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        To remember is to feel pain.

      

        

      
        Quinten Peterson sat on death row, sentenced to death for a crime he did not commit. He had no idea his angel of mercy would be the girl he had fallen in love with so long ago.

      

        

      
        The media called Saige Lockwood a victim, but she was a survivor. And she had only twenty-eight days to remember what happened to her that fateful night eight years ago in order to save the man whose execution date was set.

      

        

      
        With the clock ticking, Saige, with the help of Alex Peterson, began her own investigation into what had happened to her. Her memories slowly returned, and with them the love she had once shared with Quinten.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      For my Family

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Authors Note

      

      
        8 years ago

      

      
        Day 1

      

      
        Day 2

      

      
        Day 3

      

      
        Day 4

      

      
        Day 5

      

      
        Day 6

      

      
        Day 7

      

      
        Day 8

      

      
        Day 9

      

      
        Day 10

      

      
        Day 11

      

      
        Day 12

      

      
        Day 13

      

      
        Day 14

      

      
        Day 15

      

      
        Day 16

      

      
        Day 17

      

      
        Day 18

      

      
        Day 19

      

      
        Day 20

      

      
        Day 21

      

      
        Day 22

      

      
        Day 28

      

      
        Day 365

      

      
        Day 366

      

      
        Day 367

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Other books by Author

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Authors Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Port Jude is a fictional town and is located approximately two hours west of fictional, Harlington Prison, for the purpose of this story.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are products of the author’s imagination and used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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      Saige thought her head would explode as she gained consciousness, fighting through nausea, pain, and dizziness. A groan burst from between her dry cracked lips. She shivered. Cold clammy sweat coated her skin, as she lay naked on a hard surface. She tried to move her arms, but they wouldn’t budge. Restrained at the wrists. Panic like she’d never known welled in her throat.

      Frantic, she tugged on the restraints. No give. She cried out in fear and frustration. Her legs weren’t restrained. Why?

      Her eyes snapped open. Dark. A blindfold? The dizziness cleared and she knew that she had to think. She had to remember.

      Where was she?

      What was she doing?

      Who was she with?

      An icy fear twisted around her heart—she remembered nothing.

      A noise slowed her breathing while she listened—the thump of boots. The scrape of the door over the floorboards as it opened. A gust of cold air hit her flesh and goose bumps followed. The draft disappeared as she heard the creak of the door being forced closed, and then the shuffle of feet.

      She wasn’t alone anymore.

      “You’re awake,” he said, his voice distorted, emotionless and cold.

      Dark fear crept down her spine.

      Saige, God dammit! Pull yourself together, and think!

      A calloused hand caressed her ankle, making her skin crawl. Survival. Saige quickly bent her knees, and with as much force as she could manage, she kicked out. Her right foot connected with hard flesh, followed by a groan and then a long, brittle silence.

      “Fucking bitch,” he roared.

      He roughly grabbed her ankles. She struggled to get them free, but he had strength and freedom on his side. His torso fell across her legs while his fingers fumbled to restrain her ankles.

      He grunted and used her body to push himself up and away. His hands had felt large and rough. His feet shuffled on the wooden floor and then the clank of instruments against a metal tray made her heart race.

      A sharp prick in her thigh and her strength swiftly disappeared. Her body felt heavy.

      “I’m going to make you pay for breaking my nose,” he growled. “You will pray for death.”

      She began to shake, the fearful images his words created built in her mind.

      “That’s right, Saige”—he fastened something around her neck—“you can’t cause any more trouble now.” He laughed, a frightening, manic sound that was almost worse than everything else he was doing to her.

      “Nothing to say?” His voice was inflamed and hostile.

      Panic welled in her throat when he trailed his fingers down her torso to her feet.

      His eerie laugh terrified her more than anything.

      Tears seeped into the fabric of her blindfold. As she drifted into sleep, her last conscious thought was of the man she loved.

      He would find her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      4 days later

      A trail of white mist filled the air in front of Quinten the cold unusual for Florida.

      He rubbed his gritty eyes as tiredness overwhelmed him. His feet were heavy as he moved through yet another section of forest, ducking and just missing being hit in the face by a stray branch, only to walk straight through a spiderweb. He reached up and wiped the sticky web from his face.

