulled her hands from his grasp. “You think marrying me off to Kyle and making him a partner will do that? You do remember you have to have sex to have children, don’t you? I’d just as soon spend my life alone than have sex with that man, or any man for that matter. If you want to make him a partner, fine, but I won’t marry him to satisfy your need for grandchildren.”

			He sat back in his chair with a tired sigh. “You will settle down and start a family, whether it’s with Kyle or another man, you will maintain the image of a wholesome Black family behind this firm. As far as getting pregnant, I’m not so old that I don’t know about artificial insemination. You and Kyle wouldn’t even have to share a bedroom to do what needs to be done.”

			Ava couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “And if I don’t do this?”

			“I didn’t want it to come to this. I’d hoped you would come around and snap out of whatever this thing is you’re going through and settle down, but it’s obvious that won’t happen, unless I step in. If you don’t do this with Kyle or find some man who would be willing to strike up a beneficial arrangement with you, then I’ll name Kyle as my sole replacement as CEO. You don’t have to stay married forever, just a good five to ten years to make it believable.”

			Ava felt as if she’d just been gut-punched as all the air seemed to leave her body in one shaky breath. He was willing to take everything she’d spent her entire life working toward away from her just like that.

			“Does Mom know what you’re doing?” she asked when she was able to speak again. “She knows I’m gay and how I feel about Kyle. She’ll never believe this farce.”

			He looked guiltily down at his hands. “No, and I’d prefer if she didn’t. Let’s keep this between us. You can tell her it turns out you’re bisexual so when you start dating Kyle, or whoever you choose, it’ll be more believable.”

			Ava shook her head in disbelief. “This is crazy. You can’t honestly believe this will work.”

			“You’re my daughter, you’ll make it work,” he said, almost too proudly. “So, what’s it going to be, attempt at a normal life while running the firm with your partner in life and business or continue on your current path where you’ll be working for, instead of with, Kyle Edwards?”

			





Chapter Ten

			Paige had been completely thrown finding out that Ezekiel was close to the Prescotts. Although he’d been her commanding officer during her first three years in counterintelligence, the job didn’t leave room for personal connections, but he had been a father figure to her during those years away when she could barely stay in touch with her own father. Hearing Ava talk about Captain Ezekiel Frost as her Uncle Zeke with such affection was weird because Ezekiel wasn’t a “bounce a kid on his knee” type of guy.

			She called him. “There was a problem with the pickup location.”

			“What’s the status of the package.”

			“A little wear and tear but undamaged.”

			There was a moment of silence on the other end before she heard Ezekiel clear his throat. “Do you think it’s wise to complete the delivery.”

			“No. Probably best to store it in a safe location until the route is clear.”

			“Send me the info so I can send more personnel.”

			“I think it’s best if I handle the storage and delivery solo. The less hands on the package the better.”

			“I trust your judgment.”

			“Good to know and don’t worry, I’ll handle the package with extreme care. I’ll contact you once we reach the storage facility.”

			“Thank you,” Ezekiel said softly before hanging up.

			Paige gazed through the glass door of the room at Ava and Alan talking in the kitchen. Ava wasn’t going to like not being able to go home, but Paige saw no other way to keep her safe from whatever was happening there. She geared herself up for breaking the news to Ava and headed toward the door when she noticed a third voice and saw Alan and Ava looking nervously in the direction of the second set of stairs she remembered seeing. She recalled Ava mentioning someone named Bruce being there and the smile on Alan’s face. She assumed Bruce was Alan’s boyfriend, but if that was the case then why would they look so frightened.

			Paige removed her shoes then looked around the room for something to use as a weapon because she really didn’t want to use her gun. She picked up a trophy shaped like a cocktail mixer on a heavy marble base and quietly stepped toward the door. She had left it slightly ajar when she entered and listened as Bruce revealed his connection to Ava. When he mentioned he’d been watching her for months Paige felt some relief in knowing that she hadn’t led them there. She also concluded that they weren’t trying to kill Ava. That theory was confirmed when Bruce said Ava should’ve been on her way to Chicago by now if things had gone according to plan.

			Bruce stepped into view and Paige focused on what he was doing instead of what he was saying. He obviously didn’t know she was there, or he wouldn’t have so much focus on just Ava and Alan, so she had the advantage. She opened the door just enough to slip through and slowly made her way up behind Bruce briefly making eye contact with Ava who thankfully didn’t give her away. He was maybe a couple of inches taller than her, skinny with no obvious muscle, but she’d seen some unathletic people do some damage with the right training, so she wasn’t taking any chances. She aimed her blow to the base of his skull but didn’t put all her weight into it as she could cause a serious spinal cord injury, or worse, kill him. She was not trying to be up for murder charges when all this was over. The base of the trophy connected with his head and as he fell, he looked back at Paige in bewilderment. His gun fell out of his hand when he hit the floor and Paige kicked it away.

