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			Dedication

			For all the fans who loved The Hunted series and emailed me asking for Ben’s story. I hope Everything She Wanted lives up to your expectations. I loved revisiting the Turner-­Shaw-­Reed family. It’s like visiting old friends. Thank you for your continued support.

			To my amazing agent, Suzie Townsend, thank you for having my back, teaching me about the business, reading for me at the very, very last minute, and answering all my many questions. I’m so excited about the future, knowing you’ll be right beside me for all that is to come. This is just the beginning.
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			Chapter One

			“YOU HAVE TO kill him or we’ll lose everything.” Christina Faraday ignored her son’s eye roll, too distressed about the earlier argument with her husband, Donald, to care about Evan’s insolence.

			“Mom, seriously, don’t you think you’re being overly dramatic, even for you?”

			“Dramatic. Really? He’s divorcing me.”

			“How many times have you or he threatened that over the last nearly thirty years? I mean, really, come on. He’ll come around. He always does.”

			“Not this time.”

			“What now? You slept with your yoga instructor? The Pilates guy? The guy who always remembers your coffee order at Starbucks? The waiter you met at dinner last night? Did you finally up your taste in men and drop your young pups and go for one of the stiff suits Dad calls friends? What?”

			“This isn’t funny.”

			“Well, whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll work it out. You always do. You’ll go back to the usual indifference you have for each other and what you do.”

			“Not this time,” Christina yelled. “He served me the papers. If this goes through, it will ruin everything.”

			“You’ll be fine. It’s not like you love him and can’t live without him.”

			“The prenup I signed means I get next to nothing.”

			“Well, that’s your own damn fault for signing it in the first place.”

			“How was I supposed to know he’d take on a partner the following year and build a multimillion-­dollar business out of it?”

			“Dad’s smart, focused, and a workaholic. He probably had that partnership set up before he asked you to sign the prenup. That’s what I would have done.”

			Christina tried not to think Donald had been that cunning before their marriage. He’d had plans and big dreams for the business. She’d never paid much attention—­then or now—­and it was coming back to bite her on the ass.

			She desperately needed Evan’s help to get out of this mess. With his volatile temper, it wouldn’t take much to set him after his father. But would he come through for her? He’d have to if he wanted to keep his cushy lifestyle of drinking, gambling, partying, and playing.

			“He swore he’d cut you off for good this time. You’ll have nothing and neither will I.”

			“No, he won’t. He always says he will, but he never does. Not really. Well, not for long anyway. I know how to change his mind.”

			“You’re not listening. It won’t work this time.” She fell onto the sofa and dropped her head in her hands. She stared at the plush carpet and her Jimmy Choo shoes. “Why did I sign that prenup? The one-­million payout isn’t even a drop in the bucket of the wealth we share now. The company is worth three hundred times that. This house is worth five times that. I’ll lose my home, my money. Everything I’ve accumulated and helped that bastard achieve will all be taken away.”

			“Well, you shouldn’t have been so blatant about cheating on him. I’m surprised he didn’t leave you sooner.”

			Christina wagged her pointed finger. “Be careful, Evan. You side with him, you may find he’s not on yours anymore.”

			Evan narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “What the hell are you talking about?”

			“You pushed him too far with that last bar fight. You nearly killed that man. Then you get a DUI and wreck your car and nearly kill yourself.” She stared at the long scar on his neck. He’d nearly bled to death before help arrived.

			“He deserved it. Fucking asshole thinks he can hit on my date.”

			“What do you care? You’d only met the woman that night. You probably don’t even remember her name.”

			Evan’s face took on a thoughtful, far-­off look. He shook his head, indicating he really didn’t remember the woman’s name. What did it matter? Her son went from one woman to the next like he changed his shirts.

			“It’s the principle. She was with me.”

			“Sometimes you’re like a spoiled child. Someone touches your toy and you punch them out.”

			“Maybe, but I’m never going to let my woman get away with looking at, let alone sleeping with, another man right under my nose. Not the way Dad let you get away with it.”

			Christina huffed out an exasperated breath and rolled her eyes. “Are you going to help me or not?”

			“What the hell do you want me to do about this?”

			“Kill him before he has a chance to do anything.”

			The silence grew between them as Evan finally understood that she meant it. They had no other choice.

			A lopsided grin tilted his mouth. He shook his head, dismissing her again. “I’m not going to shoot him dead because you signed away a fortune. Hire a lawyer and fight him for more money. He’s a good guy, he’ll pay you just to make this go away.”

			She growled, then tried another tactic. “He has a girlfriend. Everything will go to her if he divorces me and marries her.”

			“Bullshit. Dad? A girlfriend? No way.”

			“He bought her a house ten months ago. That’s where he spends his evenings now. Not here. Not with me.”

			“How long has this been going on?”

			“I don’t know. I found out about the property when we did our taxes. He doesn’t think I read over those things, but I do. He thinks he can spend five point two million on a house and I’m not going to notice.”

			“You think you can spend thousands on dinner, drinks, and hotel rooms and he won’t notice. And watches. Seriously, you don’t think he knows you buy those fucks gifts. He sees the credit card bill, you know?” Evan shook his head and downed the last of his Scotch. “You two are something.”

			“He’s never had another woman in his life. She’s special to him if he bought her a house and spends time with her. If he marries her, we lose everything. She’ll inherit, not you.”

			“He won’t do that.”

			“Yes, he will,” she snapped. “He’s already said as much.”

			“I’m calling him.” Evan pulled his phone from his back pocket, frustrated his parents’ fucked-­up lives always screwed with his. He hit the speed dial for his father and put the phone to his ear, but kept his eyes trained on his distraught, and obviously mad, mother. “Dad, I’m with Mom. What is going on?”