      He felt desperate, which kept him searching. He’d been that way since his brother, Alex, and he had discovered Saige’s abandoned car. It had sat at the side of the highway with all four tires flat. Shredded. She’d been so close to home.

      Days later, he was exhausted and knew he’d have to rest soon or he’d pass out from lack of sleep or lack of nourishment. Energy snacks only lasted so long.

      Sweat trailed down his back. His thighs quivered as he pushed himself harder. Light wasn’t his friend with the thick, tall trees rising out of the earth to brush the sky. He tripped and went down with a hard thud thanks to a rotten fallen log. His attention hadn’t been on where he would take his next step. His eyes had been busy searching, and his heart full of the need to find Saige. The girl he loved.

      He brushed dead leaves and pine needles from his clothing and continued pushing forward. Listened for noise that didn’t belong in the forest that would indicate he wasn’t alone.

      Fatigue settled over him like a thick black cloud, which was why, when he took his next step, he fell to the hard ground. He scrambled for a foothold. Earth disappeared under him and he started to slide down through the muddy underbrush. His hands reached out for purchase and got scarped and pierced from prickly thorns.

      He continued to race downwards and when he burst between two thick and bright berry bushes a wooden structure appeared in front of him. Before his brain registered what his eyes saw, he came to an abrupt bone-jarring stop.

      Stunned, Quinten moved into a more comfortable position, his body ached from head to foot. The shack was hidden so deeply in the foliage that it would have been missed but for his undignified fall. He caught his breath and glanced around unable to pick up any other sound. Not even that of an animal.

      The shack was a small structure made of mud-chinked logs. He slowly moved around the perimeter until he found a half-rotten step leading to a warped doorframe. The wooden door had a shiny new padlock. Keep strangers out? Someone inside? Both?

      Moving forward, he tested the two steps before he allowed them to take his weight. His breath became heavy as he took another look around and noticed the drooping roof covered with dead leaves and twigs. He prayed the shack would stay together until he’d had a chance to check inside.

      He dropped his knapsack to the ground, and took out his pocketknife. He’d never been good at locks, so he stabbed and chipped at the rotten wood surrounding the padlock. As splinters of wood started to fly off, he finally exhaled. He was getting somewhere.

      He turned his head to make sure no one crept up on him.

      Big mistake.

      He missed the door and stabbed himself. Pain shot up his arm to his shoulder, radiating throughout his body as he caught his breath on a hissed curse. Blood ran in rivulets down to his hand, dripping on the ground.

      The good news: he’d managed to pry the new padlock from the rotten frame. The bad news: he needed to stop the bleeding before he did anything else, or he’d be of no use to anyone.

      The door in front of him didn’t open as he thought it would so he stood back and kicked with all his strength. The door broke from the frame and thumped to the ground.

      He paused on the threshold and let his eyes adjusted to the dim light. An overwhelming smell hit his senses. His nostrils flared and his stomach rolled as he tried not to gag.

      A quick glance noted three kerosene lanterns hanging from rusty hooks. A workbench filled the left side with a lonesome shiny silver tray sitting in the middle of it. Instruments a surgeon would use laid out neatly in a row.

      His legs trembled as he took another step inside, and that’s when the true horror hit him. “Saige?” He staggered to the wooden table, which was bolted to the floor in the middle of the room.

      “Saige?” His voice sounded broken. She lay motionless. He hesitated and pressed two fingers to her ice-cold skin to check for a pulse. Relief rushed through him. She had one, albeit faint.

      He became lightheaded which drew his attention to his arm. He’d forgotten about his injury. He took a quick glance around the shack, and moved to the workbench. On the shelf below he found a torn pale blue shirt. He wound it around his wrist and tied off a tourniquet before he moved back to Saige’s still body.

      So much blood.

      The leather straps around her ankles and wrists felt new and were stiff and unyielding as his fingers fumbled with the buckles.

      He grabbed a surgical knife from the tray and cut through the bindings before he moved to her neck. He gulped and swiped at the tears and sweat that blurred his vision. He couldn’t afford tears. They’d have to wait until Saige was safe.