			“Give me the belt,” she told Ava.

			Ava slid it back across the counter to her. Paige flipped Bruce over, bound his wrists, stood, then grabbed a small knife from the butcher block on the counter to put a hole in the belt to tighten it. “Alan, do you have another belt and some zip ties?” He didn’t respond right away, just stared down at Bruce’s prone body with angry tears.

			“Alan.” Ava touched his cheek to get his attention. He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. “We need another belt and zip ties. Do you have that?”

			Alan nodded woodenly. “I’ll get the belt. The zip ties are in the pantry.” He headed for the stairs then stopped and gazed back at Bruce with a frown before continuing.

			Ava disappeared around a corner where Paige assumed the pantry was located and came back with a variety pack container of zip ties.

			“Thank you. Are you all right?” Paige asked.

			“I’ll be all right when I get home.”

			Paige didn’t say a word. She grabbed a thicker zip tie and looped it through the hole she’d made and the belt buckle to make sure it stayed in place in case Bruce regained consciousness and tried to get out of his bindings. Alan returned with another belt and Paige did the same thing with his ankles.

			“What now?” Alan said.

			“Could you bring me his cell phone and wallet?” Paige asked.

			Alan nodded and headed back upstairs.

			Paige grabbed a dish towel hanging from a drawer on the island, picked up the trophy and wiped it down before returning it to its original location and retrieving her shoes.

			“Why did you do that?” Ava asked.

			“My prints were all over it. Once we leave, there can’t be any evidence we were here.”

			“What do you mean? We can’t leave Alan here alone with Bruce. There’s no telling what he’ll do to him.”

			Alan returned. “I’ll be fine. I’ll call the police and tell them he attacked me.” He handed Paige a cell phone and wallet and set an overnight bag on the island. “This is also his.”

			Paige pressed the button and found it had a thumb print lock. She stooped and used Bruce’s thumb to unlock the phone. She went to his photo gallery and found picture after picture of Ava at work, running errands, outside her apartment. She checked his text messages where there were communications between him, and two contacts labeled G and S instead of names. The messages consisted of status updates on Ava, meeting times and places, and instructions on how to handle Alan when all of this was over. It seemed G thought Alan was expendable, but Bruce thought he could extricate himself from the relationship without hurting him. Paige looked at the unconscious man on the floor. Guess he had a conscious after all, she thought. She removed the sim card, wiped the phone down with the dishtowel and dropped it in a pocket in the overnight bag. She checked his wallet and found credit cards and ID for Bruce Johnson and a twenty-dollar bill but nothing else. Going through his overnight bag was a different story. There were four passports. One for Bruce Johnson and the others under three different aliases. Paige took a picture of them, wiped them down and dropped them back in the bag. She finished by wiping the handles of the bag down as well just to be safe.

			Paige turned to find both Ava and Alan gazing at her expectantly. “Alan, it’s completely up to you what you’d like to do, but there are two options. One is to do what you suggested, call the police claiming that you were attacked. The only problem with that is trying to explain your relationship with Bruce and why he would attack you after you’d been dating for so long.”

			Alan seemed to think about that. “What’s the other option?”

			“I can call some people to discreetly pick him up and take him somewhere for questioning. Maybe we can find out who he’s reporting to.”

			Alan ran his hand through his hair and sighed. “Will they hurt him?”

			Paige could see he was on the fence because he still cared about what Bruce had represented despite the truth.

			“No. Once they’re finished questioning him they’ll drop him someplace inconvenient without any communication to keep him from warning anyone if they were able to extract any helpful information.”

			“Okay. After Vincent, I would rather not have to deal with the embarrassment of the police or anyone else knowing how I appear to be a target for catfishing criminals.”

			“Do you have some place you can go for the rest of the night?” Paige asked.

			“My nana is around the corner. I have a key to her place; I’ll just go there. I do that sometimes when I don’t want to be home alone after work, so she won’t be suspicious if I just show up.”

			“Okay, good. Grab whatever you’ll need for a couple of days. There will be two separate crews, one to collect Bruce and one who will come through to do a sweep of your place to make sure he didn’t hide anything while he was here and wipe it down for useful prints. If your neighbors ask, you hired an exterminating service for a rodent issue. That’ll keep them from being too nosy.”