			“What did she tell you?”

			“That you’re divorcing her and have a new girlfriend.”

			“Not new. I’ve been with her over a year and a half. I’m happy. I can’t do it anymore, Evan. I can’t live a lie with your mother. Her deceit, your continued lack of motivation to get a job, build a decent life, and getting into trouble at every turn has pushed me too far. My life with you both has turned into a bad habit that eats away at who I am and the kind of man I want to be. I won’t do it anymore. I’m done. She’ll receive her settlement. I’ll set up a trust for you that will pay a monthly allowance for your rent and utilities but nothing more. The next time you get arrested or need to pay someone off to keep them from pressing charges for whatever trouble and harm you cause, don’t call me. I won’t bail you out again.”

			“Dad, come on, you can’t be serious.”

			“It’s over. I will not pay both personally and financially for your debased lifestyles anymore. Believe me, under the circumstances, what I’m offering is generous. Push me on this and you’ll get nothing. Unless and until you change your ways, we have nothing left to say to each other.”

			“What the hell do you mean by that?”

			“Ask your mother. She obviously didn’t tell you everything.”

			“You can’t do this.”

			“Don’t blame me. Your mother lied and cheated throughout our marriage. She got away with it right up until I discovered the real truth. A truth I never wanted to see, but stared me in the face every day. You never take responsibility for the things you do. You always blame others. So you want to blame someone for this outcome, blame her. She did this to me and to you. I’m sorry for that. Because I am, I’ll set up the trust. Take it or leave it, but that’s all you get.”

			Evan wanted to chuck the phone across the room, but held on to his temper. Barely. “Dad, this isn’t fair. I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

			“You want answers, get them from your mother. Let her explain why she did it. Why she does anything. The only things she cares about are herself and the money. I mistook her joy when I gave her things as love. She never loved me. She loved what I could give her. Now, I’m taking it all away.”

			Evan stared at his phone in disbelief. His father hung up on him.

			“I told you. He won’t be swayed this time. We’re cut off.”

			Evan fisted his hands at his sides, the phone digging into his palm, and tried to control the welling anger in his gut. “What did you do?”

			“Something that can’t be undone.”

			“What did you do?” he demanded.

			“What I had to do, but that isn’t important. We need to fix this before it’s too late.”

			Frustrated with her nonanswers, he growled under his breath and tried to think. Without his father’s money, what the hell would he do? The lawyer he’d hired to keep him out of jail cost a fortune. His father paid off that fuck he assaulted at the bar, but he still had the DUI charges hanging over his head. If his father didn’t pay for a top-­notch lawyer, he might face some serious fines and jail time.

			Furious his mother refused to give him answers and explain why he was about to lose everything, he tried to come up with a plan. Based on the call with his father, the way his father spoke, there was no use talking to him. He’d made up his mind. Evan had changed it many times, but something about the way he spoke, the deep hurt and anger laced in his words, set off alarms in Evan’s mind. The rift in their relationship had turned into a tear that couldn’t be mended with empty promises to change his ways.

			“I’m telling you, Evan, there is only one way to fix this. If your father lives, we lose everything. You’ve got to make it look like an accident or murder. The insurance company won’t pay out if it looks like a suicide.”

			Evan raised his hands, then let them fall and slap his thighs. “Do you hear yourself? Do you know what you’re asking me to do? Kill my own father. It’s beyond reason.”

			“You’ve killed before for a hell of a lot less than what you’re about to lose.”

			Evan tried not to think about the man he beat to death and left in a dumpster behind a bar over a fucking five-­hundred-­dollar bet. The guy cheated. He needed to be taught a lesson. Evan was drunk and high and out of control. He barely made it home that night, too messed up to even remember how he drove home. His mother found him passed out in bed the next morning, his clothes covered in blood from beating the guy’s face in. His memories of that night were more flashes of images than an actual play-­by-­play of what happened. They found the guy’s body at the dumps four days later. By the time the cops came to question him as one of the last ­people who had contact with the guy, Evan had his shit together and his story straight. They played poker. Evan lost and went home to sleep off his night of drinking. His mother backed him up about what time he arrived home. She even helped hide the bruises on his knuckles with makeup before he went downstairs to meet with the cops. That’s it. The cops never came back or linked the murder to him. She always had his back.

			Unlike his father, who always wanted him to take responsibility, do the right thing, and generally let him suffer whatever fate came his way. No thank you. He didn’t deserve to spend his life rotting in a cell. If it came down to it, he’d go out in a blaze of glory before he let the cops lock him in a cage.

			He liked his life. The freedom he had to do what he wanted, when he wanted. Now, his father wanted to take that all away. Make him responsible for earning the money he’d learned to enjoy his whole life. He’d never had to work for anything. Didn’t really know how. Definitely didn’t want to do the whole daily grind in an office or some other shit job. As far as he was concerned, his father made him this way. He couldn’t just cut him off now. Evan didn’t care about the reasons; he wanted what he’d always had, what he deserved as his father’s son. But could he actually kill him? He needed to see his father, this woman, the other life they’d been secretly living.

			“What’s the address?”

			His mother handed him a slip of paper she took from her pocket.

			He walked out the front door without a word to his mother. He slid behind the wheel of the Range Rover she bought him for his birthday two months ago to replace the car he wrecked. It pissed his father off that she’d given him the gift. His father always wanted to pull back when his mother wanted to spoil him. Well, he’d take his mother being in control of all that money over his dad any day. This wasn’t about killing his father but securing his future.

			A thought flickered—­maybe the Scotch might be fueling his outrage—­before it burned out without really flaring to life inside his mind.

			He checked the address and swore. What kind of person buys a house for his mistress this close to his own family? His parents were fucked up. No wonder he didn’t turn out normal. Hell, normal was for all those stiffs working their lives away. Not him.