      The leather strap around her neck was wide and thick with no give. He was surprised she hadn’t choked to death. But he thanked God when the buckle was easy to work because he sure as hell didn’t want to risk using a knife near her neck.

      The leather gave and he hesitated, he had no idea where to touch her because of all the lacerations covering her body. The majority closed with congealed blood.

      He removed the blindfold slowly and placed a kiss to each closed eyelid, relieved that she would now be safe.

      From his knapsack he retrieved a blanket that would keep Saige warm, and wrapped it around her. His eyes scanned her broken body and he held his breath, praying he didn’t hurt her further as he lifted her into his arms.

      Without wasting any more time, Quinten quickly dashed out of the shack and through the forest. He hadn’t gone far when he needed to catch his breath. He leaned against a tree and scanned the area, analyzing where he needed to go from there. He needed to put distance between them and the shack.

      There was hardly any weight to Saige as he carried her against his chest. His body shook with relief that he’d gotten to her in time, and in fear that the sick fuck would come back before he could get her away.

      Quinten looked down when Saige gave a slight gasp. Still unconscious, but he didn’t want to risk her waking and struggling in his arms. He spotted a small patch of grass that was free of brambles and underbrush and hurried forward. He dropped to his knees and carefully placed her down, hoping he wouldn’t cause her more pain.

      She murmured slightly and curled into the warmth of the blanket.

      He’d never felt as helpless as he did in that moment, hovering over her unconscious body. A searing rage filled him, knowing she’d been tortured and left for dead. He wanted to scream out in anger. Wanted to hunt the bastard down. He couldn’t do either. Saige needed him. He dropped his forehead to hers and gave in to his fear and anguish and let his tears fall before they choked him.

      “Don’t.” Her whispered word was so quiet he wasn’t sure he heard her. Quinten lifted his head and scanned her face for any sign of her waking. Her eyelids fluttered open for mere seconds before they closed again. He wanted and needed more from her.

      But nothing.

      “Saige,” his tears choked him as he spoke. “You’re safe now. I won’t let anyone hurt you. I promise.” He caressed her face with frozen fingers, hardly noticing his own condition. “Saige, it’s me.” He softly kissed her lips and noticed they’d started to turn blue with cold. At the same time he noticed her pulse started to fade.

      Panic coursed through him and chased away his rage. Not knowing what else to do, he lay down beside her, and pulled her into his arms. “Please open your eyes. Don’t give up,” he begged. “I won’t let you. Dammit, Saige. I love you.” He wrapped himself around her, willing his warmth and his life into her. She was so cold.

      She would make it. She had to. He tried to give her what strength he had left as he slipped off to sleep. He was thankful he’d found her before she met the same fate as the other five girls.
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      “Saige, this is yours. Table three,” yelled Barney, the fry cook.

      One ... two ... three …

      Saige plastered a fake smile on her face and took the plates of greasy food from Barney. The man was an asshole, and irritated her more than usual.

      She hurried over to table three, placed the food in front of the two hungry tourists, topped off their coffee, and turned straight into her roommate, Tamsyn.

      “We need to stop meeting like this,” Tamsyn said, as they bumped hips.

      The diner was crowded with the lunchtime rush and lacked space between the stools at the long counter and the booths nestled against the windows with views of the ocean.

      Lou, the owner had just arrived with several cakes and fruit meringue pies, which she placed under the large glass dome on the counter.

      A couple of tourists slipped past Saige to the old cash register, which was loud—even in the noisy diner—as Janet thumped down on the keys.

      Saige laughed and moved behind the counter to wipe the sticky spots of spilled syrup from the white formica counter.

      “Hey, honey. Turn that up.”

      She glanced at the man who’d made the request and raised a brow at his rudeness.

      “Please,” he added.

      She mumbled under her breath, and twisted the volume knob on the television. Her hand froze and slowly dropped to her side while her gaze stayed fixated on the images flashing across the screen. A cold knot formed in her stomach.

      A younger version of herself stared back at her—a picture taken at prom. Her blonde hair was clipped at the nape of her neck, the ruby red dress showing off her youthfulness. Her heart sped up, slamming into her chest as her throat tightened around a breath. She wanted to run ... to hide from the prying eyes that would be staring at her now, but then she remembered she wasn’t that Saige any longer. She’d changed. Her hair was no longer blond, but auburn. Her body wasn’t adorned with a perfectly cut prom dress, but was hidden under the frumpy, grease stained waitress uniform.