			Alan nodded then turned to Ava with a sad smile. “I guess this was our last night together. At least we went out with a bang. I feel like I’m living in an action movie.”

			Ava chuckled. “I know the feeling. We’ll see each other again when all of this is over, I promise.” She pulled him into an embrace.

			“What do you want me to tell Leo? He’s going to be devastated.”

			“You can tell him I had a family emergency and had to fly back home. At least it won’t be a lie. Oh, and if you can, please go check on Gray Beard. He was scared off by all the commotion, but I know he probably didn’t go far since he’s very much an indoor cat.”

			“I will. Call me when you’re safe, if you can.” He gave her one last hug then turned to Paige. “Keep her safe. She’s precious cargo.”

			Paige gave him a smile. “I will. I have one more favor to ask. Do you have a car we can borrow? I’ll have it returned to you in a few days.”

			“Of course. There’s a black Mercedes parked out front. The keys are by the door.”

			“Thank you.” Paige offered her hand for a handshake.

			Alan smiled. “Girl, please, we’re practically family now.” He pulled her into a tight hug before walking away.

			While Alan went upstairs, Paige went back into the other room to make two calls. One was to Ezekiel again to request an exterminating service using humane traps to let him know to keep Bruce, or whatever his real name was, alive. By the time she finished her calls Ava and Alan were saying good-bye once more, then she and Ava were alone.

			“The crew will be here in the next fifteen minutes, so we better get going. We also have a long drive ahead of us. You think Alan has a few bottles of water and snacks he won’t miss?”

			Ava didn’t say anything. She just turned and went back to the pantry and came out a few minutes later with one of those reusable shopping bags filled with items. Paige double-checked to make sure Bruce still had a pulse and that his bindings were tight but not cutting off his circulation then grabbed the dishtowel off the counter and the car keys hanging by the stairway. When they got downstairs, she used the towel to open the door just enough to poke her head through and check the street. She’d heard Bruce say there had been two people at Ava’s and just wanted to make sure there was no one lying in wait for them. The street was quiet. She hit the button on the key fob and a car parked one door down beeped in response.

			“Okay, let’s go, but be casual,” she said as she walked out then held the door open for Ava.

			They calmly strolled to the car and got in. Paige drove around for several blocks to make sure they weren’t being followed before she headed to I-10, the highway leading out of town. It wasn’t until then that she typed their destination into the car’s GPS system.

			“I thought we were going home,” Ava said.

			“That’s not the safest place to be at the moment.”

			“I don’t care if it’s the safest place to be. It’s where my family is which is where I should be,” Ava said angrily.

			“Ava, we are not going through this again. Someone is targeting your family to do them harm. Your mother hired me to find you and keep you safe so that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Taking you home would be the opposite of that.”

			“I’ll pay you double what she’s paying if you take me back to Chicago.”

			“You rich folks crack me up. You always think it’s about the money. We’re not going back to Chicago right now.”

			“Don’t you understand! This is all my fault! I left my family to deal with Kyle alone and I need to go back and fix it before it’s too late.” There was desperation in Ava’s tone.

			Paige pulled off to the shoulder of the road then turned to Ava. Tears were streaming from her beautiful amber eyes, and she looked so lost Paige was ready to give in to what she was asking but she knew she couldn’t, and she had to make Ava understand why.

			“Ava, none of this is your fault. You didn’t create the greed of the person more than likely behind this and you leaving was probably the smartest thing you could’ve done. There’s no telling what would’ve happened to you if Kyle Edwards is responsible for your father being in the hospital, the attempt on your uncle’s life, and your attempted kidnapping. With the protection surrounding your family back home, you’re the main target now so you going back will not only put them in further danger but also the people Ezekiel has protecting them. Do you want that?”

			Ava wiped her tears with the hem of her T-shirt. “But I need to go back to make sure my parents are safe. I need to help figure out if it really is Kyle and what we need to do to stop him.”

			“Ezekiel, your uncle Max, and Travis are handling all of that. Let them do what they need to do without the added burden of worrying about trying to keep you safe. They’ve asked me to do that, and I can’t if you continue to fight me about it. Can you please just work with me?”

			Ava appeared to think about what she was saying. Paige waited anxiously for her reply.

			Ava looked miserable. “If they all trust you then I guess I can.”

			Paige held back a sigh of relief. “Thank you.” She pulled back out onto the road.