			He was fucked up enough to know what needed to be done. To keep his life, he had to take his father’s.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			“HE DID IT, Kate.” Margo held her fisted hands up to her chest and bounced on her feet, excited like a child on Christmas morning.

			Kate Morrison stared at her sister, trying to understand her enthusiasm. Nothing ever went this right in their world, so Kate waited for the hammer to drop.

			“He left her. We’re going to finally be together like we’ve wanted.”

			“Donald said he’d leave her when you met and practically every month since then. He swore it when Alex was born. What makes this time any different?”

			Margo rolled her eyes. “You’re such a pessimist.”

			“No, I’m a realist.”

			“The proof is in the safe downstairs. He had his lawyer draw up all these new papers. He told her today. It’s done. He isn’t going back there. He’s staying with Alex and me.”

			She’d seen Donald downstairs sitting on the couch, a drink in hand balanced on the sofa arm. The solemn look on his face piqued her interest. She’d thought he’d had a bad day at work. Instead, it appeared his two worlds collided and he’d had to pick a side. The miserable life he’d been living with a woman he didn’t love, and in fact despised, or the woman he adored, who made him happy.

			Kate hadn’t always been on board with her sister dating a married man. In fact, Kate didn’t find out Donald was married until after Alex was conceived. She didn’t like Margo keeping secrets from her. It still irritated her. Margo wanted this family so bad, Kate overlooked the imperfections in the relationship and focused on her sister’s hard-­won happiness, because Margo deserved it after all she’d been through growing up. As her best friend, Kate wanted it for her.

			Ever skeptical, Kate asked, “Why now? Why’d he finally do it?”

			“For me and Alex. He wants to be with us.”

			“There’s never been any doubt of that, except for the fact he didn’t ask her for the divorce.”

			Margo huffed. “It’s complicated.”

			“That’s an excuse, Margo. You have a son.”

			“So does she.”

			“Their son is twenty-­five. Yours is four months old.”

			Margo’s eyes filled with resignation. “Donald had to think about the company, the money, everything else they share. It’s not a simple thing to divorce when there is so much at stake. Breaking up the company like that, giving her a huge piece and a say in the company he spent his life building, makes it hard for him. I don’t know what happened. We haven’t had time to discuss it, but something changed, and he gets to keep everything.”

			“How is that possible? This is California. A community property state. She’s entitled to half.”

			Margo raised her hands to the sides and let them fall back to her thighs. “She signed a prenup. Whatever stipulations are in there, she violated them and only gets a million dollars.”

			“I’d take the million and be happy.”

			“Would you? After nearly thirty years of marriage and living with the means to do and buy anything you want, you’d take a million and be happy? A house in most areas around here costs at least half that if not all of it. Look where she’s lived and how and tell me a million is enough.”

			Kate tipped her head, acknowledging that truth. “So what did she have to say about all of this?”

			“As you can imagine, she’s pissed. I don’t know all the details. Donald and I want to sit down and talk about it and what comes next.”

			Kate nodded, understanding dawning. “Which is why I’m here. You want me to babysit.”

			“Please. It’s only for a few days.”

			Kate widened her eyes and held her breath. “Days? Margo—­”

			“He’s nervous about what she’ll do now that she knows about the divorce. He wants Alex away from here in case she does something.”

			“What does he think she’ll do?”

			Margo waved her hand. “Oh, mostly just throw a fit. Maybe come here to cuss him out and demand he give her what she wants. He doesn’t want Alex here if that happens.”

			“Does she know about you and Alex?”

			“About me, yes. Not Alex. At least Donald and I don’t think so.”

			Kate grimaced. “And you want to keep Alex a secret awhile longer.”

			“At least until Donald and I can be married. Please, Kate, will you take him for a few days? Four tops.”

			“I told you I needed time. I’m just settling in to seeing him with you when I visit.”

			“You never expected it to be this hard, did you?”

			“No. But nothing is ever easy, is it?”

			“Not for you and me.” Margo put her hand over Kate’s and squeezed. “If something happens, go to the safe deposit box. Everything you need is there. I set it up just like you taught me.”

			“Always have an escape plan.”

			“Everything is going to work out this time.”

			“If you believed that, you wouldn’t ask me to take Alex and remind me that even now we need a way out.”

			Margo squeezed Kate’s hand again. “I know everything will be okay. I’m being cautious and protective of what I love. When we had nothing, it was easy to walk away. Now, I have too much to lose to leave it to chance. Please, Kate. Do this for me, so I’ll have peace of mind and can see Donald through this rough patch.”

			Kate gave in to need and picked up Alex from his crib and held him to her chest. She stared down into his beautiful blue eyes and frowned. “Your mother knows exactly how to get me to do her bidding.”

			“I know it’s a lot to ask . . .”

			Kate brushed her lips against Alex’s forehead and smelled his sweet baby scent. Her heart softened and threatened to melt in her chest and reduce her to a teary-­eyed mess. “I got this, Margo.”

			“You always do.”

			“Is everything okay?” Donald asked from the door.

			“She said yes,” Margo answered.

			“Thank you, Kate. It’s a lot to ask . . .”

			“Both of you stop. I’m the aunt. I’m the perfect person to ask. You two enjoy a few days alone. Alex and I will hang at the bar, go dancing, you know, have some fun.”

			Margo laughed and touched Kate’s shoulder. “You know he doesn’t have ID to get into the bar.”

			Kate shrugged that off. “I could probably call some old contacts and get him a fake one.”

			“Okay, but cut him off after one bottle,” Donald teased, holding up the baby bottle in his hand.

			Kate took it and stuffed the nipple into Alex’s mouth. He sucked greedily.