      She glanced around at the customers who were watching the screen—and not her—and sighed in relief. Then her gaze returned to the television.

      Why was she up there?

      The blood that had rushed through her ears finally quieted enough so that she could hear what the reporter was saying…

      
        
        Earlier today, Governor Stafford signed an execution warrant for thirty-five year old Quinten James Peterson, who, at the age of twenty-seven, was found guilty of the premeditated murders of five college girls, and the abduction and torture of Saige Lockwood, who became known as victim number six.

        In twenty-eight days, Quinten Peterson will have the lethal injection administered at the death row facility at Harlington Prison, where he’s been incarcerated for close to eight years.

        Harlington’s warden, Jonathan Roscoe, has confirmed that later today Quinten Peterson will be transferred to a death watch cell, pending the execution of the warrant.

        At this time, we’ve been unable to contact Quinten Peterson’s ex-wife, Jocelyn, or Alexander Peterson, his brother, for a statement.

        The governor will be giving a formal statement at three o’clock this afternoon.

      

      

      And there he was, Quinten Peterson in his prison uniform, large as life on the screen. Her eyes stayed focused on him, traveling over his narrow shoulders, dark brown hair, and hard chiseled face half covered with a trim beard. His eyes held her gaze. They were so dark that it was like looking into pools of despair.

      Saige’s heart raced as fast as the blood rushed through her ears. She reached up to her forehead and pressed at the pain that threatened to bring her to her knees. There was something familiar about the man. But what? A memory teased her. Gone just as suddenly.

      “What’s wrong?” Tamsyn grabbed her arm and pulled her into the hallway that led to the restrooms. “Saige,” she whispered. “I know we’re not best friends, but I’m here for you.”

      Tears flooded Saige’s eyes and slowly slid down her face as she watched Tamsyn worry at her lip.

      “I ... I don’t know.” Saige wiped at her eyes, but the tears continued.

      Saige didn’t want to be seen in tears, so she dashed into the restroom and grabbed a handful of paper towels from the dispenser. “I have to work.”

      Tamsyn stopped her mid-swipe when she grabbed her arm and slowly turned her. “Look at me, Saige.”

      Saige gulped. “I have everything under control, and then something happens and I feel like I’m about to lose it again.”

      “I can’t begin to understand what it’s like to suddenly have that slapped in your face. Your memories.” Tamsyn stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Saige. “I’m here for you if you ever need to talk, cry on a shoulder, or eat a full tub of ice cream.”

      Saige tried to smile but it came out more of a wince. “I don’t have memories.”

      Tamsyn stepped away. “What do you mean?” She frowned.

      “I don’t remember anything.”

      “That’s probably for the best.” Tamsyn wet some paper towels. “Here, you need to sort your face out, and clock out.”

      “I’m not leaving mid-shift.”

      She could have said more, but she didn’t. She didn’t want to get into the past with anyone. She hadn’t for years.

      “Are you sure you’re okay to go back to work? You still look pretty shaken.”

      She felt shaken and her nerves made her nauseated. Her hands trembled as she raised them to her face. Maybe Tamsyn was right. Maybe she needed to clock out early. “I’m going home.”

      “Let me see if Lou will let us both leave.”

      “She won’t. I’ll be fine, Tamsyn. I just need away from here for now.”

      Tamsyn didn’t look convinced.

      “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I just need my own space.”

      “Okay.” Her roommate watched her closely for a few minutes and then nodded slightly before finally leaving the room.

      Saige sighed in relief when Tamsyn left her alone to collect her thoughts.

      The image on the television of the man would forever be engrained on her brain. As far as she was aware, she’d gone eight years without knowing what he looked like. She’d been afraid that once she saw him the horror of her time with him would suddenly hit her, so she’d never gone looking. Her memory was just as blank as it had been for the past eight years, and that scared her.

      She couldn’t stay at work. She had to get back to her apartment. She needed to be surrounded by her things. Feel the comfort they gave her.
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      Saige closed the white door and pressed her back against the solid wood as she tried to draw energy into her body. She had none. She was exhausted and had only worked a half-shift. Moving slowly toward the table by the door, she placed her purse down and sighed with relief. She was home.