			* * *

			Three hours later, after a brief rest stop, Paige heard Ava’s breathing slow to a relaxed, even rhythm and knew she’d finally fallen asleep. She felt some sense of relief that Ava was comfortable enough to do so considering what was going on, but she also couldn’t let her own guard down. She was still beating herself up for doing so earlier. If Paige had been doing her job rather than thinking with her crotch, then she would’ve noticed any suspicious people sitting in a car outside Ava’s building. She would’ve been on alert so the guy in the apartment wouldn’t have gotten the jump on them. She could’ve warned Ava right then what was going on and had her stay hidden somewhere as she did a sweep of the building. Not only did that not happen but Ava ended up saving their asses by disarming the guy and knocking him out. Paige gazed over at Ava who had curled up in the seat facing her. Her face was softened, making her look even younger than she already did, her long lashes brushed her cheeks, and her lips were moist and slightly parted as she breathed softly. She looked peaceful and beautiful, and Paige could imagine waking up to gazing at that face each day and starting it off with tasting those full, soft lips. Ava shifted, snapping Paige out of the fantasy she was building in her head. She jerked her head back around and glued her gaze to the road. All they would need now was to crash because she was distracted by thoughts that would never happen.

			Ava slept until they arrived just outside of Atlanta. “How long did I sleep?”

			Paige tried not to look at her stretching like a leisurely cat. “We’re just about a half hour from our destination so pretty much the entire trip.”

			“I wanted to at least offer to help with driving. I’m sure you’re even more tired than I was.”

			“No, I’m fine. I’m used to pulling all-nighters and long hauls. I’ll sleep when we get there. If I can get everything squared away, we should be able to leave by tomorrow morning.”

			“Leave? I thought this was our final stop.”

			“No, this is just a layover to replace a few things I left back in New Orleans and arrange for our transportation for the rest of our travel.”

			“Oh.” Ava sounded disappointed and Paige didn’t blame her.

			“Will I be able to call home sometime today?”

			Paige hesitated. She knew Ava wouldn’t be happy with the answer to that question either. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We need to make sure we have a secure line before we do that and that won’t be until we reach our destination tomorrow.”

			“Tomorrow! I agreed to not going home right now, not to not having any contact with my family.”

			“I’ll see what I can do but I won’t make any promises.”

			The daggers Ava shot Paige when she gazed over at her looked deadlier than the ones she’d left in her bag at the hotel in New Orleans. Ava didn’t speak to her the remainder of their drive. She pulled up to an auto repair shop then picked up her phone and sent a text. She got an immediate response and pulled the car around to the back of the garage. Grant stood outside with that Cheshire grin he’d developed since retiring and becoming a family man.

			“Grab whatever you’re taking with you because we’re leaving the car here,” Paige told Ava then got out and walked to Grant.

			“What’s up, Sarge!” he said happily as he pulled her into a bear hug that practically lifted her off the ground.

			“What’s up, Grant. How’s the family?”

			“They’re all good. Patrice is ready to pop. She’s due any day now. Another girl,” he said proudly.

			Paige chuckled. “You poor man, a house full of women.”

			“Hey, ain’t nothing wrong with being the only king of the castle.”

			Ava joined them wearing Paige’s blazer and carrying the shopping bag they’d taken from Alan’s place which now only held the empty water bottles and packages of the snacks they had brought.

			“Ava, I’d like you to meet an old friend of mine, Grant Baxter. Grant, this is Ava Prescott.”

			Grant offered Ava his hand. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Prescott. Sorry to hear about the trouble following you, but if there’s anyone worth safely putting your life in their hands, it’s Paige.”

			Ava accepted his hand and smiled. “That’s good to know. Thank you.”

			“Did you get my shopping list?” Paige asked.

			“Yes. Everything is bagged and ready to go. Your transportation is also set, so we’ll just load the groceries directly while you guys get some rest. Patrice has the guest room all set up and plans on cooking up a mini feast tonight.”

			“Thanks. She doesn’t have to go to all that trouble,” Paige said.

			Grant chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll let you tell her that. At this point in her pregnancy, I just let my wife do whatever she wants to make her happy. Cooking makes her happy.”

			Paige smiled. “Got it. Here are the keys to the car. I already put gas in it even though I know you’re returning it on a flatbed, but it’s the least I could’ve done for the guy.”

			Grant nodded. “Okay, cool. Let me just drop these in the office and we can head out to the house. Bertha is in her usual spot.” He turned and went into the back door of the garage.

			“You look like you’re about to fall out any second,” Ava said.