			“You hear that, little man?” Margo said. “One bottle and you’re done. Aunt Kate will take care of you. Maybe you can teach her to smile more often.” Margo kissed Alex’s head and gave Kate a look that clearly said, “You’re too serious.”

			“I’ll take the bags down to the car,” Donald volunteered, grabbing the diaper bag and a small suitcase.

			“I put two cans of formula and extra bottles in the suitcase. More than enough for the few days you’ll have him.” Margo picked up the blanket from Alex’s crib and a soft puppy. “These are his favorites. Donald will also put the playpen I left downstairs in your car. He can sleep in that.” Margo scanned the room. “His pacifier is pinned to his shirt, but let me run downstairs and grab a spare just in case.”

			Kate sat in the rocking chair with Alex in her arms and let him finish his bottle. “Go. We’re good here.”

			Margo stopped at the door and turned back. “You’re going to be a wonderful mother someday.”

			Kate plastered on a smile for Margo’s benefit. “You were always the sweeter, kinder, gentler one of us. Alex is in the best hands. I’m better by myself.” The lie sounded convincing but tasted sour and made her heart ache.

			“Anything is possible, Kate. Just look at what I have with Donald.”

			“You two seem happy together. I’m happy for you.”

			“I hope you have something even better than what I’ve found. You just have to learn to trust and have a little faith.”

			This from the woman who fell in love with a married man and went to extreme lengths to have his child and the family they never had growing up, including sharing him with his wife—­though he swore he hadn’t slept with Christina in the last few years, especially since he met Margo. Kate dropped her cynicism and admitted the ­couple seemed happy. Kate wanted them to get past the impending divorce, marry, and be a family. They deserved it. Alex deserved to have his two loving parents together and happy without all the hiding of their relationship and the drama.

			“Come downstairs when he’s finished.”

			Margo left the room. Kate sat in the waning sunlight and rocked Alex back and forth. She studied his sweet face from his wide forehead to his softly rounded cheeks. He caught her watching him and took time out of gorging on his milk to smile at her with his mouth still wrapped around the nipple.

			“Charmer. You know I can’t resist you. Don’t tell your mother, but I really am looking forward to having you all to myself for a few days.”

			Dangerous, dangerous ground. Her heart might not be able to take letting him go again. She loved the little boy. He almost made her think dreams do actually come true and don’t always turn into nightmares. Almost.

			Kate put Alex up to her shoulder and patted his back. He let out a huge belch and settled his cheek back on her shoulder. “That’s my big boy. You sound like every guy I’ve ever met in a bar.”

			Actually, it had been a long time since she’d been a part of that scene. She’d given up playing the party girl, the tough girl who liked even tougher guys, the girl who didn’t care about anyone or anything and all she wanted to do was have a good time. Nothing about that scene or that girl seemed fun anymore.

			At twenty-­two, she’d turned a corner and got serious about herself and her life. For all her negativity about what happened to her in the past and the rotten way she’d been raised and treated, she’d never done a damn thing to change things for the better. A hard realization to wake up to on her birthday, look back at her life, and realize all she’d been doing is surviving. She wanted more. So she went back to school and got her degree in social work. Used the supervised hours she worked in the field to gain experience and hone her skills to work with teenagers. She worked during the day and attended school at night to finish her master’s this past year. Twenty-­eight now, she finally had a job and a purpose in life that filled her up most days, even as the daunting task of helping others who sometimes didn’t necessarily want it dragged her down, but never knocked her out. She loved her clients. Most of them anyway. Teenagers had a way of making you work for every small achievement. They made her think and come up with creative ways to connect with them so she could get them to trust her and eventually try to change their lives.

			Like she’d done with her own.

			“Come on, let’s go find your mom and dad. It’s time to blow this joint and get you settled at my place. Don’t get me wrong, kiddo—­I’m happy to have you for a few days, but that’s it. You’re not staying.”

			She tickled Alex’s belly, made him laugh, and rose and carried him out the bedroom door and across the landing to the stairs.

			“It’s going to be all right,” Donald assured her sister. He reached up and cupped Margo’s face in his hands, sweeping his thumbs over her cheeks and looking her right in the eye with so much love and devotion that Kate looked away. The tenderness in his affection for Margo stunned her every time. She’d rarely seen that depth of kindness and love between two ­people. She envied her sister that connection to Donald. It’s why she’d agreed to help them. Why she believed in them even if she didn’t admit as much to her sister.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked, stepping down the last few stair treads. “Did something else happen?”

			“Evan called. He’s upset about the divorce and what that means for him as well as his mother,” Donald said in his usual diplomatic way.

			“Donald is cutting off his unlimited supply of funds and putting him on a reasonable budget,” Margo added, rolling her eyes. Margo may live in this big fancy house, but she still clipped coupons and bought items on sale. She didn’t take what she had for granted.

			Something about the worry clouding Donald’s eyes about the call triggered a ripple of danger to skitter across Kate’s nerves. Her gut went tight. As easygoing as Donald was, his son Evan’s personality swung the other way. All the way to volatile. Rage mixed with antipathy and entitlement. Not a good combination when you just told a rich kid he’d been essentially cut off.

			“How did you leave things with him?”

			“I told him to speak to his mother to get the real truth of why I’m doing all of this. He deserves to know, then he’ll understand that what I’m offering is generous under the circumstances.”

			“He’s been in trouble in the past. Do you think he’ll come here and cause trouble for the two of you? Is that why you want Alex out of the house?”

			“No,” Donald said definitively. “No.” This time the word held traces of uncertainty and worry. “My concern is that these types of calls will go on for the next few days. It’s going to be a stressful time, and I don’t want my emotions and Margo’s worry to upset Alex. It’s better this way.”