      She took a few steps farther into her living room and dropped into the oversized chair—her comfy chair that everyone else hated. The battered brown leather didn’t match anything in the elegant apartment, but for some reason, she had insisted that it went with her when she moved. The chair had always been in the boathouse, so she guessed it held happy memories that she wished she could remember.

      And that was the biggest problem. She didn’t remember anything. Not the attack. Not the rescue. Not the time prior to the attack. Memories erased from her life as easily as her attacker had tried to erase her.

      Sometimes she would try to remember, but all it did was leave her with a terrible headache. The doctors had told her not to push it. Months would go by before it started again—wondering what she wanted to remember—so she’d try to regain her memories, only to be left with the usual headache. It was an unhappy cycle.

      Her father thought it was a godsend that she couldn’t remember what had happened to her, but what they couldn’t understand was that she had nearly two and a half years stolen from her mind. Those years were just gone.

      The summer before she was taken—gone.

      The days of being tortured—gone.

      Two years afterwards—gone.

      Her father had once said that for the two years after, it had been like she hadn’t existed. She’d been in a private hospital. Withdrawn. Mute. Completely pulled inward with no contact from anyone other than her immediate family and the medical staff.

      It sounded like a lonely existence and sometimes she was glad she couldn’t remember any of it. Other times, she felt like she’d go insane because she couldn’t remember.

      One question she constantly asked herself was, what happened to her afterward? Why couldn’t she remember anything after she’d been found? It didn’t make any sense. Why couldn’t she remember the hospital when she’d been there for such a long time? Even now the smell of antiseptic made her physically sick.

      Saige kept so much locked away inside her where no one could see. She was tired of being her. Tired of being afraid. Tired of not remembering.

      Seeing Quinten Peterson on the television had really thrown her for a loop. There was something about him that teased at a memory. He’d been familiar, but not in a frightening way. She’d always expected him to be terrifying to her when, or if, she ever saw him, but that reaction hadn’t come.

      Instead she felt a hint of affection. Perhaps after all these years she could finally admit to herself that she was crazy, because why the hell else would she had felt affection for someone who’d tortured her for days and then left her for dead?

      Her father had kept her locked away from the awful truths. He’d kept her away from the trial and from seeing him. She hadn’t testified at the trial. She’d been in the hospital recovering from all the injuries she’d suffered. Later, she remained in the private hospital.

      Saige shuddered and hoped like hell she’d never have to step foot inside the walls of that hospital again. Every time she thought about that place, chills of fear raced down her spine. She often asked herself what had happened to her while she’d been a patient—she would probably never know. She struggled to get herself up from the chair and slowly dragged her feet to her bedroom where she removed her work uniform and climbed under the covers—wanting to hide from the unknown that haunted her. Just for a little while.
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      For eight years he’d waited for the execution warrant to be signed by the governor, and now that it had been, Quinten felt nothing but fear and anger.

      He’d constantly asked himself, why him? He’d never gotten an answer. All those years ago, he went after the woman he loved. He didn’t regret finding her. Even knowing how he ended up, he would do it again as long as it meant that Saige lived. Despite the odds against him, he’d managed to save her.

      Even now, as they led him in shackles to one of the death watch cells, he could still see the blood covering her—his beautiful girl. Just her smile had been enough to bring him to his knees.

      “Steady now,” one of the guards said.

      He blinked a few times and realized his body had tensed, and that his fists clenched together in front of him.

      Four heavily armed guards flanked him while the warden led the way. The death squad. He didn’t know any of these guards, but he’d certainly get to know them now that he was under twenty-four seven observation. That was, until they transferred him to the execution chamber, adjacent to his new home.

      Quinten briefly closed his eyes and tried not to think about the end. He’d prayed since his incarceration that he’d be freed. He hadn’t done anything wrong, and wondered if he was being punished for that last night when he’d seen Saige before she’d returned to college.

      “Nearly there,” another guard grunted.

      The shackles around his ankles and wrists rattled when he slowly shuffled forward, and then he froze. His legs wouldn’t carry him further.

      He couldn’t do this.