			Paige felt like she was. The adrenaline and caffeine from the coffee she bought when they stopped were wearing off.

			“I’m fine. Nothing a couple of hours of sleep won’t cure. Let’s wait for Grant in the truck.” Paige led Ava to Grant’s truck, Bertha, the twin sister of her own truck, Betty.

			It was a Diamond Black Dodge Ram 2500 Laramie with all the bells and whistles offered as well as a few custom additions that rivaled that of the car used for the president of the United States. Both of their trucks were equipped with run-flat tires, night vision gear, bulletproof windows and doors, and a bomb-proof plated undercarriage. Not that they would ever encounter driving over a bomb, but Paige figured that was for Grant’s own peace of mind after what he’d experienced in Iraq.

			“I take it this is Bertha,” Ava said.

			“Yep. You prefer to sit in the front or back. It’s just a quick ten-minute ride to Grant’s house.”

			“I’ll take the back then. I’m sure you two probably have some things to talk about.” Ava opened the door to the crew cab, stepped up onto the running board and into the truck as gracefully as if she were stepping into a limousine.

			Paige held back a smirk. Ava was not the stereotypical pampered princess she’d made her out to be. Yes, she argued with Paige at every turn about wanting to go home, but she’d been holding her own when the situation called for it instead of cowering in fear. Judging by the bare minimum of luxuries in her small studio apartment, Ava also didn’t seem to have an issue with giving up the luxurious life she was used to. That would come in handy when they arrived at the ranch because her home was built for comfort and safety, not to be a show piece for Architectural Digest. Then a surprising thought came to Paige. This would be the first time she’d ever brought any woman to her home that she wasn’t related to or already friends with. The thought of Ava being in her space, her inner sanctum, made her more nervous than if she’d been walking into any of the dangerous situations she’d encountered until now.






Chapter Eleven

			Ava sat in the back seat of the huge pickup watching Paige and Grant talking. They looked so serious and at one point, both turned their gazes on her. Their outward appearances were nothing alike. Paige had a slim, athletic, build, was still wearing her dress pants with her shirt still neatly tucked in and the holster with her gun shifted from the back of her belt to her side, and stood about five eight. While Grant, dressed in camo pants, work boots, and a black T-shirt, was a giant of a man standing well over six feet with the broad barreled chest and shoulders of someone who took his weightlifting seriously. The only similarity was the identical intense, dark and dangerous looks in their gazes that told her they had shared more than a friendship in their past. Ava didn’t know who she should be more afraid of, the people chasing her or the ones protecting her. She pulled Paige’s blazer tighter around her to stave off the sudden chill she got and was relieved when they turned away to finish their conversation. 

			A moment later, they were climbing into the truck and were off with a surprisingly quiet start of the motor. With a beast of a truck like this owned by a big manly man in the South like Grant, Ava expected it to sound like something revving up on a NASCAR track.

			“So, Ava, I hear you’re a financial wizard. Maybe, before you guys take off tomorrow, you can give me some advice on the best way to invest a little nest egg I have set aside for my baby girls. I have a financial planner but I’m not seeing the growth in my investments I know is possible,” Grant said.

			“Uh, sure, yes, I’d be happy to.” 

			It was such a normal request during a very surreal situation Ava wasn’t sure how else to respond. Judging by the look on Paige’s face, she found it amusing. Ava just shook her head and gazed out the window wishing this past year had all been a weird dream that she’d soon wake up from in her bed at her penthouse in Chicago. That wasn’t the case as they pulled into the driveway of a picturesque ivy-covered Tudor-style home surrounded by a white picket fence. It looked like something straight out of one of those family television series, especially when an adorable pig-tailed toddler burst out of the front door and came running down the walkway toward the truck dressed in pink from her hair ribbons to her frilly lace-trimmed dress down to her pink sneakers that lit up as she ran. Grant had barely turned the engine off before he was hopping out of the truck and running toward the little girl. It was then that Ava noticed a limp to his gait. He swept the girl up, threw her at least a foot in the air, and caught her smoothly before wrapping his arms around her. Seeing the sweet moment and the joy on the little girl’s face made her ache for her own father and similar moments they had shared when he’d come home after a long business trip.

			“Are you okay?” Paige asked.

			Ava wiped away a tear. “I’m fine.” 

			She opened the door and climbed out of the cab. Paige exited shortly after and headed toward Grant.

			“Auntie Paige!” the little girl said excitedly trying to wiggle out of Grant’s arms.

			“Okay, okay,” he said, laughing as he set her back down to run into Paige’s waiting arms.