			Kate read between the lines. Donald didn’t want to upset Margo, but he expected trouble in some form from his wife and son. At the very least, he knew they wouldn’t go away quietly.

			“I promise, Kate, I’ll take care of everything. I won’t let anything happen to Margo.”

			“I hold you to that promise.”

			He smiled, released her sister, and came to stand in front of her. He put his hand on Alex’s back and the other on her shoulder. “I know you will. Margo, Alex, and you are my family. This will all blow over, and we’ll move on together and watch Alex grow into a wonderful and loved man. He is the gift we share. Nothing will make me happier than to have this business behind us and move on. I want to spend the rest of my life making Margo happy and raising our son. All of us together and happy.”

			Kate’s inner pessimist shouted, “Yeah, right.” But holding Alex in her arms, seeing his happy face and the innocence in his eyes, sparked the belief that maybe the life Donald described wasn’t out of reach. They needed to work for it, and that included taking care of old business.

			“Call me if anything more happens. Keep me in the loop.”

			“We will. I promise,” Donald agreed.

			Her sister and Donald walked her out to the car. Margo took Alex, hugged him close, and put him in the car seat in the back of her car. Margo settled Alex, then kissed him on the head. “Be good for Auntie. I’ll miss you, sweetheart. I love you.”

			“I promise, I’ll take good care of him.”

			“I know you will. It’s just I’ve never been away from him, since he came home.”

			“Go with her,” Donald suggested at the last minute.

			Margo shook her head. “No. I’m staying with you and seeing you through this ordeal.”

			“That’s just it, it is an ordeal. I’ll handle it. It’s not for you to work out, but for me to do.”

			Margo took Donald’s hand. “We’re a ­couple. Partners. We do things together. The fun things and the tedious.”

			“I much prefer the fun we have together.” Donald hugged Margo close.

			“Then Kate will take Alex, and you and I will have some fun.” The sparkle in her sister’s eyes when she said those words made Kate blush. These two were good for each other. Margo’s fun nature balanced Donald’s seriousness. Donald gave Margo the things she’d always done without and the love she deserved.

			Donald set her sister aside, leaned in, and kissed Alex goodbye.

			Margo’s eyes shined brightly as she stared down at Alex in the back of Kate’s car. “I’m going to miss him so much.” Margo leaned down and kissed Alex again, brushing her hand over his head, then tapping his little nose. “Be good, my sweet boy.”

			Donald pulled Margo back and kissed her on the head. He patted Alex’s arm, closed the back door, and opened Kate’s door for her. Before Kate took her seat, he reached for her hand and held it tight. “Thank you for doing this.” He pressed hard on the key he’d placed in her hand and whispered, “Just in case.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			BEN KNIGHT WALKED into Decadence restaurant and glanced around the elegant dining room. He’d eaten here more than two dozen times with Jenna and sometimes with her and Jack, but he’d never attended one of their legendary family dinners. He always found an excuse to get out of the invitation. He didn’t do the whole family thing. And for good reason. Being around happy families made him think back to the anger, resentment, and yes, sadness he’d lived with as a child. Right up until his mother shot his father dead.

			Best day of his life.

			The cops arrested his distraught mother. A lawyer who worked in conjunction with the local church and a women’s shelter stepped in, took the case pro bono, and got the murder charges dropped, proving his mother acted out of self-­defense and a bone-­deep belief that if she didn’t shoot him, he’d kill her and Ben. The truth saved them. That lawyer understanding all his mother and he’d been through saved them. Ben never forgot that his mother and that lawyer saved him. So he became a lawyer who helped women like his mother. That’s how he met Jenna Merrick. He helped save her, and now she’d taken him into the family fold, dismissing his wariness to fully join the group. Despite his many attempts to stay at arm’s length, she kept tugging him in.

			He could only say no or come up with an excuse so many times, so this time he agreed to meet the group for dinner and Morgan Reed’s baby shower. She and her husband, Tyler, were expecting their son sometime in the next ­couple of weeks. He envied Tyler his beautiful wife and child on the way. They seemed happy the last few times he’d met them. The whole Turner-­Shaw-­Reed family seemed to have that thing everyone wanted. A partner who loved them and the happiness that came with that elusive gift.

			“Ben.” Jenna ran into his arms and hugged him close.

			“Rabbit. I’ve missed you.”

			“You wouldn’t miss me if you showed up even half the times I invite you to things.”

			“Point taken, which is why I’m here.” He held up the light blue bag dangling from his fingers. “For a baby shower no less.”

			Jenna smiled up at him, her hands still on his chest. “You love kids.”

			He couldn’t deny it. The best part about working at Haven House was getting to see the children. He organized baseball and soccer games on the weekend. He opened the place years ago to help women like his mother, battered and in need of a safe place to hide. A place to find themselves again and start a new and better life. A safe place to bring their children, so they could play and be kids, not cower in fear every minute of their existence waiting for the next episode of violence to explode around them.

			“Where’s Jack?”

			“Having a beer with the guys. Come on. I’ll lead you back into the mayhem.”

			He followed her through the dining room toward the private dining area. “How’s everything at Merrick?”

			“Running smoothly thanks to your cousin, Cameron.”

			Funny how that worked out. He helped Jenna escape her abusive ex-­husband, she took over his company, and hired Cameron Shaw to run it as president. Then Cameron discovered he was actually George Knight’s son. Ben’s and Cameron’s great-­great-­granddads were brothers. Cameron’s branched off to form the more successful side of the family with Knight Industries, while Ben’s side straddled the line between decency and all-­out debauchery. You can’t pick your family, but he wished he’d been born to the other side of his.

			“Are you still flying in and working three days a week?” he asked, hoping to avoid another lengthy conversation about his background compared to the one George Knight had provided his family and left most of that wealth to Cameron.