      How the hell was he supposed to willingly walk inside that cell? He felt sick to his stomach with fear while he told himself he had to be strong, not just for himself, but also for his brother. Quinten just wasn’t sure he knew how to anymore.

      His legs weakened as he stared into the small space in front of him. The metal-framed bed with a thin mattress sat to one side, while the stainless steel toilet and sink had been placed to the back of the cell with a small window above.

      He really couldn’t do this.

      “C’mon, Quinten. You know you have to step forward.” The guard looked younger than him. He also looked sorry that he had to force him inside.

      Inhaling, Quinten forced his legs to move him forward. The minute he stepped inside, the door closed and locked behind him.

      “Turn around.”

      On automatic pilot, he turned and let them remove the chains while he kept his eyes closed.

      “They’re off. Move away from the door.”

      He followed their orders.

      He always did.

      He was a model prisoner.

      His eyes finally opened as he moved closer to the bed and dropped to the mattress, his legs no longer willing to hold him up.

      Quinten rested his elbows on his knees and dropped his head into his hands.

      He stayed like that for a long time.
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      Saige gasped as she came awake, her heart jumped in her chest. She struggled free from the quilt and nearly knocked the bedside light over in her haste to switch it on.

      A soft glow filled the room as she huddled against the headboard. Her skin clammy and her hands trembled when she wrapped her arms around her bent knees.

      

      She felt warm, wrapped in a cocoon against a hard pulsing body. Something felt familiar about him, which told her not to fight. Not that she had the strength anyway. Or was she hallucinating again?

      Her body was filled with pain and even in her fuzzy mind, she knew that she was dying. She wanted to die. No more pain.

      Heavy eyelids fluttered open and she saw the shape of a man leaning over her. Trees were behind him and she heard birds chirping. The brightness made her head hurt worse to she closed her eyes. So tired.

      The man. She knew him. He knew her. How though? Who was he?

      “You’re safe now. I won’t let anyone hurt you. I promise.” He caressed her face with fingers that felt like icicles. “Saige, it’s me.” He softly kissed her lips.

      

      The dream had felt real—too real. She knew it to be a memory, which had been triggered by the news report. The man she’d seen who had promised to protect her, had been Quinten Peterson.

      “Saige, it’s me.”

      Quinten knew her. Why couldn’t she remember him? He’d expected her to know him. Recognize him and his voice.

      Unable to hold her tears, she let them fall unchecked down her pale face, overwhelmed with grief.

      She should be happy because for the first time in eight years, she’d dreamt something that had felt real—something that she remembered the details of after waking.

      If anything the dream and how familiar Quinten Peterson felt to her, made her want to find out everything from the trial. For eight years she hadn’t wanted to know. Now though, time was quickly running out for Quinten and she needed to know why she didn’t fear him. Shouldn’t she if he’d been the one to hold her captive?

      “Ugh!” Frustrated, she snapped the room into darkness.
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      Alexander Peterson, known for the past six years as Alex Peters, danced around the old leather bag in front of him, wishing like hell it were Richard Lockwood.

      For eight years, his hate for the Lockwood family had grown and fueled his anger at the lies they’d told. And just like when his brother had been arrested and subsequently charged with the murder of those college girls, and the attempted murder of her, he felt helpless.

      He loved his brother and knew he was innocent. Alex had never given up hope that one day Quinten would be acquitted because he was innocent.

      Alex had hoped that she’d come forward and tell the world that it was all lies, except she hadn’t. She’d been hidden away by her family and he’d had no idea where to even start looking.

      Quinten had needed her. Hell, even Alex had needed her. In the end he’d given up searching because their mother had lost all hope. Just before she’d died, their mother had begged Alex to get his life together instead of festering on the hate and betrayal he’d felt at his brother’s incarceration. He’d kept his promise, becoming a firefighter, but he’d still let the hate and betrayal fester. He’d just learned to control it.

      His brother’s defense attorney had filed so many appeals and motions to try and get another trial, but he’d hit a brick wall with all of them.

      Time now slipped through his fingers.

      Twenty-eight days.

      Just hearing those words made him want to hurl.

      In eight years, they hadn’t been able to get a retrial.

      In eight years, they hadn’t found new evidence to implicate someone else or tampering with evidence in his brother’s case.