			“Hey, Supergirl.” 

			Paige lifted her up and the little girl spread her arms while Paige twirled her around as if she were flying. She squealed with delight and Ava was in awe of how Paige’s features softened with an expression of pure joy. Her attraction to Paige that she’d been trying to ignore reared its head at the tender moment. She felt the ache of having a wife and family of her own that she’d put on the back burner to focus on the family business grip her heart in a gentle reminder that it was still there.

			“Lily, would you like to say hi to my friend Ava?” Paige said, pulling Ava out of her thoughts.

			“Hiiii!” Lily said with a happy wave and sweet smile.

			Ava gave her a wave and smile in return. “Hi, Lily. I love your sneakers.”

			“Dada bought them,” she said, reaching for Grant who took her from Paige and swung her around onto his back.

			Ava smiled at how, despite her girlie attire, he didn’t treat her like a delicate princess. Her father had been the same way with her. He’d told her that if she wanted to be successful in a man’s world she would need to be just as tough as them.

			“Let’s go see what Mama is up to,” Grant said, leading them into the house.

			Paige stepped aside to allow Ava to go first. Ava gave her a smile and received a sexy one in return. It seemed no matter how Paige smiled, Ava thought it was sexy. She needed to nip whatever these feelings were in the bud. Paige was here to protect her, not curb any desire she still felt after how close they’d come to giving in to their flirtatious foreplay before the ambush at her apartment. Then an unpleasant thought came to her. Would Paige have gone through with sleeping with her before revealing who she really was and why she was there? The very thought of Paige doing such a thing was like throwing cold water over a growing flame. Ava gazed back at her with a frown.

			Paige looked at her in confusion. “What?”

			“Nothing,” Ava said angrily, turning away.

			“Patty Cake, we’re home!” Grant shouted as he squatted to allow Lily to climb off his back.

			They all followed her into a family room that opened to a dining area and kitchen where a petite and very pregnant woman was setting up a tray with glassware and plates.

			Lily bounced on her toes pulling on her mother’s pant leg. “Mama, Mama, Dada’s home. Can I have a cookie now?”

			Grant laughed. “So that’s why you were so happy to see me. The promise of cookies.” He went to his wife and planted a loud kiss on her cheek.

			Patrice smiled lovingly down at Lily. “You may have one cookie if you can carefully carry the plate over to the table.”

			Lily’s bouncing stopped as she nodded at her mother’s request. Patrice carefully placed a plate of cookies in her outstretched hands and Lily’s brow furrowed in intense concentration as she carefully made her way toward the coffee table. She was just the right height to slide the plate from her hands onto the table, setting them in the middle and rearranging the cookies that had shifted during transport. With a satisfied nod, she gave her mother a wide-eyed gaze of anticipation.

			Patrice gave her a proud smile. “Excellent job. You may have one cookie. Take a napkin and have a seat at your play table. Daddy will bring you some milk.” She turned a happy smile toward Paige and waddled from behind the counter to be pulled into a hug. “It’s good to see you.”

			“It’s good to see you too.” Paige separated them just enough to place her hands on Patrice’s protruding belly. “I think this one is going to take after her daddy.”

			“You’re not kidding. The doctor says she’ll be at least an eight-pounder,” Patrice said with a pained expression.

			“Good Lord, woman. I’m assuming this one won’t be the natural home birth Miss Lily was?”

			“Unfortunately, not. The doctor thinks we may have to do a C-section. She’s just too big.”

			Grant came up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. She stood just to his chest. “I’ll be right there, holding her hand and making sure the doctor doesn’t mess up.”

			Patrice rolled her eyes in exasperation. “He means he’ll be there to intimidate the poor man. He becomes flustered every time Grant comes to an appointment with me. Anyway, where are my manners?” She directed her attention to Ava. “You must be Ava. Grant told me what’s going on. You’ll be perfectly safe here, especially with Frick and Frack watching over you, so please make yourself at home. I made some refreshments, the guest room is all set for you guys, and, Paige, your jump bag is in there as well.”

			“Thank you. I’m so sorry to be putting you to all this trouble,” Ava said.

			Patrice waved a hand dismissively. “Paige is family and whatever she needs, we’re here. Now, there’s nothing like a brown butter chocolate chip cookie and some lemonade to take some of your worries away.”

			Patrice had been right. Sitting down, enjoying her melt-in-your-mouth cookies, lemonade with just the right amount of tart and sweet, and listening to some very entertaining stories about Grant and Paige’s time in the military, with the interjection of feedback from a very bright and precocious three-year-old, made life seem almost normal for a little while. When Patrice noticed that Paige could barely keep her eyes open, she insisted Ava and Paige go upstairs to rest. Grant showed them to the guest room.