			“Most weeks. You know how much I’d rather be with Jack and the kids on the ranch in Colorado.”

			“I can’t blame you. That place suits Jack. He always liked his solitude.”

			“With three kids, the twin boys most especially, he only gets his quiet time when he’s out working with the horses.”

			“The boys giving him a run for his money?”

			“Of course, but it’s Willow who has him wrapped around her little finger. He can’t say no to her.”

			“Men have a hard time saying no to any of the women in their lives, but I imagine it’s especially difficult to do with their daughters.”

			“Is there a woman in your life you can’t say no to?”

			Ben tapped his elbow to Jenna’s arm. “As always, only you, Rabbit.”

			“You say no to me all the time.” Jenna pouted.

			“Only because you married Jack and not me.” Ben gave her a fake frown. Jenna and Jack were beyond happy. That’s what he wanted for his two good friends.

			“Your loss, man.” Jack smacked him on the shoulder when he walked into the back room. “You sent her to me. I kept her.”

			Ben accepted the beer from Jack as well as the handshake.

			“How about you return the favor and send me a girl as great as her.” If there was a girl out there as great as the women his friends had found, he sure as hell hadn’t met her.

			“You’ll meet her tonight.” Morgan stepped close and kissed him on the cheek. “Jack isn’t sending her to you, but she’s yours. You’ve met her before. You liked her.” Morgan studied him. “She’s tough. Difficult to read. She likes you, but doesn’t want you to know it. You didn’t see it before, but this time you’ll look closer. She needs your help.”

			Ben stared at Morgan unable to speak. They all knew about her special gift, but he’d never actually seen her make a prediction about something, let alone be the target of that prediction.

			“Don’t sweat it, Ben. She does this all the time. You’ll get used to it,” Tyler said, wrapping his arm around his wife and holding his hand out to shake Ben’s.

			“Uh, so I’m supposed to meet her tonight? Here?”

			“No. When you leave. She’s worried. Has reason to be. A force is pushing the man to do things he doesn’t necessarily want to do. She’ll get in his way. She has a desperate need to protect what is hers. She’ll give her life to do it. You want to see this man go down. You’ve gone up against him before and lost. You hate to lose.”

			Ben smiled. “Yes, I do.”

			“The truth is in the details. Things aren’t always what they seem,” Morgan said. “It’s kind of a jumble right now, but she’ll sort it out, or die trying. You’ll stack the odds in her favor.”

			Ben went along, not really believing the woman of his dreams was out there, let alone about to walk into his life. Tonight.

			“She walked into your life months ago, but you let her go after you shared a moment.” Morgan shook her head. He could almost hear the tsk, tsk.

			Ben opened his mouth but closed it when he didn’t know what to say to her reading his mind.

			“Eventually you’ll get used to it,” Tyler assured him. “Listen to her, Ben. She knows what she’s talking about.”

			If he’d shared a moment with a woman in the last months, he couldn’t remember it. “Anything else I should know?” he asked, paying closer attention, unable to deny her prediction intrigued him at the very least. The thought of finding the woman destined for him seemed more fantasy than reality, but wouldn’t it be nice to have what his friends had found?

			“The things we have to work for are often the things that bring us the most joy and satisfaction.”

			“Nothing is ever easy. Don’t I know it?”

			“Well, if it was easy, what fun would that be? You men love the chase. You helped Jenna take her life back. You help the women at the shelter do the same thing. This woman needs more than that from you.”

			“What if I can’t give her what she needs?”

			“You can. You both want the same thing, but neither of you wants to admit it, because you don’t think it will ever exist for you.

			“The question isn’t can you give her what she needs, but will you take a leap of faith and believe in her. Not in what she says, but in what you know to be true about her.”

			“I don’t even know her.”

			“You will. Trust me.”

			“The last time someone said that to me, Jack stole my girl.”

			Morgan laughed, so did the others because it was an old joke. Jenna was never really his. Once she met Jack, Ben never had a shot.

			“That was meant to be,” Morgan said. “This is meant to be.”

			“So is dinner,” Jenna announced. “Elizabeth and the waiters just arrived with the food. I’m starving. Come on, let’s take our seats.”

			Ben landed beside Sam with Cameron and his wife, Marti, on his other side. Their youngest, Camille, beside Marti. He glanced at all the faces around the table. Jenna’s twin boys, Matt and Sam, sat with Cameron’s daughter, Emma, across from him. Willow sat in her high chair next to Jack. Elizabeth’s children, Grace and J.T., sat between her and Sam. So many young ones between the ­couples.

			He stared at the head of the table where Morgan sat, round and beautiful in her pregnancy. Tyler sat beside her, saying something to his wife that made her smile. Tyler reached over and set his hand on Morgan’s round belly, rubbing the baby bump with a huge smile on his face. Everyone knew they were having a son. Ben had even written “Noah” on the card. He wondered if Morgan knew exactly what day she’d give birth.

			Her gaze met his and she gave him a mysterious smile. He shook his head and smiled back.

			Sam’s son, J.T., got bored jumping up and down on Sam’s lap and leaped into his. Ben caught the toddler under the arms to balance him, then lifted him up and above his head like an airplane.

			“I fly.”

			“Yes, you do, little man. Play with Uncle Ben for a while and give your old dad a break.”

			The “Uncle” warmed Ben’s heart. He loved hanging out with these guys. They treated him like family. “Old dad? You’re the same age as me,” Ben said.

			“And I’ve got two kids. You need to catch up, man.”

			“You guys took all the great women, so I’m left alone and envious, playing with your kids.” Ben brought J.T. down to his chest, hugged him close, then tickled his sides, making him squirm and laugh.