      So what the fuck could he do in twenty-eight days?

      Alex wanted to go and beg Lockwood to help free his brother, but he knew the man wouldn’t. No matter what Richard Lockwood had said to his face eight years ago, he’d had no intention of helping Quinten.

      He’d first met Richard Lockwood when he’d employed him and Quinten to create one of their masterpiece carvings for the wooden banister in the foyer of his home. And that was where they’d met Saige Lockwood. It had been the day before she’d turned twenty-one.

      

      Alex realized his brother had stopped mid-instruction so he lifted his head, and that’s when all thought fled.

      The shy beautiful girl had frozen at the top of the stairs, a blush covering her cheeks as Quinten and he stared at her.

      She cleared her throat and made her way toward them. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth as she stopped in front of Quinten.

      Alex nudged his brother, amused because his brother had gone tongue-tied. “I’m Alex Peterson and this is my brother, Quinten.”

      “I heard my father had hired the Peterson brothers. I’m Saige.”

      “You’ve certainly brightened up our day,” Alex grinned, and rolled his eyes at his brother. “Ignore him.”

      Saige laughed.

      Quinten frowned. “We have work to do.” He turned back to the carving of a small bird he worked on.

      Saige passed and Alex offered a knowing grin when he watched his brother, watching Saige from the corner of his eye.

      “Hope you have a Happy Birthday tomorrow,” Alex shouted.

      Her head full of sun-kissed blond hair nearly touched her bottom, but she turned her blue eyes on him and Quinten. “I hope you’ll both be here tomorrow night.” She disappeared into the kitchen.

      Alex knew better than to nudge into Quinten while he worked, but he loved to tease his brother. “Her eyes are like looking into the ocean on a sunny day.” He sighed. “Don’t you agree?”

      Quinten ignored him.

      Alex continued, “She’s beautiful and I bet her hair is silky smooth to the touch.”

      “Don’t you have anything better to do than bug the shit out of me?” Quinten asked, a dark frown on his face.

      “Lighten up. I’m just trying to get you to admit that she got to you.” Alex turned back to the leaf he’d been working on. He loved working with his brother, and he was damn proud of the projects they’d finished. He wasn’t an idiot and knew the only reason they had a business was because of his brother.

      Quinten grunted, and leaned against the wall, his eyes found Alex. “Yes, she got to me. More than I care to admit, considering the baggage I have.”

      Alex groaned. “Your marriage from hell will be over soon. Why can’t you get on with your life? You deserve someone good.” Sometimes Alex felt like telling his brother ‘I told you so’. Jocelyn had been unfaithful to Quinten from day one. The sooner she left his brother the better.

      “Saige invited us to her party. We’re going.” Alex grinned. “And don’t worry about me, my eyes are constantly drawn elsewhere.”

      “I know exactly where your eyes are drawn, and if you’re not careful, you’ll get us fired.”

      “Relax,” Alex said, feeling uncomfortable at his secret not being much of a secret. He should have known Quinten wouldn’t miss anything. He never did.

      

      Alex wanted to forget all about her. She betrayed his brother and him in the end by lying about the man who took her. What he’d never been able to understand was why? Why would she lie and let the real man walk free? For years, he’d wanted answers, and still did.

      His gut burned. He wanted justice, just like she should.

      He wanted his brother to be set free, and allowed to live his life.

      It killed him knowing that in twenty-eight days his little brother would no longer be on this earth. He would never see him again. Even though he was behind bars, he at least lived and breathed. But in less than a month, his brother would be put to death for something he didn’t do.

      “Fuck,” he roared, and punched the bag blindly. He just missed knocking his lieutenant off his feet.

      Alex stood gasping for breath while he tried to hold himself together. He ripped the gloves from his hands and bent at the waist. He gripped his thighs, dropping his head as he fought back tears.

      At thirty-seven, he was man enough to apologize to his superior, but he was afraid if he opened his mouth he’d break down and cry like a baby.

      His heart was breaking and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. Everything was out of his control and he wanted to scream at the whole world.

      “Let’s go to my office.”

      He nodded.

      Two of the guys on his shift stood watching. They held his gaze and patted him on the back as he moved past.