			“Sorry you have to share a room, but since the baby will be sharing Lily’s room with her, we moved her castle and toys into the other guest room. It’s now become Lily’s Kingdom,” he said, grinning in amusement. “I’ll bring in the air mattress before you guys turn in tonight.”

			“No need. Ava can take the bed and I’ll just do the sofa,” Paige offered.

			“Okay, but if you change your mind, just let me know. There are fresh towels in the bathroom. I’ll be in my workshop out back when you’re ready to go over plans for tomorrow.”

			“Thanks, Grant. I really appreciate the hospitality,” Paige said.

			“I’d like to thank you as well,” Ava said.

			Grant smiled. “You know I got you no matter what,” he said to Paige then turned to Ava. “As long as you’re still willing to give free financial advice, we’re even.”

			Ava smiled. “It’s a deal.”

			Grant nodded and left the room, closing the door behind him.

			“Why don’t you use the bathroom first,” Ava offered, seeing how tired Paige was.

			“You sure?”

			“Yes, besides, I have no clothes to change into, so I’ll probably have to wash what I have on while I’m in there. Do you think Grant has a shirt I can borrow to at least sleep in?”

			“I probably have something you can wear.” Paige picked up a duffel bag propped against the wall near the bathroom and tossed it on the bed. She rummaged through and pulled out a pair of jeans, a blue plaid button-down shirt, a sports bra, and a pair of women’s boxer briefs. “I always keep a jump bag at places I visit frequently with several days of clothes, a first aid kit, and a tool utility kit. These should work for you until we get to our destination tomorrow. Sorry I don’t have anything more feminine in the undergarment department.”

			Ava accepted the clothes. “This is fine. Probably much better attire for being on the run than Victoria’s Secret.”

			“Yeah, probably, but not as sexy.”

			“I don’t know. Depends on who’s wearing it.” Her face grew hot, she hadn’t meant for that to sound flirtatious.

			Paige grinned in amusement. “Well, let me go jump in the shower so I can try and get at least a couple of hours of sleep in.”

			“Okay.” 

			Ava watched her go into the bathroom, sat on the end of the bed, and stared at the closed door for several minutes completely confused by her conflicting feelings. On the one hand she was glad Paige had been there the night of the attack because there was no telling where she would be right now. On the other she was still annoyed at the deceitful way Paige had approached her. She’d let her guard down in the hopes of finally having some intimacy in her life again. It was difficult to stay angry at Paige remembering how hot she looked when she took charge the way she had at her apartment and then at Alan’s with Bruce. She felt like she was living her own personal Bodyguard movie, but unlike Whitney Houston, she couldn’t sing to save her life. Then the sweet moments with Lily, the tender way she treated Patrice, the warmth of her friendship with Grant, all wrapped up into the intriguing package of Paige. Ava flopped back onto the bed wishing, once again, that this was all a crazy dream she’d wake up from any moment.

			She didn’t realize she’d drifted off to sleep until Paige woke her with a gentle shake, calling her name. Ava noticed she’d fallen asleep with Paige’s clothes still gripped in her arms as if she were embracing a lover. She quickly sat up.

			“The bathroom is all yours,” Paige said.

			“Oh, thanks.” 

			Paige was dressed in a pair of tan khakis and a military green short sleeve fitted T-shirt that emphasized her toned torso and arms with United States Marines est. 1775 emblazoned across her chest, the American flag on one sleeve and Grunt Style This We’ll Defend with two rifles crossed in the middle of the phrase on the other. Her hair appeared to be damp, and Ava could smell coconut oil, probably from hair moisturizer. It never smelled so intoxicating before. Ava lowered her head and rushed into the bathroom to escape the feelings overwhelming her. She showered and dressed quickly, using a dab of the moisturizer she’d noticed sitting on the counter in her own hair before looking at herself in the mirror. The jeans were a little roomier than she was used to, and she had to roll a cuff into the bottom since Paige was several inches taller than her. The briefs were surprisingly comfortable, and she was seriously considering investing in several pairs when she got home. The shirt was a little long, but she didn’t mind. It was made with soft and light cotton.