			“Stop, Uncle Ben.”

			Ben settled J.T. in his lap and handed him a slice of apple from the bowl the waiter set in front of him for J.T.

			Sam leaned back and eyed him. “So, you’re ready to settle down?”

			“I have no objections to a less empty bed.”

			Sam laughed. “No man objects to that.”

			Ben thought of the mysterious woman about to come into his life tonight.

			If he found her, would he have it in him to hold on to her?

			Time to put up or shut up. If he wanted more in his life, he’d have to hold on. Now all he had to do was find the woman meant for him. 

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Four

			MULTIMILLION-­DOLLAR HOMES SPOKE to the wealth of the ­people who lived in the Los Altos Hills. Their children went to the best schools and wanted for nothing. He was one of those children, and he’d be damned before he lost all this to some bitch his father fucked.

			The street was quiet. But wouldn’t be for long with afternoon turning to evening. Evan had sat outside houses during the day, watching, noting what time the gardeners arrived and left along with the cleaning crews who kept these houses immaculately groomed and spotlessly clean. He might be reckless in his life, but not when it came to breaking into a house to supplement his income when his father grew stingy or cut him off for a few weeks. No one suspected the robber was one of them. The elite. Just because he didn’t want a job didn’t mean he was fucking stupid. He’d made good grades throughout school. But school hadn’t been about learning for him. No, he enjoyed the social aspect. He’d partied hard in college, but always passed his classes. So he could stay and party. Good grades also kept the money from his father coming. Now, nothing would make his father pay up.

			Evan slammed his hand on the steering wheel. “Fuck. What did you do, Mom?”

			He didn’t know, and she probably wouldn’t give up that particular secret at this point. She did so love her little secrets and intrigues she played with his father. Too bad his father didn’t fall for that shit anymore, which apparently made his mother do something to royally piss him off.

			The house sat on the right side of a cul-­de-­sac, the property large enough to encompass half the circle. Bigger than his parents’ home. With only four houses on the block, the houses set back from the street behind gates and mostly concealed by gardens and trees, he had the perfect cover. No one would notice his vehicle parked on the street. If they did, they’d think him a guest at one of the other properties. He parked so it wasn’t obvious which house he was visiting, grabbed his gloves and mask from the backseat, and pulled the gun he kept tucked under the driver’s seat out for those occasions he needed to show force to get someone to back off after a bad night gambling or a fight. He stood beside the car, tucked the gun at his back in the waistband of his pants, and covered it with his shirt. He slipped out of the car and walked up the drive like he had a right to be there. He ducked behind some bushes, pulled on the gloves and mask, tugged the gun from his waistband, and held it in his grasp. The weight of it made what he was about to do all the more real. He thought of the meager allowance his father was about to impose on him and what that meant to his life and pushed through the dense foliage and onto the property ready to see this through to the end.

			He avoided the front windows and went around the back of the house. He cautiously walked across the patio to the back door. He tried the handle and pushed the door open. So easy. Too easy?

			His heart raced. Hyped up, Scotch roiling in his gut, he walked into the house, entering through the dining room. White roses and lilies in a dark blue vase sat on the table. Their sweet scent filled the open space. He stopped and stared at the elegant home. Bright, cheerful, colorful with touches of blue, green, and lavender to offset the white walls, rustic wood beams running across the ceiling, and neutral furnishings. He actually liked it compared to his mother’s drab autumn-­colored home. That place always felt closed in and sad. This place seemed cheerful, and it pissed him off.

			The door to the study stood open across the room. His father stood with his back to him, reading some papers. He paced, head down, eyes on the documents.

			A cold sweat broke out over Evan’s skin. Nerves tightened and soured his gut, but he didn’t change his mind.

			His father gave some bitch this nice house, and now she’d get everything else if Evan didn’t do this now. He needed to find the woman. He walked away from the living room area toward what he suspected was the kitchen. He stood in the doorway, stunned by the beautiful woman in front of him. He expected her to be older, like his mother. Instead, she had to be in her early thirties. Not that much older than him. Long blond hair hung down to the middle of her back in soft waves. She wore a pair of white slacks and a soft blue top with sleeves that went to her elbows. She sliced an apple into wedges and added pieces to the two plates in front of her. She’d prepared a light dinner. A bowl of creamy soup and turkey sandwiches piled high with red onion and leafy green lettuce. Nice.

			Fucking bitch.

			He saw what was going on. This woman manipulated his father, fucked him into believing someone as young and pretty as her loved him. She slept with him, made him dinner they’d eat together on the sofa in their cozy living room, pretending to be happy and in love when all she fucking wanted was his father’s money. She’d convinced his father to leave his mother. She caused this, and his father fell for it, cutting him and his mother off.

			Evan held the gun to her back, right between her shoulders. “Don’t move.”

			He expected her to go still. Instead, she flipped the knife in her hand, shifted sideways away from the gun, and swung the knife down at the same time. He shifted at the last second to avoid the sharp blade. The knife missed plunging into his thigh and skimmed along the outer edge, slicing a long gash that hurt like fucking hell.

			“You bitch!”

			He reached for her with his left hand before she got away, but she turned and punched him in the jaw. His head snapped back. She had a good jab. He worked his jaw to ease the sting, swung the gun, and clocked her on the side of the head, making her stumble, but not fall. She kept fighting, screaming out, “Donald,” when he grabbed her by the neck and slammed her back against the counter, toppling the plate and soup bowls. She held on to his hand at her throat, her hazel eyes wide with shock.

			“Be still.”

			“Fuck off.” She slammed her foot down on his and brought both hands up, then crashed them down on his arm. He had no choice but to let her go when the pain shot up his arm and down his hand.