      His lieutenant closed the door and indicated for him to sit in the chair opposite his desk.

      Alex needed to pace, to run even, but instead he dropped his weary ass into the seat offered.

      “I’m not going to ask.” His lieutenant wasted no time in starting the conversation. “I know ... Alexander Peterson.”

      Alex’s mouth fell open in shock as he stared at his boss.

      “There isn’t much I don’t know about everyone under my command.” His lieutenant held up his hand when Alex went to speak. “I’ve known since the minute you stepped foot inside this station. I never judge anyone by their family. Mine weren’t the best. I know from experience and we’ll leave it at that. I should have told you, but I figured if you ever felt the need, then you’d come to me.”

      Alex glanced at the door. “Do they know?”

      “I take it that you didn’t see the governor’s conference?”

      “No,” Alex said.

      “The news station displayed your photograph. They’re your friends, Alex. Don’t lock them out, especially not now when you need their support.”

      Alex didn’t know what to think or say as he sat and listened. They may still accept him as one of their own, but they presumed his brother was guilty. He needed to be away from the station house—he couldn’t be here and listen to them all talking.

      Alex finally found his voice. “I’m going to need some time off. Until after⁠—”

      His lieutenant nodded. “After the display I just saw, I have to agree with you. Your leave can start after tonight’s shift, and you call when you’re ready to come back.” He paused giving him a searching look. “I mean that, Alex.”

      Alex nodded and looked around his boss’s office. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. No matter what he’s been convicted of, he’s still your brother.”

      He shook his Lieutenants outstretched hand.

      Moving down to the shower room, Alex didn’t see anyone else, which was just fine because he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what they truly believed about him and his brother. He rubbed his chest where his heart felt heavy with sorrow.

      After his shift, he’d sleep and then make a plan of action. He now had time on his hands and he wasn’t going to just sit back and let them execute his brother.

      He needed to make one last effort, even if it meant finally coming face-to-face with his past.
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        Renting an apartment in the building next door to the one where Saige lives is a brilliant idea on my part. I hadn’t planned on being back in Tampa for a long time, but here I am.

        The minute I heard on the radio about the signing of the warrant of execution, I packed a bag and high-tailed it home. I wasn’t about to miss the execution or the fallout from it.

        My sources tell me that Saige Lockwood still hasn’t regained her memory. I’m surprised. It’s been a long time since her abduction, which makes me wonder what drugs she was given for the two years she’d been locked away. Perhaps I hadn’t been told everything. I was well aware of what was being done to her, or so I thought. Why didn’t I stop it? I’m still not sure of the answer. Saige suffered and I hope she eventually discovers who was responsible for.

        It’s been a long time since I’ve spilled blood and just the thought excites me. The plan I’ve formed will be executed flawlessly while I follow a particular pattern. Can’t have anyone looking too closely at me now, can I?
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      Sunset was a beautiful sight as Saige raced along the sidewalk toward where her father waited. She’d wanted to cancel the dinner and give in to the overwhelming tiredness.

      She’d drifted back to sleep the night before with the memory repeating itself and the image of the man in his prison garb flashing in her mind. She needed to know more about him. She was terrified of what she’d remember, but that didn’t outweigh the need burning through her to know.

      Most of the day had been spent curled up in the brown chair with her laptop. She’d found quotes from newspaper archives and couldn’t believe what Jocelyn Peterson, the man’s ex-wife, had said.

      He’s a violent man…

      He loved to use his fists on me…

      He was cruel and unrelenting…

      I’m glad he’s finally somewhere he can’t get to me.

      It had certainly contradicted the comment from his brother, Alexander Peterson.

      He is an amazing and loyal brother. He is innocent of all charges.

      Alexander Peterson had obviously been close to his brother. He certainly believed in Quinten’s innocence—unlike the ex-wife.

      Saige felt more confused than ever as she stepped into the foyer of the Renaissance Hotel, her thoughts distracted with how to gather more information and from where. She’d start with her father. Because her reaction to the man she saw on the television bothered her—it bothered her a lot.

      So with those thoughts heavily on her mind, she entered the restaurant, and found her father pacing five feet in front of her.

      When he lifted his head, his eyes softened with relief and he tugged her against him. “Princess,” he whispered against the
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