			Ava smiled as she realized this was the comfiest and most casual that she’d dressed since college. Even her sweat suits had designer brand labels, and she couldn’t remember the last time she hadn’t worn a pair of heels with jeans. Even with trying to stay discreet while she was in New Orleans, she still managed to make her discount store bohemian style look high fashion. Ava also realized that it would probably be weeks before she would be able to go home to her own space and wardrobe closet bigger than this bedroom. With a sigh of resignation, she grabbed her clothing which was now ripe and needed a good washing and walked back into the bedroom to find Paige already asleep on the sofa. She couldn’t blame her after the past night. She looked so peaceful, and Ava could picture herself lying beside Paige and being the first person to see her beautiful intense dark eyes first thing in the morning. Ava yawned tiredly. Despite her nap in the car, she was still tired as well. She folded her clothes at the foot of the bed and since she was used to sleeping barely clothed, if at all, she took the jeans off and didn’t bother with getting under the covers as she lay down and promptly fell asleep.

			* * *

			Paige awoke with a start, breathing heavily and momentarily confused by her surroundings. When she saw Ava asleep on the bed everything came back to her in a rush. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths to calm her racing heart and wipe away the nightmare she’d been in the throes of. Looking at her watch, she noted that she’d slept what was left of the morning away. It was almost two o’clock in the afternoon and her stomach grumbled at not being fed a proper meal in almost twenty-four hours. She stretched then put her sneakers on and went over to the bed. She gazed down at Ava lying spread-eagle on her stomach looking incredibly sexy as her shirt had risen and gathered around her waist giving a generous view of the briefs that were molded to her rounded bottom and showed off her shapely legs. Paige’s eyes were glued to the sight until Ava whimpered in her sleep. Paige gazed up to find her frowning and her brows furrowed fretfully. She was tempted to wake her, but Ava settled down a moment later. 

			Paige decided to let her sleep. The rest would be good for her after what they’d gone through and what was ahead of them. She expected the rest of their trip to run smoothly, but she’d learned through the years that letting your guard down too soon could get you hurt or killed. She wouldn’t feel comfortable enough to do that until they reached her ranch. She quietly left the room and headed downstairs.

			“In here,” Paige heard Grant say before she hit the bottom step.

			She went in the direction she heard his voice which was his office just to the left of the staircase. “Hey. Where are the ladies?”

			“Taking a nap. How’d you sleep?”

			“As well as can be expected under the circumstances.”

			Grant gave her a look of understanding. “Yeah, I can imagine what the past hours triggered.”

			Paige nodded. “This is so not what I signed up for.” She flopped tiredly into a chair in front of his desk.

			“You ought to know by now that you and danger seem to have a special bond. I can count on one hand the number of times we DIDN’T end up being shot at or come pretty damn close to our cover being blown during assignments. Even after joining Ezekiel’s team, we had to play superhero and get assets out of some tight spots more than what the original job called for.”

			Paige frowned. “I’m tired, Grant. I just want a quiet life doing something with as little risk as possible. I was doing that until this job. I should’ve known better after I met with the Prescotts and was given the truth of what was going on. Two attempts on two men’s lives should have been enough of a warning to walk away, yet I still took the job because Ezekiel asked me to.”

			“You could always take her home and leave it to him and his team to protect her.”

			Paige had considered that, but instinct was telling her that would be a bad idea.

			“Yeah, I didn’t think so,” Grant said, as if reading her thoughts. He opened a drawer in his desk and handed her a cell phone. “Per your request. Now, what’s your plan.”

			“Thanks. We’ll fly into Bethesda instead of Tulsa to stay under the radar as much as possible then hole up at the ranch until Ezekiel gives me the all-clear.”

			“I can’t think of a better place for you to hole up. If you weren’t so far out in the boonies, I’d be your next-door neighbor.”

			Paige smiled. “Too much country for this city boy?”

			Grant grunted. “I think that’s too much country for a country boy.”

			Paige chuckled. “I was the same way when I first moved there, but after a tough assignment you can’t beat the peace and quiet, the open land, the sky peppered with more stars than you could ever dream, and the sunrise over the mountains.”

			“Your own little piece of heaven.”

			“Exactly.”

			They both turned at the creak of the floorboard as Ava appeared in the doorway. “I couldn’t help but overhear. So, we’re headed to your home?”

			Grant stood. “Why don’t I go get Lily’s snack ready. She and Patrice should be up from their nap soon.” 

			He left Ava and Paige alone in the office. Ava sat in the seat next to Paige.

			“Yes, it’s the best place I can think of to keep you off the grid,” Paige explained.

			Ava quirked a brow. “Please tell me you’re not one of those doomsday preppers living in some fortress in the woods.”

			Paige held back a grin. “Not quite. More
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