			She leaned back against the counter, planted her foot in his gut, and tried to push him away, but he moved faster, twisting to the side, turning, and grabbing her around the neck, her back to his chest. He dug the barrel of the gun into her temple and shook her to get her attention.

			“Don’t. Move.”

			“Evan, stop,” his father said from the doorway.

			With the mask over his head and face, he didn’t think his father would recognize him. He held perfectly still, waiting to see what his father would do.

			“I know it’s you. Your mother and I gave you that watch when you graduated college.”

			Evan glanced at the gold Rolex on his wrist, then the gun in his hand. He’d hoped his father wouldn’t know it was him. Too late to do anything about it now, he needed to either finish this, or get away.

			“Don’t do this. She didn’t do anything to you. I know you’re upset. Put the gun down and let’s talk about it.”

			His rage surged. “She ruined everything.”

			“No. That’s not true. Your mother is responsible for her actions and the lies she told.”

			“You never cared what she did. Now, because of her”—­he shook the blonde he held in a choke hold, her nails digging into his arm—­“you want to toss us aside.”

			“I want nothing to do with your mother, but you and I can still have a relationship.”

			“You cut me off.”

			“No, I didn’t. I’ll pay to keep a roof over your head, but it’s time you stood on your own two feet and made a living at whatever you want to do with your life besides drinking, gambling, and fighting your days away. You’re smart. You graduated college without ever really having to try. All I’m asking is that you grow up and take some responsibility for your choices.

			“Things don’t have to end this way. If you do this, if you kill her, your life will be over. You don’t want that.”

			“My life won’t be over. It’ll be better. Without her. Without you.” Evan slowly lowered the gun from the woman’s head and extended his arm, pointing the gun directly at his father. “Murder-­suicide. She kills you after you fight here in the kitchen.” He made a point of looking at the mess around them from his fight with the bitch. “She kills you, then herself.”

			His father held up both hands and pleaded, “Don’t do this, Evan. Please.”

			“It’s the only way.” He believed that now. When he arrived, he wasn’t so sure. But after this, seeing the way his father looked at the woman and pleaded for her life, his father would have him arrested. He’d cut him off for sure. He’d leave him to rot in a cell.

			“I love you, Donald. I love you so much.”

			Evan squeezed her neck and shook her again. “Shut up.”

			“I love you too, sweetheart. Be still. It’s okay.” He took a step closer, his hands still up in front of him. “Evan, please, we can work this out. No one needs to know about this. I’ll give you whatever money you want. Please, don’t hurt her.”

			Evan vibrated from the inside out with the rage overtaking the last glimmer of indecision in his heart. “You lie.”

			Evan fired. Blood spread across his father’s chest over his heart. His eyes went wide with shock and surprise, then blank as he dropped to his knees and fell forward onto the floor. A red pool of blood oozed out from underneath his father’s body and spread across the tiles. The crimson color vivid against the white marble. His father’s body tensed, then went lax.

			The woman screamed. The sharp sound pierced his eardrums and made his ears ring. She struggled to get free and run to his father’s dead body. She jerked against his arm and body, bringing him out of his shock. She kicked at his leg and scratched at his arm. He held her to the side, put the gun to her head, and fired. The side of her head exploded, blood and brains splattering against the refrigerator and cabinets. A gruesome splotch of red against the wood and stainless steel. He released her. Her body dropped to the floor with a sickening thud. Her head lay only two feet from his father’s, their hands outstretched, fingertips nearly touching.

			The gun hung at his side, his hand numb of the weight. He didn’t move. Couldn’t. He stood frozen, staring down at what he’d done, wondering what to do now. He thought he’d feel happy or relieved. Maybe remorse. Something. But he didn’t feel anything. In fact, he couldn’t believe he’d done it.

			He quickly scanned the kitchen and the two bodies. Everything looked exactly as it should for the cops to see what he wanted them to see. There’d been a scuffle, she shot his father in the chest, then turned the gun on herself. He kneeled beside her, sucking back a hiss of pain. The cut along the outside of his thigh bled profusely, soaking his black pants down to his ankle. The intense, throbbing pain became a part of him, but he ignored it. He needed to be quick and get the hell out of there in case someone heard the shots and called the cops.

			His hand shook when he reached for the woman’s hand. He didn’t touch her, but stared at his shaking hand hovering over hers with blood splattered over his glove. The need to run overtook him, but he held it together. He picked up her hand, put the gun in it with her finger on the trigger, turned her hand and pressed the back to his glove to transfer the blood and gunshot residue—­thank you to every CSI show he’d ever seen. He scraped her hand on the floor to smear the blood, so it looked like that’s how her hand landed, the gun slipping from her grasp to lie just out of reach.

			The metallic scent of blood filled the air as well as the pungent smell of gunfire. He stood and took a few steps away from the bodies, staring until his eyes watered. He blinked to clear his vision, then turned and walked back to the patio doors. The sunset painted the sky in pinks, oranges, and purples. The pleasant scene didn’t erase the bright red blood in his mind. He sucked in a deep breath of the cool fresh air and sighed it out. He tore the mask from his head and walked around the house to the front, keeping to the trees and bushes for cover. He went back past the gate and down the street to his car. He bit back the pain and walked as normal as he could on his bad leg. Every step pulled at the cut and made it bleed more. The last thing he wanted was some nosy neighbor saying they saw some guy limping down the street.

			He opened his car door and slid behind the wheel. His hands still shook, even when he grabbed the wheel and held on tight. The shiver rippled over and through him.

			He’d left his cell phone in between the seats in the console. It beeped with four missed calls. He reached for it, jumping when it rang a split second before he picked it up.

			“Evan, honey, what’s going on?” his mother asked, panic and desperation in her voice.

			He choked out only one thing before he hung up. “It
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